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Annoying Russian Questions

When they ask you how you are, tell them honestly!

Michele A. Berdy's The Word's Worth

August 19, 2022
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Kak gena?: How'’s it going?

Years ago whenever I would ask an acquaintance “Kak gena?” (How are things?), he’d answer:
“B Kpemute fiernta, y Hac menuinku’” . Since fena can mean matters, affairs, or work and
JeNUIIKY can mean minor tasks or errands, I understood it as a joke that meant something
like “The Kremlin is doing serious business, we’re pushing paper.” And since he was, in fact, a
paper pusher in the Russian parliament, I thought he’d made up the self-deprecating joke
himself.

Hey, it was a long time ago. What did I know?

The phrase, I later learned, is a well-known joking response to that omnipresent question kak
mena? And there is yet another funny answer, this time a pun on gena, which can also refer to
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legal cases: B IIpokypatype fiena, y Hac genumku (The Prosecutor’s Office handles cases, we
just do the paperwork).

Most of the time you give a standard response to the standard question kak mena? If things are
going pretty good: xoporo (fine); Huuero (not bad); HopmansHo (like usual); 601ee-MmeHee
(so-so0); Tepnumo (bearable). If things are going really well: oTnnyHo (great); BeTUKOIeITHO
(splendid); kmaccHo (super); 3mopoBo (fabulous); 3ameuaTenbHo (terrific); mpeBocxomHO
(excellent). And if things are going badly, you can either make a joke about it or downplay the
downer: 6p1BaeT myutiie (could be better); He oueHb (meh, “not very [good]”); xy>ke Bcex
(worse than everyone else).

I highly recommend Huuero as the all-purpose answer. If you say it with a smile, upbeat, it
means: pretty damn good, thanks! If you say it in a tone of resignation, it means: terrible but
I’'m muddling through. Change your intonation, change the meaning. Brilliant.

But these standard answers are just the tip of the reply iceberg. There are dozens of ways to
answer that question, from the very polite to the extremely improper. And since it’s August
and hot as hades, here’s a how’s-it-going primer. We can come back to the hard bits in a week
or two. As they say: PaboTa He BOJIK, B j1ec He yoeskuT (work isn’t going anywhere, literally,
“work isn’t a wolf that will disappear into the forest...”)

So how can you answer Kak fena? First option: go retro. The nicest, quaint response is:
Bamumu monutBamu (literally, with your prayers). Today people understand it to mean
“crracubo, Huuero” (not bad, thanks) or He mT0X0, He X0po1o (s0-so, literally not bad, not
good). But the idea behind it, as one person was told by her grandmother, is: 6;1aromapHOCTb
3a TO, YTO BbI 000 MHe IyMaeTe, IlepesKMBaeTe, TOJIBKO OJ1arojapsi 3ToMy s JKMBa U 3[[0POBa
(gratitude for thinking about me and being concerned, thanks to that, I’'m alive and well).

Or you might use another old, rather mysterious expression that rhymes with the question:
Kak pena? Kak cayka 6era (How are things? Terrible, literally “like white soot”). This
explanation requires a leap of faith. According to multiple sources, since soot is black, “white
soot” is something incompatible, chaotic and bad. Hence kax caska 6ea means “things are all
messed up.”

Well, the rhyme is lovely.

Or you might reply: Cracu6o, Bcé B mmokomnage (Thanks, things are great, literally,
“everything is in chocolate.”) You can also say: s B mokrosnaze! (I'm doing great!) The origins
of this phrase, if I am to believe my informants, is that anything dipped in chocolate (cherries,
prunes, nuts, apricots, or other delicacies) are an expensive luxury. A life dipped in chocolate
sounds luxurious, no? It’s a good way to let someone know business is going fine and you’re
rich without saying that you’re rolling in dough. That’s so gauche, don’t you know.

Then there are also a variety of ways to say: not so good. Most of them are snarky, the sort of
thing you might snap at a nosy neighbor or a relative who exhibits way too much interest in
your life. “Kak mena?” they ask. You answer: Jlesia uyT xopoiio, Ho mumo (Things are going
fine, just passing me by). He ymep u He >keHuca (I haven’t died or gotten married); JIyuie
yeM BUepa, HO Xy>Ke ueM 3aBTpa (Better than yesterday but worse than tomorrow). That
should shut them up.



If not, you can move on to the “it’s bad” answers. Of course, you can say, V>kacHo! OmHu
mpo6emsi! Beé kommapao! (Terrible! Problem after problem! What a nightmare!). But there
are more creative replies.

If, for example, you are having trouble making ends meet, say: Kak B Takcu. UYeM Janbliie,
TeM foposke (Like in a cab B the farther you go, the more you pay). Or if things are going
badly, say: Kak y >kapeHoM KapTOoIIKU. CHauaa pesKyT, [IOTOM >KapsiT, a B KOHIIe COXKPYT
(Like a fried potato. First they cut it, then fry it, and in the end, they eat it). Or if your
questioner can tolerate some bad language, try: Kak y 3e6pbl... 6emasi 1osocka, uépHasi
TI0JIOCKA, CHOBA Oejtasi, CHOBa UépHasl, a TOTOM XBOCT U ojiHasl 3agHurla (Like a zebra...
white stripe, black stripe, then white again, then black again, and then the tail and a pain in
the butt).

If you are feeling very cranky — or if your nosy neighbor is driving you mad — you can
answer the question with a question. A rather rude question. Kaxk fena? YTo MMEeHHO Bac
naTepecyer? (What specifically are you interested in?) TbI IIPOCTO TaK CIIPAIIHMBAEIIE WIIU
Tebe mericTBUTEIbHO HTepecHOo? (Are you just being polite or are you really interested?)
[Touemy BbI cripamuBaeTe? (Why do you ask?) 3auem BbI XoTHTe 3T0 y3HaTh? (Why do you
want to know?) And the kicker: Kak BbI 6yj1eTe MCI10/1b30BaTh 3Ty uHMOpMaIuio? (How are
you going to use this information?)

Well, maybe skip that last one.
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