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Xpen: horseradish; euphemism

How is it that I’ve never written about xpen (horseradish)? It’s one of my favorite words, not
only because it is so gratifying to say — really lean into the opening salvo of the “x” — but
also because of the crucial and multifaceted role it plays in Russian language and life.

First of it, it’s horseradish: plant, root and sauce — which is generally just the grated root
with dashes of salt, vinegar and sometimes sugar. You can make it yourself, if you have
goggles and a gas mask. Really. Fresh horseradish is a gazillion times more irritating that the
strongest onions.

The fiery, piquant, bitter-sweet flavor is one of Russians’ favorite condiments, and one day
the world will remember it and make it as chic as wasabi, aka Japanese horseradish, which is
more or less the same thing only green.

Its bitterness has given us two terrific expressions. The first is xpeH pefibKu He craie
(literally “horseradish isn’t sweeter than a radish”), which is the Russian equivalent of “six of
one thing, half a dozen of the other” when both options are terrible. This phrase seems to be
used a lot in Russian when discussing leaders and political figures: KopnopaTuBHas
COJIMAAPHOCTb Cceiyac, yBbl, HUUYTh He MeHbIIle, YeM B COBETCKMe BpeMeHa. Bripouem, XxpeH
penbkU He cnate. (Corporate solidarity today isn’t a bit less than it was during the Soviet era:
out of the frying pan and into the fire.)

The other expression is cTapsbiii xpeH (an old geezer), used to describe an ornery, bad-
tempered old man.

If you are wondering what to call that curmudgeon’s female counterpart, it’s the other half of
the previous expression: pegbsKa (a radish), although this is much less common, probably
because women are just naturally sweet. Really.

But the word xpeH figures more often in expressions as a euphemism for another word that
begins with “x”. I thought this was simply a matter of a similarity of sound until I saw a
horseradish root pulled straight up from the ground. You could get arrested for just thinking
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about it.

In any case, first of all we have the adjective xpeHoBBIM and adverb xpeHoso (lousy).
XPEeHOBO cebst UyBCTBYIO cerofgHss — He 6ymy Ha pabore. (I feel lousy today — I won’t be at
work.)

Then we get xpeH as a euphemism in all kinds of everyday expressions, like Hu xpeHa (not a
bit). OH o6eIran MOKPACUTH KyXHIO [T0Ka HAC He OBbIIO0, @ Mbl BEDHY/IMCH U3 OTITYCKA U
VBUJIENIY, UTO OH HU XpeHa He caenan (He promised to paint the kitchen while we were gone,
but we came back from vacation and saw that he hadn’t done a damn thing.). This might also
be Hu xpeHa Het! (There isn’t a damn thing!) Tonbko He roBOpU, UTO HETy AeHer. JleHer
Bceryia HU xpeHa HeT. (Just don’t tell me that you don’t have any money. There’s never any
money.)

XpeH ero 3HaerT is a more philosophical turn of phrase, meaning “who knows?” This is not
the answer you want to hear to life’s important questions: B Tbl MeHsI JTFOOUIIE? B A XpeH ero
suaet! (“Do you love me?” “How the hell should I know?”)

In the same ball park — horseradish field? — is Ha Ko¥1 Xpen (why on earth?), usually with the
phrase Te6e 3o Hazo (do you need that?), for example, like this annoyed fellow complained
in the 1980s: Ha Ko¥ XpeH TaKasi [NTaCHOCTb, Korja Mblta HeT! (What the hell do you need
glasnost for when there’s no soap?)

And then there is perhaps the most popular xpeH expression: Hu xpeHa ce6e! (I'll be damned!)
This is an all-purpose expression of surprise and astonishment, either very good or very bad.
OH cTasn reuuperTopom? Hu xpeta ce6e! (He became general director? Shut the front door!)
OH cI0MaJT HOTY B IBYX MecTax? Hu xpeHa cebe! (He broke his leg in two places? Shut the
front door!)

In social media this often gets compacted into one word: HuxpeHace (or sometimes

MarmrHa cTouT 262,000 eBpo (6e3 yueTa HaJIOTOB) WIIM OKOJIO 332,000 €BPO C HaJIOTaMHU.
Hexpenace Hasnoru (The car costs 262,000 euros (without taxes) or about 332,000 euros with

Finally there is the rather backhanded benediction: Xpeu ¢ To6ot1! This has two quite different
meanings. One is a general sentiment of “go to the devil”’: He HpaBuTCSI Tebe, Kak 51 SKUBY
u xpeH ¢ To6ori! (You don’t like how I live my life? Tough luck!). But the other is more like “go
with God,” like in this case when a man felt sorry for his poor neighbor, who had stolen his
apples. OH OCTbIJI, 37I0CTH BbIBeTpUIach. B JIagHo, XpeH ¢ To60. Bepu CKOIBKO X0Uelllb,
cocep cka3zan. (He cooled down and his anger dissipated. “Oh, the hell with it. Take as much as
you want,” the neighbor said.

Hexpenace!
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