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A detailed view of the varions uses in Russian of

the conjunction "pecka"™ is developed in this article. Frequent
examples illustrate clausal relatioaships, negative constructions,
aspect, and tense in typical "poka®" coanstructions. The principal
function of "poka" is related to the linguistic concept of
simultaneity, and the standard dictionary definitions of the
conjuncticen are reviewed. (RL)
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The Conjunction poka

By D. P. Costello
University of Manchester, England

The word poka with its colloquial or popular variants pokantest,
pokuda, pokudova, has two obvious grammatical functions: as an ad-
verb, with the meanings “for the time being,” “so far,” “meanwhile, ”
etc.; and as a conjunction. This article is not concerned with any par-
ticular nuances which may attach to the colloquial variants, nor with
the use of poka as an adverb, nor yet with its colloquial use as an ex~
pression of farewell. It deals with the meanings and uses of poka
(pokamest, etc.) as a conjunction. Its purpose is to show that the
word has a number of distinct uses which have not hitherto been distin-
gulshed with sufficient precision, and, more basically, that all these
uses may be subsumed under one general meanirng: whereas both Rus-
sian-Russian dictionaries (the Soviet Academic Dictionary, Barxudarov-
Evgen'eva, USakov) and Russian-English (Alexandrow, Segal, Smirnitsky)
divide the meanings of the conjunction pok« under two main heads, those
of contemporaneity of acticn and limitation of action ({corresponding
rofighly to English "“while” and "until” respectively), in fact this is a
false distinction: the function of poka is to express simultaneity.

A convenient starting~point for the investigation will be the article
“poka-Sojuz vremennoj” inVol. X, pp. 827ff., of the Slovar' sovremen-
nogo russkogo litevaturnogo jazyka.l There two basic meanings of the
conjunction poka are given, of which the first “vyraZaet odnovremennost’
dejstvija, oznadaja ‘v to vremja kak, kogda.'" This covers the mean-
which is normally rendered in English by “while." However, “while " in
English invariably introduces a clause of continuous action, whereas in
Russianthe verb inthe clause introduced by poka in this first sense may
be perfective. Although neither the dictionary quoted nor either of the
four-volume dictionaries associsted with the names of USakov and
Barxudarov-Evgen'eva respectively states that poke in this first mean-

ing must be used with a verb in the imperfective aspect, it is the case

that all of the fifteen examples which they give, between them, to illus-
trate its use do in fact involve imperfective verbs, exprassed or under-
stood.

- SEEJ, Vol. VI, No. 3 (1962) : v 253




D{lc

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

254 The Slavic and East Euvopean Journal

The follcwing examples, in which poka 1is used with a perfective
verb, show that, unlike the English *while,” the Russian conjunction may
refer, not only to an action in its duration, but tc the completion of an
action.

In these n~ases the notion of simultaneity is present, but the action
of the verb in the poka-clause is represented as having been completed,
after the conclusion of some peviod of action, which may be indicated
eitheringeneralor in precise terms. The most appropriate English trans=-
lation of poka in such cases is usually “before,” sometimes “while” :
Proslo neskol'ko dnej, poka ja v &&€m-to razobralsja (Ju. Trifonov, Stu-
denty); Za te neskol'ko dnej pokaondobralsja-do Skobeevki, on prosel
celyj universitet partizanskoj bor'by (A. Fadeev, Poslednij iz Udege),
Pro3lo vremja, poka Zensdina dobeZala do maSiny (Ju. Nabigin, Celovek
i dovoga); Dolgou krest'janina Zily treS&ali ot natugi, pokudova na nogi
prodno podnjalsja (V. Koeiov, Sekretar' obkoma); MaSinu motalo s

dobryj das, poka my dobralis' do berega (N. Kaverin, Dva kapitana );

Projdét eS&& neskol'ko minut, poka solnce doberédtsja do Morjagina (Ju.
Nagibin, Cetunov, syn Celunova }.

2 frequent particular case of this construction is that in which the
words indicative of time or action {corresponding to those in italics in
the preceding examples) are not expressed, and some such phrase as
za to vremja is tobe understood before poka. Inthis case the most nat-
ural English translation is “by the time {that)”: Poka solnce vzojdét,
rosa ofi vyest (proverb); Brat ni razu ne pokuSalsja rokolotit' menja.
V &tom emu nikto ne mog pomegat', i pokuda pribeZala by iz sosednej
komnaty Lizina njan'ka Fedos'ja, Andrej mog ottuzit' menja ves'ma por-
jado&no (N. KruZ&evskij, Nikolaj Negorev ); Veerom do takoj stepeni
izmudilis' 1 ustali, &to, poka nakonec dobralis' do paroxoda, Pavlik zas-~
nul uZe v lodke (V. Kataev, Xutovok v stept); Poka mal'Siki sbeZali s
obryva, parusa uZe byli spui&eny (ibid.): Poka Semja dobrel do svoego
'kostra, nogi ego promokli ot rosy (A. Fadeev, Poslednij iz YUdége); Poka
xozjajka pri8la, ostoroZno nesja otpoteviuju korfagu s molokom,~Davy~
dov uZe spal (M. Soloxov, Podrjataja celina); Ser&Zza ne uspel otvetit!
tem Ze: poka vybralsja, otrjaxnulsja, dognal, ostal'nye uZe uspeli pod-~
njat'sja na bugor (L. Leonov, Russkij les); Poka konej privedut—uspees'

_ (K. Simonov, Tovariséi po ovuZiju ): Poka ona dobralas'...do kraja

bliZzjSego plota, mjad otneslo k sledujus&emu (V. Ketlinskaja, Inace
zZit! ne stoif); Tut poka miliciju sy§ée§' Einy=-to tvol do pjatok stopdles!
(K. Fedin, Kostér).

This use of poka in the sense of “by the time (that),” accords per-
fectly well with the definition quoted above from Acad. Dict., where
kogda is given as one of its equivalents, Kogda is, in fact, frequently
used in this sense: Kogda SeréZa vernulsja iz oSerednoj poezdki, delo
znaditel'no prodvinulos vperéd (L. Leonov, Russkij les —thecontext
makes it plain that the force of prodevinulos' is pluperfect).

Poka when usad with a perfective verb without ze (apart from its
colloquial use in the sense of “until,” and from its use after Zda¢' and
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its compoui.ds, for which see below), usually has-the meanings which
it has in the examples given above. Occasionatly, as in the following,

its meaning is different: Poka vdali/ Zareckij nas 1 destnyj malyj/

Vstupili v vaZnyj dogovor,/Vragi stojat, potupja vzor/ (Puskin, Evg, On.,
VI, xxvii).

Here the words poka vstupili are a condensad expression, the mean-
ing of which, expressed at length, would be something like: “while,
having entered, they were engaged in..."

The turn of thought is similar in the following: Vixrovu udalos'

' pristroit'sja k Bestviju, poka zadnij konvoir ostanovilsja podognat' ots-

tav§ix (L. Leonov, Russkij les). This "pregnant” use of poka is infre-
quent.

A very common use of poka with a perfective verb is that which oz~
curs when the poka clause depends upon the verb Zdat’, one of its com-
pounds, oranabstractnounderived from one of these. The circumstance
that poka afteraverb of waiting can always be, and frequently is, trans-
lcted into English by “until” may tend to induce the English~speaking
student of Russian to expect the negative particle in the poka ~clause.
In fact, it is exceptional for it to be inserted. Two different types of re-
lation, the distinction between which is blurred in English by the use of
“until® after both verbs of waiting and other verbs, are in Russian dis-
tinguished from each other. In the sentences “he waited until the train
went out™ and *it rained until the train went out™ the relations between
the principal and the subordinate clause are not of the same order: the
actionof waiting is of its naiure co-terminous with the action of the verb
in the subordinate clause, and poka in such sentences expresses con-
tempe.aneity, not limitation of action.

‘The following examples illustrate this use: Ona ne sela i s prezri-
tel'noju ulybkoju smotrela na nego, oZidaja, poka vyjdet kamerdiner
( Tolstol, Vojna ¢ mir ); On pro3é&lsja po zale, doZdalsja, poka vse
s"exalis!, i, ne doZdav§is' Anatolja, ne stal obedat' i poexal domoj (ibid.);
Cerez polGasa na kamine zakipalo uZe v gcrike kakoe-to varevo, a v
oZidanii poka .ono pospeet, Valek postavil na trexnogij, koe-kak skolo-
Senny] stolik skovorodu (Korolenko, V durnom obsScestve); Uditel'govoril
o n&m: “Vot Evgeni}, bednyj dudak, kotoryj ne Zdst, poka plot' vsadnika
pretvoritsja v med* (1. Erenburg, Xulis Xuvenite); Kogda sila pokidala ix,
oni pereZidali, privaljas' drug k drugu, poka pogasnet v glazax naed-
livaja Z#ltaja purga (L. Leonov,Russkij les ); Artem'ev, ostanovlenny]j
Sasovymi pered palatkoj komandujuséego, doZidalsja, poka ad'jutant...
doloZit o n&m (K. Simonov, Toveriséi po orvuZiju ); DasSa kruZilas'po
metel'nym zavodskimallejam, doZidajas', poka Ser&Za vyjdet iz model'nogo
{G. Niko'aeva, Bitve v puti); Ne Zdali, poka priedet iz Moskvy tovaris&
Izotov (N. Davydova, Ljubov’! inZenera Izotova); Petro podoZdal u poroga,
poka Jakov Matveevid odelsja i vy3el( S. Babaevskij, Synovnij bunt) ;

Ona. ..vyZdala, poka vse zagljanuli (K. Fedin, Kostér ).

Where -the Russian verb of waiting is followed by the present per—

fective, what is indicated is the subjective intention in the mind of the
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person waiting. The first of the preceding group of examples might be
translated: “She did not sit down, but looked at him with a contemptuous
smile, waiting for the mansevvant to leave the room " (it is not implied
that the manservant did in fact leave the room).

On the other hand, where the verb of waiting is followed by the past
perfective, what is indicated is the actual performance of the action of
the verb in the poka -clause. The second of the examples might be trans-
lated: “He walked up and down the room, waited until evevyone i ad
arrived,” etc. (it is implied that the persons referredtodidin fact arrive)

Where the verb of waiting is imperfective, the verb in the poka-
clause is always in the present perfective (except that, in sentences
indicating repeated action in the past, the past imperfective may be used).
Where the verb of waiting is perfective, the verb in the poka-clause is
usually in the past perfective.

It may be pointed out that in sentences of this type also poka may
be replaced by kogda: Tolpa... Zdala, kogda pojdét poezd (Cexov, Anna
na §ee); —MeZdu pro€im, ob''javlen‘ice proveSeno v biblioteénom zale,
—skazalSergej Ivanovid, vyZdav, kogda delovek s stekljannym glazom
skrylsja za povorotom { P. Romanov, TovariS§¢ Kisljakov).

This would be a suitable point at which to consider what is usually
{and mistakenly) regarded as a second basic meaning of poka, that of
limitation of action, expressed inEnglish by the word *until.™ The Acad.
Dict. states that poka inthis sense “vyraZaet predel dejstvija, oznadaja:
*do togo vrementi kak' (obyéno s otricaniem ‘ne')."? The corresponding
entries in the USakov and Barxudarov-Evgen'eva dictionaries say much
the same thing, the only significant difference being that, according to
the former,poka in this sense, “so slovami ‘do tex por’ ili bez nix” is
usually followed by a verb in the perfective aspect.

Itis misleading to asscciate the use of the restrictive phrase do tex
por particularly with poka +ne+ perfective verb, since (as the examples
in Acad. Dict, show) it is quite regularly used also with poka + imper-
fective verb to mean *(only) while,” “for as long as”™ Petja...bil po
neprijatel’skim a&rlonam do tex por, poka xvatalo snarjadov (V. Kataev,
Zimnij veter); On s€ital, &te vlast' sil'na do tex por, poka potrjasaet i
poraZaet (G. Nikolaeva, Bitva v puti).

Such sentences as these make the use of poka with a negative per-
fective ‘verb in the sense of the English until™ perfectly intelligible.
The meaning,expressed at length, of such a sentence as: Za &to bednaja
devka prosidela v Sulene, poka my ne vorotilis' ? {quoted in Acad. Dict.,
loc. cit.) is “Why was the poor girl kept in the cubby-hole for so long
as we had not returned?"~i.e., ... “until we returned” (where a present
perfective occurs in a poka...ne clause, its force is future perfect).
The omission of the negative particle in such cases would result in non-
sense.}? Theruleas enunciated by Borras and Christian (Russian Syntax
para. 390 [i}) — “Until should always be translated by poka ne. It is
colloquial and sometimes incorrect to omit ze "—derives its validity from
the authority not of gramnmarians alone, but of logic. Poka does not,
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properly, indicate limitation of action (Eng. “until”), but simultaneity,
and the use of poka...ne in the former sense is merely a particular case
of the use of poks in the general sense of “while.”

The U8akov dictionary is right in pointing out that poka...zne mean-
ing “until™ is usually followed by a perfective verb. It might, indeed,
have gone further, and said that it is always followad by a perfective
verb (where the appropriate perfective exists) except when repeated ac~
tion is indicated: the function of the imperfective aspect is to express
not only incomplete action but also repeated complete action. It is this
that accounts for the use of the imperfective verb in the poka ~clause in
such cases as the following: My &asto sxodilis' vmeste i tolkovali

. vdvoém ob otvledénnyx predmetax ofen' ser'ézno, poka ne zame&ali oba,

&to my vzaimno drug druga moro&im (Lermontov, Geroj nasSego vvement ).

Pokafollowed by ne and a perfective verb in the past tense is fre-
quently used in another sense, quite distinct from that of limitation of
action (Eng. “until®™). In these cases it is equivalent to the English
“before,”™ where what is indicated is not r:ere priority in time, butantic-
ipation of some undesirable event.. This use of poka...ne corresponds
to the use in Latin of “antequam” and “priusquam” with the subjunctive.
It is illustrated by the following examples: Ne zasmejat'sja 1' im, poka/
Ne obagrilas' ix ruka? (Pudiin, Evg. On., VI, xxviii); Ne pozvolite li
vy mne pojti s vami v kolu,—posmotret', kak vy tam zanimaetes'—poka
edne zekryli? (Turgenev, Nov'); Odno, &to nam osta&tsja umnogo sdelat!,
&to zakljudit' mir i kak moZno skoree, poka ne vygnali nas iz Peterburga
(Tolstol, Vojrna i mir); On prodolZal, toropjas' skazat' kakmoZno bol'Ze,
poka ego ne ostanovili (V. Xataev, Beleet parus odinokij); Ja dumaju,
&to vy dolZny ujti iz “Afiny,” poka vas ne vygnali (M. Aldanov, Zivi kak
xoées"); Tuda nado bylo vorvat'sja, perebeZav otkrytoe mesto, i sdelat!
2to teper' Ze, nemedlenno, poka oni ne prisli v sebja (K. Simonuv, To~
variscéi po oruZiju); Otpravljajtes' v gorod, poka vovse ne smerklos'
(ibid.); Na vaZem meste ja oboZé&l by kniZnye prilavki Rossii i skupal
by svo& zlosZastnoe izdel'e,... poka junoe pokolenie ne podroslo (L.
Leonov, Russkij les ); Ubirajtes' otsjuda, poka ja ne priglasila policiju
{V. Lidin, Mogila neizvestnogo soldata }; Teper' vaZno bylo dejstvovat’
srazu, poka xozjaeva ne uspeli opomnit'sja, poka wgo ne vyveli (G.
Nikolaeva, Bitva v puti }; Nado potoraplivat'sia, poka traktoristy ne
rasta&ili po&astjam &tot spisanny] traktor (V. Tendrjakov, Za begu§éim
dném); Pojdémte v nomera, mamodka, poka ne stemnelo (B. Pasternak,
Doktor Zivago) ; Kladi, I'ja I1'i&, rabo&uju lapu na dadu, poka ne pogas
blagorodnyj plamen® {(G. Konovalov, Istoki ); Zaxotelos' ostat'sja odnomuy,
led', i nemedlenno usnut', usnut', poka ne polezli v golovu nenuZnye
mysli (V. Ketlinskaia, ace Zit' ne stoit ).

This constructionalsooccurs in contexts where the noiion of antici-
pation of an undesirable event is absent, as-in the following examples:
Dotex por, poka rabodij klass ne razvilsja 538 do reSenija svoej velikoj
‘istorieskoj zadadi, objazannost' ego storonnikov zakljuCaetsja v us-
korenii ego razvitija (Plexanov, Socialism i politiCeskaja bor'ba);

-—dm..u.—‘k’.a.-h&_-,uwmaax‘..- a2 v :
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MozZet byt' ono (tajnoe pravitel'stvo) suiestvuet, a moZet byt' ne su-
§Cestvuet.Ja ne mogu ni utveriidat', &to ono est!, poka ja ego ne na¥lu-
pal, ni s penoj u rta otricat', &to ego net (V.V. Sul'gin, Cto mam nix ne
nravitsja}, -Ty ne toropis', poka je tebe ne razredil toroplt'sja (A. Fadeev,
Molodaja gvavdija); Faktov net, poka &elovek ne vnés v nix &ego-to
svoego (B. Pasternak, Doktor Zivago); Poka my ne nadali-—ni teni podo-
zrernija ne dolZno padat' na naSix ljudej {Soloxov, Podnjataja celina);
Trud, pokamy ego e3&& ne pereloZili polnost'ju na Zeleznye ple&i masin,
&to preZde vsego ruki (V. KoZetov, Selkretar' obkoma).

In such sentences as these, where the main verb is in the present
tense or the imperative and poka is followed by a negative verb in the
past perfective, the force of the poka-clause is “during the period when
something has not happened” or “until such time as something happens™”
(the latter would require the present perfective). The emphasis is upon
the present state of affairs, when some particular thing has not, or not
yet, happened, ratherthan upcn the future time when this thing will have
happened. The conneaction between the principal clause and the subor-
dinate clause is weaker, and the realization of the action of the verb in
in the latter (unless poka is accompanied by some such word as eséé)
represented as less certain, than when pokcz...ne is followed by the
present perfective: in the examplea from Sul'gin and Fadeev, above,
poka..,ne could be translated “unless. "

Notes

1. Henceforth to be referred to as Acad, Dict.

2. The examples Jllustrating this use in the Acad, Dict. are notentirely satis-
factory. One of them is: Poka ne zamelo e3&& no&nye sledy zverej, ja spesu
na lyZax proverit' volka (Prisvin, Na oxote). This, however, {llustrates, not
the restrictive use of poka...ne (Eng. “until™), but its use in the sense of
“before™ in reference to an undesireble event {see below, p.257 }. Another
example given-is: Utrami, poka solnce ne obogrevaet zemlju, na zelénoj
listve derev'ev, na pontkSej ot xoloda trave leZit neZnyj, l8gkij inej ( G.
Markov, Strogovy, I). The same example is given in the Barxudarov-Evgen'eva
dictio_naxy, with the material difference that the verb in the poka -clause ap-
pears ‘there, not as obogrevael, but as obogreet. Not having the text of »'r.
Markov's novel by me, I cannot say which is the correct version. It can be
sald, however, that obogreet {s much more in accordance with normal usage:
Messrs., Borras and Christian®s remarks on a closely related point (Russisn
Syntax,p. 110, last example and ensuing observations) are relevant here.

3. Asanexample of the confusion which may result from the careless use of poka
in the sense of “until™ one might take.the following: Druz'ja toptalis' na
mestei “Zzali” dotex por, poka &'ja-nibud' spina ne vyderZivala (S. Babaev-
skij, Synovuij bunt), The meaning which the author wished to express was:
“The -friends. .. *pressed’ until one or the other's back gave way"; what he

wrote meins either “...until one or the other’'s back held out," ve. SO
long as one or the other’s hack g‘id not hold out” —i,e., the precise opporite
of what he had in mind. PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS
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