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ITogcnyiatk: to eavesdrop, overhear, listen in

The other day I was wandering around a suburban big box store — yes, we have suburban big
box stores outside Moscow — trying to figure out the logic of the aisles and guess where
shoelaces might be. When I spotted an employee, I asked in that lovely polite negative
construction in Russian: Bsl He IOACKasKeTe, e MOXKHO HauTH mHypKu? (Could you tell me
where to find the shoelaces?) And then as I tried to follow her instructions, I began to wonder
why it’s mosicka3aTs instead of plain old ckazaTs. In fact, what’s moz- doing there as prefix?
As a preposition its common meaning is “under.” I’'m not under someone, asking them to
speak down to me, am I?

Actually, according to the great lexicographer, Vladimir Dal, I am.
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According to another great lexicographer and linguist, Vladimir Kolesov, I’m also not
speaking grammatical Russian. He writes that some of the oz -prefixed verbs appeared
around the time of the 1917 Revolution, when people migrated to the big cities with their local
dialects and “ungrammatical” constructions. A quick check of the google N-gram seemed to
confirm this. The word nmopmckasaTs appeared in about 1810 but was rarely used. It peaked in
1914 and then again in 1981.

Now I’m wondering if moz-prefixed verbs presage revolution, too.

In any case, today the He mozickaskeTe? construction is a polite way of asking someone you
don’t know for information. Since you are asking someone of superior knowledge for
information, I suppose you could say you are “under” the person, who would then be talking
down to you.

Kolesov notes that a number of the o -prefixed verbs in Russian have a few attributes in
common. First, they are often colloquial — in fact, some were once considered
ungrammatical. They often convey, literally or figuratively, movement down (nomcka3aTs) or
movement up (rmomobpaTs — to pick up, choose); and they imply some secrecy (mogcayiraTh
— to eavesdrop) and usually indicate action taken with some goal or intent.

There are other meanings among oz - prefixed verbs, but a little grammar goes a long way,
don’t you think?

Other than the colloquial form of inquiry, nogcka3ats falls into the secrecy category — or the
almost-secrecy category. It can mean to direct, prompt someone, to give them a hint or clue.
Sometimes it’s pretty straight-forward: ByJjem ronocoBaTh TaK, KaK OJICKa)KYT HbIHEIITHYEe
crioHcopk! (We're going to vote the way our current sponsors instruct us to). Sometimes it’s
what a friend does: ImeHU e€ BCHOMHUTD He 51 MOI'JIa, @ TaHS MMoficKa3ana: AHHY eé€ 3Banu (I
couldn’t remember the girl’s name, but Tanya told me: Her name was Anna).

It’s also used to describe what the heart or imagination tells you to do — something like
secret instructions. But sometimes the heart is silent: OHa He 3Hasa, ¥ cepjille HUYEro He
rogicka3asno e (She didn’t know, and her heart didn’t prompt her).

If mogcka3aTh sometimes implies information passed down from a higher source, momo6pars
is all about movement upwards. The primary meaning of momo6pats (imperfective
nmoi6upaTh) is to pick something up, amusingly illustrated with this quote: O6bsiBIeHUe Tpu
BXO/Ie B CTYI€HUYECKYIO CTONIOBYIO: "' TIojKanyucTa, He o0MpanTe KPOIIIKU CO CTOIOB B He
6ecuTe TapakaHoB!" (Notice at the entrance to the student cafeteria: “Please don’t pick up
crumbs from the tables — don’t annoy the cockroaches!”)

Often the “picking up” is figurative rather than literal: YuHOBHUK mO[IOMPaeT SKCIEPTHBIN
COBeT J1s1 0f0OpeHUsI SKeTaTeIbHOTO OTUTUYECKOTo pemieHus (A bureaucrat chooses an
advisory board to okay an advantageous political decision). It’s also what you do when you
speak thoughtfully: Ou roBoput MeJyieHHO U 3a[yMUMBO, nofbupasi ciioBa (He spoke slowly
and thoughtfully, choosing his words).

Secrecy is an essential aspect of two other mop- verbs: nmogciyiiiaTs (to eavesdrop, wiretap)
and mogocinaTs (to send on a secret mission). Sometimes a person is listening in on a



conversation intentionally: [TomuelicKye NOCTYIIIaIX Hallly TeiepoHHbIe pa3roBops (The
police were tapping our phone). Sometimes it isn’t: Bc€ 3To 0H c1y4arHO MOZCIYIIAT B
pasroBopax popuTenei (He caught all that when he happened to overhear his parents
talking).

You might use this word when you are paying attention to what your heart or soul is telling
you. In Russian it suggests subconscious wishes or advice: I nopciy1ana roioc cepana u
pelmniia cTaTh yunTenbHUIle (I listened to my heart and decided to become a
schoolteacher).

ITopocnaTs is an interesting word. It can mean to send someone on a secret mission: to send
in a spy or a mole. This is always awful: OH 1ojfocan K Helt CBOEro MOMOIITHUKA C 33JTaHHEeM
BCTYIIUTD C HeW B MHTUMHbIE OTHOIIEHUSI, YTO TOMY JOBOJIBHO ObICTpO yaanock (He sent
his aide to sleep with her, which he achieved rather quickly). But sometimes someone might
be sent with a specific task that is useful and good: ITlogbexaTh cam He MOy, ITOLOIIUIIO
3amecTtuTesnst. OH Bam momoskeT (I can’t make it, but I’ll send my aide. He’ll assist you.) And
sometimes it is very good indeed: Ciacu6o cynb6e, uTo nogociana ymuyro rnoapyry (I thank
my good fortune that I was sent a smart friend).

And then there are two moji- verbs for dropping off and dropping in. [Tog6pocuTs has a very
rich range of meanings. It can mean to toss something up in the air: Bce congaTs!
rogbpocwiu B Bo3ayx manku (All the soldiers tossed their caps up in the air). Or it can mean
to toss something under: O mog6pocui oKypok mop auBaH (He threw his cigarette butt
under the couch). Or it can mean to toss something more or less straight ahead: 3arpsiB
IBEPH, OH OCTAaBWJI Y IIOPOTa BaJIeHKU, ITOAOPOCUIT B IIeYKY JPOBA, CHOBA BJle3 Ha
TOJJOKOHHUK U NPW>Kaicsi HOcoM K cTekny (After closing the door, he left his felt boots by the
entry, threw some wood on the fire, and once again climbed up on the windowsill and pressed
his nose against the window).

Cops can toss something compromising into a person’s car, apartment or belongings: B mae
MOJINIIEHCKYE TTOAOPOCHITH ITAaKeT C HAPKOTUKAMU B KBapTUPY Moero apyra (In May cops
planted a bag of drugs in my friend’s apartment).

But sometimes the tossing is friendly and kind. I[Tog6pocuTs is the word you use for dropping
someone off in a car, usually along the way. When you wave down a car, you use the same
polite negative construction as with mozickazaTs: Bbl He mo6pocuTe MeHs 1o cTaHumu? (Can
you give me a lift to the station?) The answer might be: fI Bac K MeTpo mog6pory (I'11 drop
you off at the metro).

[TopcrounTs is to jump up, usually suddenly and very fast. This can happen inside you in a
mysterious way: Mos fyIiia rojickouuia oT pagoctu (My soul jumped with joy). But usually
people or temperatures and prices jump: Ero TemnepaTypa HojicCKo4YuIa Ao 40 U IPOoAoI>KaeT
pactu (His temperature spiked to 40 and is still rising). IleHa aK11¥1 KOMIIAaHWUU 10JICKOYMIIA
Buepa (Yesterday the company’s stock price jumped).

It can also mean to dash, to run very quickly. Like the other mog- verbs here, it suggests
running with a specific goal, not running a race or jogging. Sometimes the goal isn’t clear, but
nervous-making: MamirHa 0CTaHOBWIACh Ha KPAaCHBIY CBeT B U B 3TOT MOMEHT K Hel
nogcroumnnu Tpoe noapoctkoB (The car stopped at a red light, and at that moment three



teens raced up).

[TogcKOUMTS is also a bit like a non-vehicular version of mogbpocuTs. It is similar to
3aCcKOYUTH (to drop in, stop by) but has the sense of dashing over or in with some task in
mind. It might not be with entirely good intentions: [Tocie n1eTy4YKM Ha4aadbHUK I10JCKOYNII
Ko MHe (After our meeting my boss beat a path right to me). Or it might be helpful: Ona
obeIriana MoACKOYNTD 3a MHOU yepe3 yac (She promised to stop by in an hour to get me).

Where are we going to go? We're going to go look for shoelaces. I never did find them.
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