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The Role of Preverbs in Expressing
Aspect Meanings in Hungarian

and Russian

By
Istvan Kecskés
Department of Linguistics
Kossuth University of Debrecen

1. Traditionally, aspect is considered to be a grammatical category which is
based on the morphological structure of the verb. In this respect there are sig-
nificant differences between Hungarian and Russian.

The Hungarian verbal system is characterized by “Aktionsarten”, or aspect
formations, rather than by aspect as an independent grammatical category.
On the other hand, in Russian the whole verbal system is based on the op-
position of imperfective and perfective verbs. However, the lexical meaning
of verb stems and prefixes cannot be ignored either. In recent publications on
the aspectual system in Hungarian, aspect is defined at sentence level and is
attached to syntax (Kiefer 1982, 1983; Hetzron 1982; De Groot 1984). By
aspect Kiefer understands the internal time structure of a situation (Kiefer

1982: 297).
y the context or the situation which reveals the

In Hungarian it is usually onl
aspectual meaning of the verb. In Russian it is generally defined by the mor-

phological structure of the verb. For example:

(1) a Minden nap felkelek hatkor
b Kaxpplil feHb 5 BCTAIO B 6 yacos
‘Bvery day I get up at &’

(2) a Holnap felkelek hatkor
b 3asrpa s BCTaHY B 6-yacoB
“Tomorrov I shall get up at 6’

The same Hungarian verb (“felkelek’”) can be used to denote two different
hich expresses aspectual meaning but the

functions. So it is not the verb W .
whole situation that is specified by an adverb of time. In Russian the change
he use of the verb which expresses the

of the adverb of time is followed by t
necessary aspectual meaning.

If we want to formulate a genera
for the use of the aspects in both 1anguages,
of the appropriate verb in Hungarian depen

1 rule to explain the above-mentioned fact
we can say that the final choice
ds on the syntactic structure of
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the utterance, especially on the word-order, but in Russian it is the morpho-
logical structure of the verb that is significant.

If the word-order is changed, the verb can be the same or replaced by a
verb without a prefix in Hungarian. The meaning of the utterance will remain
the same:

(3) a Holnap hatkor felkelek
b Holnap hatkor kelek
¢ 3aBTpa B 6 4acoB s BCTaHy

The Russian perfective verb cannot be changed no matter what alternations
take place in the Hungarian sentence. So when a Hungarian speaker tries to
express what he has in mind he concentrates first of all on the sentence-struc-
ture, which determines the choice of the appropriate verb form as well. The
Russian speaker always bears in mind the imperfective-perfective dichotomy
of the verbs when deciding how to form his thoughts. This does not mean of
course that syntactical means should be ignored when expressing aspectual
meanings in Russian, but they play a secondary role. This fully coincides with
Bondarko’s definition of the notion “aspectuality” (Bondarko 1971: 49-55).
He defines “aspectuality” as a functional-semantic category, the main compo-
nent of which is “vid” ‘aspect’. It is important to emphasize that “vid” is a
grammatical category belonging to the Russian verbal system, and “aspec-
tuality” is the feature of the sentence.

2. There are essential differences between the Hungarian preverbs and their
Russian counterparts, which can be summarized as follows.

2.1. Hungarian preverbs represent an independent part of speech and often be-
come separated from their stem, which is absolutely impossible in the case of
Russian verbal prefixes. For example:

(4) a Eladtam két kényvet

51 nponan pBe kuuru
‘T have sold two books’

b En adtam el két kényvet
3To 7 npopan fBe KHUrU
‘It’s me who sold two books’

¢ - Eladtal két kényvet?
~ El ,
~ To! nponan nse Kuuru?



— IIa, ompopan
‘Have you sold two books?’
“Yes, I have’

The independent use of Hungarian preverbs can best be illustrated by (4) c.
When the action described by the prefixed verb has to be confirmed, the pre-
verb, el, without its stem can be used for this purpose too.

2.2. Both the Hungarian and Russian preverbs can have lexical and gram-
matical functions. In this respect Russian preverbs may be classified as fol-
lows:

a) If the verb stem is perfective the preverb has only a lexical function. For
example:

paTh — nepefaTb
nacrb — ynacrb

b) If the verb stem is imperfective the preverb may have either a lexico-gram-
matical function, e.g8.

6UTL — pa3OUTh
CTPOUTH —> NMEPECTPOUTD -

or only a grammatical function, e.g

nucaTh — HamnucaTb
genaTbh — CHENaTh

But in some cases it is only the context which determines exactly which mean-
ing of the preverb comes to the fore. For example:

(5) a Mawma ciumuja MHE HOBYIO pyOalKy.
‘Mother has sewed me a new shirt’

b Mama cmmia fiBa KycKa KOXH. 7
‘Mother has sewed together two pieces of leather

In sentences (5) a and (5) b the verbs are homonyms. We have a so-called

“pure aspectual pair” in the sentence: HIMTb — CUIHTD. '
Here the preverb has only 2 grammatical function. As the object of the sen-
tence “strengthens” the original lexical meaning of the preverb (‘together )s

61



it has a lexico-grammatical function in sentence (5) b.

The aspectual pair will be: ciumBaTh — ciuuTs.

In Hungarian there are no perfective verbs without prefixes (J. Soltész 1959:
157; Pete 1983: 142). That is why the preverbs always have either a lexico-
grammatical function if they stand before the verb,

megy — kimegy
vet —bevet
fordit — felfordit

or a grammatical function when they make the verb stem perfective:

csindl  — megcsinal
fehéredik — elfehéredik
sOtétedik — besotétedik

If the preverb has a grammatical function only, inversion is not used to form
the imperfective pair as usual because the non-prefixed verb represents this
function. For example:

csindl  — megcsinal - *csinal meg
sotétedik — besotétedik — *sotétedik be

When inversion is used with this type of verb the subject or the object of the
sentence gets special emphasis:

(6) En csindlom meg
‘It’s me who will do it’

(7) A biciklidet csinalom meg
‘It’s your bicycle that 1 shall repair’

Both in Russian and Hungarian there exist verbs which are perfectiva tantum,
e.g.

Russian ouyrutses ‘find one’s self’, nonagobutncs ‘need’, rpsiHyTb ‘strike
up’, 3a6nygutecs ‘lose the way’, crats ‘begin’, and Hungarian lever ‘take off’,
kidbrdndul “get disappointed’, befejez “finish’, kivégez ‘execute’.

All the Hungarian verbs of this type have the same morphological structure,
prefix + stem, and none of the stems can be used without the prefix. But even
in this case inversion is possible for the same purpose as mentioned above.
For example:
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(8) En fejezem be a levelet
‘It’s me who will finish the letter’

(9) Két embert végeztek ki
‘Two men were executed’

The same consistency of structure and use cannot be observed in the Russian
examples.

3. There is a very important rule in Hungarian, which applies to the whole
system of the language: if some grammatical meaning has already been marked
it is not necessary to mark it again (Pete 1983: 145).

This means that Hungarian verbs can get a perfective meaning from their
objects which may be either stressed or unstressed. For example:

(10) a Vera este egy levelet irt ,
‘In the evening Vera wrote a letter’

(11) Elbvette a tollat és irt egy levelet
‘He took his pen and wrote a letter’

If we say

(10) b Vera este megirt egy levelet
‘In the evening Vera wrote a letter’
the role of the prefix meg is only emphatic because the meaning of the verb
is perfective without the preverb too.
The same can be observed when there are n
They refer to the totality and completion of the action, S0 imper
can be used with them to express perfection. For example:

umeral objects in the sentence.
fective verbs

t és ittam két pohdr tedt

(12) a Este etfem harom szelet kenyere
f bread and drank two cups of tea’

‘In the evening I ate three slices O

In the Russian translation only perfective verbs with prefixes can be used:

BbIIMA [iBa CTaKaHa Yaro.

(12) b BeuepoM s chell TPH JIOMTHKA xneba u

express future tense in Russian.

4. Perfective verbs with prefixes usually
ther to the future or the present,

Their Hungarian counterparts can refer ei
depending on the context. For example:
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(13) a S mpouwnTaio razery

b Elolvasom az ujsagot
‘I shall read the newspaper’

If the Hungarian sentence stands without context we cannot be sure that it re-
fers to the future because the same perfective verb can be used in present
tense too:

(14) Minden nap elolvasom az ujsagot
‘I read the newspapers every day’

But Hungarian preverbs can also refer to the future in sentences without any
adverb of time if they are used in aspect formations which resemble Russian
purely aspectual pairs. For example:

(15) a  Megcsinglom a feladatot
‘I shall do the exercise’
(16) a Péter elolvassa az ujsagot

‘Peter will read the newspaper’

This function remains with the verb even if inversion takes place when the
emphatic focal position is filled.

(15) b En csindlom meg a feladatot
‘It is me who will do the exercise’

- (16) b Péter az ujsagot olvassa el
‘It is the newspaper that Peter will read’

As far as Aktionsarten are concerned they can refer to either the present or the

future in the abovementioned type of sentences. This always depends on the
context or the adverb of time:

(17) Most a lak4st festik ki
‘Now the flat is being painted’

(18) Holnap a lak4st festik ki
“Tomorrow the flat will be painted’

(19) A te szobidba mennek be a figk
‘The boys are going into your room’
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(20) Este a te szobddba mennek be a fiik
‘In the evening the boys will go into your room’

5. The present paper has attempted to shed some light on the basic differ-
ences which exist between Hungarian and Russian preverbs. The contrastive
study of this question is very important from a practical point of view. The
teaching of Russian aspect could be improved by drawing simple parallels bet-
ween the Russian and Hungarian verb system, so that the students approach
the question of verbal aspect with a basic feeling of familiarity.
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