The grammatical status of Russian ‘predicatives’ when translated into English and Italian

This study will focus on Russian ‘predicatives’ and their grammatical shift in the process of translation from
source language (L1) to target language (L2). They will be analysed with respect (i) to their argument structure,
and, in particular, (ii) to different structures that do not show grammatical differences when translated from L1 to
L2. After briefly introducing these forms and explaining, in short, what argument structure does imply, different
examples of translations from Russian into English and Italian will be given; they will show the grammatical
status of predicatives, concordances and differences.

The question of the so-called ‘predicatives’ and the grammatical category they should belong to, has long
been discussed and is still unsolved. The first linguist that in 1928, in his article O vacmsx peuu ¢ pycckom szvixe
(On parts of speech in Russian language), distinguishes words as xomozmso (it’s cold), Teruto (it’s hot), sxapxo (it’s
very hot), including them in a specific part of speech, ‘Kareropust Cocrosiaus’ (‘Category of Condition’), was
S¢erba. He identifies their invariable meaning of ‘condition’, not foreseen for both their homonyms adjectives,
quality indicators, and verbs, action indicators [1, p. 90]. Zimmerling [2, p. 1] gives the following explanations
about Sc&erba’s opinion on this matter: “HoBast wactb peud, MO €ero MHEHHIO, TOMOJHACTCS 3a CYeT
CHenHatu3anui B GyHKIUN CKa3yeMOTO HEM3MEHIEMBIX CJIOB THIIA CTBITHO, TPYCTHO, BECeJO, HA/IO0, XKajb, Iopa,
nasecene” (The new part of speech, in his opinion, develops at the expense of the specialization of invariable
expressions, with predicate functions, of the kind of ‘it’s sad’, ‘it’s funny’, ‘it’s needed’, ‘it’s a pity’, ‘it’s time to’,
‘to be drunk’]. Nevertheless S¢erba considered the difficulty in identifying some morpho-grammatical category
within which to include these words ending in-o, referring neither to the verb, nor to the adjective, nor to the
adverb, but simply used as predicates (with or without a copula), within impersonal contexts [3, p. 75]. He added
indeed: “B To jxe BpeMs HX C TPYIOM MOXHO OTHECTH TOJBKO K HApEUHsiM, IOCKOJIbKY MHpH Onvkaiiimiem
PACCMOTPCHHUHU OKa3bIBACTCSA, YTO YKA3aHHBIC CJIOBA HC IMOABOIATCA IO KATCrOPUIO Hape‘IHﬁ, TaK KaK HC
OTHOCSITCSL HU K TJIArojly, HU K IpUJIaraTeabHOMY, HH K apyromy Hapeuuto” (At the same time, these words can
hardly be referred only to adverbs, as a closer look reveals that these words do not fall into the category of
adverbs, as well as they do not refer to the verb, adjective or any other adverb) [4, p. 74].

The question about the grammatical category these words should belong to is still open and under discussion.
Within linguistic theory, two distinct positions can be distinguished. The ones who are in favour of traditional
categories do not agree on the category where to include them in, for mainly morphological reasons [Sapiro, 5-6].
Those who identify, for these words, a new part of speech, do not agree on which basis to define it (semantic or
syntactic) and, in any case, they can’t explain how syntax [7, 8], semantics [4, 9] and morphology [10, 11] do
interact.

Independently from these different point of views, the general impression is that there is an orientation mostly
based on semantic criteria, as indeed suggests the same definition assigned to them: ‘words of the category of
condition’. In this regard, Matchanova [12, p. 48] states that:

Mu1 OPpUACPIKUBACMCA TCPpMHUHA ‘cioBa KaTeropumn COCTOSIHI/IFI’, Tak Kak OH HamboJjee II0JIHO OTpaxKaeT
MPUPOAY M CYINIHOCTh PacCMaTPHUBAEMBIX CIIOB. [...] COCTOSHHE MpPEICTaBIsIET COOOH OCOOYI0 CEMaHTHUECKYIO
CTPYKTYpPY, HEpapXW4YE€CKHd OPraHU30BAHHYIO, KaK IpaBWJIO, TECHO CBS3aHHYI0 C NpPEIMETHOW cuTyauuen
(oMouMsAMH, (U3HOIOTMYECKUMH CHMITOMaMH, TEMIIEPATypHbIMH, CBETOBBIMH, aTMOC(EPHBIMH MpPU3HAKAMH
OKpYXalollel Ccpesbl); COCTOSHME MOXET OBITh KaTerOpH30BaHO B SI3bIKE IMPEUMYIIECTBEHHO JIEKCUYECKH,
NPEUMYHICCTBEHHO TI'paMMaTU4€CKH, KOMIUICEKCHO W MOXET 6I>ITI> BBIPAXKCHO Ha YPOBHC CJ'IOBO(bOpMI)I,
BoickassiBanus U Tekcta (We adhere to the term ‘words of the category of condition’, because it more closely
reflects the nature and essence of the words considered. [...] the condition represents a particular semantic
structure, hierarchically organized, usually, strictly linked to the objective situation [emotions, physiological
symptoms, related to temperature, light, atmospheric characteristics of the surrounding environment]; the
condition can be characterized in the language mainly lexically, mainly grammatically, broadly speaking it can
also be expressed at the level of word-form, expression and text.

As shown in example (1), while xomoxuo in (1a) refers to the state-condition of ‘cold’, experienced by a
person, in (1b) its homonym form is an adjective, referred to the subject Moposxennoe, while the verb xosozeer in
(1c) implies an action, a process:

1)
@) Meue XOJIOTHO
to me.DAT cold[PRED]
(I'm cold)
(b) MopokeHHOE  XOJIOIHO

Ice-cream.NOM  cold.N [ADJ]
(The ice-cream is cold)



() Bona XOJIOZIEET
Water.NOM gets cold[Vv]
(Water gets cold)

There’s also the possibility to find the same word xonoxnmo in different context, with modal functions as in
(1d):

(d) On XOJIOZTHO OTpearnpoBa
He.NOM coldly [ADV] reacted [V]
(He answered coldly)

As he may see from the translations given above, all the structures showed have their counterpart equivalent
in English (1), or in Italian (2):

)

@ Mmue XOJIOTHO
A me.DAT freddo[PRED]
(Oggi ho freddo)

(b) MOpOKEHHOE ~ XOJIOJTHO
Gelato.NOM freddo.N [ADJ]
(11 gelato é freddo)

(© Bona X0JI0/IEET
Acqua.NOM si raffredda[Vv]
(L’acqua si raffredda)

(d) On XOJIOTHO OTpearupoBa
Lui.NOM freddamente [ADV] reagi[Vv]

(Lui rispose freddamente)

In both (1b/c/d) and (2b/c/d), the L2 equivalents exactly reflect the original grammatical structure of L1, as
showed in Tab. 1:

Tab. 1 equivalent grammatical structures

Russian English Italian

(1b-2b) Xomoano [ADJ] (1b-2b) cold [ADJ] (1b-2b) freddo [ADJ]
(1c-2c) xomoneer [V] (1c-2c) gets cold [Vv] (1c-2c) si raffredda [V]
(1d-2d) xomnomuo [ADV] (1d-2d) coldly [ADV] (1d-2d) freddamente [ADV]

Things change when we translate (1a) into, respectively, English and Italian. Even thought xomoxso in (1a)
has functions of verbal predicate, same function shared by the verb in (1c), it is not a verb. Even thought xomonro
in (1a) is morphologically the same as a short-form neuter adjective (1b) or an adverb (1d), it is neither an
adjective, nor an adverb. In order to explain this, we need to introduce the ‘argument structure’, briefly described
hereafter, referring in particular to the arguments these forms usually select.

Predicatives can be then considered a sort of intermediate category between adjectives and verbs; though not
verbs, they share same functions, they are indeed supposed to select a certain amount of arguments, that is
complements, as well as adjectives, nouns or prepositions. ‘Dependency and valency theory’ has been perfected,
more in detailed, in the first half of the 20th century, by the French linguist Lucien Tesniéere [13], precursor of the
modern grammatical dependency and valence theories [14; 15; 16; 17; 18; 19]. In his main work Eléments de
syntaxe structurale, published posthumously in 1959, he writes: “The verb expresses the process [...] The actants
are human beings or things that, at any title and in any way, even by way of simple actors and in the most passive
way, participate in the process” [13, p. 73].

In particular, they can select a logical subject experiencing the condition they refer to, for example, of ‘cold’
(xomomno) or of ‘joy’ (Beceno). In these cases the subject is expressed through a non-canonical dative case,
referred to the person undergoing a situation or sensation lacking a semantic agent. Example in (1a) shows the use
of this non-canonical subject, referring the condition of ‘cold’ to the dative ‘“Mue’, who is clearly the recipient.

Tesniére developed the further idea that there is no univocal relationship between grammatical functions and
semantic roles, since the role of subject can be played, in the argument theory, not necessarily by a canonical
argument. He exposes his general syntactic theory through a tripartite analysis, which considers:

(i) number of arguments-complements necessary for the construction of grammatical sentences;
(if) morphological form of these complements;


https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/situation
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/sensation
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/agent

(iii) roles and any semantic restrictions, evaluating possible semantic (in-)consistencies.

In more theoretical terms, he addresses the question, respectively, from three different levels of analysis:

Q) syntax: information on the quantity and syntactic functions of each constituents, on the
combinability of the various elements of the sentence;
(i) morphology: information on the categorical (morphological) form of the various constituents;

(iii) semantics: information on the semantic (or thematic) roles each constituents plays in the event
described by the verb (in our case by the predicative) [13].

Tab. 2 exemplifies this tripartite analysis by comparing the examples in (1) e (2), in particular with respect
to their subject’s argument properties:

Tab. 2 examples of syntactic-grammatical structures with respect to their subject’s argument properties

L1/L2 Examples Semantics Morphology Syntax
(case)
(@)
Ru L1 MHe XOJI0JHO Experiencer Dative Non-canonical sub.
EngL2 | I'mcold Experiencer Nominative Canonical subject
ItL2 (1o) ho freddo Experiencer Nominative Canonical subject
(b)
Ru L1 MopOoxeHHOE XOJIIOAHO Theme Nominative Canonical subject
Eng L2 | The ice-creamis cold Theme Nominative Canonical subject
ItL2 Il gelato e freddo Theme Nominative Canonical subject
(©
Ru L1 Bona xonozneer Patient Nominative Canonical subject
Eng L2 | Water gets cold Patient Nominative Canonical subject
ItL2 L’acqua si raffredda Patient Nominative Canonical subject
(d)
Ru L1 OH XOJIOIHO OTpearupoBa Agent Nominative Canonical subject
Eng L2 | He answered coldly Agent Nominative Canonical subject
ItL2 Lui rispose freddamente Agent Nominative Canonical subject

It is immediately evident that the three examples in (b/c/d) have the same grammatical structure, both in
the Russian original version L1, and in the two English and Italian L2 versions. Even though semantic roles vary
in L1, alternatively Theme® in (1b), Patient’ in (1c) and Agent® in (1d), they do not vary in the relevant L2
translations, neither does vary the argument structure for all the three different examples. All subjects are
canonical ones, expressed through a nominative case, filling the canonical subject position.

As regards examples in (a), on the contrary, we note, in particular, that the Russian original foresees a
logical subject (not grammatical), at the dative case (mue), bearing the semantic role of Experiencer. Moreover, we
realize that the same Experiencer role can be expressed, morphologically and syntactically, in different ways in the
L2 translations. Indeed, it is a subject in the nominative case both in English and in Italian, compulsory in the first
case, unexpressed in the second. Furthermore, while the copula in Russian is omitted in the present, it is
compulsory in English, while Italian is almost different, requiring a transitive construction through the verb ‘to
have’ (I’'m cold vs lo ho freddo). Then, while in the original version the word referring to ‘cold’ is a predicative, in
English it is an adjective, while in Italian it is a noun. It’s interesting then to note that here, in the process of
translation, there is a shift in the grammatical features and syntactic structure from L1 to L2, even though the
argument structure remains the same.

In conclusion, we may say that in the process of translation from L1 to L2, if for certain cases there are no
particular difficulties interpreting both grammatical and semantic meaning of these sentences, in other ones
translation is the result of more complex meta-linguistic operations, especially when analysing languages
comparatively.

Grammatical abbreviations:
ADJ = ADJECTIVE
ADV = ADVERB

! The person or thing the action expressed by the verb refers to.
2 The person or thing that undergoes the effect of the action expressed by the verb.
® The person that performs the action expressed by the verb.



DAT = DATIVE (CASE)

N = NEUTER

NOM = NOMINATIVE (CASE)
PRED = PREDICATIVE (FORM)
V = VERB

(1) Ulepba 1974

(2) Uummepmuar 2003

(3) Tankuna-denopyx 1939

(4) Ulepba 1957
(5) Ulamupo 1955

(6) llamupo 1955

(7) Bunorpaznos 1972
(8) Iocmenos 1955

(9) Ucauenko 1955

(10) Tuxouos 1960

(11) Tankuna-Oemopyk 1948

(12) Marxanosa 2001

(13) Tesniere 1959

(14) Comrie 1989

(15) Grimshaw 1990

(16) van Valin, La Polla 1997
(17) Salvi e Vanelli 2004
(18) Donati 2008

(19) De Santis 2016
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