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In “Aspectual clusters of Russian verbs” (forthcoming in Studies in Language), I presented a formal hierarchy that predicts all and only the existing aspectual derivational patterns of Russian verbs. I didn’t take up the issue of WHY different base verbs avail themselves of different derivation patterns. The point of this talk is to investigate semantic motivations for the observed patterns. I will suggest that semantic components inherent in verbs account for the distribution of aspectual derivation. 
The formula that predicts the extant aspectual clusters of Russian verbs is: 
Activity>(Natural Perfective/Specialized Perfective)>Complex Act>Single Act

(where items to the left of  “>” are included in a cluster prior to items on the right, and items in parentheses are optional and unordered). This hierarchy presupposes the recognition of four distinct types of Perfectives related to a given Activity (such as грызть ‘gnaw’): Natural Perfective (logical culmination, as in разгрызть ‘gnaw up’), Specialized Perfective (for example перегрызть ‘gnaw through’), Complex Act (aka Aktionsarten such as пoгрызть ‘gnaw awhile’), and Single Act (грызнуть ‘gnaw once’).

But why aren’t all verbs like грызть ‘gnaw’? Why does крепнуть ‘get stronger’ have only the Natural Perfective окрепнуть? How come скрипеть ‘squeak’ has both the Complex Act поскрипеть ‘squeak awhile’ and the Single Act скрипнуть ‘squeak once’, but lacks both a Natural Perfective and Specialized Perfectives, while by contrast вязать ‘tie’ has a Natural Perfective связать and Specialized Perfectives like развязать ‘untie’, but lacks Complex Act and Single Act Perfectives? Why does плакать ‘cry’ have Specialized Perfectives like оплакать ‘mourn’ and Complex Act Perfectives like поплакать ‘cry awhile’, but no Natural Perfective or Single Act Perfective?

Two semantic components, Completability and Singularizability, are crucial in determining the structure of a given verb’s aspectual cluster. Completability refers to whether a situation can lead to a conclusion. Вязать кому-л. руки ‘tie someone’s hands’ is Completable because if you keep doing it, you can finish the job, whereas плакать ‘cry’ is Non-Completable because you don’t cry to a result, you just stop after a while. Some verbs describe situations that are exclusively Completable (like вязать ‘tie’) and thus have Natural Perfectives while lacking Complex and Single Acts. Some are exclusively Non-Completable (like скрипеть ‘squeak’) and thus have Complex and potentially Single Acts but lack Natural Perfectives. Some verbs describe both Completable and Non-Completable situations (like грызть ‘gnaw’) and can thus have all four Perfectives. Furthermore, some verbs can, with a lexical prefix, express a Completable situation and thus form Specialized Perfectives. Singularizability is applicable only to situations that can be interpreted as Non-Completable and differentiates those composed of repeated units (such as скрипеть ‘squeak’) that can form Single Acts from those that are conceptualized as continua (such as плакать ‘cry’) and cannot form Single Acts. Completability turns out to be a decisive factor in the behavior of Russian motion verbs (determined stems describe exclusively Completable situations and the non-determined stems describe exclusively Non-Completable ones). Completability also solves the mystery of why some, but by no means all borrowed verbs are bi-aspectual.
