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When It's Time to Call the Junk Man
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Xnam: junk

In my part of the world, my neighbors seem to be doing some intensive early spring cleaning.
Every day by the garbage bins there are new piles of tattered armchairs, ancient toilets, fake
wood storage units, bags of baby clothes and (revoltingly stained) mattresses. In Russian, all
this is x;mam: junk, rubbish, old stuff, clutter.

No one is sure of the derivation of the word — one etymologist threw up his hands and
suggested that the “expressive” letter x was perhaps added to momkuti (broken). No matter.
It’s an essential word in your vocabulary, regardless of where it comes from.

What is it? Well, it’s the mess left behind by tenants: BepAMKT MeCTHBIX BIaCTeM ObLT
HEMNOKO0JIeEOMM — KBapTHUPY OT XJIaMa OUHUCTUTh U ITPOU3BeCcTH caHoOpaboTKy (The verdict
of the local authorities was set in stone: clean all the junk out of the apartment and
decontaminate it).
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Xmnam can also by anything worthless, materially or spiritually: Korgja B cepefune 1920-X
rogoB B CCCP Hauanach aHTUPEIUTHO3Hasi KaMIIaHUSI, He TOJIBKO €JIKa, Ho 1 Jlem Mopo3
npeBpaTwics B "'penurno3Hbiv xinam' (When an anti-religion campaign was begun in the
USSR in the mid-1920s, not only the Christmas tree but Grandfather Frost also became
“religious junk”).

XitaMm can be a chorus of useless thoughts: T'ostoBa 3a6uTa Bcsskum ximamoM (My head is filled
with all kinds of claptrap). Or, rather infrequently but very powerfully, it can be a person:
CoBpeMeHHbIN My;KUrHa — xy1aM (Men today are junk).

Harsh.

And apparently it was once the slang word for Aeroport, the Moscow neighborhood where the
intelligentsia lived. Xitam is the abbreviation of xyo>kHUKY, TUTEpaTOPbl, APTUCTHI,
My3bIKaHTHI (artists, writers, actors, and musicians). Amusingly, one could say proudly:
JKuny B ximame (I’m living in Junk). V Hac B xytame caMbili Joporoi ppiHOK B MockBe (Where I
live, in Junk, we’ve got the most expensive farmer’s market in Moscow).

There is also the expression B xiam, which could express, say, that something is only good for
the junk pile: Hocok B B x;1am (That sock goes into the rag bag). Pa36wi ManiuHy B XJlaM U
uynom BeDKUI (He smashed the car to pieces, and it was a miracle he survived).

But when used with drinking or drug-taking B x;tam means “blind drunk, out of it, fried.”
EMy XBaTaJI0 HEMHOTI'O CIIMPTHOr0, YT00BI HAanmUThCS B X1am (All it took was for him to drink
a little alcohol to get blind drunk).

Another important word for spring cleaning — or lack of it — is 6apaxso. Etymologists argue
about this word, too, with one word-tracker insisting it was derived from the old Russian
word 6porreHs (throw-away) and another insisting it came to Russian from Mongolian. Who
am I to say? But it is another word for a collection of junk, old stuff, broken furniture, and
general detritus. BBIKMHBTE Bce 3T0 6apaxyio B MycopHYio Kop3uHy (Throw all that crap into
the waste basket).

It can be word-junk, as one person defines it: [Togo6HO0e 6apaxJio MyOIUKYeTCS IPO-
3allaIHOM KEITOM Ipeccor B Poccuu MpaKTUUECKU KayK[bIM TeHb (Garbage like that is
published by the pro-western tabloids in Russia almost every day).

Or it can be things that are not old or worthless, but just unneeded: ITo3BoHWI Mapek, cka3ail,
yT06 NMuiHero 6apaxia He 6panu, B I'pelinu, Kak U3BECTHO, BCE ecTh (Marek called and told
me not to take too much stuff because as everyone knows, Greece has everything you need).

You can find all the varieties of 6apaxsio at a special market that is sometimes called by a
translation of its English name: BrromuHbIN pBIHOK, MW UMEeHYEeMbIN B Hapo/ie
“bapaxonka”, — 3T0 Haciaenue U3 90-X roJ0B, KOT/Ia IIOLY IIbITA/IMCh BBIXKUTD 32 CUET
paHee HakoIuieHHOTO uMyIiiecTBa (The flea market, what people call a barakholka, is a
hangover from the 90s when people struggled to survive by selling things they’d bought in
the past).

My favorite related word is 6apaxonsiuk, which is wonderfully either the person who sells



6apaxsio or the person who keeps too much 6apaxio. BapaxonbIIMK IPOaéT BCE, UTO
cBsizaHo c ofeskaou (The vendor at the flea market sells everything connected with clothing).

B03MO>KHO, BbI 10 TPUPOjie 6apaxoIbIUK, 1 BaM Ype3BbIUalHO TPYTHO BbIOPACHIBATh
Bemu (Maybe you're a hoarder by nature and have a really hard time throwing things away).

Pyxnaps is yet another word for junk. The original meaning of the word is moveable property,
chattel, household effects. Somehow over the years personal property became that junk stored
in the attic. Now it can also refer to old people or things that are falling apart.

It is often used to refer to old junky cars: Mo>KHO HalTH CTapyIO PYX/IsSiOb U IIPEBPAaTUTD €€ B
MeTracKOpOCTHOTo roHo4YHoro MoHcTpa (You can find an old junker and tune it up into a high-
speed racing monster.)

It is also the word for a vehicle used in a translation of the first Star Wars movie: Yyu, naBait
IIOCMOTPUM, Ha UTO cItocobHa aTa pyxisanb (Chewie, let's see what this piece of junk can do).

It’s surely not something you’d like to be called: CumuT, cTapasi pyxisiib, JHeM B ITI0TEMKAX,
a Houb yMTaeT TojcThle KHUTH (During the day the old biddie sits in the dark, and at night
she reads thick books).

If you need to talk about old clothing or fabric, BeToms is the word. It refers to rags, old or
tattered clothing. It is most often used to describe some old garment ripped up to make
cleaning rags: I1éTp nomién B oM, BBITHPasi Ha X0y PyKU BeTomib (As Pyotr walked in the
house he was wiping his hands with a rag).

For many Russians, this word almost immediately conjures up a scene at the end of Pushkin’s
Yevgeny Onegin, when Tatiana meets Onegin years later as a respectable married woman.
Here it has the sense of glad rags, what Vladimir Nabokov translates as frippery. Tatiana tells
him: Ce¥tuac oTaTh 1 pasia, Bcro 3Ty BeToIb MacKapaza, Beck aToT 61ecK, 1 IryM, U 4aj, 3a
TIOJIKY KHUT, 3a IUKuUM caf... (Now I'd happily give up all the frippery of the masquerade, all
the glitter, and noise, and smells, for a shelf of books, for an garden grown wild...)

Finally, all of this old stuff can simply be called, well, old stuff: crapsé. It might be old clothes:
Kak ymauHo, uTo 51 Hagen oTo ctapbé (How lucky I just happened to be wearing this old thing).

Or old music, as this young DJ complains: OHu 1:0651T TUIITL CTaphE, HY NPeCTaBIsIeIb, TO
yTO 6BUTO MOAHO Korma TyTanxamoH 61T Moo (They only like the oldies, you know, from
when King Tut was young).

Or old cars, as this new manager complains at a farm: 3emiu 3anyimeHbl. MaIllITMHHBIM IApK
— cTapbé (The land was neglected and the equipment fleet was a heap of junk).

Or just old junk: B TéMHO1, 6€3 OKOH, KOMHATe XpPaHUINCh YeMOJaHbI ¥ Pa3HOE CTaphe B
IByx 6ospmx mKkadax (In a dark room without windows they stored suitcases and all sorts
of old stuff in two big cupboards).

Why so many words for stuff that should be tossed out? The thing is: junk is not so easy to get
rid of, as writer Viktor Pelevin understands: Xyiiam rmeeT Hafi 4eIOBEKOM CTPAaHHYVIO BIACTh.
BBIKMHYTH KaKre-HUOYIb TPECHYBIIIME OUKY 03HAYaeT IIPU3HATh, UTO LIeJTBIK MUD,



VBUIEHHBIN CKBO3b HUX, HaBCET/Ia OCTAJICS 3a CITMHOM, WK, HA000pPOT U TO Ke caMoe,
OKa3aJICsl BIlepey, B IIapCTBe HafiBUTaromerocss HeOuITHs... (Junk hold strange power over
people. To throw away some old pair of cracked glasses is to admit that the entire world seen
through them is forever behind you, or it’s the other way around and now it lies ahead in the
kingdom of looming nothingness...)

But sometimes people want to see ""out with the old, in with the new." You just have to give
them a chance.
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