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Xer meriy: handmade goods
It’s time to talk about borrowed words again.

The problem is not that Russians grab handfuls of foreign words — mostly English — and
drop them into their native language without warning or explanation, or that there are
already Russian equivalents for those words, or that if there aren’t equivalents it’s perfectly
possible to invent them in Russian. Well, these are all problems, of course, but the big
problem is that the meaning of the borrowed word changes in Russian. Everyone forgets this.
People don’t understand one another. Translations are a mess.

In short: Communication chaos ensues.

For example, if I told you “I put glamorous tiles in my kitchen” wouldn’t you be confused? Or


https://www.themoscowtimes.com/author/michele-a-berdy

if I said, “There’s a new secondhand on the corner,” wouldn’t you be perplexed?

Borrowed words not only change their meaning in Russian, they often change what part of
speech they are.

Take secondhand. In English it can be an adjective (secondhand ideas) or an adverb (I heard
about it secondhand). Spelled second hand, it can be a noun that means more help (I could use
a second hand in the kitchen) or part of a clock (the second hand was on four).

But in Russian cekonp-xeHp is a noun. The most common meaning is a store selling used
clothing, like in this brain-warping newspaper headline: Hpt0-BUHTa’K: 30 MOCKOBCKHUX
cekoHI-xeHT0B (New Vintage: 30 Moscow Secondhand Clothing Stores). It also means
second-hand clothes themselves, usually as a collective noun: Be3omacHo 111 HOCUTh CEKOH] -
xeHn? (Is it safe to wear secondhand clothes?)

Another word that changed its part of speech when it arrived at the Russian language border is
xeHaMmen (also spelled xenn merig and xeHp -men). Handmade is an adjective in English,
but in Russian it’s a handmade item: [TonyasipHOCTH XeHAMEMAA — 3TO CTPEMIIEHHE K
yHuKanbHOCTH (The popularity of handmade objects is the longing for something unique).

And here is an example of another quirk of contemporary Russian usage: using both the native
Russian word — which is absolutely, totally, completely sufficient — and the borrowed
English word: Mara3uHsl pyuHol paboTh! 1 xeHT Mmeii; B MockBe (Stores selling handmade
goods and handmade goods in Moscow).

I'mamypHbIN, from glamorous, has been around for a long time. The English word is, I have
found, hard to translate. It means “attractive and interesting in an exciting and unusual way”
and has a bit of its original meaning of magic or enchantment in it. I’ve always found it
difficult to explain why, say, Lauren Bacall was glamorous but the equally beautiful Julie
Andrews was not. Glamour seems to have a bit a danger or artifice in it; wholesome is not
glamorous.

In Russian rmamypsbiv didn’t appear to mean much of anything at first — it was just a catch-
all word that meant something attractive, expensive, possibly Western, definitely trendy.
Now, about 20 years after it appeared, its definition has more or less coalesced:
IeMOHCTPAaTHBHasI pOCKoIIIb (ostentatious luxury). So V Heé rimamypHasi cobauka is not “she
has a glamorous dog” — although it’s possible the dog is glamorous in its fur coat and
diamond collar. But it probably means “she has an expensive, trendy dog.” And
TpaguiioHHO "MaKRIoOHaIChl'' He KOHKYPUPOBAJI C IFTAMYPHBIMU PeCTOPaHaMM is
probably something like “Traditionally McDonald’s didn’t try to compete with haute-cuisine
restaurants.”

Another fun word is cTpeTu (sometimes cTperiu) from the English stretch. Forget most of the
English meanings. In Russian it has two main meanings. One is the short form of cTpeTu-
méHkKa (in English, depending on location, this is plastic wrap, cling film, Saran wrap, or
cling wrap). CTpeTu-IJIéHKa — 3TO [TPO3PAaYHbIM, CAaMOKIIesuiics 6e3 KieeBOM OCHOBBI
[MaKOBOYHBIN MaTepuan (Stretch wrap is transparent packing material that is self-adhering
although it doesn’t contain glue). Kind of magical, isn’t it? But too cheap and ubiquitous to be
[JTaMYPHBIHN.



The other meaning is a kind of stretchy material. Russian fabric-makers and clothes
companies seem a bit miffed that people don’t understand what cTpety is. 9To He Ha3BaHUe
TKaHU, a eé XapakTepucTuka (It’s not the name of fabric but its feature). Ctoso
HCIIOJIB3YeTCsI KaK IIPUCTaBKa K OCHOBHOMY BUY TKAaHU: CTPENY-JI€H, CTPeNY-KOTTOH
(The word is added as a prefix to the main type of fabric: stretch linen, stretch cotton.) But
then we see that there was really no need to borrow the word: TepmuH o3HauaeT, UTO OHa
obmagaeT xopoiiei pacTssRUMOCTEIO (The term means that it has good elasticity). And then
we have our favorite repetition and more unnecessary borrowings: 371acTUUHbBIN CTpey -
KOTTOH COCTOUT M3 BOJIOKOH XJIOIIKA U dJIacTUYHBIX No06aBoK (Elastic stretch cotton is made
of cotton fibers and an elastic additive).

You can see why this is so annoying for many people.

Finally, we come to mpoBokaiius (provocation) and npoBokaTop (provocateur). In English
and Russian dictionaries, the meanings are actually quite similar: a provocation is an act or
speech designed to make someone angry and prompt retaliation. A provocateur is the person
who commits it.

But in speech and texts, especially about the arts, the meaning has been tamed down and can
now be nothing more dangerous than a slightly naughty little joke that might get a reaction.
Often it’s about something (sexually) provocative: BoicTymyieHue — sipKasi, Becénasi,
poMaHTHUHas npoBoKaius (The performance is dazzling, fun, romantic and provocative).
There is even a board game called ITpoBokaTop (provocateur) in which players draw cards
with provocative questions meant to get a rise out of their partners.

The other meaning is an act that provokes a reaction or action, often positive or creative. For
example, B I1IKoie MBI yCTpavBaiu NpoBoKanuy s feteii (At school we did things to spark
the children’s creativity).

Or mpoBoKanus might be just a joke to get a reaction. In a short story a man is riding on the
metro with his briefcase open. He explains: 3To npoBokarius! Haj Bopamu 131eBaioch!
T[Tome3yT, a Tam mmycTo (I'm trying to get a rise of robbers! I'm playing a trick on them. They
put their hand in, and it’s empty!)

Now, there’s nothing wrong with this. People own their language: they grab a word and run
with it, changing its meaning along the way. But we translators have to run with them.
Otherwise we have teachers acting as agents provocateurs and cabaret acts inciting violence.

And that’s just not right!
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