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History of our study
(recall previous project workshops)

• The Baltic future: overview (Nicole, October 2020)

• The tenses of ‘tomorrow’ (Nicole & Birute, May 2021)

• Future tense in past contexts (Nicole & Birute, May 2021)

• Future tense in narratives

 Future as a narrative tense? 
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An old question

Kann vielleicht auch mit dem Indikativ des Futurums 
erzählt werden?
‘Is it possible [in Indo-European languages] to narrate with the
indicative future?’

(Delbrück 1897, Vergleichende Syntax.. II;

Section Das Futurum in der Erzählung)
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“Will man, dass der Zuhörer sich in der Phantasie die Entwicklung der 
Ereignisse vorstelle, so wählt man das Imperfektum; hat man lediglich 
die Absicht zu konstatieren, dass etwas geschehen ist, den Aorist oder 
(im Altindischen) das Perfekt. Wenn der Zuhörer sich gewissermassen
im Geiste als Zuschauer vor der Bühne des Geschehens setzen soll, so 
gebraucht man das Präsens. Kann vielleicht auch mit dem Indikativ des 
Futurums erzählt werden?“(Delbrück 1897, 306-307)

“If one wants the listener to imagine the development of events, one 
chooses the imperfect; if one only wants to state that something has 
happened, the aorist or (in Old Indic) the perfect is chosen. If the 
listener is meant, in a manner of speaking, to take a seat in front of the 
scene of action, one uses present tense. May it be possible to narrate 
with the future indicative as well?“ (our translation) 
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cf. Fleischman (1990)

“a typology of narrating 
personae, each of which 
is associated with a 
tense-aspect category 
found in narration: the 
historian with the 
unmarked PRET, the 
memorialist with the 
PERF/PC, the painter with 
the IMP, and the 
performer with the PR.” 
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A different approach: Narrative and non-
narrative tenses
• Harald Weinrich: Tempus. 

Besprochene und erzählte Welt. (1964, 1971)
[The world commented and narrated]

• Émil Benveniste:
Les relations de temps dans le verb français.
(Article 1959)  
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Or rather different uses in narrative and other 
discourse types? (back to Delbrück)

“In other words, it is the ways in which tense and 
person function in narrative, and not the presence 
or absence of certain tenses or grammatical 
persons, that justifies the claim here that narrative 
is a distinctive category of linguistic performance. 
Only in narration, for example, can the PR tense 
acquire a temporal value of “past”; only in narration 
can the English simple PR or the French IMP receive 
a punctual interpretation.”

(Fleischman 1990)
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But what is [a] narrative?  

(from Beer 2002)

(Zeman 2018)
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Narrative clauses
“A narrative clause is one that contains a unique event that, according 
to the narrative norm, is understood to follow the event immediately 
preceding it and to precede the event immediately following it.” 
(Fleischman 1990)

Important features of narrative 
clauses:

• temporal order

• immediateness

• unique events

• advance the plot

• make up the “skeleton” of the 
story

• foregrounded content

• typically in past tense
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Where in a narrative are non-narrative 
clauses?

• Orientation (There was a father who had three sons.)

• Descriptions (She talked and smiled to everybody, feared nobody.)

• Comments, evaluations by the narrator or the teller

• Speech and thoughts of protagonists

This lead us to two research questions:

• Where, in which functions is future tense used in narratives?

• Does future tense occur in narrative clauses?
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Future in non-narrative clauses (reported 
content and epistemic evaluation)
Latvian (LVK2018)

Nu lasīju vēstuli un tur skaidri un gaiši bija rakstīts, ka viņš koncertēs
Rīgā, lai es piezvanu uz operu vai arī pirmajā janvārī aizeju uz koncertu. 
Par vēlu. Viņš jau būs aizbraucis uz citu pasaules zemi. Viņš spēlē tur, 
kur viņu ielūdz, kur grib viņu dzirdēt. 

‘Now I read the letter, where it was written plainly that he would give a 
concert in Riga. I should call the opera or go to the concert on first of 
January. Too late. He will have left already for another part of the 
world. He plays where he is invited, where they want to hear him.’
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More tricky: is this [a] narrative? 
Būs viss kā bijis. Klausīsies viņa gudrajās runās par mūziku, kura pašai būs liegta. Tai vienkārši 
neatliks laika. Ja arī atļausies ko iebilst, tad saņems atbildi — ko tu saproti. Viņš ieslēgsies istabā un 
klausīsies ierakstus, bet viņa klās viesību galdus, jo Maldis ir sabiedrisks cilvēks. Pie tiem viņa 
nesēdēs, jo būs jāsavāc bērni, lai nemaisās pa kājām. Jāmazgā trauki un jāpasniedz deserts. Viņa 
būs tikai galda meita. Vīri, kas sēdēs ap galdu, slavēs viņas gatavotos ēdienus un Maldi. (LVK2018)

‘Everything will be as before. She will listen to his clever talk about music, which 
will be denied to herself. There simply will be no time left for it. Even if she will 
dare to express an observation, she will get the answer – what do you understand. 
He will shut himself into the bedroom and will listen to recordings, while she will 
lay the tables for a party, for Maldis is a sociable man. She will not sit down with 
them, for she will have to take the children so they are not in the way. She must do 
the dishes and serve the dessert. She will be only the table girl. The men, who will 
sit at the table, will praise her dishes and Maldis.’
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Evoked scenario in the past – why is this not
[a] narrative?
Lithuanian (DLKT, Birutė Junuškaitė, Didžioji sala II d., Vilnius, Vaga 1999)

Seniokas ilgai pykti nemokėjo [PST]. Pavaikščios [FUT], parėkaus [FUT], 
išsitrauks [FUT] ne itin švarią nosinę, kad pradės [FUT] pūsti į ją, kad ims [FUT] 
trinti savo ir taip jau raudoną, didžiulę kuprotą nosį – jums visa baimė 
išgaruoja [PRS] ir pasigirsta [PRS] kikenimas. 

‘The old man was not able to be angry for a long time. He WILL WALK and 
WILL SHOUT for a while, [then he] WILL PULL OUT his not very clean 
handkerchief and KAD WILL START blowing into it [very intensively], KAD
WILL START rubbing his already red, huge humped nose—and all your fear 
evaporates and the pupils start giggling.’
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Proleptic use of the future – narrative?
(sometimes called «historical future») 
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Intention, imminence, and inception

• Intention: N wants to do something – non-factual, may or may not 
happen

• Imminence: N is about to do something – non-factual (?), may be 
cancelled; highlights the time immediately before an (expected) event 
– phasal (?)

• Inception: N starts to do something – factual, though may not be 
completed; highlights the first phase of an action – phasal 
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Reported intention = non-narrative clause
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Intention vs imminence
Example from Latgalian (with jau)

Izkuopu [PST] augšys stuovā, dūmuoju [PST] – mož kaidom drēbem 
atlaidis. Drēbis lātuokys kai Viļānu tiergā, tok saprotu [PST], ka maņ 
tuos lupotys napateik [...] Apmešu [FUT] riņči i jau īšu [FUT] prūm, a 
pieški nazkaida kosmetikys puordevieja skrīn [PRS] prīškā.

‘I went up to the second floor and thought – maybe some clothes [will 
be] at a discount. The clothes [were] cheeper than at the market in 
Viļāni, but I recognized that I didn’t like these rags [...] I WILL MAKE A 
ROUND (= I plan to go around) and JAU WILL GO away (= I am about to 
go away), but suddenly some cosmetics saleswoman crosses my way 
(literally: runs in front of me).’ (MuLa) 
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Intention and inception in fairy tales

(This example is also cited in Endzelīns’ grammar)
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Intention to go = setting off (inception)

Lithuanian (BTB; Apie kalvio sūnų. Telšiai, Northern Žemaitia, 1904)

Susinešė [PST] maišus į vežimą ir eist [FUT] persivesti iš pievas arklius ir 

važiuos [FUT] namon. Nuejo [PST] ir nebranda arklių!

‘He put the sacks into the carriage and WILL GO (= set off) to the field 

to bring horses and WILL DRIVE (= intended to drive) home. He went

there, but he did not find the horses!’
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Protagonist sets off = beginning of the
story or of an episode
• Movement of the protagonist towards an adventure

• Combines intention and inception

• Textual function

 Latvian example: beginning of the story after two layers of 
orientation / background information

 Lithuanian example: beginning of an episode when the journey had 
already started
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Arrival of new character and beginning of 
episode: pure textual function

• This use of the future tense was only found in Latvian.
• Verb of arriving + verb of speaking
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Beginning and suddenness, unexpectedness

• The word ‘begin’ appears often in the future tense in narrative
clauses in Latvian and Lithuanian fairytales.

• In Lithuanian we find a construction with a particle kad or kaip and
‘begin’ in future tense, still used in modern Lithuanian (ex. on slide 
13, nose-blowing); it has a parallel in Russian
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Foregrounding of last action in a chain 
(Latvian fairytales)
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Summing up (from end to beginning)

• Future tense in 19th century fairytales has textual functions 
(beginning of episodes; foregrounding) – in such functions it appears 
in clearly narrative clauses.

• Intention, imminence and inception make up a cluster of functions. 
Inceptive and imminent meanings appear in narrative clauses.

• The proleptic function is rare, found mostly in genres in the middle of 
a continuum between narrative and report. 

• When future tense has the temporal-aspectual meaning past 
habitual, it expresses background information (illustrations) in non-
narrative clauses. 
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If Herr Delbrück had asked us…

• in 1897, our answer would have been «yes» – in Latvian and 
Lithuanian, future tense is used to narrate, though as a marked tense 
with special functions and effects;

• but in 2021, we have to admit that in the modern languages these 
uses are marginal if they have not vanished completely. 
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PS Did the 19th c. grammarians know it all?

Latvian Lithuanian

Rosenberger 1852 Schleicher 1856

Latvian Lithuanian

Bielenstein 1863 Kurschat 1876

Comparative IE grammar

Delbrück 1897

Brugman 1916
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Rosenberger (1852)

[talking about the historical present)

So hatte ich die Regel gefaßt und mit dem Beispiel eben niedergeschreiben, als mir 

aus authentischer Quelle die Kunde kam, daß der Lette bei lebendiger Darstellung 

einer vergangenen Begebenheit gewöhnlich nicht wie der Deutsche und Grieche 

das indicative Präsens gebraucht, sondern das Futurum. 

‘[I just learned] that Latvians, when depicting a past event in a lively 
manner, do not use the present tense, as do Germans and Greeks, but 
the future tense’ 
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Rosenberger‘s example (in modern 
orthography)

Mēs kopā staigājām [PST], tad es viņu prasīšu [FUT], voi jau ēdis, un viņš 
man sacīs [FUT] kā vēl nav, un tad mēs iegājām [PST] krogā. 

‘We were walking together, then I WILL ASK (= asked) him whether he 
had eaten, and he WILL SAY (= said) that he had not, and then we went
into a pub.’ 

Bielenstein (1863) gives the same example (without naming a source) and another 
one, which seems to be constructed after the Lithuanian example given by 
Schleicher (1863): viens raudzīja [PST], un otrs arī raudzīs [FUT] un iet [PRS] projām 
‘one tried and the other will try as well and go/goes away’
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Schleicher (1856)
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Descriptions/explanations

• Schleicher (1856): the future is sometimes used in narratives instead 
of the past or the present tense «to mark an event that follows 
another. The speaker takes the point of view of the past action, from 
which the following appears as lying in the future.»

• Bielenstein (1863): future is used not rarely instead of past or 
present. «It marks an action that follows another one, and the 
speaker takes a past point of view, from which he sees the action that 
passed later as a future one.» 

• Endzelīns (1922) «the speaker takes the point of view of the past 
action, from which the following events appear as future ones.»
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Delbrück (1897)

„Der Indikativ Futuri versetzt die vorhergesehene oder beabsichtigte Handlung in 
die vor dem Sprechenden liegende Zukunft. Er konnte vielleicht auch gebraucht 
werden, um ein zu erwartendes Glied in einer Kette von erzählten Ereignissen zu 
bezeichnen, also gewissermassen präterital.“

‘The future indicative transports the planned or intended action into 
the future of the speaker. Maybe it was also used to name an expected 
link in a chain of narrated events, somehow as a preterit.’ 
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