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In this paper I focus on the use of serialised classifier verbs to encode inperfective aspect 
in Murrinh-Patha, a polysynthetic non-Pama-Nyungan language from the Daly region of 
the Northern Territory.  While the grammaticalisation of verbs into serialised aspect 
markers is well-known cross-linguistically (see Aikhenvald & Dixon 2006 for general 
discussion), Murrinh-Patha is particularly unusual in having six different serialised 
options available, with the choice between them sensitive (at least in part) to the 
semantics of the event.  Consider the following examples.  
 
(1) ma-purl-nu  
 1sgS.HANDS.Fut-wash-Fut 
 ‘I will wash.’ (Street 1987:55) 
 
(2) ma-purl-nu   ngi 
 1sgS.HANDS.Fut-wash-Fut 1sgS.SIT.Fut 
 ‘I will be washing.’ (Street 1987: 55) 
 
(3) mam-djegdjek   ngarrim 
 1sgS.HANDS.nFut-play 1sgS.STAND.nFut 
 ‘I am playing with it (standing)’  
 
(4) mena-tha-dha    wurrini 
 3sgS.HANDS:RR.Pst-chase-Pst 3sgS.GO.Pst 
 ‘They were chasing each other’  
 
(5) wurran-thut   wurran 
 3sgS.GO.nFut-descend 3sgS.GO.nFut 
 ‘They were going down (to the salt water)’ (Joe Blythe, pers. comm.) 
 
The serialised verbs in these examples (shown in bold) appear to have two functions.  
The first is to encode imperfective aspect (cf. (1)) and the second is to provide additional 
semantics about the nature of the event.  The use of the ‘stand’ verb in (3) indicates that 
the main event is done while standing, whereas the use of the ‘go’ verb in (4) relates to 
the fact that the main action involves movement.  The example in (5) shows that these 
serialised classifiers can also function within main verbs, and that there is no ban on 
having the same classifier appearing in the main verb and as a serialised aspect marker in 
the same clause.  
 
According to Street (1987: 58) – the only (extremely brief) description of this system in 
the literature (although see Reid 2000 for discussion of a related system in 
Ngan’gityemerri) – there is also an aspectual difference between the choice of serial 
classifier verb such that the use of ‘sit’, ‘stand’ and ‘lie’ encode continuous aspect, while 
the use of ‘go’ and ‘be’ encode habitual aspect, as in (6) for ‘be’.   



 
(6) ma-purl-nu   ngani 
 1sgS.HANDS.Fut-wash-Fut 1sgS.BE.Fut 
 ‘I will be habitually washing’ (Street 1987: 55) 
 
However, it is not clear how robust this generalisation is, and it is easy to find examples 
of ‘be’ and ‘go’ verbs being used in non-habitual contexts (as in (4) and (5) above for 
‘go’). 
 
In this paper I present a more detailed description of this system based on textual data and 
recent fieldwork.   I discuss the semantic and discourse conditions that determine the 
occurrences of different serialised aspect markers and their implications for our 
understanding of aspectual systems cross-linguistically.  Further, I show how the use of 
serial verbs to mark aspect interacts with other forms of aspectual marking in Murrinh-
Patha, including the use of verb stem reduplication (cf. (7) and (8)), to form an integrated 
aspectual system for the language. 
 
(7) pirrim-kay 
 3plS.STAND.nFut-call.out 
 ‘They called out.’ 
 
(8) pirri-kaykay-dha 
 3plS.STAND.Pst-call.out(RDP)-Pst 
 ‘They were calling out.’ 
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