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The most important temporal distinction in Russian grammar is aspect, which describes how events unfold in time. Russian distinguishes between Perfective and Imperfective events in a very complicated way that has long defied satisfactory description. It turns out that there is a metaphor that motivates the distribution of phenomena associated with Russian aspect. According to this metaphor, Perfective events are metaphorical concrete objects and Imperfective events are metaphorical substances. There is a remarkable parallelism between the physical properties of objects vs. substances and Perfective vs. Imperfective events. For example, objects have clear boundaries and are unique and countable and Perfective events have clear beginnings and endings and are likewise unique and countable, whereas substances can be spread about and are not unique or countable, and Imperfective events can likewise be spread temporally in the timeline and are neither unique nor countable. This parallelism between the physical properties of matter and the temporal properties of events accounts for dozens of otherwise inexplicable uses of aspect in Russian. 


Aspect is signaled morphologically on Russian verbs by an intricate system of suffixes and prefixes. 19 different prefixes are used to form Perfective verbs in Russian, but we understand relatively little about how these prefixes are distributed across verbs. How does each verb know which prefix it can and cannot use? 


I will discuss the Russian metaphor for aspect, illustrated with examples. In addition, I will present some empirical studies of the distribution of prefixes and how they can be analyzed.

