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He3zaueMm: there’s no need

Hello there, language lovers! Today we’re starting with a reader survey. What do you hate to
do most of all? a) clean out the cat litter box; b) have a tooth pulled without anesthetic; )
spend a day at the car registration office; d) study Russian grammar

If you answered a) through c) — you’re in luck! We’re going to look at Russian grammar —
the fun option.

Yeah, yeah, I know. But every once in a while it’s good to get some grammatical clarification
so that you don’t sound like an idiot when you are trying to make a good impression.

There is one grammatical situation that continues to flummox me. I almost always sound like
an idiot when I have to use an infinitive verb, i.e., the “to” form, like mucaTp or HamucaTs (to
write, imperfective and perfective). The bit I get wrong is figuring out if it should be nucaTs
(imperfective) or HanncaTh (perfective) after another verb.

For example, I want to describe what happened at an event, when someone from the audience
stood up and began to recite poetry. Oa BcTan 1 Hadan (He stood up and began)....long pause
as I run through options in my head...unTaTs cTuxu (to recite poetry —
imperfective)....npouyecThb cTuxu (to recite poetry, perfective)...mutter mutter hope no one
notices that I’ve blended both forms and tried to hide it with a loud cough.

The muttering and coughing were getting embarrassing. So I had the brilliant idea of looking
it up. Reference books — what a clever idea. Who thought them up?

I discovered some rules that make this easier.

First up, always use the imperfective infinitive — like mucaTs (to write); roBopuTh (to speak);
xouTh (to go) — with verbs that indicate changing a state or condition, like beginning and
ending, getting into or out of a habit, getting tired of or sick of something, avoiding, and
falling in and out of love.

That means my first guess was right: O BcTan u Hagyan unTaTh cTuxu (He stood up and
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began to recite —imperfective — poetry.)

Here are some examples of getting used to something: §I cTana 3aHUMaThCS B pUTHEC KITyOe
Kaskpoe yTpo. (I’'ve begun to work out in the gym every morning.) {I nocTeneHHO IpyUBbIKaia
BCTABaTh PAaHO YTPOM U XoAUTh B puTHec Kiy6. (I gradually got used to getting up early in
the morning and going to the gym.) Kak HY cTpaHHO, 51 TOMI00MIa 3aHUMATECSI CIOPTOM I10
yTpam. (This is weird, but I began to love working out in the morning.) Emy Hagoeno
BCTaBaTh paHO, a MHe — HeT (He got sick of getting up early, but I haven’t.)

In addition to those verbs, these verbs always take the imperfective infinitive, too:
KOHYaTh/KOHUUTH (to end); mpeKRpalllaTh/IIpeKPaTUTh (to cease); mepecTaBaTh/lepecTaThb
(to stop); mpomoiKaTh (to continue); OTBBIKATh/OTBBIKHYTH (to get out of the habit);
pasmobuTs (to fall out of love); HayunThcst and pa3yunThes (to learn and unlearn /forget
how; ycTaBaTh/ycTaTh (to get tired of something); uzberars (to avoid).

There’s another hard and fast rule about always and only using the imperfective form of the
infinitive verb. Unfortunately it has a rather opaque name that might not be comprehensible if
you don’t spend your free time reading grammar books: statements of inexpediency.

That means, in layman’s terms, general statements about something not being a great idea.
We’ll call them Nice No statements.

These are phrases like He Hazio (you shouldn’t): He Ha/io MHe pacCKa3bIBaTh PO YCTAIOCTh!
(Don’t tell me about how tired you are!) Or e cTtéuT (not worth it): He cTOMT 3kamoBaThCs —
BC€ paBHO MbI Uiém B puTHecC Ki1y6 (There’s no point complaining — we’re going to the gym
anyway.) He K uemy cioputh co mHo! (There’s no use arguing with me.) Heuero mens
yroBapuBaTh — uném u Bcé (It’s no use to try to persuade me — we’re going and that’s that.)
And after a great work out: Hezauem meHs1 6iarogapuTh (There’s nothing to thank me for.)

The Nice No phrases include notions of harm and futility: Bpegto kyputs! (Smoking is bad
for you, literally “it’s harmful to smoke.”) Becrose3H0 ¢ HUM 00CY;KAaTh 3TOT BOIIPOC — OH
ynépTaiii (It’s useless to discuss that issue with him — he’s stubborn.)

He Ha/10€710 3aHMMAThCSI PYCCKOM rpaMmmaTuKoi? (Are you sick of studying Russian
grammar?)

Okay, okay — xBatuT (that’s enough). But there will be a pop quiz at the end of the summer.

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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