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Pallbearers carry the coffin of late Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny into the Church of the Icon
of the Mother of God “Assuage My Sorrows.” Alexander Nemenov / AFP

IToxopowsr: funeral

If you have been following the the funeral of Alexei Navalny in Russian, you might be
struggling to understand some of it. And no wonder.

The Russian language makes a distinction between a religious (in this case Orthodox
Christian) funeral and a non-religious funeral.

But for both, the general term for a funeral is moxopo#s, stress on first syllable. The word is
related to words for preserving and protecting — for example, XxpaHuUTS (save, preserve) and
oxpaHa (guard, protector). Note that moxopoHsi only exists in the plural: B naTauIy

COCTOSITIMCH ITIOXOPOHBI BETUKOTO NOMUTHUeCKOro fesiTens (On Friday the funeral of a great
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politician was held). Mb1 BepHynuch ¢ moxopoH (We came back from the funeral).

If that seems odd, you might recall several other plural-only nouns, all of which describe
some kind of activity that takes place over a period of time with many people, such as
NIpoBoAHI (going away party); nocupenku (a get-together); kpectuHnsl (a baptism).

A religious funeral begins with manuxwuza, which is the service for the dead, from the Greek
pannychis, an all-night vigil. It is said by a priest over the body of the deceased right after
death. The funeral service is orieBanue, which translates literally as the beautiful “singing
someone away.” After the church service, the casket is brought to the cemetery in kaTadgank
(a hearse) for what is call morpe6enue (interment) or moxopousbi (funeral).

A non-religious funeral might have Tpaypasbiti muTuHr (funeral gathering) or the strange
phrase rpaskgaHcKasi MaHUXU/A], literally “non-religious service for the dead.” This might
take place in moxoponHbI¥ 3ai (funeral hall); lepeMmoHManbHBIN 3471 OF IlepeMOHUaTbHASA
KOMHaTa mopra (ceremonial hall or room in the morgue); or 3an gns npomanud (literally a
hall for saying goodbye).

In Russian the deceased can be called mokorusii (the deceased, the late): [IOKOMHBIN 3TOr0
y>KacHo He 106t (The deceased really disliked that). Mo mOROMHBIN POIUTENb TOKE OB
nH>keHepoM (My late father was also an engineer). Or one can say ymepiuii (deceased): Mot
oTell, HeJTaBHO YMEePIIIMH, 6bIT MCKPeHHe Bepyomum yenoBekoM (My father, who died
recently, was a truly ardent Christian). TpaguiiioHHO B IIpaBOC/IaBMH1 YMePIIIero XOpOHAT Ha
3-1 menb (In Orthodox Christianity the deceased is traditionally buried on the third day after
he or she died.)

In religious texts and statements the deceased is yconmmuit — one who is reposed, from the
verb yconHyTb, used exclusively in religious contexts meaning to fall asleep (ycayTs). In
English one usually says to “fall asleep in the Lord.” In the context of death and funerals, the
verb yrmoKouThCA is to rest at peace: 9To cTpaHa, B KOTOpoM yrmorowusics ycormmi (That’s the
country where the deceased was laid to rest). Jla yriokouTcst c mupom! (May he rest in peace!)

When famous people die, there is often a day or evening in 3an gns npormjanud (hall for
farewell) for people to come and pay their respects. In Russian you can say that, too: mouTuTb
namsTh (to honor the memory of the deceased). But often it is more intimate. People come
MIPOCTUTHCS Or IonpoIaThes (to say good-bye). You might also say mpoBoguTs ycomuiero B
rociaeqHUM nyTh (to accompany someone on his/her final journey): S HuKorIa He BUena,
4yTO 6BI CTOIHKO JTIOZEN IPOBOSKAJIO YCOIIIIIero B nocyiequuit nyTs (I never saw such huge
crowds gathered to bid the deceased farewell on his final journey).

After the funeral, people gather again at nomuuku — another only-plural word — the funeral
feast or reception. This might also be called nomunaneHas Tpamnesa (memorial meal).

There are a number of traditions connected with funerals, some religious, some superstitious,
and many of them are superstitions that have somehow become almost religious traditions.
Only bring an even number of flowers. This might be because in ancient times even numbers
symbolized the conclusion of earthly life — which is why you only bring an odd number of
flowers everywhere else.



3a yconmux BRINIMBAIOT He YoKasich (you don’t clink glasses when drinking to the deceased).
There are many explanations for this, most of them based on the belief that the soul of the
departed is present at the table. One version has it that clinking glasses is a sign of a party and
so inappropriate at this sorrowful occasion. Another version is that you should not disturb the
soul(s) present by the sound of glass clinking. Yet another version is that when you clink
glasses you might pass on some of your unhappiness or misfortune, and that could be
intercepted by the soul of the departed.

There are more folk beliefs: Henb3s1 B JeHb ITOXOPOH BEIHOCUTH MYCOP, YOUPAThCSI M CTUPATh
B moMme (On the day of the funeral you shouldn’t take out the garbage, clean your house, or do
your laundry). Heirb3st 0CTaBISATH MOC/IE BBIHOCA I'poba IBEPY 1 BOPOTa OTKPBIThIMU (After
the coffin is taken from a house [or building], don’t leave the door or garden gate open).

And of course: Henb3si I710X0 TOBOPUTH 0 MOKoMHMKe (Don't speak ill of the dead).

The church were the funeral service for Alexei Navalny was held is called Xpam uKoHBI
Boskuen Matepu “Yronu most medanu“ (The Church of the Icon of the Mother of God
“Assuage My Sorrows”). It is fairly common for a church to be named in honor of an icon, in
this case a wonderworking icon that came to Russia in a battle during the early 17th century.
The original icon was thought to have come from a Russian Monastery on Mount Athos. The
icon depicts the Mother of God holding her left hand to her cheek while cradling the Christ
Child with her right hand. Christ holds a scroll with a message:

“Cym npaBeqHBIH CyIuTe, MHJIOCTH H II[€JPOTHI TBOPHUTE KHHIKIJO HCKDEHHEMY CBOEMY;
BJOBHIIY U CHPY He HaCH/IECTBYHTE U 37100y 6paTy CBOeMy B cepAije He TBOPHUT.”

"Judge righteously; each show mercy to one another; do not offend widows and orphans, and
do not keep malice in your heart towards your brother."
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