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The great thing about writing or speaking a foreign language as an adult is that you have
many opportunities over the course of the day to behave like a seven-year-old. Recently I
translated our newspaper’s book permission language into Russian and asked a Russian
colleague to check it. Bcé xoporo (It’s all fine) was the reply. Cut to me doing the “Yes!” fist

pump.

Ah, but I jumped the gun. Soon I got a follow-up message: Vic! (Oops! — yes, really, Russians
say Vric!) There was a small correction. Cut to me, pouting and kicking the desk.


https://www.themoscowtimes.com/author/michele-a-berdys-the-words-worth

My only consolation was that the mistake was easy to make — it’s a case where English and
Russian grammar are almost but not quite the same. Printed with permission is not
reyaTaeTcs ¢ pa3pemnieHueM (¢ + instrumental case) but neuaTaeTcs ¢ pa3penieHus (c +
genitive case).

This seems like a good opportunity to crack open my favorite old grammar book for a little
refresher course in the preposition c.

But first, before we get to the good stuff, a small preface: when do you use ¢ and when do you
use co? Here the rule is quite simple: you use co before any word that begins with the letters B,
1, p, M, ¢, 3, 111, and >k followed by a consonant, and always with the letter m1. So, you say c
coBeTHUKOM (with an advisor), but co BTopHuKa (from Tuesday); co mbgom (with ice); co
ptoMm (with one’s mouth); co ciraBoit (with honor); co 3Be3mott (with a star); co mrakom (with
dross); co skpaTBoM (with grub), and always: co mamu (with shchi). If you can’t remember,
try pronouncing it — if it’s either hard to say or hard to hear the c, then pop in the o.

Now then, back to those pesky prepositions.

The problem for us non-native speakers of Russian is that prepositions have many meanings
and are used with different cases. That’s just not going to change, even we like to dream about
aworld in which each preposition has just one meaning and is used with just one case.

PazmeuTascs (Dream on, buddy!)

In reality, the preposition c is used with three cases — instrumental, genitive and accusative
— and has more meanings than any one little letter ought to have.

The instrumental usage is the easiest, although not without some curious moments. It is used
to mean with something/someone or in possession of something. MsI ¢ My>KeM IOILIIY C
Ipy3bsiMmu B KuHO (My husband and I — literally “we with my husband” — went to the
movies with friends.) Or it can be used to mean fighting with/against someone or something.
And before you squawk, we have the same usage in English: I fought with my conscience (51
6opoJicsi co cBOel COBEeCTHI0). MHO>KeCTBO KHUT HAIIKCAaHO 0 TOM, KaK 60pOThCS CO 3710M
(Many books have been written about how to fight against evil).

The next usage is easy to remember because you hear it and use it a lot —congratulations. In
Russian you congratulate someone with something: C taém poskgenus! (Happy birthday!)
[To3paBIsiio Bac ¢ HOBBIM Ha3dHaueHueM! (Congratulations on your new job!)

C + instrumental is also used to express the manner in which something is done. 1 unTana
KHUTY ¢ 6onpirum uHTepecoM! (The book was really interesting, literally “I read the book
with great interest”).

And then there are two less used and less intuitive instrumental usages. You might try to
remember the first as the “simultaneously with something” usage: Ou BcTaéT ¢ Bocxogom
conHia (He gets up at dawn, literally “with the rise of the sun”). And the second differs from
English usage and, therefore, is harder to remember. C + instrumental is also used to describe
the contents of something. So, you would say V moe# coceku 11e1asi I10JIKa, IJie CTOSIT 6aHKU
c BapeHbeM (My neighbor has a whole shelf with jars of jam). You can say 6aHKu BapeHbsi, but



that seems to describe the jars — “jam jars” rather than “jars filled with jam.”
Ain’t language fun?

Next up: accusative case. There are just two instances when you use c + the accusative, and
they are related. The first is to describe approximate size. How big was that spider? C kynax!
(The size of my fist!) I'pax c kypunoe sititio Beinan B MockBe! (Hail the size of chicken eggs
fell in Moscow.) OH po6uII B cTeHe 0TBepcTHe pa3mepoM c rooBy (He punched a hole the
size of a head in the wall).

The other instance is not very common, but good to know — you can use ¢ + accusative to
describe an approximate time period. OH >kui Ha gade ¢ mecst, (He lived at the dacha for
about a month.) Today, however, you are more likely to hear and use okono mecsitja (about a
month).

And finally, ¢ + genitive case, where I falter. The problem is that I can’t find one uniting
concept to remember it all by.

The only thing I can think of is the notion of “from.” When speaking about places —
everything from a table to a planet — if you use B to express going to, you use u3 to express
coming from; if you use Ha for going to, you use c for going from. B-13, HA-C. Simple — well,
as long as you get the first “going to” preposition right. And since fI monoskuna KHUTY Ha
ctor (I put the book on the table), then: Kuura ymnana co cromna (The book fell off the table.)

C + genitive is also used to express “from” in time expressions, answering the question c
Kakoro BpemeHu? (Since when?) Marasus padoTaet ¢ gecsatu. (The store is open from 10
a.m.) Yporu HauHyTcs ¢ oceHU (Classes will start up in the fall).

And you can express translation “from” a language with ¢ + genitive: {1 mepeBesna 3Ty KHUTY C
pycckoro Ha anrnuickui (I translated the book from Russian into English.) Or from one unit
of time to another: like c MuHYTHI Ha MUHYTY (at any moment, from one minute to the next),
co OHs Ha JieHb (any day now, from one day to another).

This is a stretch, but actions done figuratively “out of” — that is, “from” — some emotion,
also use c + genitive. OH prian c rops. (He wept out of sorrow.) Mosi MmaMa roBopuia co
3nocty (My mother spoke out of anger). Hu ¢ Toro, Hu ¢ cero oH yexain (He just up and left for
no reason, literally “not out of this or that”).

And then there’s my downfall. C + genitive is used to express doing something with a
permission, approval or consent. C pa3pemenus (with permission); ¢ mo3Bosnenus (with
consent); ¢ cormacusi (with agreement); c ogqob6penus (with approval). C pa3pemieHust
JleHrHa ero mIeMsHHUK yexain (His nephew had permission from Lenin to leave).

You might try to cement this usage by memorizing a nice, sometimes snarky set phrase: c
II03BOJIeHUs CKa3aTh (if one might say, so-called, would-be). B aTom, c no3BoneHus
CKa3aTh, GpUIbMe MOKa3bIBAIOT peanuu (In this film, if you could call it that, they show
reality).

So that’s it: the preposition c in all its forms, incarnations, meanings, and idioms.



Now that I’ve done my homework, can I go out to play now?
To ecTb, BBITUTH MOKHO? (I mean, can I have a drink?)
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