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“Russian Aspect at Your Fingertips: Why What You Know about Matter Matters”*

--or--

“A User-Friendly Conceptualization of Verbal Aspect in Russian”*

Abstract

The choice of perfective vs. imperfective in Russian is anything but an automatic +/- selection of options. The rich texture of this distinction, so nimbly manipulated by speakers, confounds linguists and learners alike. I will suggest that the complexity of aspect might be motivated by universal experiences of matter, its properties, its interactions, and its impact on human beings. The conceptualization of Russian aspect is built upon the opposition of stiff solid objects and siftable fluid substances, a concept born in the hands of children in the sandbox. Students of Russian have a rich source of inferences about aspectual meaning and use right at their fingertips.

There must be a way...

To the learner of Russian, aspect looms as an apparently infinite, chaotic jumble, a sort of insider’s secret designed to prevent real acquisition. The linguist may have a clearer grasp of the contours of the problem, but is generally at a loss if asked to explain what makes this category behave the way it does. The instructor, caught between the two, comes to class armed with long lists of meanings and uses, along with some semantic features (+/- boundedness, +/- totality, +/- definiteness, etc.), but also a strong, felt sense that indeed there must be another way to explain it. 


If there were another way to explain aspect, it would need to:

· be easily comprehended,

· provide a multitude of implications for how events are interpreted, and

· mimic the natural feeling that native speakers have about the category.


I would like to suggest that these goals can be achieved using a metaphorical model where perfective is a discrete solid and imperfective is a fluid substance. Discrete solids include items such as rocks, sticks, chairs, coins, and trucks. Fluid substances include items such as sand, water, smoke, and air. This distinction is easy to master because it is something we have all experienced and recognize. This distinction has a huge number of entailments, such as: having shape vs. lacking shape, having edges vs. lacking edges, being unique individuals with parts vs. being uniform and continuous, being impenetrable vs. being penetrable, providing the satisfaction of a stable feel vs. lacking stability, and many others. Native speakers also confirm that this distinction 
“feels right”, accurately capturing their experience of perfective vs. imperfective.1

Table 1 gives an overview of the properties of discrete solids as opposed to fluid substances and how they relate to the distribution of perfective vs. imperfective in Russian. These properties, though they overlap, can be roughly divided into three types: 1) properties that are inherent to discrete solids and fluid substances, 2) properties that are relevant to how discrete solids and fluid substances interact with each other, and 3) properties that are relevant to how human beings interact with discrete solids and fluid substances. In terms of aspect, these sets of properties correspond to 1) the way aspect describes the inherent structures of events, 2) the way aspect is used to structure discourse, and 3) the pragmatic effects of aspect. Later we will examine each property in turn, using authentic examples of Russian as illustrations.

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE


As a careful inspection of the table suggests, and as will become very obvious in the examination of the properties of matter and their alignment with the aspectual distinction, this model does not do away with features. It instead incorporates all the semantic features proposed by scholars of aspect into a model that motivates their existence. This model answers the question: What is there about boundedness, totality, definiteness, resultativeness, exterior vs. interior, figure vs. ground, and punctuality vs. durativity that makes all these concepts hold together in the meaning of aspect?2 Answer: They are the properties of matter that serve as the source domain for the metaphorical grammatical category of aspect.


The notion that perfectives are understood as discrete solids and imperfectives are understood as fluid substances is not entirely unprecedented. Galton (1976: 10, 288) speaks suggestively of events being “arranged” in time (like objects). Talmy (2000) consistently compares the parameters of verbal categories with those of nominal categories in Vol. 1, and in Vol. 2 (67) states that “[a]spect can be characterized as the ‘pattern of distribution of action through time’”. More to the point, Comrie (1976: 18) suggests that “the perfective reduces a situation to a blob... a blob is a three-dimensional object, and can therefore have internal complexity, although it is nonetheless a single object with clearly circumscribed limits”. Still focusing exclusively on the perfective, Holden (1989: 33) presents it as a metaphor of the sort “AN EVENT IS A CONTAINER/PHYSICAL BODY”. The closest approximation to the metaphor proposed here is found in Langacker (1987: 248-267), who notes a strong parallelism between the count vs. mass nominal distinction and perfective vs. imperfective. Mehlig (1996) refers to the “homogenizing” effects of imperfectivization, similar to masses, as opposed to the heterogeneous effects of the perfective, which he likens to solid countable objects. Of course, discrete solids are the items that are prototypically perceived as countable objects, and substances are the items that are prototypically perceived as masses. The present model takes this idea and examines all of its entailments for aspect.
Motivation

One of the most robust facts about languages is how much they differ. We all live in the same world, yet there is great linguistic variety (Croft 2001: 7). This means that every language community has its own unique take on how perceptions of reality are coded as grammatical distinctions. And within those communities, each indiviudal may interpret their perceptions differently, and use their grammatical categories to express these differences. We cannot expect there to be absolute rules mapping reality to language categories or utterances. But we can expect to understand the motives behind the categories and how they are manipulated by speakers. The model presented here does not aim to provide unerring predictions of aspectual use; the goal is instead to comprehend the forces at work and the distributional tendencies that result, as well as the opportunities for alternative construals available to speakers. Motivation is often a cooperative venture: fourteen properties are listed in Table 1, and any given use of aspect in Russian is motivated by several of these properties in concert, rather than any one of them acting alone. 

Metaphor

Metaphor plays a profound role in the structuring of linguistic categories (Lakoff 1987). Metaphor is employed whenever information is mapped from one domain (the source domain) to another domain (the target domain). The source domain is the domain with which we have a more direct, rich connection (usually the domain of embodied physical existence), and we use inferences from the source domain to comprehend the target domain (usually a more abstract realm). Our perceptual organs are excellently equipped to inform us about the physical world around us, with vision and touch playing particularly prominent roles. But we have no perceptual organs to directly observe time; we can only infer its existence by comparing memories to present perceptions. The parameters of concrete spatial location therefore have a privileged status, since we can perceive them, but the parameters of time are relatively inaccessible. It is probable that all languages of the world make use of this difference in the status of space and time in our consciousness, using a TIME IS SPACE metaphor (where space is the source domain and time is the target domain). Haspelmath (1997) provides compelling evidence from fifty-three languages that the conceptualization of time in terms of  space may be a linguistic universal. But every language constructs this metaphor in its own way. I would like to suggest that the parallels between discrete solids and perfective aspect on the one hand and between fluid substances and imperfective aspect on the other represent one version of the universal TIME IS SPACE metaphor. A core characteristic of the domain of space is the fact that space is occupied by matter. If space consisted merely of empty dimensions, it would provide little (if any) structure for metaphorical mapping. Aspect refers very specifically to the physical forms of material “objects” and metaphorically maps their properties to events in the domain of time. 

A few caveats

There are a few items to beware of in the landscape of aspect, among them the presence of biaspectuals and the interaction of aspect with tense. There are a few hundred so-called “biaspectual verbs”, but they are consistently regarded by scholars (cf. Čertkova 1996: 100-109, Galton 1976: 294, Zaliznjak & Šmelev 2000: 10) as an example of morphological syncretism, best described as two verbs with identical parallel forms. In a given context, a biaspectual expresses only perfective or imperfective, never both at once (just as English fish in context is always either singular or plural, but never both). So although the biaspectuals are morphologically defective, their aspectual behavior is like that of all other perfective and imperfective verbs. 


Finite verbal forms in Russian may or may not have tense, depending upon whether there is reference to a specific time observed in reference to the present, which we will call NOW. If there is no relation to the present (or by implication, past or future), we have a tenseless “gnomic” form that refers to characteristics that hold at all times (see examples of “gnomic” uses under B, H, and L below). Other finite forms (aside from imperatives) do relate to NOW, and the interpretation of tense is largely disambiguated by aspect (see especially H below).
Into the Sandbox

This section will follow the layout of Table 1, considering all the entailments of the properties of matter and how they align with the implementation of aspect. For each property, we will suggest a physical experience and provide appropriate examples of how that experience can be used to understand the corresponding aspectual nuances. In order to aid conceptualization, I strongly encourage the use of the suggested props, no matter how unorthodox that might seem at first.

A. - G.: Properties inherent to types of matter and to event structures

These experiments will involve inspecting matter and corresponding events. In order to perform them, I recommend that you get some props. You will need a few discrete solids such as rocks, seashells, blocks, sticks, and leaves. Be sure to include at least one leaf (you can use a piece of paper or card as a substitute). You will also need some sand and water. 

A. Edges

Examine a discrete solid object, such as a rock or a stick. Note how the entire object is bounded by clear edges. If your object is lying on a table and you scan it from left to right, you can start at a place beyond the object and then move to the edge where it begins, then follow along until you reach the edge where it ends, beyond which the object is again absent. Now examine a fluid substance such as a pile of sand or a puff of smoke. The substance lacks well-defined edges, there are no clear boundaries that you can touch. 


The edges of a discrete solid are parallel to the sense of clear beginning and ending boundaries associated with perfective verbs. Example 1 describes a single stroke made while applying makeup. The stroke has a clear beginning and ending. 

1) Она провелаp розовой кисточкой около глаз. 

‘She drewp a pink brush around her eyes.’


The action of lying in example 2, however, lacks definite boundaries. It is an ongoing situation. 

2) В лесу местами еще лежалi снег.

‘Snow still layi in places in the forest.’

B. Shape

Notice that every discrete solid object has a shape, and there are many possible shapes. Furthermore, discrete solids are sliceable. They can exist as thin stable structures, and can be for all practical purposes infinitely thin, like a leaf or a piece of paper. When such thin solids are examined from the edge, the place where they begin and end is practically the same. But notice how irrelevant shape is for substances. They don’t have any shapes of their own. You can’t slice sand or water or smoke and get something thin like a leaf. The substances seem to need to be extended in space, at least a little bit. And, alternatively, it is possible for substances to be spread all around, like smoke filling the room, or like air, which is ubiquitous. There is no discrete solid that is ubiquitous like air, because if it were, it would fill up the whole world, leaving no space for anything else. 


Perfective verbs describe actions that take up varying amounts of time and arguably have varying shapes (often indicated by the various perfectivizing prefixes). The delimitative по- and perdurative про-, for example, identify events that have significant duration, like a thick, well-shaped discrete solid, cf. the sitting and playing in 3:

3) Я люблю вечер пятницы: можно посидетьp за столом, повозитьсяp с ребятами, уложить их на полчаса позже. 

‘I love Friday evening: you can sitp for a while at the table, playp for a while with the children, put them to bed a half hour later.’
Alternatively, the duration of a perfective event may be for all practical purposes infinitely short, with the beginning and ending as close as the two sides of a leaf, as in 4:

4) И вот Марусей овладелоp чувство тревоги. 

‘And then a feeling of alarm took possessionp of Marusja.’


Suddenness cannot be expressed by the imperfective, which always requires some duration. The smell in 5 doesn’t begin and end all at once, but has some extension, like our pile of sand or the air in the room:  

5) Пахлоi горячим хлебом из тостера.

‘There was a smelli of bread from the toaster.’

Just as a substance can be spread out, the imperfective can span some part of the past along with the present, as in 6:

6) Врач назвал чудом то, что семидесятилетний человек, перенесший 40-минутную клиническую смерть, живетi уже две недели.

‘The doctor called it a miracle that a seventy-year-old man, after experiencing 40 minutes of clinical death, has been livingi for two weeks already.’

Furthermore, the imperfective can be taken out of the narrow context of the present observer altogether, such that it spreads everywhere, describing an eternal truth. In such uses, the observer is absent and the verb describes a potentially infinite situation coextensive with the timeline itself. This isn’t really a present tense at all, but rather a “gnomic” use. The facts of laughter described in 7 are always there, like the air around us, or the ocean:

7) Смех углубляетi дыхание, обогащаетi кислородом кровь и вентилируетi легкие.

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

C. Integrity

Return your attention to one of your discrete solids, say a rock or chair. This item is an utterly unique individual. The rock or chair before you is the only rock or chair in existence that is that particular rock or chair. I can’t go find another one, no matter how identical, and claim that it is the very same one. And if I break off a piece of the rock or chair, the piece is not that rock or chair, but rather a new individual, not the same one I had before. You can prove this to yourself a bit more easily by breaking off a part of a leaf; the result is no longer a leaf, but parts of one. The experience with a substance is very different. There is nothing unique about my pile of sand. If I divide it into two (or more) piles of sand, the resulting piles are just as much sand as the original pile was. In fact, those piles are even the same sand as the original pile.


The event in 8 is a unique occurrence, no part of which would be the same as any other or the whole. It happened once and was very specific:

8) Мальчика задавилоp электричкой.

‘The boy was run overp by the commuter train.’

Perfective verbs typically refer to single one-time events in this way.


Imperfective verbs have a homogenizing effect on the events they describe, reducing them to a uniform continuity, often composed of subevents that are thought of as being identical. The actual arrests described in 9 were no doubt each unique, but the imperfective does not describe them that way; instead it sums them all up as if they were all the same, in a continuous repetition:

9) Уже не десятками, как прежде, сотнями за незаконный переход границы задерживаютi нарушителей пограничники.

‘Border guards are arrestingi violators for illegal border crossing not by the tens anymore, but by the hundreds.’

D. Countability 

Take out your rocks. You can count them: 1, 2, 3. And each one occupies a defined extension in space (or, in the case of a thin slice, such as a leaf, virtually no space). But we can’t count the sand or the water. 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 sand, two cups of sand, etc. So for the discrete solids quantification is something natural and inherent, but for the substances, it has to be imposed using measures. We see evidence of a similar count vs. mass behavior in verbs.


Quantified phrases like за два часа ‘in two hours’ are often offered as a test of perfectivity. In this case, the perfective verb is a discrete block that occupies the exact stretch of time referred to, as in example 10, where the transformation is completed in two hours:

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


It is this inherent quantification, the signalling of completing some amount that motivates the association of the partitive genitive with the perfective aspect when it is used to denote single one-time accomplishments, as in 11:

11) Я выпилp чаю, который заказал по телефону.

‘I had/drankp some of the tea that I ordered by phone.’


Imperfective events, like the yelling in 12, lack this inherent quantification, but can fill the contours of an externally imposed dimension:

12) Об этом я буду кричатьi всю ночь

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

Yelling fills the night like water in my cup. 


Alternatively, I can measure imperfective action by spans of time like два часа ‘two hours’, but this omits the за ‘in’, along with any reference to a discrete fit, as in:

13:

13) Сибирская тигрица два часа держалаi в страхе жителей Потсдама.

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

This event was not internally measured, but like the cups of sand, kept going on until it filled two hours.


Furthermore, the imperfective is compatible with open-ended quantities that have no definite beginning or ending, as in 14:

14) Она поджидалаi мужа ночами.

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

E. Streamability

Pick up a rock. Drop it onto the table. The whole rock stays together, and it arrives on the table all at once, in one piece. It doesn’t have any alternatives. It can’t flow. Substances like water and sand, however, do have alternatives. They can be stagnant or they can flow. Put three cups on your table. Fill two of them with water. Leave one cup of water standing on the table. Take the other full cup and slowly pour it into the empty one. While you are doing this, you are demonstrating the two alternative behaviors of fluid substances. Water can just sit like a lake and air can just sit in this room (cf. the cup full of water you left standing). Alternatively, a substance can get organized, all going in one direction, like a river or the wind (cf. the water flowing from the full cup to the empty cup). 


Imperfective verbs have a corresponding set of alternatives that perfective verbs lack: the determined (a.k.a. unidirectional) vs. non-determined distinction for motion verbs. Motion can either simply exist, yielding the non-determined verbs, where motion is as undifferentiated as any other imperfective action, or motion can flow in a direction, yielding the determined verbs. Perfective verbs don’t acknowledge this difference, and refer instead to a Gestalt in its entirety. In addition, imperfective verbs can signal the gradual accumulation of a process. 


The event of becoming involved in mushroom cultivation in 15 no doubt included many subevents: first learning about this activity, honing skills, acquiring materials, spending more and more time on it, obtaining results, etc. But the perfective verb doesn’t show us any of this detail. It presents the event as a complete package, all at once:

15) Он увлексяp выращиванием грибов. 

‘He became madp about cultivating mushrooms.’


The expression of gradual accumulation is associated with imperfective verbs, as in 16:

16) Во мне, естественно, накапливалсяi протест против их "правды".

‘A feeling of protest against their “truth” naturally welled upi in me.’ 

This protest accumulates over time, something clearly signalled by the imperfective. It is possible to describe gradual accumulations with perfective verbs, but such constructions are rather rare, and perfective verbs must be accompanied by an adverb like постепенно ‘gradually’ in order to express what the imperfective aspect does in 16 without any extra assistance. 

The imperfective unprefixed motion verbs show the classic determined vs. non-determined distinction: ехать vs. ездить ‘ride’, идти vs. ходить ‘walk’, etc. As a verbal parallel to a stream of flowing water, the determined motion verbs describe only motion streaming along a path to a goal, as in 17:

17) Сын идётi 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 a pool of water that is not flowing all in one direction. The non-determined verbs are more like other imperfective verbs: they just describe activities.

18) Сын уже ходитi.

‘Our son is walking/knows how to walki already.’

19) Сын уже ходитi в школу.

‘Our son is walking to and from/attendingi school already.’

20) Сын ходитi по парку.

‘Our son is walkingi around in the park.’

Remember that a discrete solid object 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, or add prefixes that describe the path of motion, like прийтиp (/приходитьi) ‘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).

F. Penetrability 

Put a rock and a pile of sand on the table. Point your finger at the rock from above and bring it down to press against the rock. You can’t penetrate it. You can’t feel around and explore what’s inside. Now perform the same experiment with the sand. You can penetrate the sand and you can feel around inside it. In a parallel fashion, perfective verbs reveal nothing of their structure (recall the discussion of example 15 above). The sense of external wholeness of the perfective gives it a strong association with the past tense. Descriptions of the manner in which an event takes place (feeling around for what’s inside) have a strong tendency to occur with imperfective verbs, and the penetrability of the imperfective enables it to express present tense (as we will see in detail in H.). Descriptions like how the man was held are most compatible with the imperfective aspect, as in 21:

21) Полицейские крепко держалиi его за плечи. 

‘The policemen heldi him firmly by the shoulders.’

The purpose of the historical present, to re-create a sense of being in the middle of the action, watching it unfold, is also served by this property of the imperfective, which accounts for the predominant use of imperfective verbs in the historical present in Russian (cf. Stunová 1993). Example 22 presents three such verbs in a sentence drawn from a narrative description of events framed in the past. Although all three actions were certainly completed, the speaker manipulates aspect to achieve the effect of the historical present (manipulations of this sort are particularly prevalent in the building of discourse and pragmatic structure, see H.-N.):

22) Она сжимаетi зубами сигарету, щелкаетi зажигалкой и затягиваетсяi.

‘She squeezesi the cigarette with her teeth, flicksi the lighter, and takesi a drag.’

G. Conversions 

Take all your rocks and pile them in one corner of the room and go to the opposite corner and look at them from there. If you have enough of them, and if you can get far enough away, the pile of rocks might look like a pile of sand. Alternatively, if you could pulverize a single rock, the result would be sand. Now turn to your substances. The water could freeze into a single block, or the sand could be cemented into something like a rock (standstone). Also, if you look very closely at the sand, you can see that it is composed of single grains (and the water is also understood as a collection of single drops). Thus it is possible by changing one’s perspective to view a group of discrete solids as a fluid substance or vice versa. Actual physical changes (pulverization, hardening) can also transform one type of matter into the other.


These four means of conversion of matter correspond to the ways in which we derive imperfective and perfective verbs in Russian. When imperfective verbs are derived from perfective verbs by suffixation, they can have two meanings. The first meaning will take a series of unique perfective events and sum them all up as if they were identical members of a set, yielding a repetitive meaning, much like the rocks seen from a distance. The second meaning breaks down the external barriers of the perfective gestalt and views the action as an ongoing process, much like the pulverization of a rock into sand. The perfective verb выбрать ‘choose, elect’ can be suffixed to form the imperfective выбирать, which can have either of these meanings. Example 23 refers to the sum of many selections as a repetition of acts, whereas example 24 shows the same imperfective verb with a processual meaning, referring to the gradual progress of a single act.

23) С киносъемками мне не повезло. Во-первых, мои танцы снимали мало, и большей частью в отрывках, за исключением фильма-балета "Золушка". Часто выбиралиi плохую точку для съемок, и танцовщики в кадре получались приземистые. Надо снимать из точки "снизу вверх".

‘I had bad luck with films. On the one hand, my dances were rarely filmed, 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 looked stocky in the close-ups. They need to be shot “from below”.’

Each shot referred to in 23 was indeed chosen and 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.

24) Подобрав себе трусики, бюстгальтер и мягкие ботиночки, она зашла за вешалку, разделась и через несколько минут, полностью одетая, была уже готова идти. Остальные медленно выбиралиi себе наряды.

‘After selecting shorts, a bra, and soft shoes for herself, she went behind the cloak-room, undressed, and in a few minutes, fully dressed, was already prepared to go. The others were slowly choosingi their outfits.’
The event of selecting an outfit is unitary, specific to a single circumstance in 24, but it has been broken down to show how the selection unfolds as a process.


The perfectivizing prefixes take undifferentiated states and activities and shape them into events with clear boundaries and shapes. This can happen in various ways. Some activities, if continued, have a typical outcome: ‘writei’ (писатьi) will usually result in ‘produce a written document on paperp’ (написатьp), ‘eati’ (естьi) will usually result in ‘eat upp’ (съестьp), and ‘readi’ (читатьi) will usually result in ‘read through to the endp’ (прочитатьp). Thus the activity is generally associated with an accomplishment (termed “transformative” by Mehlig 1996). The accomplishment, 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. In such instances we are dealing primarily with perfectivization. When other combinations of prefix + imperfective stem occur, the prefix often acts as a catalyst to give the resulting event a special shape, thus producing a new transformative verb. The verb подписатьp ‘sign, subscribep’, for example, is characterized by the shape of the prefix под- ‘under’.3 


The –ну- suffix enables us to examine a single instance of a uniformly repeated action, parallel to looking at a single grain of sand as an individual discrete solid. This is the difference between прыгать ‘jump’ and прыгнуть ‘jump (once)’ or улыбаться ‘smile’ and улыбнуться ‘flash a smile’. Mehlig (1996) has drawn a parallel between –ну- and –ина, which is used to create singulative nouns (cf. горох ‘peas’ vs. горошина ‘pea’).

In addition to these direct conversions between the types of matter, it is possible to take a substance and place it in a solid container, thus obtaining what is from the outside a discrete solid, despite the fact that the content is primarily a fluid substance. You can demonstrate this by pouring sand into a small box and closing the lid. In terms of verbs, the perdurative про- and delimitative по- serve as solid boxes packaging fluid activities. This is generally possible only if the imperfective activity does not have a natural outcome (“non-transformatives” according to Mehlig 1996), such as работатьi ‘worki’ and сидетьi ‘siti’. These homogeneous activities can be packaged as проработатьp/просидетьp ‘workp/sitp for a certain amount of time’ or поработатьp/посидетьp ‘workp/sitp for a while’ (cf. the sitting and playing in example 3). По- can additionally “rehomogenize” (Mehlig 1996) transformatives. To see how this works, let's return to писатьi ‘writei’ and its catalyzed perfective подписатьp ‘sign, subscribep’. The imperfective, derived by suffixation, is подписыватьi ‘sign, subscribei’, which, in its repetitive meaning, refers to signing documents (remember the pile of rocks viewed from a distance as sand). If this activity is sufficiently construed as a smooth repetition, it can be repackaged as поподписыватьp ‘signp for a while/dop an amount of signing’ (imagine the rocks viewed now as sand packed in a box), as in example 25:

25) Говорят, Клинтон в свои последние дни поподписывалp бумаг...

‘They say that during his last days Clinton signedp a bunch of papers...’
H. – K.: Properties relevant to the interactions of types of matter and to discourse structure

For this section you will need another prop: a small, soft rubber ball. I use one about the size of a ping-pong ball, and it has a smiley face drawn on it. This ball represents the human observer of NOW, the fleeting present moment. Like the ball, our human bodies are discrete solids, but they are not prototypical solids, since they are soft and mobile. The human observer of NOW interacts with perfective and imperfective just as the solid ball interacts with the discrete solids and fluid substances in our tool kit. It is important to note that the observer is not always onstage. In example 7, the infinite spread of the “gnomic” use of the imperfective bears no relationship to any present moment or observer. As we will see, there are certain “gnomic” uses of the perfective as well, where the observer is not involved in the scene.

H. Compatibility

Put one rock on your table and another rock in your hand. Bring the rock in your hand down onto the rock on the table and push. They can’t occupy the same space; they are mutually incompatible in space. The only thing you can do is to put the second rock next to the first one. Repeat this experiment with the rubber ball on the table and a rock in your hand. You get the same effect: the best you can do is to set the rock down next to the ball. Now turn to your fluid substances. With some sand in one cup and some water in the other, pour the water into the sand. The result is that the sand and the water mix. They are compatible and can occupy the same space. Make a pile of sand on the table and take a rock in your hand. Bring the rock in your hand down onto the pile of sand and push. The rock enters the pile of sand and becomes embedded there. Now put the rubber ball on the table and lift a cup of sand above it. Release the sand over the ball. The result will be that the sand envelops the ball (similar to the rock embedded in the previous experiment). Like a universal blood donor, a fluid substance is compatible with anything – it can share space with other substances and also with solids. 


These experiments illustrate a whole range of properties characteristic of how aspect is used to signal sequencing, simultaneity, and tense. Basically, perfectives handle sequencing (incompatibility in time), imperfectives handle simultaneity (compatibility in time), and these properties as they relate to NOW also disambiguate tense. We will now illustrate how each experiment correlates to the behavior of Russian verbs.


Galton (1976) identifies “succession”  (referring to the succession of events in time) as the hallmark meaning of the perfective. A string of perfective verbs will almost always signal a series of sequenced events (it is possible for perfectives to express actions that are simultaneous, like blocks piled up in one spot, but this interpretation requires significant support from context; it is rare and never the “default” interpretation; for an illustration of simultaneous perfectives, see Stoll 2001: 78-9, 86). Here is an example where four perfective verbs indicate a sequence of four events:
26) Когда отец проснулсяp и всталp и вышелp из шалаша, он спросилp нас: “Кто покрывалами накрыл меня?”.

‘When father awokep and got upp and went outp of the cabin, he askedp us: “Who covered me with blankets?”’
Like the two rocks in your first experiment, no two perfective events can occupy the same place in the timeline. If one event is already named in the timeline (like the rock on your table), then another event, since it cannot enter at that same spot, will have to enter at a spot further along the timeline. A spot that is further down the timeline is of course one that is later, meaning that the second event takes place after the first one. Example 26 shows how this sequencing is applied to a succession of multiple events.

The next experiment, the one with the rubber ball and the rock, involves tense, so we must make a digression on this topic. Aside from tenseless forms (such as the infinitive and imperative), Russian has two tenses, one that is past and one that isn’t. The tense that is past is always past (although one could debate this in the conditional), but the tense that isn’t past depends on the presence/absence of the observer and on aspect for its interpretation. Sometimes the non-past conjugated forms are used without direct reference to an observer, which means that they don’t refer to the present moment. These are the gnomic uses, such as the one we already encountered in B, example 7, where the imperfective action spreads all through the timeline, without reference to any specific present tense. As we shall see below in examples 28 and 40, perfective verbs can also be used in a gnomic sense to represent either a habitual sequence or a potential to complete an action. However, when a non-past form of a perfective verb makes reference to a specific act, it must encounter the human observer (equivalent to our rubber ball) in the timeline. The human observer occupies NOW, the present moment, and when we add a non-past perfective event to this scene, the perfective event (equivalent to our rock) is forced once again to enter at a spot further along the timeline, a spot after NOW. All spots after NOW are of course located in the future, thus motivating the interpretation of non-gnomic perfectives as future, as in example 27:

27) Завтра получуp лабораторные анализы гормонального баланса.

‘Tomorrow I will receivep the laboratory analysis of the hormonal balance.’

When there is no reference to a specific event, the observer is not in the timeline, and non-past perfectives are available for other interpretations. If they occur in strings of two or more (here we have to go back to the first experiment with the two rocks), they have a gnomic function, signalling a commonly occurring sequence, called “synechdochical habituals” by Nesset (1978: 178) or the “habitual correlative” by Bondarko (1971: 197-208) and Dickey (2000: 55-67). In this example, Putin is describing a sequence of events (his mom leaning out of the window and then calling for him) that occurred repeatedly in his childhood, as if this sequence was a permanent feature of his existence: 

28) Мне во дворе нравилось – там вся наша жизнь проходила. Мама иногда высунетсяp из окна, крикнетp: Во дворе?

‘I liked it in our courtyard –our whole life took place there. Sometimes Mama would lean outp of the window and yellp: Are you in the courtyard?’

This usage focuses on the habitual nature of the sequence, describing the sequencing without referencing any actual events. If instead imperfective verbs were used (Мама иногда высовываласьi из окна и кричалаi: Во дворе? ‘Mama sometimes leaned outi of the window and yelledi: Are you in the courtyard?’), the effect would be of a summary of a series of actual events, with less emphasis on the habitual sequencing.

Consider the mixture of sand and water. In a like fashion, the events signalled by imperfective verbs are usually interpreted as simultaneous, coexisting in the same place in the timeline. The erection of barricades in example 29 is temporally coextensive with the enjoyment of peace and quiet elsewhere in town.

29) Памятным парижским маем шестьдесят восьмого, когда в Латинском квартале возводилисьi баррикады бунтующих студентов, аристократический шестнадцатый квартал наслаждалсяi покоем и тишиной.
‘During the memorable Parisian May of ’68, while the barricades of revolting students were being erectedi in the Latin quarter, the aristocratic sixteenth quarter was enjoyingi peace and quiet.’

The rock embedded in a pile of sand corresponds to an imperfective event punctuated by a perfective one. In example 30, the opening of the window (imperfective) was going on before, during, and likely for some time after the slamming of the door (perfective):

30) Когда я открывалi окно, дверь оглушительно затрещалаp.
‘While I was openingi the window, the door made a deafening crashp.’

The last experiment involved pouring sand over the rubber ball, which is parallel to the human observer of the present moment engaging with a non-past imperfective verb. Rather than being incompatible with the observer, the sand joins the observer in the NOW moment, encompassing it. This relationship corresponds to the observation of a present tense, something accessible NOW. It is easy to understand why the imperfective non-past can be used to express present tense. Here is an example of ongoing efforts at a classy restaurant:

31) Сейчас работаемi над новым меню, дополняемi его, работаемi над новыми соусами.

‘Right now we are workingi on a new menu, we are expandingi it and workingi on new sauces.’

The present moment as we experience it is not a zero-dimensional point, but, like the human observer, is a bit stretchy, including some memory of the recent past and anticipation of the immediate future. This fact motivates the use of the imperfective present in sentences like 32 (cf. also 6) and 33:

32) Я работаюi здесь с прошлого года.

‘I have been workingi here since last year.’

33) Завтра мы едемi домой.

‘We are goingi home tomorrow.’

I. Dynamicity

Although this property can be demonstrated on a table-top, it is probably better instead to imagine yourself walking outside. A path of firm stepping stones makes it easy for you move from one to the next; your way is paved, enabling swift progress. If instead you have to wade through water or trudge along a sand dune, you will find your movement is held back. The effect of perfective and imperfective verbs in a narrative parallels this property of matter: the main events of a story line are expressed by perfective verbs, whereas digressions are expressed by imperfective verbs. The perfective verbs thus play a dynamic role, moving the narrative along, whereas imperfective verbs tend to slow us down so that we can focus on other things. In example 34, the perfective verbs provide the backbone of the narrative, bringing us from one event to the next. The imperfective verbs, on the other hand, retard the narrative to tell us about the state of the house and the age the parents were when they married. 

34) Отец родилсяр в Санкт-Петербурге в 1911 году. Когда началасьр первая мировая война, в Питере житьi сталор трудно, и вся семья уехалар в деревню Поминово в Тверской области, на родину бабушки. Дом, где они жилиi, стоитi, кстати, до сих пор, родственники ездятi туда отдыхатьi. Там же, в Поминове, отец познакомился р с моей мамой. Они поженились р, когда им былоi по 17 лет.

‘My father was bornр in St. Petersburg in 1911. When WWI beganр, it becameр hard to livei in Petersburg, and the whole family leftр for the village of Pominovo in the Tver’ region, where our grandmother was from. The house where they livedi, by the way, still standsi to this day, and the relatives goi there for vacationsi. In that same place, in Pominovo, my father metр my mother. They got marriedр when they werei 17 years old.’ 

J. Salience

Make a large pile of sand on your table. Take a few rocks and arrange them on the pile of sand. Now ask: What type of matter behaves as figure (or foreground) and what type of matter behaves as ground (or background)? Imagine walking down the beach. What catches your eye, what do you collect to take home? The shells and stones and bits of driftwood, of course. Discrete solids enjoy a salience not shared by fluid substances. This contrast is clear in example 34 immediately above: the salient events are the birth, beginning of the war, moving to the country, meeting and marrying, all marked by perfective verbs, whereas the imperfective verbs handle the descriptive passages. Chvany (1990/1996: 296-299) has demonstrated that these saliency effects can be observed also in non-sequential poetic texts. 


The Russian imperfective has one use that is associated with backgrounding: the general-factual. The general-factual is used when the objective is merely to establish that some event has taken place, often without any connection to other events, presented as a framing device used to introduce other items that will be foregrounded in a narrative. Thus, if you just want to find out whether someone has read a given book (but have no reason to expect that they should have done so; cf. L. below), you might ask: Вы читалиi эту книгу? ‘Have you readi this book?’. The act of reading is not highlighted, and its dimensions are irrelevant. The point of the question is to set up a discussion. Because the events that general-factuals refer to are of the type more typically associated with perfective verbs (single, completed one-time acts), they often collocate with the adverbs we associate with perfectives, as we see in example 35, taken from an AIDS website:

35) Я у вас уже однажды спрашивалаi, влияют ли антибиотики на образование антител к ВИЧ. Вы ответили, что нет. И теперь у меня еще один вопрос...

‘I have already askedi you once whether antibiotics influence the formation of HIV antibodies. You answered no. And now I have another question…’
In addition to being modified by both уже ‘already’ and однажды ‘once’, the general-factual спрашивалаi ‘askedi’ is even sequenced with the perfective ответили ‘answered’. The justification for using the imperfective general-factual is that the speaker wants to background this information. All she wants to do is to establish the fact that she is a regular user of this website. Her previous question is of no further relevance. What she wants to foreground is the new question she is about to pose.

K. Contiguity

Put a pile of sand on your table and take a block of wood in your hand (preferably one that is about as long as your pile is wide). Put the block of wood down on the table near the sand and push it toward the sand until you have the following situation: the block of wood is like a dam, with no sand on one side, but plenty on the other. The sand bordered by the block is the physical parallel of an activity with a fixed onset or terminus (depending on which side you view it from). It is no wonder that forms of phasal verbs like начать ‘begin’, стать ‘start’, перестать ‘stop’, прекратить ‘cease’ (the equivalents of the block) can only be followed by imperfective infinitives (equivalent to the sand), as in example 36:

36) И как раз в этот момент сталиp нашу комнату открыватьi ключом.

‘And right at that moment they startedp to openi our room with a key.’

As we have already seen with the про- perduratives and the по- delimitatives, sometimes Russian perfective verbs put the properties that correspond to both kinds of matter into a single package. Packages of contiguous combinations of discrete solids and fluid substances correspond to Russian ingressives (за-prefixed verbs meaning ‘begin doing something’) and terminatives (от-prefixed verbs meaning ‘finish doing something’). The following two examples illustrate these two types of verbs:

37) Почему человек, ранее обращавшийся к духовности как к важнейшему из условий противостояния наркоэпидемии, вдруг заговорилp о традициях как об «устаревших стереотипах»?

‘Why would a person who previously treated spirituality as one of the most important conditions for opposing the drug epidemic, suddenly start talkingp about traditions as “outmoded stereotypes”?’
38) В какие страны можно ездить, если отсиделp в США как хакер?

‘Which countries can one go to if one has done timep in the USA as a hacker?’
Note that since sitting is the primary activity associated with imprisonment, completion of sitting metonymically expresses finishing a jail term.

L. – N.: Properties relevant to the interactions of humans with types of matter and to pragmatic structure

The remaining properties relate to how human beings interact with the two types of matter and the inferences that we draw.

L. Stability

Pick up a rock and close your hand around it to get a sense of how it feels. Now try to get a similar grip on some sand. You can’t succeed; instead the sand slips through your fingers. A discrete solid is typically something that is firm and manipulable. Firmness implies stability and all the connotations of satisfaction that go with it. Instability has the corresponding array of negative connotations. 


Perhaps the best way to appreciate this contrast is by remembering the delight of a nicely packed snowball that you (or someone else) brought home as a child and the tears of disappointment shed when this satisfying discrete solid dissolved into a fluid substance. 


In the aspectual realm, satisfaction is found in the successful completion of an action and enduring results, hallmarks of perfective verbs. The desirability of satisfaction is particularly pronounced in three constructions: yes-no questions verifying whether an expected action has been performed, gnomic statements of satisfaction potential, and imperative instructions. 


As we have seen, the imperfective general-factual (discussed under J. above) is used to ask if an action has taken place, provided there are no specific expectations. However, if there are expectations (a rule book, a set of guidelines, a syllabus, or any other type of contract), then the perfective is used to ask this type of yes-no question. In example 39, a techie is doing some trouble-shooting with a computer user. The user clearly has instructions for what to do in this situation, and the techie needs to confirm whether those instructions have been followed, which is why the perfective is used:

39) Если я Вас правильно понял, то host-машина у вас под QNX 4.22 и c нее вы через RS485 интерфейс запрашиваете данные у устройства с RS232-интерфейсом, используя в качестве шлюза ADAM 4521. Если это так, то тогда вопрос: Сделалиp ли вы данный модуль (ADAM 4521) и убралиp ли перемычку INIT после конфигурирования? Т.е. сделалиp ли все по инструкции? 

‘If I have understood you correctly, then your host-machine is running QNX 4.22 and from it you are requesting data through an RS485 interface from a device with an RS232 interface, using an ADAM 4521 as a buffer. If this is the case, then there is the

question: Have you completedp the appropriate module (ADAM 4521) and have

you removedp the default INIT after configuration? In other words, have you donep everything according to the instructions?’
“Gnomic satisfaction potential” refers to an ability to complete an act, devoid of any reference to an actual time. If you want to say that Ivan is the man who can get a job done, just in general, then you use the perfective. Likewise, the statement in example 40 is a sort of “Murphy’s Law” of archaeology: it doesn’t engage an observer with any specific event, present or future, it just states that this is the type of thing that can happen. Note also the combination of всегда ‘always’ with a perfective verb here:

40) Наименее опытный начальник участка с наименее обученной командой всегда сделаетp наиболее важное открытие.

‘The least experienced leader of the section with the least skilled team will always makep the most important discovery.’

The use of the perfective in 40 underscores the sentiment that this outcome is a very distinct possibility, standing firmly like a discrete solid. The use of the future in English (with will, which is originally a modal) is here a cognitive parallel to the Russian perfective “future”.


If an imperative is used to give someone new instructions (as opposed to imperatives used in polite social situations which don’t give new instructions, cf. section M below), then the perfective is used, since the speaker clearly wants the satisfaction of a result. There is nothing impolite about such imperatives, they just make clear requests, as in the exchange between a person and a customs officer in 41:

41) - Добрый день, предъявитеp, пожалуйста, ваши документы...

- Ну вот... Вот бумаги.

- Откройтеp пожалуйста ваш багажник...

‘- Good day, please presentp your documents...

- Well, ok... Here are the papers.

- Please openp your trunk...’


The lack of stability characteristic of fluid substances parallels various negative implications that can be made by using imperfectives. Imperfectives are often used to suggest that someone worked at something without getting a result, or tried (unsuccessfully) to do something. These imperfectives are called “conatives” and include verbs like: сдаватьi ‘take (an exam) i’ (as opposed to сдатьр ‘pass (an exam)р’), ловитьi ‘try to catchi’ (as opposed to пойматьр ‘catchр’) учитьсяi ‘studyi’ (as opposed to научитьсяр ‘learnр’), уговариватьi ‘try to convincei’ (as opposed to уговоритьр ‘convinceр’), искатьi ‘look fori’ (as opposed to найтир ‘findр’) (cf. Chaput 1985).


If you ask someone to do something and they fail to act, you might become frustrated and ask them to at least put in some effort, using an imperfective verb, as in 42:

42) Запиши мой телефон... Записывайi, пожалуйста, я очень тороплюсь!

‘Write down my telephone number... Write it downi, please, I’m in a big hurry!’

The first imperative in 42 gives a new instruction and is perfective, but the second one is imperfective, expressing frustration: if the person won’t get the job done, can’t they at least try to do something? If I can’t have the full satisfaction of a discrete solid, can I at least get some substance out of you? 


A different sort of dissatisfaction is implied when the imperfective is used to emphasize that something has been done badly, as in 43:

43) Мужчина на мотоцикле неаккуратно делалi маневры. В результате врезался в бордюр, перелетев через руль.

‘The man on the motorcycle madei sloppy maneuvers. As a result he crashed into the abutment and flew over the handlebar.’

We know that the maneuvers were completed, had a result, and are followed by a sequence of perfective events. But they were bad maneuvers, as underscored by the imperfective verb.


Given the negative connotations, it is no surprise that negation is often associated with the imperfective. This association is also motivated by the properties of uniformity (C) and spreadability (M), which allow an imperfective to extend to much or all of the timeline. In the exchange in example 44, an interviewer is obliquely accusing Putin of changing his affiliation for political gain, and uses the perfective to ask when he left the communist party. Putin not only inserts the negation, but changes the aspect to imperfective in order to emphasize his total rejection of this allegation:

44) -Когда вы вышли из партии? 

- Я не выходилi!

‘- When did you leave the party?

- I didn't leavei it (at all)!’

M. Texture

When the two types of matter are set in motion on a trajectory aimed at a human being, our reactions to them are very different. What would you rather have thrown at you: a rock or a cupful of water? When discrete solids are flung at us, the properties of firmness and stability represent a possible threat, whereas the properties of soft spreadability mitigate the force of the motion and can be pleasing. Imperatives are the linguistic propellants that launch verbs at interlocutors. Perfective imperatives can be associated with warnings and rudeness, whereas impefective imperatives are the norm for general guidelines and certain polite situations.


Let’s start with negated imperatives. Perfectives are used to alert someone to an immediate threat, a specific danger, much like saying: ‘Watch out for that rock! Don’t trip over it!’. The parallel to the properties of discrete solids is strong, as we see in example 45:

45) Вот мы переместились на самый верх пирамиды. Не ушибитесьр головой о низкие своды!

‘Now we have moved to the very top of the pyramid. Don’t hitр your head on the low arches!’

The negative imperfective imperative, on the other hand, identifies something that is to be avoided altogether. Example 46 comes from a paintballing website, and the generalization of the interdiction is abundantly clear:

46) Я очень хочу, чтобы вы ушли отсюда с тем же количеством глаз, что и пришли. Поэтому - НЕ СНИМАЙТЕi МАСКУ НА ПОЛЕ!!! Никогда и ни при каких обстоятельствах!

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


Politeness is an issue in certain social situations, the most typical of which is a visit to someone’s place. The guest needs to come in, take off their coat, sit down, etc. This isn’t any news to anybody, both the guest and the host know that these things are going to happen, but because the guest is in the host’s territory, it is customary to receive permission before proceeding. So we have a situation where we don’t need to provide new information or apply any real force. There’s no reason to throw rocks when a soft, gentle encouragement is all that is called for. That is why we always hear utterances like Проходитеi! ‘Come ini!’ Снимайтеi пальто! ‘Take offi your coat!’ Садитесьi! ‘Sit downi!’ when there is company; the corresponding perfectives would be rude or strange at best.

N. Implied conversions

Occasionally matter will spontaneously convert from one type to another. So if you have some sand, some of it might spontaneously clump up to form discrete solids, and, conversely, a discrete solid might leave a residue of substance behind it. The latter case might best be illustrated by setting an ice cube (discrete solid) on a plate, removing it, and noticing the water (fluid substance) left behind; or by imagining that someone has left an onion (discrete solid) out and later removed it, but the odor (fluid substance) remains in the room.


Many verbs (like по-бриться ‘shave’, вс-пахать ‘plow’, на-писать ‘write’) describe activities that proceed dependably from beginning through completion. If you keep the activity going, you will get the job done. Other verbs (see those listed in the discussion of conatives above in section M) signal actions with no guaranteed outcome, and the imperfective correlates of these verbs tend to have a conative (‘trying to’) meaning, as opposed to the meaning of successful completion signalled by the corresponding perfective. Although there are no guarantees, we tend to feel that the more sand we sift through, the more likely we are to find a hard object in it. Likewise, we feel that the more we try to do something, the more likely we are to ultimately succeed. In example 47, the priest runs a lot of attempts through his mill before finally pulling out a firm success:

47) Однажды он пришел и сказал ученому зятю, что епископ прослышал о его уме и хочет с ним познакомиться. Сперва молодой зять и слушать об этом не хотел. Но ксендз уговаривал, уговаривал и, наконец, уговорилр.

‘Once he came and told his educated son-in-law that the bishop had heard about his intelligence and wanted to meet him. At first the young son-in-law didn’t even want to hear about it. But the priest tried and tried to convince him and finally he did convinceр him.’

In 47, the perfective verb уговорилр ‘convinceр’ emphasizes the final success in contrast to the preceding attempts.


The final experiment involved putting a discrete solid somewhere, removing it, and then noticing any residue of substance that might be left behind. In the world of aspect, we observe the following parallels: the placing and removing corresponds to verbs that involve changing the position of something (such as сесть/садиться‘sit down’, лечь/ложиться ‘lie down’, поехать/ездить‘travel’, открыть/открывать‘open’, взять/брать‘take/borrow’, включить/включать‘turn on’; this latter verb involves the position of a switch), and the residue is any experience or effect that lasts after the change in position has been reversed (such as memories of a trip, or margin notes in a book borrowed from the library). Because the result of the original completed event (the placing of the solid) has been annulled by the reversal of that event (the removal of the solid), we cannot refer to the event with the perfective. Instead the imperfective signals a reversed event. Here is a classic example of the imperfective expressing an annulled event, from Lev Tolstoy’s translation of The Three Bears:

48) -КТО ЛОЖИЛСЯi В МОЮ ПОСТЕЛЬ И СМЯЛ ЕЁ? - заревел Михайло Иваныч страшным голосом. 

‘- Who lay downi in my bed and messed it up? – roared Mikhailo Ivanych in a terrible voice.’

Goldilocks lay down and then got up, she’s not there anymore, so the perfective result is missing, but there is evidence of her action since she messed up the bed. Her act of lying down has been reduced to a flimsy inference.

How to implement this approach in the classroom

Here are a few suggestions about how this metaphorical model of aspect can be implemented in the classroom. Items A-H in the table are accessible to all levels of learners, whereas I-N might be more appropriately focused on in more advanced courses. In order to keep levels of aspect awareness high, I strongly suggest that students be routinely required to identify the aspect of every verb they encounter in readings and produce in assignments. For example, my students have daily readings from a website, and we beging every class by quickly running thorugh all the verbs and calling out which aspect they are, and on random days students are required to hand in a print-out of the reading with the aspect of every verb marked as a graded exercise. Students are also required to mark the aspect of every verb they write in their weekly journal essays. Individual verbs can subsequently be analyzed for the relevant properties from the table.


Early in the semester I bring some discrete solids and fluid substances to class and ask the students to interact with them and, in groups or as a whole, compose lists of properties for each. There are fourteen properties in the table, roughly corresponding to fourteen weeks in a typical semester, and each week can focus on a property. In addition to verbs in our readings and essays, I bring in examples (like those in sections A-M above, but many more) that I have located (mostly by doing advanced searches on www.google.com or www.rambler.ru). Students can be taught how to find their own examples on the internet (this is particularly useful for properties I-N), which they can bring in for class discussion. I’ve invented my own tricks for finding some of these items, like an advanced search for an exact phrase containing однажды ‘once’ immediately followed by an imperfective past tense form (the recipe for locating general-factuals), or the exact phrase не ‘not’ immediately followed by imperative forms (to find both perfective warnings and imperfective interdictions). You and your students will discover similar formulae and soon become adept aspect internet sleuths. 


Another strategy is to compare news reports of the same event and see how the use of aspect differs (we tried this in reference to the hostage crisis in the Moscow theater). It is important that students understand that aspect does not relate directly to what happens in the real world, but rather to how real people interpret those events. This can also be done artificially. The following whimsical examples illustrate some of the possible construals of the act of ‘signing’ as perfective or imperfective. Imagine that a bunch of reporters come to the Oval Office to see the President sign laws passed by Congress. Each one reports differently (but in Russian, of course)...

The New York Times: Сначала президент подписалp закон о браке гомосексуалистов, потом он подписалp закон об охране природы, и после этого подписалp закон о выборах. 'First the president signedp a law about homosexual marriages, then he signedp a law about the protection of nature, and after that he signedp a law about elections.' This construal views the actions as discrete solids that cannot coexist in the timeline, and are therefore sequenced.

The Boston Globe: Вот что случилось сегодня в Белом доме: Президент берет ручку и подписываетi  первый закон. Журналист просит, если можно сделать фотографию и президент улыбается для фотографа. Потом он опять берет ручку и подписываетi второй закон.... 'Here is what happened today in the White House: The president takes a pen and signsi the first law. A journalist asks him if they can take a picture and he smiles for the photographer. Then he takes the pen again and signsi the second law...' This use of the historical present portrays the narration as something ongoing, a fluid substance in which the narrator and hearer are embedded.

San Francisco Examiner: (Думает про себя: Такой президент подпишетp любой закон.) '(Thinks to himself: A president like this will signp any law.)' This is a gnomic use of the perfective to express ability, generalized to all possible times. It is a very definite possibility, standing firmly like a discrete solid.

The Washington Post: Президент подписалp три закона и пошел гулять. 'The president signedp three laws and went for a walk.' This perfective sums up all three acts as if they are one and presents them as a single solid object sequenced with another solid object (the act of leaving).

The Wall Street Journal: Президент медленно подписывалi законы, шутя с журналистами. 'The president slowly signedi laws while joking with the journalists.' Here we have two fluid substances, signing and joking, that are mixed together in the timeline. We also note that we are viewing the act of signing as a gradual process.

The Chicago Tribune: Президент подписывалi закон за законом. 'The president was signingi law after law.' Here the act of signing is a repeated series of individual (but similar) events, not as a process as in the previous example.

The LA Times: Пока журналисты спрашивали президента о значении законов, он их подписалp. 'While the journalists were asking the president about the significance of the laws, he signedp them.' In this example, there is a background imperfective event (asking) serving as a fluid substance in which a punctual event (signing) is embedded as a discrete solid.

USA Today: Конгресс пишет законы, а президент их подписываетi. 'Congress writes laws and the president signsi them.' This is another gnomic statement, showing that an imperfective action, like a fluid substance, can be spread everywhere.

The Philadelphia Inquirer: Президент поподписывалp законы и пошел гулять. 'The president signedp laws for a while and went for a walk.' This is an unusual formation. What has happened is that the signing of laws has become homogenized into a fluid, and then repackaged in a solid container, so the perfective verb means 'work on signing for a bounded interval'.  

The National Enquirer (three months later): Президент однажды подписывалi закон о браке гомосексуалистов. Сейчас мы узнали, что он сам гомосексуалист! 'The president once signedi a law about homosexual marriage. Now we have discovered that he is himself a homosexual!' Here we see the general-factual. One would expect a perfective since we are dealing with a singular completed event. But if an event is stated without being sequenced in a narrative, and serves merely as background information, it is made perceptually diffuse, like a fluid substance. 

Conclusion

Our students come to the classroom already equipped with complex embodied experiential knowledge that can help them acquire the full range of aspectual meanings and uses. We need to show them how this knowledge aligns with the realities of Russian grammar. This can be done in ways that are accessible, enjoyable, and intellectually satisfying.

Endnotes

*The author would like to thank the many colleagues and students who have enthusiastically supported the development of this idea. The following colleagues have discussed it with me and provided valuable input: Aleksandr Bondarko, Meredith Clason, Marina Čertkova, Ewa Dabrowska, David Danaher, Stephen Dickey, Kira Gor, Alina Israeli, Elena Kubrjakova, Hans-Robert Mehlig, Tore Nesset, Vladimir Plungjan, Ekaterina Rakhilina, Sabine Stoll, and Charles Townsend. I would also like to thank Gerald Janecek for encouraging me to write this article. And I am grateful to Rob Noel for helping me to interpret the computerese in example 35.

1. I originally proposed this idea purely as a theoretical model. Audiences of native speakers of Czech, Russian, Polish, Serbian, Slovak, and Ukrainian have all insisted that it accurately captures their feelings about aspect. Furthermore, a pilot study shows that native speakers who are presented with sentences of Russian and asked to choose between various arrangements of blocks of wood and sand can make selections consistent with this model. The results of these experiments will be reported in future publications, but the author would like to recognize the efforts of Sean Flanagan in assisting with this study.

2. The list of features is a distillation of those presented by the following groups of scholars: boundedness (Avilova 1976, Jakobson 1957/1971, Padučeva 1996, Talmy 2000, and see also similar features suggested by Bondardo 1971, Timberlake 1982, van Schooneveld 1978, and Wierzbicka 1967), totality (Bondarko 1971, Comrie 1976, Dickey 2000, Durst-Andersen 1992, Maslov 1965, and similar features suggested by Talmy 2000 and Langacker 1987), definiteness (Bondarko 1971 and Dickey 2000, and the closely related change/sequencing vs. stability/simultaneity suggested by Durst-Andersen 1992, Galton 1976, and Langacker 1991), resultativeness (Čertkova 1996 and Vinogradov 1972), exterior vs. interior (Comrie 1976, Bybee, Perkins & Pagliuca 1994, and similar features suggested by Isačenko 1960 and Padučeva 1996), figure vs. ground (Binnick 1991, Čertkova 1996, Chvany 1980/1996 & 1990/1996, Galton 1976, Hopper 1979, and Stoll 2001), and punctuality vs. durativity (Čertkova 1996, Mazon 1914, Bondarko 1971, and Padučeva 1996). Since this is primarily a pedagogical article, I will not go into the full details of all these featural analyses. I will merely note that considerable dissatisfaction with features has been expressed, particularly by Glovinskaja (1982: 7-25) and Zaliznjak & Šmelev (2000: 32). I refer those readers desiring a more theoretical discussion to Janda under review.
3. Of course the semantic overlaps and contributions of perfectivizing prefixes are not always so transparent, but there is strong evidence that thorough analysis reveals just this pattern. Cf. Janda 1986.

Provenience of examples

Some of the examples have been drawn from the database used for The Case Book for Russian, by Laura A. Janda and Steven J. Clancy (Bloomington: Slavica, 2002). Other examples have been collected from the following websites (this list does not imply any endorsement of any of these sites):, http://noto.ruz.net/al/ivanoe.htm, http://rol.ru/news/nature/animals/news/02/10/10_003.htm, http://www.ng.ru/culture/2000-10-05/7_juliette.html, http://www.vlz.ru/ELIB/sheld008/00000005.htm, http://diabetic.narod.ru/archiv/010111.html, http://www.berkovich-zametki.com/Nomer21/Levintov1.htm, http://www.narkotiki.ru/ecolumn_5187.html, http://faq.russian-z1.org/boards/common/messages/583.html, http://www.bestbooks.ru/Fantastic/Walls/0213.shtml, http://www.wineworld.ru/winedocs/restaurant/article1186.html, http://avtomat2000.narod.ru/mozdok.html, http://www.aids.ru/faq/2002/03/21l.htm, http://www.rts-ukraine.com/forum/messages/7.html, http://www.archaeology.ru/folklore/baiki/zak.html, http://content.mail.ru/arch/997/161889.html, http://www.mega.kemerovo.su/WEB/HTML/1929.HTM, http://www.seneka.ru/press/art01.php, http://on.wplus.net/paintball/instruct.html, http://www.jewish.donetsk.ua/paper/189/page3.html, http://www.zooclub.ru/tales/60.shtml 
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