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The Orig in  of the Slavic Imperfect 

Frede r ik  K o r t l a n d t  (Leiden)  

1 .  A few y e a r s  ago J. F e r r e l l  d i s c u s s e d  t h e  format ion  of  

t h e  S l a v i c  i m p e r f e c t  i n  some d e t a i l  ( 1977) .  S ince  h i s  t r e a t -  

ment i s  i n  my view q u i t e  u n s a t i s f a c t o r y ,  t h e r e  i s  r ea son  t o  

r e t u r n  t o  t h e  problem he re .  

2 .  The main p o i n t s  which r e q u i r e  an e x p l a n a t i o n  a r e  t h e  OCS. 

s u f f i x  -Za-, t h e  ORu. s u f f i x  - j a - ,  and t h e  t hema t i c  f l e x i o n  

of  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  t e n s e . l  Like  many of  h i s  p r e d e c e s s o r s ,  Fer-  

r e l 1  d e r i v e s  -Za- from *- ; ja - ,  adducing nouaago from n o u a j e g o  

a s  a  p a r a l 1 e l . z  The comparison does  n o t  h o l d  because  i t  i s  t h e  

f i r s t  vowel which de termines  the .  t imbre  o f  t h e  second i n  t h e  

l a t t e r  i n s t a n c e .  I f  t h e  o r i g i n a l  vocal i sm of  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  

s u f f i x  had been *-&ja- ,  t h e  l o c s  of  i n t e r v o c a l i c  * j  would 

have y i e l d e d  *-ëë- and t h e  backing  of  t h e  second vowel t o  a 

would remain unexpla ined .  The s p o r a d i c  i n s t a n c e s  o f  -Za- f o r  

- ë j e -  i n  a d j e c t i v a l  1oc .sg .  and p r e s e n t  t e n s e  forms can hard- 

l y  be used  a s  ev idence  f o r  a  p h o n e t i c  development. F e r r e l l ' s  

a d d i t i o n a l  argument t h a t  i t  i s  a l m o s t  i n c o n c e i u a b l e  t h a t  t h e  

two low voweZs i n  h i a t u s  would have r e s i s t e d  f o r  severaZ  c e n -  

t u r i e s  t h e  normal  p r o c e s s  o f  c o n t r a c t i o n  when n o t  s e p a r a t e d  

by  a  p r e f i x  o r  word boundary (1977: 5 3 - 5 4 )  p o i n t s  t o  t h e  cor-  

r e c t  s o l u t i o n :  t h e r e  was a  boundary which s u b s i s t e d  up t o  t h e  

La te  P ro to -S lav i c  pe r iod .  A s  F e r r e l l  remarks h i m s e l f ,  t h e  con- 

s t r u c t  * - ë j a -  o f f e r s  c o n s i d e r a b l e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  f o r  E a s t  S l a v i c  

( i b i d .  ) . These d i f  f i c u l t i e s  d i s a p p e a r  i f  we assurne t h a t  t h e r e  

neve r  was an i n t e r v o c a l i c  * j .  When t h e  boundary was l o s t ,  con- 

I s h a l l  not  d iscuss  the Slovene ma te r i a l ,  which i s  inconclusive.  

S imi lar ly  Pohl (1975),  who conspicuously d is regards  Sadnik (1960) and 
does no t  o f f e r  anything new. 
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t r a c t e d  -Za- apparen t ly  merged wi th  t h e  denasa l i zed  vowel a 

from 9 i n  E a s t  S l a v i c .  Note t h a t  t h e  format ive  vowel of Old 

P o l i s h  wiedzieeh < vedëaxa and Lower Sorabian pZeSech < pZe- 

tëaxa a l s o  d i f f e r s  from t h e  c o n t r a c t e d  vowel i n  Po. s i a é  and 

Lso. saS from s ë j a t i .  I n  North S l a v i c ,  a s  opposed t 0  South 

S l a v i c ,  c o n t r a c t i o n  was apparen t ly  e a r l i e r  when t h e r e  was no 

i n t e r v e n i n g  * j .  The development can be d a t e d  be fo re  t h e  r a i s -  

i n g  of  ë i n  West S l a v i c  and a f t e r  t h e  d e n a s a l i z a t i o n  i n  E a s t  

S lav ic .  

3. While t h e  S l a v i c  a o r i s t  may be themat i c ,  s igmat i c ,  o r  

themat ic-s igmat ic ,  t h e  imper fec t  i s  s igmat ic- themat ic ,  excep t  

f o r  t h e  verb  ' t o  b e l .  This seems t o  exclude t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  

of a  secondary o r i g i n .  I t  must be r e g r e t t e d  t h a t  F e r r e l l  

l eaves  t h e  themat ic  f l e x i o n  of t h e  imper fec t  o u t  of considera-  

t i o n .  A. V a i l l a n t  was wel1 aware of t h e  d i f f i c u l t y ,  b u t  d i d  

n o t  r e a l l y  know what t o  do about it: he e x p l i c i t l y  r e j e c t s  

t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  t h e  Indo-European themat ic  imper fec t  had 

been preserved long enough t o  have any d i r e c t  i n £  luence  upon 

t h e  new formation (1966: 67 ) .  Thus, n e i t h e r  t h e  a o r i s t  nor  

t h e  o r i g i n a l  imper fec t  o f f e r s  a  s u i t a b l e  b a s i s  f o r  t h e  d e r i -  

va t ion  of  t h e  S l a v i c  paradigm. 

4. The o r i g i n  of t h e  S l a v i c  imper fec t  has e s s e n t i a l l y  been 

c l a r i f i e d  by C. S. S tang,  who was on ly  t o o  r e l u c t a n t  t o  draw 

t h e  f i n a l  conclus ion from h i s  obse rva t ions  ( 1 9 4 2 :  82-84). He 

sugqested  t h e  d e r i v a t i o n  of  3rd sg .  -aSe from a  p e r f e c t  form 

*Öse, wi th  B f o r  * s  under t h e  in f luence  of t h e  a o r i s t ,  and 

c a l l e d  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  Old I r i s h  p r e t e r i t  t á i c h  < *tok@ of 

techid  < *tek-  ' f l e e s ' .  The l a t t e r  format ion i s  unexplained.  

I t  i s  rep resen ted  i n  a  smal1 c l a s s  of non-redupl ica ted  su f -  

f i x l e s s  p r e t e r i t s  wi th  a  lengthened non-pala ta1  r o o t  vowel. 

The ca tegory  i s  a t  l e a s t  I n s u l a r  C e l t i c ,  c f .  Middle Welsh 

3rd sg .  qua-rawt, which r e l a t e s  t o  gwa-redaf ' I  d e l i v e r ,  suc- 

cour '  a s  O I r .  f o - rd i th  ' he lped '  t o  rethim ' I  r u n ' .  I would 

l i k e  t o  advance t h e  hypo thes i s  t h a t  i t  a rose  under t h e  i n f l u -  

ence of a  p e r f e c t  *Öce < *c-os? which i s  a c t u a l l y  a t t e s t e d  i n  

t h e  S l a v i c  imper fec t .  S t a n g ' s  d e r i v a t i o n  e x p l a i n s  two f e a t u r e s  

s imul taneously .  F i r s t ,  it e x p l a i n s  t h e  sequence -Za- because 

a- d i d  n o t  r e q u i r e  a  p r o t h e t i c  g l i d e  i n  Proto-Slavic .  Second, 

it expl a i n s  t h e  themat i c  f l e x i o n  of t h e  imper fec t  paradigm. 
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5. The  e x i s t e n c e  o f  a  PIE. p e r f e c t  o f  t h e  v e r b  ' t o  b e l  i s  

d o u b t f u l .  A p a r t  f r o m  t h e  r e c o n s t r u c t e d  parad igms  o f  C e l t i c  

and S l a v i c ,  t h e r e  i s  a  f u l l - f l e d g e d  p e r f e c t ,  d i s t i n c t  f r o m  

t h e  i m p e r f e c t ,  o f  t h e  r o o t  * e s -  i n  I n d o - I r a n i a n .  I t  may b e  i n -  

s t r u c t i v e  t o  compare t h e  V e d i c  f o r m s  w i t h  t h e  e n d i n g s  o f  t h e  

S l a v i c  i m p e r f e c t  and s i g m a t i c  a o r i s t :  

p f -  i p f .  i p f .  a o r .  
s q .  l .  i s a  äsam 

2 .  s s i t h a  SSIS 
3.  äsa  5s ( i t )  

d u .  l .  
2.  äsáthur  5s tam 
3 .  äsá tu r  Ss täm 

p l .  l .  äsimá *Ssma 
2 .  *äsá *&ta  
3 .  äsúr  äsan 

6 .  T h e  Greek forms  a r e  l e s s  c o n c l u s i v e :  c g .  1 .  fis, 2 .  fiaBa, 

3 .  6 ~ - V  p o i n t  t o  t h e  a d d i t i o n  o f  t h e  p e r f e c t  e n d i n g s  t o  t h e  im- 

p e r f e c t  s t e m .  T h i s  a n a l o g i c a l  d e v e l o p m e n t  i s  t o t a l l y  u n m o t i v a -  

t e d  i f  we s t a r t  f r o m  t h e  o r i g i n a l  i m p e r f e c t ,  b u t  q u i t e  n a t u r a 1  

i f  we s t a r t  f r o m  an  o -grade  p e r f e c t ,  where  s g .  * ; s - a l t e r n a t e d  

w i t h  p l .  * e s - .  The  forms  c a n  t h e r e f o r e  b e  adduced a s  e v i d e n c e  

f o r  an  o r i g i n a l  p e r f e c t  o f  the verb ' t o  b e l .  

7 .  T h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  3rd  c g .  -a8e a s  an  o r i g i n a l  per -  

f e c t  r a i s e s  t h e  q u e s t i o n  ob das  e r s t e  GZied vom I m p e r f e k t  e i n e  

V e r b a l f o r m  o d e r  e i n e  NorninaZform i s t .  Verbals tamme a u f  -6- 
k o n n t e n  v i e l l e i c h t  i m  l e u r .  a l s  Nomina a u f t r e t e n  ( S t a n g  1942: 

8 4 ) .  However, da i c h  k e i n e n  Fa22 z u  nennen  vermag, wo d e r  prä-  

t e r i t a l e  Stamm a u f  -5 nomina2 a u f t r i t t ,  gZaube i c h ,  dal3 man 

i n  b e i d e n  F ä l l e n  m i t  e i n e m  Verb a l s  e r s t e m  GZied o p e r i e r e n  

m&. [ . . . l  F a l l s  man das  e r s t e  GZied a u f  -a f ü r  e i n e  A o r i s t -  

form h a l t ,  i s t  man n a t ü r l i c h  auch  g e n e i g t ,  i m  e r s t e n  GZied 

a u f  -6  e i n e n  A o r i s t  z u  s u c h e n  ( i b i d . ) .  T h i s  i s  a  n o n  s e q u i -  

t u r :  t h e  f o r m a t i o n  i n  -au- c a n  e a s i l y  h a v e  b e e n  c r e a t e d  o n  

t h e  a n a l o g y  o f  the f o r m a t i o n  i n  -SU-.  I  t h i n k  t h a t  t h e  B a l t i c  

e v i d e n c e  a c t u a l l y  s u p p o r t s  t h e  l a t t e r  h y p o t h e s i s .  

8 .  T h i s  r a i s e s  a  p r e l i m i n a r y  q u e s t i o n :  s i n d  d i e  a u f  -6 und 

-a ausgehenden  Z u s a m m e n s e t z u n g s g l i e d e r  rnit d e n  b a l t .  P r ä t e r i -  

t a l f o r m e n  a u f  * - G  und *-5 i d e n t i s c h  ( S t a n g  1942:  8 2 ) ?  I n  h i s  
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s t udy  o f  t h e  S l a v i c  and B a l t i c  ve rb  Stang answered t h i s  que- 

s t i o n  i n  t h e  n e g a t i v e  because he  assumed t h a t  t h e  B a l t i c  f o r -  

mat ions  r e f l e c t  i n  p a r t  an e a r l i e r  vo ice  oppos i t i on :  d i e  5- 

Stamme waren u r s p r u n g l i c h  t r a n s i t i v ,  wührend d i e  S-Stamme zwe i  

v e r s c h i e d e n e  Typen u m f a s s e n :  1 .  i n t r a n s i  t i v e  B i l d u n g e n ,  und 

2 .  a l t e  S - P r a t e r i t a  ohne D i a t h e s e b e d e u t u n g ,  d i e  dem s l a v .  Ty- 

pus Zide ta  : Zbda e n t s p r e e k e n  ( i b i d .  ) .  By t h e  t ime he  wrote 

h i s  comparative grammar of t h e  B a l t i c  languages he had changed 

h i s  mind: he now denied  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  of assuming two d i f f e -  

r e n t  Ü-suffixes and d a t e d  t h e  r i s e  of an imper fec t  * v e d ë -  t o  

t h e  Ba l to -S lav ic  pe r iod  (1966: 379, 387).  But what i s  t h e  o r i -  

g i n  o f  t h i s  Z - p r e t e r i t ?  The problem is  t h a t  t h e  s u f f i x  cannot  

be i d e n t i f i e d  wi th  t h e  format ive  s u f f i x  of L i t h .  s e d ë t i ,  OCS. 

s ë d ë t i ,  L a t i n  s e d ë r e  f o r  t h r e e  r easons .  F i r s t ,  t h e  l a t t e r  f o r -  

mation d e s i g n a t e s  a  s i t u a t i o n  t h a t  i s  t h e  r e s u l t  of an e a r -  

l ier  p r o c e s s ,  which i s  denoted by t h e  r o o t  * s e d - .  I t  t h u s  re- 

sembles t h e  p e r f e c t .  The Ba l to -S lav ic  imper fec t ,  on t h e  o t h e r  

hand, expres sed  a  p rocess  i n  t h e  course  of i t s  completion.  I t  

r a t h e r  resembles t h e  Engl ish  p rogres s ive  form. Second, t h e  

stem s é d é - / s ë d Z -  i s  common t o  a l 1  verb  forms e x c e p t  t h e  pre-  

s e n t  t e n s e ,  whereas t h e  imper fec t  formation i s  l i m i t e d  t o  t h e  

p r e t e r i t .  Th i rd ,  t h e  t o n a l  d i £  f e rence  between t h e  L i t h .  circum- 

f l e x  ending -i and t h e  a c u t e  format ive  s u f £  i x  of " Zustandsver- 

b a '  p rec ludes  t h e i r  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n .  I f  t h e  ending had o r i g i -  

n a l l y  been a c u t e ,  t h e  vowel would have been shor t ened  i n  ac- 

cordance wi th  Lesk ien ' s  law. To my s u r p r i s e ,  I have been un- 

a b l e  t o  f i n d  t h e  l a t t e r ,  d e c i s i v e  o b j e c t i o n  i n  t h e  e x i s t i n g  

li t e r a  t u r e .  

9.  I t  fo l lows  from t h e  fo rego ing  t h a t  L i t h .  v e d i  can be iden-  

t i f i e d  a s  a  nomina1 format ion  which y i e l d e d  t h e  S l a v i c  imper- 

f e c t  through composit ion wi th  t h e  o r i g i n a l  p e r f e c t  of  t h e  verb  

' t o  b e g .  The type  can be compared w i t h  t h e  I n d i c  p e r i p h r a s t i c  

f u t u r e ,  e .g .  cg. 1 .  d à t á s m i ,  2.  d ä t á s i ,  3. d ä t Z  of dä- ' g i v e ' .  

Deverbal  nouns i n  -9- a r e  found i n  La t in :  c a e d ë s ,  s ë d ë s ,  c l ä -  

dës ,  v ä t z s ,  compägZs, ambägZs, p r ö l Z s ,  suböZZs,  s t r u z s ,  Zu&s 

( c f .  Pedersen 1 9 2 6 :  57-58).  The o r i g i n a l  d i s t i n c t i o n  between 

nomina a g e n t i s  w i th  a  s i g m a t i c  nominative and nomina a c t i o n i s  

w i th  an a s igma t i c  nominative was l o s t ,  L a t i n  g e n e r a l i z i n g  t h e  

s i g m a t i c  end ing  ( s ë d ë s  l i k e  v ä t ë s )  and B a l t i c  t h e  a s igma t i c  
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form. 3 The coex i s t ence  of s i g m a t i c  and a s iqma t i c  nominat ives  

has  been p rese rved  i n  S a n s k r i t  compounds of r o o t  nouns, e .g .  

draddkú  ' t r u s t '  , Sraddhi fs  ' t r u s t f u l '  . S i m i l a r l y ,  t h e  d i f f e r -  

ence between Old Engl ish  w ö p  ' song '  and wöd 'mad', which cor-  

responds wi th  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  between Welsh gwawd ' song'  and 

I r i s h  f á i t h  ' p o e t '  ( L a t i n  v ä t ë s ) ,  p o i n t s  t o  t h e  coex i s t ence  

of a proterodynamic and a hysterodynamic f l e x i o n  of t h e  Same 

word. 

10. The c i r cumf lex  tone  of t h e  L i t h .  p r e t e r i t  ending -o must 

have been taken from t h e  c o r r e l a t i n g  ending - 6 .  The o r i q i n a l  

a c u t e  i s  p rese rved  i n  Serbo-Croat ,  e .9 .  n a p i s a ,  n a p i t a  ( c f .  

S tang 1957: 131) .  The long vowel o f  o k o v ä ,  where t h e  s t r e s s  

b e t r a y s  t h a t  i t  belonqs  t o  t h e  type  wi th  mobile a c c e n t u a t i o n ,  

i s  undoubtedly of secondary o r i q i n .  The on ly  a themat i c  imper- 

f e c t  has  a c u t e  tone  i n  Sc r .  b j ê h  ' I  was ' .  The absence of t h e  

ending -axa i n  t h i s  word can be e x p l a i n e d  from t h e  meaninq o f  

t h e  verb.  The acu te  tone  shows t h a t  t h e  format ion  h a s  a pure- 

l y  verba1 o r i q i n  and s u g g e s t s  a comparison w i t h  t h e  "Zustands- 

verba" i n  - ë t i .  The r i s e  o f  t h e  stem bB- can be d a t e d  t o  t h e  

Ba l to -S lav ic  p e r i o d  i n  view of t h e  Old P r u s s i a n  cognate b é i  

' (he ) was ' , which r e p r e s e n t s  an ex tens ion  of t h e  Same s t e m ,  

and t h e  L i t h .  p r e f i x  be- ,  e .g .  b e v á Z g a n t  'whi le  e a t i n q ' ,  betr6i- 

ko 'was l a c k i n g  o n l y ' .  The compound form o f  t h e  l a t t e r  example 

i s  s t r o n g l y  r emin i scen t  o f  t h e  S l a v i c  imper fec t .  

Conversely,  L a t i n  g e n e r a l i z e d  t h e  a s i g m a t i c  form i n  t h e  type  agricota, 
indigena, w i t h  the  p o s s i b l e  e x c e p t i o n  of parieidas, hosticapos. 
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