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This article will examine various ways in which Czech, Polish, and Russian use the semantics of case in time expressions. This topic provides an opportunity to discuss the nature and role of metaphor in language, as well as sources of cross-linguistic variation. Data will be drawn from 15 years of research on the case semantics of Czech and Russian, with some more recent work on Polish. The theoretical framework invoked is cognitive linguistics.


Linguistic knowledge, including grammatical meaning, is grounded in perceptual input, determined by the parameters of human embodied experience. Through this experience we receive much more information than we can meaningfully process, and different languages emphasize, ignore, categorize, and grammaticalize this information in various ways. In addition to embodied experiences of physical surroundings, we have other experiences (emotion, imagination, deductive reasoning, abstract thought, etc.). Our understanding of concepts that do not have concrete physical realization is based on our understanding of concepts that do have concrete physical realization (e.g. love is fire, deductive reasoning is a journey down a path), via metaphor, a process that can be viewed as both highly imperfect (the source and target domains are not identical, creating gaps and opportunities for error or variation) and highly efficient (metaphor facilitates grasping a whole complex of relations at once). Various linguistic communities make various decisions about the use of source domains for the understanding of abstract concepts, and these variations in the organization of knowledge teach us about the nature of human cognition, its dynamics and its limits. 


The cases of any given Slavic language serve as an enormously powerful yet austere system, enabling users to express all possible relationships they might experience. Thorough descriptions of the case systems of Russian and Czech have been completed (samples can be viewed at http://www.unc.edu/~sclancy/casebooks.html), and a similar description for Polish is under construction, thanks to the work of Steven Clancy (U Chicago). Slavic case systems are based primarily upon concrete spatial relationships, elaborated via metaphorical extension to a multitude of other domains, such as emotion, states of being, and time. 


Time is perhaps the only feature of our existence which we all agree exists although we have no direct evidence of its existence. We know time only via observation of present states in comparison with memories of former states. Some of these states have predictable cycles (such as day/night and seasons of the year, as well as other natural processes), permitting us to have the illusion that we are measuring time, but time itself is elusive, more of an abstract construct than a tangible reality.


It seems that all human beings use experiences of space to understand time, despite the obvious shortcomings of the space => time metaphor (for example, space has three dimensions, but time does not; space extends equally in all directions, but time does not; all points in space are equally accessible, but time is accessible only at the unique point of the present moment; we can move around in space, thus mastering it, but we are trapped in time and it masters us; etc.). There are many ways to perform the space => time mapping, as can be seen by comparing languages, or even by comparing time expressions within a single language. We will note that time can be understood in terms of points, lines, paths, spaces, and objects, and that our orientation with respect to time can differ, pointing either to the past (where later actions follow prior actions in a march toward the past) or to the future (where prior actions are before later ones in a march toward the future), or having no particular orientation.


The remainder of this paper will list and analyze a representative sample of the space => time metaphorical mappings evident in case constructions in Czech, Polish, and Russian.

GENITIVE CASE

reference point in space => reference point in time 

Cz osmého srpna; P ósmego sierpnia; R vos’mogo avgusta

Cz kolem čtvrté hodiny; P około czwartej; R okolo četyrex časov
Here specific times are understood as points of reference in the landscape of time.

part of whole object => part of period of time 

Cz prvního listopadu; P pierwszego listopada; R pervogo nojabrja
Here an extended time period (a month) is treated like a discrete object which has parts (days), just as a concrete object (say, a house) is composed of parts (windows, doors, floors, etc.).

point of origin of movement => time from which something begins

Cz od ledna, od prvního května, od rána; P od pierwszego maja, od rana; R s janvarja, ot pervogo maja
Here the orientation is toward the future and movement from a place is used as the model for understanding the onset of an activity. 

goal of movement => time by/until which something is done

Cz do večera; P do wieczora; R (do večera), do utra
The orientation is again toward the future, with movement to a place used a the model for understanding activity continuing until a certain time (usually the time when it ends).

DATIVE CASE

movement toward something exerting control => time coming to a certain point

Cz k večeru; P (Ma się) ku wieczorowi; R k večeru
The orientation is toward the future, toward a time that exerts control by serving as a significant boundary; this construction parallels the use of verbs of motion with human beings (who typically exert control) as the destination.

ACCUSATIVE CASE

travel through space => time elapsed

Cz Spali jsme celou noc, za týden; P Spaliśmy całą noc, za tydzień; R My spali vsju noč’, za odnu nedelju

The orientation is toward the future, and the duration of an activity is understood as the movement of an object through space.

moving to a destination => taking place at a time 

Cz v sobotu v šest hodin; P w sobotę [but: o szóstej godzinie]; R v subbotu v šest’ časov
Here aspect seems to play a major role, organizing verbal action into events with a prior existence, that then enter the timeline of history. Aspect gives action the contours of objects, making it possible for them to have an atemporal existence and be mentally manipulated.

arrival at => beginning of expected elapse of time

Cz přijet na týden; P przyjechać na tydzień; R priexat’ na nedelju
Arrival at a place provides the concepts needed for understanding the onset of a planned amount of time to be spent somewhere or doing something.

skipping a space => skipping a time 

Cz ob týden; P co drugi tydzień; R čerez každuju nedelju
Just as people and objects can skip from one point to another, jumping over those in between, activities can also skip from one point in time to another.

LOCATIVE CASE

location in space => location in time 

Cz v listopadu, v tom roku, v osmdesátých letech, v budoucnu, v létě, v zimě, v noci, na jaře; P w listopadzie, w tym roku, w latach osiemdziesiątych, w przyszłości, w nocy; R v nojabre, v `etom godu, v vos’midesjatyx godax, v buduščem, na `etoj nedele
In all of these expressions a time is a temporal location for an action. Where the preposition v/w is used, the temporal location is conceived of as a container; where the preposition na is used, the temporal location is conceived of as an unbounded space.

location following along => location after in time

Cz po obědě, po hodině; P po obiedzie, po godzinie; R (rare) po istečenii sroka

Here the orientation is toward the past, where one event follows a prior one. 

INSTRUMENTAL CASE

path as a means to travel => time period as a conduit for activity 

Cz tou dobou, časem, chvílemi; P wiosną, latem, jesienią, zimą, wieczorem, nocą, dniem, całymi dniami, nocami, latami, godzinami; R zimoj, letom, osen’ju, vesnoj, utrom, dnem, večerom, noč’ju , časami, vekami
Paths serve as instruments for movement because they facilitate travel. The use of the instrumental with stretches of time in these expressions metaphorically captures this sense of travel by means of a path. Once again we see activity traveling through time the way that objects travel through space. 

point in front of => time before

Cz před čtyřma roky; P przed czterema laty; R [četyre goda nazad]

The orientation here is toward the future, and a prior time is understood as located in front of the period of time that separates us from it. 


In summary, cases present a rich repertoire of conceptualizations of time, illustrating the power of metaphor in grammar and in human cognition. Events can exist before time and move into their slots in time, time can be a series of points with relationships to events and each other. Durations can be represented as paths through a temporal landscape, as bounded areas that contain events, as complex objects that have parts, or even just as nearby landmarks giving a point of reference. Cognitively we can move toward, away from, behind, along points in time, or even just jump right over them, and we can either face backward, passively following our forebears into the past, or we can face forward, aiming for upcoming events as they recede over the future’s horizon. Through imagination we are able to perform all kinds of manipulations that are physically impossible for us, and much of this superhuman power has been conventionalized in our grammars, and specifically in the case semantics of Czech, Polish, and Russian. 

