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Abstract

The paper  presents  a  corpus-based study of  the  past  active participles  in
Bulgarian with respect of their aspectual and temporal characteristics. As this
type of participles combine two morphological markers, a special attention is
paid  on  their  interaction  in  different  tenses,  moods  and  evidentials.  The
source of  language material  used for the  study is  the  Bulgarian National
Corpus.  The  paper  is  organized  in  terms  of  morphological  oppositions,
aspectual  and  temporal,  analyzing  the  functions  of  the  participles  in
compound verbal forms. 

1. Introduction 

In the modern Bulgarian there are five types of participles: present active, aorist  active, imperfect
active, past passive, and gerund. Being a verbal form, participles can be marked for tense, aspect and
voice,  but  they  also  may  share  some  of  the  categories  of  the  adjective  as  gender,  number  and
definiteness.  However,  their  hybrid  nature  does  not  allow  for  the  complete  manifestation  of  the
grammatical categories and especially with regard to the verbal categories participles are only partially
marked with the respective grammatical meanings (GSBKE: 374). 

The paper aims at studying the functions of the aorist and imperfect active participles by using the
empirical data of the Bulgarian National Corpus. The aorist active participle is an old form that is
found in all the Slavic languages. It is considered a formally, semantically and functionally stable form
both in dialectal and standard varieties of Bulgarian. The imperfect active participle is an innovation in
Bulgarian  and  a  number  of  researchers  share  the  opinion  that  its  formation  is  connected  to  the
grammaticalisation of the category of evidentiality. The study is organised in terms of morphological
oppositions – aspectual and temporal, based on the respective characteristics of the participles. In such
situations  the speaker has  to make a choice between morphologically marked forms according to
his/her communicative intentions and the context that can enhance or restrict the usage of a certain
form. 

2. Research method

The Bulgarian National Corpus (BulNC) is used as a source of empiric language material being the
largest electronic resource for Bulgarian (its monolingual part contains over 1,2 billion words). BulNC
has  been  designed  mainly  for  computational  linguistic  tasks  focusing  on  volume  and  structure.
Although  representativeness  and  balance  are  not  considered  key  features,  the  corpus  covers  the
language production since 1945 up to now and the language varieties of different text types.  The
online search  system and the linguistic annotation make it  suitable for linguistic research too. For
detailed description of BulNC, see Koeva et al. 2012.

Participles in BulNC are annotated as deverbal forms with several grammatical characteristics, for
example правел {V PE T s q}: V = verb, PE = perfective, T = transitive, s = singular, q = imperfect
participle. Theoretically the combination of two features – aspect (imperfective or perfective) and type
of participle (past aorist or past imperfect) should provide all the grammatical information through the
respective morphological markers for a correct annotation, but in fact there are many instances of
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incorrect  interpretation,  especially  concerning specific  forms such as  imperfect  participles  derived
from perfective verbs. For that reason I chose three imperfective verbs representative for the three
conjugations in Bulgarian, and their perfective counterparts1: пиша, напиша ‘write’; правя, направя
‘do; make’; казвам, кажа ‘say’. The verbs are frequent and semantically neutral, so that the results of
a search by word form allow for general conclusions about the types of participles under study.

3. Past active participles in Bulgarian: formation, meaning and usage

The aorist past participle is formed by adding the suffix -l to the aorist stem of an imperfective or a
perfective verb:

пиша – писал ‘write, impf.’
напиша – написал ‘write, pf.’
правя – правил ‘do; make, impf.’
направя – направил ‘do; make, pf.’
казвам – казвал ‘say, impf.’
кажа – казал ‘say, pf.’
The aorist past participle denotes property of an action that is performed before a given interval of

reference  (GSBKE:  379;  Nitsolova  2008:  434).  It  is  used  in  the  resultative  tenses  of  indicative
(perfectum,  plusquamperfectum,  futurum exactum, futurum exactum praeteriti),  in  the structure  of
indirect evidentials (renarrative, inferential and dubitative) and admirative, and in the Slavic type of
the conditional mood.

The imperfect past participle is formed from the imperfect stem of an imperfective or a perfective
verb and the suffix -l:

пиша – пишел ‘write, impf.’
напиша – напишел ‘write, pf.’
правя – правел ‘do; make, impf.’
направя – направел ‘do; make, pf.’
казвам – казвал ‘say, impf.’
кажа – кажел ‘say, pf.’
According to Nitsolova, the imperfect active participle denotes an action whose interval is larger

than a present or a past interval of reference (Nitsolova 2008: 436). It can be used only in indirect
evidential forms (renarrative, inferential or dubitative) and in admirative. Unlike the aorist participle, it
cannot function as an adjective.

The 3rd conjugation verbs have only one stem for all the tenses, i.e. the present stem, and for that
reason the aorist and the imperfect participles are homonymous.

Past active participles in Bulgarian are organised in a complicated system with two morphological
markers: for aspect (imperfective vs. perfective) and for tense (aorist vs. imperfect). Their functioning
can be  analysed  in  terms  of  two  oppositions:  aspectual  and  temporal  (as  they  are  all  active,  the
opposition by voice is not relevant).

4. Aspectual oppositions

4.1. Indicative

Perfect and pluperfect

писал vs. написал, правил vs. направил, казвал vs. казал
Participles display the common characteristics of the respective aspect, i.e. participles of imperfective
verbs present the event as atelic, more often iterative, non-concrete (general) or processual 2, while the
participles derived from perfective verbs view the event as telic, usually single and/or concrete. The
examples of BulNC show that there are several typical contexts of each type of participle.

1 The prevalent opinion for the aspectual oppositions in Bulgarian is that a basic imperfective verb (пиша) and a
prefixed perfective verb (напиша) do not form an aspectual pair, but for the purpose of this study verbs are
selected for their frequency and variety of forms.
2 For the concrete aspectual meanings I use the classification of Valentin Stankov (Stankov 1980).
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Imperfective: iterativity
The imperfective verbs and participles respectively are typically used for unbounded iterativity

and habtuality, while the perfective is associated with bounded iterativity. Iterativity is often enhanced
by adverbials of the type ‘many times’, and habituality by adverbs and adverbials with the ‘always’.

(1) Всичко това той го е казвал и преди безброй пъти.
‘He has said that before, thousands of times.’
(2) Да, тъкмо това беше правил винаги – носеше се по пързалката на течението.
‘Yes, he had always done this – he was drifting on the stream.’
Perfective: bounded iterativity
In Bulgarian bounded iterativity is regularly expressed by perfective verbs, usually in a lexical

context specifying the number of times the event is repeated. With respect to the system of participles,
bounded iterations are connected with the aorist participle. Still, in the structure of the perfect tense
this is not a central meaning of this type of participle. A possible explanation is that the bounded
iterativity combines better with aorist than with perfect because the event is presented as localized in a
past moment, which contradicts to the main meaning of the perfect. Another restricting factor is the
extension of the scope of the inferential in the field of the perfect, especially in 2nd and 3rd person. 

The language data in BulNC illustrate the clear preference for aorist instead of perfect with aorist
participle: 16 instances of aorist vs. 1 instance of perfect for the verb кажа ‘say, pf.’ in 1st p. sg. In the
examples below the usage of perfect in (4) should be interpreted as emphatic.

(3) Три пъти казах “добър вечер”.
‘ I said “good evening” three times.’
(4) Хиляди пъти съм казал, че ненавиждам боя...
‘ I have said thousands of times that I hate fight.’
Imperfective: general factuality
The imperfective participle  is  used when the event  is  viewed as  a general  fact,  without  any

specifications of its properties (Stankov 1980). This is one of the typical meanings of the imperfective
aspect,  but  it  is also strongly connected with the perfect  tense. A very frequent  lexical  context  in
interrogative sentences are adverbials with the meaning ‘ever’.

(5) Писмото звучеше сякаш го бе писал той.
‘The letter sounded as if he had written it.’
(6) Да съм казвал някога, че планът е съвършен?
‘Have I ever said that the plan was perfect?’
General factuality is often expressed in negative context, and in such cases it can be enhanced by

adverbials ‘never’, ‘at all’, etc.
(7) Аз например никога не съм писал нещо криминално.
‘As for me, I have never written detective stories.’
(8) Никога по-рано не съм правил това!
‘I have never done this before!’
Perfective: concrete factuality
According to Stankov (1980), the concrete factual meaning is the central particular meaning of

the perfective that expresses a single complete event stated as a fact in the concrete circumstances of
its realization. Among the past tenses it is connected mostly with the aorist, denoting a concrete and a
completed event in the past, but it is compatible with the perfect too. As compared to the aorist, the
perfect meaning can be more expressive or to put an emphasis on the event. In a sentence with a
perfective verb its arguments describe explicitly the situation of the event realization.

(9) Егон, не си го измислям. – Не съм казал това.
‘Egon, I’m not making it up. – I didn’t say that.’
(10) Направил съм това проследяващо устройство.
‘I made this tracking device.’
Imperfective: process
Processuality is a central meaning of the imperfective aspect. To express a process, participles of

imperfective verbs are more often used in pluperfect with a taxis function.
(11) Разбира се, знаеше всичко това, докато беше писал текста.
‘Of course, he knew all that while he was writing the text.’
Imprefective instead of perfective

Proceedings of CLIB 2018

71



A perfective reading of basic imperfective verbs (non-prefixed and non-suffixed) is inherited by
the respective participles. 

(12) Казвай де, какво ти е писал?
‘Come on, tell me what he wrote you.’

Futurum exactum and futurum exactum praeteriti

Due to their meaning both tenses more often comprise in their structure perfective participles. FE and
FEP refer to an event whose result is situated before the completion of another event (FEP is mostly
used in conditional  sentences).  The fact  that  the second event  is  completed generally  implies  the
completion of the first event too, that is why those two tenses usually choose participles of perfective
verbs.

(13) … тридесет минути след приемането на химикала, ще е казал на търтеите всичко,
което Елиът иска да знае.

‘… thirty minutes after consuming the substance, he will have told the drones everything Eliot
wanted to know.’

(14) Станеше ли то, за няколко месеца щеше да е направил кариера и то каква!
‘If this happened, for a few months he would have made a career, and a great one!’ 
The combination  ще е  + participle of imperfective verb has usually a presumptive reading. In

fact, all the examples of such combination found in BulNC are presumptives (130 results):
(15) Някога, на младини, тя ще е била стройна и хубава.
‘When she was young, she must have been slender and beautiful.’
(16)  Когато най-сетне  се  приготви,  беше невероятен  –  така  ще е блестял Харун  ал

Рашид на първата си сватба.
‘When he finally got ready, he looked amazing – Harun al-Rashid must have shined like this at his

first wedding.’
(17) От това може да се съди, че в Букурещ тя ще е преболедувала доста сериозно.
‘One may conclude that in Bucharest she must have been very sick.’
A few exceptions are found, for biaspectual verbs with perfective interpretation:
(18) След около два часа вашата нервна система ще е асимилирала вече Зеко.
‘In a couple of hours your nervous system will have assimilated Zeko.’
(19)  На  практика,  населението  ще е гласувало за  умерено,  традиционно  или  поне

реформистко правителство, а ще се установи режим на твърдата левица…
‘In actual  fact,  the  people  will  have voted for  a  moderate,  traditionalist  or  at  least  reformist

government, but a regime of the hard left will establish itself.’
However, out of the corpus examples are found in which FE form with an imperfective participle

is used to express e general fact in the future situated before a future event. Therefore, despite of the
corpus data, the usage of imperfective participle in the structure of FE and FEP is possible, although
limited in terms of frequency.

(20) Просто ще е правил секс, а стеснителността му ще си остане…
‘He will just have had sex, but his shyness will remain the same.’

4.2. Conditional

писал vs. написал, правил vs. направил, казвал vs. казал
Aspectual opposition between past active participles is present in the Slavic type of the conditional
mood formed by the auxiliary бих and the aorist participle of an imperfective or perfective verb. As
the conditional forms are unambiguous, some statistical data may be obtained by a searching by word
forms (2 and 3 p. sg. of the selected verbs).

imperfective би писал 31 би правил 78 би казвал 12
perfective би написал 59 би направил 141

2
би казал 1290

Table 1: Instances of the imperfective and perfective aorist participles in conditional.
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The results presented in Table 1 show a clear predominance of the perfective verbs in conditional,
except  for  the  verbs  пиша /  напиша  ‘write’ with  a  ratio  of  only  1:2  between  imperfective  and
perfective.  The  conclusion  is  that  conditionals  combine  better  with  telic  events,  while  atelic  are
peripheral.  This  observation  is  apparent  for  the  aspectual  pair  казвам  /  кажа  ‘say’ where  the
imperfective verb is suffixed and cannot be used with a perfective meaning, unlike пиша ‘write’ and
правя ‘do; make”.
Taking  into  account  the  usage  of  the  selected  verbs,  the  most  frequent  concrete  meaning of  the
imperfective participles in conditional forms is general factual (21), while iterative (22), habitual (23)
and processual (24) meanings are occasional. A very frequent context for the imperfective participles
is a what-question – 41 instances of the 78 occurences of the form би правил ‘would do’.

(21) Съвсем други скокове би правил този тигър на свобода.
‘This tiger would make quite defferent jumps if he was free.’
(22) Ако не чакаха някаква облага, и говорещият истината би лъгал колкото лъжеца, и

лъжецът би казвал истината, колкото нелъжещия.
‘If they did not expected some benefit, the truth teller would lie as much as the liar and the liar

would tell the truth as often as the truth teller.’
(23) Какво би правил обикновено? – Нищо особено.
‘What would he usually do? – Nothing special.’
(24) Днес някой спахия от Айнтаб би казвал: ...
‘Today, some spahi from Aintab would say: ...’
Perfective conditional forms refer to a concrete event.
(25) Така би направил един обикновен гражданин.
‘That’s what a common citizen would do.’

4.3. Evidentials

Evidential present and imperfect

пишел vs. напишел, правел vs. направел, казвал vs. кажел
The evidential present and imperfect formed with imperfective participle display the characteristics of
the respective tenses of indicative. The most frequent aspectual meanings associated with these tenses
are the following: processual (26), iterative (27), habitual (28) and general factual (29). The examples
below illustrate the usage of the participles in renarrative.

(26) Но Зайо Байо не правел нищо особено.
‘But the Rabbit wasn’t doing anything special.’
(27)  Кажете им,  че  ей сега тръгвам –  казвал той на пратениците,  а  това "ей сега"

нямаше край.
‘Tell them that I’m leaving right away – he used to say every time to the messengers, and this

right away was endless.’
(28) Ахав, великият миротворец на Вискос, често казвал: …
‘Ahav, the great peacemaker of Viskos, used to say: …’
(29) Не правела така.
‘She never does that, she said.’
The  imperfect  participle  of  perfective  verbs  can  be  used  in  dependent  clauses  only,  or  in

imperative and optative clauses, which corresponds to the usage of the perfective verbs in indicative.
The dependent  clauses  are  more often introduced by the conjunction  да ‘to’,  other  subordinating
conjunctions (за да ‘in order to’), relative pronouns and adverbs.

(30) Който кажел една нова истина, вдигали му паметник.
“Whoever told a new truth, they raised him a monument.’
(31) … триста пъти да кажел „Отче наш“ и триста пъти „Аве Мария“.
‘He had to say three hundred times the Lord’s Prayer and three hundred times Ave Maria.’
(32) Бащата запази Анри при себе си, за да го откъснел от влиянието на майката и да го

направел добър католик.
‘The father kept Henry for himself, so as to bar him from his mother’s influence and to raise him

as a good catholic.’
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Evidential perfect and pluperfect

писал vs. написал, правил vs. направил, казвал vs. казал
The evidential  perfect  and pluperfect  expressed by a single form are  formed with the  past  active
participle of the auxiliary съм ‘be’, i.e. бил, and aorist participle of the lexical verb. The usage of the
participles in the renarrative tenses is identical with their functioning in indicative and they are found
in a similar lexical context.

The imperfective participles refer to repetitive events  (33), general facts  (34), in many cases in
negative context.

(33) Колко пъти й  бил казвал на тази патка, че краката му са вечно студени и ако не
бъдат добре затоплени, той изобщо не може да заспи!

‘How many times he told this idiot that his feet are always cold and if they don’t get heated up
well, he can’t fall asleep at all.’

(34) От разменените приказки разбрах, че не се е мил от Пролетния празник. Никой не му
бил казвал да го направи след смъртта на майка му.

‘I understood from what he said that he hadn’t washed since the spring holiday. Nobody told him
to do that after his mother’s death.’

The  perfective  participles  denote  a  concrete  fact  (35),  a  few  examples  are  found  with  the
particular  meaning  of  bounded  iterativity  (36).  In  the  majority  of  cases  the  combination  of  the
evidential auxiliary бил + aorist participle with iterative meaning is a dubitative aorist.

(35) Престояло цяла седмица в храма, защото никой не им бил казал къде си отседнал.
‘It remained a whole week in the temple, because nobody had told them where you had put up.’
(36) 100 пъти му бил казал...
‘He told him 100 times.’

5. Temporal opposition

The temporal opposition holds between the aorist and the imperfect participles, which is only possible
within the evidentiality system, where the two types of participles are used to form the temporal
structure  of  the  category.  Tenses  are  organized  by pairs  expressed by  a  single  form:  present  and
imperfect;  perfect  and  pluperfect;  future  and  futurum  praeteriti;  futurum  exactum  and  futurum
exactum praeteriti;  aorist.  Thus  the  temporal  opposition  imperfect  vs.  aorist  is  expressed  by  the
imperfect  and  aorist  participles,  respectively.  Due  to  the  two  participial  paradigms the  evidential
temporal system can express all types of events and their relations as the indicative tenses.

5.1. Renarrative/inferential imperfect vs. aorist

пишел, напишел vs.  писал, написал
правел, направел vs. правил, направил
казвал, кажел vs. казвал, казал
The imperfect denotes an event that is simoultaneous to a past moment, while the aorist refers to a
completed event in the past. The temporal relations are ilustrated with two text excerpts in renarrative
(37) and inferential (38), which are the evidentials that may be used in longer texts.

(37) Щом свършил първият танц, Петер се наредил с дамата си горе на площадката до
Краля на танца и щом онзи рипнел три стъпки над земята, Петер скачал четири. Направел
ли онзи чудни, изящни стъпки, Петер започвал да усуква и върти краката си така, че хората,
които го гледали, се захласвали от удоволствие и възторг.

‘When the first dance finished, Peter lined up himself and his lady on the stage next to the King
of  the  Dance  and when he jumped three feet  from the  floor,  Peter  jumped four.  If  he  did  those
wondrous, elegant steps, Peter started to fling and twist his feet in such a way that people who looked
at him were struck with delight and amazement.’ 

(38) “Който и да е бил, трябва първо бавно и безшумно да е убил дежурния, след това –
Ту Май, като е запушил устата на младия хан с ръка, докато го  е събарял надолу.” Бен се
обърна. “Да, и е трябвало вратата да остане затворена, докато го е правел, иначе е щял да
бъде  видян  от мъжете  около  масата.”  Затвори  очи,  видял  всичко  ясно.  “Офицерът  се е
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оттеглял, когато се е обърнал с лице към Брок, извадил е оръжието си, без да даде на Брок
време да стане от стола.”
‘”Whoever he was, first he must have killed the guard slowly and quietly, and then Tu Mai by gagging
the young khan with his hand while wrestling him down.” Ben turned around. “Yes, and the door must
have remained closed while he was doing it, otherwise the men around the table would have seen
him.” He closed his eyes and saw everything clearly. “The officer must have been withdrawing when
he turned to face Brock and drew his weapon without giving Brock time to get up from his chair.”’

Example (31) describes a competition in dancing between two characters, Peter and the King of
the Dance. The story begins by two single completed actions expressed by perfective aorist participles
denoting  the  renerrative  aorist  tense:  свършил  ‘finished’,  се  наредил  ‘lined  up’.  The  following
sentences  comprise  repetitive  events  expressed  by  imperfective  imperfect  participles  in  the  main
clauses that refer to imperfect tense (скачал ‘jumped’, започвал ‘started’), and in the dependent time
clauses two specific verbal forms occur – рипнел ‘jumped’ and направел ‘did’, which are imperfect
participles derived from perfective verbs and correspond to a peculiar meaning of the perfective aspect
when combined with imperfect tense to denote repetitive events through a single example (Maslov
1959: 232). The excerpt ends with two continuous actions (гледали ‘looked at’, се захласвали ‘were
struck’) expressed by imperfective imperfect participles.

Similarly, in (32) imperfect and aorist participles are used in inferential forms to express temporal
relations in a murder scene inferred by a character in the novel. In that excerpt the typical contrast
between aorist and imperfect can be seen, the aorist referring to single and completed events in the
past  (е запушил ‘gagged’,  се е  обърнал ‘turned’,  извадил е ‘drew’),  and the imperfect  denoting
continous  and  incompleted  acts  that  serve  as  a  background  for  the  completed  ones  (е  събарял
‘wrestling’, е правел ‘was doing’, се е оттеглял ‘withdrowing’).

6. Aspect, tense and adjectives

The aorist participles may have adjectival usage and in these cases the perfective stem is preferred.
Nevertheless  in  particular  contexts  both  perfective  and  imperfective  participles  may  be  used  as
adjectives inheriting the aspectual and the temporal characteristics of the respective participle. 

(39) Четящият впоследствие ще почувства душата на писалия.
‘The reader will afterwards feel the soul of the writer.’
(40)  „Часът  на  зеления  прилив“  очевидно  е  някакво  предварително  определено  време

между написалия документа и онзи, който трябва да го прочете.
‘”The hour of the green flow” is obviously some time period between the writer of the document

and the one who has to read it.’

7. Distribution

The general distribution of the past active participles of the verbs  правя ‘do; make impf.’,  направя
‘do; make pf.’, and пиша ‘write impf.’, напиша ‘write pf.’ without specification of the compound verb
form is shown in Table 2. The verbs are chosen to illustrate the forms distribution with respect to their
frequency and the possibility to compare all four participles. 

aorist imperfect
imperfective правил 6 023 правел 1 121
perfective направил 24 847 направел 43
imperfective писал 3 163 пишел 385
perfective написал 4 529 напишел 3

Table 2: Distribution of the past active participles

The  number  of  occurrences  may  be  analyzed  in  several  viewpoints.  Aorist  participles  are  more
frequent than imperfect participles as they may be used in perfect tenses of indicative, in conditional
and in evidential tenses. The usage of the imperfect participles is limited to few tenses of the indirect
evidentiality. With respect to the compatibility of the grammatical features aorist participles derive
more often from perfective verbs and imperfect participles – from imperfective verbs. Taking into
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account those two trends, the highest frequency of the perfective aorist participle is not unexpected, as
well as the smallest number of occurrences of the perfective imperfect participle.

8. Conclusion

Past  active  participles  in  Bulgarian  form  a  complex  system  combining  aspectual  and  temporal
characteristics. Their usage in different tenses, moods and evidentials depends on the compatibility of
the respective grammatical  meanings.  Corpus-based studies outline the general  tendencies of their
usage,  the  specific  contexts  that  require  a  given  type  of  participle  and  the  restrictions  due  to
incompatible aspectual and temporal meaning. In general,  participles in compound temporal forms
cover all the central particular meanings of verb aspects in Bulgarian, thus creating a possibility to
express aspectual opposition within perfect tenses, conditional mood and evidentiality. Matching the
general trends in aspectual functions, perfective participles have homogenous meaning and usage, and,
on the contrary, imperfective ones display much more diversity in their functions and none of their
particular meanings can be pointed out as predominant. In terms of frequency, aorist participles prevail
considerably above imperfect, the latter being restricted within the evidential system.
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