Interactional Properties

As the heading suggests, we will now look at how events interact. The question here is: if you have more than one item, what happens when they come in contact? What happens if you drop one toy truck on another? How is that different from dropping your toy truck into your sandbox or dropping a bucket of water into your sandbox? Or taking a shovel and pushing sand in front of it (so that there is no sand behind)? We will perform experiments like these and compare the results, and then look at how the Interactional Properties of Matter line up against the behaviors of perfective and imperfective events. Overall we will see that the two types of Matter, discrete solid objects and fluid substances, behave very differently when they come in contact with each other.

H. Compatibility

The purpose of this section is to see what happens when you try to force one item into the same space with another. Select any combination of like (two discrete solid objects or two fluid substances) or unlike (one item representing each type of Matter) items, and try it out. When we transfer these experiments to perfective and imperfective events, we try to put them in the same place on the timeline. You also have a chance to get into the act here. Remember the timeline in Chapter 1? You are a part of the timeline, occupying the present moment. Because you have a physical existence, your body can also be classed as representing one of the two types of Matter. So what is it? A discrete solid object or a fluid substance? (Yes, this is a tricky question, but there is a right answer. Тhink: do you have boundaries and a characteristic shape, or can you be poured?)


If we have one item at a point in the timeline and then drop another item in at the same place, one of two things can happen: 1) they can bounce off each other (negative compatibility), or they can mix together (positive compatibility). Negative compatibility means that items must be next to each other (they can't be in the same place). When we move to the timeline, if events are next to each other, they are sequenced (happen one after the other). Positive compatibility means that items can be mixed in the same place; in the timeline this means that events are simultaneous (at the same point in the timeline). Negative compatibility is characteristic of both discrete solid objects and perfective events; positive compatibility is the hallmark of fluid substances and imperfective events.

1) Negative Compatibility. Both perfective events and each of us as human observers exhibit negative compatibility, producing sequencing of events as well as the future perfective.

a) Discrete Solid Object + Discrete Solid Object = Sequencing. Put a toy truck on a line. Now drop another toy truck onto it. The second truck hits the first one, and is deflected. The second truck can’t come down onto the same place in the line. The best it can do is to be next to the first truck. This is the normal expectation for perfective events too. If you have two or more perfective events, normally they will be understood as a sequence, like the two events in this sentence:

Я уверенно подошёлp [Д! E:E] и постучалp [Ж-А E:St] в дверь костяшками пальцев. 
‘I approachedp confidently and knockedp on the door with my knuckles.’

Unless there are any other clues, a string of perfective verbs is interpreted by a Russian as a series of sequential events. It doesn’t matter how long the string is – the whole thing is understood as a sequence. This sentence has four sequenced perfectives (the one in the quote is merely that – a quote):

Когда отец проснулсяp [-НУ E:St] и всталp [Н St:St] и вышелp [Д P:P] из шалаша, он спросилp [И Sh:St] нас: “Кто покрывалами накрылp [ОЙ St:St] меня?”. 

‘When father awokep and got upp and went outp of the cabin, he askedp us: “Who coveredp me with blankets?”’

It is assumed that the order of the verbs corresponds to the order of the events, so first came the waking up, followed by getting out of bed, walking out of the cabin, and finally asking a question.


The main job of the perfective gerund (see Appendix) is to sequence events. All perfective gerunds can be translated as ‘after doing X’. The force of the perfective is so great here that there is no need to add any words like ‘after’ to a perfective gerund like увидевp [-Е St:St] ‘after seeingp’ to get the idea of sequencing across, as we see in this example, which is a newspaper headline:

УВИДЕВp [-Е St:St] ПОЛИЦЕЙСКОГО, ФУТБОЛИСТ УБЕЖАЛp [Ж-А! E:St] С ПОЛЯ.

‘After he sawp the policeman, THE SOCCER-PLAYER RANp OFF THE FIELD.’

The perfective gerund provides such a strong sense of sequencing that it doesn’t matter what order the verbs are presented in a sentence. In the following sentence, the same gerund, увидевp [-Е St:St] ‘after seeingp’, follows the other verb (), but the event of seeing is still sequenced before the death:

Житель Румынии умерp [/Р E:PSh] от инфаркта, увидевp [-Е St:St] свою бывшую жену в порнофильме.

‘A Romanian diedp of a heart attack after seeingp his former wife in a pornofilm.’

If we already know what part of the timeline we are looking at, then the tense of the verb is not particularly relevant. But the sequencing effect of the perfective remains, especially if the sequence is one that has often been repeated. The next example is extracted from an interview in which Владимир Путин is describing his childhood memories. We know that this all  happened long ago, and he starts out using a past tense form (нравилосьi [-И St:St] ‘pleased’) to get us set in the right time frame. But then Путин drops the tense marker and gives us two non-past perfective verb forms: 

Мне во дворе нравилосьi [-И St:St] – там вся наша жизнь проходилаi [-И Sh:St]. Мама иногда высунетсяp [-НУ P:P] из окна, крикнетp [-НУ St:St]: Во дворе?

‘I likedi 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?’

By using these forms, Путин is emphasizing the fact that this was a habitual sequence, something that happened, in that order, very often. So he isn't talking about a specific time when his mom leaned out and yelled, but about the fact that this sequence existed and was repeated over and over.

Go back to your toy trucks. As we saw above, if one truck is sitting on the line and you drop another truck onto it, the second one will usually bounce off and fall next to the first one. That is the default outcome. But if we are a bit more careful, we can create a different result. With some extra effort, it is possible to stack the second truck on top of the first one, so that both of them are piled up in the same place (though not intermingled at all – they remain discrete). In a similar manner, it is possible, with sufficient context, to get simultaneous perfective events. Examples of this type are relatively rare, but certainly not impossible. Here is a sentence where two perfective events are stacked up like a pile of toy trucks at one place in the timeline:

Мой приятель Вадим Рабинович одновременно получилp [-И Sh:St] учёную степень кандидата химических наук и закончилp [-И St:St] Литературный институт.

‘My friend Vadim Rabinovich simultaneously receivedp a PhD in chemistry and graduatedp from the Literary Institute.’

It is the presence of the word одновременно ‘simultaneously’ that makes it possible to stack up these events at the same spot; without context like this a sequence of perfective verbs is almost always interpreted as a sequence of events. And normally words like одновременно ‘simultaneously’ are associated with simultaneous imperfective events. The fact that we have perfective verbs here emphasizes the interpretation of the events as separate; though the two events happened at the same time, they are not mixed together at all.

b) Discrete Solid Object + Human Observer = Sequenced Time. Although the present moment is but a point on the timeline, it is the point where we as human beings are always standing, the “eternal now”. So imagine your body placed at a precise spot on a line. And imagine that a discrete solid object (a toy truck) falls upon you. Your body and the toy truck are both discrete solid objects and cannot occupy the same place. If you stand your ground, the toy truck can at best be next to you. So what does this mean for the timeline? Remember that Russian has only two tenses, one that is past and one that is not past. So if you are standing at “now” and a non-past perfective event comes along, it cannot share the “now” place with you. It bounces off your surface and lands in the next available spot: the future. This is why the non-past forms of perfective verbs most commonly express future time. Non-past perfective events, like discrete solid objects, are not compatible with the discrete solid body of the human observer who eternally occupies the “now” moment in the timeline. Here are two sentences that use non-past perfectives to express future events:

Завтра получуp [-И Sh:St] лабораторные анализы гормонального баланса.

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

Гениальная идея! Принесётp [С E:E] нам три миллиона долларов!


‘It’s a brilliant idea! It will bringp us three million dollars!’

Although the first sentence contains an obvious clue indicating future time (завтра  ‘tomorrow’), the second sentence shows us that the expression of future is independent of such clues. Any sentence with a non-past perfective that interacts with an observer at “now” (in other words, any non-past perfective that is in the timeline; see Chapter 1) can express future.

2) Positive Compatibility. Like the Universal Donor O- blood type, fluid substances and their temporal counterparts – imperfective events can be combined with any other item: with another fluid substance, with a Human Observer, and also with a discrete solid object.

a) Fluid Substance + Fluid Substance = Simultaneity. Pour some sand onto a spot in a line. Now take some water and pour it onto the sand. Instead of bouncing off each other, the two fluid substances mix together, occupying the same space. In a similar fashion, when we encounter two imperfective events in Russian, the most usual interpretation is that they are simultaneous, as in the next example. Note that what we have here is two verbs joined by и ‘and’. This is exactly the same structure we saw above in the examples where the narrator approached the door and where the father woke up, but because the verbs in those sentences were perfective, they were understood as sequences, whereas these verbs are imperfective and therefore narrate simultaneous events:

Девушка смотрелаi [Е Sh:St] в окно, и в её светлых глазах отражалисьi [АЙ St:St] деревья, дома, небо.
‘The girl was lookingi out the window and trees, houses, and the sky were reflectedi in her bright eyes.’


The use of the imperfective gerund (see Appendix) is strongly motivated by the property of Dynamicity. In fact, it is not an exaggeration to say that the imperfective gerund means simultaneity, and can always be translated as ‘while doing X’. Here is an example of the imperfective gerund:

Учимi [-И Sh:St] английский язык, читаяi [-АЙ St:St] классическую литературу.

‘We learn English while reading classical literature.’


Although simultaneity is the default for strings of imperfective verbs, it is possible for imperfective verbs to describe a sequence, provided there are obvious clues. It is easy to see why this is the case if we go back to that pile of sand on the line. If instead of pouring another fluid substance on top of that pile we pour it next to the first pile we can have a string of piles of sand along our line. Likewise it is possible to have a string of imperfective events as long as this is clear from the context, as in this example:

В детстве мы слушалиi [-АЙ St:St] сказки. Потом читалиi [-АЙ St:St] книжки. Потом смотрелиi [-Е Sh:St] с родителями всякую театральную классику.

‘As children we listenedi to fairy tales. Then we readi books. Then we watchedi all the theatre classics with our parents.’

This passage narrates the development of children from listeners, to readers, to theatre-goers. The word потом ‘then’ provides a very important clue, telling us to interpret these events as a sequence. This is a bit unusual, because words like потом ‘then’ that express sequencing are strongly associated with perfective verbs, but it is certainly possible. Note, however, that although we have an overt sequence, it is possible that the events overlapped: the period of listening to fairy tales might not have been completed before the period of reading books began, and it is entirely possible that the children started going to the theatre before they stopped reading books. This aligns with our understanding of the piles of sand, which might overlap at their edges. But this kind of overlap is not normally possible for perfective events. 

b) Fluid Substance + Human Observer = Simultaneous Time. Imagine your body again at a place on a line. This time pour some imaginary sand onto your body at that spot. What happens? The sand begins to accumulate around you, filling in the spaces around your body. Thus your body and the sand coexist at their place in the line. Likewise, the human observer at the “now” moment on the timeline can be enveloped by an imperfective event. It is the Positive Compatibility of the human observer and imperfective events that makes it possible for imperfective verbs to express the present tense, surrounding the Observer at “now” with ongoing action. Here is a sentence describing the present activities among a team of chefs using imperfective verbs to express the present tense:

Сейчас работаемi [-АЙ St:St] над новым меню, дополняемi [-АЙ St:St] его, работаемi [-АЙ St:St] над новыми соусами.

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

The chefs in this sentence are, in a sense, surrounded by events of work and menu expansion at the present moment, much as you would be surrounded by water if you were standing in a swimming pool.


The “now” moment may be nothing but a zero-dimensional point, but we don’t experience it that way. Like the human observer that inhabits the “now” spot, “now” has some dimensions. Our understanding of “now” often includes some memory of the recent past and anticipation of the immediate future. This fact motivates the use of the imperfective present in sentences like the following (see the discussion of shifted tenses in Chapter 1):

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

‘I have been workingi here since last year.’

Завтра мы едемi,det [Д! St:St] домой. 

‘We are goingi home tomorrow.’


In both English and Russian storytellers have a device known as the Historical Present which they can use to make a story seem more lively. You have used this device yourself whenever you have told a story about past events using present tense verbs, using this kind of pattern: “Here’s what happened. First Harry goes up to Sue, then he asks her to go out with him, but she tells him that she’s going out with Rick…” The idea here is to present events as if they are unfolding before the eyes of the beholder. In Russian if we want to put the human observer right into the thick of events, we can use imperfective verbs to surround the observer with action as if it were ongoing. By using the Historical Present, a Russian can recreate for the listener the experience of seeing events happen as if at the present time. Here is an example of how the Historical Present uses imperfective verbs in Russian:

Вот что случилосьp [-И E:St]. Она сжимаетi [-АЙ St:St] зубами сигарету, щёлкаетi [-АЙ St:St] зажигалкой и затягиваетсяi [-АЙ St:St].

‘Here’s what happenedp. She squeezesi the cigarette between her teeth, flicksi the lighter and inhalesi.’

Notice that when we use the Historical Present in Russian it is not at all unusual for imperfective verbs to describe a sequence of events. 

c) Fluid Substance + Discrete Solid Object = Embedded Simultaneity. If you put a toy truck on a line and pour sand on it, you get the same effect as with a human observer. The sand fills in the nooks and crannies, surrounding the truck, which becomes embedded in a pile of sand. The same is true if you plunge the toy truck into a pile of sand. Either way, you wind up with a truck embedded in the sand. In the timescape of Russian, this scenario corresponds to an imperfective event that is ongoing when a perfective event takes place. The imperfective event happens before, during, and after the perfective event. The perfective event is thus embedded in the imperfective event, just as the toy truck is embedded in the sand, which is all around it. Here are two examples: 
Когда я открывалi [-АЙ St:St] окно, дверь оглушительно затрещалаp [Ж-А E:St].
‘While I was openingi the window, the door made a deafening crashp.’

Я гляделi [-Е E:St] в стену, вспоминаяi [-АЙ St:St] пугающие подробности вчерашнего дня, а затем дверь раствориласьp [-И Sh:St].

‘I was staringi at the wall, recallingi the frightening details of the previous day, when the door openedp.’

Both of these examples involve a door suddenly moving (a perfective event) while something else is happening (an imperfective event). In the first example, the opening of the window (which probably created the draft that set the door in motion) was in progress before, during, and after the door slammed shut. In the second example, the staring and remembering were happening before, during, and possibly for some time after the opening of the door. 


In the second example above we notice an imperfective gerund, вспоминаяi [-АЙ St:St] ‘recallingi’. The meaning of simultaneity is strongly associated with imperfective gerunds, making it possible to combine them directly with perfective verbs to express embedded simultaneity. To illustrate, here is an example from the Russian version of Little Red Riding Hood:

Проходяi [-И Sh:St] через лес, она встретилаp [-И St:St] волка.

‘While walkingi through the forest, she metp a wolf.’

In order to translate this sentence into English, we have to add the word “while”, but Russian can convey this meaning just by using imperfective aspect.

Lesson: When you were playing in your sandbox or your bathtub, banging toys together, pouring sand or water over them, and mixing water with sand, you learned several things that correspond well to the ways you can combine Russian perfective and imperfective verbs. No matter how you knock them together, your toys can’t be in the same place, and similarly perfective events are almost always sequenced (though it is possible to stack your toys carefully, corresponding to simultaneous, but unrelated events). Your body and a toy truck are also incompatible in space, motivating the fact that perfective events cannot share the present moment with the human observer, so non-past perfectives tend to express future. The water of your tub can be mixed with more water or sand or any other fluid substance, just as two simultaneous events can be intermingled (though it is also possible to line up piles of sand along a line, where they might overlap). If you are sitting in your tub or buried in sand on the beach, you have a fluid substance all around you, much as a present tense event (imperfective) surrounds the human observer at “now”. And a perfective event can be embedded in the timescape of an ongoing imperfective event, just as your toy truck can be plunged into the sand or your rubber duckie can be submerged in your bath.

Exercises:

Во Франции нарастает интерес к России.

Дориан обходит своих учеников, раздаёт им ноты.

Dorian makes the rounds of his pupils, handing out music to them.

У двери сидит мисс Филлипс и вяжет.

Я разделась и легла в постель.

Ван Гог отрезал себе ухо и отдал в бордель.

Я трудился у компьютера, как вдруг над нашим домом раздался самолётный рёв.

В это утро Алик и Лора долго завтракали. Потом ходили в магазин. Потом смотрели телевизор.

The following is the opening paragraph of ‘The Star-Child’ by Oscar Wilde. Analyze all of the verbs by marking them as perfective and imperfective and describing how they express sequencing or simultaneity of events.

Как-то раз двое бедных Лесорубов возвращались домой, пробиваясь через густой сосновый бор. Была зимняя ночь, стоял лютый мороз. И на земле и на деревьях лежал толстый снежный покров. Когда Лесорубы продирались сквозь чащу, маленькие обледеневшие веточки обламывались от их движений, а когда они приблизились к Горному Водопаду, то увидели, что он неподвижно застыл в воздухе, потому что его поцеловала Королева Льда.

‘Once upon a time two poor Woodcutters were making their way home through a great pine-forest. It was winter, and a night of bitter cold. The snow lay thick upon the ground, and upon the branches of the trees: the frost kept snapping the little twigs on either side of them, as they passed: and when they came to the Mountain-Torrent she was hanging motionless in air, for the Ice-King had kissed her.’

Read this passage and analyze the verbs. There is a place in this narrative where both tense and aspect suddenly change. What does this mean? 

Мухолов-Тонконос сидел на ветке и смотрел по сторонам. Как только полетит мимо муха или бабочка, он сейчас же погонится за ней, поймает и проглотит.
‘The thin-beaked fly-catcher was sitting on a branch and looking around. As soon as a fly or butterfly would go by, he would immediately chase after it, catch it, and swallow it.’

Sleuthing tasks:

1. Do at least five searches using words or phrases that indicate simultaneity or sequencing, such as: oдновременно, потом, когда, затем, после этого, and analyze the aspect of the verbs that you find with these words. For each word, answer these questions: What are the most typical patterns of perfective and imperfective and how do they express Compatibility? What other patterns are also possible?

2. Do you like jokes? In Russian, a favorite type of joke is the анекдот, and you can find many of them at websites such as http://www.anekdot.ru. The Historical Present is extremely common in Russian анекдоты. Search through this or another website and choose three of your favorite jokes. Anaylze the use of the imperfective to express the Historical Present in each joke.

3. If you don’t remember how to form gerunds, look through the Appendix and refresh your memory. Type into your workbook three perfective verbs and three imperfective verbs and form their gerunds. Now load each of these gerunds into your search engines and find some sentences. Analyze the sentences for the sequencing and simultaneity effects of the perfective and imperfective gerunds.

I. Dynamicity

Imagine that you are walking down a path. At first the path is paved with bricks, but then these disappear and you have to plow through several heaps of sand. Once you cross these, you find the path set with stones for a while, until you come to a creek where you have to wade through water a foot deep or more. On the other side of the creek someone has laid down a series of round blocks cut from the trunks of trees, but later on the path deteriorates again, this time into a thick swath of sticky mud. Your progress along this path depends very much on the properties of the matter the path is made from. When you are traveling along from one discrete solid object (such as a brick or a paving stone or a block of wood) to another, your progress is easy and rapid. Fluid substances like sand, water, and mud slow you down, preventing progress. This contrast in the properties of matter parallels the contrast provided by perfective vs. imperfective in narration. When a Russian is telling a story, it is usually the perfective verbs that carry the “plot line”. These verbs describe the dynamic events that move the story along. Imperfective verbs, on the other hand, slow down the story, focusing on descriptions of setting and character rather than on advancing the stream of events. Here is an example of a typical narrative that uses this contrast between perfective and imperfective verbs:

Отец родилсяр [-И E:St/E] в Санкт-Петербурге в 1911 году. Когда началасьр [/Н E:PSh] первая мировая война, в Питере житьi [В E:Sh] сталор [Н St:St] трудно, и вся семья уехалар [Д! St:St] в деревню Поминово в Тверской области, на родину бабушки. Дом, где они жилиi [В E:Sh], стоитi [Ж-А E:St], кстати, до сих пор, родственники ездятi,non-det [-И St:St] туда отдыхатьi [-АЙ St:St]. Там же, в Поминове, отец познакомилсяр [-И St:St] с моей мамой. Они поженилисьр [-И Sh:St], когда им былоi [Д! St:Sh] 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, for our grandmother’s homeland. 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.’
The events that move the plot of this autobiography along are the birth of the father, the beginning of the war, the change in Petersburg life, the move to Pominovo, the meeting of the mother, and the marriage of the parents. All of these events are described using perfective verbs. Imperfective verbs provide digressions from the main story line, miring us in details about the status of the house and the age of the parents when they married. 

Lesson: Perfective and imperfective verbs play an important role in the dynamics of narration. If a narrator wants to move briskly from one main event to the next in the plot line, they will use perfective verbs. Imperfective verbs provide contrast with this rapid progression of events by slowing down the story line, sending us off on digressions and focusing on details.

Exercises:

Read the following passage and analyze the verbs for aspect and Dynamicity. What events form the plotline and what events are digressions?

Стрижонок вылупился из яичка в тёмной норке и удивлённо пискнул. Ничего не было видно. Лишь далеко-далеко тускло мерцало пятнышко света. Стрижонок испугался этого света, плотнее приник к тёплой и мягкой маме-стрижихе. Она прижала его крылышком к себе. Он задремал, угревшись под крылом. Где-то шёл дождь, падали одна за другой капли.

‘A baby swift hatched from an egg in a dark burrow and gave a shriek of surprise. Nothing could be seen. Only far, far away was the dull glint of a spot of light. The baby swift was frightened by the light and huddled closer to its warm, soft mama-swift. She pressed him to herself with her wing. He dozed off, having warmed himself under her wing. Somewhere it was raining, the drops fell one after another.’

Sleuthing Tasks:

Find a text that narrates a story and analyze the use of perfective vs. imperfective for the effects of Dynamicity. If you like Russian literature, a good place to find texts is: http://www.conradish.net. If you like fairy tales, try looking under сказки at http://www.nanya.ru.

J. Salience 

Salience is about what sticks out and attracts attention, as opposed to things that fade into the background. Climb into your imaginary sandbox and scatter your toys along the little dunes that rise around you. While you survey this landscape, ask yourself: what are the obvious figures, and what is the background? What does your eye pick out as being most distinct, and what is just a backdrop? Surely the toys are the figures which stand out against the background of indistinct sand. Whenever you have both discrete solid objects and fluid substance together in a scene, the discrete solid objects will seem more prominent than the fluid substance. The same thing happens when you walk down a beach: it is the shells and bits of driftwood that catch your eye and wind up in your pocket; the only place anyone collects sand is in their bathing suit, but that happens by accident. Perfective events, like discrete solid objects, are the items that stand out in relief on the Russian timescape. Imperfective events are the background. A good story will combine both perfective and imperfective verbs, giving us a nicely textured timescape, with perfective verbs describing the more important events, and imperfective verbs filling in the backdrop with descriptive information. Here, for example, is the opening passage of Золушка, a tale we know as Cinderella. Notice how the narration goes from imperfective to perfective, back to imperfective, then to perfective again, and once again to imperfective, and then finally to perfective.

Жилi[В E:Sh]-былi [Д! St:Sh] вдовец, у которого былаi [Д! St:Sh] прелестная добрая дочка. Однажды он решилр [-И E:St] женитьсяр [-И Sh:St] вновь и взялр [Й/М! E:Sh] в жёны злую, эгоистичную женщину. У неё былиi [Д! St:Sh] две дочери, которые по характеру былиi [Д! St:Sh] как две капли воды похожи на свою мать. После свадьбы мачеха сразу же показалар [-А Sh:St] свой злой нрав. Она прекрасно понималаi [-АЙ St:St], что рядом с красивой добросердечной падчерицей её родные дочки выглядятi [-Е P:P] ещё грязнее и уродливее. Поэтому она возненавиделар [-Е St:St] падчерицу.

‘Once upon a time there wasi a widow who hadi a lovely, kind daughter. Suddenly he decidedр to remarryр and tookр as his wife an evil, selfish woman. She hadi two daughters who werei just like their mother in character. Immediately after the wedding the stepmother revealedр her evil manner. She understoodi very well that alongside the beautiful, kind-hearted stepdaughter her own daughters lookedi even more dirty and ugly. For this reason she came to hateр the stepdaughter.’

The perfective verbs pick out the obvious highlights: the remarriage, the onset of evil behavior, and the onset of hatred. The imperfective verbs fill in our knowledge of the character and setting: the facts that the widower had a nice daughter, but the stepmother had two nasty daughters. You will probably notice that Dynamicity and Salience seem to be almost the same thing. This is true: it is usually the most salient events that move the plot line along, and backgrounding is handled in digressions that slow the story down. However, it is important to remember that what we are looking at are trends, not absolute rules, and that narrators can manipulate aspect to suit their purposes. Although perfectives will usually be used to introduce the main events of a plot as opposed to backgrounded imperfectives, a narrator can deviate from this use in order to manipulate the focus on events. At the end of the Cinderella text above, the contrast between the imperfective пониматьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘understandi’ and the perfective возненавидетьр [-Е St:St] ‘hateр’ represents the understanding of how ugly the daughters are next to Cinderella lingering as a sort of slow burn in the background as opposed to the distinct outburst of hatred. The narrator of Золушка could have told the story differently, with the opposite aspects:

Увидевр [-Е St:St] красоту падчерицы, мачеха понялар [Й/М E:PSh], что рядом с падчерицей её родные дочки выглядятi [-Е P:P] ещё грязнее и уродливее. Поэтому она ненавиделаi [-Е St:St] падчерицу.

‘When she sawр the stepdaughter’s beauty, the stepmother understoodр that next to the stepdaughter her own daughters lookedi even more dirty and ugly. For this reason she hatedi the stepdaughter.’

But this change of aspect alters the dramatic texture of the story. The hatred, instead of standing out, is now backgrounded relative to the realization of the negative comparison.


Though it is kind of hard to imagine pulling forward the fluid substance of the background and making it a figure in the foreground, it is easy to imagine that one might pay less attention to a discrete solid object and treat it like part of the background. This is exactly what we do when we ignore obejcts around us because we have become accustomed to them. If someone comes to visit you, they might pay close attention to a picture on your wall which you haven’t really looked at in a long time, because for you it is a part of the background. Russian has a very common device that alters the Salience of events, “demoting” events from foreground to background by expressing them in the imperfective instead of perfective. This device is called the “general-factual”, and it is used to describe events that we can assume are completed, but are not emphasized or sequenced with other events. The general-factual just tells us that the event took place, nothing more, and is usually either devoid of context or in a parenthetical remark that removes it from the context of a narration. The general-factual is never accompanied with a specific time reference, but it always appears in the past tense. Here is an example:

Сходиp [-И Sh:St] на Разинский толчок. Там естьi мечеть, а рядом во всю идётi [Д E:E] торговля. Там можно купитьp [-И Sh:St] и баранину и говядину. Я даже однажды покупалi [-АЙ St:St] там свинину. 
‘Gop to the Razinskij tolchok. There isi a mosque there and right by it trade isi in full swing. It is possible to buyp both mutton and beef there. I even boughti pork there once.’
The general-factual is the last verb, покупалi [-АЙ St:St] ‘boughti’. Note the lack of specific time reference, and the fact that this is a parenthetical remark. The speaker is just establishing that something happened, as background to some other information (that Razinskij tolchok is a good place to buy all kinds of meat). Notice the presence of the word однажды ‘once’, which tells us that this is a one-time event, the kind we usually associate with perfective. Here is another example, taken from an AIDS website:

Я у вас уже однажды спрашивалаi [-АЙ St:St], влияютi [-АЙ St:St] ли антибиотики на образование антител к ВИЧ. Вы ответилиp [-И St:St], что нет. И теперь у меня ещё один вопрос...

‘I have already askedi you once whether antibiotics influencei the formation of HIV antibodies. You answeredp 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 ответилиp ‘answeredp’. 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.

By far the most common use, however, of the general-factual is in yes-no questions. If you want to know whether or not someone did something, the best way to find out is usually by asking with a general-factual. So if, for example, you wanted to know whether an acquaintance has read War and Peace, you would normally ask:

Вы читалиi [-АЙ St:St] Войну и мир?

‘Have you readi War and Peace?’

There are contexts where a perfective is used (see Section L), but if you have no particular expectations and just want yes or no for an answer, the imperfective general-factual is the way to ask.

Lesson: Salience, which is similar, but not identical to Dynamicity, describes the dramatic texture of a narrative that contrasts perfective events as distinct and prominent, as opposed to the backgrounded “fillers” provided by imperfective events. This contrast corresponds to the way that discrete solid objects stand out against a backdrop of fluid substance. Just as it is possible to ignore a discrete solid object, assigning it to the background, one can use the imperfective general-factual to describe a completed event that is de-emphasized.

Exercises:

Analyze the use of perfective vs. imperfective in the following passage. Can you find the general-factual and explain why it is here?

Как заманчиво было бы взять и купить телескоп. Но не надо спешить. Прежде чем что-либо сделать, нужно хорошенько подумать. Я однажды покупал телескоп с высоким разрешением, и ни разу не пожалел, что перед этим тщательно подумал.

‘How tempting it would be to just go and buy a telescope. But don’t hurry. Before doing anything, it is necessary to think carefully. I once bought a high-resolution telescope, and never did I regret that I thought it over thoroughly beforehand.’

Sleuthing Tasks:

1. The stories of people’s lives are bound to include narratives that mix perfective and imperfective to create contrasts in salience. Load the terms биография and автобиография into your search engines and find some texts. Analyze at least three paragraphs, explaining the relative salience of events described by perfective and imperfective verbs.

2. Go on a hunt for examples of the general-factual. Think of four possible events, and find the imperfective verbs that would describe them in a general-factual. Use an advanced search for past-tense forms of your verbs immediately preceded or followed by однажды. So, for example, if your event involves receiving something, you can look for phrases like однажды получал, однажды получала, однажды получали, получал однажды, получала однажды, and получали однажды.

3. Find some general-factual questions. Think of three things that a friend of yours might or might not have done. Load into your search engines phrases using ты and imperfective past tense verb forms to find general-factual questions. For example, if you wanted to ask if someone has seen a certain movie, you would say Ты смотрелаi [-E Sh:St] этот фильм? In order to find actual examples of this type, you will load into your search engines phrases like: ты смотрела, ты смотрел, вы смотрели. 

K. Contiguity

Go back to the sandbox and find your toy shovel. Plunge the toy shovel down to the bottom of the sandbox and push the sand aside. Stop right there, hold the shovel still, and look at what you have: on one side of the toy shovel there is sand, but on the other side there is no sand. The shovel is a barrier, behind which the sand is dammed up. The same can be said of the sides of the sandbox which wall in the sand. This experiment demonstrates another effect we can get when we combine a discrete solid object with a fluid substance: the discrete solid object can be contiguous to the fluid substance, and can thus divide a scene into a part where there is the fluid substance and a part where there is no fluid substance. We get a parallel effect in the Russian timescape when we have a perfective beginning or ending that borders an imperfective event. This can happen in two ways, either by 1) combining two verbs, or by 2) adding a prefix to a verb.


1) Combinations of verbs involve one verb (which can be perfective) that means ‘begin’ or ‘end’ with another verb (which must be imperfective) that describes an activity. Together, these combinations mean ‘start doing something’ or ‘stop doing something’, combining a distinct (perfective) beginning or ending with an extended activity. Verbs like начатьp [/Н E:PSh] ‘beginp’, статьp [Н St:St] ‘startp’, перестатьp [Н St:St] ‘stopp’, прекратитьp [-И E:St] ‘ceasep’ (the equivalents of the toy shovel) can be followed only by imperfective infinitives (equivalent to the sand). Beginnings that are particularly precipitous and energetic can be expressed with взятьсяp [Й/М! E:Sh] or броситьсяp [-И St:St] followed by an imperfective verb. Here are some examples:

И тут жена сталаp [Н St:St] ему изменятьi [-АЙ St:St].

‘And then his wife startedp cheatingi on him.’

Я улыбатьсяi [-АЙ St:St] пересталаp [Н St:St].

‘I have stoppedp smilingi.’ (the title of a poem by Анна Ахматова)

Грабитель схватилp инкассаторский мешок и бросилсяp [-И St:St] бежатьi [Ж-А! E:St].

‘The thief grabbedp the bank bag and startedp to runi.’


2) Prefixed verbs combine the idea of starting or stopping with an activity. These verbs are similar to the “package” verbs prefixed in по- and про- in Section G, because they combine a perfective firm barrier with an imperfective substance, all rolled up into one perfective verb. There are two common varieties of prefixed verbs that show the property of Contiguity:


a) за + an imperfective activity verb = a prefixed perfective meaning ‘start doing something’. So, for example, за + игратьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘playi’ = заигратьp [-АЙ St:St] ‘begin to playp’; за + говоритьi [-И E:St] ‘talki’ = заговоритьp [-И E:St] ‘begin to talkp’; за + беспокоиться i [-И St:St] ‘worryi’ = забеспокоитьсяp [-И St:St] ‘begin to worryp’. Here is an example built from the verb хрюкатьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘oinki’:

Горький говорилi [-И E:St] как-то, что, если человека всё время называтьi [-АЙ St:St] свиньёй, в конце концов он захрюкаетi [-АЙ St:St].

‘Gor’kij once saidi that if you calli a man a pig all the time, he’ll eventually start oinkingp.’

b) от + an imperfective activity verb = a prefixed perfective meaning ‘do something up to a certain point and stop’. So, for example, от + греметьi ‘thunderi’ [-Е E:St] = отгреметьp [-Е E:St] ‘stop thunderingp’; от + гулятьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘strolli’ = отгулятьp [-АЙ St:St] ‘stop strollingp’; от + питьi [ИЙ E:Sh] ‘drinki’ = отпитьp [ИЙ E:Sh/PSh] ‘stop drinkingp’. Here is an example built from the verb звонитьi [-И E:St] ‘ringi’:

Будильник уже давно отзвонилp [-И E:St], ещё пол часа назад.

‘The alarm clock had stopped ringingp long ago, a whole half hour earlier.’

Lesson: The beginning or ending of an activity is understood like a firm barrier between a place where there is nothing (a time when there is no activity) and a place where there is some substance (a time when there is an activity). This effect can be achieved either by combining a verb meaning ‘start’ or ‘stop’ with an imperfective verb naming an activity, or by creating a new perfective verb by prefixing за- (for ‘start’) or от- (for ‘stop’) to an imperfective activity verb. 

Exercises:

For each of the sentences below, draw labeled diagrams of the verbs meaning ‘start’ or ‘stop’ as a barrier and the activity verbs as a substance bordered by the barrier. 

Канадские врачи началиp [/Н E:PSh] торговатьi [-ОВА St:St] марихуаной.

‘Canadian doctors have startedp tradingi in marijuana.’
Aграрии сталиp [Н St:St] производитьi [-И Sh:St] более качественное молоко.

‘The landowners have startedp to producei better quality milk.’

Пекин перестанетp [Н St:St] выращиватьi [-АЙ St:St] рис в ближайшие 3 года.

‘Beijing will stopp cultivatingi rice in the next three years.’

В 1832 крепость прекратилиp [-И E:St] использоватьi [-ОВА St:St] как военное сооружение, и в 1896 она сталаp [Н St:St] историческим и архитектурным мемориалом.

‘In 1832 the fort stoppedp being usedi as a military installation, and in 1896 it becamep a historical and architectural memorial.’

Sleuthing tasks:

1) Load two forms (one past and one non-past) of each of these verbs into a search engine: начатьp [/Н E:PSh] ‘beginp’, статьp [Н St:St] ‘startp’, перестатьp [Н St:St] ‘stopp’, прекратитьp [-И E:St] ‘ceasep’, взятьсяp [Й/М! E:Sh] ‘take up’ or броситьсяp [-И St:St] ‘rush into’ and select sentences in which infinitive imperfective activity verbs follow these verbs. Make a list of five infinitive activity verbs that appear with each of these verbs and save three example sentences for each verb into your weblog.

2) Make a list of ten Russian imperfective verbs that name activities. Create prefixed perfectives of these verbs using за- and от-. Load two forms (one past and one non-past) of each verb into your search engine, and select good examples of perfective verbs that mean ‘start X-ing’ or ‘stop X-ing’. Save your five best examples of each type (starting and stopping verbs) in your weblog.

Human Interactional Properties

So far we have looked at the Properties of Matter and how these Properties interact when there is more than one item. As soon as human beings appear on the scene they they start evaluating things, thinking about what they like or dislike, what makes them feel safe or threatened. Human beings will also try to “read between the lines”, making guesses about what they see. This section addresses all our human concerns about satisfaction, danger, and frustration, as well as the educated guesses that we make about Matter. All of these Human Interactional Properties are of course useful in understanding certain uses of Russian aspect that have to do with contractual relationships, politeness, and the making of inferences. 

L. Graspability

Do you remember your first snowball? It was fun to hold that nice firm object, it felt just right in your hand. Did you try to sneak it inside when your parents weren’t looking? I bet that like most kids, you shed tears of disappointment when your lovely snowball melted into a sorry little puddle. From the point of view of us humans, there is something more satisfying about a discrete solid object than a fluid substance. Grab something near you: a pen or a key or a stapler or some similar solid object and hold it in your hand. A discrete solid object has the advantage of being graspable. You can get your fingers around the solid object, move it around, and you know it has a stable shape – it will be the same in an hour, a day, or a week as it is now. A fluid substance, on the other hand, slips through your fingers; it gives you nothing to hold onto. These are the properties we associate with the two types of Matter. This is why the snowball was such a disappointment – it looked like a discrete solid object, which made you happy, but then it became a formless fluid substance, which is no fun to play with. Matter isn’t supposed to behave that way, and usually it doesn’t. 


In the aspectual realm, satisfaction is found in the successful completion of an action with enduring results, hallmarks of perfective verbs. The desirability of satisfaction is particularly obvious in the following uses of the perfective: 1) statements about lasting results, 2) yes-no questions used to verify whether an expected action has been performed, 3) statements of ability to perform, and 4) imperative instructions. We will look at each of these in turn.

1) Lasting results. If you want to say that something happened and the results of that event are still in effect, you will usually want to choose a perfective verb. That is why we see the perfective построилp in this question:

Кто построилp [-И St:St] пирамиды?
‘Who builtp the pyramids?’

In this question the results are literally discrete solid objects that have stood the test of time. It is also possible, of course, for abstract results to behave this way, as we see in this sentence:

Этот образ запомнилсяp [-И St:St] навсегда.

‘That picture became fixedp in memory forever.’

Memorization has occurred and, like most discrete solid objects, the result (the memory) is dependably stable.

2) Yes-no verification. A yes-no question is one that can be answered by saying merely “Yes” or “No”. Questions of this type often take the shape of “Did someone do X?” In Russian it matters whether there is some prior expectation that the someone in the question should have done X, or should have known that they should do X. Remember that if all you want to know is whether X was done or not, you can use the imperfective general-factual, as with this example from Section J:

Вы читалиi [-АЙ St:St] Войну и мир?

‘Have you readi War and Peace?’

However, if there are any expectations (a rule book, a set of guidelines, an instruction manual, a syllabus), then the human being in question is bound by a contract of sorts. The contract contains the expectation of a satisfactory result, triggering the use of the perfective. This is because there is somebody who is expecting an end product, and they want something that resembles a graspable discrete solid object in terms of dependability. So imagine that you are in a Russian literature class and the professor has handed out a syllabus requiring that students read War and Peace and come to class ready to discuss it on a certain day. When the professor arrives in the classroom on that day, the question will sound like this:

Вы прочиталиp [-АЙ St:St] Войну и мир?

‘Have you readp War and Peace?’

The use of the perfective drives home the fact that the professor has a reason to expect a certain result. The students were supposed to read the book, and the professor wants to verify whether they completed the assigned task according to the syllabus. Here is another example, one from real life. In it, 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 in the questions that come at the end:

Если я Вас правильно понял, то host-машина у вас под QNX 4.22 и c неё вы через RS485 интерфейс запрашиваете данные у устройства с RS232-интерфейсом, используя в качестве шлюза ADAM 4521. Если это так, то тогда вопрос: Сделалиp [-АЙ St:St] ли вы данный модуль (ADAM 4521) и убралиp [n/s-A Е:Sh] ли перемычку INIT после конфигурирования? Т.е. сделалиp [-АЙ St:St] ли всё по инструкции? 

‘If I have understood you correctly, then your host-machine is running QNX 4.22 and from it you are through an RS485 interface requesting data 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?’

The effect of the perfective here is to say: I know that there is something you were supposed to do. I am asking to confirm whether you have done what I think you should have done before we go on to whatever is next. So, did you do what you were supposed to do?


In other words, you can use aspect to let someone know whether or not you have any expectations when you ask a yes-no question. If you use the imperfective aspect to ask a question, you are saying: “I don’t have any particular expectations.” If you use the perfective, you are saying: “I expected this to be done.” Have you ever been surprised when you asked someone in English “Have you done X?” and they got defensive because they thought you were implying that you expected something to be done, but in fact you didn’t, you were just asking a question? We don’t have any convenient way to let someone know in English whether or not we have expectations when we ask yes-no questions, but in Russian this information is built right into the aspect system. 

3) Ability to perform. These are statements not about actual events, but about the ability to get a job done. This type of statement is mentioned in Chapter 1 among nonpast tense uses that can’t be located in the timeline, with the example:

Борис решитp [-И E:St] любую задачу.

‘Boris can solvep any problem.’

This statement refers to Boris’s ability to complete an act, devoid of any reference to an actual time or event. Boris will always produce a satisfactory result, like a tangible object.

Sometimes a statement is about an ability to perform something particularly irritating, on the level of “Oh, Boris, he always screws everything up”. You still get the sense of a result with a lasting effect, even if it is not very satisfying. Here is an actual example of this type, a sort of “Murphy’s Law” of archaeology: it doesn’t talk about any specific event, present or future, it just states that this is the type of thing that can happen:

Наименее опытный начальник участка с наименее обученной командой всегда сделаетp [-АЙ St:St] наиболее важное открытие. 

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

The use of the perfective underscores the sentiment that this outcome is a very distinct possibility, standing firmly like a discrete solid. Notice the combination here of всегда ‘always’ with the perfective сделаетp [-АЙ St:St] ‘makes’. You were probably taught that words like всегда ‘always’, иногда ‘sometimes’, часто ‘often’ can only be used with imperfective verbs. Surprise! Although you can usually expect these words to be used with an imperfective, it is certainly possible to combine them with a perfective when we are talking about the ability to get something done.

4) Imperative instructions. If you ask somebody to do something, you want them to get it done, right? You want action, the satisfaction of a result, not some limp apathy. So when you give somebody an instruction, you will use a perfective verb. This will just about always work as long as the instruction contains new information. (there is an exception that we talk about in section M, which involves certain social situations in which we use imperfective imperatives). There is nothing impolite about perfective imperatives, they just make clear requests, as in this exchange between a person and a customs officer. Note how the customs officer consistently uses perfective imperatives to deliver his instructions:

- Добрый день, предъявитеp [-И ??:St], пожалуйста, ваши документы...

- Ну вот... Вот бумаги.

- Откройтеp [ОЙ St:St] пожалуйста ваш багажник...

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

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

- Please openp your trunk...’


Here is another situation, a set of instructions on how to set up a computer file, and again we see a string of perfective imperatives:

Создайтеp [-АЙ St:St] страницу для себя, с Вашим почтовым адресом и номером телефона. В конце файла, за который Вы ответственны, сделайтеp [-АЙ St:St] маленькую заметочку -- укажитеp [-A Sh:St] только свои инициалы -- и создайтеp [-АЙ St:St] ссылку на свою авторскую страницу.
‘Createp a page for yourself, with your postal address and telephone number. At the end of the file that you are responsible for, makep a small note – just showp your initial – and createp a link [??] to your author’s page.’

From examples like these we see that when you need to give instructions, it is appropriate to use perfective imperatives, which imply that you want a result that has the stability of a discrete solid object. 

A fluid substance isn’t something you can grasp. It’s unstable and messy. Imperfective verbs often have negative associations that parallel the negative subjective evaluations of fluid substances. Imperfective verbs can show human disappointment with actions that are flimsy and sloppy, like fluid substances in: 1) statements of lack of completion or result, 2) verbs meaning “trying” (without success), 3) implications of bad work, 4) expressions of frustration.

1) Lack of completion or result. The imperfective can be used to emphasize the fact that an action did not come to a satisfactory conclusion. To illustrate this use, let’s listen in on a chatroom discussion of Russian literature. Владимир states that the writer Николай Николаевич Шпанов died 40 years ago. Виктор asks whether Шпанов is the author of the novels Поджигатели (Instigators) and Заговорщики (Conspirators). Владимир replies:

Да, тот самый. Он и третью книжку в этом направлении писалi [-А Sh:St], но не дописалp [-А Sh:St].

‘Yes, that’s him. He was writingi a third book along those lines, but didn’t finishp it.’

Notice how the imperfective писалi [-А Sh:St] ‘wrotei’ tells us that the activity took place, but the job didn’t get done.

2) “Trying”. There are two types of things you can do in this world: type I and type II. If you do type I things, you know that if you keep working away, you will finish successfully. A good example is travel from point A to point B. If you keep moving, eventually you will get to point B. The same goes for reading a book, writing a paper, plowing a field, painting a wall, paying your bills, and many other tasks. However, sometimes time and effort don’t guarantee success. This is the case for type II actions, like catching a fish, convincing somebody you are right, finding your keys, remembering someone’s name, and solving a puzzle. When you are working on a type I action, you are always making progress. When you are working on a type II action, you might spend a lot of time spinning your wheels without making progress because the outcome depends at least partially on something beyond your control: good luck. So with a type I action you are always doing the action, right from the start until you finish. With a type II action, you are merely trying to do the action until you get lucky. For verbs that describe type II actions, the perfective describes the successful completion of the action of “doing X”, but the imperfective describes something different: “trying to do X”. The linguistic term for these imperfectives is “conative” (from a Latin word meaning ‘attempt, act purposefully’). Some of the most common Russian verbs with conative imperfectives are gathered in this table:

	Perfective
	Imperfective

	Вспомнитьp [-И St:St]
	‘rememberp’
	вспоминатьi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘try to rememberi’

	выловитьp [-И P:P]
	‘fish out, findp’
	вылавливатьi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘try to findi’

	выработатьp [-АЙ P:P]
	‘developp’
	вырабатыватьi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘try to developi’

	выучитьp [-И P:P]
	‘learn, memorizep’
	учитьi [-И Sh:St]
	‘studyi’

	добитьсяp [ИЙ E:St]
	‘get, obtain, securep’
	добиватьсяi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘seek, strive for, aim ati’

	дождатьсяp [n/s-A E:E/Sh]
	‘wait until (with success) p’
	дожидатьсяi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘be waiting aroundi’

	дозвонитьсяp [-И E:St]
	‘get a call through to, contact by phonep’
	дозваниватьсяi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘keep calling, trying to get throughi’ 

	доказатьp [-А Sh:St]
	‘provep’
	доказыватьi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘argue, try to provei’

	завоеватьp [-ОВА St:St]
	‘conquer, winp’
	завоёвыватьi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘try to geti’

	запомнитьp [-И St:St]
	‘memorizep’
	запоминатьi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘try to memorizei’

	оправдатьp [-АЙ St:St]
	‘justify, excusep’
	оправдыватьi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘try to justify, excusei’

	оправдатьсяp [-АЙ St:St]
	‘justify, vindicate oneselfp’
	оправдыватьсяi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘try to justify, vindicate oneselfi’

	отыскатьp [-А Sh:St]/ найтиp [Д! E:E]
	‘track down, findp’
	искатьi [-А Sh:St]
	‘look for, try to findi’

	пойматьp [-АЙ St:St]
	‘catchp’
	ловитьi [-И Sh:St]
	‘try to catchi’

	привлечьp [К E:E]
	‘attractp’
	привлекатьi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘try to attracti’

	привыкнутьp [-(НУ) St:St]
	‘get accustomed top’
	привыкатьi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘try to get accustomed toi’

	придуматьp [-АЙ St:St]
	‘think upp’
	придумыватьi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘try to think upi’

	решитьp [-И E:St]
	‘solvep’
	решатьi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘try to figure outi’

	сдатьp [Д! E:Sh] (экзамен)
	‘passp (an exam)’
	сдаватьi [-А(ВА)Й E:St] (экзамен)
	‘take, attempt to passi (an exam) ’

	убедитьp [-И E:St]
	‘persuadep’
	убеждатьi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘try to persuadei’

	уверитьp [-И St:St]
	‘assurep’
	уверятьi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘try to assurei’

	уговоритьp [-И E:St]
	‘convincep’
	уговариватьi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘try to convincei’

	умаслитьp [-И St:St]
	‘butter upp’
	умасливатьi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘try to butter upi’

	упроситьp [-И Sh:St]
	‘prevail upon, get to dop’
	упрашиватьi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘beg to doi’

	урезонитьp [-И St:St]
	‘make to see reasonp’
	урезониватьi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘try to make to see reasoni’

	успокоитьp [-И St:St]
	‘calm down, make calmp’
	успокаиватьi [-АЙ St:St]
	‘try to calm downi’


For verbs like these that describe type II actions, the difference between succeeding and merely trying is built right into the difference between perfective and imperfective. Yes, Russian does have verbs meaning ‘try’ (like стараться [-АЙ St:St] and пытаться [-АЙ St:St]), but often you can get by without them. If you want to say that you were trying to do something, but didn’t succeed, you can just use the imperfective verb. How cool is that? Here are some examples of how this works:

И вот мы уже оба с женой уговариваемi [-АЙ St:St] Олю принятьp [НИМ Sh:PSh] от нас подарок. И снова: нет, нет.
‘Both my wife and I have been trying to convincei Olja to acceptp a gift from us. Again and again it’s: no.’

The attempts at cajoling Olja into taking the gift are not going anywhere at the moment. The imperfective form уговариваемi [-АЙ St:St] lets us know that these are just attempts, that the speaker and his wife are merely trying.

Next is a more involved example. See if you can find the imperfective form that expresses “trying”:

Она былаi [Д! St:Sh] ещё привлекательная, с румянцем на крепких щеках, с седой прядью, подчёркивавшей моложавость. В ней былаi [Д! St:Sh] прелесть женственности, она нравиласьi [-И St:St] - и даже однажды чуть не вышлаp [Д! P:P] замуж за товарища по работе, инженера-текстильщика, который несколько лет убеждалi [-АЙ St:St] её, что они должны поженитьсяp [-И Sh:St]. Но инженер устроилp [-И St:St] нечто вроде помолвки, и на этой помолвке ей вдруг показалосьp [-А Sh:St], что она влюблена вовсе не в него, а в его отца, старого оркестранта, танцевавшего с ней старомодно-прямо, держа её в твёрдых руках, которые она чувствовалаi [-ОВА St:St] сквозь тонкую материю платья...

‘She wasi still attractive, with a blush on her firm cheeks, with a lock of gray hair that emphasized her youthfulness. There wasi in her a wonderful feminine quality, men likedi her – and once she even almost got marriedp to a co-worker, a textile engineer who for several years tried to persuadei her that they should get marriedp. But the engineer arrangedp a sort of engagement party, and at that party she suddenly got the impressionp that she was in love not with him, but with his father, an old orchestra musician, who danced with her up close the old-fashioned way, holding her in his strong hands, which she could feeli through the thin fabric of her dress...’

Alas, the engineer never did get the woman of his dreams. Despite his efforts, his powers of persuasion ultimately failed (though he did come close). Notice how the imperfective убеждалi [-АЙ St:St] lets us know that he was trying, in spite of the odds.

Finally, let’s look at the frustrations of a misunderstood playwright: 

А я писалi [-А Sh:St] о Сократе! И ходилi [-И Sh:St] в московское управление культуры доказыватьi [-АЙ St:St], что это пьеса -- о Сократе. А они смотрелиi [-Е Sh:St] на меня пристально и зналиi [-АЙ St:St], что я лгуi [n/s-А E:Sh].

‘But I was writingi about Socrates! I even wenti to the Moscow Cultural Administration to try to provei that this was a play about Socrates. But they lookedi closely at me and knewi that I was lyingi.’ 

The powers-that-be were certain that the playwright was up to something, and it seems that no amount of effort would change their minds, so all he could do was доказыватьi [-АЙ St:St] ‘try to provei’, without success.

3) Implications of bad work. Let’s say you pull a book off your shelf and all through the margins there are scribbled notes, many of the pages are dog-eared, there are coffee stains splashed everywhere. Clearly someone read the whole book, but you are not pleased, and you want to make that clear. You might ask:

Кто так неаккуратно читалi [-АЙ St:St] эту книгу?

‘Who made such a mess readingi this book?’

Although the word неаккуратно ‘sloppily’ contributes to the message you want to get across, so does the use of the imperfective verb читалi [-АЙ St:St] ‘readi’. You know that the job was completed – every page in the book shows evidence of use – but since the reader did a bad job, you can still use the imperfective to imply that the performance was unsatisfactory. So even if the job is done, if it is a bad job, you can emphasize that by using an imperfective verb. Here is another example taken from a report of a motorcycle accident:

Мужчина на мотоцикле неаккуратно делалi [-АЙ ST:St] манёвры. В результате врезалсяp [-А St:St] в бордюр, перелетевp [-Е E:St] через руль. 

‘The man on the motorcycle madei sloppy maneuvers. As a result he crashed intoi the abutment after flying overp the handlebar.’

The maneuvers were completed, but they were bad, as underscored by the imperfective verb.

4) Frustration. Let’s say that you want or expect someone to do something, so you use a perfective verb either as an imperative or to verify that what you want has been done (see the paragraphs on Imperative Instructions and Yes-No Verification in this section). But then you find out that nothing has been done. Frustrating, isn’t it? You want the other person to at least get busy – to show some effort even if they can’t produce a result. So this time you use an imperfective imperative to let them know that you are irritated.


In this example, the speaker asks an acquaintance to quickly take down the telephone number, using a perfective imperative. Apparently the other person just dilly-dallies around for a while, so the speaker, who needs to get going, gets annoyed and switches to the imperfective:

Запишиp [-А Sh:St] мой телефон... Записывайi [-АЙ St:St], пожалуйста, я очень тороплюсьi [-И Sh:St]!

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


Here’s another example, using the same pair of verbs (though here the sense is ‘register’ rather  than ‘write down’). The speaker must have been expecting to be registered as a humanist, which is why we see the perfective form in the question. But when he sees that nothing has happened, he becomes indignant and makes the request using the imperfective imperative:

Ты меня уже в гуманисты записалp [-А Sh:St]?

Ну так, записывайi [-АЙ St:St] скорее... А ведь я тоже гуманист...

‘Have you registeredp me as a humanist? Well, come on, registeri me already… I’m a humanist too after all…’

Let’s look at one more example for good measure, one that involves a bit more context. Here, Семён wants to get some information out of some people sitting in a car. Notice what happens when he repeatedly asks them to open the door:

Семён остановилсяp [-И E:St] возле шикарной иномарки. Стукнулp [-НУ St:St] в стекло. 

- Эй вы там! Откройтеp [ОЙ St:St]! В машине молчалиi [Ж-А E:St]. - Откройтеp [ОЙ St:St]! Открывайтеi [-AЙ St:St], я сказалp [-A Sh:St]! – стучалi [Ж-А E:St] и билi [ИЙ E:Sh] в дверь ногой Семён, и по щекам его поползлиp [З E:E] слёзы. - Я знаюi [-АЙ St:St], что вы там! Ну, откройтеp [ОЙ St:St]. Пожалуйста. Я прошуi [-И Sh:St] вас!

‘Semen pulled upp next to the fancy foreign car. He knockedp on the glass. –Hey, you there! Open upp! The people in the machine didn’t answeri. –Open upp! Open upi, I saidp! Semen knockedi and kickedi the door with his foot, and tears began to rollp down his cheeks. –I knowi you’re there! Come on, open upp. Please. I begi you!’

At first Semen acts tough. He wants the door opened and issues a perfective command: Откройтеp [ОЙ St:St]. But when he knows he’s being ignored, he gets frustrated and switches to the imperfective: Открывайтеi [-AЙ St:St]. Later on, when he sees that he will be defeated this way, he tries for a more polite tactic, using the perfective again and saying Пожалуйста ‘Please’.


There are plenty of websites that people go to when they need help. You will find urgent appeals using both the perfective Помогитеp [Г Sh:E]! ‘Helpp!’ and the imperfective Помогайтеi [-АЙ St:St] ‘Helpi!’, but the imperfectives are used by people who are really desperate, and use several exclamation marks.
Lesson: Think of all the toys you played with as a child. I bet that almost all of them were discrete solid objects (a doll, a truck, a ball, etc.). How often did you open a brithday present to find something you could grab and carry about? Did you ever get a present that was a puddle of water or a pile of sand or some other unpackaged fluid substance (I hope not!). When it comes to human interaction, a discrete solid object has some obvious advantages over the flimsy instability of a fluid substance. The benefits we associate with discrete solid objects as opposed to fluid substances correspond to certain positive associations with the perfective and negative associations with the imperfective. The perfective gives us lasting results and firm expectations. The imperfective typically doesn’t give us either of these satisfactions. Instead it can tell us that someone merely tried without succeeding or did a bad job. And we can use it when we are frustrated by someone else’s inaction.

Exercises:

Here are some examples that illustrate some of the Graspability properties discussed in this section. The relevant verb is underlined. Try to identify each example according to these types:

	Graspability effects

	Perfective
	Imperfective

	1) Lasting results
	1) Lack of result

	2) Yes-no verification
	2) “Trying”

	3) Ability to perform
	3) Bad work

	4) Imperative instructions
	4) Frustration


For you on-line shoppers:

Чтобы узнатьp [-АЙ St:St] цены изделий – скачайтеp [-АЙ St:St], пожалуйста, прайс-лист.
‘In order to find outp the prices of the products, please downloadp the price-list.’

Сколько Лека ни уговаривалi [-АЙ St:St] его не писатьi [-А Sh:St] этих слов, дед настаивалi [-АЙ St:St].

‘No matter how much Leka tried to convincei him not to writei those words, the old man persistedi.’

Американцы, конечно, имеютi [-ЕЙ St:St] свои мифы, как и любые другие народы. И мифов у них чересчур много. Но в целом американец как протестант всё-таки человек рациональный. Если миф оказываетсяi [-АЙ St:St] ему невыгодным, он находитi [-И Sh:St] в себе силы его пересмотретьp [-Е Sh:St]. Русский человек плюнетp [-НУ St:St] на любую выгоду, на любую реальность, ему важно сохранитьp [-И St:St] свой мир, свою идею.

‘Americans, of course, havei their own myths, like any other nation. And they have an awful lot of myths. But on the whole an American is a protestant, a person who is rational after all. If a myth turns outi to be unprofitable, he findsi in himself the strength to overlookp it. A Russian will spitp upon any advantage, any real fact, to him it is important to preservep his world, his idea.’

Несколько лет упрашиваемi [-АЙ St:St] проложитьp [-И Sh:St] к базе трёхкилометровую железнодорожную ветку. Не доходятi [-И Sh:St] наши призывы.

‘For several years we have been trying to geti them to layp a three-kilometer railroad line to the base. Our appeals don’t goi anywhere.’

Who really controls public opinion?

Конечно, велика роль политиков высшего ранга, но и роль прессы не меньше. Сейчас включитеp [-И E:St] программу новостей - процент положительной информации - не более 10. 

‘Of course high-ranking politicians have a big role, but the role of the press is not lesser. Turn onp the news right now – no more than 10 percent is positive information.’
В понедельник шведской полиции пришлосьp [Д! E:E] разыскиватьi [-АЙ St:St] и ловитьi [-И Sh:St] дикого волка, замеченного утром в одном из центральных районов Стокгольма.

‘On Monday the Swedish police hadp to try to findi and catchi a wild wolf which was noticed in the morning in one of the central districts of Stockholm.’

Уважаемые депутаты, пройдитеp [Д! E:E], пожалуйста, в зал заседаний!

 ‘Dear delegates, please enterp the meeting hall!’

Очень жаль, что у нас так не получаетсяi [-АЙ St:St]. Но ведь мы учимсяi [-И Sh:St] демократии, хотя, судя по всему, только постигаемi [-АЙ St:St] её азы.

‘It’s too bad that things aren’t working outi here. But after all, we are just trying to learni about democracy, although, judging from it all, we arei still at the very beginning.’

Наивный человек подумаетp [-АЙ St:St], что воронежские начальники возводилиi [-И Sh:St] все эти строения на средства, которые хапалиi [-АЙ St:St] из казны, а потом тратилиi [-И St:St] на стройматериалы и жалованье строителям.

‘A naïve person would thinkp that the Voronezh authorities were putting upi all these buildings using funds which they grabbedi from the treasury and then spenti on building materials and builders’ salaries.’ 

Так вот, я учусьi [-И Sh:St] слушатьi [-АЙ St:St] и, надеюсьi [-ЕЙ St:St], чему-то в этом смысле научилсяp [-И Sh:St].

‘So I’m trying to learni to listeni, and I hopei that I have learnedp something about it.’

From an advertisement for space heaters:

Они оптимально подойдутp [Д! E:E] под любой интерьер и будутi [Д! St:Sh] не просто хорошо выглядетьi [-Е P:P], но ещё и гретьi [-ЕЙ St:St]. Огромная гамма типоразмеров и расцветок решитp [-И E:St] любой интерьер в пользу такого отопительного прибора.

‘They are optimally suitedp to any interior design and willi not only looki good, but also give heati. The huge range of sizes and colors will solvep any interior design for the purpose of providing a heating device.’
Андрей уговаривалi [-АЙ St:St] повременитьp [-И E:St], но - вяло, понимаяi [-АЙ St:St] безнадёжность.

‘Andrej tried to convincei the others to waitp, but he did so without conviction, knowingi it was hopeless.’

And now, a scene from Star Trek:

Быстро обменявшись взглядами с Керком, Сулу подняласьp [НИМ Sh:Sh/E], и Чарли селp [Д! St:St] к рычагам управления, сразу принявшись беспорядочно дёргатьi [-АЙ St:St] их. Корабль слегка накренилсяp [-И E:St], и он тут же отдёрнулi [-НУ St:St] руки.

- Покажитеp [-А Sh:St] мне, как это делаетсяi [-АЙ St:St], - попросилp [-И Sh:St] он Сулу.

- Чтобы научитьсяp [-И Sh:St], надо тридцать лет.

- Бросьтеp [-И St:St] дискуссии. Покажите-кp [-А Sh:St].

- Показывайте, показывайтеi [-АЙ St:St] ему, - вмешалсяp [-АЙ St:St] Керк. – Можетi [Г Sh:E], взлетимp [-И E:St] на воздух. Это лучше, чем позволитьp [-И St:St] ему куролеситьi [-И St:St] на Пятой Колонии.

‘After quickly exchanging glances with Kerk, Sulu got upp and Charlie sat downp at the controls, and immediately began movingi them at random. The ship tiltedp a bit, and he jerkedp his hands away. 

--Showp me how it’s donei, -- he askedp Sulu.

--It takes thirty years to learnp.

--That’s enoughp discussion. Come on, showp me.

--Showi him, showi him, -- Kerk interruptedp. –Maybe we will blow upp. That’s better than lettingp him make troublei in the Fifth Colony.’

Sleuthing tasks:

Ability to perform with всегда иногда часто (?нередко, время от времени, постоянно) 

Неаккуратно, неадекватно отвечать, объяснять

Perfective imperative forms

M. Texture

What would you rather have thrown at you? A rock or a cupful of water? The water, right? Why? Because the rock has a hard texture, it will hurt when it hits you. Notice how the fact that something is flying at you affects how you feel about it: the same properties that make a discrete solid graspable (see section L) and therefore desirable, also make it dangerous when it is aimed at you. We fling matter at each other using our arms and various devices (guns, cannons, slingshots, hoses, etc.). We fling verbs at each other using imperatives. With perfectives and discrete solid objects, the properties of firmness and stability represent a possible threat. With imperfectives and fluid substances the properties of soft spreadability reduce the danger of the impact and can be pleasing. Perfective imperatives can be associated with warnings and rudeness, whereas impefective imperatives are the norm for general guidelines and certain polite situations. We will look at negated imperatives and imperatives used in social interaction.

1) Negated imperatives. Perfective negated imperatives 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!’. Here is an example of a tourguide warning his clients about an obstacle:

Вот мы переместились [-И E:St] на самый верх пирамиды. Не ушибитесьр [Б! E:St] головой о низкие своды!

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


Contrast this with the imperfective negated imperative, which is used in guidelines to describe something that should be avoided altogether (see also section B on the spreading of negation with the imperfective). The next example is from the safety guidelines on a paintballing website: 

Я очень хочуi [-Е! Sh!: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 this place 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!’

Here are some guidelines for dieters and the owners of problem dogs that show the same use of soft, spreadable negated imperfective imperatives:

Не теряйтеi [-АЙ St:St] головы, теряяi [-АЙ St:St] килограммы!

‘Don’t losei your heads while losingi kilograms!’

Когда вы находитесьi [-И Sh:St] дома, не снимайтеi [-АЙ St:St] с собаки ошейник и поводок. Таким образом вы сможетеp [Г Sh:E] постоянно контролироватьi её поведение.

‘When you arei at home, don’t take offi the dog’s collar and leash. That way you will be ablep to constantly controli its behavior.’

So remember that the negated perfective imperative warns a person about a specific immediate danger, but the negative imperfective imperative is used for general guidelines.

2) Imperatives in social interactions. You have invited a friend to your home. When your friend comes (let’s say it’s a female), there are a lot of things that happen according to a standard script: your friend will come through the door, take off a coat (if she’s wearing one), and sit down. There are no surprises here, because both you and she know that all these things are going to happen. When you invite her to do each of these things, you are not giving her any new information or unexpected instructions. She doesn’t need much encouragement. So there’s no need to throw rocks to get her attention. A soft, gentle offer of permission is all that is called for. That is why we always hear utterances like Проходитеi [-И Sh:St]! ‘Come ini!’ Снимайтеi [-АЙ St:St] пальто! ‘Take offi your coat!’ Садитесьi [-И E:St]! ‘Sit downi!’ when there is company. Under these circumstances, the corresponding perfectives would be rude or strange. The use of the imperfective softens the commands, since no real command is needed anyway.

Lesson: Unless there is a specific, urgent threat, don’t throw stones. For negated imperatives, use the perfective if there is an actual danger to be avoided. Otherwise, if you just want to give some advice, use the imperfective. And if you have a guest, invite them to come in and sit down using imperfectives.

Exercises:

This speaker is talking about using drugs:

Только скажуp [-А Sh:St] – молодые, не губитеi [-И Sh:St] себя, не пробуйтеi [-ОВА St:St]. 

‘I have only one thing to sayp -- young people, don’t destroyi yourselves, don’t tryi it.’

Describe a situation in which it would be appropriate for someone to say this and state the reasons for choosing the imperfective aspect.

Неупадиp [Д E:St]! 

‘Don’t fallp!’

When might you say something like this, and why would you choose the perfective aspect?

Sleuthing tasks:

Create the imperative forms of five perfective verbs and also of the corresponding imperfective verbs. Using an advanced search, do a query for the negated perfective and imperfective imperatives and discuss the different contexts in which they typically occur, illustrating with examples for at least three perfective and three imperfective verbs.

N. Implied Presence

Human beings know that sugar can harden into rocks and ice can melt into water. Matter can be converted from one type to the other (see Section G). Because we know this, we can infer that if we see one type of matter, that might mean that there is also some of the other type of matter. The more sugar you have, the more likely it is that you will find a lump. Or the more sand you sift through at the beach, the more likely you are to find a pebble or shell. If you have a lot of a fluid substance, it is likely that there is a discrete solid somewhere. There is a second kind of implication, which involves discrete solids that are known to leave behind a residue of a fluid substance, the way an onion leaves its odor. Say I come home and find a sticky pool of milky mess on the counter-top. Even though the ice cream is in the freezer, I know that someone left it out earlier. So judging from the liquid left behind, I can assume the earlier presence of frozen ice cream because I know that a discrete solid (like the hard block of ice cream) can sometimes leave behind a fluid substance. The mess is evidence that implies an action. We make similar guesses about aspect. If there is a lot of an imperfective action, this might increase the likelihood that there will be a perfective in there somewhere. This involves the “trying” imperfectives eventually being crowned with perfective success. Alternatively, you might find yourself in a situation where an action has been reversed (the ice cream was taken out but then put back into the freezer), so you can’t point to a perfective result. In this case, you will use the imperfective, even though you have evidence that the action (taking the ice cream out) was completed. We will look at uses where trying implies success and where evidence implies action.

1) Trying implies success. “If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again.” The point of this old saying is that the more you try, the more likely you are to succeed. In Section L there is a table of verbs that can be used in the imperfective to mean ‘try to do X’ and in the perfective to mean ‘do X, succeed’. The examples in Section L are of trying that went nowhere. But sometimes there are happy endings. When this happens, Russians use an imperfective verb (sometimes repeated) followed by the corresponding perfective. The effect is something like: He tried (and tried) and finally succeeded. Here is an example of a priest using his powers of persuasion and ultimately succeeding:

Однажды он пришёлр [Д! E:E] и сказалр [-А Sh:St] учёному зятю, что епископ прослышалр [Ж-А St:St] о его уме и хочетi [-Е! Sh!:St] с ним познакомитьсяр [-И St:St]. Сперва молодой зять и слушатьi [-АЙ St:St] об этом не хотелi [-Е! Sh!:St]. Но ксёндз уговаривалi [-АЙ St:St], уговаривалi [-АЙ St:St] и, наконец, уговорилр [-И E:St].

‘Once he cameр and toldр his educated son-in-law that the bishop had heardр about his intelligence and wantedi to meetр him. At first the young son-in-law didn’t even wanti to heari about it. But the priest triedi and tried to convinceр him and finally he did convinceр him.’

The perfective verb уговорилр ‘convincedр’ emphasizes the final success in contrast to the preceding attempts.


Though the success here doesn’t yield a happy ending, I thought it might be nice to share a joke:

Женатый друг долго уговаривалi [-АЙ St:St] холостого женитьсяр [-И Sh:St], а тот никак не могi [Г Sh:E] понятьр [НИМ E:PSh], зачем ему это надо. Наконец, женатый привёлр [Д E:E] сокрушительный довод:
- Вот будешьi [Д! St:Sh] умиратьi [-АЙ St:St], и некому будетi [Д! St:Sh] тебе стакан воды податьр [Д! E:Sh]!
Короче, уговорилр [-И E:St]. Приятель женилсяр [-И Sh:St], жилi [В E:Sh] с женой плохо и, через некоторое время, очутилсяр [-И Sh:St] на смертном одре. Зашёлр [Д! E:E] к нему друг проститьсяр [-И E:St] и услышалр [Ж-А St:St]:
- Знаешьi [-АЙ St:St], самое обидное, что совершенно питьi [ИЙ E:Sh] не хочетсяi [-E! Sh!:St]!
‘For a long time a married friend tried to convincei a bachelor to get married, but he couldn’ti understandр why he should need to. Finally the married friend gaveр a compelling reason:

--Someday you’ll bei dyingi and there’ll bei no one there to handр you a glass of water!

In short, he convincedр him. The friend got marriedр, hadi a bad life with his wife and, sometime later, wasр upon his deathbed. His friend cameр to say goodbyeр to him and heardр him say:

--You knowi, the worst part is that I’m not the least bit thirstyi!’

The success may be only partial, as is the case for this fisherman, who is looking for pike (a type of fish):

В субботу снова отправилсяp [-И St:St] туда же. Ловилi [-И Sh:St] на тех же местах, что и в пятницу. В этот день былоi [Д! St:Sh] много щучьих поклёвок. У меня их былоi [Д! St:Sh] штук восемь, но, правда, пойматьp [-АЙ St:St] удалосьp [Д! E:E] только трёх.

‘On Saturday I wentp there again. I fishedi in the same places as I had on Friday. On that day there werei a lot of strikes from pikes. I hadi about eight of them, but it’s true that I only managedp to catchp three.’

2) Evidence Implies Action. In this use, the imperfective verb is used to imply that a perfective action has taken place, even though the result is no longer available. The classic example of this use of the imperfective involves a scenario in which you enter a room that seems chilly and drafty. You know that someone had previously opened a window to let in the cold air, but the window is now shut again, so it doesn’t make sense to say: Кто здесь открылp [ОЙ St:St] окно? ‘Who openedp the window in here?’ because you can’t point the result of an open window. Still you have some evidence (the chilly winter air), so instead you will say: Кто здесь открывалi [-АЙ St:St] окно? ‘Who openedi the window in here?’


We are talking exclusively about a certain kind of action here, one that can be reversed, so that the result is eliminated. Many actions simply don’t qualify for this use at all: if you bake a cake, you can’t unbake it again, and if you eat the cake, you also can’t uneat it. The cake is baked and eaten, and those facts can’t be undone. The best examples of actions that can be reversed are those that involve a movement from point A to point B. If you go back to point A, you have reversed the action, removing the result of being at point B. Verbs that involve movements and changes in position are most likely to be used this way, and these include the following groups: a) verbs of motion, b) verbs of position, c) the verb meaning ‘take/borrow’, and d) verbs meaning ‘turn on/off’. Remember the physical experience of finding the residue (a pool of melted ice cream) from a discrete solid (box of ice cream) that has been placed somewhere and then removed. In each of the groups we will look at something has been moved and then put back, but has left some residue: memories of a trip, alterations made to something that was sat upon or borrowed or turned on, etc.).

a) Motion Verbs. Here are some of the most common indeterminate imperfective motion verbs: ездитьi,indet [-И St:St] ‘ridei,indet’, ходитьi,indet [-И Sh:St] ‘walki,indet’, летатьi,indet [-АЙ St:St] ‘flyi,indet’, носитьi,indet [-И Sh:St] ‘carryi,indet’, водитьi,indet [-И Sh:St] ‘leadi,indet’, возитьi,indet [-И Sh:St] ‘conveyi,indet’. The indeterminate imperfective motion verbs are famous for their capacity to describe a round trip. In this use they contrast with the corresponding perfectives, which describe a one-way trip. So, if you said Мои друзья поехалиp [Д! St:St] в Москву ‘My friends wentp to Moscow’, I would assume that they are still there. But if you said Мои друзья ездилиi,indet [-И St:St] в Москву ‘My friends wenti,indet to Moscow’, I would assume that they are back now. In these circumstances, two perfectives make an imperfective: поехалиp [Д! St:St] в Москву + поехалиp [Д! St:St] домой = ездилиi,indet [-И St:St] в Москву ‘wentp to Moscow’ + ‘wentp home’ = ‘wenti,indet to Moscow’. After they get home, people love to tell stories about their travels, and if you look on the internet, you will find seemingly endless pages with titles like Как мы ездилиi,indet [-И St:St]  в Париж, в Аркансас, на Дальний Восток ‘Our tripi,indet to Paris, Arkansas, the Far East’, etc. Here ae a couple of examples of round-trip flights. Notice how in each case it is clear that the traveler went somewhere for something and then returned:

Моя жена леталаi,indet [-АЙ St:St] в Киев на операцию по коррекции зрения. Осталасьp [Н St:St] довольна, но… появилосьp [-И Sh:St] ночное зрение – ничего не виделаi [-Е St:St] в темноте.

‘My wife flewi,indet to Kiev for an operation to correct her vision. She was satisfiedp, but… then there wasp the night vision – she couldn’t seei anything in the dark.’
The man goes on to explain that she later had to go back to Kiev again to get the night vision taken care of. It is quite clear that леталаi,indet [-АЙ St:St] ‘flewi,indet’, indicates both that she went and came back again. Though the wife is back, she has had an operation, and that is sufficient evidence of the trip. The next example comes from a story written by a Russian woman living in Bavaria who is making wedding preparations:

За платьем и кольцами я леталаi,indet [-АЙ St:St] в Питер, мой знакомый ювелир сделалp [-АЙ St:St] их для нас. А платье у меня самое красивое, но где я купилаp [-И Sh:St] не скажуp [-А Sh:St]…

‘I flewi,indet to Petersburg for the dress and rings, my friend a jeweler madep them for us. And I have the most beautiful dress, but I won’t tellp where I boughtp it…’

Although all her friends back in Bavaria are dying to know where to buy such a dress, the author won’t tell them that she flew to Petersburg to get it. Of course she had to bring the dress home before anyone became jealous.

b) Verbs of Position. Changes in position can be easily reversed, just like the example we saw with the window being opened and then shut again. The same is true for body positions: if you sit or lie down, you can easily get up again. Sometimes there is no evidence that you were ever sitting or lying. Goldilocks made a mess of everything she touched. Here is how the Daddy Bear (who got a Russian name from Tolstoy in this translation) reacted when he saw his bedcovers rumpled up (evidence) even though there was no one lying there (the missing result):

-КТО ЛОЖИЛСЯi [-И E:St] В МОЮ ПОСТЕЛЬ И СМЯЛp [/Н E:St] ЕЁ? – заревелp [-Е! E:St] Михайло Иваныч страшным голосом. 

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

Goldilocks wasn’t in the Daddy Bear’s bed (she was later found sleeping in the Baby Bear’s bed, remember?), so the imperfective ложилсяi [-И E:St] ‘lay downi’ is preferred (over the perfective легp [Г! St:E] ‘lay downp’). But the mess is there (Goldilocks never took the trouble to unmess the bed), which is why смялp [/Н E:St] ‘messed upp’ is perfective. The total effect is more like: Who lay down in my bed, messed it up, and left?

c) Taking/Borrowing. Have you ever looked up the word “borrow” in an English-Russian dictionary? It tells you that “borrow” is братьi [n/s-А E:Sh]. But wait a minute: don’t we also know that братьi is just the imperfective partner of взятьp [Й/М E:Sh] ‘takep’? Russian has no separate word for “borrow”??! Yes, that’s right, because borrowing is simply taking that has been reversed. So aspect can take care of the difference between “borrow” and “take”. (Actually, under “borrow” you might also find the word заимствовать [-ОВА St:St], but that verb refers to borrowing words into a language. If you borrow my car, I’m going to want it back. Borrowing words is different. If Russian borrows a word from English, no one will be missing it or expecting to get it back.) In this description of a movie plot, we see how братьi [n/s-А E:Sh] is used to express “borrow” in Russian:

На полях книги он видитi [-Е St:St] выписку, сделанную кем-то от руки: «Если один человек получилp [-И Sh:St] возможность прожитьp [В E:Sh] удивительную жизнь, он не можетi [Г Sh:E] сделатьp [-АЙ St:St] это в одиночестве». Эти слова трогаютi [-АЙ St:St] Макса до глубины души, и он выясняетi [-АЙ St:St] у библиотекаря, кто бралi [n/s-А E:Sh]  книгу до него. Выясняетсяi [-АЙ St:St], что это былаi [Д! St:Sh] некая мисс Кросс.
‘In the margins of the book he seesi a hand-written excerpt: “If a person has been grantedp the opportunity to livep a remarkable life, he can’ti dop so alone”. These words deeply touchi Max, and he inquiresi with the librarian as to who borrowedi the book before him. It turns outi that it wasi a certain Miss Cross.’

d) Turning On/Off. Do you ever worry that someone might turn on your computer, steal some information from you, and then turn it off and sneak away without your knowledge? Here is a description of a software program that can warn you about such violations of your privacy:

Если на контролируемом компьютере идётi [Д! E:E] обычная работа, то программа X-FILES это и зафиксируетp [-ОВА St:St], но если кто-то включалi [-АЙ St:St] компьютер, чтобы узнатьp [-АЙ St:St] или скопироватьp [-ОВА St:St] хранящиеся на нём конфиденциальные сведения – Вы сразу узнаeтеp [-АЙ St:St] и сможетеp своевременно принятьp [Й/М Sh:Sh] меры.

‘If ordinary work is being donei on a protected computer, then the X-FILES program will recordp that fact, but if anyone has turned oni the computer in order to findp or copyp confidential information stored there – you will find outp immediately and you will be ablep to takep measures in a timely fashion.’

If you turn something on, you can also turn it off again. “On” and “off” are like points A and B – you can move from one to the other and back again. And in the case of old-fashioned switches, there is also a change of position from one to another. 

Lesson:
Exercises:

Sleuthing tasks:  

Speaker's choice – construal

