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A Curly Healthy Biting Hello
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KnéBo: cool, great, fab, super

When things are good, you exclaim: Xopomro! When things are good and you are too young to
legally drink you exclaim: Knéso! If you want, you can exclaim it when you’re old enough to
drink or even get a pension — but the word does have a young vibe.

So where does the word “knéBo” come from?

The first explanation I found is that it is a Russified borrowing from the English word “clever”
that appeared via Soviet hippies (xumnmu) in the 1970s. In this version Ki1€BbI¥ UyBaK was a
smart, talented, clever guy.

The main problem with this version — other than failing to explain how “clever” morphed
into “cool, stylish, fun, and special” — is that the word was first noted in a Russian dictionary
in 1820 by a certain A.A. Uspensky. He wrote that it was part of odeHckoe apro (bookseller
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slang) in the city of Vladimir and meant 3HaTHBIM (distinguished). I suppose traveling book
peddlers might have spread slang as they traveled from town to town, but it seems unlikely
that “distinguished” became the modern notion of “cool” or “great.”

Starting in the mid-1800s kn1éBo was also found in dictionaries of criminal slang; you can find
it in Gorodin’s Gulag Dictionary, for example, where it means xopoI111o, Kpac1Bo, yoauHo
(good, beautiful, lucky).

Etymologists think it comes from the verb kneBaTs (to bite or peck) and knés (beak or a bite).
One suggestion is that it was originally fishing slang — xoporo kiroromuii, which I take to
mean “the fish are biting.” I like that suggestion best because I can see how the notion of a
great day at the fish pond could be generalized to “great day” to “great.” But who knows?

In any case over the decades Ox, Kak Ki1€Bo has come to mean, “Man, this is great.” 9To 6b110
6bI KI1EBO, crtacr6o (That would be awesome — thanks!) Torma pok-mMy3biKa epectana ObITh
3aIlPeTHBIM IIJIOJTOM, U HEJIb351 ObUIO Y3Ke OBITh KIIEBBIM IIPOCTO M3-3a TOTO, YTO Tebst
pyratoT (At that time rock music stopped being forbidden fruit, and you couldn’t be cool just
because you were criticized for it).

But it can be used by and for older folks, too, at least in jest: Ec/iu Thl TaKOM KJIEBBIM, TO
oTuero He 3HameHuThIN? (If you are so cool, why aren’t you famous?) XoTst 1 TyT BOITpoC
HaJI0 CTaBUTh MHaue: “ECau Thl TAKOM 3HAMEHHUTBIM, OTUEro >Ke Thl He KIEéBBIM (But
actually the question should be put differently: “If you are so famous, why aren’t you cool?”)

I was recently introduced to another improbable synonym for xopomo. This time the original
meaning is not a beak or mouth but can refer to something a bit higher up on (some)
creatures. KympsiBbivi (adjective) means curly or swirling, as in what hair can be. ITymkuH,
HEBBICOKMU Ky/IPSIBBIM MOJIPOCTOK, BOILIONIAET B cebe >kuBoCTh (Pushkin, a rather short,
curly-haired adolescent, was the embodiment of vibrancy). The adverb kyznpsiBo is often used
to describe curly clouds or puffs of smoke: M3-3a Kpbliil Topyany B He60 TPyObI 3aBofa U
rycTo, kKyapsiBo gbimunu (From the roof tops the factory smokestacks thrust up into the sky
and produced thick swirls of smoke).

In literary Russian, those swirls and curls are pretentious in writing — either as handwriting
or as prose. OH Hanucas NUCbMO Pa3MallIUCThIM, KyJpsiBbIM odepkoM (He wrote the letter
in scrawling, curly handwriting). KyapsBo is not what you want someone to call your novel.
[IuurTe He TaK KyAPSIBO U TaBauTe O0sbIiie haKTUUecKaro Mmatepurasia (Don’t write such
convoluted prose and provide more factual material). In design or architecture, it generally
means something that is overly intricate in an unpleasant way. BugHa 0611HOCTb JIeKOpa CO
cTapsIM HalyioHanem, HO 04eHb KyJIpsiBO, U BCe 3T0 KaKOW -TO He pYCCKUM MOJIEPH, a
KaKasi-To HedTsiHast pockoIns (It had something in common with the décor of the old
National Hotel, but it was overly ornate, and it’s not any sort of Russian moderne — it’s oil -
money glitz).

You can also think rRyzapsiBo, which is when your mind goes in a million directions at once. It’s
not good for the thinker or the people around him: Jlyurie 651 OH He Jyman Tak KyapsiBo (It
would be better if he his thoughts didn’t wander all over the place).

In other contexts kyapsiBo seems to have the sense of living or doing something great,



terrific, super — but perhaps a little too good, a bit too fancy: KyapsiBo >kusémib! (You’re
living the high life!) Maybe that’s great; maybe it’s time to cut back on the truffles.

In a translator’s chat someone asked about a conversation that concerned a possible solution
to a social problem. Here it means “too much of a good thing”: —3T0 HeMbICTHMO 6€3
CHUJIBHOUW IOCY/TapCTBEHHOM BOIU U PEITUMOCTH. —C 3TUM Y Hac KyapsaBo. (“That’s
unthinkable without strong will and determination from the government.” “Oh, we’ve got
that in spades.”)

Finally, there is another word that can mean “Great!” but it all depends on where you put the
stress when you say the word. 3gop6Bbiii (healthy) and 3mopéBo (healthily) are the first
meanings. Mou [Ipy3bs1 TOKe BEAYT 3I0pOBEIH 06pa3 sku3Hu. JKutb 3m0p6Bo! (Live a healthy
life).

Alone it can be what someone says when they see you on the street: 3mopéso! (Hil).

But when the stress moves to the first syllable, 3m6poBo can mean “very” or “strongly.” On
3n6poBo noxymen (He lost a huge amount of weight [he really lost weight]). Ona 3m6poBo
3abosnesna (She was really sick). I[llym qo>Kast 3m0poBo moMoraeT MHe 3ackinaTh (The sound of
rain really helps me fall asleep).

Or it means to do something really well. Ou 376poBo unTaet cBou ctuxu (He recites his
poetry brilliantly).

Alone, 3g6poBo! means “Fabulous!” After a long train trip, you might say: ByzaeT 306poBo
TIIOCIIaTh HECKOIBKO Heflelb Ha MATKOM KpoBaTH (It will be great to sleep on a soft bed for
several weeks). Tak 66170 3TOPOBO ¢ TOO0I TycoBaThest (It was super to hang out with you).

[ToobmiaThcst — 3T0 3mOpoBo! (Getting together is awesome!)
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