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IlteBaTts: to spit, to not care

I have a friend who loves the word HanmeBaTh (to spit), only she stretches out each syllable:
Ha-Iute-BaTh and ends with sharp downward jab of her chin. This doesn’t mean “I spit on it”
— or it does, sort of. It is a verbal description of a gesture (spitting) that means “I could not
care less.”

In English, spitting on someone or something has a different meaning — more contempt than
indifference. So when you translate a sentence like this: MHe nyiieBaTh Ha Bac 1 Baliu
npobiemsl (literally “I spit on you and your problems”) you might say: I don’t give a hoot
about you or your problems.

In Russian, there are two ways to use gestures. One is to physically use them; the other is to
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describe gestures in words. You need to know what both kinds mean so that you don’t, well,
put your foot in your mouth.

Let’s start with a few physical gestures. If a person twirls their index finger at their temple, it
means that the person under discussion — or even the person they are talking to — is crazy,
off his rocker, not thinking straight. There is similar gesture: someone holds their thumb at
their temple with their palm up and facing forward and then flaps the hand up and down. This
also means that someone is a bit crazy, but it might be used ironically or about someone who
is ditzy, a lightweight, or not very smart.

If you are fed up with something, or just fed up to the brim with too much food, hold your
hand under your chin, palm down. This means the relatively benign I cbrT o ropmo (I’'m
filled to the brim, I ate too much); or the annoyed mHe Hazoesno (I’ve had it up to here); or the
ultimatum: ¢ meHs1 xBaTUT (that’s it — I’ve hit my limit). Context, as usual, is everything.

Other easily readable gestures include scratching the back of your head, which means “I don’t
get it” or squinting your eyes to mean “I’m concentrating.”

One that puzzled me at first is slapping the back of your neck where it joins the spine, a spot
that is often a bit of a hump. In Russian this spot is called rop6, and it plays a larger role in the
imagination and language than its English equivalent. For example, to work really hard is
THYTH or ToMaTh ropb (literally to bend or break your neck hump). In English this might be to
break your back, bust a gut or work up a sweat. We do, however, share similar names for the
hump that often appears in older women: BoBsI1#1 rop6 in English is dowager’s hump.

So what does it mean to hit this spot on your back? It’s the physical representation of cugeTs
Ha rop6y (literally “to sit on my neck”), usually when someone is in your care and it’s a
burden, or when you have a problem that is weighing on you. In English we might say we have
the weight of the world on our shoulders, but at least in my part of the English-speaking — or
gesturing — world, there was no physical gesture to describe it.

On the other hand — as it were — there are verbal expressions in Russian that describe
physical gestures. Here’s an expression that might have been a real gesture once: c rima3y Ha
ria3 (literally “from one eye to another”). This means to speak privately, one on one: Mue
HY>KHO [IOTOBOPUTS C r71a3y Ha ria3 (I need to talk privately).

False friend alert! C rima3y Ha ria3 means talking privately, just two people. It does not mean
“to see eye to eye.” That’s to be in agreement (cormacHst). It’s no secret that we haven't
always seen eye to eye (He cekpeT, YTO MBI He BCerfia HaXOOWIN OOITUH SI3bIK).

CmoTpeTh cKBO3b Manbilbl (literally “to look through your fingers”) is to intentionally ignore
something. In English, we use an expression that has the same idea, but a different physical
gesture: [1o ero croBaM, MUPOBasi 00ITIeCTBEHHOCTH He MOYKET CMOTPETh CKBO3b MaJIbIIbl Ha
npoucxogsiiee B JIuBuu (He said the world public cannot turn a blind eye to what is
happening in Libya).

Here’s a weird one: 3yonI checTh (literally “to eat your teeth”). That means to have
experience, to be an expert, to know your stuff. In English we have the expression “to cut your
teeth on something,” but that means to get your start. I guess in Russian they’ve already cut



their teeth and now are swallowing them?

In any case: Jlaske eC/iv CKayKeTe, UTO YrKe 3YObI ChelTM Ha PAa3TUUHBIX MEPOTIPUSITUSX,
yBepeH, BaM BCerjja X0ueTcsl 3HaTh, Kak cfeNnaTh ux emé nyute (Even if you say you’re an
old hand at event organization, I'm sure you want to know how to make them even better).

There is a weird version of this: cobary cwecTs (literally “to eat a dog”) and no, I have no idea
where this expression came from. But it means the same thing: Hajfo co6aky cbecTb, 4TOOBI
BO BceM 3TOM pazobpaThest (You need to have done this a million times to know all the ins
and outs). BotT BbI y Hero u yumtech. OH B cyzie paboTaeT moOosIbIIe BAlllero OTIia ¥ Ha 9TUX
nenax cobaky cber (You ought to study with him. He’s been working in the court longer than
your father and he really knows his stuff).

All of this can be tough on translators. You have to figure out if a guy really spit or if it’s all
metaphorical. Here it seems the person actually made a gesture: OH MaxHy/I PyKOM U CKa3aJ:
- He crouT (He waved his hand dismissively and said, “It’s not worth it.”) But here he
probably didn’t: B uTore oTel] IIpoCcTo MaxXHYJT pyKOM Ha ChIHA, JTaB €My BO3MOKHOCTh
CaMOCTOSITeTbHO 00ycTpouTh cBOIO cyAnoy (In the end the father simply gave up on his son
and let him make his life on his own).

And then there is one other problem for translators — when Russian and English/American
gestures don’t match up in terms of meaning. In Russian, you spread your arms (pa3Be3Tu
pykammu) to indicate “I am perplexed, I don’t know what to do.” In English, we usually focus
on another part of that gesture: Bpau pa3Besn pykamu U cKa3as, YTo 60blie He 3HaeT YTO
Ha3HauuThb (The doctor shrugged and said he didn’t know what else to prescribe.) Or you can
ignore the gesture and convey the meaning: “the doctor was at a loss.”

Or you can beat your head against the desk trying to decide. Metaphorically, of course.
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