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Hu pbiba Hu Msco: neither fish or fowl

In a very childish way, I am always happy when well-educated, native Russian speakers have
problems with Russian grammar, spelling, stress, and punctuation. If they aren’t sure which
case ynpaBasTh (to manage) takes, then I don’t feel so bad when I have to squinch up my face,
look into the middle distance and think hard before I commit. (It’s the instrumental case, by
the way — yripaBnaTs ¢pupmon — to manage a firm, and the only reason I remember is
because I memorized it to keep from getting it wrong.)

It turns out that Russian speakers often have problems deciding whether to use Hu or He
(forms of negation). This makes me nervous. If they’re making mistakes, then I must be
making more. Since I spent some time with my favorite double negative constructions — s He
Mmory He moMHUTH (of course I remember, that is, I cannot not remember) — now it’s time to
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up my HM game.

The grammar-book rule that seems to give folks the biggest problem is using “uu gns
ycunenusi orpunianus’ (Hu for intensifying the negation). They ask, Is it OH He fjasT MHe HA
py6ist or He py6ns? (He didn’t give me a single ruble). Oddly, I find this easy to understand: a
double negative construction, like He mory He cka3aTs (literally, I cannot not say) always
means something positive (I have to say), while He-Hu always means a negative statement
(He didn’t give me a ruble). So if you are going for a negation, go with Hu: OH He fan MHe HA
pyoIIs.

I think of this as an example of the “not a single thing” or “not a one” construction. It’s
formed with a negated verb, Hi and a noun in the genitive case. Ckopo B 3ToOM OKeaHe He
OCTaJIOCh HU OJTHOTO HeobrTaemMoro ocTpoBa (Soon there wasn’t a single uninhabited island
left in this ocean). You might see this sort of exhortation at some ancient ruins: I'pa>kase, He
TporaiTe HU ofHoro kamus! (Citizens! Don’t touch a single stone!) And you might say: {1 Hu
omHoro cioBa He noHswta! (I didn’t understand a single word).

And if you hear this command shouted at you, it is definitely intense and definitely means
“Don’t move!”: Hu ¢ mecta! (Don’t move an inch!)

Another very common phrase with this construction is Ht pa3y (not one time). I Hu pa3y He
6ni1a B Poccuu (I've never been to Russia). But what’s with that ending? The genitive case of
pas is pa3a, right? Yep. B Poccuu s1 6b11a fiBa pasa (I've been to Russia two times). But there’s
a second genitive case or partitive that ends in -y for masculine nouns (and looks like the
dative case). This special case is used with pa3 and a few other nouns when combined with aHu.
Here’s one using 1rar (a step) you probably know from war year posters: Hu 1miary Ha3ag!
(Never retreat, literally “not a step back!”)

And while we’re here with pas, you can also say: {I He pa3 6bi1a B Poccuu. But this means the
opposite of 1 HK pa3y He 6bu1a B Poccuu. I know, I know... confusing. But the first thing is to
notice that it’s He not HM, and pas3s is in the nominative case, so we know it doesn’t mean
“never” (Hu pa3y). Keeping that in mind, just read it: fI He pa3 6bpuTa B Poccuu to get “I
haven’t been to Russia one time,” and since we know it doesn’t mean “never,” it can only
mean ‘“not one time” — that is, “many times.”

Another way of looking at it: Consider it a corollary of the rule above — with pas3 if you see
He+HHM it’s a negative. If you see He alone, it’s a positive.

51 HY pa3y He BHJleJa 9TOro uejioBeKa B Harlem jome (I have never seen that person in our
building). I He pa3 Bujena 3TOro yenoBeKa B Harlem jome (I've seen that person several
times in our building). I He pa3 cuena Bedepom u ciyiiana menect 1ucTbeB (I would often
sit in the evenings and listen to the rustling of the leaves).

Another construction to remember is the “opposites attract” Hu usage: when you use Hu to
put together two different things or ideas, like Hu pb16a Hu Msico (not fish or meat, or
“neither fish nor fowl” as said in English) and vu >kuB Hu MepTB (neither living nor dead).
PaboTa nmacTyuibsi HeTpyAHasi, Ia TOJIBKO TeM HeXO0pOoIlla, YTO HeT HU THEM HU HOYbIO
nokosi (The work of a shepherd isn’t difficult but the only bad part is that there is no rest day
or night). To remember this, just think of what you say when you wish someone good luck: uu



myxa HU niepa! This expression literally means “not a bit of fur, not a bit of feather,” and
comes from hunters. YTo65s1 He cria3uTh (to keep from jinxing the hunt), they tell one
another they hope they won’t hit anything. Go figure.

Finally, there is one more HM construction, the “whatever however whenever whoever” aka
the “no matter what” construction. Most of these phrases use a pronoun + Hu 651 and the past
tense: KTo 661 HY B3s1JI BEPX B 3TOM CKIIOKe, Ha pedopMax 3T0 HHMKaK He oTpa3uTcs (No
matter who comes out on top in this fight, it will not be reflected in the reforms in any way).
YTo 6B HU MMPOUCXOIUIIO B Mupe B y HuX Bcé Beerja B nopsinke (Whatever happens in the
world, they’re always just fine).

But you can also omit the 6b1: Kyga Hu mocMoTpuiib, ogHu gomal (Wherever you look, all you
see are houses!)

Some of these kinds of expressions you already know and use, since they are part of everyday
speech — like this phrase parents say when things go wrong: YTo HU JjeitaeTcsi, BCE K
nayuriemy (No matter what happens, it’s all for the best). Or this, when you tried but it didn’t
work out: Kar Mbl HY CTapaanch, Mbl He CMOTJIM C HUMU goroBopuThcs (We really tried our
best, but we still couldn’t come to an agreement with them).

This construction is good to recall when you’re feeling a bit worried, as we all are these days:
YTo 661 HU CIIYYUITOCH, BCE OymeT xopoirro (No matter what happens, everything will work
out).
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