
INTERMEDIATE PREFIXES IN RUSSIAN 
 

Sergei Tatevosov 
Moscow State University 

 
 
Background. It has been widely recognized that verbal prefixes in Slavic languages form a 
heterogeneous class as to their semantic and syntactic properties (e.g., Filip 1993/99, 2000 and 
elsewhere). More specifically, prefixes fall into two types, lexical (LPs) and superlexical (SLPs) (for 
Russian, see Babko-Malaya 1999, Ramchand 2004, Romanova 2004, 2006, Svenonius 2004), or internal 
and external (DiScuillo & Slabakova 2005). LPs (see (1a)) are normally idiosyncratic in meaning; less 
frequently than not, they affect argument structure of the verb, see (1b). In contrast, SLPs listed in (2a) 
introduce predictable, adverbial-like meanings (see examples in (2b)) and never change argument 
structure. If two prefixes stack, SLPs occur outside LPs, (3a-b). LPs are typically analyzed as merged VP-
internally, while SLPs originate higher (two specific proposals are represented in (4)).  
 
Proposal. I this paper, I argue for a more articulated hierarchical structure, whereby there is a separate 
projection for intermediate prefixes (IPs), distinct from LPs/SLPs. Evidence for this structure comes from the 
distribution of two prefixes, completive do- and repetitive pere- in (5), which pattern with neither SLPs nor 
LPs. Also, relying on scopal facts, I will suggest that IPs can merge either above or below vP. Combining 
these two suggestions yield structures in (6a-b). 
 
Evidence and discussion. Main evidence supporting separation of IPs from other prefixes comes from 
their distinguished distributional characteristics.  
 First, intermediate prefixes occur outside LPs, as in (7), but inside SLPs, as in (8). The very fact that a 
verbal stem can contain three prefixes (SLP-IP-LP, see (9)) is problematic for theories assuming a binary 
distinction between SLPs and LPs, but this is exactly what we can expect given the analysis in (6a-b). 
 
Secondly, unlike LPs, IPs are fully compositional: pere renders the meaning of repetition, while do- 
contributes the meaning of completion. Neither of these prefixes affect argument structure determined by 
lexical prefixes.  
 
Thirdly, IPs differ from SLPs as to the their position with respect to the secondary imperfective -yva. 
Whereas SLPs can merge above -yva, IPs obligatorily merge below -yva-. In (9), the superlexical 
cumulative prefix na- is attached to the imperfectivized stem zabi-va-, the resulting (ac)cumulative verb 
being perfective. In contrast, the intermediate prefix do- is attached to the non-imperfectivized stem zabi-, 
-va- being merged later. The overall stem do-za-bi-va- is thus imperfective. Structure of (10a-b) is 
represented in (11a-b). 
 
Fourthly, IPs, unlike SLPs, allow for nominalization. (12a-b) illustrate deverbal nouns in -nie: (12b) with 
do- is fine, while (12a) with na- is inappropriate. The same pattern obtains with deverbal nouns in -k-: 
(13b) illustrates the intermediate prefix pere-, (13a) shows the delimitative prefix po-. This distribution 
suggests that a maximal constituent that allows for nominalization in Russian contains ItmP but excludes 
ExpP; IPs are thus merged before SLPs.  
 
Finally, it is worth noting that IPs, unlike either LPs or SLPs, are recursive. Two LPs or SLPs are not allowed 
within the same verbal stem, but this is exactly what happens with IPs in (14a-b). Furthermore, according to 
speaker’s judgments,  do-do- and pere-pere- chains in (14c-d) are readily available under appropriate contexts, 
too. If do- and pere- are analyzed as lexical, it is difficult if at all possible to explain why some LPs are 
recursive but others are not. (The same problem rises, of course, if do- and pere- are analyzed as SLPs). Under 
the proposed analysis such a problem does not emerge.  



 
The above evidence suggests that IPs merge below SLPs. Moreover, (11) shows that IPs merge below the 
secondary imperfective -yva. To identify their position more precisely, look at their scope possibilities. (15a-b) 
show that pere- is ambiguous between repetitive and restitutive readings in much the same way as adverbs like 
‘again’ (von Stechow 1996, Tenny 2000, a.m.o.). The latter reading can be accounted for if one assumes, along 
the lines of von Stechow 1996, that pere- can be merged before Agent is introduced, that is, before vP is 
projected. In (16b), pere- only takes scope over VP, indicating that it is the change of state of the Patient that 
happens again. Under the repetitive reading, represented in (16a), pere- merges above vP hence takes scope 
over the whole event including Agent’s activity. Do- exhibit the same scope possibilities: e.g., dopisat’ pis’mo 
‘complete writing a letter’ is appropriate if the Agent which starts and completes writing is the same as well as 
if Agents are different. This is exactly what can be expected if do- and pere- fall under the same category of 
intermediate prefixes.  
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Examples 
(1)  a. Examples of LPs: pod-, vy-, za- (a.o.): pisa-t’ ‘write’ — pod-pisat’ ‘sign’ — vy-pisat’ ‘copy’ —  
   za-pisat’ ‘record’ 
 b. pisa-t’ pis’mo ‘write a/the letter’ —  
   ??za-pisa-t’ pis’mo ‘record a/the letter’ || OKza-pisa-t’ disk ‘record a/the CD’ 
(2)  a. SLPs (according to Romanova 2006):  
  za-  ‘inceptive’, na-  ‘(ac)cumulative’, ot- ‘terminative’, po- ‘delimitative’,  
  pri-, pod-, po-  ‘attenuative’, pere-, po- ‘distributive’  
 b.  za-xodit’ ‘start walking around’, na-brat’ (gribov) ‘collect a quantity of (mushrooms)’,  
  ot-xodit’ ‘stop wakling’, po-spat’ ‘sleep for a while’, pod-prostytj ‘catch a slight cold’,  
  pere-lovit’ vsex prestupnikov ‘catch all the criminals (one after another)’ 
(3) a. Vasja na-za-pis-yva-l (*za-na-pis-yva-l) kuč-u disk-ov. 
  V. SLP-LP-write-IPFV-PST.M LP-SLP-write-IPFV-PST.M pile-ACC CD-PL.GEN 
  ‘Vasja recorded a lot of CDs.’ 
 b. Vasja nemnogo po-za-pis-yva-l (*za-po-pis-yva-l) diski (i ušel domoj). 
  V. for.a.while SLP-LP-write-IPFV-PST.M LP-SLP-write-IPFV-PST.M CD-PL.ACC  and  went  home 
  ‘Vasja recorded CDs for a while (and went home).’ 
(4)  Ramchand 2004: [CulmP [Culm SLP ] [AspP ... [vP ... [VP ... [RP [R LP ] [SC ]]]]]] 
 Romanova 2006: LPs are within R(sesultative)P; cumulative na- and distributive pere- are above VP 
(5)  Intermediate prefixes:  
 a. completive (CMP) do- !  ‘complete doing sth’: do-pisat’ ‘complete writing’ 
 b. repetitive (RPT) pere- !  ‘do sth again, re-do’: pere-pisat’ ‘re-write’ 
(6)  a. [ExtP SLPs ...  [ItmP* IPs [vP ... [VP ... [RP ... LPs ...  ]]]]] 
 b. [ExtP SLPs [vP ... [ItmP* IPs [VP ... [RP ... LPs ...  ]]]]] 



 where ExtP is a projection of superlexical prefixes, ItmP is a projection of intermediate prefixes,  
 «X*» reads as ‘one or more instances of X’ 
(7)  a. pere-za-pisa-t’ || *za-pere-pisa-t’ ‘record again’  
 b. do-vy-pisat’ || *vy-do-pisat’ ‘complete copying’ 
(8)  a. po-pere-pis-yva-t’ || *pere-po-pis-yva-t’‘spend some time re-writing sth’ 
 b. po-do-pis-yva-t’ || *do-po-pis-yva-t’ ‘spend some time completing writing sth’ 
(9) Vasja nemnogo po-pere-za-pis-yva-l diski (i ušel domoj) 
 V. for.a.while SLP-IP-LP-write-IPFV-PST.M CD-PL.ACC and went  home 
 ‘Vasja spent some time re-recording CDs, and went home.’ 
(10) a. Vasja [na-[[za-bi]-va]]-l gvozd-ej v sten-u. 
  V. CUM-LP-hit-IPFV-PST.M nail-GEN.PL in wall-ACC 
  ‘V. hammeredPFV a lot of nails into the wall.’ 
 b. Vasja [[do-[za-bi]]-va]-l gvozd-i v sten-u. 
  V. CMP-LP-hit-IPFV-PST.M nail-ACC.PL in wall-ACC 
  ‘(When I came,) V. was completing hammeringIPFV nails into the wall.’ 
(11) a. [ExtP na-   [yvaP -yva [vP Vasja za-bi nails into the wall]]] 
 b. [yvaP -yva [ItmP do- [vP Vasja za-bi nails into the wall ]]] 
(12) a.  *na-za-bi-va-nij-e  gvozd-ej  b. do-za-bi-va-nij-e  gvozdej 
 CUM-LP-hit-IPFV-NMN-NOM.SG  nail-GEN.PL   CMP-LP-hit-IPFV-NMN-NOM.SG  nail-GEN.PL 
 ‘hammering a lot of nails’    ‘completing hammering of nails’ 
(13) a.  *po-risov-k-a  kartinok  b.  pere-risov-k-a  kartinok 
 DELIM-draw-NMN-NOM.SG  picture.GEN.PL   RPT-draw-NMN-NOM.SG  picture.GEN.PL 
  ‘drawing pictures for a while’    ‘re-drawing of pictures’   
  (cf. OKporisoval kartinki ‘drew pictures for a while’) 
(14) a. Vasja do-pere-pisa-l stat-ju. 
  V. CMP-RPT-write-PST.M paper-ACC.SG 
  ‘Vasja completed re-writing a paper.’ 
 b. Vasja pere-do-pisa-l stat-ju. 
  V. RPT-CMP-write-PST.M paper-ACC.SG 
  ‘Again, Vasja performed a final stage of writing a paper.’ 
 c. Vasja do-do-pisal knig-u. 
  V. CMP-CMP-write-PST.M book-ACC.SG 
  {Context: V. had to finish the book yesterday. However, he fell asleep before he finished. Finally, 
  today} ‘Vasja completed finishing writing a book.’ 
 d. Vasja pere-pere-pisa-l stat-ju 
  V. RPT-CMP-write-PST.M paper-ACC.SG 
  {Context: Having got a lot of suggestions from reviewers, V. rewrote his paper and resubmitted it.  
  New revisions came. After that,} ‘Vasja rewrote his paper again.’ 
(15)  Vasja  pere-pisa-l  pis’m-o. 
 V.  RPT-write-PST.M letter-ACC.SG 
 ‘Vasja re-wrote a/the letter.’ 
Scenario 1 (repetitive): Vasja had written a letter, but was unhappy with what he wrote and decided to re-write it. 
Scenario 2 (restitutive): Petja had written a letter, but Vasja was unhappy with what he wrote and decided to re-write it. 
(16)  a. [ItmP pere- [vP Vasja [VP pisa- pis’mo]]] 
  b. [vP Vasja [ItmP pere- [VP pisa- pis’mo]]] 


