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When analysing the semantics of aspecto-temporal 
forms in real texts, one is constantly confronted 
with a notorious amount of cases which are hard 
to interpret.

(Glovinskaja 2001: 255; translation and 
emphasis mine)

The notion of aspect has been applied to the descrip-
tion / analysis of the verbal system of Hindi-Urdu in at 
times seemingly contradictory or mutually exclusive 
approaches. There are at least three different aspectual 
contrasts that are widely used in the discussion of the 
Hindi-Urdu verb:

1.  non-progressive vs progressive:   
kartā hai — kar rahā hai  
This contrast corresponds to a large extent to the 
one between simple and progressive tenses in Eng-
lish (does – is doing), the progressive tenses being 
the marked partner of the opposition.

2.  non-anterior vs anterior: kartā hai — kiyā hai   
This contrast corresponds to a large extent to the 
one between simple and anterior tenses in English 
(does – has done), the anterior tenses being the 
marked partner of the opposition.

3.  non-perfective vs perfective (in the strict sense of 
Slavic ‘vid’):     
This contrast has been used to analyse the contrast 
between simple verb and ‘compound verb’ in Hindi-
Urdu: kiyā — kar diyā (the difference between the 
two forms does not show up in English, but often 
corresponds to Russian делал – сделал). Accord-
ing to a tradition established by Roman Jakobson 
(Jakobson [1932] 1971), the Russian perfective 
is mostly analysed as the marked partner of the 
opposition. More disputed is the intrinsic ‘mean-
ing’ of the perfective aspect: while some linguists 
try to establish a broad semantic ‘invariant’ (‘com-
pleteness’, ‘integrity’, ‘boundedness’ etc.), others, 
taking Maslov’s seminal article (Maslov 1948) as 
their starting-point, prefer to work out a series of 
‘meanings’ each restricted to a particular group of 
verbs (Glovinskaja 2001, Paducheva 2009 and 
2010, Zaliznyak et. al. 2015), but all arguably con-
nected by some family resemblance.   
The analysis of the Hindi-Urdu compound verb as 

a close parallel to the perfective aspect of Slavic 
languages has been uphold by linguists like Baran-
nikov, Pořízka, Nespital and Hook, but was rejected 
by others, most categorically by Masica (Masica 
1991: 326-330).

Problems are due to arise when these three types of 
‘aspect’ are not clearly and unambiguously kept apart (on 
this, see Sasse 2001):

–  The marked partner of (1) is often identified 
with the unmarked partner of (3), resulting in 
a misleading concept of ‘imperfectivity’.  
Note: The non-progressive in Hindi-Urdu is com-
patible with the compound verb (vah gum ho jātī 
hai ‘she disappears’), a behaviour that has only very 
restricted parallels in Russian, but, on the other 
hand, a clear counterpart in the use of the perfective 
present in, e.g., Czech (Nádeníček 2011).

–  In Hindi-Urdu, the simple past (‘aorist’ according 
to Montaut, who follows Benveniste) of the simple 
verb is often analysed as ‘perfective’, quite in contra-
diction to some of its usages in actual texts, e.g. the 
so-called ‘perfectivity paradox’ (Singh 1991), which 
ceases to be a ‘paradox’ when this tense is analysed 
as aspectually unspecified.

The paper will present an analysis of the data collected in 
a comparative study of literary translations from Russian 
into Hindi and Urdu. Methodologically, it follows com-
parative translation studies done for European and South 
Asian languages (Maslov 1974, Nádeníček 2011); 
some studies in contrastive grammar are also taken 
into consideration (e.g. Bahuguna 1986, Chatterjee 
1988). The paper will discuss both dramatical dialogue 
(Gorki’s ‘Lower Depths’) and narrative prose (Rasputin’s 
novel ‘Farewell to Matyora’).

Concerning narrative prose, there is a short chapter on 
aspect in Daščenko 2007, which gives a set of rules for 
the translation of the Hindi-Urdu simple past, specifying 
when it has to be rendered by the perfective and when by 
the imperfective aspect in Russian. Daščenko’s rules are 
corroborated by the data collected from Rasputin’s novel 
and its Hindi translation. In narrative prose, there are 
much more perfective verbs in Russian than compound 
verbs in Hindi-Urdu, but the cases where both languages 
‘match’ are clearly a subset of the cases where Russian 
uses the perfective aspect.
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The data from dramatical dialogue shows a remark-
ably high correspondence between the Hindi-Urdu com-
pound verb and the Russian perfective aspect in the 
non-narrative register, specifically in the future tense, the 
subjunctive and the imperative, an area often neglected 
or excluded in aspectual studies (“Perfective is the aspect 
used for narrating sequences of events […] It is thus 
often used to refer to situations that occurred in the 

past”, Bybee et al. 1994, a definition as misleading as 
influentual). The paper will provide an exact ratio both 
for the Hindi and the Urdu translations.

Based one these findings, the paper will suggest some 
grammatical conclusions about both parallels and differ-
ences between the Hindi-Urdu compound verb and the 
Russian perfective aspect.
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