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Mark My Words: How to Remember and
Forget

The human memory is a strange repository of fact and fiction.

Michele A. Berdy's The Word's Worth
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Bich Tran / pexels

be3 namsaru: madly

Memory is a funny thing. What gets lodged in there forever and what gets ejected — or
distorted — seems largely outside the control of the owner of the memory. And then what has
been forgotten can sometimes reappear instantly and in full when you hear a sound or catch a
scent on clothing or on a breeze.

[TamsaTh (memory) is also a curious word. It is, on the one hand, the individual repository of
lived and perceived experience. It can be specialized — you can have, for example, ocTpas
3puTenbHas namaTh (very sharp visual memory), or you might be lucky enough to have
npodeccroHanbHasA NaMsATh UCTOPUKa (the professional memory of a historian) or mamsaTs K
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s13bIKaM (a memory for languages). You might be unlucky to have geipsiBas namaTs (a
memory like a sieve, literally “filled with holes”). In schools they work on pa3zBuTue
CJIyXO0BOM U 3puTenbHOU namsaTH (the development of auditory and visual memory).

If you’ve got a good memory in general, you can call it ocTpas (sharp) or sicHas (clear); if it’s
bad, you can call it Tynas (dull) or cmyTHas (fuzzy).

There are lots of ways in Russian to describe how an experience gets lodged in or dislodged
from your memory. You can use the same words you’d use to describe writing or erasing a text
in abook or on a device. [Togpo6HOCTY AUCKYCCUU JABHO Y’Ke CTEPINCH U3 MOEM ITaMSITH, HO
OJIVH 13 BOIIPOCOB 51 3artoMHUJI HaBceraa (The details of the discussion were erased from my
memory a long time ago, but I’ll remember one of the questions forever). [To3T nouemy-To
3arneyvatriesicsi B moed maMsaTu (For some reason the poet stuck in my memory). Ero rosmoc
Bpe3asics B TaMATh (His voice was etched in my memory). BeluepKHYTb ero Ms U3 IaMsITU
He ymaétcs (I can’t erase his name from my memory).

Or you can simply lose your memory: OH rmoTepsii mamsaTh (He lost his memory). ToBopuTs 0
MpoBasie B mamsTH He 3axoTena. (I didn’t want to speak of blank spots in his memory).

When you completely forget something, you say it got broken off: ¥ meHst namsiTh oTIIIm6;10!
(Idon’t remember a thing!)

On the other hand, namsaTs is also a kind of free-floating, general repository of ocTaTku
rpornoro (bits of the past) — a record of the past. ['ocygapcTBO IOIKHO CII0COOCTBOBATH
COXPAaHEHMIO UCTOPUYeCKOM MmamsiTu Hapojia (The state must facilitate the preservation of
the nation’s historical memory). You might want to honor the world’s memory of a person or
event: MHOTHe JTIOU IPHUe33KaloT B Texac, YToObI MOUTUTD NamMmaTh KenHenu (Many people
go to Texas to pay their respects to the memory of Kennedy).

Afterwards you might want to buy something Ha mamsaTs noe3gku (to remember the trip by).

Having a good memory — or at least some kind of functioning memory — is a sign of sanity
and competence. So if you are writing a will in Russian, you will probably begin it: Haxopsice B
3paBOM yMme U TBEpAoH maMsTH... (Of sound mind and memory)... If you are madly in love
with someone, you lose your memory along with your mind: JKeH1uHbI 11069T ero 6e3
namsaTu (Women are crazy about him).

If you have memorized music, lyrics, poems, or other works of literature, you produce them
“by memory.” Bacunuii I'poccMaH 1o naMsITH 3amnucai becemy ¢ Muxanaom CyCI0BbIM
(Vasily Grossman wrote down from memory his conversation with Mikhail Suslov).
Sometimes in English another part of the body does the work of memorization: JTugusa
KopHeeBHa T100MIa UM TaTh 110 maMmaTu ctuxu (Lidia Korneyevna loved to recite poetry by
heart). And if you get lost in the woods, you might pazBoguTh KOCTEp 110 CTapo¥ MamMsTU
(still remember how to make a fire, literally “to make a fire by memory”).

When you are speaking about remembering something, there are three main verbs you can
use in Russian. [TomHUTS is the simple act of remembering, or rather not forgetting
something. [ToMHUIIIb, YTO CETOHSA BeuepoM s paboTaro? (Do you remember that I work
tonight?) A Haj[0 TOMHUTB, UTO 060U Hapo BeuK (You shouldn’t forget that every nation



is great in its own way).

BcriomuHaTh/BCIOMHUTS is the verb pair of recollecting, mentally going back into the past,
reminiscing. This is not for simply remembering a password or not forgetting to pick up the
dry cleaning. This is when you direct your inner gaze into the past. 9To npukItoueHue Bbl
OymeTe BcmtoMUHaTh BClo Ku3Hb (This is an adventure you will remember for the rest of your
life). HeT Hy>Kmbl BcrmoMuHAaTh Ipotuioe (There is no need to reminisce about the past).
BcriomHwMTE Bary repByio 1106086 (Think back on your first love). I MmyunTenbHO cTapascs
BCIIOMHUTH OTKy/Ia 51 ero 3Hato (I racked my brain to remember where I knew him from). A
TYT s1 BCIOMHWII, Te Bufen ero pasbiie (It suddenly hit me where I saw him before).

Another verb pair, moMmuHaTh/TIOMAHY TS, is commonly used to describe any commemoration
of the deceased, from raising a glass to drink to their memory to holding a memorial service,
secular or religious. Hajjo momsHyTh Ioko¥HMKa (We must commemorate the deceased).
T'ocriofa, MOsKeT, apHs MoMsaHeM MUHyToM monmdadus? (Friends, how about we have a
minute of silence for the young man). lumMa cka3as, UTo0, 10>KayH, BBIIIbET KOHbSIKA,
nomsiHeT Anémry (Dima said he’d drink some cognac to Alyosha’s memory). Note that in
Russia 3a yconmunx BeINIMBAIOT He YoKasach (you drink to the deceased without clinking
glasses).

In colloquial usage the command ITomsiHM MOE ciToBO means “Mark my words!” — that is,
“Remember I said this because what I’'m saying will come true.”

Perhaps most importantly — especially in this year — it’s a good idea to think about how we
wish to be remembered. I xouy ocTaBUTH 0 cebe mobpyro maMmaTh (I want people to remember
me kindly, literally “I want to leave a good memory of myself”).

And that’s it for this week and this year. Jlo BcTpeuu B 6yayiiem rogy!
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