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Myznperi: wise, sensible

Wisdom, in Russian — and presumably in Russia — is a walk on a tightrope: one misstep and
you plummet from the heights of virtue down to the gutters of sophistry. The really nasty part
for students and non-native speakers? Some words mean both wisdom and the lack of
wisdom. It just ain’t fair.

As usual when dealing with a tricky patch of Russian, I like to start with the easy stuff and
work my way into the messy bits.

Myapsbit is an easy start. It’s a very old word that means wise, rational, and sensible. It’s real -
life intelligence based on rich life experience. OHa 6bUTa MYPBIM UIIOMATOM, YMeJIa
VIIa’KUBATH JTI00bIe KOHMIUKTHI (She was a wise diplomat who could smooth over any
conflicts.)

Human activities can be wise, too. There is mypbi¥i coBeT (Wise advice); Myapasi OJTUTHUKA
(wise policy); or myzapas riocioBuiia (wise proverb). KHomka '"cron" B camoe myzgpoe
TexHHUuUecKoe n3zobpetrenue (The “stop” button is the most sensible technical invention.)

During the Soviet period, the leader was wise and all his decisions were wise. Well, that was
the story, anyway. B./.JIeHUH - BEJIMKUM OCHOBATEeIb Y MYIPBIA BOKIb
KommynucTuueckon naptuu (Vladimir Lenin was the great founder and wise leader of the
Communist Party.) The country was ruled by a myzgpas nonutuka (wise policy) with the
verbal accompaniment of myjpbie neHUHCKUeE coBa (Lenin’s wise words)./MyapocTs
(wisdom) is something we all aspire to. BCHOMHMI HapOAHYIO MYIPOCTb: pbl0a THUET C
ronoBsl (I recalled the folk wisdom that a fish rots from the head down.)

All good so far. Trouble starts with the verb mynpuTs.

One meaning is to analyze, to brainstorm, to rack your brains. You can say Becs feHb
mypuiia Haf 3agadeis (I spent the whole day working on one equation) or OH xopomuit
pabOTHUK — He JIGHUTCS MYJPUTh HaJl KasKAou netanbio (He’s a good worker — he’s not lazy
and he’ll really nail every detail.)
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But more often than not, mygpuTs has a different, almost opposite meaning: to
overcomplicate or overthink something — not to be wise about something, but to be a
wiseacre.

Yero MyApHUTh: IOCTaBbTe BOIIPOC Ha F0JIOCOBaHMe U pelnTe KOH(MIUKT MUPHBIM IyTEM.
(Why make it more complicated than it is? Just put the issue up to vote and resolve the conflict
peacefully.) Here’s the same thought from a different angle: A, Mmo>keT ObITB, JTydIlle Cpa3y
pasjmaTh B3ATKU 1 He MypUTh? (Maybe just pass around the bribes and not screw around?)

MyznpuTs can also mean to be deceptive — as if you were using your wisdom for nefarious
activities. For example, here someone advises a friend to fill out a visa form honestly: JIyurmie
He MYJIPUTh, BEIOPATH ''3aKOHOMIOC/IYIIHBIN BapUaHT ", ¥ TOTa Iy TeIlIeCTBYE B 3TY
3aMeyaTeNbHYIO CTPaHy ITPeB30MIET BCe Balu o>kujanus (It’s better not to play around —
take the law-abiding path and then your trip to this amazing country will be better than
anything you can imagine.)

MyznpuTh Haf, KeM-To means to make fun of someone, to torment them. OTunm ®€nopa
MYJIPUJI IIOPOIO HaJl HUM C MAIlITMHKOM JIa HOKHUIIAMM, OCTABJIsIsI YEIKY Ha JI0Y U TOJIBIM
3aTbUI0K (Fyodor’s stepfather would sometimes make him look like an idiot, playing with his
scissors and clipper to give him bangs but shave the back of his head.)

In all these cases, it’s as if wisdom has been turned on its head, and all that life experience and
knowledge has been used to torment people. But how do you figure out if on mynpwn Hag
craTel means ‘“he really put his mind to the article” or “he really overcomplicated that
article”? The only salvation: context.

And then there are the adjectives and adverbs from this verb, which have two sets of
complications: the first is that they can be spelling with € or e — mynpéHbIi1 Or MygpeHbIN —
and the second is that they can mean either genuinely complex or artificially overcomplex.

But a small help is that there seem to be standard expressions, like mygpéHasi HayKa (arcane
arts, occult) or mygpéHasi KHura (complex book). Or this common expression: YTpo Beuepa
mypapesee (literally morning is wiser than the night, or “sleep on it”).

Another set expression is He mygpeHo which means “no wonder” (literally “it is not
complicated” or colloquially “you don’t have to be a rocket scientist to know that...”).
VuuThIBasi ero rpaduk paboTsl, He MyJIPEHO, YTO OH YYBCTBOBAJI U3HEMOKEHUE, YCTATOCTh
(Considering his work schedule, it’s no wonder that he feels weak and exhausted.) This is
paired with a question: myzapeno nu (Is it any wonder, that...?). MygpeHo 111, 4ToO,
OKYHYBIIIVC B 3[IeIlIHIE TPYIHOCTH, OH OMISITh pBasicst o6paTHO, B Mope? (Is it any surprise
that after immersing himself in the problems here he was dying to go back out to sea?)

When you start trying to figure this out, your Russian friends will say: B aTom HUuero
myapénoro Het (It’s perfectly simple!) And you say: He mynpu Hago mHo#! (Don’t make fun
of me.)

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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