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Russian stance verbs — crosaTs (to stand), neskaTs (to lie), cugeTs (to sit) and BuceTs (to
hang) — are particularly problematic for English speakers.

At first glance, they don’t seem much different than their English equivalents. CToaTs
describes a vertical position, ne>kaTh — a horizontal position, and cumeTs is a kind of in-
between position. Some things stand and lie just like their English counterparts. If you lean a
painting against a wall, you could say in Russian: KapTuHa cTouT y cTeHsl (the painting is
standing up against the wall). But if you lay the painting down on a table, you could say:
KapTuHa ne>kuT Ha cToje (the painting is lying on the table). Books placed flat on a desk
neskat (lie), while books placed upright on a shelf cTosT (stand). Simple, right?

So what’s the problem?
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The problem is when you are talking in Russian about inanimate objects or creatures other
than humans and pets. In everyday English, we generally just use a form of “to be” to describe
location and position: The plate is on the table. The boots were in the hall.

Once when I was getting ready for a party, my friend asked where the plates were. Since plates
are flat, I answered: —Tapenku yske nie>kaT Ha cTose (The plates are already on the table). She
made a rude noise. I asked what was so funny, and she explained, as if to a child, that in
Russian, Tapenku ctoaT (plates stand). It got worse. If little mice were standing on the table,
I'd say: Meimiku ctosT (The mice are standing). More laughter. Meimku cugaT (mice sit)
even if they are standing. This sounds “logical” to Russian-speakers and totally “illogical” to
non-native speakers of Russian.

When I began to look for rules to guide me, I discovered that grammar and textbooks were
little help. Native speakers usually all agreed on what verb must be used, but they often
couldn’t explain why. Linguists have only recently begun to plumb the mystery. While Russian
language specialists more or less agree that there are some conceptual or perceptual
underpinnings to the use of Russian stance verbs, they disagree on what they might be. And
they admit that so far they haven’t been able to formulate rules to explain all of the usage.

To get a handle on this, I interviewed about twenty native Russian speakers in Moscow and
sent queries to a listserv for translators. My informants ranged in age from about 20 to 60,
were native to Moscow or other Russian cities, and represented a variety of educational and
social levels. I found almost complete unanimity of usage and some recurring explanations
for the logic underpinning the usage. Based on my informants’ comments and literature on
the subject, I developed some preliminary theories about the logic of stance verbs and rules to
help non-native speakers negotiate this difficult aspect of the Russian language.

What sits?

According to my informants, small scurrying creatures with legs that are barely visible are
always said to sit when they stop moving. For example, e;xku (hedgehogs), 6enku (squirrels),
and mbimKky (mice) cupsaT, even if they are just frozen mid-dash across the yard, tree branch,
or your picnic table. All insects and anything that flies — myxu (flies), 6abouku (butterflies)
and nnrunsl (birds) — also “sit.” I[Tayk cuguT Ha nogokoHHUKe. (The spider is on the
windowsill.) This is even true when the insect is splayed out horizontally: I'yceHuiia cugut Ha
nucte. (The caterpillar is on the leaf.)

My informants told me that the verb neskaTb can be used with any of these creatures, but it
conveys the notion of fatal immobility. Mbims eskana Ha cTone might be translated as “a
dead mouse was lying on the table.”

Other things that sit: roofs on houses, mushrooms on the ground, clothes on people, and pies
in the oven. Kpsiiiia cuguT KprBo Ha n3be (the roof on the house is crooked): rpu6 cuauT mop
6epésoii (there’s a mushroom under the birch); mnaTse xopoiio cuauT Ha Heli (the dress fits
her well); nupor cugut B nieuke (the pie is in the oven).

My informants noted that roofs “sit” on houses as an analogy for the way a hat sits on a
person’s head. However, no one could explain why apparel “sits” on a person, although one
thoughtful person suggested: Hy, ofie>kfia TOUHO He MO>KeT JIe>KaTh UIU CTOSTh Ha



yesioBeKe, TaK YTO ocTaeTcs TONbKOo — cugeTh (Well, clothes definitely can’t lie or stand on a
person, so the only that’s left for them is to sit.). Informants thought that a mushroom “sits”
because its stem (called Ho>kKa — leg) can’t be seen, the way a hedgehog’s legs are barely
visible. Other informants (under the age of 40) said they wouldn’t use cugeTs in relation to a
mushroom at all, but rather the verb pactu (to grow).

CupeTs also seems to be used for things and people that are stuck or immobilized in some
way, either against their will or due to circumstances beyond their control. For example,
mpobKa Kpernko cuauT B OyThuike (the cork is really stuck tight in the bottle). OH cuguT B
TiopbMe (he’s in prison); oH cugut qoma c ferbmu (he’s at home with the kids); s1 ci>ry B
rpobke (I'm stuck in traffic). I cusky Ha gueTte (I’m on a diet).

What stands?

At the top of the list of objects that stand (cTosiT) are containers — anything designed to hold
something. So Ba3a (a vase), Tapenka (plate), mkartysnka (box), mucka (bowl) and a3 (basin)
crosiT Ha ctosne (“stand” on the table). It doesn’t matter if the plate is flat or the jewelry box
is longer than it is high. If they are positioned to carry out their containing duties — cTosT
(they stand).

Perhaps because Tydnu (shoes), 6orunku (low boots), and cartoru (high boots) are
conceptually containers — they “hold” feet, after all — they also stand. I'te 60TuHKMU? OHU
crosaT B Kopumope. (Where are your boots? They’re in the hallway.)

CrosaTh can be thought of as the default verb for these objects. When they are ready for action
— standing upright, ready to hold something — ouu cTosT. But if they are not ready for action
— if they are lying on their side, upside down, broken, or piled up willy-nilly — onu ne>kar.
TapersnKa 1e>KUT Ha cTosie would mean that the plate is somehow oddly placed on the table.
When I asked my native speaker informants what “Tapenka ne>kxut” would mean, they
interpreted it to mean the plate was lying upside down, broken, or in a jumble of tableware
after a party. Canoru ne>kat Ha oy would mean: the boots are tipped over and lying on the
floor.

Objects on display usually stand. CTaTyaTKa MBIIIKY CTOUT Ha OydeTe (The mouse figurine is
on the sideboard.)

In the animal kingdom, large creatures with visible legs stand. Jlomags cTout B none. (A
horse is standing in the field.) Pagom cTout KopoBa. (A cow is standing next to it.)

When time, weather conditions or water stop moving, they “stand” in Russian. This is easy
for English speakers to remember, since when time isn’t running out, it’s standing still, and if
the water doesn’t run down your drain, you have a problem with standing water. B Mockse
CTOUT MOpo3Has noroga (Moscow is having a patch of very cold weather.) B nogBane
NOCTOSTHHO cToUuT Boja (There’s always standing water in my basement.) Crié3b1 cTosimu y
Hee B I'7Ta3ax (Tears were in her eyes.) KaskeTcs1, uTo Bpemsi cTouT Ha mecTe (It seems like
time is standing still.)

None of my informants could explain why cTosiTh was used in these cases. However, several
cited the paradigm “ugér-crout” (it goes-it stops). It’s possible that the usage of cTosaTs



with time, water and weather was once an expressive way of describing ocranaBnuBaTh(Cs1)
(to stop) that has now lost its original metaphorical sense.

What lies?

Hair lies on your head — that is, korga He cToaT ApiooM (when it’s not standing on end). Kak
3aCTaBUTh BOJIOCHI JIe3KaTh akkypaTHO? (How do you make your hair stay neatly in place?)

Money, when not changing hands or working for you, also lies. [Jenbru nmeskaT B 6aHKe, Ha
CuéTy, B KOIIIeJIKe, B AAUKe Ha KyxHe (The money is in the bank, in an account, in my wallet,
in a drawer in the kitchen.)

Most food not in packages lies. That is, you might say conbs cTrout Ha nonke (the salt is on the
shelf) because it’s in a package or salt cellar. Or: keTuyn cTouT okoso winTkl (the ketchup is
by the stove) because it’s in a container. But xy1e6, oBoIIy, ¥ PPYyKTHI JIesKaT Ha cTose (bread,
vegetables and fruit lie on the table).

It seems that the rule is: if something doesn’t have a base or an obvious top and bottom, it
lies. leTckue MsaumnKuU jeskatT B yriy. (The kids’ balls are in the corner.)

Therefore, shadows also lie, even if they are on the ceiling. Or perhaps like balls, they lie
because they are thrown (oT6porrersr)? In any case: B cafy 6610 THXO0, IPOXIAJHO, U
TEMHBIE TeHU JesKau Ha 3emute. (It was quiet and cool in the garden, and dark shadows lay
on the ground.)

People who are sick or injured lie in hospitals or at home, even if they are not bedridden. On
JIESKUT B O0JIBHUIIE CO CJIOMaHHOM pyKoH. (He’s in the hospital with a broken arm.) My>k
NpocTyauics, ne>kuT goMa. (My husband caught a cold and is taking a sick day at home.)
JleskaThk adds information (the person is ill) and distinguishes their situation from cugeTs
JIloMa ¢ meTbMU (to stay at home with the kids).

When viewed from above or afar, elements of a landscape — however massive — often lie.
ITepen Hamu nieskano mope (The sea lay below us.) Even some tall structures on a high hill
might lie in Russian, although in English they would stand: He6ombI11ast KpernocTs Jie>Kajia Ha
BBICOKOM U KpyToM Oepery peku. (A small fort stood — literally “lay” — on a high and steep
river bank.)

And if something isn’t being used, isn’t working, or is in storage — it lies. It doesn’t matter if
the thing is placed horizontally, vertically or any which way. JIe;kaT joMa KocMeTUUeCKHE
CIIOH>KWKM, HO II0JIb30BaThCsI MU MHe HeyoOHo. (I've got cosmetic sponges lying around
at home, but I find them hard to use.) 3umo¥ HaIIy BeJIOCUIIeIbI JIesKaT B capae (In the
winter we put away our bicycles in the shed.)

Boxes (Kopo6Ku) are tricky. Most of the time they seem to lie: KopobKa criuek Te;KUT Ha
crore. (The matchbox is on the table.) But when they are placed upright (on the short side) or
on top of one another, Russian speakers say that they stand. When I showed native Russian
speakers a photo of my apartment after the movers had come, they described the scene this
way: Kopobku cTosuiu mouTtu fo motonka (The boxes were piled up nearly to the ceiling.)

What hangs?



In Russian, lots of things hang or hang around. Anything suspended in the air is said to hang,
especially things that provide light: Jlamna BucuT Hag cTonom (A lamp hangs over the table).
Jlyna Bucena Hag cobopom (The moon hung above the cathedral.)

Things attached to walls also hang, no matter how big or how heavy: Emé YexoB nucan, uTo
€CJIU Ha CTeHe BUCUT PY>KbE, BO BpeMsI CIIEKTAKIISI OHO 00513aTeTbHO JJOJIPKHO BBICTPEIUTD
(It was Chekhov who wrote that if a gun hangs on the wall, then during the play it absolutely
must go off.) Hag KpoBaThIo BUcen Ts>KEIbIN KOBED (A heavy rug was hanging on the wall
above the bed.) Even shelves hang: [Tonka, KoTopasi BUCUT Ha CTeHe, Ha3blBaeTCsl HAaCTeHHas
noska (A shelf that is attached to the wall is called a wall shelf.)

Sometimes the hanging things stick out or hang over: Ha cTeHe Haf Hell BHce
MeTa/uTnyeckuM mradumrk (A metal cupboard on the wall loomed over her.)

Locks hang, too. Ha Bcex gBepsix BucatT 3aMKH (All the doors are padlocked.)

You also use BuceTs for things that hover in the air: Bepronét Bucen Haji mocafouHon
motaakou (The helicopter hovered over the landing pad.) Things hover figuratively, too,
but for some reason, mostly bad things hang over people or in the air between them: B
BO3]TyXe BUCEJIO CJIOBO, KOTOPOE BCe Tak bosivch nmpousHecTH. (The word that everyone was
so afraid to say out loud hung in the air.) HanpsirkeHue Buceno meskny HuMu (There was
tension between them.) Hag Hamu ero pelieHue BUCeIO0 KaK JaMOKJIOB Meu (His decision
hung over us like the sword of Damocles). Ha mHe eirfe fonr Bucut (I’ve still got a debt
hanging over me.) Threats hang: Vrpo3a Teppopu3ma BUCUT Haf, BceM peroHOM (The threat
of terrorism hangs over the entire region.) And sounds, too: Bucenu Haji yiuIler rpOMKUE
KpuKHU (Loud screams could be heard over the street.)

Clothes can hang in three different ways. They can hang on a hook or hanger: IInaTbe BucuTt B
rapgepo6e (My dress is hanging in the closet.) Part of them can hang down: [InaTke cTpaHHO
BucUT c3agu (The dress sags strangely in back.) And they can hang on a person, either
because they are too big or simply unflattering: OHa Tak pe3Ko noxyzena, YTo IJIaThe IPOCTO
BUCUT Ha Hell (She lost so much weight that the dress just hangs on her.) ITnaTbe BucuT Ha
Tebe Kak MmemIoK — He UAET. (The dress just hangs on you like a sack — it doesn’t suit you at
all.)

And things can hang in two ways around your neck. One is nice: Ha 111ee y He€ Buicenl aMyJieT
13 6pwutranToB U candupos (She wore an amulet of diamonds and sapphires around her
neck.) The other is a burden: Ha miee y Hero BucaT cTyfeH4Yeckue nouru (He’s got student
loans weighing him down.) In English, burdens are often on another part of the body: Kyza
MOU poficTBeHHUKY mouayT! [ToBUCHYT y MeHs Ha 1iee! (Where are my relatives going to go?
I’ll never get them off my back.)

When you have burdens like this, you need to vent to a friend. That involves some hanging,
too: Ml Bech Beuep Bucenu Ha TermedoHe (We talked on the phone — literally “hung from the
phone” — all evening.)

How Did it Get There?

The final difficult part of this for English speakers is the verb you use to place something. In



Russian, the verb you use to put someone or something somewhere depends largely on the
position you put that someone or something in. If you are putting them into a horizontal
position, you use the verb pair kacTb/nono>kuts. If you are putting them into a vertical
position, you use the verb pair cTaBUTBH/IOCTaBUTb.

And if something lies (ne>xuT) — that is, the object requires the verb ne>xaTs to describe its
resting position — you use Ki1acTh/TI0I0>KUTH to put it there; if something stands (cTout) —
that is, the object requires the verb cTosaTs to describe its resting position — you use
CTaBUTh/MIOCTABUTH. SO: MbI 1oiosKuiIHM 6abyIky B 6onbHUIYY. (We put my grandmother in
the hospital.) [Tomo>ku x1e6 Ha cTo:. (Put the bread on the table.) OHa peruia MoI0>KUTh
IeHbr'u B 6aHK nofy 6ombinue rporeHTsI. (She decided to put her money in a high-interest
bank account.)

You also use kinacTb/nono>kuTh when putting food on plates, since it lies there (yie>xuT).
ITonos>kuTh Tebe rprbni? (Shall I serve you some mushrooms?) This usage seems to have been
generalized to include cons (salt), caxap (sugar), cnenyu (spices). B cy1 1 Bcerfa Kitagy
naBpoBbIH HCT. (I always put a bay leaf in the soup.)

In the kitchen, the fridge is controversial territory. Some people say that they always use
KJIaCTh/mI0M0>KUTh When putting food in both the fridge (xomogunsHUK) and freezer
(moposuinka). Others distinguish between a bottle standing upright and a bag of potatoes
plopped on the shelf. [TocTaBb BHHO B xonoaunbHUK. (Put the wine in the fridge.)
MIOJIO>KWIIa NelbMeHU B Mopo3uiky (I put the pelmeni in the freezer.)

When Russian speakers describe placing objects that stand (cTouT) anywhere but in the
fridge, they use cTraBuTBH/IOCTaBUTE: [locTaBb ogHOC Ha cTo. (Put the tray on the table.) 4
roctaBwIa 6yThUIRY Ha 6yder (I put the bottle on the sideboard.)

Placing people or animals in a standing position also uses cTaBuTb/nocTaBUTE: [lacTyx
IoCTaBWII Jiomragey B KoHoIHIO (The shepherd put the horses in the stable.)

An unexplained usage is cTaBuTh/nIOCTaBUTH to place something for a medicinal effect. So
you use cTaBUTb with 6auku (jars), ropunuHUK (mustard plaster), TepmomeTp
(thermometer) and even nusiBku (leeches), even though they lie — or wiggle.

For things that hang, it’s logical. In most cases you simply use BecuTb/nioBecuTb (to hang).
There are plenty of upbeat how-to articles about this: Kak moBecuTsb IT0OJIKy Ha CTeHy? OueHb
nerxo! (How do you install a hanging shelf? Easy!) But if you have one of those walls that are
first impossible to drill and then dissolve into powder: IToBecuTs 110/IKy? BEI3BaTh MacTepa
Ha uac! (Need to put up a wall shelf? Call a specialist “by the hour.”)

Unanswered Questions

Usage of stance verbs in Russian seems to be acquired by native speakers at an early age. One
informant noted that her eight-year-old daughter, who grew up abroad and only spoke
Russian at home, used verbs exactly like her parents did — even with animate and inanimate
objects she had never described before. There appears to be some internal logic that has not
yet been fully described. Discovering that logic — that internal picture of the way objects and
creatures are immobile in Russian — would make it possible to develop a more complete and



cogent set of usage rules for non-native speakers.
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