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Introduction
The fact that some Russian masculine nouns of the first declension take the ending -u in 
the genitive singular has attracted the attention of many researchers in the field of Rus-
sian grammar. Among them there are some of the most famous Slavic linguists like 
Roman Jakobson (Jakobson 1971,  1971), Aleksandr Isa enko (Isa enko 
1982), Igor’ Mel’ uk (Mel’ uk 1986), Boris Uspenskij (  1993), or Andrej 
Zaliznjak (  2002), to mention only a few. The main emphasis of the previous 
research on Russian masculine genitives taking the -u ending has been on two issues: 

(1) The status of the genitive forms in -u in contrast to the forms in -a. In other 
words, should the genitive in -u be granted the status of a separate case in the Russian 
case system (normally called ‘partitive case’ or ‘second genitive’, Russian: -

- , , -
), or should the respective forms be considered only variants of the genitive 

“which can (and sometimes must) be used in specified contexts” (Mel’ uk 1986:53)? 
Since this issue will not be the topic of my paper, I will not expand on the different 
viewpoints here. Following the arguments put forward by Jakobson (1971), 
(1971), Mel’ uk (1986),  (2002), and others, I will treat the forms in -u as 
markers of a special partitive case.1

(2) The diachronic development of the distribution of the genitive in -u and the com-
peting forms in -a in the history of the Russian language. It has been shown that the 
genitive ending in -u, which originally represented the genitive form of masculine nouns 
of the u-declension, spread to a lot of nouns belonging to the class of masculine o-stems 
(see e.g., Unbegaun 1935:78ff.,  1957:240ff.,  1962:190f.). Since the 
second half of the 17th century, however, a gradual decline in the use of genitives in -u
in favour of the a-ending can be observed (cf. Sörensen 1958). This decrease continues 
during the 19th and 20th centuries and does not seem to be completed yet. 

My paper will focus on the issue of this decline of genitives in -u during the last two 
centuries. First, I will shortly recapitulate the results of previous studies on changes in 
the distribution of the a- and u-ending of the Russian masculine genitive since the 19th

century and their possible explanations. Afterwards, I will sketch the outline of my own 
empirical investigation and present its results.  

1. The decline of the Russian genitive in -u: results of previous studies 
The ongoing decline of the genitive in -u in contemporary Russian is noted even by 
traditional grammars such as the Academy Grammar: 

. . - -
- - . […] . . - .

, , - ,
, ,

- , . -

                                                
1 For a different interpretation of the status of the genitive in -u in contemporary Russian, compare 

Isa enko (1982:82). A typological sketch of the distribution of the partitive case in North European 
languages is offered by Koptjevskaja-Tamm (2001). 
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. . -  – . .
(  1980:487f.).2

Empirical evidence for this claim comes from studies conducted by Russian and West-
ern linguists (  1966,  1968:176–199;  1974:165–173, Paus 
1994) which focus on the development of the use of partitives in -u during the 20th

century. The most comprehensive account of changes in the use of Russian partitives in 
-u during the last half of the 19th and first half of the 20th centuries is offered by Panov 
(  1968:176–199). Panov examines the use of genitives in -u in three communica-
tive styles: in written technical language, literary language, and colloquial speech. The 
analysis of a corpus of cookery books and recipes (considered an example of written 
technical language), drama (as representative of literary texts), and taped interactions 
between customer and shop attendant in grocery stores as well as written questionnaires 
(colloquial style) showed a general decline in the number of masculine nouns which 
admit the specific partitive ending in -u. Furthermore, a decline in the overall frequency 
of the use of partitives in -u since the beginning of the 20th century (for the written texts) 
and in the speech of the younger generation in comparison to the elder generations (for 
the data drawn from the questionnaires and taped conversations) was observable. Al-
though the overall tendency turned out to be the same for all of the communicative 
styles considered, the speed with which the changes took place proved to be different. 
In the analysed cookery books, e.g., the decrease of the use of partitives in -u was most 
prominent after the 1920/30s whereas the plays examined showed a considerable cor-
responding decline only in the 1950/60s (  1968:186f.).  

Another result of the empirical investigation of Panov was that the nature and speed 
of the decline of the use of partitives in -u depended upon several factors: 

1) The analysis of the questionnaire data showed that the decrease of the partitive in 
-u was connected with some demographic characteristics of the informants. Age turned 
out to be the most important constraint on the use of the partitive ending since the in-
formants born after 1930 showed a significant increase in the use of the ending in -a in 
partitive contexts and an overall decrease in the number of words which retained the 
partitive ending -u (  1968:191). Other social factors such as the belonging of the 
informants to certain educational and/or professional groups as well as their regional 
background proved to be influential as well. The importance of these social factors for 
the distribution of the competing endings was corroborated by other studies as well (see 
e.g.  1966,  1974:165–173, Paus 1994). 

2) The distribution of the competing inflections varies widely by lexical item. Panov 
(  1968:181) states a correlation between the overall relative frequency of the 
lexical item (especially in colloquial speech) and the tendency to preserve the genuine 
partitive ending -u. In other words: The more frequent an individual lexeme is, the 
higher the rate of the use of the ending in -u (see also Paus 1994:261). 

3) According to Panov (  1968:192f.) and other researchers (  1974:170, 
Paus 1994:250f.), the speed of the substitution of the partitive ending -u with the geni-
tive ending -a depends on syntactic factors, too: thus, the ending -u is nowadays used 
(aside from clearly idiomatic expressions) in undoubtedly partitive contexts only, with a 

                                                
2 “In contemporary literary language the forms of the genitive in -u and -ju are more and more re-

placed by the forms in -a and -ja. (…) All in all, the use of the genitive form in -u is gradually decreasing. 
The reasons for this development lie, on the one hand, in the lexico-semantic, phraseological and stylistic 
constraints on its use, and, on the other side, in the unrestricted and normative character of the forms in -a
in free and, to some extent, idiomatic expressions, too. The main spheres of use of the genitive forms in 
-u are colloquial speech and genres of fiction which reflect colloquial speech.” 
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general preference for positions where the noun in the partitive functions as a comple-
ment to a transitive verb. However, the ending in -u occurs less frequently with nouns 
following an adverb of quantity or a noun with quantitative meaning. Moreover, the 
occurrence of modifying adjectives clearly disfavours the use of the partitive in -u.

Apart from these semantic and syntactic factors the distribution of the competing in-
flections may also be influenced by pragmatic constraints. Paus (1994) postulates the 
pragmatic constraint that the use of the partitive ending -u is favoured most in what he 
calls interactive contexts:  

Interactive contexts are those in which one person directly addresses an explicit or implicit invitation 
or request to another person, or responds to an invitation or request. Interactive constructions can be 
defined syntactically; they always have overt or implied first or second person subjects, and they al-
ways have an overt or implied verb of offering or requesting, or a VP which expresses desire or lack 
of desire. (Paus 1994:253)  

In other contexts, e.g. when requests or offers are reported about some third person 
rather than stated or quoted directly, forms in -a are more likely to be used according to 
Paus’s observations. 

2. Aims and scope of the present study 
The previous studies on the distribution of genitives in -a and -u in partitive contexts are 
largely based on data obtained from responses to written questionnaires and, to a lesser 
extent, from interviews conducted with informants (  1966,  1974, 
Paus 1994, partially also  1968). Thus, they mainly focus on the real or proposed 
use of nouns in partitive contexts in oral speech. This seems reasonable if we take into 
account that the use of the partitive in -u is nowadays considered stylistically marked 
and typical for colloquial speech (cf. the quotation from the Academy Grammar). How-
ever, as the studies by Panov and Paus show, the use of the partitive forms in -u in 
spontaneous oral communication yields higher rates than in responses to written ques-
tionnaires (  1968:198, Paus 1994:251). This leads to the conclusion that in con-
trolled speech situations some speakers tend to avoid the use of partitives in -u because 
they consider it to be a marker of bad style or even substandard speech (dialect, or 

). Consequently, it seems reasonable to challenge the value of studies 
which are based on data obtained from questionnaires alone. In contrast to existing 
studies, my focus will be on the examination of the use of partitives in -u in written 
language. The only reference point for my study will thus be the study of Panov on the 
use of partitives in -u in technical and literary language. 

The data of my study were drawn from the Russian National Corpus as the largest 
electronic corpus of Russian texts currently available on the Internet.3 In late summer 
2006, it consisted of more than 120 million word forms.4 As far as text types are con-
cerned, the corpus contains samples of fiction (mainly prose, from the masterpieces of 
Russian literature to contemporary detective novels) as well as samples of non-fictional
texts (mainly taken from newspapers and magazines, but also from scientific and tech-
nical texts as well as other genre). Thus, it predominantly represents written standard 
language from the middle of the 18th century onwards. The proportion of texts 
representing taped oral communication is very small in comparison with written texts, 
but since the main focus here will be on written language, this poses no problems for the 

                                                
3 See www.ruscorpora.ru. 
4 The data collection for this study was finished in August 2006, texts included in the corpus after this 

date could not be considered any more. Currently, the corpus contains more than 140 million word forms.  
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current study.5 Another advantage of the Russian National Corpus is the fact that all 
texts are morphologically and semantically annotated. Therefore, it offers tools for 
searching not only individual word forms or lexemes, but also parts of speech or even 
semantic and grammatical categories (case, number, gender etc.). This turned out to be 
very useful for the purpose of this study, since it was possible to search for all nouns 
occurring in the “second genitive” in the corpus. However, due to the complexity of 
Russian morphology, the quality of the automatic morphological annotation of the texts 
is still far from perfect. Unfortunately, the proportion of manually disambiguated texts 
in the corpus is too small in order to rely on them only. Thus, I had to check all occur-
rences of supposed second genitives in the data and manually sort out all cases of incor-
rectly annotated forms6 in order to get a full account of all nouns occurring with parti-
tive ending -u in the corpus.  

The purpose of my paper will be to examine whether and how the decrease of the 
Russian partitive in -u is reflected in data of written language which were obtained from 
the Russian National Corpus. It thus seeks to answer the following questions: 

(1) Is the number of nouns which can take the partitive ending -u decreasing in the 
corpus data?  

(2) Are the described semantic, syntactic, and pragmatic constraints7 on the use of 
partitives in -u also valid for the corpus data? 

Consequently, my study aims at reviewing the results of previous studies in the light of 
new data types and extending the analysis (in comparison with the study of Panov) from 
the second half of the 20th century until the beginning of the 21st century. 

3. Inventory of nouns taking the partitive ending -u in the data 
According to traditional grammars, the occurrence of a specific partitive ending -u in 
contemporary Russian is restricted to a limited set of nouns:  

 - - , ,
: ,  ( , , )

 ( , , ). (  1980:486).8

                                                
5 However, separate corpora of dialect texts and poetry are available, but not included in the main 

body of the corpus. For more information about the structure of the corpus, see http://www.ruscorpora.ru/ 
corpora-structure.html.  

6 Such incorrectly annotated forms included, e.g., masculine nouns with prepositional case ending in 
-u ( ‘in the forest’), the accusative case of feminine nouns (  < ‘pair’, error caused by the 
homonymy with partitive  < ‘steam’), and also the dative case of masculine nouns (
‘Stalin’). The problem for the automatic annotation of partitive forms in Russian results from the fact that 
the partitive case “represents a non-autonomous case, i.e. it has a (morphological) marker that does 
coincide with a marker of another case which can appear on the same base (stem)” (Mel’ uk 1986:66). 
Therefore, partitives in -u are always homonymous to the forms of the dative case and sometimes also 
coincide with the forms of the prepositional case (compare the partitive case in  ‘from the forest’ 
vs. the prepositional case in ‘in the forest’).  

7 As a matter of fact, the influence of the mentioned sociolinguistic variables on the distribution of the 
forms in -u and -a cannot be located in written data extracted from corpora, so they will be outside the 
scope of the present study.  

8 “The form in -u and -ju occurs only with words denoting inanimate objects which cannot be 
counted: substances, materials and other similar mass nouns (velvet, jam, tea) or abstract items (rest, 
crack, noise).”  
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These inanimate, uncountable masculine nouns can be semantically divided into several 
groups:9

(1) m a s s  n o u n s, including designations of solid, liquid, or gaseous substances 
(  ‘petrol’, ‘wax’, ‘gas’, ‘kerosene’, ‘boiling wa-
ter’, ‘steam’, ‘ashes’, ‘powder’, ‘sweat’, ‘pickle’,

‘carbon monoxide’, ‘poison’), building materials ( ‘material’,
‘cement’), clothes ( ‘velvet’, ‘chintz’, ‘silk’), food and 

beverages ( ‘broth’, ‘peas’, ‘raisins’, ‘cognac’,
‘lemonade’, ‘jam’, ‘pepper’, ‘rice’, ‘rum’), drugs 
( ‘aspirin’, ‘iodine’, ‘arsenic’), plants ( ‘flax’, ‘moss’,

‘hop(s)’), precipitation ( ‘hail’, ‘snow’), rubbish ( ‘dung’,
‘litter’, ‘rubbish’), kinds of soil ( ‘silt’, ‘sand’, ‘peat’) etc.; 

(2) nouns designating d i f f e r e n t  p h y s i c a l  s t a t e s, such as kinds of noise (
‘squeal’, ‘peal’, ‘cry’, ‘peep’, ‘laughter’, ‘rustle’), 
smell ( ‘smell’, ‘stink’), weather phenomena ( ‘heat’,
‘frost’, ‘cold’ ), etc., as well as abstract nouns designating a s p e c t s  o f  
h u m a n  a c t i v i t y  a n d  m e n t a l  s t a t e s  ( ‘nonsense’, ‘conceit’,

‘ardour’, ‘shame’, ‘horror’, ‘swank’, ‘smartness’); 
(3) some c o l l e c t i v e  n o u n s,  e.g. ‘people’, ‘the rabble’. 

Furthermore, (4) some other nouns can take the partitive ending -u as well, but only as 
part of prepositional phrases (with or without quantitative meaning) or other forms of 
idiomatic expressions, e.g. ‘in appearance’, ( ) ‘(to turn out of) 
house and home’, /  ‘let the chance slip/rashly, off-hand’ etc.  

The following table shows the number of lexical items which appear with partitive 
forms in -u in the Russian National Corpus. The nouns are grouped according to the 
four semantic classes mentioned above. In order to cope with the big amount of data 
and to get a general idea of the diachronic development of the inventory of nouns with 
genitive forms in -u in the corpus, I divided the whole period of time covered from 1801 
to 2006 into smaller periods, each of 20 years. Thus, the first column indicates the pe-
riod of time in which the examined texts were written. For obvious reasons, the subcor-
pora of contemporary Russian (from 1960 up till now) consist of considerably more 
texts than the subcorpora of texts from earlier periods.10 It was thus possible to check all 
nouns occurring with genitives in -u in the corpus only for texts which were written 
before 1960. For the texts which were created after 1960, I confined myself to checking 
whether the types of nouns which occur with genitives in -u in earlier texts can be found 
with partitive ending -u in the texts of the last three periods as well. Consequently, it 

                                                
9 All examples are taken from my corpus sample.  
10 The number of texts or documents which set up the subcorpora in August 2006, is as follows: 

1801–1820: 19 texts; 1821–1840: 130 texts; 1841–1860: 174 texts; 1861–1880: 193 texts; 1881–1900: 
305 texts; 1901–1920: 294 texts; 1921–1940: 127 texts; 1941–1960: 567 texts; 1961–1980: 1,038 texts; 
1981–2000: 4,785 texts; 2001–2006: 26,997 texts. Despite the considerably lower number of texts which 
build up the subcorpora for earlier periods, the inventory of covered text genres is generally diverse from 
the very beginning of the examined period of time. Thus, the earliest subcorpus from the beginning of the 
19th century contains not only works of fiction, but also personal letters, excerpts from diaries and me-
moirs as well as essays and pieces of journals. Due to the huge amount of texts, it is not possible to give 
an exact overview of the proportions of each text genre in every single subcorpus. Since the present study 
is concerned with the use of the partitive in written texts only and the proportion of texts representing oral 
communication is negligible within the whole corpus, the subcorpora provide a basis for comparison, 
even if I cannot claim statistical significance.
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may be the case that the list is not complete for texts written after 1960. For the same 
reason no token count can be offered. Due to the unequal number of texts and differenc-
es in the inventory of text genres which constitute the subcorpora for each period, no 
statistical significance can be claimed for the results. But nevertheless, the absolute 
number of types occurring with partitive ending in -u gives a rough impression of the 
changes and/or persistencies with regard to the number of nouns which can take the 
partitive ending -u during the examined period: 

 Mass 
nouns

Collective
nouns

Abstract
nouns

“Idiomatic
nouns”

 abs. % abs. % abs. % abs. %
1801–1820 8 36 3 13 6 27 5 22 22
1821–1840 43 59 5 6 14 19 10 13 72
1841–1860 52 55 4 4 27 28 11 11 94
1861–1880 46 54 3 3 24 28 11 13 84
1881–1900 44 55 3 3 20 25 13 16 80
1901–1920 32 55 1 1 15 25 10 17 58
1921–1940 22 47 3 6 11 23 10 21 46
1941–1960 29 50 2 3 10 17 16 28 57
1961–1980 71 56 4 3 31 24 19 15 125
1981–2000 69 53 4 3 34 26 21 16 128
2001–2006 48 51 4 4 27 28 15 15 94

The data offer no empirical evidence for the reduction of the inventory of nouns which 
admit the partitive ending -u. Although there is a gradual but steady decline in the num-
ber of nouns with partitive ending -u from the second half of the 19th to the end of the 
first half of the 20th centuries, their number starts to increase again from 1941 onwards, 
and the texts which were written after 1960 contain the highest number of nouns with 
genitives ending in -u. This tendency has certainly to be connected with the rising num-
ber of texts included in the corpus. However, the relatively stable distribution of nouns 
with partitive ending within the four semantic classes throughout the whole examined 
time span also suggests that no dramatic changes have occurred since the 19th century.  

As far as the representation of individual lexemes in the data is concerned, several 
groups of nouns can be distinguished. Few nouns are attested to with the specific parti-
tive ending -u throughout the whole covered period of time. This group contains the 
mass nouns ‘wood’, ‘tobacco’, ‘tea’, the collective noun ‘people’, 
the abstract nouns  ‘rest’ and  ‘fear’ as well as some concrete and abstract 
nouns occurring in prepositional or idiomatic expressions with the ending -u only (
‘appearance’, ‘home’, ‘nose’, ‘hour’, ‘step’). If we include nouns 
which are missing only in up to two of the examined intervals of time, the list is com-
pleted by the following lexemes: ‘air’, ‘smoke’, ‘fat’, ‘kvass’,

‘onion’, ‘honey’, ‘sand’, ‘powder’, ‘sugar’, ‘snow’,
‘soup’,  ‘chocolate’ (mass nouns); ‘light’, ‘laughter’,

‘sense’,  ‘noise’ (abstract nouns); ‘stroke’, ‘time’,  ‘stop’ (“idiomatic 
nouns”). On the other end of the scale, there are nouns which are present much more 
irregularly in the data. For the purpose of the present study, nouns which cannot be 
attested to in the texts written after 1961 (in spite of the bigger amount of texts of this 
period in the corpus in comparison with earlier periods) are of special interest. These 
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include ‘satin’, ‘balsam’, ‘weeds’, ‘hail’, ‘dyna-
mite’, ‘stramonium’, ‘jasmine’, ‘pearl’ ‘calico’,

‘scrap’, ‘naphthaline’, ‘rhubarb’, ‘Rhine wine’,
‘peat’, ‘phosphorus’, ‘saffron’,  ‘sherbet’ (mass nouns); 
‘fight’, ‘income’, ‘squabbels’, ‘space’, ‘relish’,
‘trembling’, ‘crack’,  ‘horror’ (abstract nouns). However, this might be due 
to their general lower frequency in texts (after all, a corpus represents only a – hopefully 
representative – sample of language use). In order to get a clearer picture of possible 
instances of persistencies and changes in the use of partitives in -u, we must additionally 
check the general frequency of the respective lexeme or – even better – the occurrence 
of competing genitives in -a in partitive contexts for each period. This will be the topic 
of Section 4.  

To sum up the results of the qualitative analysis, we can state that there is no clear 
empirical evidence in the corpus data for a decrease in the number of nouns which occur 
with the partitive ending -u. This seemingly contradicts the findings of previous studies 
on the decline of the partitive in Russian, but this discrepancy can be accounted for if 
we take into consideration the following facts: 

a) A great deal of the texts in the corpus are taken from the belles-lettres, and authors 
of fictional texts sometimes tend to use the partitive forms in -u in order to mark the 
speech of some of their characters as colloquial, dialectal, or non-standard;11 further-
more, fictional texts are generally said to retain the partitive forms in -u with higher fre-
quency than other genres of written language (compare the statement taken from the 
Academy Grammar and the observations of Panov about the slower decline of the parti-
tives in -u in plays in comparison to cookery books); 

b) Lexemes which are characterised by an overall higher frequency can be expected 
to appear more often in a corpus than lexemes with a low frequency. Most of the nouns 
attested to in my data with the partitive ending represent basic vocabulary. According to 
the findings of Panov cited above, there is a correlation between the overall relative 
frequency of a lexeme and the rate of its retention of the genuine partitive ending -u.
This might be another factor which contributes to the relatively stable number of lex-
emes with the partitive ending -u in my data. 

4. Development of the quantitative ratio of the forms in -u to the forms in -a
According to traditional grammars, the relationship between the genitive (or partitive) 
form in -u and the form in -a is characterised by a certain asymmetry in contemporary 
Russian: This asymmetry results in the fact that the forms in -a can appear even in 
semantically partitive contexts, i.e. with partitive-quantitative meaning whereas the 
forms in -u are restricted to partitive contexts only, leaving aside clearly idiomatic 
expressions. This leads to the fact that the form in -a frequently substitutes the genuine 
partitive ending -u:

. . - -
- - , .

(  1980:486).12

                                                
11 This refers to the stigmatisation of the forms in -u according to the belief of some native speakers 

(see Paus 1994:258). 
12 “The genitive forms in -u and -ju occur in the vast majority of cases as variants side by side with 

the forms with ending -a and -ja which can convey the same quantitative meaning.” 
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Thus, the status of the partitive forms in -u in the examined texts and periods of time 
should best be characterised by analysing their quantitative relationship with the com-
peting forms in -a, i.e. by establishing the rate of replacement (or tendency towards 
replacement) of partitive by genitive forms in -a in partitive contexts.

 ‘tea’ turns out to be one of the best lexical items for such a comparison since it 
is one of the most frequent lexemes with partitive ending in my data and occurs in all 
typical partitive contexts (cf. Isa enko 1982:91f., Mel’ uk 1986:52f.), namely 

(a) as a direct object after transitive verbs ( ‘to have a drink’, ‘to drink’,
‘to buy’, ‘to give’ etc.), especially after transitive verbs with the prefix

- (  ‘to quench one’s thirst’, etc.) and verbs of desire ( ‘to want’,
‘to demand’, ‘to ask for’ etc.), in order to express an indefinite

amount of the corresponding material:  

(1) , , .
now let’s tea.PART drink.1PL I make.1SG break.ACC.SG for fifteen minute.GEN.PL
( . , , 2003)  
‘Now, let’s drink some tea, I will take a break for fifteen minutes.’ 

(2) :
I pour.PST.SG.F yourself tea.PART and lift.PST.SG.F eye.ACC.PL. at husband.ACC.SG

 “ , ?“  
Leša.VOC.SG you.DAT.SG tea.ACC.SG or. coffee.ACC.SG
( . , , , “ “, “ 10“, 2004)  
‘I poured myself some tea and lifted my eyes up to my husband: “Leša, you want tea or coffee?’ 

(3) , !
tea.PART want.1SG simply die.PRS.1SG
( . ,  “ “, 2000)  
‘I want some tea, I’m simply dying!’ 

(b) after nouns, adjectives and adverbs functioning as quantity markers ( ‘glass’,
‘cup’,  ‘portion’ etc.; ‘much’, ‘some’, ‘a little 

more’ etc.): 

(4) , ,
and woman.NOM.SG shout.PST.SG.F compliment.PST.SG.F that this sweet.SG.N

, .
better sugar.GEN.SG one package.NOM.SG for four glass.GEN.SG tea.PART
( . , , 1965–1970)  
‘And the woman shouted, praised that this sweet was better than sugar, one package for four 
glasses of tea.’ 

(5) a ,
tomorrow PARTICLE give.IMP.2PL urine.ACC.SG for analysis.ACC.SG. not drink.IMP.2PL

. .
much tea.PART and eat.IMP.2PL without salt.GEN.SG absolutely 
( . , , 1929–1940)  
‘Tomorrow immediately provide urine for analysis, do not drink much tea and eat things without 
any salt at all.’ 



 Changes and Persistencies in the Use of Russian Masculine Genitives in -u 61 

(c) in negative sentences denoting the absence of quantity or a negated direct object13:

(6) , , ..
tea.PART maybe not be.FUT.3SG
( . , , 1973)  
‘Maybe there will be no tea.’ 

(d) in elliptical constructions where the partitive functions as the main constituent of the 
clause (cf. Jakobson 1971:39,  1980:488): 

(7) – ,  ? – , .
maybe tea.PART. worried smile.ADVPARTICIPLE ask.PST.SG.F Alevtina.NOM
( . , , 2000)  
‘Maybe some tea? – asked Alevtina while she smiled worriedly.’ 

Thus, apart from studying the mere quantitative relationship between the competing 
forms in -u and -a, this lexeme offers the possibility to examine in which of the syntac-
tic contexts mentioned above the partitive forms in -u turn out to be most resistant to 
replacement by the competing ending -a, and in which contexts the ending -u decreases 
first. 

Table 2 shows the diachronic development of the quantitative relationship between 
the forms  ‘tea.GENITIVE’ and  ‘tea.PARTITIVE’ in partitive contexts: 

‘tea.PARTITIVE’ ‘tea.GENITIVE’
 abs. % abs. %

1801–1820 5 55 4 44
1821–1840 16 94 1 5
1841–1860 45 91 4 8
1861–1880 59 88 8 11
1881–1900 55 85 9 14
1901–1920 30 81 7 18
1921–1940 12 50 12 50
1941–1960 17 77 5 22
1961–1980 74 76 23 23
1981–2000 164 67 79 32
2001–2006 72 38 117 61

Although the figures reveal a constant decrease of the forms in -u in favour of the com-
peting forms in -a, the changes up to the year 2000 are not that substantial as one might 
think. The most considerable changes in the distribution of the two forms in written lan-
guage seem to have taken place only very recently. Only in the texts written between 
2001 and 2006 the rate of the forms in -a surpasses the rate of the genuine partitive 
ending -u. If compared with the figures for the years 1981–2000, the quantitative rela-
tionship between the two competing forms is almost reverse. Since the composition of 
these two subcorpora with respect to text genres is more or less the same for both, the 

                                                
13 Uspenskij (  1993:130) explains the possibility of using partitive forms in -u to denote a 

negated direct object by the following argument: “The introduction of a negation favours the perception 
of a mass as something dividable: The mass is divided into its constitutive components, and the negation 
refers to every single component.” (translation mine, B.B.). Compare also Jakobson (1971:41). 



62 Bernhard Brehmer 

figures clearly indicate a tendency towards replacement of the partitive ending by the 
genitive ending in partitive contexts. However, the radical change in the frequency of 
partitive forms in the corpus might be influenced by the number of texts which compose 
the subcorpora, too. The latest subcorpus contains nearly 27,000 texts, while the corpus 
for 1981–2000 is composed of only roughly 4,800 texts. Consequently, due to the lower 
number of texts and authors individual preferences for one form or the other might play 
a more prominent role in the earlier subcorpora. 

A closer look at the distribution of the two forms with regard to the syntactic con-
texts reveals some further interesting details: 

 Transitive verb + Noun denoting quantity + 
(PART) (GEN) (PART) (GEN)

 abs. % abs. % abs. % abs. %
1801–1820 2 100 0 0 2 33 4 67
1821–1840 8 100 0 0 8 89 1 11
1841–1860 31 100 0 0 12 75 4 25
1861–1880 36 95 2 5 16 73 6 27
1881–1900 34 100 0 0 13 59 9 41
1901–1920 24 86 4 14 6 67 3 23
1921–1940 8 61 5 38 3 23 6 67
1941–1960 14 100 0 0 2 29 5 71
1961–1980 49 91 5 9 19 59 13 41
1981–2000 125 93 10 7 22 26 63 74
2001–2006 58 84 11 16 10 9 96 91

Thus, the genuine partitive ending -u is preferred most in contexts where  ‘tea’ 
functions as a direct object of a transitive verb. The rate of the forms in -u is quite stable 
throughout the whole examined period of time and shows only a slight decrease for 
texts written after 2000. Replacement by the competing forms in -a is not frequent. In 
contexts where  functions as a complement to a noun with quantitative meaning the 
development is clearly different. Since the 1960s, a rapid decline in the rate of the forms 
in -u in favour of the competing forms in -a is observable. In texts published after 2001, 
the form in -a is preferred in 91% of the respective partitive contexts. In texts written 
before 1960 the relationship between the two forms varies to a considerable degree. 
This leads to the assumption that semantic differences between the two forms as already 
described by Jakobson (1971:62) played a more decisive role in the selection of the 
ending than in recent times.14

Occurrence in other typical partitive contexts is too few to make substantial claims 
about tendencies in the quantitative development of the two forms. Nowadays, forms in 
-a tend to be more preferred when  is used after an adverb denoting an indefinite
quantity or in negated existential sentences whereas elliptical contexts clearly favour the 
use of the genuine partitive ending -u:

                                                
14 Jakobson has postulated differences between the two forms belonging to the content plane: In his 

opinion,  ‘he did not drink cognac.GEN’ means ‘he disliked cognac’ (in general), whereas 
 ‘he did not drink cognac.PART’ expresses a simple observation without any evaluation of 

the observed fact.  
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quantity marker negated sentence elliptical construction 
(PART) (GEN) (PART) (GEN) (PART) (GEN)

 abs. % abs. % abs. % abs % abs. % abs. % 
1801–
1820 -- -- -- -- 1 100 -- -- -- -- -- -- 

1821–
1840 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

1841–
1860 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 2 100 -- -- 

1861–
1880 1 100 -- -- 2 100 -- -- 4 100 -- -- 

1881–
1900 3 100 -- -- -- -- -- -- 5 100 -- -- 

1901–
1920 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

1921–
1940 -- -- 1 100 1 100 -- -- -- -- -- -- 

1941–
1960 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 1 100 -- -- 

1961–
1980 2 100 -- -- 2 28 5 71 2 100 -- -- 

1981–
2000 -- -- 3 100 2 50 2 50 15 93 1 7

2001–
2006 -- -- 5 100 -- -- 5 100 4 100 -- -- 

These results strongly corroborate the findings of previous studies since they are in 
accordance with the proposed syntactic hierarchy that influences the rate of retention of 
the genuine partitive ending -u.

What still remains to be analysed is the effect of the presence of attributive adjectives 
on the distribution of the competing forms. In general, partitive and/or genitive forms in 
partitive contexts which are accompanied by an adjective occur quite infrequently in the 
corpus data. But the distribution of the two competing forms in such contexts reveals a 
clear tendency in favour for the selection of forms in -a when the noun is modified by 
an adjective: 

 + modifying adjective
(PART) (GEN)

 abs. % abs. %
1801–1820 -- -- 1 100
1821–1840 2 100 -- -- 
1841–1860 2 100 -- -- 
1861–1880 4 80 1 20
1881–1900 9 90 1 10
1901–1920 2 50 2 50
1921–1940 -- -- 5 100
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1941–1960 2 40 3 60
1961–1980 4 44 5 56
1981–2000 18 41 26 59
2001–2006 6 15 35 85

However, only very recently the rate of the partitive ending -u has fallen substantially 
behind the rate of the forms in -a.

The analysed data offer no proof for the validity of the pragmatic constraints which 
were described by Paus (1994). The use of the partitive ending -u in interactive contexts 
is observable mainly in elliptical constructions and, to a lesser extent, in constructions 
where the partitive functions as a complement of a transitive verb. But even in the latter 
case the rate of the use of partitives in interactive contexts does not exceed 50% of all 
occurrences of partitives in this specific syntactic context. Furthermore, no clear quan-
titative development in favour of the preference of the partitive ending in interactive 
contexts is observable. 

Thus, the analysis of the role of the syntactic context for the tendency towards re-
placement of the genuine partitive forms seems to corroborate the findings of previous 
studies. However, before drawing our final conclusions, we should examine the quanti-
tative development of the competing endings for more lexical items and check, whether 
the tendencies described above hold true for them as well. 

A representative of the class of collective nouns which admits the partitive ending -u
and is attested to throughout the whole examined period of time is  ‘people’. The 
following table shows the development of the quantitative relationship between the two 
forms in partitive contexts: 

(PART) (GEN)
 abs. % abs. %

1801–1820 2 18 9 82
1821–1840 10 38 16 62
1841–1860 24 55 20 45
1861–1880 33 52 30 48
1881–1900 34 62 21 38
1901–1920 37 56 29 44
1921–1940 56 72 22 28
1941–1960 35 73 13 27
1961–1980 114 82 25 18
1981–2000 216 79 58 21
2001–2006 278 57 207 43

As in the case of ‘tea’, the data show a considerable decrease in the use of the par-
titive ending only for texts written between 2001 and 2006. However, even today the 
use of the partitive ending still prevails over the use of the competing form in -a in 
partitive contexts. In contrast to the diachronic development of the distribution of the 
two forms of ‘tea’, the data reveal no steady decline in the use of the forms in -u
since the beginning of the 19th century, but rather the opposite tendency. The form in -u
experienced a noticeable increase until the year 1980, which seems to be the turning 
point for the development of the frequency of the use of the partitive ending -u.
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With regard to syntactic contexts, the key areas of competition between the two 
forms are contexts where  ‘people’ depends on a quantitative expression. Three 
cases have to be distinguished: (1) the indefinite quantity is expressed by a noun (e.g. 

‘heaps’, ‘amount’, ‘mass’, ‘multitude’,
‘half’, ‘a great deal of’,  ‘thousands’ etc); (2) the indefinite quantity is 
marked by an adverb or adjective (e.g. ‘enough’, ‘few’,
‘much, plenty of’, ‘full of’, ‘fair amount of’,  ‘so much’ 
etc.); (3) the quantity is indicated by numeral phrases (e.g. 

‘there were roughly 25 thousand people’). 

 noun + adverb + numeral + 

(PART) (GEN) (PART) (GEN) (PART) (GEN)
 abs. % abs. % abs. % abs % abs. % abs. % 
1801–
1820 1 11 8 89 1 50 1 50 -- -- -- -- 

1821–
1840 6 38 10 62 4 67 2 33 -- -- 1 100

1841–
1860 7 32 15 68 8 67 4 33 1 50 1 50

1861–
1880 6 29 15 71 16 67 8 33 2 29 5 71

1881–
1900 4 22 14 88 21 81 5 19 1 100 -- -- 

1901–
1920 4 25 12 75 26 72 10 28 1 25 3 75

1921–
1940 6 35 11 65 29 78 8 22 3 75 1 25

1941–
1960 1 10 9 90 25 89 3 11 1 100 -- -- 

1961–
1980 12 46 14 54 77 88 11 12 4 100 -- -- 

1981–
2000 22 42 30 58 133 85 23 15 9 90 1 10

2001–
2006 33 20 136 80 179 82 40 18 7 78 2 22

There is no clear evidence for an influence of the syntactic context on the replacement 
of the partitive ending by the ending in -a, except for the last examined period. Espe-
cially the occurrence of adverbs as quantity markers clearly favours the use of the parti-
tive ending -u even today, and there are no signs of ongoing changes for this syntactic 
context. More indicators of such a change can be found in contexts with nominal 
quantifiers, at least for the time from 2001 up to today. However, the forms in -a have 
been prevailing over the genuine partitive forms in this context since the 19th century, so 
this cannot be termed a dramatic change.15 Partitive forms dependent on numeral phras-

                                                
15 Actually, the individual lexeme denoting the indefinite quantity seems to be a crucial factor for the 

selection of the ending. Some lexemes like ‘concourse’,  ‘gathering’ or 
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es occur too seldom to draw definite conclusions from the data, but there seems to be a 
slight tendency in favour of the genitive infiection -a in these contexts. 

There is virtually no competition between the two forms in other syntactic contexts. 
Thus, in cases where the partitive does not depend on quantitative expressions in the 
surface structure, but functions as a semantic subject (e.g. in 

‘the number of the people.PART.on usovaja-Street increased’) no substi-
tution by the genitive form in -a is attested to in the data. Such replacement can be 
observed in negated existential sentences of the typ / /
‘there are/will be/were no people.PART’, however, the respective examples occur very 
seldom in the data. 

The only area where a change in the distribution of the two competing forms is ob-
servable, at least in recent times, is the combination with modifying adjectives. The 
occurrence of adjectives with the form  ‘people.PART’ is generally quite infre-
quent in the data, but is even more marginal in the last examined period between 2001 
and 2006 (only 6 examples vs. 35 for ‘people.GEN’). This parallels the findings
for the lexeme ‘tea’.  

5. Conclusions 
The corpus data offer no empirical evidence for a reduction of the inventory of nouns 
which can take the ending -u in the genitive (or partitive) singular. The comparatively 
stable number of nouns which can be attested to in the corpus data with partitive ending 
-u might be due to the more conservative nature of written language as opposed to oral 
speech. Another possible explanation might be that individual lexemes with higher 
relative frequency, which are generally said to preserve the ending in -u better than 
lexemes with lesser frequency, are more prominent in corpus data. However, the analy-
sis of the development of the quantitative relationship between the two competing 
forms, as illustrated for the lexemes  ‘tea’ and ‘people’, at least partly reflects 
the often mentioned decline in the use of the partitive ending -u in contemporary Rus-
sian. The results point to the fact that the use of the genuine partitive ending -u is more 
and more restricted to certain syntactic contexts. This tendency is more conspicuous for 

‘tea’, which is nowadays largely restricted to constructions where the noun func-
tions as a direct object of a transitive verb and to elliptical constructions. Since the 
inventory of verbs which can take partitives as direct objects is quite limited (in the case 
of ‘tea’, these are mainly verbs of drinking and verbs of desire and offering), this 
leads to a more and more idiomatic nature of the use of partitives in -u. This tendency is 
corroborated by the fact that real idiomatical expressions form the second domain of the 
use of the partitive ending -u in contemporary Russian. However, the results for 
‘people’ show that the speed of this development is also highly dependent on the indi-
vidual lexeme. Research on more lexemes is needed in order to get a fuller account of 
the actual degree of idiomatisation of the partitive forms in -u in contemporary Russian. 

                                                
‘crowd’ foster the use of  ‘people.GEN’, whereas nouns like  ‘thousands, a host’ or 

 ‘a great deal of, a world of’ occur more often with ‘people.PART’.
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