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In the old days, before the linguistic Powers That Be deemed rode (coffee) a noun that could
be either masculine or neuter, kode was solely masculine and a kind of litmus test of Russian
language mastery. There was, of course, an old joke about it. A fussy professor sits in the
university café and sputters in annoyance every time a student asks for Omro kode (using the
neuter form of the cardinal numeral). Finally, a young foreign exchange student comes up and
asks for OguH Kode (using the masculine form of the cardinal numeral). The professor beams
at him. And then the foreigner adds, “Y oguH 6ynouka, mo>kanyiicta.” (And one roll, using
the masculine form of the cardinal numeral with a feminine noun.)
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That’s the way I am with time expressions. I cheerfully announce: fI 3aemy Ha 3ToM Hefere!
(I’ll drop in this week!), which is perfectly correct. And then I generalize the rule and
cheerfully add: MsI o6s13aTenbHO yBUnHMcs: Ha 3Tom Mecsiite (We’ll definitely see each other
this month), which is perfectly wrong.

JlaiiTe omuH IpaBUIO, o>KanykicTa! (Give me one rule, please! — with masculine cardinal
numeral and neuter noun). Do not say this with your Russian friends!

Russian time expressions are very fussy. There isn’t one rule and a couple of minor
exceptions; there are seven different rules. I don’t know how to master them without simply
memorizing one correct version of each paradigm — post-its on the bathroom mirror might
work — and hoping that when the time comes to note how long you were in the library last
night or for how many days you plan to be in Portugal you’ll say the right thing.

After poking around, I found a pretty good way to codify it. Here goes:

The first kind of time expression deals with duration and answers the question: How long?
Blessedly, all time expressions of this sort use the accusative case.

How long did it take you to drive to the dacha? MsI exanu Tpu yaca. (We drove for three
hours). Me1 Bech Beuep exanu. (We drove all evening). Ormy1rieHrie, 4YTO Mbl €Xallu LIeNYI0
Hegemro! (It felt like we drove a whole week!)

The second kind of duration is of an action that is completed and answers the question: How
long did you go for? Here the time period is expressed with Ha and the accusative case.

How long were you at the dacha? MbI moexanu Ha [jauy Ha 1ieJbiii Mecsitl, (We went to the
dacha for an entire month). V Hac 6610 Majio BpeMeHU, TaK UTO MBI [TOIIUTHA B My3€el Ha ITapy
yacoB (We didn’t have much time, so we went to the museum for just a couple of hours.)

The third kind of duration is an action in the future and answers the question: In how long will
you do something? It uses uepe3 and the accusative case. I mo3BoHIo yepe3s vac. (I’ll call back
in an hour.) On npunnéT nepesof uepe3 Hepento. (He’ll send the translation in a week.)

The next type of time expression deals with frequency or repetition and answers the question:
How often? There are two ways of talking about this. The first uses ka>kmbiii (every) and our
friend the accusative case.

How often do you see your parents? §I 3ae3>Kar0 K pOIUTeIIM KaKayio Hepento. (I go to see
my parents every week.) fI 6erato Kaskzoe yTpo. (I jog every morning.) OH Ka>KIbIl J[eHb
nuiieT Tpu daca (He writes for three hours every day). Notice the double time expression in
that last sentence. All accusative case.

The second kind of frequency answers the question How many times per week/month/day
etc.? For this you use pa3 (time) plus B and the accusative case. {I x05ky B puTHec-K1y6 pas B
Hepento. (I go to the gym once a week.) MbI BcTpeuaeMcsi C OJHOKIaCCHUKAaMM TPU pa3a B
rog (My classmates and I get together three times a year.) Mou ipy3bs1 00BIUHO ITPHUE3FKAOT
IIBa WX TpU pa3a B mecs1l (My friends usually stop in two or three times a month.)

And then there is a way to describe doing something repeatedly that uses o and the dative



case. ITo cy66oTaM MbI Beerjja xogum B KuHO. (We always go to the movies on Saturdays.) I1o
Beuepam 1 ynTalo (I read in the evening). ITo yTpaM 1 3aHuMaroch MeguTanuel (I meditate
every morning.)

Moving right along to exact time, which answers the question: When did/does/will something
happen? This is where I get a headache or get it wrong or both. The problem is that there is
one rule for something that happens in less than a week, another rule for a week, and a third
rule for more than a week. Nasty.

If something is happening in less than a week, use B and the accusative case. O npugaét B
cy66oTy. (He’s coming on Saturday.) Harir Xop BBICTYIIaeT B MSITh YacoB cerofHs (Our choir is
performing at 5 p.m. today.)

If something is happening this week, last week or next week, use Ha and the prepositional
case. COBETHUK Ipe3uieHTa IJIaHUPOBaJ IOCETUTH Beylopyccuio Ha rpoliou Hepene. (The
advisor to the president planned to visit Belarus last week.) MbI BcTpedaeMmcsl Ha 3TOH
Hepmene. (We’re meeting this week.) Ha ciepyroiieit Hepierne oberaroT rmoxosnogauue. (They
say it will get cold next week.)

If something happened, is happening or will happen in a time period longer than a week, use B
and the prepositional case. This is the rock upon which the little ship of my Russian crashes. B
3TOM Mecsille Mbl 00513aTebHO mofaeraeM peMoHT. (We’ll definitely finish our repairs this
month). OHM cobMparoTCs KYITUTH HOBYIO MAIIMHY B ciiefyiomiem rogy (They plan to buy a
new car next year.)

And, if you can believe it, there is also an exception to the exception, although it’s probably
familiar to you: to express an event occurring in a season or time of day, use the instrumental
case. Ml repee3skaem oceHbio (We’re moving this fall.) Ms1 6y1emM OTABIXaTh LI€JTBIM MeCSII]
cnenyromum teTom. (Next summer we’re going to take a month’s vacation.) fI 3anay 3aBTpa
yTpom (I'll stop in tomorrow morning.)

Next up: one point in time in the past. This answers the question: When exactly did something
occur? If it’s a date, use the genitive case. Why? No idea. Probably because we’ve used every
other case and it’s time for this one, too. OH yI11€7T B 0TCTaBKY 4-T0 MapTa 1895-r0 roza. (He
resigned on March 4, 1895.)

But if that one moment is a time or day, use B and accusative case. OH npuexai B cy66oTy. (He
came on Saturday.)

Finally, there is approximate time. There are two ways to express this. The first is with okomno
and the genitive case. O6bIYHO YPOK KOHYAETCs1 0K0JI0 rsiTU Beuepa (The lesson usually ends
about five p.m.). The second way is my personal favorite: you switch around the word order. B
s1Th YacoB is “at five o’clock.” YacoB B nsiTh is “about five o’clock.”

And that’s it. The most boring column I’ve ever written. B naTbh 4acoB oWy BBIUTb. (At five
o’clock I’'m going to go for a drink.)
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