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Under the Mighty Oak | Sit, Stupidly

Michele A. Berdy's The Word's Worth

May 05, 2023

Andrei Nikerichev / Moskva News Agency
3angybers: to be frozen stiff

In the part of the world where I’'m now living, oaks are protected. They have little green oak
leaf badges on their trunks to remind everyone that they may not be cut down or harmed in
any way. And so there are some truly mighty oaks around, including one that is so enormous I
don’t think five people holding hands could encircle it. It is very satisfying to lean back on it
and imagine what the land around it looked like 200 or maybe even 300 years ago when it was
a sapling.

It is also a very useful spot for thinking of tree expressions in Russian — well, for me anyway.

It instantly reminded me of a curious expression: ¢ my6a pyxHyThCs (Sometimes yItacTh),
which literally means to come crashing down or to fall out of an oak. Figuratively it means to
be crazy. No one seems to know why falling out of an oak tree, or any tree for that matter, is
synonymous with stupidity, although there is a similar verb, proxayTscs, which also means to
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fall, make a mistake or do something stupid (which I suppose falling out of a tree is).

Bei ¢ iy6a pyxuynu?! e BbI TYT Tr6epaTbHbIX IEMOKPATOB yBUAeIn? OTKpOUTe
BUKUIIEAWIO U TIOYNUTANTE, YTO TAKOE JTUOEpaTM3M U JeMOKPATHUS, IOTOM PACCKayKUTe IJie
BBI MX TYT BUIEIHN Y BIacTU. (Are you nuts or what? Where did you see liberal democrats?
Open up Wikipedia and read what liberalism and democracy are, and then tell me where
you’ve seen anything like that in the government.)

It is often used with the word coBcem (completely) and can sound like a final verdict: CoBcem
TBI, IIOAIPYTA, € fyba pyxHyIa, B B3goxHyna Jinga (“You have completely lost it, girlfriend,”
Lida sighed).

There are a few other oaky expressions that are useful to know. Oaks aren’t just tall, they’re
very hard. If you call someone my6 (0ak) or say they have gyboBas roiosa (an oak head) it
means they’re an idiot. We use similar imagery in English: A kakast ;y6oBasi royioBa cHsiIa
BCeX ToKapew ¢ pabpuk u 3aBofos? (Who was the blockhead who fired all the lathe operators
from the factories and plants?) Huuero Thl He IOHMMaeIIlb, YOOBasi OJI0OBA, IIOBTOPSIIO e1Ié
pa3! (I'm telling you again, you numskull, you don’t understand a thing!)

And similar to English, where stilted language can be called wooden, Russian calls it “oaken”:
B HEM, BbIpayKasiCh AyOOBBIM I3BIKOM COBETCKOTO IITKOJIBHOTO «JINTEePAaTyPOBeeHUSsI»,
«COmep>KaIoCh IMPOBUEHME COITUATMCTHUUeCcKOTOo byayiero» (To use the wooden language
of Soviet grade-school “literary criticism,” the work “foreshadowed the socialist future”).

Finally, the mighty oak has given us the verb 3agy6eTs, which means to get cold, freeze, or to
stiffen and become hard. There is a lot of fun supposition and bad scholarship about this word
— one idea is that maybe ancient Slavs buried people under oak trees, which conveyed —
mystically or through their roots — the notion (or reality) of dead people growing cold and
stiff. In some cases, there is the perfect English translation: Ha mopo3e TkaHb 3agybena
MOKAYMBAJIach Ha BeTPY, Kak (parepHsbI 1ucT (In the cold the cloth was frozen stiff, swaying
in the wind like a piece of plywood). In other cases, it just means “wooden”: {1 yBuen
BBICOXITIET0, U3MOKIEHHOTO YeJI0BeKa C CEPhIMU BHIIIBETIITMMU IJTa3aMU U 3a/Ty0eBIIEeN OT
conHIla Ko>keli (I saw a dried up, exhausted man with gray, colorless eyes and skin made
wooden by the sun).

Another useful tree phrase that comes to mind when standing by my neighborhood mighty
oak is HamIeBaTh C BBICOKOTO JiepeBa, literally to spit from the top of a high tree. But it
actually means you couldn’t care less. Ha Te vy nHble IOTUTHUYECKHE TAPTUU MHE
HaIlUIeBaTh C BBICOKOTO fiepeBa (I could not give a hoot about any political parties).

Or if you want to forget the trees, you can just say Ha-1e-BaTh with little pauses between the
syllables. This is a simple and elegant expression of utter disdain. Toryia MHe 6B1IO He [JO TOTO
1 BoobO11ie B HareBaTh (At the time I was too busy to deal with it, but in general B I just don’t
give a crap.)

There are two other tree-ish words that you must know. The first is mensb (a tree stump)
which for some reason plays a bigger role in the Russian mind and imagination than its
English equivalent. Some day I will write an obscure article about the lowly (bad pun) nens or
neHék, which is always a feature of descriptions of meadows and woods and country houses,



or figures as a seat or table or marker, or is the place where something is placed or hidden
under. f cIenran HeCKOJIBLKO IIAroB BIlepéx U cen Ha 1eHb (I took a few steps ahead and sat on
a tree stump). ITox nHEM, B rHe3[je, IPUKPBITOM HaBHCIIMM CBEPXY MXOM, CKPbIBAeTCs
KYKYIIOHOK (A baby cuckoo is hiding under a tree stump in a nest covered by hanging moss).

Figuratively neHs is a stupid person, or more commonly, someone who is temporarily or
naturally that way: Kak neHb or mHéEM (like a stump) — that is, someone who is
dumbfounded, immobile or stupid. You can stand or sit like a stump: Tb1-T0 Ué nHEM
cupunib? (Why are you sitting there like an idiot?) JlaBaii, CaHsi, caguch. Yero Thl BCTAI-TO
Kak rneHs? (Come on, Sanya, sit down. Why are you just standing there?)

The other important tree part is konofa (a log, often a tree that has fallen). Together the
stump and log make an expression of unknown origins — and plenty of hypotheses: uepes
neHb-Kojopy. Literally this is “through/over the stump-log,” but it is used figuratively to
mean something done in a slapdash manner. Pabouue Ha Bcex IpeATIpUATUSX paboTanu
cerofHs uepes neHb-Kojoay (Today the workers at all the factories did a sloppy job).
Pa36umpaTenbCTBO 110 YOUMKUCTBY AECATUKIACCHUKA ITPOXOIUIIO uepe3 reHb- Kooy (The
investigation into the murder of the tenth grader was slapdash).

So how did stepping over a stump-log come to mean doing a bad job? One theory is based on
the older expression BanuTh Kak yepes neHb Kooy (to throw down [something] like a log
over a stump). Here the idea is that it’s miserably hard to haul a big log over a stump, but the
jump to “a poorly executed” job is not clear. The other theory is based on another earlier form
yepes [IeHb B Kojtoxy (over a stump into a log), the idea being that there is nothing worse
when walking through the woods than stepping over a stump only to put your foot in a rotten
log. Sounds good, although very imaginative, but what does that have to do with sloppy work?

[THEéM BOT CHKY TYT U gyMato (I'm just sitting here with my mouth shut, thinking).
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