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Animal metaphors: Shit linked with animal names means 
"I don't believe a word of it," as in pig, buzzard, hen, owl, 
whale, turtle, rat, cat, and bat shit, as well as the ever-popular 
horseshit. But bullshit remains the most favored, probably 
because of the prodigious quantity of functional droppings 
associated with the beast. On payday the eagle shits. 

Ill. Insults 
Shit on YDU!, eat shit!, go shit in your hat!, full ofshit, tough 
shit, shit-head (recall Lieutenant Scheisskopf in Catch-22), 
You shit, little shit, stupid shit, dumb shit, simple shit, shit
heel; he don't know shit from Shinola, shit or get off the pot, 
chickenshit, that shit don't fetch, to be shit on, not worth 
diddly (or doodly) shit, don't know whether to shit orgo blind, 
he thinks his shit don't stink, he thinks he's King Shit, shit
eating grin. 

IV: Fear 
Scared shitless, scare the shit out of, shit green (or blue), shit 
bricks, shit bullets, shit little blue cookies, shit out of luck, 
almost shit in his pants (or britches), on someone's shit-list, 
have a shit hemorrhage. 

V. Tangibles and Intangibles 
Drugs: Shit, in reference to heroin and marijuana. Cards: Who 
dealt this shit? Food: Shit on a shingle (or stick), usuallyre
ferring to chipped beef or ground meat on toast and often 
acronymed SOS. Objects: Who put all this shit on my bed? 
Talk: Shoot the shit, shovel the shit, 1 shit you not, no shit. 
Stuffing: Beat, kick, stomp, or knock the shit out of Mind: 
Get your shit together. 

VI. Grammatical Intensifiers and Interjections 
Can't swim (run, etc.) for shit (or worth a shit), who the shit 
are you?, let's get the shit out of here, holy shit!, no shit!, 
oh, shit!, and the ever-reliable shit! 

ELEMENTARY RUSSIAN OBSCENITY 

·Boris Sukitch Razvratnikov 

This article wiII concern itself with the pedagogical problems 
encountered in attempting to introduce the basic concepts of 
Russian obscenity (mat) to English-speaking first-year students 
at the college level. The essential problem is the fact that Rus
sian obscenity is primarily derivational while English (i.e., in 
this context, American) obscenity is analytic. Thus when Rus
sians wish to express themselves obscenely they will derive the 
necessary words on the basis of obscene stems, usually xuj
'prick', pizd- 'cunt', or eb- 'fuck.' Americans, however, will in
sert an obscene word functioning virtually as a particle, usually 
fuck or fucking, but also sometimes shit as well as the milder 
hell and damn. Compare the following examples: 

(1) Ja nixuja ne znaju. 1 don't know a fucking thing. Or, 
J 1 don't know shit. 

(2) On ego spizd~. 	He fucking stole it. 
(3) 	Zakroj ebalo!1 Shut the fuck up! Shut your fucking 

mouth! 
(4) Otpizdit' lotxujarit' To beat the shit out of 

In example (1), the obscenity in Russian is carried by nixujd 
'nothing', which is derived from xuj 'prick', while in English 
the insertion of fucking before thing renders the sentence ob
scene. The same general explanation applies to the remaining 
examples. 
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Related to this difficulty is the fact that when English does 
employ derivational processes in the production of obscenity, 
the stems used generaJIy differ from those used in Russian; 
cf. the alternative translation of (1): 

(5) Xujnja / pizd€2 Bullshit 
(6) Pizdovatyj Fucked up, in the sense of "strange, weird." 
(7) Xujevatyj 	Sort of crappy. 

A third aspect of the lack of isomorphism between the two 
approaches to obscenity consists of the fact that the derivation
al nature of Russian obscenity permits the creation of obscene 
lexical items which cannot be translated into English without 
additional contextual explanation: 

(8) Ebal'nik 	 Face, nose; cf. mug, snout, also the epithet 
cuntmouth. 

(9) Pizdobratija 	 A group of buddies; cf. a fine hunch of 
fuckers. 

(10) Naxujarit'sja To drink too much; cf. to get fucked up. 

A conceptually related phenomenon in English is the insertion 
of fucking immediately before the stressed syllable in poly
syllabic words, e.g. fan-fucking-tastic, il-fucking-literate, etc. 

Thus the first difficulty to be faced in the teaching of 
Russian obscenity to American students is the fact that the 
two languages rely on significantly different processes for the 
rendition of obscenity, and the resultant lack of isomorphism 
lis not readily grasped by the elementary student without a 
Jgreat deal of explanation. 
I The second problem which must be taken into account is 
that of active vs. passive mastery. In general, first-year Russian 
students are significantly more concerned with developing 
their own ability to express themselves obscenely in Russian 
than with learning to understand Russians expressing them
selves obscenely. Thus while it is possible to explain the com
plexities of Russian obscene usage vis-a.-vis English to such 
students, these explanations are of far less interest to them 
than basic equivalencies which do not require additional eluci
dation, e.g. pososi xuj 'suck (my) cock.' 
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One other factor which must be noted is the need for more 

adequate dictionaries of Russian obscenity. It is unfortunate 

that the dictionaries currently available do not differentiate 

among archaisms (cf. Eng. swive, jazz. 'fuck'), regionalisms 

(cf. Eng. stump-sucker 'faggot', juke 'fuck'), uncommon forms 

(cf. Eng. tube steak 'cock', furburger 'cunt'), double entendres 

(cf. Eng. pole 'prick', box 'cunt'), expressions which are pos

sible but not fixed (cf. Eng. Go take a flying fuck at a rolling 

doughnut!), and standard, common usage (cf. Eng. prick. cum, 

fuck you, eat shit). Admittedly, such a task is an extremely 

difficult one, especially due to the difficulty in obtaining con

curring judgments from native speakers. Although the efforts 

which have been published to date are quite important, the 

beginning Russian student, and even the more advanced stu

dent, would have difficulties in attempting to use the currently 

available dictionaries for any but passive purposes. 


The following annotated list, thematically organized, is l1''''' 

intended to serve as the basis for a single introductory lecture 
1" •• .......
on Russian obscenity. In view of the various problems eluci
.. ,', ....dated above, it is primarily limited to those expressions which 
' ..... --are relatively common in Russian while still being relatively 


isomorphic with their English equivalents. Certain phrases lJ&"". 

........
and proverbial expressions which do require more clarification ,........ 

II.....'than mere translation comprise a notable exception to this 
1I!l"~ 

principle. They are included because they were quite popular 'U<I!" 
with students. The current list has been tested repeatedly in ~;.. 
the classroom and is intended to fill a single fifty-minute class J;~ 
period. While this list will certainly appear somewhat random ;i9
and incomplete to native speakers of Russian, and while there :..may be some disagreement regarding translations, given the 
intent and limitations of the list, i.e. the introduction of Rus
sian obscenity to American students with only one year of 

,i Russian in a single class period, it is hoped that it will prove 
useful in the advancement of knowledge. In a lecture based 
on this list, it is suggested that the instructor combine an at
titude of dry pedantry with one of light-hearted prurience, as 
this has proven to be most effective in communicating the 
material to students. 
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THE LIST 

I. Body Parts 
Xuj Prick 

Naxujnik Rubber 
Pososi xuj! Suck (my) cock! 
Xuesos Cocksucker. Used to mean "idiot." 
Xuj na koJesax! Prick on wheels! An abusive vocative. 
Xuj moriovyj! Walrus-prick! An abusive vocative for a 

dirty old man. 
Xuj tebe v glaz / rot! A prick in your eye I mouth! Note 

dative pronoun and accusative of motion. 
Xut'1llO@fJ.tAn exclamation. Cf. Eng. "Fuck-a-duck!" 
Ploxomu xuju i volosiki mesajut. Even the short hairs get 

in the way of a bad prick. Cf. Eng. "The poor work
man blames his tools. "(!) 

Xuem grUsi okoJaeivaju. I'm whacking pears with my 
prick. Used to mean 'Tm not doing a fucking thing" 
or ''I'm doing something useless. " 

Sto xuev v zopu - ne tesno? A hundred pricks up the ass 
- isn't it a bit tight? : "Aren't you overdoing it? ,. 

Jajco (nom. pI. jajca, gen. pI. jaic) Balls. Lit. 'eggs'; cf. also 
Eng. "nuts." 

Emu tol'ko slonu jajca kaeat'. All he 'sgood foris swinging 
an elephant's balls. Cf. Eng. "He's only fit for shovel
ing shit." Jdi! 'Go!' can be substituted for emu tol'ko 
to give the expression a meaning like "Fuck off!" 

Pizdli Cum 
Pizdenka Pussy 
Pizdosttadanie Horniness 
Idi v pizdu! Go up a cunt! : "Fuck off!" 

Pizda vonjueaja! Stinking cunt! An abusive vocative. 

Pizrla mokraja Wet I juicy cunt : "hot, horny." 

pizda s usami A cunt with ears : something ridiculous. 

K pizde rukav A sleeve for a cunt : something unneces

sary; cf. "Coals to Newcastle." • 
MandavoSka Crab louse. From mandd 'cunt' and voS' 'louse.' 
Tit'ka Tit 
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Z6pa Ass 
Zopoliz Ass-licker 
Zop(oe)nik Buttfucker 
Idi v iopu! Go up my ass! Used to mean "Kiss my ass!" 

II. Bodily Functions 
1. Excretory 

(Na)bzdet' (3 pI. bzdjat) To fart silently. Cf. S(ilent) B(ut) 
D(eadly). 

Perdet' (3 pI. perdjat; pf. perdnut ') To fart with a noise 
On IjapnuI, kak v luzu perdnul. He blurted it out as ifhe'd 


Jarted in a puddle. Used to mean "He stuck his foot 

in his mouth." Note that the d in piirdnul is not pro

nounced. 


(Na)srat' (3 pI. srutlserotlserjut) To shit 
Sranyj Shitty 
Sraka Asshole : "shitchute." No longer common except in ,

the expression PoceMj menjti 'V sraku! "Kiss mv ass!" 
<:to ja v boriC nasrat, Cto Ii? What did J do, shit'in the " 

''''' 
..... 

soup or something" Used when someone is extremely "'",'''. 
n" .....angry at the speaker. 

Govno Shit ." 
Govennyj Shitty, full ofshit .. .... 

~..,...
Govnjuk' Shithead .. ".-r

"'....,.,
On nastojaseee govno. He's a real shit. ", ... 
Eto stoprocentnoe govno. That's 100% shit. r;'" 
Svoe govno ne vonjaet. He thinks his shit doesn't stink. ,,:, 

Used of EitiCal people unaware of their own faults. ....I~t:.On (inZener) k iz govna pulja. He's an (engineer) /ike a 

bullet m de of shit. Used of anyone who is bad at 

his/her job, the appropriate profession being inserted 

where there are parentheses. 


Govno sobae'e Dog shit. Used in a public statement by 
N. S. Khrushchev; it can be an abusive vocative as well 
as a descriptive term. 

(Po)scat' (3 pL scat; the letters sc are pronounced ss) To piss 
Protiv vetra ne sci. Don't piss into the wind. 
Scat' ja na nego xotel. Piss on him. Lit. 'I would piss on 

mailto:Xut'1llO@fJ.tAn


202 - MALEDICTA III 

him.' Note that in both these expressions the keyword 
may be spelled with a double ss, viz. ssy and ssat '. 

Pisat' (3 pI. pisajut) To pee. This verb is especially useful in 
demonstrating the importance of stress and conjuga
tion, since those are the only two factors differenti
ating this verb from pisat' (3 pI. p:sut) 'write.' 

Nuznik Can, crapper. Cf. nuznyj 'necessary: 
Pipi; Kika Wee-wee and doo-doo (poo-poo), respectively. 

While not, strictly speaking, obscene, they do serve 
as the functional equivalent in nursery language. Pipi 
appears to have been borrowed from French. 

2. Sexual 
DroCit' (3 pI. drocat) To jack off 

Drocila An epicoenal noun; when masc., it means "a jack
off"; when fern., it means "a prick-teaser." 

Kildyj droCit Everyone jacks offas he pleases: 
Kak on xocet) "Different strokes for different folks." 

Minet Blow job. From the Frenchfaire minette "to eat pussy." 
(S)delat' komu-to minet To give someone a blo'w job 

Ebat' Fuck. The older forms of the infinitive are eti and et '. 
The 3 pI. is ebut. The past tense is eb, ebld or ebdl, 
ebola. The perfective can be formed with a wide vari
ety of prefixes, such as the common vy- and ot 'c. 

Ebat'rakom To fuck dog-fashion. Lit. 'crab fashion.' 
Raz"ebat' To fuck over 
Eblivyj Hot, horny 
Ebucij Same as eblivyj but stronger. Note that this is an 

old native (as opposed to Church Slavic) present ac
tive participle. 

Ebannyj Fucked / fucking. Similar to idiomatic English. 
ldi k ebannoj I ebenoj I ebene materi! Go to your fucked 

mother! A functional equivalent of "Go fuck your 
mother!" 

Eb tvoju mat'! Fuck your mother! Lit. 'Fucked (masc.) 
your mother: This is the most popular of all Russian 
obscenities. In Polish and Ukrainian it is referred to 
as "the Russian curse," while in Yiddish, with char-
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acteristic irony, it is known as "a Russian blessing." 
In the modem language, it is generally assumed that 
die subject is the speaker, but Isacenko has cogently 
argued that in earlier times the subject was pes 'a dog.' 
It can also be used as an interjection as in Peredaj, lib 
tvoju mat', sol'! 'Pass, fuck your mother, the salt!': 
"Pass the fucking salt!" 

Ebi tja v rot! Fuck you in the mouth! 
Ej ty ebanaja v rot bljad'! Hey you fucked-in-the-mouth 

whore! Note that the noun and participial phrase can 
be inverted for a heightened effect. 

Koncat' (3 pI. koncajut; pf. k6ncit', 3 pI. k6ncat) To come. 
Lit. 'to finish.' 

III. Social Institutions and Other Expressions 
Kurva Whore. This word is not as common as the following 

word, but it has been borrowed into so many East 
European languages that it is now understood by most 
people from Estonia to Albania. The Russian form 
was e\'idently borrowed from Polish. 

Bljad' Whore. Also used as an interjection. It is frequently 
used to refer to a man or woman who cooperates with 
the Soviet system. 

Bljadun' Whoremonger; pimp 
Bardak' Whorehouse 

Pourv bardake vo vremja zemletresenija. A fire in a whore
house during an earthquake. A description of utter 
chaos. 

Suka Bitch. Also used as an interjection. 
Sukin syn Son ofa bitch 
Svoloc' This word is extremely difficult to translate, but is so 

abusive that it is worth including. The verb svol6c' 
means 'to drag.' The noun svoloc' implies someone 
Who has been dragged through something extremely 
unpleasant, e.g. feces. One attempted definition runs 
"Lower than a duck's feet." 

nego stoit. He has a hard-on. Lit. 'By him it stands', or 'he 
has one that stands.' 
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V rot brat' To take it in the mouth 
Sjad' na moj. da poezzaj domoj! Sit on mine, and ride home! 
Idi k cotto! Go to tbe devil! 
Idi v ad! Go to bell! 
Prokljatyj Damned. Used as an interjection and adjective. 
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How about buying your own copies of Maledicta. Cheapo!? 
May Shonakovicb playa concerto grosso on your tympanum! 

YOU HAVE ONLY YOUR ASTERISK 

Laurence Urdang 

Censorship is a form of struthious prudery: if you don't see 
it, it can't demoralize you. For years, there has been a tradi
tion in writing, begun in Victorian times, no doubt, that dis
allowed the printing of "dirty" words. At first, words like 
D-! and H-! were written thus; later, writers resorted to the 
substitution of asterisks or dashes for key letters in a word that 
might be offensive. Thus, the more daring publishers printed 
D-n! and H-lJ, but the words obscured never got very much 
rougher than that-at least works containing them were not 
openly published in America or England, and only G-d knows 
what was going on behind the paravents in France. 

In 1936, Partridge'S Dictionary of Slang and Unconven. 
tional Englisb appeared with entries like c*nt and J*ck and, 
curiously, oblique forms like in tbe sb**, go and eat coke and 
sb** cinders, sb**-bole, etc., but the base forms sbit, sbite 
were spelled lout. I have always been of two minds about the 
use of asteri1ks and other devices to "obscure" the spellings 
of taboo woras, but the practice seems preferable to the coin
age Jug (and its oblique forms) resorted to in Tbe Naked and 
the Dead, written (but, I daresay, not bowdlerized) by Norman 
Mailer and published in the less outwritten mid-1940s. 

Bowdler himself never employed such devices: he boldly 
rewrote Shakespeare and other classical authors to suit him

.self, often recasting entire scenes and circumstances to avoid 
naughty situation, let alone an offensive word. Thus, a (lit

) Bowdlerized text never admitted the reader to the ar
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- Try reacting to a psychiatrist. 


- Try reacting to another human being. 


- Try reacting to the question. I write when I want to react. 


- There's so much ignorant graffiti around this place that it makes 

me want to. 

- I like and respect good (witty, intelligent) graffiti, so I feel I 
should do my bit to contribute. 

- Creative impulse. 

Usually I write on waUs in stalls in places I don't frequent or 
places I probably won't be again like traveling to different places 
just to leave a saying & nickname, a date for people to read. 

- KISS -108 that's all I see everywhere. [KISS 108 is a disco radio 
station in Boston} 

- Grtfiti has a tendency to be an oudet for aggression. Most graf
fi I've read concerns conflicts that are sexual or drug oriented. 
Much though, relative to it's location, is an oudet for bad feelings 
towards aggression. It's fun to write and then go back to see 
others', comments. It often shows you that you're not alone wi 
your problems. 

- Gay forever and I love it!! I 

- I fail to understand why anyone would want to be gay. Have you 
ever had sex with a guy? It's fantastic. Try it. [From a womanJ. 

- Bi is the way. 

-TryGod. 

- Are you in or out of the closet - I hope you are in. 

- Write! Women - fight the fascist-mind games that heterosexual 
capitalist society uses to keep you weak & divided! FIGHT 
BACK! 

- My mother made me a lesbian. 

- I gave her the material- would she make me one too? 

- The researchen ask you to teU wby you write not what you 
write! I don't write it usually but it', very amusing to read it 
when you're just litting here. 

- Study shit! It', simpler. 


- It's nice to leave more than jUlt altool behind!! 


- Please place on side wall next time •.• the reach is too much! 


- Who's we? 


- What else can you do while your taking a dump. 


A SURVEY OF RUSSIAN OBSCENITIES 

AND INVECTIVE USAGE 

Charles A. Kauffman 

I. Why Study Russian Obscenities? 

Imagine the frustration of a group of American students of 
the Russian language who, while touring the Soviet Union, 
were able to converse with ease in everyday situations but 
could not fully comprehend the spicy language of the local 
Russian youths in the popular hangout at the "Park of 'Cul
ture' and Rest." After the exchange of customary pleasantries 
is made, most Soviet young people in informal situations (es
pecially upon meeting Americans) tend to use a "cultural" 
terminology that few university students of Russian can com
prehend. In such situations, thumbing madly through phraseo
logical and/or slang dictionaries will only magnify the frustra
tion. This is not to imply that all young Soviet citizens are 
hooligans engaged in mal parlance, nor that English-speaking 
students of Russian would fail in conversation with their coun
terparts. However, the likelihood is great that a Russian-lan
guage student may hear some previously unencountered four
letter nasties tossed about in both light and serious conversa
tion with Soviet youths. How then do the non-native speakers 
of Russian ever learn about the Russian "birds and bees" with
out the usual ordeal of snickering comments and "out-of-the
corner-of-the-eye" glances? How do they prepare for under
standing and enjoying Russian conversational nuances aug
mented by obscenities and unconventionalisms? 

Imagine the frustration of graduate fellows engaged in se
rious research on some aspect of Soviet dissident literature. 
Because Soviet dissident works mainly are published outside 
the USSR, they are likely to contain numerous uncensored 
words which few dictionaries include. How do graduate stu
dents pursue such words in order to fully understand the au
thor's intent? 

261 
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. Imagine the frustration of a U.S. diplomat, attache or in
terpreter who is unable to fully understand the impact of an 
anecdote, a joke, or toast in which one or more "off-color" 
words were used. (Former Premier Nikita S. Khrushchev was 
famous for employing such language in anecdotes, toasts and 
statements like "We've got the American Imperialists by the 
balls - jajca - in Berlin. ") How do the official government re
presentatives prepare themselves to avoid the possible diplo
matic faux pas? 

The answers to these questions certainly do not lie in the 
world of academia. 

A. KAKA,UEM1HI - KAKADEMIJA 

There is a lofty air held by many members of the academic 
world ~ith regard to teaching or researching Russian language 
obsceni't:ies. These nose-up academic purists on one hand pro
vide scholarly treatment of the discipline, but on the other, 
prudishly short-change the student pursuing proficiency in a 
language that is very much alive with nasty words. Limiting 
Russian language instruction to subjects deemed acceptable 
by academia while ignoring those considered unacceptable is 
paying a severe disservice to the student. Denying the existence 
of obscenities in Russian or any other language will not help 
the students when they eventually come face-to-face with one 
of ... "those" ... words. 

Perhaps academicians feel it is not their place to "enlight
en" Russian language students on a subject that is not germane 
to their teac;hings. After all, why would a contemporary schol
ar of Russian linguistics, such as Dennis Ward, address the sub
ject of obscenities, though he published an excellent linguistic 
description of present-day Russian (1965)? Certainly contem
porary Russian is loaded with four-letter words. Why, then, is 
the subject avoided? 

A classic example of academic prudery is manifested in 
Genevra Gerhart's two-paragraph expose of "Unprintable 
Words" in The Russian's World: Life and Language (1974). 
This textbook, a remarkably comprehensive assemblage of es
sential vocabulary from a wide range of subjects, has a chap-
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ter devoted to "Speech": styles, dialects, accents, peculiarities, 
and, ah! - even unprintable words! Not quite. Tpe unprint
abIes remained unprinted. The author of this fine reference 
and educational text strongly discourages the use of Russian 
obscenities. As Gerhart sees it: "For the Russian, these (four
letter words) are even stronger than their English equivalents 
are for us. If you manage to find out what these words are, 
under no circumstances should you use them. These words for 
you as a foreigner are mere collectionli of letters or sounds 
devoid of the redolent connotations they have for the native 
speaker. Even though you might know the literal translation 
of such a term, you cannot know its full strength. Using an 
obscenity in another language is like shooting a gun without 
knowing where the bullet comes out." 1 

The need to teach and research Russian obscenities should 
be stressed not for building an offensive arsenal with which 
the armed Russian-language student can tell hislher college 
roommate to __ himself /herself in Russian or to curse out 
insolently obstinate taxi drivers in Moscow. On the contrary, 
what is important is that the students build a passive, cogni
tive vocabulary in order to recognize and understand obsceni
ties in written and spoken forms whenever they encounter 
them. 

B. LITERATURE 

Long before the life of Catherine the Great of Russia sup
posedlyended when a hoist support broke in a sodomous act 
with a horse, foul language and spicy expressions have, in a 
peculiar way, added to the richness of the Russian language. 
Although most commonly encountered in everyday speech, 
obscenities are often found in Pre-Soviet literature and Soviet 
emigre and/or samizdat (underground, lit. "self-published") 
literature. There are examples of neprilicnye slow ("indecent 
words") in pre-19th-century Russian literature. These are 
found mainly in works of folklore or where peasant dialogue 
is depicted. 

18th Century 
According to V. Cernysev, in the foreword of his Russ
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kaja Ballada (Russian Ballad), certain works of 18th-century 
Russian literature (e.g. Danilov and Culkov) were censored 
and the meanings of words used were slightly changed for the 
sake of decency.2 A. Flegon, in Za peredelami russkix slovarej 
(1973), points out that it is difficult to show the use of inde
cent words in the various stages of the historical development 
of Russian society mainly because each publisher strived to 
produce "as decent a book as possible." Flegon does add, how
ever, that some indecent words appeared in 18th-century Rus
sian literature in a disguised form, where only the ·first and 
last letters of the indecent word were printed. The blame for 
their appearance as such was placed not on the author, but 
on the publisher. 

19th Ceptury 
Ru~ian literature in the 19th century saw the major liter

ary genres Romanticism and Realism. With the latter came 
certain indecent terms as found in works by N.V. Gogol, I. S. 
Turgenev, and F.M. Dostoevskij. Gogol frequently used the 
common mild invectives cart '001. 'mej (" [may] the devil take 
[you]": 'go to hell'), and prokljdtyj ("damned "). In Dead Souls 
he masterfully depicted certain characters through the use of 
name word-play. For example, in the name Nikita Volokita 
"Nicky the Playboy", the word volokita can mean "playboy", 
"red-tape", or "genitalia-fondling." (Igrdt' v volok ite "to play 
in the genitalia": to get pussy; fool around.) The loss of mas
culinity, or the phallic symbol syndrome, provides the basis 
for Gogol's short story The Nose. In his short story The Over
coat, Gogo!" intentionally selected Akakij Akakievic for the 
first name and patronymic of his hard-luck hero. While the 
name Akakij is a genuine name of the Orthodox calendar 
(from the Greek akakos "without sin"), the intentional simi
larity to the children's word for shit, kdka ("poo-poo"), is all 
too striking. 

Turgenev, a liberal thinker and "Man of the Forties" (184Os), 
influenced nineteenth -century Russian Realism not only by 
his famous novel Fathers and Sons but also by his short sto
ries in which he vividly described the life of the country peas
ant in Russia. Turgenev was an author who braved charges of 
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indecency by using certain terms deemed unacceptable in high 
society. Dostoevskij, in his short story Notes from Under
ground (Zapiski iz podpol'ja), expressed his feelings about 
cursing: " ... he will let out a curse on the world, and as only a 
human being can curse (for it is his privilege, the main thing 
distinguishing him from the other animals) .... "3 

20th Century 
Early in the twentieth century ther~ was a brief period of 

literary decadence during which M. Solugub's Petty Demon 
(Mel 'ki; Bes) shocked its fastidious readers with "indecency." 
The Bolshevik Party, having seized power in November 1917, 
immediately imposed strict censorship of the press of the new
ly-established Soviet state, and for more than forty years, rare
ly did obscenities appear in Soviet-published works. Finally, 
in 1962, Aleksandr Tvardovskij, editor of the literary journal 
Navy; Mir, defiantly published dissident writer Aleksandr 501
zhenitsyn's One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich. Although 
Tvardovskij forewarned the reader in the foreword of that ice
breaking venture that the language might be offensive to some, 
the more objectionable words were prudishly disguised by the 
old "drop-the-Ietter" gimmick. Nevertheless, One Day saw a 
fair sprinkling of four-letter words. Solzhenitsyn continued 
to publish his works outside the USSR without censorship con
straints on language or content. Much of his writing was dedi
cated to the inhuman life of Soviet prison camps. Naturally, 
many Russian obscenities appeared in his works such as The 
Love-Girl and the Innocent and GULAG Archipelago. Previous
ly unacceptable words such as govno ("shit") were used by 
the poet Majakovskij in the 1960s, although less harsh terms 
such as der'mo ("dung": shit) were sometimes substituted.4 

Poetry, prose and political themes written by Soviet dis
sidents or emigres began to appear in the late 19605 and .ear
ly 1970s. Although many such works released by publishing 
houses in Paris are totally devoid of obscene words, most works 
by Solzhenitsyn, however, include a considerable amount of 
unusual and indecent forms. An excellent example ofobsceni
ties appearing in publications outside the USSR is Aleksandr 
Zinov'ev's interesting collection of philosophical and socia



I: 

I 
266 - MALEDICTA IV 

logical essays entitled ZijajulCie vysoty (Gaping Heights), pub
lished by L'age d'Homme, Paris. These essays present a fair I, 
amount of words that would be considered too indecent for 

t acceptance by the Soviet censorship authorities. 
i 
) C. CENSORSHIP

! 	 The labyrinthine complexity of Soviet censorship of subject
i matter is, in contrast, simplified significantly with respect tor indecent words appearing in Soviet publications. With some [: 

exceptions, prior to the 1960s, obscenities were completely ii' 
censored by the publishing authorities. Flegon cites a simple b 
rule followed by the Soviets in censoring obscenities: if the ~ 

II 	 book is written by a known author/writer and is to be printed 
II 
l' 	 on fin~~expensive paper, then all indecent words are deleted. 

If the ~ok is written by an unknown author/writer and is to 
be printed on poor quality paper, then certain indecent words, 
e.g. uidnica ("rear-end": ass, asshole) may remain untouched. I Stronger invectives and obscenities will be represented by the 

!! first letter followed by the correct number of dots for corre" II 

sponding letters so that the reader can easily determine the rII 
lor word, e.g. z .. , =zopa "ass": 'asshole').s An amusing case of 
:1 	

censoring obscenities is that of V. Majakovskij's collection of 
poems Stixotvorenija, Poemy published in 1965 by Lenizdat 
in which the word bljad' ('whore'; 'son-of-a-bitch'; 'fuck') ap
peared on one page with the first-Ietter-and-dots technique 
(b . ... ) but was fully printed (bljad') on another page. If au
thors want a thought based on an obscenity to evade the 
censor's pen, they will use plays on words, puns or similarly
sounding words as replacements, e.g. kimu ("to the female 
organ") can be disguised by komu ("to whom").6 Censors 
dread oversights and typographical errors. There is a story 
about a certain censor who failed to notice the typographical 
omission of one letter in a word which was part of a headline. 
That word was glavnokomdndujulcij ("commander-in-chief"). 
The letter omitted was I which consequently rendered gamo
komdndujuscij ("shit-commander"). The wordgavnb is a ho
mophonic representation of the word g01Jno ("shit"), actually 
pronounced gav-no. The censor was fired from the position 
and he subsequently disappeared. 

, 
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D. LEXICOGRAPHICAL SHORTCOMINGS 
~;.; 
y, 
'~,: SO long as Soviet publications are subjected to such prudish 

censorship, there will scarcely exist a need for the average So
viet citizen to consult a dictionary for the meaning of a given 
indecent word. However, since the average native Russian 
speaker is, from adolescence, most likely acquainted with the 
more common obscenities, e.g. zopa ("ass"), govno ("shit"), 
xuj ("cock, prick"), pizdd ("cunt"), e.bat' ("to fuck"), and 
perdez ("farting"), it is the foreigner with knowledge of Rus
sian who needs a dictionary listing such terms. To pose the 
question again, where do the student, the graduate fellow and 
the diplomat turn to learn the standard list of unconventional, 
indecent and obscene words? Certainly not to the world of 
respectable lexicography. 

It seems a paradox that specialized dictionaries and glos
saries abound both in the Soviet Union and abroad for almost 
any conceivable subject or field of study; yet, there still exists 
one important gap the neglected facet of Russian lexicogra
phy - the compilation of modern Russian obscenities. Accord
ing to A. Flegon, the reason for the paucity of obscene words 
in Soviet publications and dictionaries is that "each editor/ 
publisher has tried to publish as decent a book as possible." 
Obviously, there are those lexicographers who believe that 
the mere exclusion of a word from a dictionary will contribute 
to its disappearance from the language. What they are perhaps 
forgetting is that before the existence of dictionaries, obsceni
ties existed in the language despite any written reminder of 
such! 

The rules of contemporary Russian language literature 
and lexicography defy logic. For example, in bilingual dictio
naries, the Soviet lexicographer employs the illogical principle: 
"We should know all the indecent words of foreigners, but 
foreigners should not know our indecent words.'" This prin
ciple is illustrated in the 1972 edition of S01Jetskaja enciklo
pedija which gives indecent English words in the English- Rus
sian dictionary, but does not render indecent Russian equiva
lents in the Russian -English dictionary. This principle is not 
uncommon. 
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Of those dictionaries barely scratching the surface of a 
deep, multilayered wealth of words unsuitable for print, one 
of the first Russian dictionaries to include standard Russian 
obscenities was Vladimir Dal' 's 1903-1909 edition of Tol
kovyj slovar' iivogo velikorusskogo jazyka edited by Baudoin 
de Courtenay. Dal' 's later four-volume edition of the same 
dictionary also included some four-letter nasties. A. G. Pre
obraZenskij's Etymological Dictionary of the Russian Lan
guage (assembled in 1949 by the Columbia University Press, 
New York), reproduced from Lissnera and Sabyko (Moscow, 
1910-1914), includes only the archaic word for penis, ud, dat
ing from 1143 and the word govno ("shit") with derivatives 
govcnnyj, govneco, govnjat: govnjak: and Slavic prototypes 
and Slavfc-family forms hovno (Czech),gowno (Polish), govno 
(Bulgari~), and hovnolgovno (Upper/Lower Lusatian). M. 
Golovinskij's A New Russian Dictionary (McKay Co., Phila
delphia), published sometime around 1919, skirted the vulgar 
sense of obscenities with mild forms, for in the author's words, 
the aim of the dictionary was "to produce such a work that 
will meet with the approbation of all who are interested in 
the study of the Russian language." Again, respectability was 
in focus. Golovinskij's idea of printing obscenities in a dic
tionary is illustrated by such words as preljubodejstvovat' 
("to make love": to fornicate), volokita ("playboy", "one 
who plays with .Jemale genitalia": fornicator), zad" ("rear
end": arse), i1razenijalkal' ("bowel movement; dung": excre
ment), and ;zvergat'lvydeljat' ("to excrete"). The English
Russian edition allowed for exposinggovno ("shit") as "dung... 
In other works, Russian obscenities can be found in Max Vas
mer's Russisches Etymologisches W6rterbuch (1953-1957). 
Louis Segal's 1959 edition ofa New Complete Russian- English 
Dictionary (Praeger, New York) certainly wouldn't offend the 
fastidious with his two entries zopa ("ass": arse, buttocks) 
and govno ("shit": filth, dirt). Complete?1? Of the more com
monly used contemporary dictionaries, some obscenities can 
be found in: S. L Ozegov's Siovar' russkogo jazyka (Sovetskaja 
enciklopedija), Moscow, 1968; Slowr' sovremennogo litera
turnogo jazyka, of the USSR Academy of Sciences, Moscow-
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Leningrad 1950-1965; and the Russian-English Dictionary of 
the Oxford University Press. The latter includes such words 
as govno ("shit"), zopa ("ass"), sukin syn ("son-of-a-bitch"), 
xuj ("penis": cock), and ebat' ("to fuck"). Several dictionar
ies have no obscenities at all, e.g. Smirnitskij's Russian-English 
Dictionary and the U.S. Army Conversational Russian Dictio
nary. Although the basics found in a few Russian dictionaries 
certainly help in understanding derivatives based on the root, 
e.g. ebat'-+ ebdtel' ("to fuck"-+ "fucker"), full understanding 
is not always readily descernible as is seen in the examples: 
cbar: ebIjd , ebec, and ebUvyj. One who knows that these 
words are derivatives of ebdt' may still have difficulty under
standing their precise meaning. 

Enter the rogues ... dedicated to filling the language gap 
with under-the-counter glossaries. In the late 1950s and early 
1960s, the U.S. Army language schools compiled a number of 
glossaries of unconventional terms and obscenities. However, 
these were unavailable to the general public since classifications 
and confidential caveats were stamped allover each page. The 
major contributions to the world of Russian language study 
of obscenities came in 1963 when a student at the U.S. Army 
Institute of Advanced Russian Studies submitted as a thesis. 
the fruits of many hours talking with Russian emigres about 
"Russian Taboo Words and Expressions." 8 This work was later 
pirated by enterprising individuals interested in "spreading the 
good news." In 1971, a group of individuals in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts published an under-the-counter glossary entitled 
"A Dictionary of Russian Obscenities, or Everything You Have 
Wanted to Know About Russian But Were Afraid to Ask." 
[Now sold boldy over the counter by Schoenhof's Foreign 
Books, in Cambridge, Mass., without paying one cent in royal
ties to the pirated author. - Ed. 1 

Also in 1971, Berkeley Slavic Specialties published A Short 
Dictionary of Russian Obscenities, compiled by D. A. Drum
mond and G. Perkins. This was to be followed by a serious lexi
cographical publication by M. Galler and H. Marquess entitled 
Soviet Prison Camp Speech: A Survivor's Glossary (1972). In 
1973, A. Flegon published a highly comprehensive dictionary 
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of Russian unconventionalisms in Za peredelami russkix slova
rej ("Beyond the Limits of Russian Dictionaries"). Two indi
viduals at the U.S. Army Institute for Advanced Russian and 
East European Studies presented as their thesis in 1975 The 
Russian-Americanese "Blue Word" Dictionary, intended to 
provide a comprehensive listing of obscenities gathered from 
several sources.9 In 1978, M. Galler added a Survivor's Glos
sary Supplement to his co-authored Soviet Prison Camp Speech 
(1972). Drummond and Perkins revised and expanded their 
Russian obscenities dictionary in 1979 and 1980. 

The aforementioned lexicographers established the major 
milestones in exposing Russian language obscenities. To these 
individuals, the world of Russian studies is greatly indebted. 

The world of respectable pedagogy saw a breakthrough in 
introducirig Russian obscenities to first-year Russian-language 
students "hen Professor Boris Sukitch Razvratnikov [pseudo
nym] repeatedly offered a single fifty-minute introductory 
lecture on Russian obscenity during 1975-77 at "an American 
University." Razvratnikov discussed some pedagogical prob
lems involved in teaching the basic concepts of Russian ob
scenity in Maledicta (voL III, no. 2, pages 197-204). In that 
article, Razvratnikov gave a basic list of common Russian ob
scenities, some of which are included in the list which follows 
this narrative. 

II. The Nature of Russian Obscenity 

A. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

It was Napoleon who said, "Scratch a Russian and you 11 find 
• 	 a Tatar." In the history of Russia, the so-called Mongol (Tatar) 

Yoke-1240-1480 A.D. -saw a contrast of negative and posi
tive influences. Along with the introduction of more efficient 
systems of taxation, law and military organization, according 
to popular belief, the Tatars (a major tribe of the Mongol horde) 
also gave the Russian Slavs a sound foundation in cursing by 
what has manifested itself into the matenCina ("mother lan
guage") so prolific in contemporary Russian. In respect ofthe 
Tatar contributions, the Russians have coined the expression 

JI.. }\'U t'~t' :!flal'i' - :l. I ~ 

Mne nado dolg tatdrinu otdat' ("I have to go pay back the 
debt to the Tatars"), which is used when one has to perform 
a bowel movement. 

The Russian popular belief that obscenities are of Tatar 
origin from the Mongol period is so widespread that even highly 
educated people, including Russian linguists, believe it. An ex
ample of this is the word pizdd ("cunt"), believed by some to 
be of Tatar origin. Most likely based on the root ·sed- "sit" 
(i.e., that which a woman sits on), the word pizdd is almost 
certainly of Slavic origin (·peizd'4).10 Although most of the 
basic obscenities in Russian existed in Common Slavic (e.g., 
nI:.QAtTI1-+ perdet "to fart" existed in Common Slavic during 
the first millenium; cf. Sanskrit pardate; and 1"081:. 110 -+ govno), 

;-• none of these words is attested until later because there are no 
" 

-;:." texts in Common Slavic and there are no obscenities in Old
'f: 
5: Church Slavonic. While most of the common basic obscenities 
..j in Russian are native in origin, there are a few Polish forms 
:f (e.g. kurva, manda) and some highly marked non-Slavic words 

(e.g. Yiddish poe). 
There are those who think that cultured Russians simply 

do not use and have not used foul language. It is said that Peter 
the Great (1689-1725)- a rather cultured fellow who brought 
West European culture to Russia - was well known for his out
bursts of rage in which he would use as many as 160 obsceni
ties in one sentence! 

B. 	 GOVERNING FACTORS 

Obscenities in any language certainly have their own raison 
d 'hre. For the most part, however, factors governing the usage 
of pejorative and obscene words in Russian depend upon, 
among others, the level of education, age, sex, occupation, 
social background, and to a certain degree, locale. As for sex, 
profanity is used predominantly by the male, although women 
who perform heavy labor are just as proficient as men in ex
pectorating those four-letter kaka-phonous words. Recently
urbanized peasant workers, members of the armed services, 
taxi drivers, and housing project construction workers are 
"leaders" of those likely to engage in cursing. Naturally, oir 

http:peizd'4).10
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scenities flourish in the large cities. Geographic areas particu
larly noted for their colorful language are the ports of Odessa 
and Rostov and the province of Orel. ll 

C. SOVIET PRISON CAMP SPEECH 

The vernacular of Soviet prison camps provides an interesting 
source of obscenities and non-standard words in Russian. The 
co-authors Meyer Galler and Harlan E. Marquess give an in
formative account of the language used in Soviet prison camps 
in their work Soviet Prison Camp Speech: A Survivor's Glos
sary (1972). In the literary genres ofGULAGs (Main Adminis
tration of Corrective Labor Camps) and Ivan Denisoviches, it 
is essential to have such a glossary as a "trump card" to the 
lexical twists that a given author might deal to his reader. As 
stressed iY Galler and Marquess, a Solzhenitsyn can make such 
extensiv~ use of prison camp speech as to pose a formidable 
obstacle to understanding, not only for the native speaker of 
Russian, but especially for the non-Soviet speaker of Russian. 
Solzhenitsyn makes use of obscenities, vulgarities, and invec
tives in nearly all of his major works, and particularly, in One 
Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich (Odin den' Ivana Deniso
vica). There are excellent English translations of this work, 
but in order to find the obscenities, it is necessary to read the 
original Russian version. The work Cancer Ward (Rakovyj kor
pus) is another example of translation-filtering of obscenities. 

Not surprisingly, the sub-human life lead by the prisoners 
of Soviet camps compounds the use of profanity. It is inter
esting to note, however, that few prison camp obscenities are 
actual shibboleths. I t would be a mistake to declare that ob
scenities are only a form of identity for the prisoner, since 
the guards and interrogators are users of obscenities, too. For 
the prisoner, such speech is a form of rebellion, whereas for 
the camp authorities it is apparently another means of dehu
manizing the prisoners. As indicated by Galler and Marquess, 
abusive speech is sometimes deliberately employed by inter
rogators as a device for breaking the spirit of the prisoner and 
forcing him to confess to his "crimes." 

The use of obscenities by the prisoner is not only a form 
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of rebellion, but a way to maintain sanity. Actually, many 
vulgarities used in the camps are jocular in nature. Among the 
various subjects associated with life in a prison camp, the de
rogatory terms used by the prisoners are concentrated mainly 
on sex, the guards ("screws"), interrogators, informers, fellow 
prisoners and the food. Some examples of obscenities attrib
uted to fellow prisoners are: 

xer moriovyj "walrus cock": a prisoner unable to adapt 
to camp life 

celka.."virgin": one who pretends to be honest 
zopolnik "ass-kisser": prisoner who plays up to the guards 
ponosnik "diarrhetic": a goner, hopeless case (since diar

rhea is a common sympton among goners). 

Al though sex plays a major part in obscenities of the prison 
camp, many terms are based on the more common obscenities 
or double entendre. On the sex theme. there are three com
monplace terms used in double entendre to describe the respec
tive stages of communicable diseases: lejtenant "lieutenant": 
first stage; polk6vnik "colonel": second stage; and general 
"general": advanced and final stage. (For additional prison 
camp obscenities, the work of Galler and Marquess is highly 
recommended. ) 

D. THE GOLDEN ALPHABET 

Fertile ground for the proliferation of vulgarity is intra muros 
-the lavatory. Expressions of wit based on sexual, depreca
tory, or scatological terminology are frequently found on lav
atory walls in the USSR. A novel example of Russian obsceni
ties in lavatory graffiti is the famous Zolotaja azbuka, "The 
Golden Alphabet." It is this vehicle which conveys the Rus
sian "birds and bees" to the minds of young people. A stable 
alphabet can be constructed from the rhyming graffiti com
prising the Zolotaja dzbuka, with the exception of six letters 
of the Russian alphabet: E, A, 1>, b, 3,10 (E, J, ", E, JU).I, 

Two lines are devoted to each letter. The ultimate words sim
ply rhyme and often bear no logical relationship in meaning. 
The "Golden Alphabet" will appear in full in a future issue of 
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Maledieta. However, as an example, the first verse (letter A) 
of the "Golden Alphabet" is given here: 

A AP6Y3 HA COJIHUE m06HT 3PETb, 
APMHUlKA B )KonY m06HT ETb. 

Arbuz na sO/nee ljubit zret; 
Armjaska v iopu ljubit et: 

The watermelon likes to lie ("crawl") in the sun, 
The Armenian likes to fuck up the ass. 

E. RUSSIAN TERMS FOR MALEDICTION 

The Mother Tongue - Materiana 
Most of the foul language in Russian is founded upon the 

mother language, mat, or materiCina. The apogee of vulgarity 
in Russif1 is reached when a speaker employs abusive forms 
containing the word mat' ("mother"). Pejoration of one's 
mother is, the Russians claim, not a Slavic concept, but a "con
tribution" to the Russian language by the foulmouthed Ta
tars. 12 There are numerous expressions in Russian that refer 
to the act of swearing using the word "mother" (mat'). Among 
the verbs used for "to swear or curse in the mother language" 
are the examples: materit; maten't'sja, matjugat'sja, matju
kat'sja, maternut; matjugnut'sja, zagnut' matom, (po-) kryt' 
matom, zablaUt, obloZit'lobklddyvat' mdtom, krycdt'/orat'/ 
vopit' blagim matom. A person who uses mother language: 
materiUna, matuska, or mdternaja bran' is referred to as either 
a matericinnik, materiUnstik, or blag-usa. The verb "to tell 
someone to go to hell" employs the use of mat' "mother"
poslat' matjukom ("to send [someone] off with the mother 
language"). An example of the latter is: ldt' k ebenoj materi! 
("Go to your fucked mother! "). There are also ways in which 
one can euphemistically curse using the mother language: Mat' 
tvoju zd nogu! Literally, "Your mother by the leg!": Get a 
piece of your mother's leg! Go fuck your mother! 

Perhaps the strongest, most frequently used form of moth
er cursing is manifested in the expression ib tvoju mat'! The 
verb can be used in either the first person or third person sin
gular in the past tense -"I" or "he/she/it fucked your mother." 

f;~ 

~ 
:I 
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Some scholars believe that the word pes "dog" is understood 
and therefore the expression equates to "a dog fucked your 
mother." When used in a sentence, ib tvoju mat' can assume 
various grammatical, morphological and/or syntactical roles, 
including those of adjectives and adverbs. For example, daj 
mne ib tvoju mat'vodku! ("Give me the fucking vodka!" or 
"Give me the 'I-fucked-your-mother' vodka! "). The adjectival 
forms ibannyj, ebanoj, ebinoj can also be used. Two excel
lent descriptions of the phrase ib tvoju mat' have appeared 
in previous issues of Maledieta. 13 

Cursing or Swearing 
Simple cursing without using the term "mother" or the 

implication of the mother is rugatel'stvo, rugan; sipenie, bran: 
bljad' ("whore"; "fuck") or prokljdtie ("damnation "). One who 
is prone to cursing is a rugatel: Terms used for vulgarity are 
poiljatina (cf. pMlost' "commonplace"), xdmstvo (cf. xam 
"crudeness") and neprili/:ie "indecency." In the sense of rib
aldry or bawdiness, the poxabstvo gives rise to: poxdbnyj 
"ribald, obscene", poxdbnicat' "to speak obscenely", poxab
iana/poxabnost' "obscenity/ribaldry", and poxabnik "curs
er." Skvernos16vit' ("to use foul language") is derived from 
skvernoslovie {"words gone astray": ribaldry}. A sentence com
posed of vulgar words is referred to as kljapovina (cf. kljap 
"gag"). Vulgar books and rubbish literature are collectively 
called makulatura ("pulp literature"). Indecent or obscene 
literature can be referred to as zabornaja literatura ("fence 
literature", i.e. graffiti; from zabor "fence"). The fastidious 
who do not even use the expression kryt' mdtom or rugat' 
mdtom ("to swear in the mother language"), will use the phrase 
vyrazat'sja trixetdznymi slovami ("to express oneself in three
storied words"), This is because obscenities is Russian fall in
to three basic categories, or strata  first, second and third 
level- ranging from the rather mild forms (e.g. zad "rear-end") 
in the first level, to the harshest, strongest obscenities (e.g. 
ib tvoju mat' "[I] fucked your mother") in the third level, or 
top story. The speaker using third-level/story obscenities can 
go no further in severity. An expression used when speaking 
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of a room where people are using obscenities is topor veldt' 
mM.no ("one can hang the hatchet [in here]"). This expression 
is also used to describe a room where the air is saturated with 
hydrogen sulfide - flatulence. 

III. Building a Vocabulary 

To include a thorough listing of Russian obscenities is an un
dertaking well beyond the scope of this survey. However, with 
a basic dirty half-dozen, plus related terms and expressions, 
the reader of Russian should feel reasonably well-equipped to 
begin reading Solzhenitsyn or similar obscenity-bearing litera
ture with comfort. In Russian, many obscenities are associated 
with the words listed here: ass (zopa), cock (xuj), cunt (pizda), 
farting (perdez), fuck (ebat'), and shit (govno). As Razvratni
kov indictated in his article (Maledicta m/2), there may be al
ternative'translations of certain terms and expressions. 

A. ASS· fopa 

kurdj6k "ass": fanny 

podsraCnik "under the ass": commode, shit-pot 

sraka "ass", "asshole" 

u nego morda i snika odinlikovy "He's got a face (snout) 
just like his ass." 

so sraka pesbk sYpletsja "Sand is trickling out of his ass-
hole. " This expression is used to refer to a very old man. 

tolstozadyj "fat ass" 
xal6j : ass-kisser 
'xitrozopyj "clever ass": smart-ass; intelligent one 
zad "rear-end''': ass 
zadnica "rear-end": ass 

. . zopa "ass" 
bez myla v zopu lezt' "To crawl into one's asshole with

out soap": to brown-nose 
u nego, eto zopa, eto mza, odno ito Ze "He's got an ass 

and a face that look the same." Cf. U.S. "Got a match?" 
- "Yeah, your face and my ass!" 

zop.s nickoj "ass with a handle": said of a clumsy oaf 
zopnik : sodomite, homosexual 
zopoliz "ass-licker": brown-noser 
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zopoCnik "ass-licker": ass-kisser; homosexual 

B. FARTING - Perdez 
As the Eskimo has several ways to refer to snow, depending up
on its consistency, so does the Russian for referring to "break

;f 
:1 ing wind", flatulence, or farting. 

bzdet' "to fart without making noise" 
bzdj6xa "fart" (a person) : a weak, helpless person 
bzdun (same as bzdj6xa except less emphatic) 
nabzdet' "to stink", 'to foul the air': to 'bullshit someone 
perdet' "to stink", "to fart with noise": to bullshit someone 
perdez "the act of passing gas (farting)" : to bullshit 
perdnut' "to fart with noise" 

Kto perdnul? "Who farted?" 
perd6n "farter", "one who farts": 'you old fart' (endearing) 
razbzdet' "to fart violently with noise" 
razbzdet'sja: to shit one's pants while farting 

C. SHIT· Govno 
der'mo "dung", "manure": shit 
drist "diarrhea", "the shits": the GJ's, the squirts 
dristat' "to have the shits": to chicken out, be afraid to do 

something 
dristiIn "one with the shits": cowardly person, a chicken 
govno "shit" 
govennyj "shiny", "shit" (adj.) 
govnjannyj "shitty", "shit" (adj.) 
govnjat' "to shit": to fuck something up 
govnj6k "shithead" 
govnoHst "cleaner of shit": shithouse attendant, janitor 

.~, ilia "poo-poo", "doo-doo": children's word for feces 
kaI "dung": shit 
kizjlik "dried horseshit" 
navoz "dung", "manure": shit 
obosnit' I obsinit' "to shit allover something/someone": to 

bawl someone out; to slander 

pomet "dung", "excrement", "rubbish" 

ponos "dysentery": the shits 

sran'e "act of shitting" 
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srat'(sja) "to defecate": to shit 
zasrat'(sja) "to make shitty": to fuck up 

D. COCK/PRICK - Xuj 

elda I e1dak "prick" 
elda "prick" (a form used in prison camps) 
clen "member": dick, prick, cock 
kljap "stick" : cock, prick 
kozanyj remen' "leather strap": cock (used in prison camps) 
mudo (singular) male genital; cf. mude, plural mudi. Mude 

(from mude, Church Slavonic U;ltA. t.) was originally the du
al and the form in -i was a generalization of the soft dual 
ending as in be; "eyes" and us; "ears" (singular bko, UXO 

resQectively). The term mudl can refer to male genitalia 
as I: collective. Mudak is a noun referring to a person. 
Drummond and Perkins give 'shitass; turd; simpleton; fool.' 

nax6jnik "rubber, prophylactic" 
poe "cock", ·penis.' Cf. Yiddish potz. 
siSka "cock" (used in prison camps) 
ud Old Slavic "penis" 
xer Slavonic name for the letter x (xuj) : dick, cock 

xer sobacij "dog's prick": a mild form of xuj sobacij 
"dog's prick": You rotten prick! 

xer mori:ovyj "walrus cock": a weak person 
xer moeenyj "wet cock": hot, horny, sexually excited 
xer zaIDselyj "moss-covered cock": one who does not 

forn~cate often; also, a person who is an asshole 
xer petiasinyj play on the word petux "rooster, cock": 

cock fighting 
xerovina "cock": bullshit; confusion 
xuek I xuek "small cock" 
xUesOs "cock-sucker"; denotes 'beggar' in prison camps 
xuevina "cockery": rubbish, a bunch of shit, bullshit 

xueza "cockery": rubbish, a bunch of shit, bullshit 

xuez "small cock" 

xuj "cock", "prick" 

pososat' "to suck." POSOS! (moj) xuj! "Suck my cock!" 
Idi na xuj! "Go to (the) cock! ": Go to hell! 
Posel na xuj! Same as Idi na xuj! 

KAUFFMAN· 219 

Papa Ij6bit caj gorjaCij, a mama Ij6bit xuj stojaCij : "Papa 
loves hot tea, but mama loves a hot (standing) cock." 

Ne suj (sun') xuj v caj! This expression is a take-off on the 
name of the ancient Chinese philosopher Sun' Hui Chai. 
It is said by a father to his son in a rural home prior to 
sonny's leaving for "the big city." Literally. "Don't 
stick your prick in the tea!" Meaning, 'Keep out of 
trouble! Don't do anything stupiq!' 

Razmh rublevyj, a udar xuevyj :"Ruble size, but prickish 
execution" : 'Great joke ... poor delivery' or 'Good in
tention ... poor execution. ' 

Pop6tnogo xuja v sraku! "An incidental/passing cock in 
the ass!" : 'parting words' 

xujnja "cockery": bullshit; fouled-up/screwed-up mess 
xujnja-mujnja (xuevina delo) : shitty business; fucked-up 
x6Jsce "big cock" 
zal6pa "prick" (used in prison camps) 

E. CUNT - Pizd8 
celka "membrane": cherry; virgin 
figa "fig": cunt 
k6na "female sex organ." Used mainly in folklore literature. 
manda "female genitalia" 
mandavoSka bugs, lice or "crabs" in the female pubic hair 
mandet' I mandit' : to bullshit. From manda. 
nuitka anatomical word for "uterus", "womb" 
opizdenet' : to go off on a tangent 

opizdenelyj adjectival form of opizdenet' "gone off on a 
tangent" 

peredok "female sexual organ" 
slaba na peredok : an easy lay. From slabo "weak" : weak

willed 
pizda "cunt" 

pizd8 vonj6caja "smelly cunt" 
pizd8 mokraja "wet cunt": hot, horny 

pizdenka diminutive of pizda 
pizdorvanee "cunt ripper" : cunt chaser, fucker 
pizd6n I pizdj6k : a male pussy, a weakling 
sikel' : clitoris 
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F. FUCK - Ebat' 
bljad' "whore": 'fucking'; 'bloody' 
biud "fornication": 'bloody'; mentally ill 
cban'c "fucking" 
ebannyj/cbannyj v rotl "Get fucked in the mouth!" : Get 

fucked! 
ebannyj "fucked"(adj.) 
cbanut' "to fuck" 
ebar' "fucker" 
cbat' "to fuck" 

cbat'rakom "to fuck in a bent-over position." From rak 
"crayfish " 

cbat'sja ','to fuck", "to fuck oneself" 
ct' / cd ,Ider fonns of the verb ebdt' 
cbatbrija play on the word laboratorija "laboratory" : fuck

ing difficult work 
cbee "fucker" 
cbenoj "fucked" 
cbi tvoju mat'l "Go fuck your mother!" 
C!b tvoju mat' "- fucked your mother": [I or a dog] fucked 

your mother. Used very often in obscene speech. 
cbHvyj adjective meaning "liking to fuck" 
eblja "fucking" 
cbi korOvu! "(Go) fuck a cowl": Get lost! Note the contrast

ing sense of comradery in the phrase Bud' zdorov, cbl 
korovu ... tcljata budet, nikogda nc zabudei' : "Be healthy, 
fuck a cow ... there'll be a calf, (but) you'll never forget." 
Said generally among friends as a toast or when one sneezes. 

cbun "fucker" 
cldaCit' : to fuck. From elddk "prick" 
jadrenaja mild fonn of ebanaja 

jadri tvoju mat'l "Screw your mother!" 
mozgocbat' "to brainfuck": to bullshit 
tjrkat' "to use the familiar second person singular ty." Com

pare to the Gennan duzen "to use the du form": to fuck, 
'to get chummy' 

neba "fucking": exhausting; annoying pain-in-the-ass 

IV. Doublc Entcndrc 

In Russian, as in English, there exist many words which have 
-r . double entendre and euphemistic meaning which are employed 

so as to "water down" the concentrated strength of a literal 
obscenity in confonnance to the guidelines of polite society. 
Such forms are used to de-emphasize an innocent invective 
between friends or to elude the stroke of the censor's pen 
while still bearing the intended meaning. In jest, one friend 
might say to another, Tvoju mat' z.d nogu! "Your mother by 
the leg! " This approximates the English, "Go screw your moth
er!" or "Hey, buddy, up yours!" Because the creation and 
usage of double entendre is a highly prolific and boundless 
art, it would be impossible to present a thorough cross-sec
tion of examples of contemporary Russian double entendre. 
What may be the "in" word to disguise pizdd ("cunt") in a 
certain age group in Leningrad may not exist at all in Moscow. 
Nevertheless, there are many words with standard dictionary 
meanings which, when used in a certain context, assume de
rogatory, indecent meanings, thereby adding again to the rich
ness of the language. Examples: 

.:~: 

akula "shark": a person with rapacious tendencies 

al'fons "Alphonso": pimp 

balatajka "balalaika", a stringed instrument 


igrat' na balatajkc "to play on the balalaika" is a play on 
words to mean igri.t' na volosjankc "to play in the pu
bic area" 

alea (pronounced tsd-tsa) "toy, plaything": cock, prick 
davat' "to give" : to fuck, to put out 
dyra "hole": cunt 

dyra meda "honey hole": cunt 

figa "fig" : cunt 

galbii "galoshes, rubbers": rubbers, prophylactics 

ispol'zovat' "to use; employ": to fuck 

jajeo "egg" (pI. jaijea): testicles, balls 


slbnu jajea geat' "to swing an elephant's balls": to do 
nothing, to fuck off 
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juboenik "skirt": cunt chaser, petticoat dangler. From jubka 
"skirt" 

kiSlai "large intestine": big cock, large penis 
kljap "stick" : cock, prick 
klubnika "strawberry; strawberry patch": Peeping Tom. In 

pre-Revolutionary days, klubnika was used to denote a 
whorehouse, "a house full of ripe berries." Now used 
obliquely to mean 'Peeping Tom' or 'fruit' 

kolbasa "sausage": penis 
kot "cat": pimp 
kou "goat": promiscuous female 
najarivat' "to strum": to jerk off, masturbate 
nasmork "head cold": gonorrhea 
navodCi~ "gun layer" (military): pimp 
otmit' 'ro roast": to fuck 
potaskuxa "stroller; street walker": prostitute 
prezervativ "preservative": rubber, condom 
suxoj "dry." Eoot' v sux6ju "to fuck (it) dry"; to ejaculate 

without intercourse; to masturbate 
suxostoj "dry, dead standing tree": hard-on, erection 
svodnik "procurer": male pimp 
svodnja "procuress": female pimp 
tuda-sjudi. "there-here", "thither-hither": mutual oral sex, 69 
tri bukvi "three letters": cock, i.e. xuj 

Idi na tri bukvil "Go to the three letters!" : Go to hell! 
upotrebljat' "to use": to fuck 
utka "duck": a whore 

utka s~ljanaja "a shot-at duck": an experienced whore 
zapuzYri,t' "to bubble up, effervesce": to introduce the penis 

into the vagina 
zaved6tie "establishment": whorehouse 

V. What's in a Name? 

In Russian, there is a wealth of humorous surnames such as 
Krivonosov ("hook-nose"), Svinouxof) ("pig's ears"), and 
Uzkogldzov ("slant eyes"). Few, if any, however, are formed 
by pure obscenities. Such is the case for given names, although, 
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devoid of obscenities, they can be used sardonically if certain 
stresses or endings are affixed. The suffix -ka is familiar but 
oft~1J-derogatory. For example, Ninka (Nina) in the sentence 
On'"menjd k Ninke peremetnulsja ("He left me for [that slut] 
Nina") implies that Nina is some sort of debauchee. The suf

i.\ 	 fixes -uska and -juska are also derogatory. The familiar form 
for the given name Vera is veruska. But if the stress is placed 

~j on the -14-, familiarity becomes somewhat less endearing: 
VerUska (the slut). A sometimes derogatory suffix on given 
names is -ura or -jura. The given name Vasja with this suffix 
becomes Vasjura,14 which is not really hypocoristical (a pet 
name). 

There are several contrived names used not in an invective 
sense but for amusement or euphemism among friends. The 
names Van 'ka Perdun ("Johnny Farty") and Stdryj Perdun 
("[You] 01' Fart") are used among close friends or student 
groups as a term of approval or as a nickname. 

The use of the names Dun 'ka Kuldkova ("Dun'ka Fist"), 
Man'ka Pjastockina ("Man'ka Palm") and Marija Ladon' ("Mary 
Palm' ') refer in jest to masturbation. Old men are called Stdryj 
Xren ("Old Horseradish"), Stdryj Syc ("OldOwl"),andStaryj 
Xryc ("Old Grumbler") to imply "old prick." 

VI. 	Ethnic Slurs 

The Russian language is rich in terms employed contemptu
ously in reference to particular ethnic groups. Although such 
words are considered pejorative in nature, most are not based 
on pure obscenities or "dirty words." There are a few excep
tions to this, such as the ethnic slurs describing a Kazakhistan 
native-eldds-which is a derivative ofelddk ("prick", "cock"). 
Some epithets are used to describe collectively more than one 
ethnic group. For example, cucmex might be an Uzbek, a 
Turkoman, or a Tadzhik native. To call a person a member of 
an inferior race, regardless of ethnic background, the word 
untermens (borrowed from the German Untermenscb "sub
human") is used. Although most ethnic slurs in Russian stem 
from double meaning without association to an obscenity, us
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age of such terms qualifies them as being pejorative or insulting. 

Abram "Abraham": Jew 
Albion "Albion (England)": Brit; British 
Ari.p "Arab": Blackie, Blackamoor; Negro; thief 
Annjaika "Armenian." The ending -dska denotes pejoration 
Axmetka "Tatar." From the typical Moslem proper name 

Axmet (Ahmed) 
bah "old woman": Tatar 
Bul'ba "potato", 'potato eater' : White Russian. From the Pol

ish bulba 
Cygan "gypsy": Hungarian; Romanian 
cemomazyj "black grease": black man, Negro 
cernoz8dnij "black ass": Soviet Turkic Nationalities such as 

Tadtiks, Uzbeks, Azerbaijanis, and Turkomen 
cernozopye "black asses": Soviet Turkic Nationalities 
copornye synov'ja "proper sons", 'prim-and-proper boys': 

British 
Cucmex Soviet Turkic Nationalities. Probably of Turkic ori

gin (cf. root fUf-). Compare the Russian cuccio "scare
crow" with Kazan Tatar cue; "be frightened, shake" (Tao 
ranci cueu). It is interesting to note that a shift of stress 
gives cued 'cunt' (dialectal), cognate with Slovenian cuca. 

cuxnja I Cuxonee Nationalities of Finnish or Baltic origin such 
as Estonians, Karelians, Mordvinians. From Cud' (name 
of a Finnic tribe) 

Efiop "Ethiopian": stupid person 
eldu "prick.", "cock": Kazakhstan native or other Central 

Asian peoples 
failst "fascist" : German 
faz.in "pheasant" : Chinese. Because pre-Mao Chinese wore 

very colorful plumage in formal dress, they were called 
"pheasants" by the Russians much in the way that some 
present-day Germans call Americans Papagei "parrot" for 
their clothing mixtures and color combinations. 

fOl'ksdojc German. From German Volksdeutscber. a person 
of German origin who lived outside Austria and the Ger
man empire of 1937. 
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friey "Fritz": German, 'Kraut.' From first name Fritz "Fred" 
GaliClinin "Galician": Western Ukrainians (usually belonging 

to the Uniat Church) 
greckosej Ukrainian. From greeka "buckwheat" 
Janki "Yankee": American 
Japoiki Japanese. Exhibits derogatory play on the adjective 

japonskij "Japanese" 
kaeap Great Russian. Used by Ukrainians to mock the Great 

Russians ("goats"). From ka- and cap "goat." Ukrainian, 
from Romanian rap "goat. " There are many pastoral terms 
of Romanian origin due to the nomadic life of Romanian
speaking shepherds. The term has its origins in the Ukrai
nian ridicule of Russian beards, as the Ukrainians had the 
custom of shaving. 

kaeo Georgian word for "man" used by the Russians to mean 
a Georgian 

kag8.l "kahal" (a meeting of Jewish elders on general affairs 
of Jews) : a noisy assembly 

kapitalist "capitalist": Westerner; American 
Kitaeza "Ch inaman": Ch inese 
kosoglazye "squint-eyed", "cross-eyed": Oriental; Chinese 
bipotnik "one who wears bast sandals": White Russian 
Ijagu.satnik "frog": Frenchman 
Ijak "Pole": Polish. From poljdk 'Polack.' Also Ijax, variant 

Polish pronunciation. 
mwka "monkey": Japanese 
makaronnik "macaroni-man", 'spaghetti bender': Italian 
makaronscik same as makaronnik 
Mamalyznik Romanian. From Romanian word mamaliga 

'com meal mush,' the Romanian national dish 
malsyk "homosexual": Armenian 
malorOss "Little Russian": Ukrainian 
Mosk8.l' Ukrainian word for "Muscovite": Great Russian 
mytar , "worry-wart" : Jew 
nacmen "a National" : member of the Soviet National minor

ities 
parxatyj "mangey, scabby" : Jew 
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proiem pana (Polish) "Excuse me, sir" : 'Polack', Polish 
psja mv (a Polish curse) "dog's blood" : 'Polack', Polish 
rus8k Great Russian. Derived from Rus', the old name for 

Russia and the often pejorative suffix -ak 
samoedy Soviet Minorities in the far north, West Siberia and 

the northern Russian coastal areas. From Finnic Same
{iBna "Lapland" 

Smul Jew. From the Jewish name 
turruinnyj albion "foggy Albion (England)": British 
wrek (rurki nekrescenye) "unchristened Thrks": Moslems 
6ntermenS "subhuman": a person of an inferior race. From 

German Untermenscb 
urUs pejorative use of rus for "Russian" 
uzkoglazye "slant-eyes": Chinese 
Votjak j city in the Udmurtskaja ASSR; refers to national mi

norities in the northern USSR 
xodja "walking" : Chinese. In Russia, before the Great Octo

ber Revolution (1917), most street vendors seen walking 
about selling their wares were Chinese 

xoxol "topnot", characteristic of the Cossacks : Ukrainian 
xuj gollandskij "Dutch prick": used invectively to curse anyone 
iaboed "frogeater": Frenchman 
zeltokozie "yellow-skin": Chinese 
iid Jew. From Judaeus (Jud) 
iopocnik "ass-man", "ass-fucker " , "queer" : Caucasian; Ar

menian 
zver' "wild beast, animal": Asiatic nationalities 

VII. Common Exclamations 

Bud'ty prokljat! "Damn you!" 
Con voz'mi! "May the devil take (you/me)!" : Damn it! 
Ex, ty ... ! "Hey, you ... !", "Why, you ... !" Ex is made with a 

guttural spitting sound followed by a cussword or simply 
the implication of a cussword 

Ex, ty, staryj sye /xryc / xren! "Hey, you old owl/grumbler / 
horseradish! ": swearing at an old man to imply 'Why, you 
old prick, you!' 
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Idi k cortu! "Go to the devil!" : Go to hell! 
Idi rui xuj! "Go to the cock!" : Go to hell! 
Idi v zopu! "Go to the ass!" : Go to hell! 
Idi v pizd6! "Go to the cunt!" : Go to hell! 
Jadrena vos! "Fucked lice!" Exclamation of lust; cf. U.S. ut

terance "I'm so fuckin' horny!" 
Jadrena mat'! "Fucked mother!" 
K6kis' "fist." An offensive gesture commonly known as "The 

Fig." It is made by placing the thumb between the fore
and midfinger or mid- and ringfinger. 

Pososf mne! "Suck me!" 
Xertebe v rot! "A cock in your mouth!": Get fucked! 

NOTES ON TRANSLITERATION 
AND PRONUNCIATION 

Numerous standardized schemes exist for transliterating Cyril
lic characters into the Latin alphabet. Outside of specialized 
fields, there is no totally satisfactory system that accommo
dates the needs of many diverse readers. The correct pronuncia
tion of Russian is too complex to be rendered accurately by one 
single transliteration scheme. Because the system used in this 
article is that which is used by Slavic linguists, a few pronuncia
tion tips are listed. here for the benefit of readers with no 
knowledge of Russian: e = ye (yet), e = eh (echo), e = yo 
(coyote), Z=zh (Zbivago), x =kh (locb), c =ts (mats), C=ch 
(cbip), s=sh (sbip), sc =shch (fresb cbeese), y =i (as in it, 
but pronounced in the back of the mouth), ja = ya (yacht), ju 

,<' =yu (yule), '= softens the preceding consonant, "hardens it. 
-cgo/-ogo are normally pronounced -yevol-ovo. Unaccented 
o is pronounced a [,,] immediately before the stress, elsewhere 
unaccented 0 and a are pronounced ub [a], e.g. govno =gav-n6, 
figa =fi-gub. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENT , 

The author wishes to thank the following for their highly valu
able suggestions and additions to this survey of Russian ob



288 * MALEDICTA IV 
- . 

scenities: Dr. Jury Azarenko, Dr. J. Wm. Frey, Dr. Victor Fried
man (who also provided the Church Slavonic typeface), Dr. 
Leo K. Winston, The U.S. Army Institute of Advanced Rus
sian Studies, and many emigres, instructors, natives, transla
tors, colleagues and professionals who prefer to remain anon
ymous. 

FOOTNOTES 

1. Genevra Gerhart, p. 163. 
2. A. Flegon, p. 6. 
3. Victor Friedman, p. 40. 
4. A. Flegon, p. 9. 
5. Ibid., p. 7. 
6. Ibid., p. 9. 
7. Ibid.,,,. 6. 
8. Lawr&ce M. Carpenter, pp. 10-11. 
9. E.D. Betit and G.J. Olek, p. 11. 

10. Eric Hamp, pp. 25-26. 
11. L.M. Carpenter, p. 13. 

• 12. Ibid., p. 13. 
13. R. Aman, p. 267; and B.S. Razvratnikov, pp. 202-203. 
14. Morton Benson, p. 152. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Aman, Reinhold. "Editor's Note," Maledicta 112 (Winter 1977), p. 267. 
Anon. A Dictionary of Russian Obscenities or Everytbing You Have 

Wanted to Know About Russian But Were Afraid to Ask. Cam
bridge, Mass.: 1971. 

Benson, Mortem. A Dictionary of Russian Personal Names. Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1969. 

Betit, E.D. and G.J. Olek. The Russian-Americanese "Blue-Word" Dic
tionary. Garmisch, West Germany: U.S. Army Institute of Advanced 
Russian Studies, 1975. 

Carpenter, Lawrence M. A Dictionary of Russian Taboo Words and 
Expressions. Garmisch, West Germany: U.S. Army Institute of Ad
vanced Russian Studies, 1963. 

Drummond, D.A. and Perkins, G. A Shon Dictionary of Russian Ob
scenities. Berkeley: Berkeley Slavic Specialties, 1973. Revised and 
expanded edition: Dictionary of Russian Obscenities, 1979, 1980. 

Flegon, A. Za peredeillmi russkix sloNrej. London: Flegon Press, 1973. 
Friedman. Victor. "Dostoevsky on the Meaning of Humanity," Male

dicta III (Summer 1977), p. 40. 

KAUFFMAN - 289 

Galler, Meyer and Marquess, Harlan E. Soviet Prison Camp Speecb: A 
Survivor's Glossary. Madison, Wisconsin: The University ofWiscon
sin Press, 1972. 

Gerhart, Genevra. Tbe Russian's World: Ufe and Language. New York: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1974. 

Hamp, Eric. "Albanian Pidb: Slavic ·Peizd'i," InternationalJournal of 
Slavic Linguistics and Poetics 11 (1968). pp. 25 -26. 

Razvratnikov, Boris Sukitch. [pseud.). "Elementary Russian Obscenity," 
Maledicta 111/2 (Winter 1979), pp. 197-204. 

Ward, Dennis. The Russian Language Today.' Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1965. 

(Contact with students during summer study, 1969, at the University of 
Leningrad and Moscow State University through the ACUIIS pro
gram) 

(Discussions with Russian-language natives and professors through 1980) 

Ii~ 
~JilDX~ 



I' , -'-'\\\JSS~tA.'" \.--\ .... CU\S \ HJ VO\V~A- b, ~O.2, ~'( (q82
1 

GREVILLE G. CORBETT232 

*Stankiewicz, E.: 1968b, 'The grammatical genders of the Slavic languages', ltllemaliona! 
Journa! of Slov;c Linguislics and Poerics 11, 27-41. 

Stankiewicz, E.; 1978, 'The inf1ection of Serbo-Croatian substantives and their genitive plural 
ending~, in Birnbaum, H. (ed.), American COlllributions to Ihe Eighth lmemationaJ Congress 
of Slavists l: Lillguistics and Poctics, Slavica, Columbus, pp. 666-681. 

*Superanskaja, A. V.: 1965, 'Rod zaimstvovannyx susCestvitel'nyx v sovremennom russkom 
jazylce', Vopro.I'Y kl/l'wry reCi 6, 44-58. 

Svedova, N. Ju. (cd.): 1970, Grammalika sovremennogo msskogo lilCrall/rnogo jazyka. Nauka, 
Moskva. 

Svedova, N. Ju., Aruljunova. N. D., Bondarko, A. V., Ivanov, Val. Vas., Lopatin, V. V., 
Uluxanov, I. S., and Filin, F. P.: 1980, Russkaja grammatika l: FOlletika, fonologija, 
udarenie, illlollllcija. slovoobrazavanie. morfologija, Nauka, Moskva. 

*Thelin, N. B.; 1975. Notes Oil General alld Russial/ Morphology (== Studia Slavica Upsaliensia 
15) Almqvist & Wiksell, Stockholm (pp. 30-32). 

*Tra~er, G. L.: 1940, 'The Russian gender categories', Language 16, 300-307. 
Trager, G. L.: 1953, 'Russian declensional morphemes', Language 29,326-338. 
Tucker, G. R., Lambert, W. E., and Rlgault, A. A.: 1977, The French Speaker's Skill wilh 

Grammalical Gender: All Example of Rule-Governed Behavior, Mouton, The Hague. 
Twaddell, W. F.: 1935. 011 Defining tlte Phoneme (= Language Monograph 16). Reprinted in 

Joos, M. (ed.): Rc'adillgs in Linguislics l: The Development of Descriptil'(' Linguistics in 
America 1925··56. Chicago University Press, Chicago. 1st edition 1957; 4th edition 1966, 
pp.55-79.

*Unbegaun, B. 0.: 1947, 'Lcs substantifs indeclinab1es en russe', Revue des eludes slaves 23, 

130-145. 
Unbegaun, B. 0.: 1957, Rus.sian Gramn;ar, Clarendon, Oxford. 
Vaillant, A.: 1958, Gral1llllatre comparee des langues slal'es ll: morphologie, premiere partie: 

flexion nOll/illl/h', lAC, Lyon. 
Van Schoonevcld, C. H.: 1977, 'The place of gender in the semantic structure of the Russian 

language', S('(mdo-Slal'ica 23, 129-138. 
*Vinogradov, S. I.: 1978, 'Kak pravil'no nazvat' zenscinu: PRODAVEC iIi PRODAVStlCA ? 

ZAVEDUJUStlJ iii ZAVEDUJUStAJA 1', Russkaja reC', no. 5, 7678. 
*Vinogradov, V. V.: 1972, Russkij jazyk (grammatil:eskoe ueellie 0 slove), izdanie vtoroc, 

Vyssaja skola, Moskva (pp. 55-124). 
Vinogradov, V. V., Istrina, E. S., and Barxudarov, S. G. (cds.): 1952, Grammatika russkogo 

jazyka 1: FOlll'tika i morfologija, AN SSSR, Moskva. 
*Vologdina, E. A.: 1975, 'Kakogo roda slova dzersi, taksi, viskiT, Russkaja ree', no. 6, 

116-119. 
*Vysotskij, S. S.: 1948, 'Utrata srednego roda v govorax k zapadu ot Moskvy', Doklady 

i soobscellijl/ 11lSlilliia russkogo jazyka AN SSSR I, 81-101. 
Worsley, P. M.: 1953-54, 'Noun classification in Australian and Bantu: formal or semantic?', 

Oceania 24, 275-288. 
Worth, D. S.: 1966, 'On the stem/ending boundary in Slavic indeclinables', Zbornik za 

filologiju i !illgl'islikll 9, 11-16. . 
*Xaburgaev, G. A.: 1969, 'Zamet~~ po istoriceskoj morfologii juznovelikorusskogo narecija 

(Imja suscestvitel'noc. KategoflJa roda i kategorija oduSevlennosti)" Ueenye zapiski 
Moskovskogo abltlsl/logo pedagogiceskogo institula 228, 283-305. 

*Zaliznjak, A. A.: 1964, 'K .voprosu 0 .~ammaticeskix kategorijax roda i odusevlennosti v 
russkom jazyke', roprosy jazykoznanya, no. 4, 25-40. 

*Zaliznjak, A. A.: 1967, Russkoe imennoe slovoizmenenie, Nauka, Moskva (pp. 62-88). 
Zaliznjak, A. A.: 1977, Grammaliceskij slovar' russkogo jazyka: Slovoizmenenie: Okalo 

100000 slol" Russkij ja:z.yk, Moskva. 
*Zaxarova, A. V.: 1958, 'Usvoenie doskol'nikami padeznyx form', Doklady Akademii peda

gogiceskix 1/(wk RSFSR. no. 3, 81-84. . 

, 




FELIX DREIZIN AND TOM PRIESTLY 

A SYSTEMATIC APPROACH TO 

RUSSIAN OBSCENE LANGUAGE 

This article concerns that field of the Russian language, about which one outstanding 
linguist onee wrote: "1.jTO KaeaeTCSI 'HenpHJlH'lHbrX' enoB, TO If,neSl HX 'Herre'laTHOCTlr' BCMY 
O'leHb CTapoii KYJlbTypHOii Tpa,nHUIHI CTO.1b YKopeHeHa B COJllaHiUl 1I0CHTeJleii PYCCKOro 
J3b1Ka, 'ITO JlHH'BHeT, nOlKuJlyii, H lie O'lCHb CTpeMHTcSl HX BKJlIO'laTb B eDoe npOHJDe,neUHe, 
com OH He XO'leT, '1T06br 90:;'-~ peaKUHii He 6WIH 06yc.10BJleHbI POBHO :)THM". 

With all this in mind, we also had some hesitations concerning not so much "ne'laTHOCTb", 
but rather the reality of a part of the facts described. Since, however, several educated 
Russian native speakers confirmed that such or similar texts are indeed imaginable in 
extreme situations, we have decided to publish this article as appropriate for the scope of 
our journal ("Russian linguistics in its manifold diversity"), the counterindicating cultural 
tradition notwithstanding. Honny soil.. .. 

THE EDITORS 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Contemporary research into Russian obscene language is best represented 
by (and, indeed, essentially limited to) dictionaries and other word-lists: 
see in particular, as examples of the former, Anon, (1971), Flegon (1973), 
and Drummond and Perkins (1980); and the latter, Razvratnikov (1979) 
and Kauffman (1980). The impression one gains from these works is that 
scholars perceive the description of mat to be predominantly, or even 
exclusively, a lexicographic problem. In our view, mat should be viewed 
rather as a linguistic system in its own right: an exceptionally rich system, 
whose description involves problems of derivation and syntax much more 
than problems of lexicography. Razvratnikov, for example, is in our 
opinion incorrect to lament "the need for more adequate dictionaries of 
Russian obscenity" (1979,199): what are needed are more concise 
dictionaries of mat, together with adequate grammars of this system.! 

Mat is a shadow-image of the Russian language as a whole. From a 
semantic point of view, what interests us is the means of communication, 
via mat, of common everyday meanings which transcend the limits of direct 
abuse and of sex. We see in mat a particular form of expressive, substandard 
language - one that is essentially neutral vis-it-vis the communicated refer
ential meaning. Trexetaznyj mat 2 is, then, not simply an accumulation of 
obscenities, but a set of refined, complex structures. Mat is a potentially 
limitless quantity of expressions; and it is the failure to grasp this fact that 
has been the basis of the errors in descriptions made hitherto. 

Mat is characterized by a sharp contrast between the narrow boundedness 
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of its basic units (those units which are excluded from 'decent' dictionaries, 
and which can be listed very simply) and the rich semantic possibilities of 
its application. These possibilities are created by the fact that mat takes 

.. over from the standard language the latter's word-derivational mechanisms, 
applies a versatile system of interpretations, and uses certain special 
mechanisms in the sphere of syntax and poetics. 

This contrast generates in mat an aesthetic function: namely, the 'acquisi
tion of reality' through the transcendence of the limits of the basic obscene 
lexicon. This function raises mat to the level of a special genre of folk-art, 
in which millions of Russians are, more or less effectively, proficient. 

In this article we attempt to embody the above ideas in a concrete in
vestigation into the word-derivation, syntax, and poetics of mat. Our 
conclusion is that mat is a kind of parody of non-obscene language and 
of non-obscene folklore. 

2. LINGUISTIC PROBLEMS 

Some mat nouns, verbs and adjectives designate specific referents in the 
normal 'obscene' manner. These are listed in the available dictionaries. 

A much more important, and more problematical, manner of using mat 
nouns and verbs (but not adjectives!), however, involves very ge ner a I 
meanings which are specified by the context. These meanings and contextual 
mechanisms are presented below. 

When used in this way, mat nouns and verbs act as what can be 
linguistically termed PRO-nouns and PRO-verbs. PRO-nouns are sub
stituted for nouns, and PRO-verbs are substitutes for verbs; and it is the 
scope of this substitution that interests us. 3 

xuj _____ 

xcr 
govnoed 
govnoeb 
iopa---c 

TABLE I 
Mat PRO-nouns 

person (male) 

b/jad'-==~~==;2~==~~pizlia  person (female) 

pizliovinau ':::=::~;::2:::::::~~,...
xuiivina  count noun 

gomo ~~~§~~~~~::xujnja mass noun 
xujacija abstract noun 
xucla 
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2.1. Mat PRO-Noulls 

The correspondence between some important mat nouns and some general 
nominal meanings is given in Table I. This should be considered as 
representative of the ranges of substitutability of the mat nouns listed. 

A number of comments are required. 
(a) Both male and female persons can be designated by pizdti, bljdd', 

zopa and govno. They are not, however, of 'common gender' (as is e.g. 
xanza "hypocrite", which requires that determiners agree with the sex of 
the referent: etot xanza "this hypocrite (m.)", eta xanza "this hypocrite 
(r.)"). Rather, their (syntactic) gender is independent of the referent, and 
can be given once and for all in the dictionary.4 Thus: 

(1) 	 Vcera ja videl etu pizdli. - "I saw this cunt yesterday": 'I saw 
this person yesterday'. 

In Russian (and English), pizdti "cunt" may refer to either a male or a 
female person. The same is true for eto govno "this shit", eta topa "this 
asshole", and eta bljdd' "this whore" (in the last case, English usage is 
not quite the same). On the other hand, xuj and xer "prick" refer only to 
male persons (and are, incidentally, animate): 

(2) 	 Vcera ja vide! elOgo xuja. - "I saw this prick yesterday": 'I saw 
this person yesterday', 

which contrasts with the inanimate use of the same noun: 
(3) Vcerti ja videl etot xuj. - "I saw this prick yesterday", 

where a person is not referred to. here, xuj is used in its basic, 'technical', 
non-PRO-nominal sense. As for govnoed "shit-eater" and govnoeb "shit
fucker", both refer to males, but have feminine derivatives govnoedka and 
govnoebka. 

(b) At least five of the nouns in the left-hand column can be used without 
any pejorative attitude to the referent namely, all those with the root xuj. 
For example, 

(4) 	 Prixodil ko mne odin xuj. "A prick came to see me": 'Some
body (specific) came to see me'. 

(5) 	 Dtij mne von tu xuiivinu. "Give me that crap over there": 
'Give me that thing over there'. 

In all such cases, the person or thing is referred to without any necessary 
negative connotations. 

(c) Nearly all of the nouns may have, derived from them according to 
the rules of Russian word-formation, diminutive, augmentative and other 
forms: xuj ...... xuiSCe "large prick, person (emph.)", xuisko "small prick, 
person (disdainfully)", bljdd' ...... bljadisca, govno ...... govneco, govnlSce, 
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xuevina -+ xuevinka, and so on. The words xujnja, xujacija and xueld (which 
are normally substituted for mass and abstract nouns) do not have these 
derived 'forms. 5 

(d). In contrast to I!9uns in Standard Russian, all the nouns in the left
hand column (when used as PRO-nouns in this way) can only be used 
with overt, explicit determinative adjectives (see however exceptions given 
below). The four derivatives of xuj: xuevina, xujnjd, xujdcija and xuetd can 
never be used without determinative adjectives (and, as a corollary, are 
only used as PRO-nouns). The other words on the list, if used without 'a 
determinative adjective, have only their pure, 'technical' meaning. For 
example, instead of the noun devusku "girl" in the sentence 

(6) Vl:eraja videl devusku. - "I saw a girl yesterday." 
the PRO-noun bljdd' may be substituted, with e.g. the determinative 
adjective etu "this": 

(7) Vcera ja videl etu bljad'. - "I saw this whore yesterday": 'I saw 
this person yesterday'. 

The phrase etu bljad' will mean either (technically) "this whore", or (PRO
nominally) "this person": the actual meaning will emerge from the context 
of the utterance. If however there is no determinative adjective: 

(8) Vcerd ja vfdel bljad'. - "I saw a whore yesterday", 

the technical meaning is the only possible one. Similarly, 


(9) Na mostu stoft miliciom?r. "There is a policeman standing on 
the bridge" 

may have the PRO-noun xuj substituted for milicioner, but again only with 
a determinative adjective, e.g. 

(10) Na mostu stoft kakoj-to xuj. "There is some prick standing 
on the bridge": 'There is somebody standing on the bridge'. 

With no determinative adjective, 
(II) Na mostu stoft xuj. "There is a prick standing on the bridge" 

only makes sense if, for example, a statue is referred to. In the same way, if 
one requests 

(12) Ddj mne etogo govna. - "Give me some of that shit" 
one may be given some soup (or whatever mass-noun is referred to); but 
if the request is 

(13) Ddj mne govna. - "Give me some of the shit" 

one risks receiving a bowl of excrement. 6 


In some cases, however, when mass-nouns are involved, the rule may be 
violated. For example, 

(14) V Idgere kormili govnom. - "They served up shit in the (labour) , 	 camp" 
may (as in English) be understood in the non-technical sense. A sure way 
of avoiding ambiguity is to insert a determinative adjective: 

(15 

(e) 
left-] 
insta 

(I 

(I' 
(1: 
(f; 

but 
mear 

(I~ 

(g) 
mear 
norm 
sense 
pium 

(h) 
menti 
thatt 
in En 

(20, 
the C( 

bugge 
other 

(21 
with 1 

an ac 

2.2. J 

It is I 

PRO, 
becat 
long 
preta 

A, 

verbs 
whicl 
third 
verb~ 

third 
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(I 5) 	 V ldgere kormlli vsjdkim govnom. - "They served up all kinds 
of shit in the (labour) camp." 

(e) The animate nouns (i.e., those used as PRO-nouns for persons) in the 
left-hand column may be used without determinative adjectives, but only in 
instances of direct abuse, in dialogue: 

(16) 	 Pizdd! Jd i bez tebjd eto znaju! "You cunt! I know that already 
without you (having to tell me)!" 

(17) 	 Ej, xuj! - "Hey, (you) prick!" 
(18) 	 Ej, xU) s jdjcami! "Hey, prick with balls!" 
(f) The noun govno may also occur without any determinative adjective, 

but in predicative position; here, it carries a straightforward pejorative 
meaning: 

(19) 	 Etot karandds - govno. "This pencil is shit." 
(g) It should also be pointed out that there are a few nouns with obscene 

meanings which are typically not used PRO-nominally, e.g. eldd and saxna 
normally mean, respectively, "prick" and "cunt" in the direct technical 
sense; they are seldom substituted for "person" in the way that xuj and 
pizdd can. 

(h) Some of the parallels with English PRO-nominal usage have been 
mentioned in passing. Others await further study. It may be pointed out 
that the system of co-occurrence with determinative adjectives has a parallel 
in English. In, e.g., 

(20) 	 I've lost the bugger 
the context will supply the identity of the referent for which the PRO-noun 
bugger is substituted: a pocket-book, perhaps, or a small child. On the 
other hand, 

(21) I've lost a bugger 
with the indefinite article can not have the same PRO-nominal reference: 
an actual bugger is normally implied. 7 

2.2. Mat PRO-Verbs 

It is not feasible to set up a simple table of correspondences between mat 
PRO-verbs and general verbal meanings, as was done for nouns in 2.1., 
because of the extreme complexity of the Russian verbal system: a very 
long table would be required. Rather, we present the formation and inter
pretation of these PRO-verbs in the form of a generative mechanism. 

A distinction must be made between three verb-types. There are, first, 
verbs which are only used PRO-verbally, such as pizdit'; second, those 
which have both direct ('technical') and PRO-verbal uses, e.g. eMt'; and 
third, those which have only direct meanings, and are not used PRO
verbally, e.g. pizdb' "to prattle, complain". We omit all verbs of the 
third type. 
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2.2.1. Verb-formation. We present, Ilrst, a list of basic verbs. Note that 
all occur with and without the ren('xiw particle -sja, and that a prefixed 
hyphen means that the verb does not O\.'cur without a prefix. 8 .. 

ROOT 9 OCCURRENT FORMS 

-bar- bard!' 

-bzd- bzdet', bzdnut' 

-eb- ebdt', ebdCit', ebdCivat'. ("'lIIlIit', ebenit', ebistosit', ebnut', 


-ebnut', eburit', ebyvat" 
-jab- jdbyvat' 
-perd- perdh', perdnut', per::il'llt' 
-pizd- pizdit', pizdjdl:it', piu(/liNI'a(, pizdnut', pizdanut', pizdosit', 

pizdovdt" pizdyCit', pbfl'NI'I/I', pizdykat', pizdj'kivat', pizdj'k
nut', pizzivat' 

-xer- xerdCit', xerdCivat', xerci/'III' 
-xuj- xujaCit', xujaCivat', xlIi,;/'IIt', xujaknllt', xujarit', xujaril.at', 

XUjllllt' 

Second, we list a number of standar,1 Russian prefixes with their variant 
orthographic forms: 

do-, is-/iz-/izo-, na-, nad-/nado-, nl'do" o-/ob-/obo-, ot-/oto-, pere-, priM, 
pro-, po-, pod-/podo-, ras-/raz-, s+;o" U-, v-/vo-, vy-, vs-/vz-, za-. 
Given these two short lists, the following basic statement for the forma

tion of mat PRO-verbs can be made: 

The concatenation of a basic 111//1 verb with any of the listed 
prefixes produces a verbal forlll I hat can be used in a given 
relevant context. Verbs listed wil hout the hyphen also occur, 
in their unprefixed form, given a relevant context. 

This statement automatically general\:s, for example: 
doebdt', doebdt'sja, dopizdit', dopb/if',\;a, doxujnut', doxujdi.:it', doxujd

cit'sja, iz"ebdt', iz"ebdt'sja, ispizdif', /,nlljmit'sja, izobzdb'sja, nabzdh'sja, 
naebdt'sja, naebnut' sja, napizdykivaf', 111/ IIIj(ikat'sja, naxujnut'sja, naxerdCi
vat'sja, nad"ebdt', nadobzdb'sja, nl'l!o"',tit', nedoebdt'sja, nedoperdet', ne
doxujdi.:it', v"ebdt', v"ebdt'sja, vpizdit',11II, \'pizdit', vxujdi.:it', vxujdrivat'sja, 
vpizzivat'sja, vobzdet', vpizdykivat', \'\/iitiknut'sja, vxujnut'sja, vybzdet', 
vyebnut'sja, zaebdt', zaebdt'sja, zaxli/tiNt', zaxujdi.:it'sja, zap izdyCit " za
ebistosit', ... 

A total of 1596 verbs can be prodlle\~d ill this way, Note that Drummond 
and Perkins (1980) has only about 11)00 lemmata all told, and lists only , some 140 verbal forms! 

http:xujaril.at
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The mal verbal grammar presented above is an idealization. It may be 
both too narrow, and too wide. 

It is too narrow, because further forms may be added: (a) verbs formed 
with two or more prefixes (e.g., nedoolpizdil', porasp[zdit', ponad"eMt'); 
and (b) verbs with Church Slavonic prefixes, e.g. vos-/voz- (vospizdil', 
vozobzdet', etc.) and nis-/niz- (niz"ebnul'sja, nispizdit', snizobzdet" etc.). The 
stylistic flavour of mat combined with bookish or ecclesiastical overtones is 
not allowed for in the above model. 

It may be too wide, because some of the generated forms may be con
sidered clumsy and difficult to interpret. Even native speakers who reject 
some of the forms 'on these grounds should however realize that the 
problem may be reduced to finding the appropriate context for each 
form that they reject; once a suitable context has been found, the 'clumsy' 
form becomes a normal part of mal. 

2.2.2. Semantic interpretation. The semantic interpretation of mal verbs is 
determined by four kinds of contextual information: internally, by (a) the 
morphological patterning of the prefixes and suffixes concerned; and 
externally, by (b) co-occurrence with certain types of grammatical comple
ments, (c) the lexical material occurring in these complements, and (d) the 
broader general context. Given all this information which, of course, 
is given in the context of conversation - the particular meaning of any 
mal PRO-verb can be, and is, understood. From this information, also, 
it will be clear whether it is indeed the PRO-verbal use that is intended, 
or whether the primary, 'technical' sense (if there is one) is implied. - We 
now consider each of these four points in turn. 

(a) Morphological pattern: prefixes and suffixes in mal verbs 
function in the same way as they do for non-mal verbs. This can be 
exemplified with the root eb in its primary meaning "fuck" ; these remarks 
apply equally to PRO-verbal use. The prefixed proeM!' stands in the same 
relation to the unprefixed eMt' as does proCitdt' "to finish reading" to 
Ciuit' "to read": in both cases, the perfective form with the prefix pro
includes the idea of the achievement of the action, while the unprefixed 
imperfective form is non-committal in this regard. In the same way, 
pereeMt' can mean "to fuck many X" in the same way that perel:itat' can 
mean "to read many X", where X is the natural object of the verb in 
question. The same verb, pereebat', may have other meanings, since the 
prefix pere- is used in a variety of ways: on the model of igrat' "to play" 
vs. pereigrat' "to re-play; to overpJay; to supersede in playing", pereebat' 
may mean "to re-fuck; to fuck to excess; to supersede in fucking". The 
specific meaning of the verb will be determined by the external context. 
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The pattern of the semantic content of suffixes can be exemplified as 

. follows. First, in the derivation of secondaryimperfectives: the forms 
proebyvat' andpereebyvat' are the secondary imperfectives for, respectively, 
proeM!' andpereebat',justasproCityvat' andpereigryvat' are the secondary 
imperfectives for proCitat' and pereigrat'. Second, in semelfactives: the -nu
in xujmit' and ebnut' has the same semelfactive meaning (i.e., of a single 
punctual or momentary action) that this prefix has in non-mat Russian. 10 

(b) Pattern of verbal complements: The semantic interpretation 
of mat verbs is determined to a very great extent by their syntactic govern
ment. (Here, we use N to stand for any noun-phrase, with subscript 
abbreviations for the cases in which the noun-phrase stands: NACC is thus 
a noun-phrase in the accusative, and so on.) The pattern of complemen
tation can be exemplified with the verb zaxujaCit', used PRO-verbally. For 
example, zaxujaCit' NACC NINSTR po NDAT means "to strike (someone with 
something on a part of his/her body)": 

(22) On zaxujaCil Iwina kirpicom po golove 

is virtually identical in meaning to 


(23) On uddril Ivana kirpicom po golove. - "He hit Ivan over the 
head with a brick". 

In contrast to this, zaxujacit' N ACC u NGEN has the meaning "to take 
something from someone", so that sentences (24) and (25) are virtually 
identical in meaning: 

(24) On zaxujaCil knigu u Ivana
(25) On vzjal knigu u Ivana. - "He took the book from Ivan." 

A third example with the same verb: zaxujaCit' NACC i::: NGEN will mean 
"to take something from some place", so that 

(26) On zaxujaCil skaj iz kanceljarii 


and 

(27) On vjl1les skaj iz kanceljarii 

both mean "He took the cupboard from the office", In each of these 
cases - which can be multiplied extensively - the sentence with :::axujaCil has 
the same general meaning as the sentence quoted with the non-mat verb; 
the use of the mat verb adds particular overtones (for :::axujaCit': force, 
cunning, effort, etc.) to the general meaning. In all cases, the verbal 
complements specify the general meaning of the mat verb, The fact that 
a mal verb is being used adds the extra information that something 
expressive is intended: (22) is thus to be translated "He bashed Ivan over, 
the head with a brick", (24) "He ripped off Ivan's book", and (26) "He 
swiped the cupboard from the office",l1 

(c) Lexical material occurring in complements: The 'lexical 
material will, again, often determine exactly what is meant. Thus the verb 

http:Russian.10
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pizdnut' can be said to have verbal meanings of all kinds, depending on 
the complement (and thus, can be said to be semantically void in itself; 
and thus be a PRO-verb). With the complement po NDAT for example it 
may mean "to strike" as in 

(28) Oni podosli ludd i pizdnuli po oknu. "They went over there 
and hit the window." 


It may also mean "to move quickly", as in 

(29) On plzdnul po sosse "He drove quickly along the highway", 


where it is equivalent (but adds an expressive sense) to 

(30) On poexal po sosse "He drove along the highway". 
Another example: the verq proebdt' clearly has a 'technical' meaning in 
(31) On proebdl MdSu v podvdle. "He thoroughly fucked Mary in 

the cellar." 

Equally clearly, it has a PRO-verbal use in 


(32) On proebd/ Frtinciju v masine. - "He drove all over France in 
a car" (cf. non-mal proexal "drove"). 

In all these instances, the lexical identity of the complements determine 
the entire meaning of the verbs. 

(d) General context: In some instances, the broader context must 
be known for the mat verb to be understood. The sentence 

(33) Da, pizdil. "Yes, I did ... " 
can only have its meaning inferred from the context: if, for example, it is 
spoken in answer to the question 

(34) Ty unix pizdil xJeb? "Did you steal their bread?" 
. then its meaning is clear. 

We therefore prefer to state that mat verbs are PRO-verbs, and are 
semantically void, acquiring their meanings from their internal shape and 
from the context in which they are used. Since, however, they belong to 
mat, they are not totally void: they inevitably carry the feature of express
ivity; but their general meanings can be inferred from their contexts. To 
this extent, therefore, the following formulation holds: 

A mal verb may mean any intensive action from the total 
set of actions, and will acquire a specific meaning from this 
total set according to its morpho]ogi'cal pattern and according 
to the contextual pattern of ~erbal complements, the lexical 
items occurring in these complements, and the whole 
context. 

In the same way that the grammar of word-formation for mal verbs 
follows the grammar of word-formation for non-mat verbs, we see that 
the syntax of mal verbs works in the same way, and uses the same system, 
as the syntax of non-mat verbs. l ! 
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It can thus be said that a mat verb is in one sense transparent: when 
it is used PRO-verbally, a more "normal" Russian verb may be discerned 
behind it; or, since we are dealing with expressive conversational Russian, 

...	what may be discerned is a more "normal" verb from Russian popular, 
colloquial speech (prostoreCie). Thus v"ebdt' replaces the colloquial verb 
vrezat' "to strike"; ispizdit' is substituted for izbft' "to beat up"; and 
spizdit' masks stasCit' "to steal, rip off". So also, vyifbyvat'sja stands for 
vypendrivat'sja "to show off", and iz"ebtll'sja replaces izrabotat'sja "to be 
worn out from work". 

It should be mentioned (cf. Note 3) that there is at least one non-obscene 
colloquial Russian verb which acts as a PRO-verb in the same way as 
mat verbs, namely, sobaNt'(sja). Thus, prisobaCit' may be used instead of 
prisit' "to sew on", or instead of pribit' "to nail on", indeed instead of 
the more general verb pride/at' "to attach to"; otsobaNt' replaces otkryt' 
"to open", otporot' "to tear off", indeed the more general verb otdelit' 
"to detach"; and so on. As with mat verbs, these examples may be 
multiplied with various prefixes and with various kinds of contextual 
complements. 

2.3. Mat Syntax 

We would like to add a short excursus on mat syntax. For exemplification, 
we will confine our remarks to two points. 

We begin with one very common expression and consider the ways in 
which it can be extended. The expression, ifb tvoju mat' (literally: " ... fucked 
your mother" 13) has the general meaning of "Goddamn it/you!" It 
expresses as one of its primary meanings a highly negative attitude 
towards the hearer, or a third person, or to a known object in the context 
of the utterance. We begin by designating the person or object Nx, which 
stands for a noun in non-mat Russian. The expression ifb tvoju mat' is 
extended as follows: (a) NX is placed in the accusative, thus N;kc; (b) this 
noun-phrase is positioned between tvoju and mat'; (c) the resulting extended 
expression has the meaning of conveying a very negative attitude towards 
the person or thing concerned. 

As an example, suppos.e a man finds a fly in his soup. He fishes it from 
the bowl and (as was recorded by one of the authors in Kazakhstan in 
1957) says 

(35) Eb tvoju muxu mdt'! (muxa "fly") 
In the same way, one could say, referring to a dirty plate, 

(36) Eb tvoju tarelku mat'! (tare/ka "plate") 
or, concerning a table against which one has barked one's shin, , 
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(37) Eb tvOjl1 stol mat'! (stol "table") 
note that st61 shows no ne of the standard Russian syntactic links with 

the rest of the sentence. 
As a variation on the above construction, v N..\cc may be used instead 

of NACC , giving: 
(35a) Eb tvoju v muxu mat'! 
(36a) Eb tvoju v tarelku mat' ! 
(37a) Eb tvoju v st61 mat'! 

A third variation uses N~iEN' In this case, the genttlve noun-phrase is 
perceived as a preposed complement of mat' (nesoglasovannoe opre
delenie) : 

(35b) Eb tvoju muxi mat'! 
(36b) Eb tvoju tarfdki mat'! 
(37b) Eb tvoju stold mal'! 
Further, the noun-phrase NX may, in turn, be an (obscene or non

obscene) imprecation. If, for example, a male person is referred to, this 
can be by using xuj, mudak "fool" (from mude "balls"), or kozel "queer" 
(literally "goat"). Thus, with NACC (here the words are considered animate, 
since a male person is referred to), 

(38) Eb tvoju xuja mat' ! 
(39) Eb Ivoju mudaka mal' ! 
(40) Eb tvoju kozla mat'! 

In each case, the sentence means, simultaneously, "Goddamn you!" and 
"You are a bloody prick/fOOl/queer!" 

The other syntactic point concerns the use of xuj and its derived forms 
xtllja/xUle/xuli. 

The word xuj acts as a negative particle: the sentence 
(41) Ego xuj pojmes. "You can't understand him", 

has the same meaning (albeit with more expressive force) as 
(42) Ego ne pojmes; 

and in the same way, the next two sentences are virtually identical in 
meaning: 

(43) On xuj pridel 
(44) On ne pridet. - "He won't come". 
Thus xuj (and also the non-obscene ceria s dva "two devils") parallels 

English "the hell" in e.g. "The hell he'll come". In contrast to the non
obscene negative particle ne, xuj can be inserted in different positions in 
the sentence, without any change in meaning: 

(45) Xuj on pridet. "He won't come". 
(46) Xuj on kogo-nibUd' lam vstretil 

shows the indefinite pronoun, in contrast to 
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(47) On nikogo tam ne vs/n}tit "He'll meet no-one there". 
The word xillja (also spelled xule, xuli, Xli} /z) acts as a typical in

terrogative mat (PRO)-word, replacing a number of interrogative pronouns. 
Thus, 

148) Xulja ty zdes' delad?- "What are you doing hereT' 
has the same meaning as 
. (49) Cto ty zdes' de/ad? (eto "what") 
and 

(50) Xulja ty tuda ides? 
is identical in meaning to 

(51) Pol::emu ty tuM ides? (pol::emu "why") or Na koj Urt ty ... ? 
In (50), na xuj or na xuja may be substituted for xulja; in both (48) and (50), 
kakogo xuja may be substituted for xulja. 

3. THE POETICS OF MAT 

A number of mat expressions, many of them exquisite, are plays on words. 
One isolates, in a non-mat expression, a syllable or a longer phonetic string 
which has some phonetic similarity with a known mat parallel; and one 
substitutes the latter for the former. Some of these derived expressions have 
become very well-known; some have achieved the status of cliches: 

svezepovato, derived from svezo "it is cool" and zopa "ass", parallel to 
the non-mat sveievato "it is rather cool", and with the same basic meaning; 

bljadoxod, from ledoxod "the downstream movement of ice after a thaw" 
and bljdd' "whore", and meaning "a group of women who stroll streets 
and parks, seeking sexual adventures" (Drummond and Perkins 1980, 13); 

bzditel'nost', from bditel'nost' "vigilance" and the root bzd- "fart, 
coward", meaning the same as bditel'nost' but with humorous con
notations; 

bledi, from ledi "lady" and bljdd' ; 

der'mokat, from demokrdt "democrat" and der'mo "shit"; 

govnjddina, from govjddina "beef" and govno "shit", 

The inclusion of all these formations - which are essentially occasional, 


although some have attained the status of cliches - in a dictionary is, 
quite obviously, a waste of time. 

F1egon (1973) attempts precisely this impossible task. He gives, for 
example, the lemma xujaslice (which occurs in Solzhenitsyn's One Day in 
the Life of Ivan Denisovich in the euphemistic form fujdslice), glossed 
"vsjakaja vsjaCina" ("all sorts of things") (1973, 383). This is however a 
'nonce-term', constructed (using the mechanism given above) in the 
phonetic image of a neighbouring noun, mdslice "butter (dim.)". Any 

, 
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translation of this word must relate to the context III which it is used; 
a dictionary entry is totally worthless. 

In the same way, Flegon cites Solzhenitsyn again: 
Fuimetsja! Podnimetsja ... ne vlijaet 

and explains fuimetsja (in its non-euphemistic form xuimetsja) simply as 
bran' ("abuse, bad language"; 1973, 383). Here again we have a nonce
word whose form can only be explained by reference to the whole context. 
No dictionary entry should even be attempted.14 

This mechanism ("contamination" or "blending") is of course well
known in its use in non-obscene language and in other languages than 
Russian; and has been well-described. 1 5 

In the same way that individual words can have substituted for them 
mat words, so also can phrases - popular sayings and the like, be re
formulated in mat. Generally speaking, an obscene variant of a non-obscene 
saying is produced by substituting morphologically-similar mat words in 
context. 16 This rough approximation of the process will work in many 
cases. In more sophisticated ~nstances, however, the procedure is controlled 
by the possibility of semantically interpreting the resulting mat saying; this 
interpretation should be essentially the same as the original. , 

The saying Vyse golovy ne prj'gnes "You can't jump higher than your I" 

own head" (Zukov 1966, 98), for example, has its obscene equivalents in 
Efremov's collection of obscene proverbs: Vj'se glizna ne perdi "Don't 
fart higher than your own ass", Vyse zopy ne perdneS "You can't fart higher 
than your own ass" (Carey 1972, 65), and Ne mudri,' vyse xlija ne podsk6l:is 
"Don't be clever: you can't jump higher than your own prick" (Carey 
1972, 73). 

So also the saying Kasu maslom ne isportis "You can't spoil kasha with 
too much butter" has the obscene parallel Pizdu xuem ne isportis "You 
can't spoil a cunt with too much prick" (Carey 1972,49). 

Further parallels are not difficult to find. Compare the following: nabit' 
ruku (ruka "hand") "to become an expert" and nabit' xuj "to become an 
expert fucker"; na ruku ne Cist (lit. "dirty-handed") "corrupt, bribe
taking" and ne Cist na xuj "a great womanizer" (Carey 1972, 74); lomanogo 
gro.M ne stoit "It's not worth a broken penny" and perel6mlennogo xuja 
ne stoi! "It's not worth a broken prick" (Carey 1972, 54). 

In the same way, one can form any number of new sayings. Given, for 
example, the non-obscene Ne v svoi san; ne sadis' "Don't sit in someone 
else's sledge", one can devise Na cuzuju z6pu ne sadis' "Don't sit on some
one else's ass", or even Cuzim xuem ne ssy! "Don't piss with someone 
else's prick !n. - In the most articulate cases, the substituted word will 
resemble the original not only morphologically but also phonologically. 

http:context.16
http:attempted.14
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The popular saying lie sOlono xleb(l\Jsi (lit. "not having supped salted food") 
''With no personal profit" prompts the obscene parallel ne solono ebavsi 

. "with no sexual profit", with a very close phonological similarity between 
the words. 

Mat belongsto poetics not only by virtue of the devices described in this 
section, but also through the achievement of expressing sophisticated mean
ings by overcoming the limitations of the strict vocabulary listing of the 
basic dictionary. These limits are transcended derivationally, cf. 2.2. 
above. l ? 

4. A MEANINGS-TO-WORDS APPROACH 

By now it will be apparent that mat exhibits much more systematicity and 
regularity than can be figured out from any of the available dictionaries 
or word-lists. Of course, just as in the standard language, there will be 
unsystematic features and irregularities; the traditional dictionary approach 
will however be unable to reveal them. 

What we have presented is, to be sure, an idealization. Its value - its 
usefulness - can only be tested by turning the approach around and devising 
a questionnaire for fieldwork with native informants that will start with 
the stock of primary roots and explore the limits on their PRO-nominal 
and PRO-verbal usage. 

From the above it can be seen that mat covers an extremely broad 
semantic field: in fact, it covers, potentially, nearly all of "reality". For 
the field-worker, this opens up the possibility of starting with a list of 
semantic headings (as in a thesaurus) and trying to collect as many 
expressions as possible within each semantic field. 

For example, starting with the heading "approximation", the field
worker will collect mat PRO-verbs with the prefix pri-, such as prixujacit', 
prixeniCit', pripizdit', pripizdycit', prixujarit', priebaCit', pribzder'sja, and so 
on. For each one, what must be determined includes both patterns of 
grammatical complements (one example: is it transitive - a verb of 
"bringing" - or intransitive a verb of "coming"?) and the limits on the 
lexical items which co-occur with it. 

The result will be what we state in Section I to be required: co ncise 
dictionaries of mat, together with adequate grammars of its 
system. 

5. A SHORT STORY IN MAT., 
To exemplify the scope of mat, we now present a short narrative. It uses 
mat to its maximal extent; by no means, though, would the meaning of the 
story, in context, be incomprehensible to the native speaker. 
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To demonstrate the use of mat in its primary, "technical" sense as 
opposed to its PRO-nominal and PRO-verbal use, we mark words and 
expressions in the text as follows. Instances where obscene words are used 
figuratively, as cliches and in other (non-PRO-word) ways are in bold 
italics not spaced; PRO-nominal and PRO-verbal use is shown in bold 
italics, spaced. 

5.1. "A Scene on a Bus" 18 

Mat version: 

Xujacitsja eta pizdovina vot-vot naebnetsja: vsjakoj pizdorvani 
nevproeb. I vot odin nedo~bok (ebalo na odn6m sikele xeraCitsja) vplzZi
vaetsja kak pizdanutyj, az vse oxueli. Proebsja skvoz' vsju xuebratiju i
piZdyk! - vXlljaci/sja v edinstvennoe prozop'e: vy, mol, starye probljadi, 
pizdujte vstojak, poka vampizda ne prixujaCit. 

Non-mat version: 
Idet etot avtobus - cut' ne padaet, tak mnogo passazirov. I vot odin 

molodoj eelovek (golova ele derzitsja bog znaet na cern) vtiskivaetsja, kak 
sumass{:dsij, vse aZ rot razinuli. Protisnulsja skvoz' passazirov i xlop! 
zanjal edinstvennoe svobodnoe mesto: vy, mol, staruxi, erlajte stoja, poka 
yam konec ne pridet. 

English translation: 

The bus was going along, and almost/ailing over, there were so many 
passengers. And then one young man (his head held up on God knows 
what) pushed his way on, like a madman, so that everyone gaped. He 
pushed through the passengers and with a thump took the only vacant 
seat, as much as to say: you, old women, can travel standing up till your 
end come s (till you're finished). 

University of Alberta 

NOTES 

I Razvratnikov does perceive the basis for this dichotomy, cf. "The essential problem is 
the fact that Russian obscenity is primarily derivational while English obscenity is analytic .... 
The derivational nature of Russian obscenity permits the creation of obscene lexical items 
which cannot be translated into English without additional contextual explanation" (1979, 
197, 198). He does not take this to what we argue is its logical conclusion. We do not cite 
Kunitskaya-Peterson (198\), which is, basically, a distillation of Drummond and Perkins 
(\980) as far as its Russian section is concerned. 
2 Flegon (1973,353) translates this phrase, incorrectly, as "rugatel'stvo s tremja neprilicnymi 
slovami (abuse with three indecent words)". A better gloss would be "strukturno sloinoe 
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rugatel'stvo (structurally complex abuse)", or, as Kauffman explains it, literally. "third 

storey obscenities" (1980, 275). 

3 Note that "substitution" works on two quite distinct planes. On the lexico-stylistic plane, 

instead of a mal word (e.g. a verb with the root -eb- "fuck"). what may be termed a 


.. "pro-mat" word (e.g. a verb with the root -dolb- "chisel": a semi-euphemism) or a non-mal 
word (e.g. a verb with the root -sobal:- "dog") may be used. On the grammatical plane, 
any of these three word-types may be substituted for a normal verb of Standard Russian. 
4 This is an over-simplification of the problem of gender reference: cf. Rothstein (1980). 
The way in which mat PRO-nouns fit into this scheme has yet to be worked out. 
5 Note that the derivation of diminutive, augmentative and other mat PRO-nouns in 
Russian follows the rules of non-mat derivation. This contrasts sharply with the situation in 
Italian as described by Radtke (1977). 
6 Cr. Fleming (1977) on the use of the word shit in English. 
1 It is instructive to attempt to distinguish between PRO-usage and metaphor. The latter has 
been defined as applying "principles that do not so much violate the ... rules of the language
system as creatively extend or transcend them" (Lyons 1977, II, 548). Mal PRO-words 
also involve the extension and transcension of the rules of the language-system, and are also 
creative. However, metaphors are much more limited. In English, he is a li.'e wire involves 
the metaphorical use of wire - an inanimate noun being substituted for an animate one 
but the usage is limited to this one phrase. */ saw this wire yesterday, with reference to a 
human, is not possible. PRO-words differ from metaphors, we assume, by being permanent 
and open-ended substitutes for other word-classes. 
• It is clear that many of these verbal forms are derived from simplex forms by means of 
suffixes (in particular, -ai:-). Further study is required to explain the derivational processes; 
why, for example, does pi:djtiCiI' show palatalization of the d before -al:-, while the b in 
ebtii:it' and the r in xeraCit' are not palatalized? 
9 The primary meanings of the roots listed are as follows: bar "fuck", b::d "fart", eb "fuck", 
jab "fuck", perd "fart", pizd "cunt", xer "prick", xuj "prick". 
10 The restrictions on the meaning of certain perfective PRO-verbs that is inherent in 
particular prefixes, remain to be explored. 
1 J Another grammatical problem that awaits analysis is the transitive vs intransitive use of 
PRO-verbs. It appears that although most or all PRO-verbs can be either transitive or 
intransitive, depending on context, usage dictates that some are usually used transitively 
while others are normally used intransitively. The importance of the prefix must not be 
overlooked: PRO-verbs with the prefix pro- will normally be transitive, like non-mat verbs 
with this prefix. 
11 Cf. Apresjan (1967) on determining general verbal meanings from patterns of government. 
13 See Aman (1977). (Cf. even Isacenko, 1965 ed.) 
14 In this instance, the scene involves a group of camp inmates gathered round a post. One 
of them climbs up to read the thermometer, and the others down below shout: Ty t6l'ko 
v storonu dysi, a to podnimetsja "Breathe to one side, or it'll go up". He replies: Fuimetsja l 
Podnimetsja! ... ne vlijtiet: "Go up... the hell it will ... it won't make a fucking bit of 
difference anyway" in Hayward and Hingley's translation (1963, 10). - Again, what is 
needed for an accurate translation is, first, an English obscene word (or a word with an 
obscene phonetic segment) that rhymes with, or otherwise parallels "go up", and, second, 
an euphemistic version of this. Hayward and Hingley make the best of a bad job. - Flegon 
misquotes the form phonetically (jujmetsja instead ofJuimetsja) . 
.. "Blends" abound in everyday facetious usage, cf. the headline "Viewing the obscenery" 
in the Edmonton Sun, February 27, 1981, p. 40. In fact, "blending" is a particular instance 
of contrast, the description of which in Russian poetics goes back to Lomonosov's 
soprjaUnie dalekovtityx idej ("the conjunction of rather distant concepts"); see for example 
Jespersen (1922,281-282,312-313). 
16 We do not suggest that all non-obscene popular sayings are the historical antecedents of 
their obscene versions - in some cases the reverse may be the case! - only that the derivation 
of the one from the other can be formulated in the way that we describe. 
11 Note that the derivations described here are the reverse of euphemisms, which remove 
the phonetic immediacy of obscene words while retaining their general phonological and 
morphological structure (juimetsja instead of xuimetsja, Jugging for fucking, and so on). 
18 This is one more version of the narrative, given in seven Russian and seven. English 
stylistic variants by O'Toole (1976, 286-292). 
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After this article went to the printers, the authors learned of Viktor Raskin's article 'On some 
peculiarities of the Russian lexicon', in D. Farkas, W. M. Jakobsen and K. W. Todrys (cds.), 
Papers from the Parasessioll 011 the Lexicoll, Chicago Linguistic Society, Chicago, 1978, 
pp. 312-325, and of a discussion of mat by V. V. Nalimov in his book: In tIJe Labyrinths of 
Language: A Mathematician's Journey, lSI Press, Philadelphia, 1981. Raskin's work is an 
exception to the one-sided scholarship on the subject. He does, indeed, treat mal as a self
contained system; he does note the importance of derivational mechanisms and of discourse 
syntax. However, in our view he falls short of allowing for the unboundedness of the system 
that we perceive, and he overestimates the gaps suggested by his informants. Nalimov, also, 
summarizes many of our basic points. 
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