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Singin' in the Rain the Russian Way
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Ilog: under, by, to, near

Russian prepositions. They seem so easy when you first start learning them. Then time goes
on, and you discover that one preposition can be used with several different cases, and each
preposition has a handful of seemingly unrelated meanings, and we use completely different
prepositions to express the same concepts in English, and don’t even get me started on stress
and preposition usage, and how it jumps all over the word and sometimes out of it altogether.

Nevertheless, I persist. Let me introduce our preposition of the week: oy,

[Tog means under, sometimes physically, but most of the time metaphorically or abstractly. It
uses two cases, instrumental and accusative. And that’s the tricky bit — understanding which
case to use.
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The basic explanation in grammar books is that you use the instrumental case when the
object, person or condition is in stasis, and you use the accusative case when the object,
person, or condition is moved or moved into. They then give you the easy-peasy example:

Here is the cat, unmoving, and the instrumental case: Kot cupuT nnog cronom. (The cat is
sitting under the table). Here is the cat moving under an object and the accusative case: Kot
3amén nog cron (The cat went under the table). And just for giggles, here is the cat getting out
from under an object, which uses n3-nog (out from under) and the genitive case: KoT BrIlien
mn3-1oj crona (The cat came out from under the table).

That example is so crystal clear, what could be the problem?
Oh, everything.

Here’s another example about rain. If something or someone is located in (‘“under”) the rain,
you use the instrumental case: CyTRKu IpoJjie>kajau B KaHaBe 11of] Ao>kaém (They lay in the rain
for a whole day in the ditch.) But if something or someone is moving into the rain (from a dry
place), you use the accusative case. BzBoém oHu Bbibeskanu mof 1oskab (Together the two of
them ran out into the rain).

How about if you’re standing in the rain — cToro nmox gosxkném — and then decide to sing or
dance or move around however the spirit moves you? You still use the instrumental case since
you not moving into the rain but staying under it. Here’s the best way to remember this: Just
think of Gene Kelly singing IToto oz goskaém! (I’m singing in the rain...)

ITop is also used with some conditions, like having something under your control in some
way. You can either take it under control (accusative case) or have it under control
(instrumental). I mpeparai B3sITh Ipoliecc of KOHTpPonb (I propose taking charge of the
process [taking it under control]). And here’s a situation where everything’s fine, A-OK: Bcé
HaXOOUTCS Y MeHS o[l KOHTpoJieM. PainoakTUBHbBIN POH B IIpefenax Hopmbl (I've got
everything under control. The background radiation is within normal parameters). Famous
last words, right?

Another way 1iog is used is to describe something right next to, by, around or near something
— “in the environs of.” That’s a complicated way of saying something that you know already.
You do! You talk about ITommockoBbe (the area outside or around MockBa), and you all sang
[TomMoCKOBHBIE Bedepa in your Russian class, even though “nights near Moscow” have been
translated as Moscow Nights or Midnight in Moscow.

Knowing all this, you can move to that area and use oz with the accusative case: MbI
pemunu nepeexaTh 1o MockBy (We decided to move to the suburbs outside Moscow). And
then you live there (instrumental case): MbI >kuBém nos; MockBou (We live just outside
Moscow).

Two other standard phrases in this category are oz Hocom (under your nose) and mmos pykou
(at hand). Here someone is being taken by the hand (accusative case). Note where the stress
goes: OHa nogxBaTwiIa Kitapy nég pyky (She grabbed Clara by the hand). And here something
is in a state of being at hand: V Bac HaBepHsIKa HaléTCs 11O/ pyKOM BCE Heobxomumoe (You
probably have everything you need at hand).



Then there are what I think of as the “unique nop + accusative usages” and the “unique nog +
instrumental usages. ” I have read some grammar books that try to combine them as moving
and unmoving versions of the same concept, but I get lost in their logic.

The “only accusative” nog phrases include describing a time that is just before a date, holiday
or other event, like mozg npa3gHuK (just before the holiday) and o ocers (by autumn). Iof
npa3gHUK Pycckoii [IpaBocitaBHOM LlepKBU OblTa epefiaHa HoBast pe3upeHIus (For the
holiday, a new residence was transferred to the Russian Orthodox Church). ITog ocetn
MOJIOZIbIE Ye35Kallu Ha KypopT, a 6abyIika HaunHaaa coonpaTh pedsaT B mkoy (Toward
autumn the young people would go off to a resort while grandma would get the kids ready for
school).

Similarly, mop + accusative can be used to mean “just under a certain age.” E€ Mmy>K —
MIPUSTHBIN MYy>KUMHa JIeT 1of copok (Her husband is a nice guy in his late thirties).

Less logically to my non-native ear is riog + accusative to describe sounds, doing something
‘“under the sound of...” MzI nenu mox rutapy (We sang to the accompaniment of a guitar). 5
061110 3ackimaTh oA AoskAb (I love to fall asleep to the sound of rain).

Equally counterintuitive to me is the mop + accusative usage for imitation: OH nen nog,
IMTansnuHa (He sang like Chaliapin). Onu fgenaroT mKkatynku nof [anex (They make
imitation Palekh boxes).

There are also a few niof + only instrumental expressions. One is when you are discussing the
meaning of a word or phrase. UTo mouumaroT nog Haykoi? (What do they understand the
word ‘science’ to mean?)

Another is describing some kind of condition under which an action is taken. On coo61yin
MHe nHdopMaIuio, Haxoasainytocs nof cekperom (He revealed classified information to
me). Oniepanuio caesany nofd Hapro3oM (They operated on him under anesthesia). I numry
nop riceBgoHUMOM (I write under a pen name).

Well, enough of this. I leave you with another oz expression, this one from the French, and a
lovely way to spend the evening: Beuepom s1 m106:110 cHjieTh mofmode B TeaTpe U MOYTHU
3achlnaTh 1o My3bIKy...(In the evening I Iike to sit in a theater, a bit tipsy, and almost fall
asleep to the sound of the music...)
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