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The Russian Zero Construction

lvan G. Iliev
(Plovdiv, Bulgaria)

Introduction

In this article, I will demonstrate some uses in contemporary Russian language that —
are similar to the South Slavonic da-constructions and the Czech af-constructions.
What is characteristic for the three types of sentences is that they compete with
similar syntactical structures where the infinitive or the subjunctive is used.! This
phenomenon seems to appear regularly in Russian and maybe in other East Slavic
languages. The material used is taken from original Russian films and films translated
into Russian.

The fJa-Construction In South Slavic

Here are several examples from Serbian, with Bulgarian equivalents, of the mentioned
da-sentences:*
S. Xohew nu 0a npobaw paxujy?—Bg. Hckaw nu da onumaws pakusma?— Would you

like to try the brandy?;

1 See ILIEV,I G.: Bolgarskij kon”junktiv v sinchronnom i diachronnom aspektach. Linguistique
balkanique / Balkansko ezikoznanie, 2013, €. 1, s.41-54, ILIEV,1. G.: Za konkurencijata mezdu
konjunktiva, infinitiva i da-konstrukcijata. In: GEORGIEVA, T. (ed.): Izvestija na NC ,Sv. Dazij
Dorostolski”. Ruse: Universitetski izdatelski centar, 2013, s.83-98, ILIEV,L. G.: Stereotipat na
mislene i alternativite na konjunktiva. In: BUROV,S. (ed.): Jubilejna mezdunarodna naucna
konferencija ,,50 godini Velikotdrnovski universitet ,Sv. sv. Kiril i Metodij”. Sekcija ,Filologiceski
fakultet”. Veliko Tarnovo: Ul ,Sv. sv. Kiril i Metodij”, 2014, s. 44—51, ILIEV, L. G.: Konjunktivnite
upotrebi v srednobalgarskite tekstove i proizvedenija ot 14-15 vek. In: Tdrnovska kniZovna $kola.
Veliko Térnovo: UI ,,Sv. sv. Kiril i Metodij”, 2015, €. 10, 5. 544-560, ILIEV, L. G.: Za presecnite tocki na
starobalgarskija konjunktiv i novobalgarskite preizkazni formi. Dzjalo, 2017, €. 9, s. 1-26, ILIEV, L. G.:
Alternativite na konjunktiva v Ochridskija apostol. In: COMATIL S., HENZELMANN, M., KRAUS, R.,
SCHALLER, H. (eds): Bulgarica. C. 4, 2021, 5. 157-166, ILIEV, 1. G., KOROLOFF, L.: On a Parallel in
the Use of Subjunctive Conjunctions in Russian and Bulgarian. International Journal of Russian
Studies, 2021, €. 2, s.1-3.

2 Slavjanski ezici. Gramaticni ocerci. Sofija: Izdatelstvo na BAN, 1994, pp. 117-118.
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S. Mopaw da oohew yjympo—Bg. Tpabea 0a dotidew cympunma—You have to come
tomorrow morning;

S. Ty mpeba Oa ce Hahe uosex (with an infinitive: S. Ty mpe6a nahu uosexa)—Bg.
Tyk mpsibea 0a ce Hamepu uosex—Here you have to find a person.

Or from Slovenian, again with Bulgarian equivalents:?

Sl. Clovek zivi zato, da isce resnice—Bg. Yosex xueee 3a mosa—da mwvpcu
ucmunama—A person lives in order to seek the truth;

Sl: Ali kaj ste $li da vidite?—Bg. A kakxeo xoduxme da eudume?—And what did you go
to see?, etc.

The At-Construction in Czech

Here are some examples of this too:*

Cz. Dohlédni na to, af vstanou, umyji se a obleCou—Make sure they get up, wash
and dress!—Bg. I'medaii 0a cmanam, da ce ymusm u da ce obmekam (subjunctive: Cz.
Dohlédni na to, aby vstali véas do skoly!—Make sure they are up in time for school!—Bg.
I'medaii 0a cmanam Hagpeme 3a yuunuuye;

Cz. Dohlédni na to, af si déti Cisti zuby alespori dvarkrat denné—Make sure the children
brush their teeth at least twice a day—Bg. I'medaii deyama da cu musm 3v6ume note 06a
nemu Ha OeH.

The g-Construction in Russian

I am now going to get down to the essence of the matter and give the Russian examples
I have found. In those examples the present form replacing the infinitive is used with
a zero conjunction, which I replace here with the sign @ (instead of the Czech at,
or the Bulgarian da). The verbs in the context mentioned are used predominantly
after xorets, Mmoub, mate. The specific ones I have found are 6pocumv, nokasamo,
60TiMu, NOMOUb, 3aCMeZHYMbCs, CKA3aMmb, PAcCKA3amy, PACCMOMpPemy, NOCMOMpPembp,
nozosopumsv, 3Hamby, etc.

In the film American Sniper (2014), directed by Clint Eastwood, Russian title Craiinep,
at 2.01.56 sec., there is the sentence MoxHo & ckaxy koe-umo? Bg. Moxe nn na
kaxa Herr(o? (Can I say something?) instead of MosHo mHe ckazamb koe-umo? (with
an infinitive construction). The situation here is the same as if instead of the zero
conjunction, according to the Bulgarian model, there would be *Moscro da cxaxcy
koe-umo? Or, according to the Czech model, there would be *Moxcho af ckaxcy koe-umo?

3 Slavjanski ezici. Gramaticni oCerci. Sofija: Izdatelstvo na BAN, 1994, p. 164.
4  RERICHA, V.: Angli¢tina pro au pair. Olomouc: Nakladatelstvi Olomouc, 2004, pp. 35, 38.
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In the film The Debt (2010), director John Madden, with Russian title Pacniama, at
6.44 sec., there is the following dialogue:

— Hy u koe0a sxce muvt 6pocuwv?—Bg. U xora 111e ro otkaxetn? (And when are you
going to give it up?).

— UYmo @ 6powy? (instead of Ymo mre 6pocumv?)—Bg. Kakso na otkaxa? (Give up
what?).

— Kypumv—Bg. llymenero. (Smoking.).

In Escobar: Paradise Lost (2014), directed by Andrea Di Stefano, Russian title
ITomepsannuiii pail, at 1.11.28 sec., we see the following sentence:

Xouewv s & nosedy (mawuny)?—instead of Xouewn, umobvr s nosen? (with
subjunctive)—Bg. Mckaur sin a3 ga kapam? (Do you want me to drive?).

In the French production feanne d’Arc (1999)—director Luc Besson, Russian title
JKannua II’Apk, at 56.59 sec., we find the following example:

Houme @ nokaxcy xoe-umo—Bg. Enare na Bu mokaxa Herrio (Come to show you
something).

We see the same in Parker (2013) too, directed by Taylor Hackford—Russian title
ITapkep, where, at 1.23.00 sec., the Russian translation is Moscro s @ 60i10y?—Bg. Moxe
nu ma Bisasa? (May I come in?), and, at 1.41.36 sec., there is [Jatl 5 me6e & nomozy—Bg.
Hait na tu momorHa (Let me help you).

In the film RoboCop (1987) of Paul Verhoeven, in Russian Po6oKon, at 18.46 sec.,
one of the characters says:

Moscno s @ 3acmeenycv?—Bg. Mosxe nu fia ce 3akomuesi? (Can I buckle up?).

And, at 1.10.40 sec., there is the phrase:

— Umo ¢ éamu, opuyep?—Bg. Kakso Bu crasa, rociogus opuuep? (What’s up with
you, officer?).

— Xomume @ pacckaxy?—Bg. Vckare nn na Bu paskaxa? (Do you want me to tell
you?).

In Robin Hood (2010) of Ridley Scott, Russian title Po6ur I'yd, at 58.15 sec., there is
again a similar sentence:

Hatime s 6ac @ paccmompio—Bg. [laiite na Bu pasrienam (Let me have a look at you).

In the film Cry Macho (2021)—in Russian Mysicckue cre3u, again directed by Clint
Eastwood, at 44.28 sec., the lead character says:

Tam xakas-mo nasxa, s cxoxy & nocmompro—Bg. Tam ma HIKaKBO MarasmHue,
e upa na nornenHa (There is some kiosk over there—I’ll go and have a look).

In Wrath of Man (2021), of Guy Ritchie, in Russian I'nes uenogeueckuii, at 1.00.21 sec.,
the Russian translation is MosHo uecmuo & ckaxy?—Bg. Moxxe nu ga Kaxka 4ecTHO?
(Can I say honestly?), and in the same film, at 1.15.36 sec., we find a similar phrase:
Yecmuo O ckaxcy, He oxuodar..—Bg. YecTHo ma cm Kaka, He oyakBax... (Honestly
speaking, I did not expect...).
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And more—in Mafia Inc. (2019) of Daniel Grou—in Russian Magus Hukopnopetimeo,
at 1.25.00 sec., there is the following dialogue:

— Ham HyxcHo nozosopump!—Bg. Tpsa6sa na morosopum (We have to talk).

— Xouewv & noecosopuwv?—Bg. Vickar na morosopuiu? (You want to talk?).

The significance of this example is that here there is a verb in the second-person
singular, and not in the first-person singular, like in the other examples.

Or—Java Heat (2012) of Conor Allyn, Russian title ITourarowuii ocmpos. At 1.06.23
sec., we hear:

— 3a Bamu cneounu?—Bg. Ilpocnenuxa nu Bu? (Did they follow you?).

— A omxyda @ 3naw?—Bg. Orkbae na suam? (How am I to know?).

Also, in Un uomo in ginocchio (Damiano Damiani)—Russian title Yenosek na koneusx,
first, at 1.10.10 sec., there is:

— Hy umo? A notioy?—Bg. A cera xakBo? A3 na Bupss sn? (Now what? Should I go?).

— Ma, uou.—Bg. [a, sbpBu (Yes, go).

Also, at 1.10.47 sec.: Ecnu ne nomewaro, s myuuie 30ech ezo nodoxoy—Bg. Axko HIMa
Ia mpeua, mo-gobpe ga ro mouakam tyk (If I am not in the way, I'd better wait for him
here).

And, at 1.38.45:

— Bom, 603bMu CKOTTbKO HA00 U ye3x#ati KaKk MOXCHO CKOpee.

Crowuwv?—Bg. ETo, B3eM1 KOJIKOTO TpsA0Ba U 3aMIHaBail Bb3MOKHO HAIOBP30.
UYysaut siu? (There, take as much as needed and leave as soon as possible. Do you hear
me?).

— Kyoa s noedy?—Bg. Kpne na otuna? (Where should I go?).

The last three examples are from original Russian films. I will start with Mepmeoe
nore (Dead Field) (Episode 1) (2006)—of Alexander Aravin. Here, at 27.01 sec., we hear:

— Xopowuii Hoxcuk, dati @ nocmompro—Bg. Xy6aBo HoxUe, Hajl ga ro IorjIegHa
(Nice pen knife—let me have a look at it?).

In the film of Sergey Bodrov Cecmput (Sisters) (2001), at 24.16 sec., we see a similar
sentence yet again:

— MoscHo mul 'y 6ac 00uH Oenv J no6ydem?—Bg. Moske i na ocTaHeM y Bac eIVH
neu? (Can we stay with you for a day?).

And finally, in the war film T-34 (2018), director Alexey Sidorov, at 1.43.42 sec.,
there is:

— Mosxcno O ckaxcy?—Bg. Moxxe nn na kaxa? (Can I say?).

This hardly exhausts the cases in question, but I will stop here.
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Conclusions

Although other interpretation is possible of some of the Russian examples (Xopowuii
Hoxuk, 0ati @ nocmompro—Bg. Xybaso Hokue, nait qa (ro) morsegaa—as well as ...Heka
na (ro) mornenua—Nice pen knife—let me have a look (at it) alongside with ...can I have
a look (at it)?, or: Yecmno @ ckaxcy, He oxudan—Bg. Yecmmuo da cu kaxca, He 0UaK6aAXx...,
as well as uecmnuo we cu kaxca, He ouaksax...—Honestly speaking I did not expect...—as
well as To be honest I did not expect..., this does not change the fact that the process of
creating a @J-construction, used with other present forms in Russian, has obviously
already started.
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