The .5

30 YEARS

. Moscow Times

INDEPENDENT NEWS FROM RUSSIA

Thinking Outside the Box the Russian
Way

The Word's Worth

Michele A. Berdy's The Word's Worth

June 24, 2022

Mockup Graphics / unsplash
Cmerkaka: smarts, ingenuity, resourcefulness

About a thousand years ago in Moscow, way back when the man in charge was a General
Secretary, I bought a kilo of unshelled walnuts (rpenkue opexu) at the market. But when I got
home, I realized that I didn’t have a nutcracker (menkyHuuk). Nor did I have a hammer
(monoToxk). I tried hitting them with pots and wooden cutting boards, but that just smashed
the nut and shell into an inedible powder.

Suddenly I had an idea. I opened the kitchen door and put the walnut on the floor next to the
hinge jamb and slowly closed the door. Magic! The door cracked the nut against the jamb, and
I could pull the broken shell off.
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I was so proud of myself — until I found out that everyone in Moscow had figured this out
some time in the previous century.

But at the time I thought: Kakast s1 cmekanucras! (Am I ingenious or what?!)

The adjective cmeranucTsbiM (resourceful, inventive, quick-witted), noun cmeraska (smarts)
and verb cmekaTs (to catch on, figure something out) are essential Russian words with big
back stories.

The set of words originally comes from a root shared with several other Slavic languages that
means to weigh, think over, search, and measure, and it seems related to the verb meTuTs (to
mark, brand, target). All of those add up to today’s meaning of searching, thinking over, and
finally hitting on an answer.

Today the verb pair cmekaTs/cMekHyYTB isn’t used that much. The Google N-gram shows
usage peaking in the 1840s and zigzagging its way down to almost a flatline by the last decade.

The basic meaning is to catch on to something, figure something out. A century ago you might
have read: I cmekHya, uTo yKkpai (I figured out that he’d stolen it). But not everyone catches
on, as Turgenev once described: OH BCEé cMeKaeT, CMeKaeT, a I10J] KOHell, CMOTPpUILb, B HU
aza He cmekuyi! (He keeps working it out, and working it out, and in the end you look — and
he hasn’t worked out a single thing!)

That said, it is such an expressive verb, you might want to risk sounding anachronistic. For
example, you might use it to describe someone with a head on her shoulders even if she isn’t
sophisticated: OHa XOTb >KeHIIMHa Ipydasi, IPOBUHIIUAIbHAS, HO B IEHESKHBIX BOIIPOCAX
cMmekaetT (She might be crude woman from the boonies, but she sure has a head for money). Or
you could use it when you’re waiting for a lightbulb to go on: CMmeKaeliib, B 4éM /1e7I0-TO?
(Have you figured it out yet?)

Like the verbs, the noun cmekasnka and adjective cmekanucTbiii describe people who don’t
have a lot of book learning but are excellent problem-solvers. Here’s what I think of as the
classic cmeranucThiM statement: { x0Tk pocT, Aa cmeRanuct (I might be simple, but I sure
got smarts). Or this: He oueHb o6pa3oBaHHasi, IpaBa, U3 6eJHOM CETbCKOM CEMbHU, YUTAET C
Tpyaom, Ho cMeKanucTas (She isn’t very well-educated, I have to say. She’s from a poor
village family and can barely read, but she’s a sharpie).

Cmexkasnka is like the secret sauce in any endeavor: MHUIIMAaTUBA IUTIOC CMeKaJIKa JJal0T CBOM
MIOJIO>KUTeNbHBIN pe3ynbTaT (Initiative plus ingenuity produce a good result) — or give you
any result at all: Beuta 661 cMeKanKa B gogymanuck 661 u camu (If they had a some gumption,
they’d have thought of it themselves).

There can be a tinge of shrewdness in cmeranka — probably not anything illegal or immoral,
but possibly something in the gray area. For example, I might be a bit careful around this guy:
CMeKaIuCTBIN, HO TEMHOBAThIM My>KUK (He’s got smarts, but the guy’s kind of a dark
horse).

And I’d definitely watch out for this guy: JIeHTs!1 cMeKanuCT Ha OTTOBOPKM (a lazy man is
good at excuses).



There are people who are born with all-purpose resourcefulness — npupogHasi cMeKaaKa
(natural ingenuity) — but in other people cmekanka comes with specializations: BoT u
IIPUrOAWIach TBOS fiepeBeHCKas cMeKanKa (Well, there you are — your village smarts came
in handy). It helps in wartime: “CbIpble [poBa He rOPSIT, @ Pe3MHOM XOPOIIIO PACTAIINBATh
KoT€En”, B mosicHUI MHe CepérvH. ITo ObIIa COMIAaTCKasA CMeKalKa B iericTBuH (“Damp
wood won’t burn, but you can get the fire going with a tire,” Seryogin told me. That was
soldier savvy in action.)

And performers have their own variety, as it were: AKTépcKasi CMeKaJIKa 0Ka3bIBaeTCsl
ype3BbIUaMHO K MecTy (His actor’s resourcefulness is just the ticket).

CMmeKkarika is also believed by many to be a quality native to — and even exclusive to —
Russians. Or maybe there is just a special pycckast cmekanka (Russian ingenuity)?

In any case, it’s a Thing: 3To HaCTOANUN PYCCKUYN YeT0BEK, CMEKaTUCThIN U OfapEéHHBIN
(This is a real Russian, resourceful and gifted).

Sometimes this quality is not so flattering: Kak n3BecTHO, Y pyCCKOT0 UejioBeKa BMECTO
3HaHUs B cMeKarnKa (As everyone knows, instead of knowledge a Russian has street smarts).

Or straight out not flattering: PoccuiicKkasi cMeKajKa IIPOsIBIISIETCSI B UTHOPUPOBaHUU
npaBui (Russian ingenuity is expressed in scorn for rules).

Or really, really not flattering: Hatt Hapop cMeKaIUCTBIN: BOPYIOT, UTO IIOXO JIEKUT,
OeraroT 110 MHCTAHIIMSIM U BBIKOJIQUMBAIOT BCeBO3MOSKHBIe mocobust (Our people are
enterprising: they steal whatever isn’t nailed down and hit all the offices to squeeze every
kind of subsidy out of them).

Sometimes cMeKasKa is connected with another mysterious quality of some Russians, as in
this entertaining definition: Cmekasnka B BenrKoe 3aMellieHye “‘Henb3s” Ha “MO>KHO
orpo6oBaTh”, ¥ pacTET OHA U3 0COOOTO OTHOIIEHUS PYCCKOTO MY>KUMHBI K CJIOBY “HeT”
(Ingenuity is the magnificent replacement of “you can’t” with “let’s give it a try,” growing
out of a Russian man’s particular attitude to the word “no.”)

One guy even thinks cmekainka is completely foreign to someone with a “western” mindset,
whatever that is: [IOMCK OITMMAIBLHOTO ITyTHU 00XO0/Ia MTPEISITCTBYSI, KAUeCTBO, U3BECTHOE
KaK PYCCKasi CMeKajJIka — 0COObBIM TUII MBIIIIEHHSI, OTJIMYHBIN OT 3anagHoro (The search
for the optimal path around an obstacle — a quality that is known as Russian ingenuity — is a
special kind of thinking that differs from Western thought).

Frankly, I don’t quite buy it. I mean, I was raised with 3anagaoe mbitiieHue but I came up
with the door-jamb nutcracker. I’d counter his theory with a theory of my own: Necessity is
the mother of invention.
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