
A Unified Modal-Temporal Analysis of Bulgarian Perfect(s) 

This study examines the interaction of temporal and modal anchoring in two Bulgarian present perfect 

constructions: (i) the canonical present perfect, which expresses a past eventuality with current relevance, 

and (ii) the evidential perfect, which encodes indirect access to the event, either reportative or inferential. 

While the canonical perfect (1) obligatorily realizes the auxiliary and rejects definite past adverbials, the 

reportative evidential (2) allows auxiliary omission and freely combines with definite past time modifiers.  

(1) Az săm               spečelil        kupata      *včera. 

      I    be.PRS.1SG win.PTCP    cup.DEF   yesterday 

     ‘I have won the cup.’  

(2) Govorjat,      če    ubil                                     včera       sina na Potărovi, Hari. 

     say.PRS.1PL that kill.PTCP.M.SG yesterday son of Potters, Harry 

     They're saying he killed the Potters' son, Harry.  

     (Хари Потър и философският камък; ch. 1, modified and tested with native speakers) 

 

The inferential evidential (3), however, displays a hybrid profile. It requires auxiliary realization like the 

canonical perfect but patterns with the reportative evidential in allowing definite past adverbials. This mixed 

behavior poses a challenge for analyses that sharply separate temporal and modal perfects and has received 

comparatively little attention in the literature.   

 

(3) Vpročem, predpolagam,         toj vi    *(e)               kazal             (včera), če    šte    băda                tuk? 

      However, suppose.PRS.1SG  he you is.3SG.AUX say.PTCP.SG yesterday that FUT be.1SG.PRES here 

      ‘I suppose it was he who told you (yesterday) I’d be here, by the way? 

 

Following Portner (2000, 2003), we adopt a unified modal analysis of the perfect, which reconciles the 

debate between purely temporal and modal interpretations. This approach addresses the distinction made 

by Izvorski (1997) between the evidential perfect as an epistemic modal and the canonical perfect as a 

temporal class by incorporating Portner (2000)’s argument that even the canonical present perfect contains 

a modal component. Our analysis assumes the standard temporal hierarchy [TP [AspP [vP [VP]]]] and 

follows Klein (1992), Grønn & von Stechow (2020), and Pancheva & Zubizarreta (2023) in deriving the 

perfect meaning from the interaction of two topic times, such that the participial layer introduces an anterior 

time t′ which precedes or overlaps with the higher auxiliary time t (⟦PERFECT⟧ = λP λt. ∃t′ [t′ ≤ t ∧ P(t′)]). 

This semantic relationship of temporal anteriority (t′ ≤ t) is mapped onto the syntactic structure by 

distributing the time variables across two distinct aspectual heads: 

[TENSEpres [Asphigh-BE t [Asppfv/ipfv t’ [vP [VP eventuality]]]]] 

To integrate modality, we propose that aspectual projections introduce both temporal and world variables 

constrained by conversational backgrounds (Kratzer 1981, 1991). Epistemic conversational backgrounds 

are speaker or attitude holder oriented, and evaluated in a dedicated functional projection above TP with 

the time of evaluation being the internal ‘now’ of the speaker or attitude holder (Cinque 1999; Hacquard 

2006, 2010), allowing evidentials to quantify over epistemically accessible worlds (Matthewson, Davis & 

Rullmann 2007; Izvorski 1997).  

[MODepist [TENSEpres [Asphigh-BE t [Asppfv/ipfv t’ [vP [VP eventuality]]]]]] 

Circumstamtial conversational backgrounds are subject-oriented and evaluated at TP relative to the 

circumstances of the subject in the actual world. The resulting temporal-modal semantics of the perfect 

states that a past eventuality holds at t′ anterior to t and in all worlds compatible with the relevant 

information state at evaluation time; see (4).  

⟦PERFECT⟧= λt.λw.λP.∃t′ [t′ ≤ t ∧ ∀w′ ∈ f(t)(w): P(t′) (w′)] 

Within this system, we propose that auxiliary realization in Bulgarian serves as a morphological diagnostic 

for anchoring to the utterance time (t0) and/or the actual world (w0). By unifying the temporal and modal 

elements, our model aligns with Portner (2003) in treating all perfects as modal constructions, distinguished 



only by the type of accessibility relation (see Kratzer 1981), circumstantial accessibility relation (see 5) for 

the canonical present perfect or epistemic accessibility relation for evidential present perfect (see 6). 

In this framework, the canonical present perfect instantiates full utterance anchoring: the present-tense 

auxiliary binds both temporal and world variables at TP, fixing evaluation to speech time and the actual 

world. Because t is identified with t₀, definite past adverbials introduce conflicting temporal anchoring, 

yielding the well-known incompatibility with modifiers such as včera (‘yesterday’).  
(5) ⟦CANONICAL PERFECT⟧= λt.λw.λP.∃t′ [t′ ≤ t ∧ ∀w′ ∈ fcirc(t)(w): P(t′) (w′)] 

The reportative evidential represents the opposite configuration. Both temporal and world variables are 

bound by a higher epistemic operator associated with reportative evidence. Evaluation proceeds relative to 

a reported information state rather than the utterance context. Since neither variable is anchored to t₀/w₀, 

auxiliary realization becomes semantically redundant and is systematically omitted. The absence of speech-

time anchoring also explains compatibility with definite past adverbials. 
(6) ⟦EVID PERFECT⟧= λt.λw.λP.∃t′ [t′ ≤ t ∧ ∀w′ ∈ fepist (t)(w): P(t′) (w′)]  

The inferential evidential exhibits hybrid anchoring. Building on distinctions between reportative and 

inferential strategies in Bulgarian (Simeonova 2015; Smirnova 2013), we argue that its temporal variable 

is bound relative to an inference time, while the world variable remains anchored to the actual world via 

TP. Because world anchoring must be structurally realized, auxiliary omission is impossible. At the same 

time, since t is not identified with t₀, definite past adverbials are permitted. Inferential evidentials thus 

combine epistemic temporal anchoring with circumstantial world anchoring, deriving their mixed 

morphosyntactic profile. 

This analysis yields several broader consequences. First, auxiliary realization diagnoses the locus and type 

of anchoring in the clausal spine. Second, canonical and evidential perfects are unified under a single 

relative-tense semantics rather than divided into temporal versus modal classes. Third, reportative 

evidentials instantiate full epistemic anchoring of both temporal and world variables, whereas inferentials 

instantiate hybrid anchoring. Finally, the distribution of definite past adverbials follows from independently 

motivated principles of temporal anchoring rather than construction-specific stipulations. Bulgarian thus 

provides morphosyntactic evidence that perfect constructions differ not in core semantic type, but in how 

temporal and modal variables are anchored. The interaction of auxiliary realization and adverbial 

compatibility reflects distinct configurations of temporal anteriority and modal accessibility, supporting a 

unified modal–temporal theory of the perfect, in which evidentiality emerges from anchoring rather than 

from a fundamentally distinct semantic class. 
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