Chapter 1: Tense

Add: Lesson, Exercises, and Building your own workbook (search engine sleuthing) 

On its own, tense in Russian is neither very complicated nor very different from English, so this chapter will be rather brief. In both English and Russian we can work from the metaphor of the timeline, which maps a string of locations to points in time. 

To put it simply, Russian has two tenses: one that is past and one that is not. This is true for all verbs, regardless of aspect. So, for example, the perfective verb построитьp and the imperfective verb строитьi ‘build’ each have both of these tenses, as in this table. For reasons that we will explain in Chapter 2, the nonpast of perfective verbs is usually understood as a future tense, and the nonpast of imperfective verbs is usually understood as a present tense.

	построитьp ‘buildp’
	строитьi ‘buildi’

	Past
	Nonpast
	Past
	Nonpast

	построил
	he/it built
	построю
	I will build
	строил
	he/it built
	построю
	I build

	построила
	she/it built
	построишь
	you will build
	строила
	she/it built
	построишь
	you build

	построило
	it built
	построит
	s/he/it will build
	строило
	it built
	построит
	s/he/it builds

	построили
	they built
	построим
	we will build 
	строили
	they built
	построим
	we build 

	
	
	построите
	you will build
	
	
	построите
	you build

	
	
	построят
	they will build
	
	
	построят
	they build


This chapter is a brief guide to tense that will prepare us to relate the tenses to aspect (which we will do in Chapter 2). We like to think of tense as a device to tell us when events take place; however, sometimes tense is merely a convention and does not give us this information. The first important thing to do is to determine whether the event described has a real relationship with the person who is talking about it. So, you will need to ask yourself whether the event is something specific that has a place on a timeline.


Imagine that you are standing on a timeline, looking at your life. There are past events behind you, future events in front of you, and present events surrounding you. All of these events occupy specific spots or areas on the timeline, and you can observe them from your spot at the present moment. You as the observer have a tangible relationship with these events. But what if an event isn’t in the timeline? At first this seems like a strange idea, but when you stop to think about it, we make lots of statements that don’t involve events that we can locate relative to ourselves in the timeline. Russian uses both past and nonpast forms to express such things, as we shall see below. When verb forms refer to items that are not in the timeline, tense doesn’t have its usual effect, so past forms don’t really refer to things in the past, and nonpast forms don’t really refer to the present or future. The examples below will make this connection between an event and tense clearer.

Past Tense Uses that Can’t Be Located in the Timeline

When associated with бы ‘whether’ or чтобы ‘so that’, past tense forms do not refer to specific real events, but to hypotheses or desires. For example: Если бы вы построилиp дачу, вы моглиi бы туда ездитьi,non-det каждое лето. ‘If you had built/built/would buildp a dacha, you couldi goi,non-det there every summer.’ The verbs here don’t refer to any real events. The same goes for чтобы: Папа хочетi, чтобы мы построилиp дачу ‘Papa wantsi us to buildp a dacha’. We haven’t built a dacha, and maybe we never will. The building of a dacha is not an event, just a figment of Papa’s imagination. In sentences with бы and чтобы, the use of past tense forms is just a convention. The verb forms построилиp and моглиi don’t refer to something that happened in the past; these events haven’t happened at all and might never happen. Notice that both perfective and imperfective aspects can be used this way, and we will see that the differences follow the patterns described in Chapter 2.

Past Tense Uses that Can Be Located in the Timeline

Most uses of the past tense express real events that the observer in the timeline can look back on, such as Мы долго строилиi дачу ‘We were buildingi a dacha for a long time’ and Год назад мы построилиp дачу ‘Last year we builtp a dacha’. These are classic uses of past tense forms to refer to things that happened in the past. The differences between perfective and imperfective follow the patterns we will cover in Chapter 2.

Nonpast Tense Uses that Can’t Be Located in the Timeline

When a sentence refers to something that isn’t specific, it can express a fact that is generally true, but doesn’t refer to anything that has a location in the timeline. Nonspecific items might be plural, or might be uncountable masses, might be qualified with adjectives like каждый ‘every’, любой ‘any’, всякий ‘every kind of’, or might just be interpreted as nonspecific, given what we know about the world. We will take a look at each type:


Plural: Русские строятi дачи ‘Russians buildi dachas’; Он строитi дома ‘He buildsi houses/He is a builder’; Мормоны не пьютi ‘Mormons don’t drinki’. These aren’t statements about anything that is necessarily going on right now. They are descriptions of various people and their characteristics, not descriptions of events that take up time in the timeline. Notice that it doesn’t matter what part of the sentence is plural; any plural that makes it possible to understand the sentence as a generalization will suffice. 


Uncountable mass: Сестра естi мясо ‘My sister eatsi meat’. Meat in a statement like this refers to a mass, or the phenomenon of meat, not a specific portion. This statement tells us that my sister is not a vegetarian; it doesn’t tell us about any specific event of meat-eating, which would involve the consumption of a specific piece of meat.


Qualified: Борис решитp любую задачу ‘Boris (can) solvep any problem’; Дети смотрятi всякие передачи по телевизору ‘Children watchi all kinds of shows on TV’. We aren’t asserting that Boris is solving anything now, or that he is going to go out and solve anything specific at any particular time, just that he’s the kind of guy who can get the job done. The second sentence describes the characteristics of watching behavior of a segment of the population; it makes no statement about when it might take place.


Interpreted: Земля вращаетсяi вокруг своей оси ‘The Earth rotatesi on its axis’; Пингвин держитi своё яйцо на ногах ‘The penguin holdsi its egg on its feet’; Весь день мне мешаютi: то зазвонитp телефон, то кто-то войдётp ‘All day long I’m getting interruptedi: first the phone ringsp, then someone comes inp’. The rotation of the Earth is an eternal truth, even though it refers to a single specific item. It’s a fact in the background, not something that is part of our present-moment experience. Though we say “the penguin” in the second sentence, we are really talking about all penguins and making a statement about penguin reproductive behavior. In the third sentence, the two perfective verbs зазвонитp ‘ringsp’ and войдётp ‘comes inp’, describe a sequence of events that is frequently repeated. The speaker talks about this as a constant phenomenon, one that is likely to go on. Again, we are not viewing something that is happening now or will happen at any known time. It is the potential for repetition of a sequence that we are focusing on. 


Notice that all of the imperfective sentences above could have a present-time interpretation given sufficient context. So if we were pointing at a specific penguin holding its egg, or if a mad scientist with the ultimate weapon was about to stop the Earth from turning, or if a builder had three houses going on contiguous sites and was working on all of them at once, these could be events that relate to a specific spot on the timeline. The perfective statements, however, are states of eternal potential that may or may not be realized. The imperfective statements express permanence, as if they extended all through the timeline; this relates to the inherent properties of the imperfective (see Chapter 2, particularly property B, the property of duration that can be infinite). The perfective statement with just one verb (Борис решитp любую задачу ‘Boris (can) solvep any problem’) implies the potential to satisfy a need, given human desires (property L in Chapter 2). The repeated interruptions, however, use the perfective to express the importance of the sequence (property H in Chapter 2).

Nonpast Tense Uses that Can Be Located in the Timeline

A sentence like Мы сейчас смотримi фильм ‘Right now we are watchingi a movie’ describes an ongoing event, one that effectively surrounds the observer at the present moment, like the water that surrounds a fish. The statement Завтра мы посмотримp фильм ‘We will watchp a movie tomorrow’ also refers to a real event, even if it hasn’t happened yet. It doesn’t surround the observer, who is still standing at the present moment on the timeline, but is located a bit further along. In Chapter 2 we will see how aspect interacts with the observer at the present moment (property H). Imperfective nonpast events can envelop the observer at the present moment, but perfective nonpast events can’t and must be located adjacent to the observer, which means that they wind up in the future.

Other Forms that Can’t Be Located in the Timeline

In addition to the past and nonpast, a verb has other forms, none of which express tense (but all of which express aspect). The most obvious of the tenseless forms is the infinitive – it’s very name “infinitive” suggests that it is not limited to any specific time. So forms like построитьp ‘buildp’, решитьp ‘solvep’, смотретьi ‘watchi’, держатьi ‘holdi’ do not express tense (though of course they can be embedded in sentences where another verb expresses tense). The imperative forms are likewise tenseless: построй(те)p! ‘buildp!’, реши(те)p! ‘solvep!’, смотри(те)i! ‘watchi!’, держи(те)i! ‘holdi!’  Although commands such as these imply some kind of urgency (associated with Now!, or at least Soon!), like Papa’s wishes for a dacha above, they do not refer to any real event, just the hope that one will take place. So imperatives have no tense. And technically this is true of all the participles and gerunds as well, in spite of their names. In reality, there are no “past” or “present” participles or gerunds, they have all been misnamed, and should instead be called “perfective” and “imperfective”, since what they express is just their aspect (primarily in terms of sequencing vs. simlultaneity – see Chapter 2, section H), not tense. So our four verbs have the following tenseless participial and gerundial forms:

	Verb
	Active participle
	Passive participle
	Gerund

	построитьp ‘buildp’
	построившийp ‘having builtp’
	построенныйp ‘builtp’
	построивp ‘having builtp’

	решитьp ‘solvep’
	решившийp ‘having solvedp’
	решённыйp ‘solvedp’
	решивp ‘having solvedp’

	смотретьi ‘watchi’
	смотрящийi ‘watchingi’
	смотримыйi ‘being watchedi’
	смотряi ‘while watchingi’

	держатьi ‘holdi’
	держащийi ‘holdingi’
	держимыйi ‘being heldi’
	держаi ‘while holdingi’ STR!!!


The perfective participles and gerunds don’t tell us when something happened, but only that their event was prior to another in a sequence. The imperfective participles and gerunds tell us only that their event was going on simultaneously with another event.

Shifted tenses 

In both Russian and English we can use tense in imaginative ways to either hurry along anticipated events or to recall a past event as if it were unfolding before our very eyes. Shifted tenses give us the sense that we can move about on the timeline and view events from different perspectives. There are three common ways to shift tenses in Russian: by using the past tense to describe a current or future event, by using the present tense to describe a future event, and by using a non-past tense to describe a past event. 


Human impatience is a universal shared by Russian and English speakers alike, especially when it is time to leave. In both languages it is possible to talk about a departure that is underway or imminent as if it had already happened. In English we can say things like We’re off! We’re outta here! when we are just about to leave. The closest Russian equivalent is the use of a past tense form of a perfective motion verb, such as Пошлиp! Поехалиp!, which literally mean ‘We have departedp!’, and tend to convey a sense of urgency closer to ‘Let’s go!’ This use of the past tense can also appear in sentences that lack this association with commands, as in: Ну, я пошёлp, вернусьp через час ‘Well, I’m leavingp, I’ll returnp in an hour’.


The present tense (expressed by a non-past form of an imperfective verb) is also used to hurry along future events, describing them as if they are already underway, as in this sentence: Завтра уже едемi,det домой ‘We are goingi home tomorrow already’. This use is often called the “proximate future”, implying that it is most appropriate for future events that are happening very soon (like tomorrow), but in fact, it is possible to find plenty of examples of events that are quite distant, such as: Через месяц едемi,det на гастроли ‘In a month we are goingi,det on tour’; Через год едемi,det смотреть, не нужна системе отстройка и наладка ‘In a year we are goingi,det to look at whether the system needs filtering or tuning’; or even И вот через два года мы едемi,det под северную стену – найболее сложный путь на пик Энгельса ‘And in two years we are goingi,det to the north face – the most difficult route to Engels’ peak’. So there appears to be no fixed boundary on what kind of event can be described with a “proximate future”, although events that are sooner are indeed more likely. And while events involving travel are very common in this usage, many other kinds of events can be described, as in these sentences: Завтра мы работаемi с 10 утра ‘Tomorrow we will be workingi from 10am on’; and Завтра смотримi видео и слушаемi музыку ‘Tomorrow we will be watchingi the video and listeningi to music’.


We’ve just seen how the past and present can be used to bring the future closer, but if we turn around and look in the other direction in the timeline, we see that it might also be possible to use the present to bring the past closer too. Both English and Russian have a narrative device called the “historical present” which enables us to relive past events as if we were witnessing them at the present moment. In Russian, of course, the historical present is expressed using nonpast forms of imperfective verbs (and we will learn more about it in Chapter 2, property H). In order to appreciate this use, we have to tell a story, so here is an anecdote that uses the Russian historical present:

Пьяный мужик приходитi далеко за полночь и звонитi в дверь. Жена отказываетсяi ему открыватьi. Мужик говоритi: - Откройp, я принёсp букет роз для самой красивой женщины. Жена открываетi дверь, и мужик входитi. Жена говоритi: - А где букет роз? ‘A drunken man comesi home long after midnight and ringsi the doorbell. His wife refusesi to openi the door. The man saysi: -- Open the door, I brought a bouquet of roses for the most beautiful woman of all. The wife opensi the door, and the man entersi. The wife saysi: -- And where is the bouquet of roses?’


Notice that all of the narration uses non-past forms of imperfective verbs: приходитi ‘comesi’, звонитi ‘ringsi’, отказываетсяi ‘refusesi’, открыватьi ‘openi’, говоритi ‘saysi’, открываетi ‘opensi’, входитi ‘entersi’, говоритi ‘saysi’.


The timeline is a good place for us to start thinking about time and the Russian verb because it is familiar to us in English, and its use in Russian is not very different. However, the status of the timeline in Russian is very different indeed. Whereas tense (= location on the timeline) is the most important distinction made by verbs in English, aspect is far more important than tense in Russian. Remember that all forms of a Russian verb express aspect, while only some forms (the past and nonpast forms) express tense. Russian aspect involves a set of concepts that we do not use in the system of time metaphors in English. We will explore this system in Chapter 2.

