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North Russian

• North Russian:

U men’a ruku /    ruka porane-n-o

at me:gen hand:acc.sg.f/hand:nom.sg.f injure:PPP-

nom.neutr.sg=invar

‘I have injured my hand’



Standard Russian, Latvian
• Standard Russian:
Ob     eto u nego uže vse skaza-n-o

about this    at him    already all:nom.sg.neutr.     say:PPP-
nom.sg.neutr

lit. ‘About this he has already said everything’

• Latvian (Holvoet (2001)
ViĦam viss jau bija izteik-t-s

him:dat.sg.     all:nom.sg.   already  be:pret.3 say:PPP-
nom.sg.masc.

‘He had already said everything (he had to say).’



Description: Baltic and East Slavic

- Common morphology: -no-/-to- deverbals
(correspondence in both etymology and 
function);

- The highest-ranked argument is case-
marked with a dative-like Case.

- The lowest argument is case-marked with 
the nominative or (later) accusative case.

- Functionally an “active” perfect



Finnic

• Estonian (Holvoet (2001):
Tal oli kõik juba öel-tud

him:adess.sg be:pret.3.sg.all   already say:part.pass.

‘He had already said everything (he had to say).’ 



Finnic II
• Votic

Silla on           vetettu bābuškalt üvä tširja kāsa
you:adess.sg be:pres.3.sg. take:PPP from your grandmother 

good letter
‘You have taken a good letter along from your grandmother’ 

(apud Ariste 1968:29) 

• Karelian
Meil on             puut jo varuššettu

we:adess.pl.    be:pres.3.sg.  firewood  already     prepare:PPP
‘We have prepared the firewood’/ (Lit. ‘In ours, the firewood is

prepared’) (Zaykov 2000: 161-2)



Lithuanian Evidential: a special case

Ten        šuns b÷g-t-a

there dog:gen.sg.   run:PPP-nom.neutr.sg.

‘A dog must have run here (there are foot-marks).’ 
(from Holvoet 2007: 90, my glossing)

Senų miškai myl÷-t-a

old:gen.pl forrest: nom.pl. love:PR.sg.neutr.

‘The elder [people] [apparently] have loved the 
forrests’ (Jablonskis 1922: 141)



Lithuanian Evidential: special case

1. Formal correspondence:

it has etymologically and functionally the 
same morphology as Latvian and 
Russian perfect and it has functionally 
the same morphology as Estonian, Votic, 
Karelian perfect; 



Lithuanian Evidential: special case

2. Functional correspondence

The original meaning of the Lithuanian Evidential 
construction was one of perfect (close historical 
relationship between the perfect and Evidential 
meanings is well-attested cross-linguistically, cf. 
Litwinow 1989; Bybee and Dahl 1989: 73-4; Bybee et al. 
1994). 

Thus, Holvoet (2007: 92ff) assumes that the Lithuanian 
evidential construction, based on passive participles, 
originated from perfect. On the other hand, the evidential 
reading is attested in North Russian perfect as well 
(Wiemer and Giger 2005: 39).



Other languages of the area

• Polish:
Zawiezio-n-o               go  do szpitala       
carry-PPP-nom.invar he:acc to hosptal
‘[They] brought him to hospital’

• Ukrainian:
Jomu obic’ano robotu
he:dat.  promise:PR.neutr.  job:acc.sg.f.
‘[People/they] promised him a job’ (apud Borkovskij and 

Kuznecov 1963: 396)

• Finnish:
On               ol-tu myös sitä mieltä,           että …

be:aux.3.sg be:PPP.invar.  also   this:part.sg opinion:part.sg that  
‘[People] have also been of the opinion, that …’  (from Karlsson

1987: 151)



Other languages of the area

• The Polish and Ukrainian constructions 
correspond exactly to the North Russian 
perfect in both structure and etymology, in 
the same way as Finnish perfect 
corresponds to the Estonian perfect 
construction. 

• The only difference is the lack of an Agent 
slot in these languages. 
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1. Diachrony



1.1. ”Possessive perfect”?

• It is commonly assumed that:

North Russian perfect is historically 
related to the possessive construction of 
the mihi est type, adhered to in a number 
of papers (inter alia, Drinka 2003; Jung 
2007, 2009; Kuteva and Heine 2004) 
alongside the SAE possessive perfect 
(with the auxiliary meaning originally “to 
possess”).



1.1. ”Possessive perfect”?

Thus, in Russian or in Latvian the mihī est
type corresponds to the SAE habeō-type:

Latvian: Man ir mašīna

English: I have a car



1.1. ”Possessive perfect”?

• The possessive-approach assumes an 
etymological relation between the
possessive cxn and the perfect
construction, which holds true for the
SAE perfect:

(0) ”I have a glas” -> 
(1) ”I have a broken glas” -> 
(1b) ”I have a glas broken”
(2) ”I have broken a glas”



North Russian

• North Russian:
U men’a dom postrojeno

at me:gen house:nom.sg.m build:PPP-
nom.neutr.sg=invar

‘I have built a house’

↑

*U men’a (jest)       postrojeno dom
at me:gen is          build:PPP- house:nom.sg.m

nom.neutr.sg=invar
‘I have a built house’



1.1. ”Possessive perfect”: contra:

• In East Slavic one cannot attest such a development;
• -no-/-to-participles are attested mostly in predicative

use:

K večeru že pribĕgoša ljudije: 
in the evening came people   

inъ rane-n-ъ inъ nagъ
another:nom wound-PPP-nom another:nom naked

“In the evening there came people [but what they found 
was:] some were wounded some were naked” (Cod. 
Laur. 225v, from 1377)



1.1. ”Possessive perfect”: contra:

1. The attributive use of the non-pronominal (or indefinite) 
forms of the –no-/-to-participles fell out of use in non-
predicative positions already by the 12-13th cc. (cf. 
Borkovskij and Kuznecov 1963: 231):

inъ rane-n-ъ
another:nom wound-PPP-nom
“One is wounded”

But

*rane-n-ъ / rane-n-yj    čьlovĕkъ idetь
wound-PPP-nom       man:nom goes
“A wounded man goes…”



1.1. ”Possessive perfect”: contra:

2. The cxn with the predicative -no-/-to-
participles originally allowed different kinds
of adverbials with the reference to the
Agent (not only possessive u menja):

- otъ + gen. (still preserved in some
dialects) in both East Slavic and Latvian;

- v + loc. in some Russian dialects and bare 
locative in Latvian dainas;

- instrumental in Belorussian



1.1. ”Possessive perfect”: contra
3. The corresponding impersonal (perfect) 

cxns in Polish, Ukrainian where there is no
grammaticalized subject slot for the Agent 
reference cannot be explained within the
possessive approach;

• The necessary consequence is that both
impersonal -no-/-to-cxns and the personal 
ones have to be treated as etymologically
unrelated (Kuteva and Heine 2004: 62, 
following Shevelov 1991: 201 and Moser 
1998: 340).



1.1. ”Possessive perfect”: contra

Though this seems to be unmotivated:

North Russian:

U men’a ruku porane-n-o

at me:gen hand:acc.sg.f injure:PPP-nom.neutr.sg=invar

‘I have injured my hand’

Polish:

Zranio-n-o ręką

injure:PPP-nom.neutr.sg=invar     hand:acc.sg.f



To sum up

- the –no-/-to-cxn has evolved out of copular cxn
with a predicative, P-oriented resultative 
participle

- still preserved in Polish Impersonal and in 
Latvian perfect ”passive”

- parallel to Baltic and Slavic one can then connect
etymologically the Finnish cxn (with no reference
to the active subject) and the Estonian one (with
a reference to the active subject)



1.2 Did the NR perfect
develop from passive?



1.2 Did the NR perfect develop from passive?

• The origin out of a passive cxn was 
suggested by many researchers (cf., inter 
alia, Trubinskiy 1984, in partic. 116f).

• (it was also suggested for Indo-Iranian 
ergative perfective past) 



1.2 Did the NR perfect develop from passive?

• I assume that the original meaning of
the -no-/-to- construction was Patient-oriented
resultative (cf. English the door is closed);

• The -no-/-to-resultatives profile a resultant state 
at the Patient-like argument ( in the sense of 
Nedjalkov 2001, Nedjalkov and Jaxontov 1988: 
9);

• thus, a meaning that is primarily aspectual and 
not diathetic



• While passive of a transitive verb usually 
profiles both participants of the event 
(irrespectively of whether or not the Agent-
like participant is co- or overt), a 
resultative profiles only one of the 
participants (cf. the notions of P-oriented 
and A-oriented resultative in Nedjalkov
(2001), Nedjalkov and Jaxontov (1988: 9). 



• The P-oriented resultative construction 
can as to voice be regarded as a sort of 
middle, neither active nor passive. Its main 
function is aspectual not diathetic, it is 
valence-decreasing both formally and 
semantically. Typically for middles, it was 
originally incompatible with other 
grammatical middles (e.g. with middles 
based on reflexive periphrasis), 



1.2 Did the NR perfect develop from passive?
Counterevidence:

1. It has been stated in the literature that 
resultatives often develop into passives 
(and not vice versa), cf. Nedjalkov and 
Jaxontov (1988: 49), Haspelmath (1990); 
Croft (1998: 56-7); Nedjalkov (2001: 937-
8).



1.2 Did the NR perfect develop from passive?
Counterevidence:

2. evidence from IE:
- -no-/-to-derivatives did not have passive 

meaning in Proto-IE but functioned as 
deverbal adjectives (cf. Szemerényi 1990: 
352; Meier-Brügger 2002: 289 inter al.).

- the periphrastic passive formed with these
adjectives are alltogether a later 
development (in Latin, Slavic, Baltic, Indo-
Aryan)



1.2 Did the NR perfect develop from passive?
Counterevidence:

3. evidence from Balto-Slavic:

• Only perfective verbs can form -no-/-to-
passive in Old and Standard Russian, 
while imperfective verbs form passive by 
other morphological means.

• Similar tendencies can be observed in 
both Lithuanian and Latvian



• The diathetic function itself does not motivate 
aspectual restrictions on the verb. 

• The selectional properties of the “proper 
passives” are usually sensitive to transitivity and 
not to the lexical aspect / aktionsart of the verb. 

• It is, thus, possible to assume that the aspectual 
implications, as in the Russian and Baltic 
passives, are instead features that have been 
inherited from the grammaticalization source of 
these passives (i.e. can be used to trace back 
the original meaning of this cxn).



1.2 Did the NR perfect develop from passive?

• These selectional restrictions in East 
Slavic and selectional tendencies in Baltic 
indicate an originally resultative meaning.



1.2 Did the NR perfect develop from passive?

4. Additionally, the meaning range of the -no-/-to-
cxns in Modern languages also points out to an 
originally resultative meaning:
Thus, passive can still have 

- the resultative meaning in Modern Russian 
(especially without copula) (cf. e.g. Tomolla
2000: 463). 

- Lithuanian -to-passive has resultative, perfect or 
aoristic readings; 

- Latvian (copular) -to-passive has only the 
resultative or perfect reading. 



1.2 Did the NR perfect develop from passive?

• Resultative -> Perfect -> Aorist -> 

(cf. inter alia, Kuryŀowicz 1964: 141ff; 
Serebrennikov 1974: 234-6; Breu 1998: 
90-1). 



1.2 Did the NR perfect develop from passive?

5. The case marking of the Agent / Subject 
slot speaks also against an original 
passive meaning: the dative Case (or 
dative-like PP) generally does not mark 
the agent complements of passives.

• Apart from the Recepient the dative
domain typically includes Experiencer and 
Bene-/Maleficiary: different kinds of
Affectedness.



1.2 Did the NR perfect develop from 
passive?

• Affectedness is not compatible with
Agents, while

• Affectedness is well compatible with a 
result



2. Synchrony



2.1 Ergativity

It is important to stress here that u + gen. in North 
Russian perfect and the genitive in the Lithuanian 
Evidential do not encode ergativity as has been 
suggested in the literature (cf., inter alia, Lavine
1999; Danylenko 2005: 250-1; Jung 2009: 218). 

It is true that in some varieties, intransitive subjects 
can be encoded like transitive objects, i.e. with 
nominative case. However, one finds a number of 
attestations violating the ergativity definition (as, 
e.g., in Dixon 1979, 1994) as in (53b), which are 
even more frequent: 



North Russian

U men’a ruku/ruka porane-n-o

at me:gen hand:acc./nom.sg.f injure:PPP-nom. 
neutr.sg=invar

‘I have injured my hand’

On ujexano (North Russian)

he:nom leave:PR.invariant

‘He is gone away’  (apud Trubinskij 1984: 149)



2.1 Ergativity, Conra:

1. the analogical spread of the adessive PP 
from subjects of transitive verbs, since one 
would not expect the “ergative case” to 
occur with intransitive verbs:

U nego ujexano (North Russian)

at he:gen. go away:PR.invariant

‘He is gone away’  (apud Trubinskij 1984: 149)



2.1 Ergativity, Contra:

2. the u + gen. marked argument in this kind of perfect is by 
far not the prototypical Agent anywhere in East Slavic, 
Baltic or Fennic. Even though it is always co-referential 
with the Agent of the preceding action in North Russian, 
it still preserves the semantics of Affectedness. 

3. a perfect predicate in itself is semantically low on the 
transitivity scale in terms of Hopper and Thomson’s 
(1981) transitivity parameters (it denotes states, not 
actions) and, thus, does not profile a prototypical 
semantic agent that could be encoded by an ergative. 

4. A semantically transitive predicate (in the sense of 
Lazard 1998) in North Russian has only nominative-
accusative alignment. 

5. there is a tendency for the object argument to acquire 
accusative case marking



2.2 Areal phenomenon



2.2 Areal phenomenon

• Structural parallelism between the North 
Russian perfect and analogous perfect 
constructions in Latvian, Standard 
Russian, Estonian, Karelian and Votic 
suggests an areally induced pattern:
- the original subject is re-analyzed as object;
- rise of a new, non-canonically, dative-like 

case-marked subject slot;
- parallel morphosyntactic make-up of the 

perfect cxn (copula + P-resultative participle, 
no agreement);



2.2 Areal phenomenon

• There is also partial correspondence with 
the impersonal (perfect) cxns in Finnish 
and Polish

• Lithuanian Evidential does also belong to 
the area even though the logical subject is 
case-marked with the genitive and not with 
a dative(-like) case here.



2.2 Areal phenomenon

• Furthermore, all discussed languages do 
also have/did have Agent-oriented
resultative participle (constructed with the
copula) beside the P-oriented resultative;



2.2 Areal phenomenon

• Early stage: all mentioned languages have P-
and A-oriented resultative cxns

-> Eastern Circum-Baltic area

• Later stage: (i) perfect in North Russian, 
Latvian, Estonian, Karelian, Votic with an overt
subject slot (fully grammaticalized only in NR)

-> Area ”around” North Russian

(ii) (perfective) passive in Standard 
Russian, Lithuanian



2.2 Areal phenomenon

- agreeing nominative: Latvian, Standard Russian

- non-agreeing nom. or acc.: Lithuanian, North Russian, 

Estonian, Karelian, Votic, (in some rare cases Latvian)

Object

3.pers. *copula with PRPredicate

External possessor:

- adessive case: Estonian, 

Votic, Karelian;

- dative case: Latvian;

- adessive PP: Standard 

Russian, North Russian 

Internal possessor:

- genitive case: Lithuanian

1.Syntactic subjecthood 

and exclusively Agent 

semantics:

North Russian, Lithuanian

2.Almost no subjecthood 

and overwhelmingly 

affectedness semantics: 

Estonian, Votic, Karelian, 

Standard Russian, Latvian

Case markingSyntactic roleSubject
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