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Aspectual pair, aspectual triplet, aspectual cluster: 
what is the unit of the category of aspect and can  
the answer be tested experimentally?

Nezrin Samedova-Hajiyeva

Azerbaijan University of Languages

Abstract
This paper is an attempt to show that the problem of identifying the unit of the category 
of Russian aspect indicates the explanatory and predictive potential of an aspectological 
theory. We introduce a wider scientific community to the theory that regards the 
aspectual pair (or the two-term / binary paradigm) as the only one unit of the category of 
Russian aspect and that characterizes the notion of the aspectual triplet as an obstacle to 
aspectological studies. We show how the theory explains Maslov’s (2004) paradox about 
so-called instantaneous / momentary / punctual verbs such as прыгнуть ‘to jump’. The 
advanced explanation can be tested by cognitive experiments, which will serve as one 
more argument for the aspectological theory that rejects the notion of aspectual cluster of 
any type. 

Key words: aspectual pair, aspectual triplet, aspectual cluster, the unit of the category of 
Russian aspect, semelfactive / momentary / instantaneous / punctual verbs, Slavic-type 
aspect, cognitive experiments

1. The notions of the aspectual pair, aspectual triplet,  
and aspectual cluster

“Mysterious” for learners (Młynarczyk, 2004, p. 1) and “a conundrum” for scholars 
(Paducheva, 2010, p. 9), the category of verb aspect in Slavic is, nevertheless, 
successfully studied. This is all the more paradoxical given that there is a wide 
range of interpretations of the notion of aspect itself: compare definitions in, e.g., 
(Vinogradov, 1953, p. 426) and (Comrie, p. 3). Moreover, there appears to be 
only one thesis unanimously accepted by researchers undertaking aspectological 
studies. The thesis is that the category of aspect that modern Slavic languages 
possess is of the same type (e.g. Moldovan et al., 2005). 
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Thus, it is hardly surprising that the unit of the category (or “the aspectual 
paradigm”, in terms of the theory we follow) is a debated topic. The “nominees” 
are the aspectual pair, aspectual triplet, and aspectual cluster. We introduce them 
below in the order in which they have come on the scientific scene.    

The notion of the aspectual pair was developed by the Slavistic tradition  

(for the background of the idea, see Vinogradov, 1986, pp. 393–439). To appreciate 
this intuitive insight, let us have a look at a group of Russian verbs that repre- 
sent the same derivational family.1 

Note that: 
- active voice verbs are only given (in order to keep the explanation as simple 

as possible); 
- there are hundreds of such groups in Russian;
- a similar example can also be provided from any other Slavic language:2 

impfмазать   pfпомазать1   impfумазывать   impfвмазывать   pfвымазать   
pfсмазать   pfвмазать   impfзамазывать   pfнамазать    pfмазнуть   

impfнедомазывать   impfпомазывать   pfумазать  impfподмазывать   
pfобмазать   pfдомазать   impfобмазывать   pfзамазать   impfвымазывать   

pfперемазать   impfизмазывать   pfпримазать   pfнадмазать   pfпонамазать   
pfмазануть   impfпромазывать  impfотмазывать   impfпримазывать   

pfразмазать   pfнедомазать   impfразмазывать   impfдомазывать  pfизмазать   
pfпонамазывать   pfотмазать   pfпромазать   impfнадмазывать   

impfсмазывать   impfнамазывать   pfподмазать   impfперемазывать   
pfпомазать2

And now let us turn to another way of presenting these verbs. Below they 
are given as (purely) aspectual pairs, i.e. as pairs that consist of an imperfective 
and a perfective each of which has only one differential semantical element (see, 
e.g., Samedov, 1975; Samedov, 1978; Samedov, 1982; Samedov, 1987). One 
can notice that already at the visual level, the notion of aspectual pair makes it 
evident that there are cases when two verbs of different aspect that belong to the 
same derivational nest are characterized with “maximal” semantic similarity and 
“minimal” semantic difference. See, for instance: 

1 I have added some verbs to the list given in (Tikhonov, 1985, pp. 564–566) to present a fuller 
picture (the suggestions have been verified through the Russian National Corpus and internet). Note 
also that the tags ‘impf’ and ‘pf’ are for imperfective and perfective verbs, respectively.

2 Here and elsewhere, neither translation, nor glosses are provided when they are irrelevant 
and only distract the reader. As for bolding and underlining of roots, their purpose is to concentrate 
the reader’s attention on similarities and differences of the morphemic structure of the words and, 
consequently, their semantics. 
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impfмазать / pfнамазать
impfпримазывать/ pfпримазать
impfвмазывать / pfвмазать
impfотмазывать / pfотмазать
impfнамазывать / pfнамазать.

The notion of aspectual pair has been elaborated within the structuralist 
approach, see, among others, the earliest attempt by Jakobson (1984a; 1984b) and  
the one by Samedov (1975; 1978). There are still researchers who explicitly point 
out that “the foundation of the category of aspect is known to rest on aspectual 
pairs” (Potekhina, 2007). Importantly, teaching the Russian verb to foreigners is 
still built upon memorizing aspectual pairs, see, for example, the internet sites for 
teaching Russian as a foreign language (The aspect of the Russian verb: to accept 
and love, 2014; Russian verb drills, 2018).

As for the aspectual triplet, one can get the idea of it if they combine two 
aspectual pairs given above into a derivation chain. Compare, e.g., on the one 
hand,  

impfмазать / pfнамазать  and impfнамазывать / pfнамазать,

and, on the other hand, 

impfмазать / pfнамазать / impfнамазывать.

The notion of the aspectual triplet has appeared in the context of Karcevski’s 
(2004) view on the scope of aspectual pairs. Karcevski (ibid., p. 119) believed 
that “the formation of aspect is completely based on verbal derivation and is 
nothing but a particular case of verbal derivation as a whole”. Consequently, when 
combining verbs into aspectual pairs, one should take their derivation chain into 
account.

From all the notions considered, this one is firmly established and gets almost 
no criticism. Thus, I know only one theory that characterizes the notion of the 
aspectual triplet as an obstruction to the study of aspect (Samedova, 2010). More 
to the point, the ever-increasing quantity of such imperfectives as impfнамазывать 
(the so-called secondary imperfectives) leads researchers to the conclusion that 
“the forming three-term category is starting to loom through the two-term one” 
(Shatunovskiy, 2011, p. 9), also see (Soboleva, 2018). 

Finally, let us have a look at the notion of the aspectual cluster. It is introduced 
by Laura Janda who leads a team of experienced researchers in the Arctic University 
of Norway. Janda emphasizes that she is not the first one who raises “doubts about 
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the validity of the “pair” model” (Janda, 2007, p. 642). The scholar blames the 
model for ignoring the fact that most verbs exist in larger clusters of three or more 
aspectually related forms (ibid., p. 607). She believes that it is the notion of the 
aspectual cluster that has made distinguishing among perfectives possible (ibid.). 
The scholar (2012, p. 37) explicitly states that the notion of aspectual triplet is 
incompatible with the “paired” model of the Russian aspect: “The triples… pose 
a problem for the “paired” model of the Russian aspect [...].”

To elucidate the notion of the aspectual cluster, Janda suggests the visual 
metaphors of diagram3 (Janda, 2007, p. 621) and table (Janda, Korba, 2008). See 
Figure 1 and Table 1, respectively: 

Fig. 1. The verb cluster exemplified by the verb щипать

Table 1. The verb cluster headed by мазать4

Activity Natural Per-
fective

Specialized 
Perfective

Derived Imper-
fective

Complex Act 
Perfective

Single Act 
Perfective

мазать помазать2 мазнуть
мазануть

вмазать вмазывать
вымазать вымазывать

3 About visual metaphors used in science, see (Brown, 2008).
4 The table is our attempt to arrange the verbs of the derivational family given earlier in the 

aspectual cluster. When arranging, we proceeded from (Janda, Korba, 2008; Makarova, Janda, 2009; 
Janda, 2007, p. 621; Janda, 2015; Exploring emptiness, 2019). 

http://ansatte.uit.no/laura.janda/clusters/clusterfrontpage.html
http://emptyprefixes.uit.no/index.php
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Activity Natural Per-
fective

Specialized 
Perfective

Derived Imper-
fective

Complex Act 
Perfective

Single Act 
Perfective

домазать   домазывать   
замазать замазывать
измазать   измазывать   

надмазать надмазывать
намазать намазывать

недомазать недомазывать
обмазать   обмазывать   
отмазать   отмазывать   

перемазать   перемазывать   
подмазать   подмазывать   

помазать1 помазывать
понамазать   понамазывать
примазать примазывать

промазать промазывать
размазать   размазывать   

смазать смазывать
умазать умазывать

2. In defense of the aspectual pair

The work of Janda’s team (the CLEAR research group) has “induced” publishing 
the near-400-page influential book with the self-evident title “Russian Aspectology: 
In the Defense of the Aspectual Pair” (Zaliznyak, Mikaelyan, Shmelyov, 2015). 
The authors qualify the notion of aspectual pair as the most important instrument 
for describing the linguistic competence of the native Russian speaker (ibid., 
p. 232). Throughout the entire book, they provide ample evidence of the value of 
the notion both for language studies and language pedagogy. 

The linguists also rigorously analyze the model of aspectual clusters. Thus, they 
show that Janda and her team have failed to suggest strict criteria for differentiating 
between natural and specialized perfectives,5 see, e.g., (ibid., p. 261).  

Interestingly, the researchers agree that aspectual triplets are also clusters. 
However, they think that the existence of aspectual triplets by no means disproves 

5 See Table 1, to get the idea of the perfectives. 
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the theory of aspectual pairedness. They treat triplets as an inherent constituent  
of the Russian aspectual system. See, e.g., (ibid., p. 233, 247, 270). 

It is also interesting that their opponents declare aspectual pairs as the 
cornerstone of on which they build the cluster model that is aimed at classifying 
Russian perfectives in particular and describing the structure of the Russian aspect 
system in general (Janda, 2015). 

In this paper, we acquaint a wider audience with the theory that regards the 
aspectual pair as one and only one unit of the category of aspect. The following is 
a concrete case through which we intend to demonstrate the explanatory potential 
of the theory. 

2.1. A challenge for aspectual theories

Let us examine a paradox that remains a challenge for theories that operate with 
the notion of aspectual cluster of any type, including the aspectual triplet (for the 
detailed substantiation of the thesis, see Samedova, 2011b; Samedova, 2017). We 
name the puzzle Maslov’s paradox because it has been revealed due to incisive 
observations by Yuriy S. Maslov. 

Maslov’s paradox is about verbs like the Russian perfective прыгнуть 
‘to make a jump’. Their meaning is traditionally described as “momentary”, 
“instantaneous”, “punctual” by proponents of various aspectual theories, see, e.g., 
(Karcevski, 2004, p. 123; Plungyan, 1998, p. 376). Indeed, these terms adequately 
reflect linguistic intuition of even an ordinary native speaker, compare прыгнуть 
(до стола) ‘pfto get (to the table) in one jump’ and допрыгать (до стола) ‘pfto get 
(to the table) in a few jumps’. On the other hand, this description does not agree 
with the potential of such verbs to combine with units like медленно ‘slowly’ 
(Maslov, 1959, pp. 185, 227). 

2.2. The proposed solution: four steps

2.2.1. The proposed perspective is illustrated by the example of the perfectives 
прыгнуть and допрыгать.6 First of all, we suggest rethinking the idea that 
these verbs are correlated with the same imperfective прыгать. The opinion we 
substantiate below is that the homonymous imperfectives прыгать1 and прыгать2

7 
should be differentiated as they reveal significant differences with regard to their 
behavior and systemic relationships. Thus, the latter has the following distinctive 
features:

6 Henceforward, see 2.1 for the translations of the verbs.
7 Their meaning will be explicated in 2.2.2.
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1. Прыгать2 combines with медленно (‘slowly’) only in situations like 
commenting on a slowed down film (Comrie, 1976, p. 42–43): Кот медленно 
прыгает2 на диван (‘The cat slowly jumps on the sofa’).

2. Прыгать2 is compatible with words and phrases that indicate duration 
only if they denote an extremely short time span, e.g., за долю секунды (‘in a split 
second’): За долю секунды он прыгает2 на диван8 (‘He jumps on the sofa in 
a split second’).

3. Прыгать2 occurs in the constructions with phasal verbs only in situations 
like describing a slow motion effect, e.g.: Смотри! Хавьер Сотомайор начал 
прыгать2 свой рекордный прыжок! (‘Look! Javier Sotomayor started jumping 
his world record jump!’). А в это мгновенье Сотомайор закончил прыгать2! 
(‘And at this instant Sotomayor finished jumping!’).

4. Прыгать2  does not correlate with the following four perfectives:
—  запрыгать: *Парашютист оттолкнулся от края люка и запрыгал9 

(*‘A parachute jumper pushed off the hatch edge and started jumping’);
—  попрыгать: *Парашютист оттолкнулся от края люка и попрыгал 

(*‘A parachute jumper pushed off the hatch edge and jumped for a while’);
—  пропрыгать: *Парашютист оттолкнулся от края люка и пропрыгал  

5 минут (*‘A parachute jumper pushed off the hatch edge and jumped for  
5 minutes’);

—  отпрыгать: *Парашютист оттолкнулся от края люка и отпрыгал 
(*‘A parachute jumper pushed off the hatch edge and finished jumping’).

However, прыгать2 is a correlate of прыгнуть: Парашютист 
отталкивается от края люка и прыгает2 (‘A parachute jumper pushes off the 
hatch edge and jumps’) / Парашютист оттолкнулся от края люка и прыгнул 
(‘A parachute jumper pushed off the hatch edge and jumped’).

5. Прыгать2 is not correlative with the members of the (purely) aspectual 
paradigm допрыгивать / допрыгать: *Парашютист допрыгивал / допрыгал 
второй прыжок (*‘A parachute jumper was finishing / finished jumping his 
second jump’). 

However, it correlates with the members of the (purely) aspectual para-
digm допрыгивать / допрыгнуть: Он был такой высокий, что с лёгкостью 
допрыгивал / допрыгнул до потолка (‘He was so tall that he jumped to the ceil-
ing with ease’).

2.2.2. The described properties lead us to the conclusion that homonymous 
imperfectives прыгать1 and прыгать2 differ with respect to the nuclear semantic 
component that the verb meaning contains, namely the seme ‘process’. To 

8 The sentence has been modelled following the example in (Chertkova, 1996, p. 70).
9 The asterisk marks unacceptable sentences.
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identify the nature of the seme, we rely on Maslov’s 1948 paper where the scholar   
1) presents the first linguistic taxonomy that correlates semantic properties of  
a verb with properties of the event the verb refers to (Maslov, 2004, p. 90) and 
2) shows why semelfactives hold a special place within the classification (ibid., 
pp. 84, 88–89). Thus, we proceed from the fact that, unlike прыгать1, the verb 
прыгать2 refers to a very brief physical action (namely one jump) that takes some 
fraction of a second to happen. We conclude that the action is conceptualized 
in full accordance with this characteristic and the language “congruently” fixes 
the conceptualization. Thus, the verb прыгать2 is characterized with the seme 
‘process of non-standard (namely short) duration’. (Compare the idea in (Bott, 
2010, p. 1): “[...] the encoding of events in language directly reflects fundamental 
ontological distinctions between event types”.)

As one can infer from the term “process of non-standard (namely short) 
duration”, we attribute the imperfective прыгать1 the seme ‘process of standard 
duration’. This verb refers to jumps that happen unceasingly during a period of 
time. Note that the language does not distinguish how many jumps happen – only 
two or more. In any case the action is conceptualized as having the same duration 
as processes denoted by such verbs as walk, dance, cook, read, sleep, etc. (The 
conceptualisation is distinct, however, in one – it is perceived as discrete, as  
a dashed line, though it is a whole unit, see (Rothstein, 2016, p. 345) – but we will 
not consider it here as it is beyond the scope of the paper.) The visual metaphors we 
use for illustrating the postulated homonyms authentically reflects their decisive 
seme as to its duration. (Note that both the absolute and relative lengths of the 
visual metaphors are conventional.)

Fig. 2. The postulated homonymous imperfectives

Differentiated imperfectives are awaiting apt terms. So far we refer to them 
as momentary (прыгать2  “to jump once”) and non-momentary (прыгать1 “to 
jump more than once”) as a second-best choice. The signifiers are misleading in 
the sense that they give an impression that in language, there exist verbs that do 
not have the seme ‘process’.

2.2.3. Like the momentary imperfective прыгать2, the perfective прыгнуть 
has the seme ‘process of short duration’. See the semantic properties of the verb:
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1. It is compatible with медленно (‘slowly’) only in situations like watching 
a slow motion video: Кот медленно прыгнул на диван (‘The cat slowly jumped 
on the sofa’).  

2. It is compatible with “extent” (the term introduced by Haspelmath, 1997) 
phrases only if they indicate extremely short duration: За долю секунды он 
прыгнул на диван (‘He jumped on the sofa in a split second’).

3. Прыгнуть demonstrates a strong semantic resemblance to the momentary 
прыгать2. See, for instance, two sentences that are translated identically: Брумель 
уже прыгал? / Брумель уже прыгнул? — Has Brumel already jumped?

2.2.4. Finally, we will set forth the explanation we offer for the linguistic intuition 
about the perfective прыгнуть “pfto jump once”. Like any perfective, прыгнуть is 
characterized with the aspectual seme that has an extraordinary cognitive nature: 
it is a point that attracts our attention. As the attention focuses on the seme, the 
meaning of a perfective verb is in some way misperceived. In particular, the essential 
cognitive characteristic of the seme ‘process’, namely duration, gets concealed (see 
(Samedova, 2015) for more about the idea10). Consequently, the impression arises 
that a perfective verb has no seme ‘process’ at all. 

Thus, in both прыгнуть and допрыгать our attention concentrates on 
the aspectual seme ‘final bound’ (‘final point’, ‘final moment’). However, in 
допрыгать, it is the seme ‘process of standard duration’ that is backgrounded, 
whereas in прыгнуть, the overshadowed seme is ‘process of short duration’ 
(see Fig. 3). That is why the native speaker has the false idea that прыгнуть is 
“momentary”, “instantaneous”, “punctual”. 

Fig. 3. The aspectual correlates прыгать1 / допрыгать and прыгать2 / прыгнуть

10 For example, Karcevski describes perfectivation as “nothing else but the concentration of our 
attention on one concrete moment of a process, it is the concentration that excludes all other moments, 
hence the impression that the perfective process has no duration at all, however we will say that it is 
only an impression, since any process inevitably has some length” (Karcevskii, 2004, p. 125).
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3. Expected experimental evidence

There are grounds to think that the proposed solution can be tested experimentally, 
see investigations of similar phenomena in (Bott, 2008; Bott, 2010; Bott, Gattnar, 
2015; Bott, 2017; Brennan, Pylkkänen, 2008; Paczynski et al., 2010; Paczynski et 
al., 2014; Piñango et al., 2006; Yano, 2017; Klimek-Jankowska et al., 2018). Thus, 
experiments carried on English equivalents of the verbs considered and other so-
called semelfactives show that there are significant differences in their neural 
processing that depend on whether the verb appears in “punctive”, “explicitly 
iterative”, or “durative” context, see, e.g., (Paczynski et al., 2010). A special hope 
is given by the study of processing perfective and imperfective verbs in Polish 
(Klimek-Jankowska et al., 2018).

The theory I follow predicts that experiments will draw a clear line 
between purely aspectual paradigms like прыгатьMom/прыгнуть, on the one 
hand, and прыгатьN-mom/запрыгать, прыгатьN-mom/попрыгать, прыгатьN-mom/
пропрыгать некоторое время, прыгатьN-mom/отпрыгать, on the other hand, 
with regard to the critical cognitive property their members possess.

Of special interest is contrastive examination of contexts where the 
прыгатьMom and прыгатьN-mom can be unequivocally identified with contexts that 
are ambiguous (e.g., Ты видел, когда он прыгал? ‘Did you see him jumping?’).

4. Two words about the theory behind the suggested 
resolution11

The theory is distinct for the consistent application of the classical structuralist 
method of opposition. This approach has enabled its founder to reveal the logical 
consequence of employing the notion of aspectual triplet. The thesis that in Russian 
there are three-member chains that consist of a simple imperfective, perfective, and 
secondary imperfective (e.g., мазать – намазать – намазывать) leads to the 
conclusion that in the language there are neither prefixal nor suffixal purely aspectual 
paradigms (Samedov, 1971; Samedov, 1982; Samedov, 1987). This conclusion, 
in its turn, means that the category of aspect is not a grammatical phenomenon. 

Thus, according to the theory, indeed, the notion of aspectual triplet is a threat 
to the notion of purely aspectual pair. The solution is to replace the traditional 

11 For more information about the theory, the foreign reader can refer to (Samedova, 2011a-b; 
Samedova, 2013a-b; Samedova, 2015; Samedova, 2018a-b; Samedova, 2019; Samedova, 2020).
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opinion with the consistently structuralist perspective that postulates purely 
aspectual paradigms perfective members of which are homonyms that differ 
semantically/structurally: мазать / намазать1

  и намазывать / намазать2.

5. Conclusion  

The consistently structuralist analysis of perfectives like прыгнуть draws 
linguists’ attention to the non-traditional view on the notion of the aspectual triplet. 
The resolution of Maslov’s paradox lets us state that building the explanatory and 
predictive model of the Russian aspect becomes possible if to recognise that the 
category of aspect has the only one unit and the unit is the two-term (binary) 
aspectual paradigm. We suppose that results described in (Samedova, 2011a; 
Samedova, 2013a-b; Samedova, 2015; Samedova, 2016; Samedova, 2018a-b; 
Samedova, 2019; Samedova, 2020) also allow thinking that the theory we work 
within can effectively respond to challenges posed by Slavic-type aspect. 
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