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The Latin -v- perfectum formant 
    In Latin, in school-grammar level, the -v- formant appears in the averbo of many 
verbs “hidden” in the form, as in its simplest case, in “laudō 1 (=laudāre), laudāvī, 
laudātus (or, depending on the dictionary in question, laudātum, which is the supine 
or supinum). 
  “laudāvī” is the “present perfect”, i.e. praesens perfectum indicativi activi. Although 
it can be stated in school-grammar that this verb has “two” stems, lauda- and laudav- 
the “real” stem ends in -a-, and everything else is a question of grammatical 
indicators (formants) as well as – if recourse has been taken to history – of their origin. 
  Three important statements are necessary in the beginning: one thing is the 
category (here praesens perfectum), and another thing is how this category is realized 
(i.e., there are also other forms like ēgī, which still belong to the same functional 
frame with laudāvī. And a third point is how the constituents congregated – through 
a very long, mainly prehistoric, development - in an “endpoint” which, in this case, is 
the Classical Latin language. The “endpoint”, linguistically, is improper, given that the 
Latin language continued to develop as we see today in its continuations, in Italian, 
Spanish, French and other spoken neo-Latin languages. They resemble, more less, 
their origin, the Classical Latin. 
  In synchronic level, such questions cannot be clarified. Indeed, synchrony is not 
much interested in history (in diachrony) whereas a hoped-for precise overall picture 
can be achieved only if the two approaches cooperate. 
  As a principle, can be stated: languages cannot be created or born in the form we 
encounter them today or in earlier complex systems as attested in written tradition. 
In other words, it is impossible that such complex systems as Sanskrit, Classical 
Greek or Latin, or any other similar language, appeared, wherever, suddenly in 
history. Concepts according to which linguistic bodies as, e.g., Sanskrit were handed 
down “from Heaven”/”by God” etc. in spoken or in written form, are part of the 
mythological tradition and of religion. The issue belongs to the unsolved great 
questions. Here: how human language came about, when, where, and why. These are 
the final questions like the origin and aim of the Universe, the appearance of life, 
further of Human on the Earth, and so on. For thousands and thousands of years now, 
ever since Homo is capable to speculate, the questions pop up, answers have been 
attempted at, and no satisfying solution has been found. Even the advanced 
theological suggestion (God existed ever, and everything comes from God) is not an 
answer. Theology does not accept the concept of refutability as science does: no 
categoric statement is permitted; there always must be left a “gateway” to find 
something better. And natural science, consequently, proceeds as far as it can, but 
the “final answer” and/or the “first solution” still are covered by uncertainty. 
  The components of inflected grammatical forms, such as those of Latin, can be 
understood – and if – only as a coagulation (grammaticalization) of independent 
forms (words), during very long, largely prehistoric, processes, partly common Indo-
European, partly independent. (Independent in morphology, but dependent in 
syntax). 
  With regard to verbs, the “philosophy” must have been similar to what we find in 
actual English: “I/you etc. have seen/written” etc., “I was/you were going/speaking” 
etc. Such analytical forms became “synthetic” as we see in Latin (and also in Greek), 
and the “synthetic” forms have become by our time, again, more or less, “analytical”, 
such as is the picture in Italian, in French, English etc. (this is the spiral movement). 
  The -v- formant of Latin, is, by an expert1 in Latin historical Grammar, not quite the 
simplest issue: 

 
1 Michael Weiss, Outline of the Historical and Comparative Grammar of Latin. Ann Arbor – New 
York, Beech Stave Press, 2009. 
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p. 410: 
 

 
 
pp. 411-412: 
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  Though, what Weiss writes is correct, after all, we are not informed what “-v-“ meant 
in terms of semantics, neither the theoretically possible fact that we do not know – 
though we, let’s say so, assume - a previously existing concrete meaning. 
  Weiss’ book is downloadable. I omitted the footnotes, and some other details. 
  Clearly, the “laryngeals”, their postulating, is operative. Let’s remind of the fact that 
a closer look at them is in our future plans as we proceed in IE Basics. 
  Let’s also remind of the fact that we already saw the laryngeals a couple of times, 
and for the last time in connection with the “ari-” issue (see Beekes’ Etymological 
Dictionary2). In a short survey: h1 left no coloration, h2 left [a], and h3 left [o]. I.e., not 
the “laryngeals” themselves were ø, a and o respectively, but their impact after they 
disappeared. For simplicity, and in this sense only, you can “identify” them with the 
given phonemes. However, the issue is considerably more complicated, and we can’t 
even claim that we have understood the basics. Maybe, exactly Beekes’ book (pdf 
available) on historical and IE linguistics will be of help. 
  On the practical side of the issue, it becomes once more, clear that the student must 
learn the lemma information (the averbo), and, for linguistics, acquaintance with 
other languages, too, is most helpful. 
 
  One could say, Weiss is an “empiricist”, not a “mentalist”. I try to add more, as far 
as I can find out more insights. 
 
  Buck3 may help us further: 
 
p. 294: 
 

 
   
 
  The important remark here is that this type of perfect is peculiar to Latin, and is not 
even Italic (which means that there could have been a first bend from Indo-European, 

 
2 *ari-/*αρι- would go back to *h2er- [CVC structure], whereby -i- is something to be 
explained but missing in Beekes, see p. 130. 
3 C.D. Buck, Comparative Grammar of Greek and Latin, Chicago, Illinois, The University of 
Chicago Press,1955. 
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and then one more to Latin; i.e. IE > Italic > Latin). Note that “Italic” is not Italian but 
referring to prehistoric and early linguistic developments on the Italian peninsula. 
Latin is Indo-European through Italic. 
 
 
 
p. 295: 
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  What I hinted at initially, analytical forms became synthetic, is here, but as a “precise 
starting-point remains uncertain”. “Fui”, naturally, is a form of the auxiliary sum, and 
the explanation of using it the way modern languages do (“I was walking/speaking” 
etc.), is probable but Buck sees it not proven. 
 
------------ 
 
  In a theoretical level: it has been observed many times that linguistic development 
runs in an ascending circularity (contrary to ancient concepts, where circularity was 
understood in literal sense. The main exponent of this idea was the historian Polybius, 
200-120 B.C.). Circular developments were reinterpreted, correctly, by Hegel, and 
following him by modern historians and linguists, such as J.G. Droysen and A. Meillet. 
(“Ascending” is an arbitrary designation – many thinkers maintain that “evolution has 
no direction”. This is not a point to discuss here). 
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p. 296: 
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p. 297: 
 

 
 
  Buck clarifies, then, the meaning and the origin of the personal endings, as far as 
this seems possible. 
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Sihler4, p. 584: 
 

 
 
 
  Here, the “peculiarity” is, again, underlined. This is something Latin, not even Italic. 
 
  A “tense marker” (below, p. 285) is hinted at as a possibility; after that the “be” verb 
– as many times – is discussed: *fūe(i)t ‘was’, and also epenthetic parallels are quoted 
(epenthesis, we have seen, and will see, in phonology, is frequent and important). 
 
  Still further the short -vī- forms are listed, and the personal endings are analyzed. 
 
  To be remarked that “stative” below, refers to perfectum. And in this connection, 
aoristos, though classically, and in school level, a “past tense”, as we already have 
seen, is not “past” but a timeless state indication (“aoristos” means ‘not defined’ – in 
classical concepts “ἀόριστος χρόνος” – ‘indefinite time/tense’). 
 
  It was through long Greek linguistic development, until the case arrived at the point 
as is discussed in Classical Greek and in its grammar, becoming, in indicative mood, 
indeed a tense. 
 
  All the complicated system Sihler gives to the personal endings, availing himself 
also of laryngeal processes, is not the aim to quote here because our concern is the 
interpretation of the -v- and the -vī- perfectum. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4 A.I. Sihler, New Comparative Grammar of Greek and Latin, New York – Oxford, Oxford 
University Press, 1995. 
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p. 585: 
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p. 286: 
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  To conclude with, from the older literature I paste a passage from F. Sommer5, p. 
607, according to which the -v- perfect might have rooted in the “be” auxiliary (i.e. 
he gives the same concept), cf. classical fuī : 
 

 
 
  Much more would be possible to add, and more explanations of the formants in 
question would be possible to cite, however, for the purposes of our course, and for 
an answer to the question about the origin of the Latin -v- perfectum, I think the 
foregoing are enough. Applying the auxiliary sum, in its old forms, is probable and 
seems logical, moreover, it finds modern parallels (in the form of spiral developments 
as formulated – after Hegel - by J.G. Droysen for history, and A. Meillet for linguistics). 
  More to be seen in Historical Grammar and in Comparative Philology. 
Dii ita faxint. 
 
26.5.2024 
A.L.K. 

 
5 Ferdinand Sommer, Handbuch der lateinischen Laut- und Formenlehre. Heidelberg, Winter, 
1902. 


