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Of Courtyards, Grifters and Days Off

One little word with a plethora of meanings.

Michele A. Berdy's The Word's Worth
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IIpoxoxumer;: rogue

JBop (courtyard) is a deceptive word in Russian. You think it’s easy to understand and
translate. It means a court — as in royal — or a courtyard — as in the space belonging to a
house. But in cities some of the gBop=I are tricky to translate.

The big issue is whether or not a courtyard is mpoxomro# (pass-through, meaning with more
than one entrance-exit) or HerpoxogHot (closed, meaning with just one entrance-exit).
HempoxopHoti fBop is not the same thing as 3akpsIThil ABOP (literally a closed courtyard).
3aKpbITHIM IBOD is a new thing for anuTHEIe ToMma (outrageously expensive, er, I mean elite
apartment houses). 3akpbITBIN ABOP is an enclosed space with no unauthorized entrance, no
cars, and plenty of places for kids to run around and play. In English, we might call this a
child-friendly private or gated courtyard/outdoor space.
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Note, too, that you wouldn’t use the term “gated courtyard” for oropo>keHHBIM JBOp
(fenced-in courtyard) which has mmraréaym (boom gate, automatic barrier gate). Gated
anything in English these days suggests something posh and expensive, while almost every
courtyard in big Russian cities now has a barrier gate, if only to keep out car owners from
neighboring houses looking for a parking space.

But basically, we see that having a courtyard with just one entry/exit is a Good Thing and
having multiple entries/exits is a Bad Thing. Indeed, npoxopmHo gBop (a pass-through
courtyard) is a Very Bad Thing — a place of too many people going too many directions at
once, creating clamor and chaos. Sometimes this is literal: YacTo rynsina Bo3sse ITaTpuapmiux
TIPYA0B, UCCIIeAYsI TOJIOBOJIOMHYIO IyTAaHUIY TPoxXoaHbIX 1BopoB (I’d often stroll around
Patriarchs’ Ponds, investigating the mind-boggling confusion of connecting courtyards). But
more often it’s figurative, used to describe any space with lots of people to-ing and fro-ing. In
American English, the image is a bit different: Hamra kBapTupa — nmpoxogHoii 1Bop (Our
apartment is like Grand Central Station).

In Russia there is another kind of guarded entrance in factories, office buildings, educational
institutions and other public buildings: mpoxomHasi, which is short for mpoxomHas 6ynka
(literally a pass-through booth). This is the control point (also called entrance checkpoint or
entrance gate) where you need to show identification and sometimes other documents and
get a pass to enter. The friend you’re going to visit at work will tell you: Cka>ku, Korga Thl
npuzénb. MHe HaJlo BBITKCATh MIPOIYCK AJisl TpoxoaHo (Let me know when you’re coming.
I have to get a pass and leave it for you at the entry gate).

And then there is another way to use npoxogHou — it can mean something that allows
passage, like a grade: B aToM rogy mpoxogHow 6as1 Bo MHOTHe BY3bl TOHU3WICS (They
lowered the passing grade to get into many universities and institutes this year). Or it can be
the number of votes that allows passage into a new job: C 1 sHBapsi BCTYIIM/ B CUIY 3aKOH, B
COOTBETCTBUU C KOTOPBIM ITPOXOFHOM 6apbep Ha Bbibopax B ['0CIyMy CHIIKEH C 7 [I0 5
npoiteHTOB (On January 1 a new law came into effect that lowered the vote threshold to be
elected to the Duma from seven to five percent).

[TpoxopHoi can also mean something fleeting and therefore not of permanent value. In
English, this might be something ordinary, nothing special, no big deal. Ero mecau
BBIXOJIWIY B Pa3Hble rojIbl U YacTo Ka3anuch npoxongHbiMu (His songs came out in different
years and were often underwhelming). Sometimes this is a worse than second-rate: B flnTe
CTaJIMH ChITPaI ele 0gHY o6eJHYI0 MapTUI0 B KOTOPOM OH MaHUMYIUPOBA MPE3UTEHTOM
CoenvHeHHBIX [[ITaTOB 1 IpeMbep-MUHUCTPOM BeTnKoOpUTaHUY, KaK IPOXOIHBIMU
¢durypamu (In Yalta Stalin won another round in which he manipulated the U.S. president and
British prime minister like pawns.)

You might also hear the word mpoxonHo#i in this odd little phrase: BeixogHBIe-TIPOXOAHBIE. It
doesn’t make much sense, but if you were to translate it literally, it might be “weekend days-
passing days.” It is really just a rhyming way to say: days off. Or not. When asked how many
days a week a seamstress worked, she replied: Ka>kjbi¥i jeHb. HU BBIXOTHBIX, HU ITPOXOTHBIX
(Every day. No weekends, no days off).

Grim.



Meanwhile, people can be passers-by, or rather people passing through. People who pass by
and don’t stick around are generally Bad People: immoral crooks and bounders. I had a hard
time making the connection between crime and movement, but then I remembered some
English words for criminals: prowler, raider, hijacker, dodger, a shark.

In Russian, there are three main words for these kinds of grifters. [Ipoxogumer is the one you
meet most often these days in language (and life, I suppose). One of my native Russian-
speaking friends says this one is the worst of the trio. OH He Mor N0OBepUTH, YTO ITU KPYIIHEIE
yueHble, JII0U 6e3yIIpeuHo YeCTHOCTH, HAayYHOU J0OPOCOBECTHOCTH, MOTJIU OKa3aThCSI
BpeAUTENSIMU, WY IPOXOIMMIIAMU, UK Bparamu Hapoja (He couldn’t believe that these
major scholars, people of impeccable honesty and scholarly integrity could be saboteurs or
scoundrels or enemies of the people).

The next one down on the scoundrel scale is mpotifioxa, not quite as bad as mpoxoarmers but
also a crook. HavimyTcst HOBbIE ITPOMIOXH, KOTOPBIE C KPpUKaMU ''BepHU Hapoy
Harpa6nenHoe!" 6pocsitest rpabuts (You'll always find new grifters who shout “return to the
people what was stolen from them!” and then start stealing themselves).

And the last of this villainous trio is npoabIpa, an immoral snooping, gossipy, cheeky fellow
— achancer or opportunist. OH UMCTONPOOHBINM aBaHTIOPUCT, IIIITMOH 110 HaType, YMHBIMN
MIPOHBIPA: OH BOPOBAJl y BEJIMKOTO M03Ta YepHOBUKU (He is a hardcore opportunist, a spy by
nature, a shrewd operator: he stole the draft poems from a great poet).

Lest this be a too depressing an end to another very depressing week, there is another
expression for things that pass that is a reminder that everything passes, both good and bad.
This expression is said to have been engraved on King Solomon’s signet ring (although this is
not written in the Bible), and is very simple: Bcé mpoxonuT u 3To nipougéT (literally
everything passes and this will pass, too). In English we say: This too shall pass.

To which I say: Tai Bor!
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