'Moscow Times

30 YEARS INDEPENDENT NEWS FROM RUSSIA

How to Be Obnoxious in One Easy Word

By Michele A. Berdy

November 24, 2023

Daniel Jimenez / unsplash
Jle3Ts: climb, crawl, push, pester, butt in, hit on, get involved, etc.

A couple of years ago I briefly mentioned the verb ne3Ts in an article about another word,
thinking at the time that I was doing a grave injustice to me3Tb. It’s a great little word. Its first
literal meaning is to climb or to crawl — to move by grabbing onto something, pulling
yourself along or by crawling under something. But it has a half dozen other meanings —
some related to the first meanings, some figurative — and has generated another dozen
expressions. It is a verb everyone should know and master, if only for the visceral pleasure of
shrieking KYIA ThI JIE3EIIIb?! when some shameless person tries to cut ahead of you in a line
you’ve been standing in for two hours.

JIe3Th is not always so hot-tempered. It’s neutral if you are describing what someone did
when the house alarm wouldn’t shut off: I[Ipumniocs 1e3Th HaBepX, UTOObI 06pe3aTh TPOBOJ,
curHanusanuu (I had to climb up to cut the wire and disable the alarm). Or what someone did
when you dropped your purse under the table in a restaurant: OHa ne3ya mog ctoin (She
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crawled under the table). Or what someone else did when he forgot his house key: Ou 11e3 B
okHO (He crawled in through the window).

And it can be neutral when you are reaching inside something, like 1e3Tb B 11kad 3a KHUTroM1
(pulling a book off the shelf). Or you might put your entire body in something — or try not to:
51 651 To6OsIICS 71e3Th B BoAy (I'd be afraid to get into the water). Or you might be advised to:
I'po3a cobupaetcs. JIe3b B manaTKy. [lepecugum. (A storm is coming, get into the tent. We’ll
sit it out.) Or for reasons unknown you might deeply resent having to check something: Mory
IIOCMOTPETH B CJIOBape — HO He X0uy ObITh BBIHYKIEHHBIM JIe3Th B cJioBaph (I might look in
a dictionary, but I don’t want to be compelled to look in a dictionary).

Whatever.

Inanimate objects do a lot of crawling around. When you want to say that something doesn’t
fit into a space, you use n1e3Th: Bce Bellu He 1e31u B oguH ueMojiaH (All my things didn’t fit
into one suitcase). If you want to describe something you or other humans don’t fit into, add
the prefix B: MHe MpUIIIIOCh CUJIBHO MOXYAETh, YTOObI BiIe3Th B 3T0 iaThe (I had to lose a
lot of weight to get into that dress). Bbl yaiuBUTECh CKOIBKO HApO[y MOSKET BJIe3Th B aBTO0OYC
(You’d be surprised at how many people can fit into a bus).

And when you have had too much to eat, or when you’re not feeling well, or when you can’t
stand a particular food, a spoon “won’t get into your mouth”: JIo>kka B poT He yie3eT. Bcé
nepecosieHo, Bcé nepernepueHo (I couldn’t eat a bite. Everything had too much salt and

pepper).

In colloquial Russian — that is, the language everyone uses in everyday life — me3T5 is the
barging in, sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong, being pushy, or hitting on someone
verb. It’s how you describe that pushy lady described above who tries to 1e3Tb 6e3 ouepenu
(cut into line) at the ticket office. It’s what you shout at your Significant Other when they
decide to break up two drunks fighting on the street. Kyga ke ToI e3emb? C yma comén? (Stay
out of it! Are you crazy?!) Jle3Th B gpaky (getting involved in a fight) is never a good idea. As
they say: [IBoe gepyTcsi — Tpetut He n1e3b (When two are fighting, a third should not barge
in). Or it’s your complaint about your neighbor, who ne3seT c gonrumu pasroBopamu (starts
in on long conversations). Or what you tell your friend: Jaske He ymati 1e3Th K Heti (Don’t
you even think about hitting on her).

I haven’t heard this usage a great deal — perhaps because I don’t hang around with the right
people — but ne3Ts is also used to describe trying to wrangle a high position. Here you use
71e3Th + B + Whatever job title you want in the plural and nominative case. OH e3eT B
HauanbHUKYU (He’s angling for a managerial position).

And then, oddly to my mind, ne3tb describes things that do the opposite: hair falling out,
pages of books coming apart, sweaters that leave threads and bits of yarn on chairs: Kak
TOJIBKO BBl 3aMETWIH, UTO JIe3yT BOJIOCKI, CAMbIM IIPABUIBHBIM pellleHreM OyzieT
rocemeHue crierianucTa (As soon as you notice that your hair is falling out, the right thing
to do is to see a specialist).

But note: in less dire cases, you should just see your barber: Bonocsl y MeHsI ITTMHHBIE U JIe3yT
B 711a3a (I’ve got long hair that keeps getting in my eyes).



Everyone should know at least some of these very handy ne3Ts expressions. JIe3Th B Or Ha
I71a3a means to try to be noticed: OH cTapancsi Kak MO>KHO BHYIITUTeIbHEN OTJATh YeCTh
oduilepy 1, Ka3aaoch, HAPOUHO Jie3 Ha I'ta3a (He tried to make a real show out of saluting the
officer and, it seemed, intentionally tried to get noticed). In other situations you might want
the opposite: 3aneus Ha AHO, He JIe3Th Ha IJIa3a U Jep>KaTh yxo BocTpo (Lay low, don't stick
out and keep your ear to the ground).

JIe3Th Ha cTeHY is nicely analogous to the English “climb the walls”: {I mpocTo y>ke Ha CTeHKY
ne3y (I'm already climbing the walls).

Jle3Th u3 Ko>kU BOH (literally to crawl out of your skin) is what you do when you are trying
really, really hard. In English we perform other acrobatic acts: Bl 3acTaBuIu MeHS 1€3Th U3
KO>KM BOH paju Bated noagepskku (You made me jump through hoops for your
endorsement). The opposite is preferable: 3gech BaM He IpuAeTcsi 1e3Th U3 KOXKU BOH,
yT06BI HOOUTHCS 5ReTaemoro (Here you don’t have to bend over backwards to get what you
want).

If something Hu B Kakue BopoTa He ne3eT (literally “doesn’t fit through any gate”) it means
it is unacceptable, inappropriate: Ero peruinka H1 B Kakue BopoTa He je3eT (His comment is
totally out of line).

In general, you also wouldn’t like thoughts to pop into your head (yie3Ts B rooBy). In Russian
any thoughts or ideas that push themselves in are usually bad: ITocTapaiiTech 3aHSTb cebs1
KaKMM-TO JIEJIOM - 3TO OTIMUHBIN CITI0C00 M30aBUTHCS OT HETAaTUBHBIX MBIC/IEN, KOTOPBIE
ITOCTOSTHHO OyyT 71e3Th B rojioBy (Try to keep busy. That’s a great way of getting rid of the
negative thoughts that constantly pop into your mind).

And there is one me3Ts expression that I always get wrong: m1e3ts B 6yThUIKY (literally to crawl
into a bottle). To me it sounds like it means “hit the bottle” but it doesn’t. It means to get very
upset, lose your temper. He y Bcex roiy4aeTcs He j1e3Thb B 6yThIIKY (Not everyone is able to
keep their temper).

But one has to keep working at it, however hard it is. To get something you want, in Russian
you climb down in: YTo65!I ppIOKY CHECTH, HaZo B Boay 1e3Th (literally "to eat the fish you
need to get into the water") In English we climb up: ""He that would eat the fruit must climb
the tree."
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