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XJIOIIOK: pop or cotton

The Russian language has a plethora of ways to trip up the foreigner trying to have a
conversation or read a newspaper article. Aspect, prepositions, idioms, verbs with no first
person singular (just try to say you’ll win — you can’t!), “fleeting vowels” (so the vowels in
Russian run away?!), false friends... and let’s not even think about participles (shudder).

How about words that are spelled the same but pronounced differently and have different
meanings? Or words that sound the same but are spelled differently and have different
meanings?
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These tricky little sets of twins are called omorpads! (homographs: words spelled the same
but with different pronunciations and meanings); and omodousl (homophones: words that
sound the same but have different spelling and meanings). An example of an omorpad is
3aMOK (a lock) and 3AmokK (a castle). An example of omodoH is 6ai (a dance) and 6ami (a
point, as in a score). The first is easy to mess up when you’re speaking; the second is easy to
mess up when you’re writing. This ensures that you’ll always get something wrong no matter
what you are doing in Russian.

This topic came up, in a way, a few weeks ago when a man confessed that he had put the nerve
agent Novichok on something. If you read it and didn’t hear it, you might have thought he
meant he poisoned people who were cowards, since he put it on TpVcsi, the plural of Tpyc
(coward). True, that didn’t make much sense, but nothing about this story was sane. But if
you heard it, you got a different kind of crazy: he snuck in a hotel room, rummaged through a
drawer and put the poison on underpants — TpycHbl.

The Russian words appear to be the same, but their etymology is different: the coward Tpyc
shares a root with Tpsictu (to shake), which is presumably what cowards do. TpychlI (always
plural) comes from English trousers or possibly (depending on your etymological dictionary)
the French culotte troussée. And because underpants are plural, when you pack, you ask your
significant other: I 6epy msaTepo TpycoB B HopmanbHo? (I'm taking five pairs of underpants
— is that okay?) To which the response might be: Tb1 uT0?! MBI ye3skaeMm Ha fgBa qHs! [Boe
TpycoB miau Tpoe makcumym! (Are you nuts? We’re going away for two days. Two pairs are
fine, maximum three.)

But if this is beyond you, use the diminutive Tpycuku (panties), which is nicely unisex and
delightfully hard to confuse with human beings.

No one who visited the Soviet Union can forget another set of homographs. The first time I
saw a container truck with MYKA (suffering) on the side in big letters, I thought: “OMG! It’s
true what they say about Slavic suffering. They deliver it by the truckload.”

Of course, that wasn’t mVka (suffering). It was myKA (flour). These words also have different
roots, but it takes a while to bash the proper stress into your foreign head. I still chuckle as I
read recipes: IToHeMHOTrY BCbITaTh MYKY (Gradually sprinkle misery- er, flour). But it’s
actually not funny: Bops6a 3a mpaBo coO6CTBEeHHOCTHY O0JIbIIIe ITIOXOOUT Ha '"'X05KIeHMe 110
mykaMm'" (Fighting for property rights is more like walking through hell).

Among the hundreds of confusing pairs, you are likely to come across x1010K (a clap or pop)
and x10mnoK (cotton). As usual, context will illuminate the meaning when you are reading: B
3TOM Ce30He MOMYyJIsipeH HaTypainbHbIM XJ1010K (This season natural cotton is popular). B
HEepPBHOM TI'yJie aBTOMOOMIBHOIO IIOTOKA TO U JIeJI0 CIIBIIIATKCH xiToniKku (Over the excited
buzz of traffic you could hear pops from time to time).

In restaurants you might be puzzled by what seems to be a plate full of hot: >kapkoe. Just the
adjective, no noun. But actually, it’s ;kapkOe, a traditional dish of fried meat, usually mixed
with potatoes and vegetables. That is different from >kApkoe neto (a hot summer).

And, just to add a dab of adjectival confusion into the mix, >kapkruti (hot) is generally used to
describe weather and ropstumii (hot) is usually used to describe objects and food. That’s just to



keep you from getting complacent.

I particularly like words that are spelled the same but are actually different parts of speech
and, of course, are pronounced differently and have different meanings. For example: MsI
cupieny Ha KyxHe U iy yau (We sat in the kitchen and drank tea.) That’s nlnu, the past
tense plural of muTs (to drink). But there is also the command: ITunk ckopeti gpoBa! (Saw the
wood quickly!) That’s the second person imperative of the verb mumuTs (to saw).

Are we having fun yet?

The second type of these confusing word sets is omodous! (homophones). The words are
pronounced the same (or almost the same) but spelled differently. Since I am a terrible
speller, these are my constant little Waterloos.

Sometimes they sound alike due to pronunciation rules, when voiced consonants become
unvoiced. You remember this, right? When 6 becomes 11, 3 becomes ¢, and so on. I know, I
know. But the upshot is that you will confuse Be3Tu (drive) and Bectu (lead) and rog (year)
and rot (Goth), although the latter is harder to confuse just because you probably don’t
discuss Goths that much.

Another delightful mess is nyr and nyk, which might be a field (;yr), an onion (71yK) or a
shooting bow (also nyk). You’d think the myk-sounding words would be hard to confuse, but
these guys are at a shooting range: MsI cTpensiem IpUMEPHO [I0 Yaca, TIOTOM MBI UTEM KO
MHe TUTh Yak, ocTaBisieM YK B rokoe (We shoot until about one, then we go to my place for
tea and leave the bow in peace).

I guess they leave a bow, but what if they were supposed to pick onions that day?

Sometimes vowels are unstressed and therefore reduced. I think Russian vowels should just
stay fat and stressed, like they are in the Urals, and make our spelling life easier. But here in
Mackaa there is virtually no difference in pronunciation between nonockats (to gargle) and
MOJacKaTh (to caress), and since both are actual words and not misspellings, spellcheck will
let you cheerfully suggest gargling your girlfriend or fondling your Listerine.

Or how about this? Msi >keHaTbi! (We're married!) Ms1 ke Ha ThI! (But we’re on friendly
terms!) This misunderstanding could be a plot device in a movie. Or it could get you punched.

With this one, you could get arrested. Imagine sitting in an official’s office waiting for a
meeting to get a building permit. The official is, of course, running late. You tell your partner:
Hapo >kmaTh! (We have to wait.) The secretary hears: Hazo sx maTb (We really have to give him
[a bribe]). She calls the cops.

Be careful out there. Russian is a very tricky language. And I don’t think claiming bad
pronunciation will stand up in a court of law.
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