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Bpems niepemeH: time of change

I don’t like change. Not good at it. Fan of “if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it” (in Russian something
like oT 3m0poBBs He 1euaTcst — healthy people don’t cure themselves). So I probably don’t
use words associated with change as much as normal, psychologically healthy people.

But when I do want to discuss change in Russian, I have to stop for a moment and think which
word to use. I don’t know if Russians are better at dealing with change than other nations, but
they sure have lots of ways of describing it.

The basic way to change something is with the verb pair usmensTs/3ameHuTs (to change).
You can change a lot in yourself: OHa n3MeHwMIa IIBeT BOJIOC, CTaja bproHeTKoM (She changed
her hair color and became a brunette.) Or you can change what you do: MbI n3ameHnnnn Hamt
06pa3 >ku3HU 1 6eraeM mmouTu dac o yrpam (We changed our lifestyle and go jogging for
almost an hour in the morning.) But maybe not basic things: OH He M0>keT U3MeHUTH CBOU
xapakTep (He can’t change his personality.)

The noun from these verbs is usmenenue, which is pretty much any kind of change, like
physical or psychological: V 3;10poBbIx jleTel B 3TOM BO3pacTe ITPOUCXOJISIT CYIleCTBEeHHbIe
nsMmeHeHUs (At that age healthy children undergo significant changes). And if you’ve ever
had dealings with official government papers, you’ll know this kind of change by heart: Ms1
PacCMOTPENH 1e1eco00pa3sHOCTh BHECEHUS U3MEHEHUN U JOIIOTHeHUN B PeflepanbHbIN
3akoH (We considered whether it would make sense to introduce amendments and
supplements into the Federal law.)

For some reason I love all the ways you can change something in Russian completely,
absolutely, fundamentally, through and through and I’m not kidding I mean like leave no
stone unturned change it all: u3ameHUTSH 10 Hey3HaBaemocTH (to change something
unrecognizably); n3amMeHNTb KapAuHANIBHO (to change something fundamentally); B KopHe
n3MeHUTH (to change the very essence of something); n3ameHuUTh paguKanbHO (to change
something radically); uameHuTh coBepmieHHO (to change something completely);
IIOJTHOCTBIO N3MeHUTH (to totally change something).
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If you want to change something for something else, you use the verb pair
obMeHMBaTh/00MeHATH (to exchange). For example, you could say Xouy U3MeHUTH CBOIO
kBapTupy (I want to make changes to my apartment), although you’d be more likely to
specify what you’d like to change: uamenuTs ninanupoBky (change the layout), n3ameHUTH
ctwib (change the décor). But if you say Xouy 06MeHSITb CBOIO KBapTHpy, that means: I want
to exchange my apartment for another one.

This is a remnant of the Soviet era, when people didn’t own their apartments so could not buy
and sell them. They could, however, trade them. Apartments were traded c mortaToi nnu 6e3
(with additional payment or not). You’d see announcements taped up all over town: Xouy
06MeHSITh IBYXKOMHATHYIO B [IEHTPe Ha [iBe OJJHOKOMHATHbIE B CITAJIbHBIX patioHax (I want
to trade a two-room apartment in the center for two one-room apartments in outer-lying
residential districts.) That meant: divorce.

Other trades are less emotionally fraught: o6meH BamtoTs! (currency exchange) is trading one
currency for an equal amount of another.

And then there is the noun nepemeHna, also a kind of change. In the past, and to some extent
today, nmepemeHa could be used for a trade or a change of something, like bed linen or clothes:
3axBaTuII ¢ c0O0¥ B IOpOTY TpU fepemeHbI 6eibsi (He took three changes of underclothes on
his trip.)

Now you most often hear mepemena in two ways that are almost opposites in scale. The first is
a break in school or work: Pa3roBops! 1117iv HelipepbIBHOR 1 Ha YPOKax, Y Ha IlepeMeHax, 1
Ha nporynkax (The kids talked constantly — in class, during breaks, and on walks.)

The other is the enormous, almost abstract change with a capital “C.” You might find a book
with the title: Bpems mepemeH: coOlMaibHO-3KOHOMMYeCKasi afianiTalys HaceneHus. (Time
of Change: The Socio-Economic Adaptation of the Population.) Or people might say very
seriously: ByJib TOTOBa K epeMeHamM — BO3MO>KHO, TPUAETCS 3aHUMAThCSI UeM-TO
coBepireHHO Apyrum (Be ready for major changes. You may have to do something entirely
different.)

Mbe1 kmém nepemen! (We want change!)
Well, some of us do.
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