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No matter where you are in your study of Russian, you can use this book and accompanying CD to master the intricacies of Russian aspect. The focus of this book is on the concepts that drive the Russian aspectual system, so most of our attention will be on ideas involving time and action that are exotic from the point of view of English. However, this book includes some conventional notations to help you learn about the forms and behavior of Russian verbs along the way. If you take some time to familiarize yourself with these notations at the start, you will gain more from this book. There is a thorough Appendix that details the one-stem system for conjugating and stressing Russian verbs. The notation for this system is given in brackets wherever verbs appear, and looks like this: любитьi [-И Sh:St]. The meaning of the notation is fully explained in the Appendix. If you choose to learn this system, you will always be able to recognize and conjugate verbs with confidence. Bold face is used to mark stressed vowels in Russian in this text as an aid to pronunciation. All verbs are marked with a superscript letter to indicate whether they are perfective (p) or imperfective (i). In addition, imperfective motion verbs are marked with superscripts to indicate whether they are determined (like нестиi,det [С E:E]) or non-determined (like носитьi,non-det [-И Sh:St]). (In some texts the determined and non-determined motion verbs go by other names, such as unidirectional and non-unidirectional.) You, of course, can decide how much attention you want to pay to these conventions. However, I would recommend that you go back over each section after you hve finished it and practice conjugating each verb in the text, and check your work against your dictionaries. This way you will get more out of this book. If you really want to get the most bang for your buck, you should practice writing the stem-type and stress notation for all verbs you encounter while reading and learning Russian.


The real point of this text, though, is to give you insights into how the Russian language organizes ideas of time. This is important and interesting because Russian concepts of time are very different from those in English. Time occupies a special place in the human imagination. It is possibly the only phenomenon which we all agree exists, despite the fact that we are unable to directly observe it. We have no sense organ to perceive time. We comprehend time only indirectly, observing change by comparing memories of past situations with present situations and/or anticipated future situations. Clocks and other measuring devices are merely regulated changing systems that conventionalize this experience. They just change over time, they don't actually access time directly. 


When human beings are confronted with the challenge of understanding and describing an abstract concept like time, they resort to metaphor. The advantage of metaphor is that it enables human beings to describe things that they have no direct access to in terms of things that they do have direct access to, such as the physical world. So, for example, although I can't see or touch love, I can use the experiences of things that I can see and touch to describe love in expressions like these: She fell in love

(physical experience: falling into a container = getting into the state of being in love), He was burning with desire (physical experience = heat of fire), Nothing will quench her love for him (physical experience = thirst). Metaphors such as these provide a rich source of implications (for example: once you fall in, it might be hard to get out; playing with fire might be dangerous; and thirst is something that has to be quenched regularly or you will die). Much of the logic of any language is embedded in the conventional metaphors it uses. 

Because time is abstract, it is understood via metaphor. Almost every sentence in any language makes some reference to time. There is great variety in the metaphors that various languages use to express time. Haspelmath (1997. From Space to Time: Temporal Adverbials in the World's Languages. Munich: Lincom Europa) undertook a detailed survey of time expressions in 53 languages of the world and discovered that all of them use metaphors of space to understand time – but, like snowflakes, although the patterns are similar, no two languages use the same metaphors, and some metaphorical concepts are present in some languages, but absent from others. In English, we often think of time in terms of locations: on Monday (where a day is understood as a place), at 5 o'clock (where a time is understood as a point), next week (where a proximate time is understood as a nearby place), etc. 

Russian, of course, has different metaphors for time, but they all relate to the idea that TIME IS SPACE, and to basic physical experiences that are familiar to every human being. This means that the Russian concepts of time can be learned once they are properly explained. This book will show you three metaphors that are key to understanding aspect in Russian. One Russian TIME IS SPACE metaphor is the timeline, which is quite similar to English, and is relevant to Russian tense. Tense is, however, relatively simple in Russian when compared to aspect, so Chapter 1 will be rather short and will be designed to prepare you to explore the ways that tense and aspect interact. Chapter 2 will present the meanings and uses of perfective and imperfective aspect, according to another TIME IS SPACE metaphor, specifically PERFECTIVE IS A DISCRETE SOLID OBJECT and IMPERFECTIVE IS A FLUID SUBSTANCE. This chapter will lead you through the properties we experience as humans interacting with discrete solid objects (which have edges, are unique wholes, and can be grasped) and fluid substances (which don't have edges, are not unique wholes, and can't be grasped). Each physical property of matter in space has parallels with events in time that align with the behavior of perfective and imperfective (for example, edges are the equivalent of beginnings and endings, and results are things that can be grasped). The properties of matter provide a powerful metaphorical source for the difference between the perfective and the imperfective; this metaphor organizes all the various uses in terms of one coherent, familiar experience. It is important to remember that using aspect does not involve simply observing a situation and then translating that observation into the terms of Russian grammar. Speakers can choose to focus on various characteristics of what they observe and describe things in more than one way. Throughout Chapter 2 we will make reference to the possible choices that a speaker can make, depending on how they wish to represent a situation, and at the end of the chapter we will explore this issue in more detail. Chapter 3 deals with the systems of verb families in Russian, presenting them as a destinations on a conceptual map, our third TIME IS SPACE metaphor. For any given verb in English, there are usually at least two, and sometimes dozens of verbs in Russian. For example, corresponding to English 'jump' there are many verbs, among them: прыгатьi [-АЙ St:St] 'jump, be jumpingi', попрыгатьp [-АЙ St:St] 'spend some time jumpingp', прыгнутьp [-НУ St:St] 'jumpp once', перепрыгнутьp [-НУ St:St] 'jumpp over', перепрыгиватьi [-АЙ St:St] 'jump over, be jumpingi over', поперепрыгиватьp [-АЙ St:St] 'spend some time jumpingp over'. Each verb belongs to a different region on the map, corresponding to the type of perfective or imperfective action that it describes. Different verb families permit different types of paths along the map of actions.

This book won't pull any punches. Unlike most textbooks of Russian which describe only a small part of the repertoire of perfective and imperfective aspect, and most dictionaries which present only a portion of the verbs in any given verb family, this book will acquaint you with all of the meanings and uses of aspect that are known to linguists, including creative uses. Through this book you will become familiar with the full range of what aspect has to offer and be prepared to interpret and use it accurately. The examples in this book are also different from what you are used to seeing in other texts. Instead of feeding you an exclusive diet of sanitized textbook sentences, this book will expose you to real, unadulterated Russian, in order to narrow the gap from the textbook to real life. 

Exercises:

Throughout this book we will be looking at how the behavior of perfective verbs contrasts with that of imperfective verbs. It is very important that you always recognize whether a verb is perfective or imperfective. Practice identifying verbs as perfective or impefective in these exercises, working your way up from infinitives to forms used in individual sentences, to forms used in passages:

A. Infinitive verb forms

B. Sentences

C. Passages
