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To Err is Human in Every Language

The fine art of admitting your mistakes in Russian.

Michele A. Berdy's The Word's Worth

October 21, 2022

Diana Polekhina / unsplash
Beiiiita orrrri6odka: whoops

I’'m not sure there’s an art to making mistakes, but there is an art to deciding which verb or
phrase you want to use in Russian to describe your particular screw-up. Was it a
misunderstanding? A lapse of judgment? Did you get something wrong? Was it an honest
mistake or did you commit a sin?

Or, if you’re like most people: All of the above.

He ormrrrbaercs ToT, KTo HuYero He geaaer (The only person who doesn’t make a mistake is
the one who doesn’t do anything).

The basic verb pair for goofing up is ommbaTbcsi/ommbuThes (to be mistaken/make a
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mistake). This is for all variety of mistakes, especially misunderstandings. Eciu Bl fymaere,
YTO HAaC HUKTO He ciyiraeT, To omubaeTech (If you think no one is listening to us, you are
mistaken).

A good phrase to have in your pocket is eciiu s1 He omr6atocs (if I’m not mistaken). It can be a
polite way of correcting someone or presenting information you are not sure of: A 3T0, ecinu
He omr6aloch, Hallla HoBasi coTpymHuiia (Over there, if I’'m not mistaken, is our new co-
worker). But it can also be a bit snarky. If I’'m not mistaken = I know I’m right: fI, ecniu 51 He
omwmbarock, ckaszan Bcé (If I’'m not mistaken, I've said all there is to say).

Other kinds of mistakes and errors can be conveyed with verbs such as gonyctuTs (to let slip)
Or coBepIINTH (to commit) + omrnbKa. ABTOp JONYCTUII IBOMHYIO omOKy (The author made
a double error). [Ipucsi>RKHBIE KPaHe PEIKO COBEPITIAIOT omrn6KY (Juries very rarely make
errors). If you are error prone, it’s good to know the word HagenaTs, which can have the
sense of doing a lot of something: OH ObICTPO BBICTYIINII C 3asIBJIEHUEM - [TOKAsTHUEM:
"Hapesan ommn60ok, 6osbiie He moBTopuTcs (He quickly made an announcement of
repentance: I made a lot of mistakes. That won’t happen again).

Ormrrbarics, fa co3HaBarics (When you make a mistake, admit it).

And then there is omu6ouxa (a little mistake, a goof, a glitch). But often this word is used to
underplay an enormous error. Say, for example, the government sends out — oh, I dunno —
military call-up papers to women who have never been in the armed forces and have five
underage children at home. Your local recruitment officer might come on television and say:
[IpocTuTe, HapOs, HebobIIas onrbouKa BeImUIa (Sorry, folks, there was a slight glitch). C
KeM He ObIBaeT, orrrbouka Beimnia (Who hasn’t slipped up now and again?) Whoopsie.
Nothing to see here.

CrioTbIKaeTcs 1 KOHb, Jja morpasidercs (Even a horse may stumble, but he corrects himself).

Then there is a different kind of error — when you get something wrong, delude yourself, or
are way off the mark about a person or event. The basic verb pair for this is
3ab;1y>KIaThest/3a6myquThes (to be deluded, under a misconception). Mo>KHO 3a0/1y>KAaThCH,
MO>KHO >XUTh Witto3usiMmu (You can be deluded, you can live with illusions). Me>xkay npodum,
HaCUET MY>KeCTBa, KaK BIIOCIEICTBUY BBISICHUIIOCH, S CHJIBHO 3abiy>kaaics (By the way,
about his courage — as it became clear to me later, I had been seriously off the mark). This
might be because someone led you down the path of delusion: KTo-To BBEN Tebs1 B
3a0/ysKIeHre cCo3HaTeNbHO (Someone intentionally misled you).

OrHs 6e3 JbIMYy, YeJI0BeKa be3 ook He 6piBaeT (There no fire without smoke and no one
who doesn’t make mistakes).

You might also get muddled: nyTaTscsa /cnyTaThes (to get all tangled up, mixed up). This is
the verb you use when, say, you confuse your 15 cousins’ names, or forget what year you
graduated from college. Bce rojia, Bce JaThI CITyTaTUCh B cTapueckol namsaTu (All the years
and dates got muddled in his old-man’s memory).

A very specific form of this kind of mistake is expressed by the verb pair conBaThcs1/cONTHCS
(to lose your place, to stray). You know how this goes — you start counting something, your



Significant Other interrupts with a question about dinner, and then you can’t remember if you
were at 43 or 84. OH peluI TOCUMTATh [TaJIbMbI, HO couics moce corHu (He decided to
count the palm trees, but he lost track after a hundred). This is also the verb to use when you
make a mistake and take the wrong turn. Hemoiro mpoissi B TeMHOTe, $I ITOHSUT, YTO COMICS C
nyTu (After walking for a bit in the dark, I realized that I’d gone off the path).

You might miss the mark: npomaxuBaTbcsi/ipomaxHyThCs (to miscalculate, slip up). You
know this kind of error — you are pulling together your going-on-an-interview suit and put
on the wrong shoes. C oge>kj01i-T0 Bbl IPOMaXHY/INCh, B IPYT COUYBCTBEHHO I'OBOPUIT
(“You got your outfit wrong,” his friend said sympathetically).

You can also say laTb IpoMax: B pa3roBope OH IIOYYBCTBOBAJI, UTO Aai IIpoMax. (As they
were talking, he realized that he’d put his foot in it).

He 6oricst mepBort orinOKH, H306erat BTopod (Don'’t fear your first mistake, but avoid a
second).

And finally, there are mistakes that are very big and very bad indeed. In describing one, you
might use the verb mpoBuHUTHCS (to be guilty, to commit an offense). Sometimes you don’t
even know what you did but the reaction of people around you lets you know how bad it was,
whatever it was. —4T0-T0 cIy4mIoch? I B 4éM-TO IMPOBUHMIICS? YKeHa [IBUTajIach I10
KBapTHpe MOJTYa, jayKe B Y3KOM KOPUZOpe YMYAPSSCh 06XonuTh My>Ka (“Did something
happen? What did I do wrong?” His wife moved around the apartment silently and even
managed to walk around him in the narrow hallway).

Otpurnarue oInOKY — JBOMHasA onrnOKa (Refusing to admit a mistake is a double mistake).

The worst kind of error is a sin. With verbs like the pair rpemuTs/corpemuTs you have to pay
attention to context. Sometimes it means a particular activity, and sometimes folks are flip
about it: A uT0 ecu €€ My>K I'pelInyI C MOJIO/I0¥ BOpOHMHOM, BOCII0/Ib30BaBIINCh
obenenHbIM repepbiBoM? (So what if her husband committed a sin with that young Voronina,
making good use of their lunch break?) But sometimes it is much more serious: MoskeT u
yeJT0BeK COrpeluTh pafy qoopa? (Can a person commit a sin for the greater good?)

I don’t know the answer to that, but I do love folk wisdom about erring.
BcssikoMy yesroBeKy cBoHcTBeHHO omrnbarscs (To err is human).

Now ain’t that the truth?
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