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Ha motom: for later

Judging by their language, Russians are connoisseurs of procrastination. In Russian not only
are there many verbs and expressions for procrastination, there are three main ways to
procrastinate. Not for them the simple delay. There is putting off. There is also dawdling,
dilly-dallying, stalling and dragging things out so that you don’t have to ever actually do or
finish a task. And there is the tactic of making something such a mess — especially a
bureaucratic mess — that nothing can move forward or be untangled.

In the interests of linguistic scholarship, I must note that Russian now has the abominations
MpoKpacTUHaIus (proscrastination); mpokpacTuHaTOp (proscrastinator); and
MIPOKPAacCTUHMPOBATH (to procrastinate) but no one should use these words, ever.
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Now then, in the putting-it-off category, the main verb pair is 0oTKIIaibIBaTh / OTIOKUTS (tO
put off, to put aside). You can use the verb alone: CTapa¥Tech He OTK/IaJbIBaTh Jlejla Ha
3aBTpa. (Try not to put things off until tomorrow). And you can keep doing it: {I oTK1agbpIBan
BCTpeuy co fHs Ha JieHsb (I put off the meeting day after day). Or you can specify that you are
only putting off this task until a delightfully undefined later date: BBog cicTeMBbI B CTPO¥ ObLT
3allJTaHMPOBaH Ha 2002 r'ofi, HO BBUY 3aleP>KKU C BbljleJieHreM (DMHAHCOBBIX CPEJICTB OH
ObLI ITepeHeceH Ha 6osee rmo3aHee Bpems (The plan was to put the system online in 2002, but
due to delays in financing it was put off until a later date). Or something can be put off
until...later. Just some time in the future. O Kakom 651 fiejie HY 3aX0/IUIa Y HETO PeUb, BCE OH
cTapasicsi OTI0KUTH Ha roToM (No matter what the task was, he tried to put it off
indefinitely).

The most amusing putting-it-off expression is oTknagbIBaTh B monrui vk (literally to put
it aside in a long-term box). You can find lots of charming explanations for this expression,
most commonly that Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich had a long box that petitions went into, and
since he never got around to reading them or replying to them, the gnuanbIM (long) became
the gonruwt (long-term) box. This is very charming indeed but apparently utterly fictitious.

According to some sources, it appears to be a calque from a German phrase that means to put
something in a long chest. Since the sources say that the long chest in question was a casket,
this was truly championship procrastination: putting something aside to be dealt with in the
afterlife. OH mpocu He OTKIIaIBIBATh 3asiBIIEHME B JIOJITUM SIIVK, AAaTh €My XOJ] CerO/IHSI >Ke
(He asked me not to put off dealing with the petition but to get it in process that very day).

Another verb is TsaHyTb (to pull, to put off), which can be used alone: He Tsiru! (Don’t put it
off!) Korzma Tebe B ciieiyioOIii pa3 KTO-TO IIOHPABUTCS, He TAHU C IPU3HAHUEM CIIUIIKOM
pmonro. (The next time you find somebody you like, don't wait so long to tell her.)

It can also be used in the not-so-charming expression He TAHYTH KoTa 3a xBocT (literally to
not pull a cat by its tail). This expression also has a rather convoluted history and seems to
have been used as the name of a make-believe opera without the negation in an early 20th
century children’s book. But it quickly entered the language in its negated form. The idea
seems to be that to actually grab a cat by the tail you need to do it quickly, so not doing it
quickly meant that you’d never do it.

I’'m not buying that explanation, but that’s all I got. He TiHI KoTa 3a XBOCT ¥ IIPMCTYIIal K
Ieny. (Stop futzing around and get to work).

Or you can just move really slowly — memmuts — because you’ve been watching sloths and
know that the best way not to write that email is to take four days to make your way to your
computer. This can have bad repercussions on the romance front: TBo# ApyT MeJIUT C
npeiokeHreM pyKu u ceppiia? (Is your boyfriend taking his sweet time proposing?)

OTTsaruBaTh has two meanings: It can mean putting off something or dragging something
out. Novikov is clearly putting something off here: HoBukos, cam He 3Has nouemy,
oTTsAruBan cBovi oTwhe3x (Novikov didn’t even know why, but he was putting off his
departure). But here the bosses might be putting this task off, or they might have begun it and
are dragging it out: lupeKuvs ¥ OTAEN KafipoB BCE oTTArMBanu opopmienue (The
administration and HR department kept putting a hold on that documentation process).



But orTsiruBaTh BpeMs (literally to stretch time) is usually a good way to put something off:
HaTanbs OTTSAATMBAJIa BpeMsi, He BCKpbIBajla KOHBEPT, X0AuIa BOKpyT Hero (Natalia kept
stalling and didn’t open the envelope; she kept walking around it).

In any case, if you’re waiting for the document from HR or an answer from Natalia, put up
your feet and make yourself comfortable, because it’s going to take a while.

TanyTs pe3uny (literally to pull rubber, elastic) means to drag something out, presumably
because of the image of pulling on sticky substances — you can pull forever before they snap.
XBaTUT TSHYTH pe3uny! (Quit stalling!) BpemMeHU y MeHsI Majo, Tak YTO sl He COOMPAIOCh
TAHYTH pe3uny. (I don't have much time so I'm not going to drag this out.)

Another nice way to dilly-dally is xoguTs Bokpyr fa oro:no (literally to walk around and near,
i.e., to beat around the bush). MbI Bc€ x0A1M BOKDPYT [Ia OKOJIO ¥ HUKAK He JIOTOBOPUMCS JI0
HacTosier cyTu. (We keep dancing around the subject and won’t get down to brass tacks).

Another lovely way of dawdling is monro packaunBaTtbcs (literally to rock for a long time).
This is, as every good procrastinator knows, an excellent way of putting off doing something.
Before you write that email, you have to clean off your desk, empty your inbox, fix that letter
on your keyboard that seems a bit wobbly, download a program update, and reboot your
computer. And, after making tea and reading a chapter or two of “War and Peace,” it might
almost be time to get down to it. Except it is the end of the day and this sort of email is better
written in the morning, when you’re fresh. OH mosnro packauuBaeTcsi, Ipe>kze ueM
nmevictBoBaTh (It takes him a long time to settle down to do anything).

I also like the verb memmkats, which has the sense of messing around with one thing to put off
doing another. Onyxons onepabenbHasi, JoOpoKayecTBeHHasl. TaK UTO MeIIKAThb He OyIeM.
(The tumor is operable and benign, so we’re not going to fool around — we’ll get down to it)
MemikaTs is severely frowned upon in many professions: He memikaii, crpensii! (Don’t just
stand there, shoot!)

And finally, the best way to avoid action is our third category: creating a mess, preferably
involving red tape and other bureaucratic obstacles. A key word here is npoBonouxka (red
tape). If you are the procrastinating villain, Mo>kHO nmpuberHyTh K TaKTHKe MPoBojIoyeK (You
can resort to delaying tactics). Or you can create the red tape yourself (ycTpauBaTh
1poBoJIouKy) although it’s very bad to do so: MocKBHMYaM yCTPauBarOT ITPOBOJIOYKU C
OIUIaTOM 3JIeKTPOHHBIX poe3aHbIX (They made a bureaucratic nightmare out of Muscovites’
system to pay for electronic tickets).

Last but certainly not least in work avoidance is having such an impenetrable thicket of
problems and requirements and restrictions that nothing can ever be done. In Russian this
kind of roadblock is expressed by a French import, kauuTens (cannetile). Kauurens is a gold
or silver thread used for embroidery, which sounds rather sleek but is also in Russian a lot of
fuss and bother, a dreadfully boring conversation, or your basic snafu. KanuTens c Bbijauei
OnIeToB MPOI0IKAIACh HembixX TpH uaca (The rigmarole to get the tickets took three whole
hours). Here’s an example of a verbal kanuTenb: Hauanach Kakasi-TO KaHUTEb: KTO yMep,
KOT/Ia fla 0TYEero, He IWJI JIU, He 60J1eJT T BeHepU4YeCKUMU 001e3HSIMU, 1 BCE B TAKOM JKe
pozne (One of those excruciatingly boring conversations began: who died, when and from
what, did he drink, did he have a venereal disease, and all that sort of thing).



Actually, that sounds kind of interesting — and definitely a good way to waste time, drag your
heels, fiddle around, and generally do nothing until it’s too late to write that email.

He ceropnsi, Tak 3aBTpa! (There’s always tomorrow!)
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