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Secretly, Silently and Sneakily Yours

By Michele A. Berdy

November 03, 2023

Adrienn / pexels
BratiHe: secretly, in secret

A translator friend of mine recently announced with some fanfare that he had found the most
misspelled word in the Russian language. He had documented 11 misspellings, which is
impressive — although I’'m sure my personal record for misspelling 3gpaBcTBy#iTe over the
years has topped that.

In any case, the word that gives everyone such a hard time is (drumroll): ncnogruiika. The
main problems are one word or three: u3 rop Tuika and/or u3-mnop Tuinka? The three
choices of vowels: ucrogramnka/remka/Tuiika. And some confusion over the consonants:
WC/U3INOATSA>KKa/TUIIIKA.

And what does this creatively spelled word mean? It is an adverb that most commonly means
“secretly” and less commonly “suddenly,” “unexpectedly.” So where did secret and sudden
come from when the word is clearly related to Tuxo-Ture (quiet, more quiet)? It should
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mean some form of silently, right?
Time for an Etymology Break.

WcniopTuiiiKa is broken down into u3 mop (from under) and Tumoxk, which has disappeared
from the language as a stand-alone word. The original meaning of Tu10K was TUIIVHa,
criororcTBO — nicely rendered in English as “peace and quiet.”

Tuxo and Tuxui convey lots of notions in Russian including slow, quiet, peaceful, careful,
and obedient. The earlier version of ncnogTuiika was ucnogruxa, which in the 18th century
meant “slowly, in no rush.” But over three centuries or so, something came up out from
under (13 nox) to disturb that slow and peaceful meandering — something secret or
something sudden.

If all that seems like a stretch, it is. Word evolution is a not a straight line.

And even today it’s not always easy to distinguish which meaning is meant. The secret part is
obvious: I ucrogTUIIKa HabII0jaIa 33 MaJIbBUMKOM. A OH BEJ cebst cTpaHHoO (I secretly
observed the young boy. He was behaving strangely.) Ona ucnogTunika nornsiibisana Ha
Hero (She secretly kept her eye on him). But the sudden part is successful because it’s also
secret. Here are examples a dictionary gives for the “sudden” meaning: YTo6b1 HaHeCTH yaap
HCIOITUIIIKA IT0 COBETCKMM BOMCKaM, TMBU3USI C TPO3HBIM UMeHeM “BUKMHT” o6peueHa
Ha rubens (In order to hit the Soviet troops when they didn’t expect it, the division with the
threatening name “Viking” was doomed to die). It’s very sneaky: 9To, mo-TBoeMy, 1 eCTh
reporcTBO — HamacTh ucnopTuiinka? (So that's what your notion of heroism is — sneaking
up and attacking?)

The word that started all this, Tuiok, now only exists in the language in the adverb Tumkom,
which means secretly or so quietly as to be unnoticed: B mikose s cifien 3a OfHOM IapToH €O
CKPOMHOM JIeBOUKOM, KOTOpasi T0b1Ia MeHsI TUIIKOM, 6e3 ormacku (In school I sat next to a
shy girl who loved me secretly, without ever expressing it).

Here’s another good example: To ecTb, 6bITh HE3aKOHOIIOC/IYIITHBIMY UM OY€Hb X04eTCS,
TOJIBKO TUIIIKOM, 6e3HaKa3aHHo. (That is, they really want to be scofflaws, only they want to
break the law secretly and get away with it scot-free).

There are a number of other secretly-silently adverbs that all have roots in Tuxo (quietly) like
BTUxap4 (on the sly, quietly). This is a concept that all book-loving young people know all
about: B Ka3apme faBanu 0T00I B [1ecsITh, HO TIOMEHIIEB ITPUCIIOCOOUIICS YUTATh BTUXAPS Y
ce0s1 ITOT, 0/1esI/IOM, OCBeIlasi KHUTY KapMaHHBIM (poHapukom (At 10 pm they called lights
out in the barracks, but Tyumentsev managed to secretly read under the covers, shining a
pocket flashlight on a book).

If you want to be secret in an old-fashioned way, use the lovely word BTrxomonky (silently,
secretly), easily deconstructed to the root words Tux (quiet) and mor (speech, tongue). He
mymMuT 6puraja. V Koro eCTb — MOKYPUBAOT BTUXOMOJKY (The troops aren’t making a
sound. If they have cigarettes, they smoke silently). OHa peBHMBO 710BWMJIa Ha HEM B3IJISIIbI
MOJIOABIX CTYOEeHTOK, U My4niIach BTUXOMOJIKY (She was jealous when she caught the way
young women students looked at him, and she suffered in secret).



Another silently/secretly adverb is BTuxyto. Here's an example that is — sadly for us — from
a different era (1999): 3a 3TH rofibl OH HACAYIIAJICS ¥ HAUUTAJICS BCSIKOTO, HUUEeMY He
VIUBJISISICh. ITO PaHbIIle BTUXVIO ITIOPYTUBaIv BJIacTh. A HbIHUe — cBoOoa (Over the years
he had listened to and read all kinds of things, none of which surprised him. In the past people
had to criticize the government in secret. But now there’s freedom).

There are, of course, adverbs that concentrate on the secret part, such as Bratite (literally “in
secret”): rTaBHOE COOBITHE POUCXOAUIIO BTakiHe U B TeMHOTe (The main event took place in
secret and and in darkness). Or the slightly more informal Tatikom, perhaps describing the
above main event: MoJio7joM rmape NpUX0oUThCSI CKPBIBATHCS, TAMKOM BCTpedasick. The
young couple is forced to hide, seeing each other in secret (The young couple had to hide and
meet secretly).

The problem is, as we all know: Bcé TatiHoe cTaHeT siBHbIM (Everything hidden will become
known).
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