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Jep>ruTech 1eBok cTopoHbI (Keep to the left)

Moscow metro, late in the evening. The cars are blessedly half-empty, allowing a tired expat
to plop down on a seat and slip into that comfortable half-stupor facilitated by fatigue, a good
meal, a bit too much wine and the gentle rocking of the cars. As the doors are about to close,
we are exhorted to be polite to our fellow travelers, stand away from the doors and hold on to
handrails: gep>kuTech 3a mopyunu. After a few stops I get out to switch lines. Plodding along
I suddenly notice the sign above the stairs: Jlep>kuTech neBot cTropoHsI (Keep to the left).

Bari! (Wham!) My pleasant stupor is abruptly disrupted. What’s with all these prepositions
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and cases with the verb gepskaTbcs?

I hadn’t thought about this before, and after some research I came to the conclusion that I
have been probably making a dozen mistakes a day with this very versatile verb.

Hep>kaTh is to hold something and therefore gep>kaTbcs is the reflexive form, which means
that for the most part it has to do with how you hold yourself. Unadorned, it describes how
you behave or your manner. OH Jiep>Kajcsi O4eHb CKPOMHO, He >Ka/JI0BaJICsl, HUUero He
nipocut (He was very modest, didn’t complain or ask for anything.) You hear this word a lot in
discussions of the military: Hau conpaThl fepskanuch My>kecTBeHHO (Our soldiers were
brave.) Or anyone in a difficult situation: Kak oHa fepskuTcs mocjie cmepTy myska? (How is
she holding up after her husband died?)

You are likely to hear the imperative a lot, and unfortunately it is usually used when things are
bad. Jlepskucs! (Hang in there!) JlepskuTech! PeMOHT BOT-BOT 1 3akoHumMTCst! (Hang in there.
The repairs are just about done.) Ts>rénast cuTyaius y Tebe Ha paboTe. Jlepskuch! (Your work
situation is awful. Hang tight!)

You might also hear it in a negative sense: fiep>kaThCs1 ITOfIAJIBIIIE OT YeJI0BEKa means to keep
away from someone. {I He 3Hal0, YeM OH 3aHUMAETCsI, HO JIYUIIIe IEP>KAThCS OT HETO
noganbiie (I don’t know what he’s up to, but it’s better to keep your distance from him.)

Jep>kaTbcs can also just mean to hold or keep something in general: Buno gep>xuTcs B
CIieliaIbHOM XOJIOAWIbHYKE, TJle BCcerga olTuMalbHas TemiiepaTypa (The wine is kept in a
special refrigerator that maintains an optimal temperature.) Or it might refer to something
that is holding on, literally or figuratively: Jlom e1mié gep>RKuUTcsi HeCMOTPS Ha BeTep, OXKIb U
cHer (The house is still standing despite the wind, rain and snow.) CTapbie 06b14au eIé
Iepskatcs B aTo iepeBHe (Old traditions are still observed in this village.) 3amax oT Kpacku
poinro gep>kuTcs (Paint fumes stick around for a long time.)

Or it can even mean a pet or animal being held and raised. You can say: Mo 151151 Iep>KUT
nonyraes (My uncle raises parrots) or use the slightly dated phrase B 300mapke fjep>kaTcs
IenbdUHBI, cJIOHBI U TTonyrau (Dolphins, elephants and parrots are kept in the zoo.)

And then we start adding prepositions. Ha (on) with gep>kaTscs is logical and easy. It is used
with the prepositional case to describe how something is standing, held up or onto something.
Classically, you might use it to describe a drunk person: OH ene gep>kuTcs Ha Horax (He can
barely stay on his feet.) Or how a painting is hanging: KapTuHa — oueHb Tsi>kénas. OHa
Iep>KuTcs Ha 6ombiom reo3fe (The painting is really heavy. It’s hanging on a big nail.)

When you want to hold onto to someone or something, you use 3a and the accusative case
(roro/uTo). This is what you hear in the cheery metro announcement: [Jep>kuTech 3a
mopyunu (Hold on to the handrails!) 3mech ckonb3ko! [JepsRuUTeCh 3a MeHs, YTOOBI BBI He
ynanu. (It’s slippery here! Hold onto to me so you don’t fall.) You can also use this
figuratively: Hajjo MHe feps>KaThcsl 32 paboTy, 1oKa cbiH yuuTcs (I’ve got to hold on to my job
while my son is still in school.)

If you want to follow someone or something — “hold a course following
something/someone” — then you use 3a with the instrumental case (kem/uyem). MbI He



3HaJIM JIOPOTY, TaK UTO MBI JIep>KaJTUCh 3a MalIMHOM Moux poauTesnert (We didn’t know the
way so we followed my parents in their car.)

Finally, there is gep>kaTbcs and the genitive case, which is used only with things (uero). This
is the one that doesn’t fit into my logical framework. It is used to express keeping to a
particular direction— what you see in metro corridors. [lep>kuTech ieBo¥ cTOpoHEI (Keep to
the left!) Sometimes I think this particular command is optional, since half of Moscow’s
metro riders ignore it. But if you were in a boat, say, and someone said [lep>kuTecs 1€BOro
6epera (Keep to the left bank), you ought to obey, since the right bank might be rocky or
mined or filled with pirates. You just never know.

This construction can also be used more figuratively to mean having a particular opinion,
point of view, or sticking to a set of laws or rules. Bce Moy poICTBEeHHUKU JIep>KaTCs
nubepanbHbIX B3TIAA0B (All my relatives have liberal views.) {I rbITasach ero yroBOpUTh, HO
OH fep>kuTcs npe>kHero mHeHus (I tried to convince him, but he is sticking to his previous
opinion.) ABTOp fiep>RUTCSt UcTopuuecKou nmpasbl (The author doesn’t stray from historical
truth.)

If you get all of this right, someone might use another related expression. This is what you say
when someone has done a good job: Tak mep>kats! (Keep up the good work!)
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