Chapter 2: The Meanings of Aspect and Why What You Know about Matter Matters 

[ADD EVERYWHERE – MAKE YOUR OWN FILE OF USES – hints for search engines!!! DON’T worry if some of your examples seem to be motivated under more than one section]

A famous Swedish linguist named Oesten Dahl undertook a survey of how verbs behave in 64 languages of the world (1985. Tense and Aspect Systems. Oxford/New York:Blackwell) and determined that there are basically three kinds of languages in the world: 1) languages like English which don't have perfective vs. imperfective (about one-third of languages are of this type); 2) languages that do have perfective vs. imperfective (about two-thirds of languages are of this type, including French, Arabic, and Chinese); and 3) the Slavic languages (which includes Russian). Apparently the Slavic languages are unique because though they have a perfective vs. imperfective distinction, it is quite different and more problematic than in other languages. So if you have found learning Russian aspect difficult, you are in excellent company; many of the world's most brilliant linguists have struggled with this problem too. This chapter will connect the intricacies of aspect to experiences that are already familiar to you and give you a powerful tool for understanding and organizing the concepts involved.


It is important to let go of the concepts of English and be prepared to look at the world in a fresh way. English does not have any concepts that correspond to the Russian perfective vs. imperfective. What English does have is a distinction between progressive (be working, be writing, be building) and non-progressive (work, write, build), but there is no equivalent to the progressive in Russian. In fact, any attempt to use English concepts to make sense of Russian aspect are likely to create many more problems and no solutions. So please check your English baggage at the door and prepare to enter a realm that may at first feel as foreign to you as the land on the other side of the looking glass did to Alice.


Do you remember what it was like playing in your sandbox when you were little? You sifted the sand through your fingers, poured it from a pail, dug in it with shovels and moved other toys like trucks and dolls along the landscapes you constructed. You learned a lot of things in your sandbox about the different kinds of matter that we encounter as human beings: that there are hard, solid objects (like the toys and the pail and shovel) and soft, fluid substances (like the sand, and like water, milk, flour, sugar, smoke, and air). You learned that the solid objects have firm edges (you can't push your fingers through them), are unique (that's my truck, not yours!), and can't be in the same place (no matter how hard you bang them together). You learned that fluid substances don't have firm edges (your fingers go right through the sand), are not unique countable individuals (the sand on your left is basically the same as the sand on your right), and you can mix fluid substances together (by pouring water in the sand) or embed a solid object in a fluid substance (when you plunged your shovel into the sand). What you didn't know was that while you were playing in your sandbox, you were also getting ready to learn Russian aspect. In fact, just about everything you ever needed to know about the meaning of Russian aspect you learned in your sandbox.


The lessons of the sandbox correspond to the properties of Russian aspect remarkably well. These parallels are summarized in the table below, and we will go through each one in detail and provide plenty of examples to show aspect in action. Basically what we are dealing with is a metaphor, according to which events occupy time in the way that matter occupies space. This is a specific Russian version of the universal TIME IS SPACE metaphor, which could be stated as: perfective is a discrete solid object and imperfective is a fluid substance. This metaphor, with its many implications, is essential to understanding what aspect means in Russian. Because you are already familiar with the source domain for this metaphor (the properties of discrete solid objects and fluid substances you explored in your sandbox), you will be able to follow the metaphorical logic of Russian aspect, even though it will lead you in directions that couldn't be predicted from English.

INSERT TABLE HERE


We will look at fourteen properties of matter (labeled A-N) and how they correspond to the properties of Russian aspect. The properties are organized into three groups: Inherent Properties referring to the basic properties of physical matter, Interactional Properties referring to the ways that matter interacts with matter, and Human Interactional Properties referring to the ways that human beings evaluate their experience with matter. No one property is entirely distinct or separate from the other properties, and for most uses of aspect you will find that several properties are relevant. We will march through the table, discuss each of the properties in turn, and look at some authentic Russian examples. By the time we complete this tour, you should have a good feel for how Russians use “sandbox logic” to sort out their use of perfective and imperfective aspect. Our objective is not to find a perfect set of rules for how aspect behaves (that would be a hopeless endeavor), but rather to observe patterns and strong tendencies. Although everything we will tell you about aspect is true, none of it has the force of an absolute rule. The properties of matter align with well-established patterns in the use of aspect, but exceptions are possible (especially when two or more properties conflict).

Throughout this chapter you will have the opportunity to do the following: 

· Perform “experiments” demonstrating the properties of matter.

· Compare the results of these experiments with the properties of Russian aspect, illustrated by authentic examples.

· Check your comprehension by working through Exercises

· Search the Internet on guided Sleuthing Tasks to find your own authentic Russian examples, eventually building up a weblog of your own illustrations of the properties of aspect.

Inherent Properties

Imagine that you have been asked to describe a toy truck. You could talk about its shape, and the parts that it has, and some other features that make it unique. Once you finish that task, you are asked to describe the sand in a sandbox. So you talk about the fact that it has no shape of its own, nor any edges or parts, and there is nothing that makes it unique, because if you pour in more sand, the result is still sand. What you have done is describe the Inherent Properties of a discrete solid object (the toy truck) as opposed to a fluid substance (the sand). All of these properties (and several more) have a parallel in the Russian universe of time, where perfective events have specific “shapes” (boundaries in time), “parts” (beginnings, middles, and endings), and are unique, one-time happenings, but imperfective events have neither “shapes”, nor “parts”, and are rather homogeneous. The Inherent Properties play a special role because they are the default values in the system and correspond most closely to the objective properties of the events that they describe. As we will see, the Interactional and Human Interactional Properties allow more “wiggle room” for speakers to interpret events and manipulate aspect for their own purposes.

A. Edges

Experiment: Touch a toy truck (or a cell phone, or a computer, or a pen, or any other discrete solid object). Your fingers come into contact with firm edges and you can run your fingers along these edges. It is clear where the toy truck begins and ends, what part of your experience is the toy truck, and what part is the surrounding air, or the table it is sitting on, or something else. Boundaries are important when we are dealing with discrete solid objects. Now touch some sand. Your fingers don't find any edges because the sand shifts as soon as your fingertips come in contact with it. Edges are not part of our experience of things like sand, water, smoke, or air.


Examples: In terms of aspect, the experience of edges means that Russians tend to think of perfective events as having clear boundaries in time, whereas imperfective events lack any focus on boundaries. Take, for example, the following sentences:

Из сарая выбежалp [Ж-А! E:St] мальчик.

'A boy ranp out of the barn.'

Я нажалp [/M E:St] большую круглую кнопку лифта.

'I pressedp the big round elevator button.'

The perfective verbs выбежалp 'ranp out' and нажалp 'pressedp' describe events that occupy time the way that the toy truck occupies space, with clear contours. There was a time before the boy ran out, then a time when he began running out, later a time when he finished running out, and after that he was no longer running out any more. There was also a time before the narrator began pressing the button, then a sharp break to when he began pressing it, and another sharp break between when he finished pressing it and removed his finger. This experience contrasts with the lack of clear boundaries Russians associate with imperfective events, as in the next two sentences: 

Вовa носилi [-И Sh:St] галстук белого цвета.

'Vova worei a white tie.'

Я сейчас читаюi [-АЙ St:St].

'Right now I am readingi.'

Although there certainly was a time when Vova put on his tie, and a later one when he took it off, the imperfective verb носилi 'worei' does not highlight any boundaries to the tie-wearing event. Likewise, читаюi 'I am readingi' tells us only what is going on right now, offering no information about transitions from non-reading to reading to non-reading. The boundaries of these events are just as irrelevant to a speaker of Russian as the edges of a pile of sand or a pool of water are to your fingers. 


Key Concepts: Learn to associate clear beginnings and endings with perfective verbs, and a lack of focus on beginnings and endings with imperfective verbs.


Activities: Identify which verbs are perfective and which are imperfective in the following sentences. Which sentences tell us about events that have clear boundaries in time and which ones don't focus on boundaries?

Sleuthing Tasks: [Need something for perfective]. Search for the word непереставая 'not stopping'. What kinds of verbs (perfective or imperfective) combine with this word? Why? Collect your examples and enter them in your log.
B. Shape

Experiments: 
Look at the discrete solid objects around you: a chair, a desk, sheets of paper, a pen, or our trusty toy truck. They all have shapes that are a part of their identity, and their shapes vary. Discrete solid objects can be long or short, wide or narrow. Some of them, like a leaf or a sheet of paper, can be so thin that they seem to have no thickness at all, and indeed most discrete solid objects, if sliced, will produce stable structures. With the right equipment, I could cut right through the toy truck and get a thin slice of it. The sand in the sandbox and the water in your cup don't behave this way. Fluid substances don't have any shape of their own and can't form stable thin structures. There's no point in slicing sand or water, is there? They seem to require some thickness. Fluid substances may lack the ability to exist as thin structures, but they can do something that discrete solids can't – they can spread all around and be ubiquitous like the air in this room, the sand in the desert, or the water in the ocean.


In terms of Russian verbs, this means that perfectives can tell us about events of various durations, from very long to instantaneously short (like a thinly sliced discrete solid). Imperfective events must have some duration and can be extended, even to infinity.

Perfective events in Russian can either have duration or be instantaneous, and they can either produce a result or produce no result at all. This means that the events described by Russian perfective verbs come in four basic “shapes”:  


1) events that take time and have a result (Accomplishments – a type of Complete Act)


2) events that take time and have no result (Complex Events)


3) events that take no time and have a result (Achievements – a type of Complete Act)


4) events that take no time and have no result (Single Acts).

[HOT LINK:]In Chapter 3 we will see that the various “shapes” of perfective events correspond to various locations on a conceptual map of actions.
Examples:
For now, let’s start by looking at an event that takes time and has a result:

Вот я написалp [-А Sh:St] роман о рабочем классе, как все.

‘Look, I’ve writtenp a novel about the working class, like everyone else.’

Writing a novel is the type of event that linguists call an “Accomplishment” because it has a beginning, a middle phase in which the activity accumulates toward a completion, and then an ending at which a result is obtained. Other Accomplishment events would include things like построить [-И St:St] дачу ‘build a dacha’, прочитать [-АЙ St:St] книгу ‘read a book’, съесть [Д! E:St] торт ‘eat up a cake’. The results that obtain at the end of these Accomplishments are that the novel is now written, the dacha is ready, the book has been read, and there is no more cake to eat.


Russian also has perfective verbs that mean just ‘do X for a while, get a certain amount of Xing done’, and these are prefixed in по- and про-, like посидеть [-Е E:St] ‘spend some time sitting’ and проспать всю ночь ‘sleep through the whole night’. Unlike Accomplishments, these events ([HOT LINK:]which we will call “Complex Acts” in Chapter 3) produce no results, as we see in this example:

Я люблюi [-И Sh:St] вечер пятницы: можно посидетьp [-Е E:St] за столом, повозитьсяp [-И Sh:St] с ребятами, уложитьp [-И Sh:St] их на полчаса позже.

‘I lovei Friday evening: one can spend some time sittingp at the table, spend some time playingp with the children, and putp them to bed a half hour later.’

The sitting and playing in this example don’t have any logical conclusion, but they do have a clear beginning, middle, and end. [HOT LINK:]In Chapter 3 we will talk more about the difference between actions that have a natural completion (and are therefore completable, like writing a novel), and actions that don’t have a natural completion (and are not completable, like sitting).

Remember the very thin discrete solid objects, like the leaf and the sheet of paper? Their shape is very different from that of other objects because they seem to have no thickness, no middle. Their beginning and ending seem to be in nearly the same place. If an event has no middle, it seems to happen instantaneously. Here is an instantaneous event that produces a result, a profound change of state:

Её муж умерp [/Р E:PSh] от разрыва сердца.

‘Her husband diedp from a heart attack.’

There is a sudden transition between being alive and being dead: one minute he was alive and the next he wasn’t. An act that happens all at once like this is called an “Achievement”. Other examples of Achievements include: открытьp [ОЙ St:St] дверь 'openp the door', выключитьp [-И P:P] радио 'turn offp the radio', взятьp [Й/М! E:Sh] зонтик 'takep an umbrella'. 


At the end of each Achievement there is a result, a new state of affairs (the husband is now dead, the door is now open, the radio is now off, and someone has an umbrella). 
There are also instantaneous perfective events that produce no result. These are generally single instances of activities that can be thought of as a single cycle extracted from what is normally a series of repetitions. We will call these “Single Act” verbs (linguists call them “Semelfactive”) and we will talk more about them in [HOT LINK:]Chapter 3, too. All of these verbs are suffixed in –ну (but beware, the reverse is not true: all verbs suffixed in –ну are NOT Single Act verbs, nor are they all perfective). Here is an example of a Single Act –ну verb:

Вон! – крикнулаp [-НУ St:St] женщина неожиданно звонким голосом.

‘Get out! – yelledp the woman in an unexpectedly sonorous voice.’  

Unlike кричатьi [Ж-А St:St], which denotes a continuous yelling action, крикнутьp [-НУ St:St] describes the emission of a single yell. Other common Single Act verbs include: чихнутьp [-НУ E:St] 'sneezep once', прыгнутьp [-НУ St:St] 'jumpp once', and улыбнутьсяp [-НУ St:St] 'flash a single smilep'. Once each of these cycles has run its course – the yell and the sneeze have been let out, the jump and the smile have been completed, we return to the same place where we started out, so there is no product or result. 


The “shapes” of imperfective verbs involve duration and spreading. Spreading is achieved by extending the present to include some of the past, by making generalizations, and by casting negations in a general fashion. Let us look first just at duration.

За столом сидимi [-Е E:St] долго, едимi [Д! E:St] не спешаi [Ж-А E:St].

'We siti for a long time at the table, eatingi without hurryingi.'

Днём она готовиласьi [-И St:St] к экзаменам.

'During the day she studiedi for exams.'

Imperfective events like sitting, eating, and studying can never be instantaneous; they aren't the kinds of things that happen in a flash, like flipping a switch. Imperfective events have no inherent “shapes”, and will always have some duration. It is possible to take advantage of the “shapelessness” of imperfective events and spread them around, parallel to the way you can spread sand or splash water or blow smoke about. This spreading of imperfectives is associated with three uses: the extended present, negation, and potentially infinite extension. Let’s look first at the extended present:

Я работаюi [-АЙ St:St] здесь с прошлого года.

'I have been workingi here since last year.'

Работаюi is a non-past imperfective form, and its standard default interpretation is present tense, which would yield 'I am working'. Through the retrospection of memory, it is possible for us to reach back in the past. In Russian we can communicate this experience of an event spanning both the past and the present by taking advantage of the “spreading” property of imperfective events. Thus the non-past here refers to the continuity of past through present. By the way, English is not as consistent as Russian in this use. Consider the following sentence:

Случай этот специалисты до сих пор считаютi [-АЙ St:St] небывалым.

'Even today, specialists still consideri this an unusual case.'

This means that specialists have held this opinion in the past and continue to hold it in the present. You can depend on Russian to use an extended present for this purpose, though most uses in English use a past tense.


There is a natural connection between negation and spreading. Unless negation is attached to something very specific (for example, when there is an imminent danger – [HOT LINK:]see the negative warnings in section M below), we tend to use negation to create extensive, protective blankets. So if someone were to accuse you of doing something, you would use the imperfective with your negation in order to spread your denial as far and wide as you could. If you were telling a child not to stick their finger in an electrical socket, or talk with their mouth full, you wouldn’t want them to associate that message with just one moment, but to spread it around as a general guideline. The spreadability of fluid substances corresponds to the association of negation with imperfective in Russian. Let’s look at some examples of negated imperfectives. This example comes from an interview with Vladimir Putin. The interviewer implies that Putin quit the communist party for political reasons, and Putin doesn’t take kindly to this accusation of careerist maneuvering, so he denies it with an imperfective, a classic example of categorical negation:

–Когда вы вышлиp [Д! E:E] из партии? –Я не выходилi [-И Sh:St].

‘–When did you leavep the party? –I didn’t leavei the party.’

The implication is that he never left the party at all – the strongest kind of denial. The next example comes from a paintballing website, and the generalization of the interdiction, expressed by НЕ СНИМАЙТЕi 'DON’T REMOVEi' is abundantly clear:

Я очень хочуi [-E! E!:St], чтобы вы ушлиp [Д! E:E] отсюда с тем же количеством глаз, что и пришлиp [Д! E:E]. Поэтому - НЕ СНИМАЙТЕi [-АЙ St:St] МАСКУ НА ПОЛЕ!!! Никогда и ни при каких обстоятельствах!

‘I really wanti you to leavep here with the same number of eyes that you had when you camep. So – DON’T REMOVEi YOUR MASK ON THE FIELD!!! Never and under no circumstances!’


The last “spreading” use of the imperfective is mentioned in [HOT LINK:]Chapter 1: Nonpast Tense Uses that Can’t Be Located in the Timeline, such as Русские строятi [-И St:St] дачи ‘Russians buildi dachas’, Сестра естi [Д! E:St] мясо ‘My sister eatsi meat’, and Земля вращаетсяi [-АЙ St:St] вокруг своей оси ‘The Earth rotatesi on its axis’. These are not events at all; they are descriptions of what the world is like (Russians are the kind of people who build dachas, my sister is a meat-eater, and ours is a rotating planet). They don’t take time, they just are. They are everywhere, like background radiation. Here the potential “spread” of the imperfective is infinite. This use is called “Gnomic”, a word that comes from Greek and refers to knowledge, because these statements are about what we know about the world. [HOT LINK:]In Chapter 3 we will call these non-events “states” and discuss how they differ from the events otherwise described by verbs. Take a look at this example of an infinitely spread imperfective:

Телевидение делаетi [-АЙ St:St] мир плоским и примитивным.

‘Television makesi the world flat and simplistic.’

This is just a fact about television that is generally true, not a specific ongoing event.

Key Concepts:

Remember that perfective events come in a variety of shapes, with duration ranging from very long to zero, and that perfective events can come with or without results. Imperfective events have no shape and zero duration is not an option. But imperfectives can spread to show the continuation of past events through the present, the generalization of negation, or to describe characteristics that don’t constitute events at all.

Activities:

Identify the following sentences in terms of the shape or shapelessness/spreadability of the events they describe. You can choose among the following options:

	Perfective Events – Shaped
	Imperfective Events – Shapeless

	Accomplishment
	Both Duration and Result
	Ongoing events (any tense)
	Duration

	Complex Act
	Duration but no Result
	Extended Present
	Duration and Spreading 

	Achievement
	Result but no Duration
	Negation
	Duration and Spreading

	Single Act
	Neither Duration nor Result
	Gnomic
	Spreading but No Real Duration


И вот Марусей овладело чувство тревоги.

Выставка проходит под патронажем вице-премьера.

В лесу местами ещё лежал снег.

Мама попала в сумасшедший дом.

Тигр погиб под колёсами лесовоза.

Эти декларации не подтверждалисьi какими-либо фактами.

‘Those declarations were not verifiedi by any facts whatsoever.’

Молодые люди, не губите себя, не пробуйте!

Смех углубляетi [-АЙ St:St] дыхание, обогащаетi [-АЙ St:St] кислородом кровь и вентилируетi [-OVA St:St] лёгкие.

‘Laughter deepensi the breathing, enrichesi the blood with oxygen, and ventilatesi the lungs.’

Here is a passage from the Russian version of Winnie-the-Pooh, where Pooh and Owl are discussing what to do about Eeyore’s missing tail. Describe the effects of aspect in this passage, focusing particularly on the Russian verbs used to translate sneeze: 

— А сделатьp [-АЙ St:St] нужно следующее: во-первых, сообщиp [-И E:St] в прессу. Потом...

“The thing to do is as follows. First, Issue a Reward. Then--” 
— Будь [Д! St:Sh] здорова,— сказалp [-А Sh:St] Пух, поднявp [НИМ Sh:PSh] лапу.— Так что мы должны сделатьp [-АЙ St:St] с этой... как ты сказалаp [-А Sh:St]? Ты чихнулаp [-НУ E:St], когда собираласьi [-АЙ St:St] сказатьp [-А Sh:St]. 

“Just a moment,” said Pooh, holding up his paw. “What do we do to this--what you were saying? You sneezed just as you were going to tell me.” 
— Я не чихалаi [-АЙ St:St]. 

“I didn’t sneeze.” 
— Нет, Сова, ты чихнулаp [-НУ E:St]. 

“Yes, you did, Owl.” 
— Простиp [-И E:St], пожалуйста, Пух, но я не чихалаi [-АЙ St:St]. Нельзя же чихнутьp [-НУ E:St] и не знать [-АЙ St:St], что ты чихнулp [-НУ E:St]. 

“Excuse me, Pooh, I didn’t. You can’t sneeze without knowing it.” 
— Ну и нельзя знатьi [-АЙ St:St], что кто-то чихнулp [-НУ E:St], когда никто не чихалi [-АЙ St:St]. 

“Well, you can’t know it without something having been sneezed.” 
— Я началаp [/Н E:PSh]  говоритьi [-И E:St]: сперва сообщиp [-И E:St]... 

“What I said was, ‘First Issue a Reward’.” 
— Ну вот, ты опять! Будь [Д! St:Sh] здорова,— грустно сказалp [-А Sh:St] Винни-Пух. 

“You’re doing it again,” said Pooh sadly.
Sleuthing Tasks:
C. Integrity

You are probably sitting in a chair right now, and of course your chair is a discrete solid object (like our trusty toy truck). Though there may be many others like it, your chair has special integrity of identity. This means that no other chair in the world is your chair, because your chair is a unique individual. If you break off a piece of your chair, that piece is not your chair, because the integrity of the whole has been violated. Also, if you go and get another chair, the result is no longer your chair, but two chairs. This probably all sounds very silly, but consider for a moment what happens if you do the same experiments with a fluid substance like sand or water. Let's say you have water in a cup. The water has no integrity of identity. It is the same water as any other water – it's just water. If you were to pour some of it out, the part you poured out would also be water. And if you went and got more water and added it to the water you had, the result is still water. Another way to state this relationship is as heterogeneous (having parts, non-additive) vs. homogeneous (not having parts, additive). Russian perfective events are unique heterogeneous individuals possessing integrity like your chair. Imperfective events are not unique individuals. Imperfectives are continuous and homogeneous, and can be subdivided or added to like water.


We will start with a perfective event and look at how it illustrates the property of integrity. The first sentence comes from a description of a paleontologist's adventures in Siberia, the second from a narrative of the day's events:

Он нашёлp [Д! E:E] позвонок мамонта в районе вечной мерзлоты.

‘He foundp a vertebra of a mammoth in the perma-frost region.’

Сегодня после работы я приготовилаp [-И St:St] вкусный ужин.

'After work today I cookedp a tasty dinner.'

The finding of the mammoth’s vertebra and the preparation of the dinner were each unique events – no other events in history have been the same. Also, if we were to look at just a piece of either event, some subpart of the finding or the cooking, it would not be the same thing as the whole event (for example, cutting up some vegetables is not equal to cooking a whole meal). And if the paleontologist went on to find another vertebra, the two events together would not be the same as the one event (though it is sometimes possible to add together a small number of events with the perfective, but only if you specify how many there are – [HOT LINK:]see section D below). Let’s contrast these perfective events with an imperfective event:

Пахлоi [-(НУ) St:St] горячим хлебом из тостера.

'There was a smelli of hot bread from the toaster.'

The emission of a hot-bread smell is somehow less specific than the acts of finding a fossil or cooking a dinner. Let’s assume that the smell persisted for several minutes. If we extract any subset of that time (say, just one minute), it is still possible to say the same sentence to refer only to that shorter interval. Also, if, as soon as the smell was about to fade, someone toasted more bread, causing more smell, one could say the same sentence to describe the combined intervals. The smell-emission is homogeneous, like water. An imperfective event of this type doesn’t have individuated parts, and you can add more to it without changing how you talk about it. 

Sand is composed of many grains, which are, for most practical purposes, identical. The repetition of events can be compared to piling up grains of sand, and the imperfective can have a “homogenizing” effect, summing up a series of events as if they were a all the same, as in this sentence spoken by a doctor:

По роду своей работы я каждодневно сталкиваюсьi [-АЙ St:St] с людьми, пострадавшими от укусов животных.

‘Due to the nature of my work I encounteri people suffering from animal bites every day.’

Surely each patient and the circumstances of each injury was unique, but the imperfective sums them all up as a series of repeated events, as if they were identical, creating a smooth, continuous effect.

Lesson:

Think of perfectives as describing unique heterogeneous events, as opposed to imperfectives, which describe homogeneous events that can be divided up or added to without changing their nature. You can use imperfectives to describe repetition. 

Exercises:

Мальчика задавилоp электричкой.

Односельчане нашлиp его мертвым. 

‘The fellow-villagers foundp him dead.’
D. Countability 

Imagine that you are baking a cake. The recipe calls for eggs, milk, flour, and sugar. But there is a difference between how you measure these things. The eggs are discrete solid wholes (well, at least until you break them), so you can count them: 1, 2, 3. But you can’t count the milk, flour, or sugar. The only way we can measure fluid substances is by filling containers with them and then counting the containers, so we get one cup of milk, two cups of milk, etc. So for the discrete solids (like the eggs, or the toys in the sandbox), quantification is something natural and inherent, but for the substances (like the milk, flour, sugar and sand), it has to be imposed using measures. We see evidence of a similar count vs. mass behavior in Russian verbs. Perfective events have three properties that relate to countability: they can be discretely measureable, they are associated with the partitive genitive, which quantifies matter, and they can sum up a small number of brief items. Imperfectives are associated with the filling of blocks of time and with open-ended durations. 

Discretely measurable perfectives

Perfective events that have duration can be of exactly measurable lengths. Think of this as equivalent to measuring the length of a discrete solid object using a ruler. This kind of measurement is described using the construction VERBp + за + ACCUSATIVE, which means ‘get X donep in Y amount of time’. Only perfective verbs can be used in this construction, as in this sentence:

Борис прочиталp [-АЙ St:St] эту книгу за два часа.

‘Boris readp that book/got that book readp in two hours.’

The effect here is that the reading of the book was a discrete event that was two hours long, parallel to your pencil, which might be 10 inches long.

Perfectives with the partitive genitive

The partitive genitive construction is used to quantify matter, and it is accompanied by perfective verbs. Some nouns, like чай ‘tea’, use the special “second genitive” ending in –у/-ю to express the partitive genitive, but others just use the expected genitive endings. The point is that the partitive genitive tells you how much stuff you have, which means that you need a verb with corresponding quantity, so of course the verb is perfective. Consider this example:

Я выпилp [ИЙ E:Sh] чаю, который заказалp [-А Sh:St] по телефону.

‘I drankp the tea that I orderedp by phone.’

There is a certain amount of tea, and the action that goes with it (drinking) needs to be portioned out in a corresponding quantity, which is why we have the perfective выпилp ‘drankp’. The next example shows how a partitive genitive, here represented by денег ‘some money’ can be embedded in a larger context:

–А утром она говоритi [-И E:St], без тебя не могуi. –А ты что? –Ну, успокоилp [-И St:St], денег далp [Д! E:Sh]…

 ‘—And in the morning she saysi, I can’ti go on without you. –So what did you do? –Well, I calmedp her down, gavep her some money.’

The money has been portioned out, so we need a discrete action to go with it, and that action is provided by далp ‘gavep’.

Summing small numbers of events with perfectives

If we count up a small number of relatively short actions, we can use the perfective to sum them up. However, whenever you are describing more than one event, it is possible to use the imperfective, so the use of the perfective here is a possibility, not a necessity. You, as a speaker have a choice: if you want to emphasize how discrete and countable the actions were, you can use the perfective; if you don’t want to emphasize discreteness and countability, you can use the imperfective. Here are examples of how a few short events can be summed up using a perfective verb:

Я в этом году даже трижды приготовилp [-И St:St] суп с грибами.

‘This year I even madep mushroom soup three times.’

Журналисты постоялиp [Ж-А E:St], посмотрелиp [-Е Sh:St], пару раз зевнулиp [-НУ E:St], и разошлисьp [Д! E:E].

‘The journalists stood and looked around for a while, yawned a couple of times, and left.’

It is the fact that the action has been counted using a small number, like трижды ‘three times’ and пару раз ‘a couple of times’, that makes summation by perfective verbs like приготовилp ‘madep’ and зевнулиp ‘yawnedp’ possible. Most examples of the summative use of the perfective are in the range of two, three, or four actions. After that, the use of the imperfective predominates and the perfective is uncommon. Still, it is not clear what the upper limit is, since it is possible to find examples for numbers such as 10, 20, and even 100:

Я вам десять раз повторилp [-И E:St], что это совсем не больно!

‘I have repeatedp to you ten times that it doesn’t hurt at all!

В среднем, каждый человек двадцать раз увиделp [-Е St:St] ваш баннер.

‘On average, each person has seenp your banner twenty times.’

Я ему сто раз сказалp [-А Sh:St]: кричатьi [Ж-А E:St] не надо.

‘I’ve toldp him a hundred times: there’s no need to shouti.


Let us now turn our attention to imperfective events, which don’t have discretely measurable dimensions of their own. Remember our cake recipe above and how we had to fill containers with fluid substances in order to measure them. Imperfective events behave the same way, filling blocks of time, as we see in these examples:

Следующие пять дней дядя Коля лежитi [Ж-А E:St] безмолвный, носом в потолок.

‘For the next five days uncle Kolja liesi silent, with his nose pointing toward the ceiling.’

Об этом я буду кричатьi [Ж-А E:St] всю ночь.

‘I’m going to yelli about it all night.’

Think of the five days of uncle Kolja’s lying facing the ceiling as equivalent to the five cups of flour that go in your cake. The yelling also fills up the night like sugar filling up your measuring cup. 


The measurement of imperfective events can be open-ended. The time this woman spent waiting around probably seemed interminable to her:

Она поджидалаi [-АЙ St:St] мужа ночами.

‘She waited upi for her husband during the nights.’

Imperfective events can go on and on with no end in sight, as in this example: 

Об искусстве можно бесконечно споритьi [-И St:St].

‘It is possible to arguei endlessly about art.’

Lesson: 

Perfective events come with their own sizes and are countable. You can use the за + ACCUSATIVE ‘in Y amount of time’ construction as a ruler to measure them. If you measure matter with a partitive genitive, the verbal action that goes with it will be perfective, and you can sum up a (usually small) number of counted events with a perfective. Imperfective events fill up time the way that fluids fill containers, and might have no clear quantity at all.

Exercises:

Можно ли за два часа статьp красавицей?
‘Is it possible to becomep a beautiful woman in two hours?’

Сибирская тигрица два часа держалаi в страхе жителей Потсдама.

‘A Siberian tigress kepti the inhabitants of Potsdam in fear for two hours.’ 

Неизменно выпивший, он часами бродилi по коридору.

 ‘Invariably drunk, he wanderedi the corridor for hours.’ 

Sleuthing tasks: 

Try to find the following types of examples:

Examples of perfective verbs with the за + ACCUSATIVE ‘in Y amount of time’ construction (suggested search engine triggers: за два часа ‘in two hours’, за час ‘in an hour’, за одну минуту ‘in a minute’, за год ‘in a year’)

Examples of perfective verbs with partitive genitives (suggested search engine triggers: чаю ‘some tea’, супу ‘some soup’, сахару ‘some sugar’, луку ‘some onion’, сыру ‘some cheese’, рису ‘some rice’, коньяку ‘some cognac’, шоколаду ‘some chocolate’)

Examples of perfective verbs summing up small numbers of events (suggested search engine triggers: дважды ‘twice’, трижды ‘three times’, пару раз ‘a couple of times’, четыре раза ‘four times’; beware – you will need to avoid constructions with в четыре раза ‘four times as’, since this is a comparative construction and does not refer to the number of times something was done)

Examples of imperfective verbs with times to be filled (suggested search engine triggers: три минуты, весь день, целую неделю, три часа

Examples of imperfective verbs with open-ended times (suggested search engine triggers: ночами, годами, бесконечно, постоянно, вечно

E. Streamability

To demonstrate this property, let’s go back to the sandbox and fish out the toy truck (any other solid object that you have handy, like a stapler, coin, or cell phone, will do as a substitute). Drop your toy truck (or other object) onto your desk. Notice how the truck stays together, and arrives all in one piece (clunk!) on your desk. It doesn’t have any alternatives. It can’t flow. The sand in your sandbox does have alternatives. It can just sit there, or it can get organized and flow all in a given direction (for example when you pour it out of your pail). Streamability is something that we associate with fluid substances in general: when air flows, we call it wind, and when water flows, we call it a river (as opposed to a lake). Whether it is flowing or not, we don’t experience a fluid substance like sand as a whole object – our experience of it is gradual, unlike the arrival of the toy truck on your desk. If you drop some sand on your desk, you will hear a diffuse whoooosh!, not a crisp clunk!

We can observe the property of Streamability at work in Russian verbs. Perfective verbs package an event as a complete whole that we see all at once, whereas imperfective verbs can show us gradual processes. And perfective verbs lack a set of alternatives that imperfective verbs have: the distinction between determined and non-determined motion verbs. 


When people think of something as a whole chunk, without breaking it down into parts, psychologists call it a Gestalt. The Russian perfective takes an event and presents it as a Gestalt, an idea that comes all as one piece. Here is an example:

Игорь увлёксяp [К E:E] выращиванием грибов. 

‘Igor became madp about cultivating mushrooms.’

In reality, Igor’s experience certainly had many parts: first he discovered mushroom cultivation, then he studied up on it, acquired materials, set up his own operation, got results, gathered more expertise and enthusiasm, etc. But the perfective verb rolls all of this up into a single Gestalt, presenting the whole event at once (clunk!).


Imperfective events tend to be gradual processes. It is possible, though rare, to describe gradual accumulation with a perfective verb, but this can only be done by using an adverb like постепенно ‘gradually’. The gradual streaming of an activity is most naturally conveyed by an imperfective verb, which doesn’t require any adverbs to make this point, as we see in this example:
Во мне, естественно, накапливалсяi [-АЙ St:St] протест против их «правды».

‘A feeling of protest against their “truth” naturally welledi up in me.’

This sentence tells us that the protest accumulates over time (whoooosh!).


You have probably had some experience with the notorious Russian motion verbs. Streamability is a particularly important property for this troublesome group of verbs. For just about every mode of transportation, Russian has two unprefixed motion verbs, one that is called “determined” and one that is called “non-determined” (other textbooks might call them by other names, such as “unidirectional” and “non-unidirectional”). Here is a table of motion verbs for reference (notice the pattern of stem types):

	
	Determined Motion (“+flow”)
	Non-determined motion (“-flow”)

	‘walk’
	идтиi [Д! E:E]
	ходитьi [-И Sh:St]

	‘ride’
	ехатьi [Д! St:St]
	ездитьi [-И St:St] 

	‘carry while walking’
	нестиi [С E:E]
	носитьi [-И Sh:St]

	‘carry while riding’
	везтиi [З E:E]
	возитьi [-И Sh:St]

	‘lead while walking’
	вестиi [Д E:E]
	водитьi [-И Sh:St]

	‘wander, ford, trudge’
	брестиi [Д E:E]
	бродитьi [-И Sh:St]

	‘climb’
	лезтьi [З St:St]
	лазитьi [-И St:St] or лазатьi [-АЙ St:St]

	‘swim, sail’
	плытьi [В E:Sh]
	плаватьi [-АЙ St:St]

	‘crawl’
	ползтиi [З E:E]
	ползатьi [-АЙ St:St] 

	‘run’
	бежатьi [Ж-А! E:St]
	бегатьi [-АЙ St:St]

	‘fly’
	лететьi [-Е Е:St]
	летатьi [-АЙ St:St]

	‘chase’
	гнатьi [-И! Sh:Sh]
	гонятьi [-АЙ St:St]

	‘roll’
	катитьi [-И Sh:St]
	кататьi [-АЙ St:St]

	‘drag’
	тащитьi [-И Sh:St]
	таскатьi [-АЙ St:St]


Go back to your sandbox and fill up a pail with sand. Now pick the pail up, turn it over, and slowly pour the sand out again. As you do this, observe that you have sand in two states: the flowing sand that is coming out of your pail, and the other sand that is sitting in your sandbox. The flowing sand is like the determined motion verbs, which describe only motion streaming along a path to a goal, as in:

Сын идётi [Д! E:E] в школу.

‘Our son is on his way/walkingi to school.’

All other descriptions of walking, such as ability to walk, repeated round-trips, or motion in no particular direction (see the three examples below) use the non-determined verb, and correspond to the sand that is not flowing all in one direction. The non-determined verbs are more like other imperfective verbs: they just describe activities.

Сын уже ходитi [-И Sh:St].

‘Our son is walking/knows how to walki already.’
Сын уже ходитi [-И Sh:St] в школу.

‘Our son is walking to and from/attendingi school already.’
Сын ходитi [-И Sh:St] по парку.

‘Our son is walkingi around in the park.’
Remember that your toy truck can’t flow. Perfective verbs can’t flow either. This distinction between determined and non-determined exists only for motion verbs, and only in the imperfective. Once you create a perfective verb, like пойтиp [Д! E:E], or add prefixes that describe the path of motion, like прийтиp [Д! E:E](/приходитьi [-И Sh:St]) ‘arrivep(/i)’, the Streamability of determined and non-determined verbs is no longer an issue, and we just have regular perfective verbs (and their prefixed imperfective counterparts).
Lesson: Perfective verbs present a complete package, like a solid object. Description of gradual events is more natural with imperfectives, which are continuous like a fluid substance. Unprefixed imperfective motion verbs come in two types, corresponding to the two possibilities for fluid substances: they can flow in a single direction, as determined motion verbs, or they cannot flow in a single direction, as non-determined motion verbs.

Exercises:

Он сталp фанатиком пунктуации.
Sleuthing tasks:

Search for the following types of examples:


Examples of perfective verbs that describe a Gestalt.


Examples of imperfective verbs that describe gradual accumulation (look for verbs that collocate with постепенно, мало-помало and then search for the same verbs without those adverbs, to see how/if they express accumulation on their own)


Examples of unprefixed determined motion verbs.


Examples of unprefixed non-determined motion verbs describing: a) ability to move (trigger: motion verb form + уже), b) repeated motion (triggers: motion verb form + в школу, на работу, в университет, домой), and c) motion in no particular direction (trigger: motion verb form + по).

F. Penetrability

Let’s say that you have a discrete solid object (the toy truck, or a stapler, or similar thing) and a fluid substance (a pile of sand, or some water in a cup) on your desk. Basically, we can pick up exactly where we left off after you dropped these two things onto your desk in section E above. Now take your finger and press it down on the discrete solid object. You can’t push your finger inside the truck (or stapler or whatever) and feel its structure. You are stuck on the outside. But if you take your finger and push down on the sand or water, your finger goes right in, and you can feel around in there all you want. There’s nothing to stop you. 


Here’s how this experience relates to Russian verbs. With perfective verbs, it is not usually possible to describe how the action unfolds, or how it is structured. You can only experience the event from the outside. The use of adverbs and prepositional phrases to describe manner is strongly associated with imperfective verbs, which allow you to look inside an event. Detailed descriptions of the items involved in the event are also much more likely to appear with an imperfective verb. So if you want to describe the internal texture of an event using words like интересно ‘in an interesting way’, постепенно ‘gradually’, спокойно ‘calmly’, внимательно ‘attentively’, сильно ‘strongly’, нежно ‘tenderly’, аккуратно ‘neatly’, модно ‘in a fashionable way’, осторожно ‘carefully’, умно ‘intelligently’, одобряюще ‘approvingly’, you are most likely to use an imperfective verb as well. Here are a couple of examples:

Полицейские крепко держалиi [Ж-А Sh:St] его за плечи. 
‘The policemen heldi him firmly by the shoulders.’
Медленно падалi [-АЙ St:St] крупный снег.

‘A heavy snow was slowly fallingi.’

The description of how the policemen are holding the suspect (крепко ‘firmly’) and the way that the snow is falling (медленно ‘slowly’) are compatible with the imperfective verbs in these sentences, since they both give us a glimpse of the inside of the events. 


There are adverbs of manner that look only at the outside of events, presenting them as unpenetrated wholes, such as разом ‘all at once’, срочно ‘urgently’, внезапно ‘suddenly’, вдруг ‘suddenly’, that are more likely to be associated with perfective verbs, as in this example:

Несколько лет назад я вдруг решилp [-И E:St] уйтиp [Д! E:E] в науку.

‘Several years ago I suddenly decidedp to gop into science.’

Lesson: If a sentence is describing the inner workings of an event, it is more likely to use an imperfective verb because imperfective events, like fluid substances, are penetrable. Perfective verbs tend to present events from the outside, ignoring how they unfold.

Exercises:

Sleuthing tasks:

Use the adverbs listed above as trigger words, and compare how many sentences come up with perfective and imperfective verbs. 

G. Conversion 

Discrete solid objects can become fluid substances and fluid substances can become discrete solid objects. There are two ways to perform these conversions: 1) we can adjust our viewpoint, or 2) we can physically transform matter. 

1) Here is what happens when we adjust our viewpoint:


a) Homogenization. Start with your toy truck (or equivalent desk object). Gather together a good-sized number (let’s say 50 or a 100 or so) of similar trucks (or objects) and toss them all in a pile. Now turn and walk away in the opposite direction. At some point, when you get far enough away, you can’t see the individual trucks anymore, just a homogeneous pile of stuff not so very unlike sand. In a sense you have converted individual discrete solid objects into a fluid substance just by looking at them as a group from a distance.


b) Particle Extraction. Now turn to the sand that may still be heaped on your desk. Get up close, very close, and pick out one grain of sand and look at it, under a magnifying glass, if possible. That one grain of sand now looks like an individual rock, and, if you look closely enough, you might even see that each grain of sand is slightly different. This time you have converted a fluid substance into a discrete solid just by looking closely at a single particle.

2) Now let’s look at physical transformations and the possibilities they offer:


a) Pulverization. With the right equipment, one could grind up a toy truck, reducing it to a pile of sand. So pulverization is an option for converting a discrete solid into a fluid substance.


b) Hardening. Most liquids can be frozen, and dry substances like sand or sugar can be held together with a bit of moisture or glue. In this way it is possible to convert fluid substances into discrete solid objects, and to give them specific shapes (like the shapes of ice cubes or sandcastles).


c) Packaging. Some solid objects, like boxes, are hollow, which means that they can be filled up with things like sand. Once you put the lid on a box full of sand, basically what you have is a discrete solid object (even though there is a fluid substance inside), because a solid is always a solid and we can’t really look inside. So you can convert a fluid substance into a discrete solid object by making a package that combines the two types of matter.


The Russian verbal system provides handy parallels in terms of aspectual conversions. Imperfectivizing suffixes (-ай/-яй, -вай, and –ывай/-ивай; see the Appendix) perform the tasks of Homogenization and Pulverization. The –ну suffix performs Particle Extraction. And various prefixes are involved in Hardening and Packaging. We will now take a look at each Conversion, and in Chapter 3 we will trace the Conversions of families of related verbs in detail.

1) Viewpoint transformation


a) Homogenization. We can look at a number of specific, individual actions as if they were a uniform mass of similar events. Although each separate event would have been described using a perfective verb, when they are viewed collectively, we see just a continuous repetition, and we describe that using an imperfective verb. Homogenization is usually achieved by adding an imperfectivizing suffix to a perfective verb, though other imperfective partners can perform this Conversion. Let’s take, for example, the perfective verbs загрязнитьсяp [-И E:St] ‘get dirtyp’, выброситьp [-И P:P] ‘throw outp’, and купитьp [-И Sh:St] ‘buyp’. If we want to pile up a number of such events and Collectivize them, we will need to use the corresponding imperfectives, загрязнятьсяi [-АЙ St:St] ‘get dirtyi’, выбрасыватьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘throw outi’, and покупатьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘buyi’, as in this example:

Когда одежда загрязняласьi [-АЙ St:St], он её выбрасывалi [-АЙ St:St]  и покупалi [-АЙ St:St]  новую.

‘When his clothes got dirtyi, he would throw them outi and buyi new ones.’

The dirtying of each outfit was a unique event, and the same can be said about the discarding of each filthy garment and each purchase of new apparel. What the imperfective verbs report, though, is that these events were repeated over and over again. At this point, the uniqueness of the garments and events is no longer relevant. We are looking at a collection of similar events, and no longer distinguishing each individual. The imperfectivization process does to the original events what we did to the toy trucks when we viewed them as a distant pile.


b) Particle Extraction. The –ну suffix in Russian is a tricky beast: it usually means that a verb is perfective, but it appears in some imperfective verbs (like гаснутьi [(-НУ) St:St] ‘go out, be extinguishedi’). In some verbs (usually ones with prefixes) –ну is just associated with perfective (as in покинутьp [-НУ St:St] ‘abandonp’. Most verbs with –ну have a special meaning that performs Particle Extraction: they describe doing something just once. In Chapter 3 we will call this a Single Act. So, for example, because чихатьi [-АЙ St:St] means ‘sneeze (continuously) i’, чихнутьp [-НУ E:St] means ‘sneeze (once) p’; because прыгатьi [-АЙ St:St] means ‘jump (continuously) i’, прыгнутьp [-НУ St:St] means ‘jump (once) p’; because кричатьi [-АЙ St:St] means ‘yell (continuously) i’, крикнутьp [-НУ St:St] means ‘give a single yellp’; and because улыбатьсяi [-АЙ St:St] means ‘smile (continuously) i’, улыбнутьсяp [-НУ E:St] means ‘flash a single smilep’. With each –ну verb, we are able to extract a single event out of what is otherwise a continuous repetition. Now we can see the single act as a unqique individual, just like that solitary grain of sand under the magnifying glass. Compare these two sentences: 

Жаба прыгалаi [-АЙ St:St] по квартире.

‘The toad jumpedi around the apartment.’

Жаба прыгнулаp [-НУ St:St] на подоконник.

‘The toad jumpedp onto the windowsill.’

The first sentence describes the continuous jumping of the toad all around the apartment. The second sentence extracts one particle of all that jumping: the particular jump that landed the toad on the windowsill. 

2) Physical transformation

a) Pulverization. Perfective events are usually unanalyzed wholes that we can only see from the outside, but if we add an imperfectivizing suffix to a perfective verb, we have the option of seeing the process unfold. For example, переписатьp [-А Sh:St] ‘rewritep’ is a perfective verb, so when we use it we see only the whole package of rewriting. If we want to see the process that goes into rewriting, we derive the imperfective переписыватьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘rewritei’, as in this sentence:

Конституционный суд переписываетi [-АЙ St:St] Гражданский Кодекс.

‘The Constitutional court is rewritingi the Civil Codex.’

The derived imperfective here effectively takes the unity of the complete rewriting and grinds it down into a process, so that we see the action underway. A good alternative translation would be: ‘The Constitutional court is in the process of rewritingi the Civil Codex.’

Comparison of Homogenization and Pulverization. By this point, you have certainly noticed that imerfective derivation is at work in both Homogenization and Pulverization, and you may be wondering how one could tell the difference. The fact is that Russian doesn’t make a grammatical distinction here, and leaves it up to the speakers and hearers to figure out from context whether we are dealing with Homogenization or Pulverization. Although it is the case that: a) imperfectives derived from verbs expressing Achievements (events that take place all at once; see section B) tend to be interpreted as Homogenization (recall, for example выброситьp [-И P:P] ‘throw outp’ > выбрасыватьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘throw outi’, which usually has a repetitive interpretation), and that b) imperfectives derived from verbs expressing Accomplishments (events that take time to complete, like the example immediately above) are often interpreted as Pulverization, in appropriate contexts, any derived imperfective can express either Homogenization or Pulverization. The perfective verb выбратьp [n/s-А P:P] ‘choosep’ can be suffixed to form the imperfective выбиратьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘choosei’, which can have either of these meanings. Here are two examples to illustrate. The first example, from the memoirs of a ballerina, refers to the sum of many selections as a repetition of acts, whereas the second example shows the same imperfective verb with a processual meaning, referring to the gradual progress of a single act.

С киносъёмками мне не повезлоp [З E:E]. Во-первых, мои танцы снималиi [-АЙ St:St] мало, и большей частью в отрывках, за исключением фильма-балета "Золушка". Часто выбиралиi [-АЙ St:St] плохую точку для съёмок, и танцовщики в кадре получалисьi [-АЙ St:St] приземистые. Надо сниматьi [-АЙ St:St] из точки "снизу вверх". 

‘I hadp bad luck with films. On the one hand, my dances were rarely filmedi, and for the most part in excerpts, with the exception of the ballet film “Cinderella”. They often chosei a bad angle for the shots, and the dancers lookedi stocky in the close-ups. They need to be shoti “from below”.’ 

Подобравp [n/s-А E:Sh] себе трусики, бюстгальтер и мягкие ботиночки, она зашлаp [Д! E:E] за вешалку, разделасьp [Н St:St] и через несколько минут, полностью одетая, былаi [Д! St:Sh] уже готова идтиi [Д! E:E]. Остальные медленно выбиралиi [-АЙ St:St] себе наряды. 

‘After selectingp shorts, a bra, and soft shoes for herself, she wentp behind the cloak-rack, undressedp, and in a few minutes, fully dressed, wasi already prepared to goi. The others were slowly choosingi their outfits.’ 

Each shot referred to by the ballerina could individually be described using a perfective verb. Each shot was also no doubt different, but the speaker is glossing over the differences and focusing instead on a generalization which makes them look like a collection of identical events. In the second narration, the event of selecting an outfit is unitary, but it has been broken down to show how the selection unfolds as a process.


b) Hardening. The commonest way to convert an imperfective verb into a perfective verb is by adding a prefix.
The perfectivizing prefixes take undifferentiated States and Activities and shape them into events with clear boundaries and shapes. Some Activities are Completable. This means that if they are continued, they have an Accomplishment as a typical outcome. So, for example, писатьi [-А Sh:St] ‘writei’ will usually result in написатьp [-А Sh:St] ‘produce a written documentp’, естьi [Д! E:St] ‘eati’ will usually result in съестьp [Д! E:St] ‘eat upp’, and читатьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘readi’ will usually result in прочитатьp [-АЙ St:St] ‘read through to the endp’. (We will talk more about the difference between Completable and non-Completable Activities in Chapter 3.) The Аccomplishment, like the discrete solid formed by the hardening of a substance, has characteristic parameters, and the corresponding perfective verb generally has the prefix that best overlaps with those parameters. Russians choose the prefix that is most compatible with the meaning of the verb. Here are a couple of examples:

Я селp [Д! St:St] писатьi [-А Sh:St]  речь. Писалi [-А Sh:St], писалi [-А Sh:St]  и наконец написалi [-А Sh:St].

‘I sat downp to writei a speech. I wrotei and wrotei and finally I got it writtenp.’

Лида елаi [Д! E:St], елаi [Д! E:St]  и съелаp [Д! E:St]  весь борщ.

‘Lida atei and atei and ate upp all the borshch. ’


In addition to creating natural perfectives like these, prefixes can be used to make specialized perfectives. So, in addition to написатьp, from писатьi we can form verbs like вписатьp ‘insert’, выписатьp ‘write out, excerpt, order’, дописатьp ‘finish writing’, записатьp ‘write down, register’, переписатьp ‘rewrite’, подписатьp ‘sign’, приписатьp ‘ascribe’, прописатьp ‘prescribe’, and расписатьp ‘enter, paint’ (all are [-А Sh:St] , except выписатьp, which is P:P). So prefixes can take the raw material of imperfective Activities and shape them into various kinds of events.


c) Packaging. The Russian verbal equivalent of pouring sand into a box and closing the lid takes an imperfective verb describing an Activity (= sand) and pours it into a container of time (= box) limited by a prefix. This is possible only if the original imperfective verb describes an event that is not Completable because it has no natural outcome, such as работатьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘worki’ and сидетьi [-Е E:St] ‘siti’. The most common prefixes used here are по- when it means ‘for a while’ (known as a “delimitative” meaning) and про- when it means ‘during a certain amount of time’ (known as a “perdurative” meaning). The resulting “packages” look like this: поработатьp [-АЙ St:St] ‘workp for a while’, посидетьp [-Е E:St] ‘sitp for a while’, проработатьp [-АЙ St:St] ‘workp during a certain amount of time’, просидетьp [-Е E:St] ‘sitp during a certain amount of time’. In Chapter 3 we will call these “packages” Complex Acts because they combine both types of  “matter”, containing both a discrete solid/perfective component and a fluid substance/imperfective component. This sentence describes the adventures of a young woman in the Moscow nightlife scene: 

Пета поигралаp [-АЙ St:St]  на балалайках и потанцевалаp [ОВА St:St] с Никитой Михалковым.

‘Peta playedp on the balalajkas and dancedp with Nikita Mixalkov.’

Both игратьi [-АЙ St:St]  and танцеватьi [ОВА St:St] are non-Completable Activities, and their по- prefixed perfectives describe a certain amount of activity. Next is a newspaper headline about the case of an impostor:

ПАРИКМАХЕР 20 ЛЕТ ПРОРАБОТАЛp [-АЙ St:St]  ВРАЧОМ

‘A HAIRDRESSER WORKED AS A PHYSICIAN FOR 20 YEARS’
The prefix про- has created a “box”, here specified as 20 years in length, filled with the fraudulent work of the hairdresser.


d) Homogenized Packaging. Surprise! There is one more type of Conversion. Recall that Homogenization was described as piling up a large number of toy trucks and viewing them from a distance, such that they looked like mere sand. Well, once we have visually converted discrete solid objects (toy trucks) into a fluid substance (sand) via Homogenization, it should be possible to pour the result into a box and close the lid, making a package. And indeed this can be done thanks to the capacities of the Russian по- prefix. Here’s how: Let’s take a perfective verb, like подписатьp [-А Sh:St] ‘signp’ (itself the outcome of a Conversion via Hardening, a specialized perfective of писатьi [-А Sh:St] ‘writei’). Now perform a Homogenization Conversion by deriving the imperfective подписыватьi [-А Sh:St]  ‘signi’ with a repetitive meaning (‘signi over and over’). Finally, Package this Homogenized Activity in a по- “box” and close the lid. The result: поподписыватьp [-А Sh:St] ‘signp for a while/dop an amount of signing’, a Homogenized Package. Here is an example, inspired by the final acts of the Clinton administration:
Говорятi [-И E:St], Клинтон в свои последние дни поподписывалp [-А Sh:St] бумаг...

‘They say that during his last days Clinton signedp a bunch of papers...’

As its name suggests, Homogenized Packaging is a special type of Packaging, and therefore also a Complex Act. We will see more examples of Homogenized Packaging in Chapter 3.

Lesson: Matter is malleable, and so are Russian verbs. Thanks to the powers of Russian prefixes and suffixes, it is possible to Convert perfectives into imperfectives, creating Homogenized repetitions or Pulverized processes. If an imperfective describes a repetitive Activity, the –ну- suffix can perform Particle Extraction, presenting a single cycle as a perfective event. Prefixes Harden imperfectives into various perfective Accomplishments and Achievements. The prefixes по- and про- can Package an Activity in a perfective box. And по- can Package Homogenized repetitions. For right now, we are concentrating only on the Conversions themselves. In Chapter 3 we will see how all these Conversions work together to support families of verbs.

Exercises:

Sleuthing Tasks:


Particle Extraction: Perform Particle Extraction on ten of the following verbs and load forms of the resulting perfective verbs into search engines to find examples of how they are used: зеватьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘yawni’, киватьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘nodi’, шагатьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘stepi’, мигатьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘blink, winki’, бодатьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘butt, stabi’, лизатьi [-А Sh:St] ‘licki’, скользитьi [-И E:St] ‘slip, slidei’, лаятьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘barki’, кричатьi [Ж-А E:St] ‘yelli’, тикатьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘ticki’, хихитатьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘gigglei’, стучатьi [Ж-А E:St] ‘knocki’, мяукатьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘meowi’, капатьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘dripi’, глотатьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘swallowi’, свистетьi [-Е E:St] ‘whistlei’, дутьi [Й St:St] ‘blowi’, шевелитьi [-И E:St] ‘movei’.


Packaging. Make a list of 5 imperfective verbs that describe non-Completable Acts. Prefix these verbs with по- and про- and load forms of these verbs into search engines.


Homogenized Packaging. Make a list of 5 perfective verbs

