2. Moscow Times

INDEPENDENT NEWS FROM RUSSIA

How a Saint Becomes a Sinner

Holy fool or nutcase?

Michele A. Berdy's The Word's Worth

April 07,2023
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Emilio Machado / unsplash
Okosecuija: blather, nonsense

Now here’s a word I’d never heard before: kyponecuria. It isn’t used much — less than 15,000
hits on Google — and apparently means nonsense, confusion, something unintelligible. It
comes with a verb, kyponecuts, which means to behave oddly, to act silly, to play pranks. Ou
IOYPAuYMIICS Ha cUeT ‘‘TaraHCKOM KyposiecuIlbl” B Kak JIFOOMMOB U TF00MMOBIIBI CTAHY'T
YIYUIlaTh U pa3yKpamniuBaTh BynrakoBa (He clowned around at the expense of what he called
the “Taganka circus” — how Lyubimov and his troupe would improve and embellish
Bulgakov).

The only context where it seems common is holiday entertainment, usually state-organized.
You can find it in ads for (possibly wild) merriment, like this announcement for
Pa3BiieKkaTenbHas mporpaMma ‘“HoBoropHsisi Kyposecura”, UIITHeHCKUY CeJTbCKUM TOM
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Ky/IbTYphI B PocToBcKOM parioHe (The entertainment program “New Year’s Hullabaloo” at
the Ishnya Village House of Culture in the Rostov region).

Sounds like a fun night on the town!

Kyponecuiia may or may not be related to another similar-sounding word: oronecunia which
means to speak nonsense. Sometimes it sounds like fun blather: Beinus, oH cTaHOBMIICS
yepecuyp Becén u Héc okornecully (After he had something to drink he got really happy and
spouted a lot of hogwash). Sometimes it sounds less fun: I BEIHY>K/IeH CNTyIIIaTh, KaK ThI
HeCEIIh KaKyI0-TO OKOJIECUITY O JTF00BU U OpY>KOe, U He MOT'Y 3aX0X0TaTh, TIOTOMY UTO MHE
Tebs1 To>Ke skanko (I have to listen you rattling off some kind of drivel about love and
friendship, and I can’t laugh because I also feel sorry for you). And the whole point seems to
be that the listener can’t tell fact from fiction: OH moHEc B 0TBeT CYIIyI0 OKOJIECUILY, TaK UTO
s1 TOJIBKO TYT IOHSIJ, KaK HEIPUSTHO UMETb JIeJI0 C IFOAbMU, 0 KOTOPBIX HUKOTAAa Helb3s
CKa3aTh HaBepHoe, ITyT oHU uiu HeT (In reply he rattled off arrant nonsense, so that I
suddenly realized how unpleasant it is to have dealings with people when you can’t tell for
certain if they are lying or not).

I couldn’t agree more.

The really interesting bit about these words is their origin. Okonecuiia has two possible
origins, one from the word okono (near, about, around), the idea being someone dances
around something in their speech. The other is the noun roneco (wheel) and verb konecuTs,
which means to drive for a long time or to drive around in circles. That supposedly led to the
notion of going off the beaten path while talking: spouting nonsense. To be honest, both
possibilities sound like a stretch, but word derivation and transformation is a mysterious
process.

The origin myth for kyponecuna is even more fantastical but oddly more believable. It is
supposedly a mispronunciation of the Greek Kyrie Eleison (God have mercy) said in religious
services. Since Russians didn’t understand the phrase they were chanting — although why
they were chanting Greek and not the Russian I'ociofii1, nomuiny# is a mystery — they
decided that Kypoiec or Kyposecuiia was just a bit of gobbledygook.

Do you believe any of that? I'm not sure I do, but they are lovely stories.

And since I liked the image of Russian churchgoers struggling with Kyrie Eleison — and since
this is the season of religious holidays — I thought it might be useful to look at a few more
words with religious meanings that are used in secular life, too — often with very different
meanings.

As I say: word transformation is a mysterious process.

Here’s an interesting one: 6ny. In religion it means straying from the path of righteousness.
You might recognize BriymHbiM cbiH as the Prodigal Son as well as, on a happier note,
[TorastHue 61yiHOTO chIHA (the Penitence of the Prodigal Son). Outside the church these days
the adjective 6mygHbIi is used more commonly in the sense of being lewd, profligate, as if
“straying from the path of righteousness” came down to being unchaste. Bmecre c
BO3BpallleHVeM K eJJUHCTBEHHOU >KeHITHe, POyKaBIllel eMy JleTell, 3aK0JIblieBaB CBOIO



OnynHyro cyasy, Ten BepHYIICS U Ha HeKOrAa KyIuleHHYo nauy (Along with returning to the
only woman who bore him children, my grandfather closed the chapter on his immoral life
and came back to the dacha he bought long ago).

In religion, almost the opposite of 6;ymHBIN YenoBek is yrogHUK, which means someone
pleasing to God. The most revered Boskut yrogHuK (saint pleasing to God) is St. Nicholas, aka
Santa Claus, who was in reality the Archbishop of Myra (now part of Turkey) in the 3rd and
4th centuries. He is especially venerated in Russia: Bbls cBSITOM yroi B 136e, M MKOHa
Huronas YrogHuKa B KyxoHbKe (The village cottage had an icon corner and an icon of St.
Nicholas in the kitchen).

But out in the world, yrogauk has almost the opposite meaning. The yrogHux is pleasing to
others in order to get something for himself. Vronuux is a bootlicker, a sycophant, a lackey.
OH YyroJHUK BIUATENbHbIX Ttofiert (He sucks up to influential people). With women, he’s a
cad. B okpyre 51 MU3BeCTEeH KaK HaCTOSIIIUIM AaMCcKuM yrogHuK (In the district I’m famous for
being a real ladies’ man).

Another word that is better in church than outside its doors is topogussiii. In church circles
this is a holy fool or a fool for Christ, that is, someone who has the madness to get rid of his or
her belongings and wander the earth in tattered bits of clothing, begging for food and praying.
These people have always been revered in Russia — as have people like them in other parts of
the world. They may be mad, but in the service of God. OHa — u3 pa3psijia 6;1a’KeHHBIX U
IOPOMBBIX, 00M>KAaTh KOTOPBIX — BeJIMKUM I'pex (She is one of the blessed, the fools in Christ.
Mistreating them is a great sin).

But the kind of insanity that is sanctified in a believer is regarded as just plain nuts and/or
stupid in an ordinary person. VIH>keHep, la ellle aTOMIIIMK, a pacCy>KaeTe, KaK IOPOAUBBIN
(You’re an engineer, an atomic engineer to boot, and you analyze things like a lunatic). Even
marketplaces can be a bit nutty: 9ToT ppIHOK ObLI BECETTBIM U JJasKe HEMHOT'O FOPOAVBHIM
mectoM (That market was a fun and even a slightly wacky place). There might have been
some beggars, holy or not, there, but if this was said last week, perhaps it was just wacky.

May your spring holidays be fun and even a bit wacky.
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