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Cymaroxa: turmoil

Here’s a little known Friday Fun Fact about the Russian language: Studies show that there is a
direct correlation between level of turmoil and number of consonants in words used to
describe it.

Okay, I made that up.

But I am going to get a grant some day to study this, because the bigger the mess and
mishmash, the greater the mouthful of consonants you have to spit out to describe it.

Let’s start with the relatively mild mess of cyeTa (commotion, excitement, rush). This can be
used to describe a train station — though maybe not at rush hour; or the hubbub of setting out
on a journey — though maybe with only two kids and no pets; or all the distractions of life —
though not its chaos. However, it probably depends on the speaker and his or her level of
tolerance for insanity. For some, cyeTa is just the stuff of daily life: 3ToT nucaTens ymen
VBUETH U ITI0BEIAaTh HaM O TOM, Yero B cyeTe OyAHer MHOTYe U3 HaC IIPOCTO He 3aMeYaroT
(This writer had the ability to see and describe for us what many of us simply don’t notice in
the bustle of everyday life.)

For others, it’s a pleasant hum of activity: I yuychk B yHUBepcuTeTe y>Ke BTOPOU rofi 1
panyioch — oueHb HpaBUTCSI aTMocdepa, moau, cyeta (I’'m in my second year at the
university and I love it — I really like the atmosphere, the people, the buzz.)

But for the religious minded, cyeTa is the attractive but distracting part of earthly life:
HanucaTh, omyoImMKoBaTh B BCE 3T0 cyeTa cyeT. (Writing and getting published — all that is
the vanity of vanities.)

Next up the hubbub ladder is the fabulous word cymaToxa — a rather confusing flurry of
activity. This might be the train station at rush hour and definitely a highway rest stop with
five kids, two dogs and a rabbit. It’s the chaos of preparations for a big party: Bsu1a cymaToxa,
XJIOTIA/IU ABEPBI0 TU@TAa, TaCKaIU OT COCefiel C MSATOr0 3Ta’Ka CTYIIbsI, CABUTANIU CTOJIbI
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(There was turmoil as people slammed the doors of the elevator, hauled chairs from our fifth-
floor neighbors and moved tables around.) Or any kind of sudden move: B cymaToxe
3BaKyallM1 HUKAKUX CIIPaBOK U JOKYMEHTOB el 3aXBaTUTh He yaanochk (In the chaos of
evacuation, she didn’t have a chance to grab any documents or certificates.)

This level of confusion might also be called kyTepsma, although this word is often used to
describe a pleasant kind of confused hustle and bustle: MHOro BogKu 1 HUKAKOU efbl.
O6nIyHas cTygeHYecKass KyrepbMa. (Lots of vodka and nothing to eat. The usual student
mess.) But not always. KyTepbma can be the kind of terrible chaos that acts as a screen for
destruction: U'Tor 3TO¥M KyTepbMbl OfVH B HaHeCeH CTPAIIHBIN, 110 CYTH, yrKe
HeITOIIPaBUMBIH yITlepb cTpaHe, Bcemy Hapoay (There was just one result of all this mayhem
— terrible damage was done to the country and the entire population — in essence, damage
that cannot not be healed.)

Another kind of mix-up or mishmash is the rhyming epanami, from the Turkic aralash. This is
more of a muddle or a hodgepodge, now firmly fixed in Russians’ minds as a beloved kid’s
show that began in the 1970s and showed a mix of comedy skits. But it can mean something
similar to kama B ronoBe (porridge in your head) — a mishmash of nonsense: Kak >ke TyT Bce
mepenyTaHo, Kakoi epanari! (How mixed up everything is! What a muddle!)

There is yet another word for a mix-up or mess, although it usually applies to something
specific, not general chaos: 3aBapyxa. In this word you hear the root BapuTs (to boil), and in
fact the first meaning of this word was a porridge made of flour mixed with boiling water or
milk. Figuratively it means a complicated issue, relationship, or situation, often the result of
human meddling. Like, you know, what happens when demonstrations of conflicting political
parties are set for the same day and place: CHauasna yCcTpoUT 3aBapyxy, a HOTOM CMOTPUT,
uTo u3 3Toro BeiveT (First he’ll make a holy mess, and see what comes of it.)

Sometimes all of this confusion and chaos leads to Hepaz6eprxa — a hornet’s nest, a mess
that can’t be sorted out (He pa3o6paTs). It might be temporary and unintentional:
HeB03MO>KHO MMOHSIThH, KaK OH MOT 6eraTh CpeJiu JIFOTHOM TeCHOTHI, Hepa3bepuxu pyK, HOT,
romnoB (It’s incomprehensible how he could run through the human mass of arms, legs and
heads.) Or it might the result of human hands: Hapjoena Hepaz6epuxa B cTpase (I’'m sick of
the mess the country’s in.)

Now then, we’ve got cyeTa, cymaToxa, epanain and Hepa3bepuxa, 3aBapyxa and KyTepbMma. I
like them all. But please vote for your favorite mishmash of consonants.

Michele A. Berdy is a Moscow-based translator and interpreter, author of “The Russian
Word’s Worth,” a collection of her columns. Follow her on Twitter @MicheleBerdy.
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