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Y Hac: at our house, in our practice, in our country

One of the nerdy things I like to do is read scholarly papers on Russian grammar. Hey —
whatever floats your boat, right? Recently I plowed through 35 pages on the preposition “y,”
which you probably know best as the preposition of possession — used with the genitive case,
for all you fellow grammar geeks: V mens Tpu komiku (I have three cats.) But there is so much
more to this trippy little preposition.

First of all, “y” indicates proximity to something, which might be expressed English with the
prepositions at, by, nearby, or near. OHa cujiena y okHa u unTana KHUry (She sat by the
window and read a book.) MbI JOTOBOPUIIUCEH BCTPETUTHCS Y O0JIBIIION [IEPKBU B IIEHTPE
ropopa (We agreed to meet at the big church in the center of town.)

When proximity is so close it’s in your hand, as it were, then “y” means possession: V meHsi
HoBoe ITaThe (I have a new dress.) But in addition to having cats or houses or four ex-
husbands, you can have ailments and pains. This is very important to learn — it keeps you
from sounding like a just-off-the-boat first-year Russian student. You never, ever say Mou
3y6 6ouT (my tooth hurts). You say: V menst 3y6 6onur (literally something like “I have

a tooth that hurts.” Y mens >xkuBoT 6omuT (My stomach hurts.) V Hero anmnesguiut (He has
appendicitis.) Got it? Go forth and ail grammatically.

You use this construction in other ways that imply possession, that is, in cases when you
might use the verb “have” in English. Does your new main squeeze have a nice feature? You
bet: Y Hero Takue KpacuBbie r1a3a! (He’s got such beautiful eyes!) Does your buddy have

a handle on things? V iBana Bcé nop KouTposeM. (Ivan has everything under control.) Was
he amazed? Yup, although in Russian he sounds more like a contortionist than someone

in shock: V Anekces r1a3a MeyieHHO 1o1e31u Ha 106 (Alexei’s eyebrows slowly went up,
literally, “Alexei had eyes that slowly climbed up his forehead.”) Yowza.

“y” with the genitive case is also used to mean “at someone’s house.” Beuepom 1x MO>KHO
HauTHu y cebs (In the evenings you can find them at home.) TonbK0 13% BBITYCKHUKOB
cobuparoTcsi JKUTh Y poacTBeHHUKOB (Only 13 percent of graduates plan to live with their
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relatives.) Russian likes a bit of redundancy here — y ce6st moma (at home at my place). For
example, the kids polled talked about working at home: Hanuuue y cebst Joma paboTsl
MMEHHO I10 CIIeIIMaJIbHOCTU OTMEeTHIIM TUIIb 4% (Only 4 percent noted that the work they
did at home was in their specialty.) Or this common phrase:  6b171a y ce6s1 foMa Bech JIeHb
(I was at home all day, literally “I was at home at my place all day.”)

The preposition “y” and pronoun in the genitive case can also mean “at home” in the big-
picture sense — in a country. Kak y Bac mpoBozsaT Bbioopsi? (How are elections conducted
in your country?) VY Hac B Poccuu (Here in Russia) is kind of a set phrase: YV Hac B Poccuu
HU3KWU ypoBeHb >Ku3HM (In Russia we have low living standards.) Y Hac B Poccuu Beceio!
(It’s fun here in Russia!)

Or “y” plus pronoun in the genitive can mean “in our set” or “with us”: VY Hac oueHb
TalaHTIUBbIe pebsiTa (We've got some very talented kids.) This could mean in our group,

in our house, in our neighborhood, school or country. Perhaps I’m imagining this, but that
‘“y Hac” has a nice homey feel to it, like you’re talking about one big family even when you’re
referring to a school of five thousand or a nation of 140 million.

Finally, you use “y” with three categories of verbs: requesting, taking or buying, and stealing.
This is conceptually rather cool — it’s as if the language stresses that something belonged
to someone else before you asked for it, grabbed it, bought it or stole it.

So, for example: EMy He Hajio OyAeT IpoCcUTh Y MeHs mpoIreHus rmoroM (He won’t have

to ask for my forgiveness later.) Or: fI He BHje/n Yesl0BeKa, y KOTOPOro Hazo ObLIO B3SITh
mokyMeHTHI (I didn’t see the person I was supposed to get the documents from.) Ha ppiHKe
MBI BCerjia IOKyIlaeM OBOIIM Y TPeThero IpojaBiia ciaeBa (At the market we always buy
vegetables from the third vendor on the left.) YTo 6yzmeT menaTs Bop, KOrjia OH YKPaZET BCé
y Bcex? (What is the thief going to do when he has stolen everything from everyone?) Y meus
yRpanu cyMKy! (Someone stole my purse!)

The next time someone asks you Kak gena? (How are you?), think about the ubiquitous “y”
and say: Huuero! Ay Bac kak? (Not bad? How’s about with you?)

Michele A. Berdy is a Moscow-based translator and interpreter, author of “The Russian
Word’s Worth,” a collection of her columns. Follow her on Twitter @MicheleBerdy.
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