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Introduction

Relevance. The relevance of the problem of “language and culture” stems
from a renewed interest, in recent years, in questions related to the dialogue of
cultures, inter-cultural communication, speech perception, and cognitive para-
digms of knowledge. Anthropocentric tendencies in the development of modern
scientific thought and the cognitive approach towards language are based on
the assumption that the individual is considered as a language-bearer. The bearer
of alanguage, or native speaker, is the bearer of a certain culture. For this reason,
with any language, it is necessary to study the cultural vocabulary in order to
grasp its speakers’ character and form an idea of the linguistic individual.

Research subject and approaches

The purpose of this article is to demonstrate how a connotative com-
ponent is formed in the lexical meaning structure of a Russian cultural
word through the incorporation of elements from the historically evolv-
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ing background knowledge of the average native speaker. In our study, we
proceed from the assumption that cultural connotations are generated
by the various meanings that accumulate throughout the average native
speaker’s collective life experience. For this reason, in our research, we
place particular emphasis on the phenomenon whereby the content of
a Russian cultural word’s lexical meaning expands by acquiring connota-
tive components from the structure of the average Russian native speaker’s

background knowledge.

Overview: Theoretical premises

We use the term “cultural word” in this article as a synonym of the term
“realia item.” Traditionally, in linguistics, a “realia item” refers to ‘a word or
phrase which corresponds to a similar word or phrase in another language’
(Hartmann & Stork, 1972, p. 56). The term “realia” has primarily established
itself in linguistics in the sense of material cultural things, historical facts,
government institutions, names of national and folklore heroes, mythologi-
cal creatures, etc. that are unique to certain nations or peoples. It is also in
this sense that we use the terms “untranslatable (connotative, background)
vocabulary,” “cultural-connotative vocabulary,” “loanwords,” or words with
a cultural component in their meaning. This group of words became actively
used in Russia around the middle of the 20th century, with the development
of cross-cultural linguistic trends in the theory and practice of teaching Rus-
sian as a non-native and foreign language. The aim was to study the cultural
vocabulary in order to penetrate the culture of the people whose language
was being taught. The result of this type of work was a gain in knowledge
about the people’s culture through language (words, phraseologisms), and
the fact that Russian cultural vocabulary became viewed as a linguistic tool
for objectivising Russian culture. In the last decade of the 20th century, there
was another surge of interest in cross-cultural linguistic ideas. Linguists,
methodologists and teachers began to study the subject of “language and
culture” again. Researching the culture of a people through the prism of
its language progressed to a new level: the problems of comprehension and
mutual understanding — which are impossible to tackle without considering
language as part of a people’s culture — became increasingly relevant. What
was important now was not so much to learn about another culture through
learning its language, but rather to use one’s knowledge about another cul-
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ture in order to appropriately understand its (foreign) language. To correctly
use a language, i.e., to be confident that one is being correctly understood,
requires having an idea of what one’s words imply to the native speaker. In
modern linguistics, we are witnessing a shift towards a particular aspect of
language description, namely the description of linguistic individuals (see,
on this topic, Kukmesuy, 2014, p. 232); it has therefore become necessary
to focus on the actual native speaker and his/her background knowledge.
The idea that “it is impossible to learn a language just by itself, without
looking beyond its limits and turning towards its creator, its bearer, its user:
the human being, the actual linguistic individual” (Kapaynos, 2002, p. 7)
is gaining particular significance in linguistics. It is important to note,
additionally, that in this ever-evolving chain of paradigms, there has been
a gradual shift from a methodology for teaching Russian as a foreign language
towards a requirement to teach it as a native language. For this purpose,
it is necessary to define what an average native speaker should know, and
what they actually do know, about words denoting specific phenomena and
objects of their own culture.

The term “Russian cultural word” is understood in this work as a word or
phrase, the meaning of which reflects the Russian people’s national-specific
perception of some realities or fragments of reality.

The notion of “average native speaker” is not defined anywhere in the lin-
guistic literature; the scope of his/her knowledge is not described comprehen-
sively for any language. In Russian studies, the average native speaker may
be understood as: a contemporary individual with secondary-level education
(having graduated from primary school at least ten years ago), regardless of
age, sex, type of occupation, or area of activity (Bepemarus, 1969, p. 120);
the author of the research study his/herself (Byuxosa, 1984, p. 3); or a generally
understood average linguistic individual, i.e., a single, abstract native speaker/
language bearer substituting the sum-total of all individuals in a compre-
hensive linguistic study (you, me, them, an old man, Napoleon, the Prophet
Muhammad... all rolled into one person) (Kapaynos, 1996, p. 69). Since
the perception of a word, and of a text, depends on the scope of knowledge
acquired by the native speaker/language bearer throughout the process of
his/her socialisation, including school education, it seems logical, from our
point of view, to consider as an average speaker any person having received
secondary-level school education.

86



O.N. Ivanishcheva “It’s too late to drink borjomi,” or Russian cultural vocabulary...

Resources and techniques

In our study, we used component and definitional analysis methods to
examine the lexical meaning structures of cultural words in Russian. Study
materials include samples of cultural word usage in Russian artistic and journal-
istic literature, notably from the Russian National Corpus and from the author’s
own archives. To analyse this linguistic material, we also used modern Russian
and Swedish dictionaries. The reason for including foreign-language dictionar-
ies when analysing Russian cultural vocabulary is that the lexical meanings of
Russian cultural words contain nationally-specific connotative components,
and this national specificity can, and must, be assessed against the background
of another language and another culture.

Results

Culture and language: Why study cultural words?

The notion of culture belongs to a category of fundamental concepts,
which are of utmost importance, yet are terminologically undefined, broad,
and polysemic, and onto which every person projects their own interpretation:

Yro Takoe «kynpTypa»? CyIecTBOBA/IO /IM HEYTO KaK «COBETCKAs KYAbTypa»?
Yro ocTanoch OT Hee MOC/Ie KpylleHUst KoMMyHu3Ma B Poccun? [...] Boina
COBeTCKasi KyJIbTypa. ITO 6bl71a He TONBKO MAEONOorndecKas, HaBs3aHHas
MOJie/b, HO U1 aHCaMO/Ib CMBOJIOB, cyMMa (akToB 1 apTedakTos. [Jake ayc-
CHUJIEHTBI B HEKOTOPOI! CTeTIeHM >KVMIN TOJ COBETCKOM KYNbTypoil: He Kpamkum
Kypcom, a OBITOBOI KYNbTYpOIt, He KHUroi Kax sakansnace cmanv, a Mupom
1 aHeknoTaMu o Yamnaese, He CedvMmoti cumgﬁor—mea IITocTakoBMYa, a COBETCKOM
OIIePETKOIL, POMaHCOM, [Jeenadyamoio cmynvsimu v 3onomoim meneHkom Vinbda
u [lerposa (Husa, 2001).

[What is “culture”? Was there ever such a thing as “Soviet culture”? What is left
of it after the collapse of Communism in Russia? [...] There indeed was a Soviet
culture. It was not simply an imposed ideological model, it was also a whole set
of symbols, a sum of facts and artefacts. Even the dissidents, to a certain extent,
lived by this Soviet culture: not according to the Short course [of the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union (Bolsheviks) — O.L], but according to their everyday
culture, not by the novel How the steel was tempered, but by the myth of Vasily
Chapaev and the jokes about him, not by Shostakovich’s Seventh symphony, but

87



O.N. Ivanishcheva “It’s too late to drink borjomi,” or Russian cultural vocabulary...

by the Soviet operettas and romances, by Ilf and Petrov’s The twelve chairs and
The little golden calf]

Belonging to a given nation implies knowing its culture:

YenoBeKy JOMKHO OBITh HEJIOBKO, €C/IM OH He 3HAeT, KTO TaKoii JJOMOHOCOB, 11 He
uynutan Eszenuss Onesuna. I1o momqoOHBIM IPU3HAKAM YeTOBEK HE MOXKET OBIThH
OTHECEH K pyccKoit Kynbrype. Ero cunraior nn6o nHOCTpaHIeM, 1160 HEBEX T
(PoxxmectBenckuii, 2000, p. 83).

[A person should feel awkward if they do not know who Lomonosov was and if
they have never read Eugene Onegin. Judging by such things, a person cannot
be considered as belonging to Russian culture. They will be considered either
a foreigner or an ignorant.]

It would be impossible to list all the components of a culture. It seems
that the notion of culture implies a very broad scope of phenomena, events,
signs, and objects. The following Russian words, for instance, would come
under the heading of “culture™ Boznea [‘the River Volga’], maiiea [‘taiga’],
cobony [‘zibeline’], Ypan [‘the Ural Mountains’], Tpanccubupckas maeucmpany
[‘the Trans-Siberian Railway’], newuii [*“leshy,” the forest spirit’], pycanxa
[‘“rusalka,” the mermaid or water-witch’], kosep-camonem [‘the flying carpet’],
namubannvras cucmema [‘the five-point grading system’], py6zv [‘the ruble’],
konetika [‘the kopeck’], ITpasumenvcmeo Poccuiickoti @edepayuu [‘the Gov-
ernment of the Russian Federation’], soccrmanue dexabpucmos [‘the Decem-
brist Revolt’], Omeuecmeennas sotina [‘the Patriotic War of 1812’], ceéexposv
[‘mother-in-law’], wyu [*“shchi,” Russian cabbage soup’], ocen [‘donkey, ass’],
nuca [‘fox’], asponopm Buykoso [‘Vnukovo Airport’], Yexos [‘Chekhov’],
kapmuna Jlesumana Maprt [Levitan's painting March’], Mamaeso no6ouue
[‘the Battle of Kulikovo, 8 September 1380°], pabomamuv cnycms pyxasa [lit. “to
work with one’s sleeves rolled down,” i.e., ‘to be slack, or careless, about one’s
work’], and many more.

A word can imply to a native speaker many “concealed” things: associa-
tions, both social and individual, from their childhood and adulthood, from
everyday life or literary works (for an example, see Kiklewicz, 2015, p. 181, on
the symbolism of the telephone). Daniil Granin described the gap between
the perceptions of different generations of Russians as follows:

CHPOCI/ITG, Hanpumep, Ipo raMaian. Majo KTo 3HaeT u Oé’bHCHI/IT, YTO 3TO TaKO¢€,
X OJaBHO HE HOCAT. A HOCU/IM Ha 6OTMHKAX U TY(bHHX, IIpUKpbIBaA MUMN IIHY-
POBKY. 3aueMm HY>XHBI 6b1K raMamin, 3Toro B TOYHOCTU MbI CaMI HE IIOMHUM,
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ITOCKOJIBKY MBI OBUIVM TOT/jA JeTbMM U TaMAIly BUIENN Ha HOTAaX y B3POCIBIX
(Tpanus, 2003, p. 9).

[Try asking people, for instance, about gaiters. Few will know and be able to
explain what gaiters are; they are no longer worn nowadays. They used to be
worn on top of boots and shoes, to cover the laces. Why did people need gaiters?
Nobody remembers that, not even us, because we were children then, and we
only saw gaiters on grown-up people’s feet.]

There are many illustrations of the fact that knowing cultural words is
necessary in order to understand linguistic facts. Otherwise it becomes dif-
ficult to understand a text and, therefore, to communicate:

CeHTA0pb—OKTAOPDb B TEXHMKYMe He YIMIIUCh, paboTast Ha yOOpOoYHOII (KOIX03-
HIKOB TaM B 3TO BpeMs BUfie/u pefiko). OTIy U MaTepy, BbIe3>KaBIINM CO CBOUMM
CTy[leHTaM¥, BBIITMCHIBAIN TPYLOLHNU U KaK PaOOTHMKAM, U KaK Opuragupam
(mmroc opuH Tpynopens) (Yymakos, 2000).

[In September and October, nobody studied in training college; instead, we all
went to work on the harvest (the collective farm workers could hardly ever be seen
around that time of year). Father and mother, who went out to harvest together
with their students, earned extra trudodni [labor days — O.1.] both as workers
and as foremen (plus one trudoden’).]

Of course, a translator might use the equivalent information found,
for example, in a Russian-Swedish dictionary for the word mpydodenuv:
‘dagsverke (enhet for loneberdkning vid kolchoser)’ [‘work done in one day
(a countable work unit on a collective farm)’] (Sharapova, 2006, p. 718). But
this equivalent information, even with the explanation ‘edunuya mpyoa
6 konxo3e’ [‘a countable work unit on a collective farm’], fails to provide
the exact idea of ‘edunuya yuema mpyoa 6 konxosax, onpedensou,as 0on0
KONIX03HUKA 68 00X00aX, KOMOPAs NPUMeHANACH 6 Hauleli cmpare 00 1966 2.
[‘countable work unit on collective farms, used to determine the revenue
share to which a collective farm worker was entitled, applied in our country
until 1966’] (Mokuenko & Hukuruna, 2005, p. 434), ‘komopas cnyxcuna
0cHoBot pacnpedeneHusi 00xo008” [‘which served as a basis for distribut-
ing earnings’] (Kysuewnos, 2000, p. 1348; IIpoxopos, 2000, p. 1229). Not to
mention the other part of the information which is left beyond the scope of
the dictionary entry (“pabomamv na mpyooonu” [“to work for trudodni’]
meant ‘nozyuamv ONaAmy 4acmuvio ypoxas, He 0eHb2AMU, 8 KOHUe Ce30HA
U 8 3a8UCUMOCMU OM NOTyHeHHO020 Ypoxcas [‘to be paid part of the harvest,
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not cash, at the end of the season, and depending on the overall volume of
the harvest’]).

An inaccurate interpretation or “translation” of a cultural word can lead
to significant distortions of the entire content of the work at hand. In her
monograph, Yuliia Obolenskaia cites multiple examples from the translations
of 19th-century Russian writers in Spain and Latin America. For instance,
the Barcelona edition of War and peace (1905), which was translated from
a French edition, interprets the term 6ananaiixa [‘balalayka’] as ‘mysvikanvroiii
UHCMpyMeHm, oueHb pacnpocmparerHuiti Ha Kasxase’ [‘a musical instrument
very widespread in the Caucasus’], and eopunka [*“gorilka,” vodka made in
Ukraine, often home-made, low-grade, and illegal’] as ‘pyccxoe ymenvuumeno-
Hoe om 600ku’ [‘a Russian diminutive for vodka’]. In the complete works of Leo
Tolstoy published in 1955 by Aguilar, one of the best printing houses in Spain,
it is stated that keac [‘kvass’] is an ‘anxozonvHoiii Hanumok, npu uszomosneHuu
komopozo ucnonvzyemcsi sumenv’ [‘alcoholic drink whose brewing process
involves barley’]. A French translator once found an incorrect analogy for
cyxapu [‘hard croutons’]: ‘nuposxroe, 6ucksum’ [‘cake, sponge cake’], which
later re-emerged as “pastel” [‘sponge cake’] in an Argentinian translation of
Ivan Turgenev’s Torrents of spring in 1901 (O6onenckas, 2006, p. 71).

The importance of discerning and describing the cultural component in
lexical meanings is evident in the preface to the linguo-culturological diction-
ary Pyccxoe kynomyproe npocmparcmeo [The Russian cultural space] (bpu-
neBa, Bonbckas, ['ynkos, 3axapenko, & Kpacubix, 2004). The authors refer
to their dictionary as one of a “recording” type, in which an attempt is made
to describe not what should be known, but what is actually known by practically
any socialised member of the Russian national-linguo-cultural community
(Bpunesa et al., 2004, p. 9). For instance, every Russian knows that 0505 Cmena
[Uncle Stiopa] is tall, and that IIlanoxnsx [Old Lady Shapokliak] has a favorite
pet rat; the stereotypical character of the bear is one of physical and/or moral
awkwardness and rudeness, added to the mythical and ethical representation
of the bear among Russians (the symbol of the Moscow Olympics, the helper of
Russian folk tale heroes, etc.) (bpunesa et al., 2004, pp. 26-27). The phenomena
described in this dictionary are representative items of the Russian cultural space,
the latter being understood by the authors as culture reflected in consciousness.
At the “core” of the cultural space lies a shared cognitive foundation. Mastering
the Russian cognitive foundation will determine, in many ways, how appro-
priately its speakers communicate in Russian. In order to become a member of
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society, one must go through the process of socialization. At the heart of this
process is a transition into culture, or between cultures, and the main channel
for making that transition is language (bpunesa et al., 2004, pp. 10-12).

In sum, even a brief overview of a few aspects of the interrelations between
culture and language shows that the cultural vocabulary appears to be extraor-
dinarily important for learning the culture of a people. It is beyond doubt that
its study is absolutely indispensable.

Background knowledge of the average native
Russian speaker: Scope and content

In order to gain full knowledge of the phenomena and objects of a native
culture, one needs to have access to a “collection,” or description, of that
knowledge. For the non-native speaker, there are educational manuals, lin-
guistic and cross-cultural dictionaries. For the native speaker, this “collec-
tion” of knowledge is provided by schoolbooks, the school reading list, folk
tale children’s books, proverbs, sayings, riddles, etc. However, a part of that
knowledge is also transmitted through the environment in which the person
grows up and learns. For example, the tradition, and hence its verbal expres-
sion, of npucsdem na doposxky/dopoey ['sitting down for a short moment before
going on a trip’] does not belong to the type of knowledge that is “learnt in
school.” A child will, therefore, learn about this in an “ad hoc” or “situational”
setting. Russian monolingual dictionaries of definitions record the expression
npucecmov neped danvHeii 00pozoti, neped omwe3oom [‘sitting down for a short
while before a long trip or before a departure’] either with no explanation
at all (EBrenbesa, 1983, p.439), or with minimal explanation: no cmapomy
o6viuato, cmapwiii pycckuti 06wmuaii’ [‘according to an old custom; old Rus-
sian custom’] (Kysneros, 2000, p. 989; O>xeros & IlIBenoBa, 1993, p. 617). Its
popularity is evident in the fact that it is considered as an idiomatic expres-
sion: the phrase npucsidem, opy3vs, neped danvHeii dopozoii [‘Let us sit down,
friends, before this long trip’] appears in the bonvwioii cnosape kpvinamuvix
cnos pycckoeo s3vika [ The great dictionary of Russian aurea dicta], along with
the following definition: ‘Hanymcmeue neped mpyowoii u danvreii 0opoeoii,
neped npunsmuem cepvesnozo peweHus [‘farewell message given before
a long and difficult trip, or words of advice before making a serious decision’]
(bepxos, Moknenko, & llynexkosa, 2000, p. 403). However, the tradition
of sitting down before a trip is widespread among Russians not only nepeod
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mpyoHoti u danvreii dopozoti [‘long and difficult trip’] or neped npunamuem
cepvesroezo peuserus [‘before making a serious decision’], but indeed before
any kind of departure. In a cross-cultural manual for students of Russian as
a foreign language, one can read:

ITepen TeM, KaK OTIPAaBUTHCS B JATBHUIL IIyTh, BCe — KaK ye3XKaloljue, TaK
U IIPOBOXKAIOIIME, — JO/DKHBI JOMA CECTh Ha HECKO/IBKO CEKYHJ, U IIOMO/TYaTh
(Bepkos, bepkosa, & bepkoga, 2002, p. 85).

[Before leaving on a long trip, everyone, including those who are leaving and
those who are seeing them off, must sit down for a few seconds while they are
still at home, and remain silent.]

There are also literary examples which show the persistence of this tradi-
tion still today, as well as its expression in language:

B bepnune s mogpyXmiacs ¢ ogHUM UCTOpUKOM. Kak Bcex HeMlIleB, ero 3Banu
Munnep. ABTOp Mupuaj KHUT, OH 3HaJI 0 Poccuy HecpaBHEHHO OO/Iblle MEHS,
U TIOPa3UTh €r0 MHe YAA/N0Ch IMIIb HAalOC/IeloK, KOTAa MBI Y>Ke BBIXOJ VIV
C YeMOJlaHaMI 13 YKpallleHHOTO UKOHaMu goMa. IIpexpe ueM mnmepecTynuTtb
IIOPOT, 51 MAIIMHAIBHO CKa3aJl:

- Ipucapem!

- Bam Hexopomio? - ¢ Tpesoroit cnpocun Hlumnnep.

- Her, c uero BbI B3a1n?

— A 3a4eM >ke MBI CafiV/INCh?

- Ha popory.

— Yro6bI — 4TO? 3a4eM CaiUTbCs, €C/IU HAMIO €XaTh?

- Ho Tak npuns=ro.

- 5l noHMMaro, YTO MPUHATO, — 3aKPUYAJI XO35AMH. — I Hemell, a He MAMOT, I He
[IOHMMAIO — NT0YeMYy?

- 4 ne 3Hamw! Jlensl cupenu, npajefbl — BIUIOTh Ko Piopuka, — HaBpan A s
yOenUTeNbHOCTH.

Ycnsias 3Hakomoe, nnep satux, HO f0 Bok3ana meBennt rybamu (Tenuc,
2001).

[In Berlin, I became friends with an historian. His name, like all Germans’, was
Schiller. He had written a plethora of books and knew incomparably more about
Russia than me, and I was only able to surprise him at the last moment, when
we were already preparing, suitcases in hand, to leave his icon-decorated house.
Before stepping out of the front door, I said, mechanically:

“Let’s sit down for a second!”

“Are you feeling unwell?,” Schiller asked, worried.

“Not at all, why should you think so?”
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“Well, why did we have to sit down?”

“Before leaving.”

“What for? Why do we have to sit down when it’s time to leave?”

“But that’s the custom.”

“T understand it’s the custom,” cried the host. “I'm German, not an idiot. What
I don’t understand is: Why?”

“I don’t know why! My grandfathers sat down, my great-grandfathers sat down,
and so did everyone else, all the way back to Rurik,” I lied, to add persuasion to
my words.

Upon hearing something familiar, Schiller fell silent, but he kept moving his lips
all the way to the railway station.]

A native speaker’s background knowledge is typically inconstant. This
continuous evolution of the background knowledge implies its ability to reflect
the changing social landmarks, changes in our relationships to the realities of
life and in our stereotyped perceptions thereof.

There is no doubt about the historical nature of background knowledge:

Iocrne pesomoryu llassinus men B MapuunckoM Teatpe. OH XORNI 110 MI3MEHWB-
LIIeMYCs 10 Hey3HaBaeMOCTY TOPOY B MEXOBOIT 60sPCKOIL IIIAIIKe, GeTTOCHEXHOI
BA3aHOI Qydaiike 1 0OIINUTHIX KOXKelt 6enbix Oypkax ([Tomsanckas, 1999).

[After the revolution, Shaliapin sang at the Mariinsky Theater. He would walk
through the city, which had changed beyond recognition, in his boyar fur hat,
his snow-white, warm knit shirt and leather-lined felt boots.]

The meaning of the word ¢ygatixa [ “fufayka,” body-warmer’], for
a modern Russian native speaker nowadays, is usually connected with the idea
of a ‘cmeeanas samuas kypmka’ or ‘samuux’ [‘cotton-padded jacket,” ‘body-
warmer’] (Kysueros, 2000, p. 989; Oxeros & IlIBegosa, 1993, p. 890), i.e.,
with the word’s second dictionary meaning (¢ypatika - ‘kypmxa’ [‘jacket’]
(Kapaynos, Copoknus, Tapacos, Youmuena, & Yepkacosa, 1996, p. 298)).
Much less common is the first dictionary meaning: ‘mennas pybauwika,
843aHas UnU U3 naomuoi mxanu’ [‘warm shirt, knit or made of thick mate-
rial’] (babenko, 2005, p. 393), which connects the term ¢ygpatixa [“fufayka”]
to the category of pybawku, kopmui, 6ny3vl, sunemut [‘shirts, camisoles,
blouses, vests’], together with samnux [‘body-warmer’], 6e3pyxasxa [‘sleeve-
less jacket’], 6z1y3a [‘blouse’], swunem [‘vest’], xayaseiixa [‘wadded vest’],
kosbotika [‘cowboy shirt’], xocosopomxka [‘skewed-collared shirt’], pybaxa
[‘formal shirt’], py6awxa [‘shirt’], copouka [‘undershirt’], mennucka [‘tee-
shirt’], and moncmosxa [‘fleece shirt’]. Additionally, the more widespread
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meaning of the word ¢ygatixa [“fufayka”] (‘samnux’ [‘body-warmer’])
carries another semantic component, not recorded in the dictionaries: ‘6u0
paboueii odexovt’ [‘type of working garment’]. Therefore, by analogy with
this widespread meaning of ‘sud paboueti odexowv’ [‘type of working gar-
ment’], the term ¢ygaiixa [“fufayka”] in the above-cited example can be
misunderstood: how can a ¢ygaiixa [‘cotton-wadded jacket’] be knit, and
moreover, snow-white? It is obvious that only the presence of other signals
in the surrounding lexemes - 6oapckas wanka [‘boyar fur hat’] and 6ypxu
[‘felt boots’], denoting old-fashioned realia items which are clearly not any
type of working garments, provides the correct pointers for understanding
the term ¢y¢aiixa [‘warm knit shirt’]. But because the word ¢ydaiixa is
undoubtedly used more often in the sense of ‘samnux’ [‘body-warmer, cotton-
wadded jacket’] than as ‘mennas pybawxa’ [‘warm shirt’], a cognitive effort
is required in order to correctly understand this text.

It is equally important to take into consideration the dynamics of change
in a people’s background knowledge in order to understand a word. For
instance, the outer appearance of the Russian 6aws [ “banya,” Russian-style
steam bath’], and also, partly, the steam bath process itself, have evolved (not
to mention, of course, the differences between the steam bath process among
Russians living in the city compared to those living in rural areas). by6enyu
[‘sleigh bells’] have become a symbol of Russian culture (as for example,
mpotika ¢ 6ybenyamu [‘a “troika” (‘traditional Russian sleigh using three
horses abreast’) with sleigh bells’]). bapanku [*“baranki,” Russian baked
dough rings’], once a popular sweet delicacy taken at teatime, have nowadays
become an ordinary type of pastry. To quote Valentin Kataev’s tale of I]ge-
mux-cemuysemux [“Tsvetik Semitsvetik,” The Flower With Seven Colours’],
which every Russian child knows:

Knma geBouxa YKens. OpHaxkbl MOC/Iana ee MaMa B Mara3uH 3a 6apaHKaMIL.
Kynnna JKens cemp 6apaHOK: Be 6apaHKV C TMUHOM JIsI IIAIIBL, /iBe OapaHKu
C MaKOM JJIs1 MaMBI, IBe 6apaHKM € CaxapoM A7Isi ceOsl M OTHY MaIEHbKYI0 PO30BYIO
GapaHKy ms 6paruka [TaBnuka. Basia YKenst cBsI3Ky 6apaHOK 1 OTIIPaBUIACh
momoii (Karaes, 1968, p. 573).

[There once was a little girl called Zhenia. One day, her mother sent her to the shop
to buy some baranki. Zhenya bought seven baranki: two baranki with caraway
for Papa, two baranki with poppy seed for Mama, two baranki with sugar for
herself, and one small pink baranka for her little brother Pavlik. Zhenia took her
bundle of baranki and set out on her way home.]
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The cultural word in modern Russian:
What makes it specific?

The fundamental idea of our study is that the connotative component
of a cultural word plays a leading role in the structure of the word’s lexical
meaning. Linguistic materials have shown that cultural words tend, more than
others, to accumulate, “overgrow” with, associations which are part of people’s
background knowledge.

For example, the Russian cultural word 6opscomu (6opsom) [“borjomi
(borzhomi), borjom (borzhom)”] is defined in most Russian monolingual
dictionaries as ‘uenebnas / neuebnas munepanvHas 600a’ [‘medicinal/thera-
peutic mineral water’] (see, for instance, Kysuenos, 2000, p. 91; Yurakos, 2000,
p. 174). Tonkoswiii cnosapv pycckoeo sa3vika [Explanatory dictionary of the Rus-
sian language] explains that this water is used for drinking and for bathing
(O>xeroB & IlIBenoBa, 1993, p. 54). In Russia, there have always been several
kinds of popular mineral water: 6opxomu [“borjomi’], eccenmyxu [“essentuki
(iessentuki)”] and napsan [“narzan”]. Not all of these appear in bilingual Rus-
sian dictionaries, and even when they do, they are defined by an “impersonal”
semantic commentary such as ‘et slags mineralvatten’ [‘type of mineral water’]
(JaBupccon, 1992, p. 58). The Russian monolingual dictionaries either do not
provide any distinguishing characteristics for these realia items (hapszan -
‘HANUMOoK, npeocmasnAuULi coboti 600y, HACLIUEHHYIO 2a3AMU U MUHEPATIAMU,
000v18aeMY10 U3 ONPedesIeHHDLX eCNECINBEHHbIX UCIMOYHUKOS, YNOmPeOnsieMblii
On5 ymoneHust #axovl u 6 newebHoLx yenax [“narzan” - ‘a drink constituted by
water saturated with gas and minerals, extracted from certain natural sources,
used for satisfying thirst and for medicinal purposes’] (ba6enxo, 2005, p. 385));
or they describe them according to their composition and origins (6opsomu —
‘uenebHas munepanvras 6ooa. [I[1o Hassanuto 20poda u kypopma 6 I pysuu, 20e
Haxooumcs ucmouHux amoti 600v]” [“borjomi” - ‘medicinal mineral water
(named after the city and resort in Georgia where the source of this water is
located)’] (Yurakos, 2000, p. 174)). However, mineral water is not such an indis-
pensable accessory of the ideal Soviet table (as indicated by the well-known
Knuea o exycnoii u 300posoii nuuje [Book of tasty and healthy food]). Russian
dining culture is somewhat different from that of other nations (for instance,
we are not in the habit of drinking water, juice or beer with our food, as is cus-
tomary in Scandinavian countries). Our relationship to mineral water is also
different: it is not simply water for the dining table (crmonosas, or “table water,”
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should not be taken literally). Russians have always considered mineral water
as something therapeutical or curative, and have always known which kind
of water cured which ailments. Thus, borjomi is a popular mineral water for
curing stomach ailments. There is even a Russian expression that says: no3oHo
numo 6opxcomu [‘it’s too late to drink borjomi’], i.e., “your health has gone down
the drain, there is no cure,” which later took on the metaphorical meaning of
‘nomepsannozo He sopomuuiv’ [‘what is lost is lost’]. Here is an example, taken
from the Russian National Corpus:

Ilo xakoro MoMeHTa MOXXHO 6b1710 coxpaHuTb CCCP, ¢ Kakoro MOMeHTa yxe
103 HO OBIIO MUTb H0PXKOMY, I7ie ObLIa IIPONYIeHa pellialolas UCTOPUYecKast
pa3BuiIKa, 1o ceit TIOpbI TOYHO HE 3HAET HUKTO I, IIOXOXKE, B HauMeHbIIIeN CTelleHn
(yxe TouHO — He B Hanbonbiueit) 3HaeT caM M. C. Top6aueB (Makcum COKOMOB.
IIpesudenm CCCP neped cyoom // Vzeecmus, 2014.04.11).

[Until what moment could the USSR have been saved? From what moment
on was it too late to drink borjomi? Where did we miss that crucial historical
turn? So far, no-one knows for sure, and least of all (certainly not most of all),
M. S. Gorbachev himself.]

The term 6opsycomu [“borjomi’] in Russian culture used to be opposed to
strong alcoholic drinks. Here is another example from the Russian National
Corpus:

A B cniexTakite Boicoyxuii Tearp Ha Taranke 6611 roToB Bo dpasax «Hemozan Moit
OT BOZKYI IOMUTCSI» ¥ «C K€M BOJKY ITbI0» 3aMEHUTD «3JI0[NIKY C HaK/IeIKOiI»,
KaK TOBOPWIN B ellle Oojiee paHHMe BpeMeHa, Ha 6opxxomu (FOnns Paxaesa.
Kax /Tro6umos 600ky Ha 6opxomu 3amenun. Cosemckas uensypa é 6opvoe 3a
HpascmeenHocmb /| Vzeecmus, 2002.05.26).

[In the show Vysotsky, the Taganka Theatre was prepared to replace the “villain
with a label” (as it was referred to in even older times) with “borjomi” in phrases
such as “My suitcase is bursting with vodka” and “with whom I drink vodka.”]

This cultural content (6opxomu - ‘nonynapras munepanvHas 60da npu
HenyoouHvix 3abonesanusx’ [“borjomi’: ‘a popular mineral water used for
treating stomach ailments’]) should, in our opinion, be included in the con-
notative component of the lexical meaning structure of the cultural word
6opscomu. This particular component is precisely what will define this realia
item, the 6opsomu drink, as a nationally specific word, and, therefore, make
it a member of the category of cultural words.
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This example of the cultural word 6opaxomu is also revealing in that its
connotative component, defined by the background knowledge of the average
native speaker, is historically inconstant. In the mind of today’s average native
speaker of Russian, it has become a symbol of the Soviet way of life. From
the Russian National Corpus:

Kak n «bop>xoMn» — He TO 4TOOBI TaKas yX XOpollas BOJA, CMILHO MUHepa-
NMM3MPOBAaHHAS U C OTAYIIKO, HO Belb TPAAMIIMOHHAS, MOXXHO CKa3aTh, BElllb
HeoT'beMJ/IeMas, YaCThb Be/IMKOI coOBeTCKOI Tpuajbl bopxomu-Hapsan-Eccen-
tyku (Koncrautnn Kpoinos. ITosono numov “Bopacomu” /| Pycckas xustv, 2012).

[The same goes for “Borjomi™ It’s not so much that it was a great water, strongly
carbonated, with a nice fragrance, etc.; it was, in fact, a whole tradition, an insepa-
rable, integral part of the supreme Soviet triad of Borjomi-Narzan-Iessentuki.]

Conclusion

Our analysis of Russian cultural words has shown that cultural content
accumulates through the gradual collection of the information contained in
people’s background knowledge. The connotative component which appears
in the lexical meaning structure of a Russian word emerges out of that part
of a person’s knowledge which is nationally specific, i.e., which “can only
be understood by Russians.” This, in turn, leads to a metaphorisation of
the meaning, where the realia item becomes a symbol and the word acquires
a symbolic meaning. At the same time, the classifying function of the cultural
word, i.e., its capacity to distinguish a particular object from other similar
ones, is supplemented by the cumulative function, i.e., the capacity to reflect,
record, and preserve in language units the information learned by the linguistic
individual about reality. Thus, in the lexical meaning of the word 6opsxomu
[“borjomi”], alongside the component given by modern Russian dictionary
definitions (71eue6Ho-cmonosas murnepanvHas sooa’ [‘a medicinal table water’]),
a connotative component can be discerned: ‘nonynapras munepanvras éooa
npu scenyoounvix 3abonesanusax’ [‘a popular mineral water used for treating
stomach ailments’]; later on, as a result of evolving social landmarks and changes
in the stereotypes of people’s perception of this realia item, the connotative
component of the word has also acquired a new element: ‘cumeon cosemckozo
o6pasa musny’ [a symbol of the Soviet way of life’].
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“It’s too late to drink borjomi,” or Russian cultural
vocabulary in the modern language space

Summary

This article uses the example of the Russian cultural word 6opsomu
[“borjomi”] to demonstrate how a connotative component is formed within
the lexical semantic structure of a Russian cultural word through the incorpora-
tion of parts of the historically variable background knowledge of the average
native speaker. It is noted that this connotative component emerges from that
part of a person’s knowledge which is specific to their nation, leading, in turn,
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to a metaphorisation of the word’s meaning - the item of realia which it denotes
becomes a symbol, and the term acquires a symbolical meaning. In addition,
the cultural word’s classifying function, i.e., its capacity to distinguish that
particular object out of a series of similar objects, is supplemented by a storage
function, i.e., the capacity to reflect, record, and preserve in linguistic units
the information acquired by the linguistic individual about the realities of life.
The article shows how, in the lexical meaning of the term 6opxomu [“borjomi”],
alongside the definitional component described by modern Russian language
dictionaries (7reue6Ho-cmonosas munepanvras 6ooa’ [‘a medicinal table
mineral water’]), an additional, connotative component can be discerned by
analysing the background knowledge of the average Russian native speaker:
‘NonynapHas MurepanvHas 6004 NPu HenyoouHvix 3abonesanusx’ [‘a popular
type of mineral water used for treating stomach ailments’], and how, as a result
of a reconfiguration of social landmarks and changing stereotypes in people’s
perception of this realia item, the connotative component of the term 6opxomu
has now acquired a new element: ‘cumson cosemckozo o6pasa s#usxu’ [‘a symbol
of the Soviet way of life’].

»Za pozno pi¢ borzomi”, czyli rosyjskie stownictwo
kulturowe we wspolczesnej przestrzeni jezykowej

Streszczenie

W artykule pokazano na przykladzie rosyjskiego stowa kulturowego
6opacomu [,borzomi’], jak za sprawg wlaczenia czesci (zmiennej historycznie)
ogodlnej wiedzy przecigtnego rodzimego uzytkownika formuje sie w leksykalnej
strukturze semantycznej takiego stowa komponent konotacyjny. Ow kompo-
nent konotacyjny powstaje przy tym z tej cze¢sci wiedzy uzytkownika, ktdra
dzieli on z innymi Rosjanami, co z kolei prowadzi do metaforyzacji znaczenia
slowa — element rzeczywistosci przez nie okreslany staje sie symbolem, a sam
wyraz nabiera znaczenia symbolicznego. Funkgcja klasyfikacyjna stowa kultu-
rowego, ktdra pozwala mu wyréznia¢ pewien konkretny przedmiot sposréd
innych podobnych, zostaje takze uzupelniona o funkcje magazynujaca, ktéra

101



O.N. Ivanishcheva “It’s too late to drink borjomi,” or Russian cultural vocabulary...

umozliwia mu odzwierciedlanie, rejestrowanie i przechowywanie w jednostce
jezykowej informacji, jakie uzytkownik jezyka uzyskal na temat realiéw zycia.
Artykul demonstruje, jak analiza ogélnej wiedzy przecigtnego rodzimego
uzytkownika jezyka rosyjskiego pozwala w znaczeniu wyrazu 6opxomu
[,borzomi”] wyrdznic, oprécz komponentu definicyjnego opisywanego przez
wspolczesne stowniki (71ewe6Ho-cmonosas munepanvras 6oda’ [‘leczniczo-
-stolowa woda mineralna’]), takze komponent konotacyjny (‘nonynsapuas
MIHepa/nbHas BOfIa IIPU XKeNMyJOYHBIX 3aboneBanusx [‘popularna woda
mineralna stosowana przez schorzeniach zoladka’]) — a takze jak w wyniku
rekonfiguracji spolecznych punktéw orientacyjnych i zmian stereotypdw
skladajacych si¢ na postrzeganie tego elementu rzeczywistos$ci komponent
konotacyjny wyrazu 6opxomu wzbogacil si¢ o znaczenie ‘cumson cosemckozo
o6pasa musny’ [‘symbol radzieckiego stylu zycia’].

Keywords: Russian cultural vocabulary; average native speaker; connotative component

Slowa kluczowe: rosyjskie stownictwo kulturowe; przeci¢tny rodzimy uzytkownik jezyka;
komponent konotacyjny
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