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OmroniHocTh: misstep, misdeed, goof, gaffe

Last week after taking a look at my column on various ways to fail in Russian, a reader
suggested another word and form of failure: the noun omnnomuaocTs and verb pair
TomnraTh/ormromarh. These aren’t the words you’d use to describe a complete flop or disaster.
OmJIOMIHOCTS is a mistake, an oversight, or misstep.

That said, during an audition if you commit the ommomiHocTs of playing a B when it should
have been B flat, that one little slip could cost you the job. So these goofs and gaffes loom
rather large in Russian mentality: MaJteiiiasi OIIOIIHOCTS MOKET CKa3aThCsI Ha ero cyasbe
(The smallest misstep might affect his future.)
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This group of words is derived from the adjective mmoxo# (bad), which means that whenever I
commit ormomrHocTh I desperately want to translate it as “my bad.” One day I'll get my
chance.

In the meantime, if you want to use the noun omomHocTs, Russian gives you a couple of
verbs to use. CoBepIIUTh OIIONTHOCTS (to make a mistake) is very common: OgHa>Kabl
COBEpIIUJI OIUIOITHOCTD, ¥ OHA MeJIa IJIs MeHsI KaTacTpoduyeckue nociencTusi. (Once I
slipped up and that misstep had catastrophic consequences for me). OH coBepIInI
OIUIOIITHOCTS: YIIOMSIHYJI 0 To3UIY BoeHHBIX. (He messed up — he mentioned the troops’
location).

You can also use the verb goryctuTs (to allow to happen): TwI moieIb co MHOM, B cKa3an
OH e} U TYT >Ke [I0YYBCTBOBaJI, UTO AONYCTUJI OIUIOMIHOCTS (“‘You’re coming with me,” he
told her and instantly realized that he’d put his foot in it.)

Later you can try to fix the mess you made: ncnpaBuTb OIIIOIITHOCTS (to correct the mistake).
OH XOTeJI BO UTO0 OBbI TO HY CTAJIO UCIIPAaBUTH OIUTOMHOCTE (He wanted to correct his faux
pas, no matter what it took).

The real fun begins with the verbs. [Inomats (imperfective) has two meanings. The first is
closely related to the derivation of the word — bad — it can mean to become weaker or worse
in some way. A house might start to fall apart over time: [Jom 13 rojsia B rog, Bcé miomiaeT (The
house is getting shabbier from year to year.) Of course, some people get better with age — or
they have friends who say they do: OHa He mT01IIaeT, OHa BCE K tyuriiemy unét! (She isn’t
looking worse — she keeps getting better!)

The other meaning of nomaTs is to make a mistake — screw up — or do something
thoughtlessly — screw around. Today most people know the word from a very common and
pithy saying: Ha Bora Hafeics1, a cam He miomian. This is often translated by the English
almost-equivalent: God helps him who helps himself. But there are several English
expressions that are much closer in meaning if much farther away in tone: Put your trust in
God and keep your powder dry; pray to God but keep rowing to shore; and my personal
favorite — Trust in God but lock your car.

Over the years Russians have played around with this expression.

Ha npe3ujieHTa Hafierics, a cam He rwrorai! (Trust in the president but don’t mess up!)
Ha cyns6y Hapgevics, a caM He 1otornai (Trust in your fate, but don’t screw it up).

Ha gpyrux Hajercsi, a caMm He mromrai (Count on others, but don’t drop the ball).

And, lo and behold! There are people who do follow this almost-commandment and do find
themselves counting their blessings. 3aroBegu uTH, HO 1 caM He MIoNIak. MaKc U He
mnomran. KBapTupa ot 6abku ocTanack y Hero B cuuTaii, nosesino. (Honor the
commandments but don’t make any missteps. And Max didn’t misstep. He was able to keep
his grandmother’s apartment — that was a piece of good luck.)

The perfective form of the verb, onomaTs, lets you describe goofs and gaffes you’ve
committed that range from the minor to the life-changing.

OH gonro perneTrpoBall CBOXO pPOJIb, yTOOBI HE OIUIONIATH rnepegq MMEeHUTBIM MOCKOBCKHMM



kyneuecTBoM (He rehearsed his role for a long time so that he wouldn’t make any gaffes
before the eminent Moscow merchant class).

Sometimes a thoughtlessly tossed cigarette can have terrible consequences: B OmoIiany Mbl
c Toboi, INamra, B cka3ast Bacsi, KWUBHYB B CTOPOHY YEPHBIX OCTATKOB jloma (“We messed up
real bad, Pasha,” Vasya said, nodding toward the blackened remains of the house).

The one bit of grammar that has thrown me off — and sent me down a rabbit hole for several
hours — is the reflexive form of the verb, which is either omyomniaTscst or orIoOIIUTHCS.
People say both, although neither can be found in contemporary dictionaries. That said, the
reflexive form has been around for centuries, as testified by this usage in a letter from Peter
the Great to Stepan Kolychev on Nov. 17, 1716: ...JoHOIIly BaMb, He U3BOJIbTE B TOMD
OIIOMUTHCA... (I impress upon you that you must not commit a misstep here).

And you find onmomuTscs today, although less than 1000 hits on Google. But here’s one,
when someone is asking for help translating a note on a birthday gift: He xoTemoch 651 B
rpaMmaTuke ortomuThes (I don’t want to mess up the grammar).

The form omonaTecs is more common — about 3500 hits — but clearly still an outlier. Here
is someone fussing about online shopping: He xouy oriomraTscsi Ipy BbiI6Ope TOBApOB B
nHTepHeTe (I don’t want to do something dumb when I’m buying online).

This leads to a question: Are these the last remnants of ancient usage or a revival?
Check back in, oh, 200 years.
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