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H3mena: replacement (sometimes); betrayal (sometimes)

If there is one bit of Russian that continues to confuse me, it’s prefixed verbs. You know —
when you take a basic verb and then add npu-, oT-, us-, nepe-, 06-, 3a-, or 1o-, at the
beginning of the verb to get seven new verbs with 27 meanings, except that almost all of the
meanings can be translated with one verb in English and half of them seem like synonyms
until you use one in the place of another and everyone snorts with laughter.

Good times.

The only slight consolation is that native Russian speakers sometimes have trouble with
them, too, especially with usage.

Take, for example, the mensiTs family of prefixed verbs: cmeHsITh, TOMeHSATh, 3aMeHSITb,
060MeHsTh, and pa3MeHSITb.
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The only way I’ve gotten better in dealing with them is by bashing into my head certain
common phrases until there is a nice, wide, unbreakable path in my brain between say,
pa3meHsTh (to change) and naTuTsicsTuHast 6aHKHOTA (a 5,000-ruble banknote) and I will
always remember that pazamensaTs is the prefixed mensiTe verb I need to use when I want to
break a big bill.

So here we go with a maddening slew of near-synonyms and a few tricks to remember which
is which.

One of my tricks is to take a look at the noun or adjective derived from the verb. For example,
once upon a time you saw thousands of stands in Russia with signs reading O6meHHBIV THYT
(currency exchange office) or o6men BamtoTs! (hard currency exchange). So 06meHSITH is to do
an even exchange. However, note that “even exchange” can be understood differently by
different people — and countries: BurTopa ByTa 00MeHs1/TM Ha aMepUKAHCKYIO
6ackeT6omucTKy BputTHU I'paiiHep (Viktor Bout was exchanged for the American basketball
player Brittney Griner).

This verb can be used for other more or less even exchanges, like exchanging a gift you don’t
like for something you do like. But: HekoTopble TOBapbl HEBO3MOKHO BEpHYTh MU
06MeHATH (Some goods can't be returned or exchanged).

The good news about changing money — just as English speakers say exchange money and
change money, Russian speakers also say MmeHsITh and TOMeHSITH JJeHbI'H, SO you won’t be
wrong when you ask, I'fe TyT MO>KHO TOMeHSTh feHbru? (Where can you change money
around here?)

CmeHsATh and perfective cMmeHUTSH also have a helpful derivative noun, cmeHa, that makes it
easy to get a handle on usage. CmeHa ce30H0B (change of seasons), cMeHa 06CTOSITeTLCTBA
(change of circumstances or scenery), cmeHa npodeccuu (change of profession), even cmeHa
mocTenbHOro 6etbs (a change of bed sheets). This is not the kind of exchange of two things of
equal value like with changing currency. It’s a change, natural or otherwise, from one state to
another. OHU 6BUTM BBIHYKIIEHBI CMEHSITh MECTO JKUTEeIbCTBA U padoty (They had to change
their place of residence and work).

When there is a change of season, job or apartment, one thing replaces another. That’s also
CMeHSITh/CMeHUTB, but pay attention to what replaces what since the word order is often the
opposite of English: Bpemsi oT BpeMeHU TaHIIbI cMeHsiI BoKal (From time to time singing
would take over from the dancing). You can remember it this way: BecHa cMeHs/1a 3UMy, JIeTO
BecHY (Spring followed winter, summer followed spring).

V3ameHATH/U3MeHUTS is a change of a different sort — it means to alter, to make something
different. No trade or exchange. It is not always easy: Becriosie3HO IbITaThCSI U3MEHUTD
Ipyroro uenoBeKa (It’s useless to try and change someone). On the other hand, you can
change yourself, intentionally or not: ITocjie Bcex ero BbICKa3bIBAaHUM s U3MEHMIA K HEMY
oTHomeHue (After all he said, I changed my attitude toward him).

There is another meaning to this verb pair connected with betrayal. Note that you know
betrayal is meant because the thing/person betrayed is in the dative case. The betrayal might
be of yourself: Ha aTom 1yTu 1 HU pa3y He U3MeHWI CBOUM IpuHIKIIaM (On the way I never



once betrayed my principles). Or it might be your marital vows you are betraying: Kak
M3MEHUTD sKeHe, UT00bI OHa HU 0 ueM He y3Hana? (How can I cheat on my wife so that she
doesn’t find out?)

3aMeHSITh/3aMeHUTb is the verb pair of replacement, the out-with-the-old-in-with-the-
new verb. Here the helpful noun is 3amena (replacement), which you see on signs and in
advertisements for all kinds of goods and services. Just start to type the word in your search
engine and it will immediately offer 3amena xpycTanuka (cataract surgery, literally
replacement of lens). 3ameHwn 3aMoK BoguTebcKou nBepu (I replaced the lock on the
driver’s door). /11 MeHsI HeOOBIUHO 3aMeHATH MeBuUIy (For me it’s unusual to replace a
singer).

Now for some tricky bits. It’s great when you can describe a process several ways with one
verb. It’s not so great to remember how to do that, which means remembering which cases
are used.

3aMeHSITh/3aMEHUTS iS a case in point. It’s easy, as you see above or just heard, to describe
replacing something or someone. But pay attention to how you replace one thing or person
with another. You can exchange/replace a person or thing (accusative case, that is, koro/uTo)
for someone or something in the instrumental case (kem/4em). This is easy to remember if
you translate the verb as “replace”: Takoro TaJaHTINBOr0 UTPOKa 3aMEHUTb HUKEM JPYTUM
(You can’t replace such a talented player WITH just anyone).

Or you can replace something (accusative, uto) for (HA) something (accusative, uTo). Jlyure
peryJyisipHO 3aMeHSITh CTapyio 3yOHYIO IeTKy Ha HOBYIO (It’s better to regularly change out
your old toothbrush for a new one).

Weird thing: The second usage is only for objects. But actually, now that I think about it, this
makes good — and polite — sense: Henb3s1 CKa3aTh 3aMeHUTD CTAPYIO IIeBUIY Ha HOBYIO.
(You can’t say “change out an old singer for a new one”).

Well, someone might say that, but it would just be wrong.
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