From going somewhere to getting things done: spatial prefixes as aspectual markers in Russian

The purpose of this talk is to demonstrate that the spatial meanings of prefixes are available and relevant even when they are used “merely” to mark aspect in Russian. We test the hypothesis that all prefixes retain their spatial meaning in all uses, and that when prefixes are used to form aspectual pairs, the choice of prefix is determined by its compatibility with the meaning of the verb. In a very real sense, all verbs express actions that are understood as metaphorical motions. Since all actions are metaphorical motions, all actions have some inherent directionality. The conceptual overlap between the spatial meaning of the prefix and the inherent directionality of the verbs it combines with explains the complex distribution of sixteen Russian prefixes with two thousand verbs to create aspectual pairs. This paper presents findings based on the University of Tromsø’s “Exploring Emptiness” database of the so-called “empty” prefixes and the verbs that combine with them in Russian. 

Basic Facts:

The “Exploring Emptiness” database lists 2061 aspectual pairs consisting of an imperfective base verb and a prefixed perfective verb with the same meaning. There are seventeen spatial prefixes that combine with verbs in Russian, and sixteen of them form paired perfective verbs (see Table 1).

	
	prefix
	spatial meaning
	# paired perfectives 

	“small” prefixes
	v-
	‘into’
	2

	
	pere-
	‘across/over’
	8

	
	pod-
	‘under, below’
	8

	
	pri-
	‘to’
	29

	
	v(o)z-
	‘up’
	60

	
	ot-
	‘away from surface’
	61

	
	iz-
	‘out’
	66

	
	u-
	‘away/down’
	66

	
	raz-
	‘apart’
	89

	“big” prefixes
	vy-
	‘out’
	132

	
	pro-
	‘through’
	147

	
	na-
	‘onto’
	183

	
	o(b(o))-
	‘around’
	237

	
	za-
	‘beyond’
	251

	
	s-
	‘together/down/off of’
	286

	
	po-
	‘along’
	433


Table 1: Aspectual prefixes, their spatial meanings, and the number of paired perfectives each forms

It is traditionally claimed in the literature that the prefixes in paired perfective verbs have a semantically “empty” meaning signaling only aspect (cf. Vinogradov 2001, Tixonov 1998; for a different approach see Krongauz 1998). However, why should Russian have sixteen different prefixes all with the same “zero” meaning? Stranger still, all of these prefixes have a spatial meaning when combined with other verbs. One goal of our research is to show that the spatial meaning is still present even in the paired perfectives. Table 1 divides the prefixes into two groups: the “small” prefixes with between 2 and 89 paired perfectives and the “big” prefixes with between 132 and 433 paired perfectives. The proposed paper will focus exclusively on the “small” prefixes, leaving the “big” prefixes for future analysis for methodological reasons.

Factors in the Analysis: 

In order to analyze the relationship between the prefixes in their spatial meaning and the base verbs they perfectivize, we will examine the following factors: Meanings of the prefixes (spatial meanings with verbs of motion and concrete action), Meanings of the base verbs (including semantic tags designated in the Russian National Corpus www.ruscorpora.ru), Prefixal variation (one-third of base verbs combine with multiple prefixes to form paired perfectives), and Linguistic profiles (corpus frequency distribution of the grammatical forms and constructions).

Analysis:

In order to test the hypothesis that prefixes retain their spatial meaning even when they form aspectual pairs, we will propose networks of meanings for each “small” prefix. If a coherent network can be established that covers both putatively “empty” aspectual uses as well as the basic spatial meanings, we will consider the hypothesis confirmed. Preliminary results are promising. By way of example, consider the prefix pere- that has an ‘across/over’ meaning with motion verbs as in perejti (literally ‘pere-walk’) ‘walk across/over’. This ‘across’ meaning is available in other uses of the prefix as well, as in perestupit’ (pere-‘step’) ‘step across/over’ and more metaphorically in perepisat’ (pere-‘write’) ‘rewrite (write over)’. The ‘across/over’ meaning is palpable in all eight of the base verbs that form a paired perfective:


spatial: perekrestit’ ‘make the sign of the cross over smby’, perekrestit’sja ‘make the sign of the cross over oneself’, perelistat’ ‘leaf through, turn pages over’, pereputat’ ‘tangle, cross things over’, pereputat’sja ‘get tangled’


temporal: perezimovat’ ‘stay over the winter’, perenočevat’ ‘stay overnight’


statal: peremenit’ ‘change (from one state to another)’, peremenit’sja ‘be changed’, perelicevat’ ‘re-face (re-sew a garment inside-out)’.


Prefixes with larger inventories of paired perfectives like u- ‘away/down’ with 66) pose bigger challenges for analysis. The prototypical meaning involves removal of an item to a point below the horizon of perception, combining thus horizontal and vertical movement, both of which are metaphorically extended. Most of the u- verbs seem to fit into relevant groups like take away (ukrast’ ‘steal’), go down (uronit’ ‘drop’), kill (utopit’ ‘drown’), calm down (ubajukat’ ‘lull to sleep’), but some are harder to explain, like factitives such as umnožit’ ‘increase’. For these analyses we will need to look at all factors, including prefixal variation and linguistic profiles. 


Combining detailed semantic analysis with the quantitative methods of corpus linguistics, our analysis sheds new light on the relationship between spatial meanings and the category of aspect.
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