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Abs tract

Research on the use of verb tenses in Czech su bor di nate clauses is based on the
notions of absolute and relative tense and on the dis tinc tion between content and
adjunct clauses. It is generally agreed that absolute tenses are used in adjunct clauses,
whereas relative tenses are typically used in content clauses. Based on an analysis
from the Czech National Corpus, I will de mons trate that, in addition to the assumed
use of tenses and in contrast to their usage in English, there are also va ria tions in their
use: in content clauses, even tenses selected from the speaker’s pers pec tive are used in 
certain cases, and in certain adjunct clauses relative tenses may also be used.

1. In tro duc tion

The study of the use of verb tenses in Czech com plex sen tences is
con nected to the dis tinc tion of ad junct and con tent sub or di nate
clauses. It is gen er ally agreed that ab so lute tenses are used in ad junct
clauses, and rela tive tenses are used in con tent clauses1. Sub or di nate
con tent clauses are tra di tion ally con sid ered to rep re sent a unique en vi -
ron ment for the us age of rela tive tenses in Czech (cf. Pan evová, 1971,
p. 290), as a re sult of which the Czech lin guis tic tra di tion has con side-
red such con tent clauses mostly with re gard to the spe cific use of verb

tenses. The use of verb tenses in con tent clauses in Czech was stud ied
in Czech lin guis tics par ticu larly in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s.2 I fur -
ther in ves ti gated these is sues in my dis ser ta tion (Kou tová, 2018) and
in two fur ther ar ti cles, where I in ves ti gated Czech sub or di nate con tent 
clauses and the verb tenses used therein (Kou tová, 2019, 2021). In the
cur rent ar ti cle I will out line the most im por tant find ings of my re -
search, com plete with com para tive ex am ples in Eng lish, which I hope
will make my work ac ces si ble for a broader in ter na tional audi ence. 

315 316

mean ing of a verb, ad jec tive, or noun.” (The Cam bridge Gram mar of the Eng lish
Lan guage points out, how ever, that the terms “con tent clause” and “com ple ment
clause” are not 100% equiva lent. Cf. note 31 in this gram mar (2016, p. 1017).) In
works deal ing with the use of verb tenses in con tent clauses in Eng lish, we also find 
the term “SOT clauses” (cf. Za gona, 2014) where the ab bre via tion SOT means “se -
quence of tenses”. 

2 A very comprehensive and detailed treatment of content clauses is given by
J. Bauer in his study Souvětí s větami obsahovými / Complex Sentences with Content
Clauses (1965). From the point of view of generative grammar, the subordinate
content clauses and the tenses used in them were investigated in the 1970s by P. Sgall,
E. Hajičová and notably J. Panevová. Important work from the period includes The
Meaning of Tense and its Recursive Properties (Hajičová-Panevová-Sgall, 1971),
Relativní čas a rekurzivní vlastnosti významu času / Relative Tense and the Recursive
Properties of the Meaning of Tense (Panevová, 1971a), Relativní čas / Relative Tense
(Panevová-Sgall, 1971), and Vedlejší věty obsahové / Subordinate Content Clauses
(Panevová, 1971b). Content clauses are also dealt with by K. Svoboda in his mono-
graph Souvětí spisovné češtiny / Complex Sentences of Written Czech (1970, 1972).
A useful study dealing with verb tenses used in content clauses is the article O relativ-
ních a subjektivních časech v češtině / On Relative and Subjective Tenses in Czech by
J. V. Bečka (1975). Bauer’s article Souvětí s větami obsahovými / Complex Sentences
with Content Clauses serves as the basis for J. Bauer and M. Grepl’s observations on
content clauses in Skladba spisovné češtiny / Syntax of Written Czech (1972, 1975 and
1980). A classification of content clauses based on valence theory is attempted by
M. Grepl and P. Karlík in the 1986 edition of the Syntax of Written Czech and later in
Skladba češtiny / Syntax of Czech (1999). Content clauses are also investigated from
the perspective of valence syntax in the chapter devoted to content clauses in the
academic Mluvnice češtiny 3 / Czech Grammar 3 (1987), edited by J. Hrbáček.
A separate entry „Obsahová věta (kompletivní věta)” / “Content clause (completive
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1 In Eng lish lin guis tics, in ad di tion to the term “con tent clauses”, the term “com -
ple ment clauses” is also used. For ex am ple, the Long man Gram mar of Spo ken and
Writ ten Eng lish (1999) works with the term “com ple ment clause” and pro vides the
fol low ing defi ni tion: “Com ple ment clauses are de pend ent clauses that com plete the



2. An Expla na tion of the Terms Con tent Clause and Rela tive Tense

The tra di tional, of ten quoted defi ni tion of sub or di nate con tent
clauses comes from J. Bauer: “Con tent clauses ex press the real con -
tent of what is only gen er ally named, in di cated (most fre quently by
a verb or ver bal noun) or what is evalu ated (by vari ous predi ca tive ad -
jec tives or ad verbs) in the main clause. … Con tent clauses most fre -
quently ex press the con tent of the mes sage, thought or sen sory per cep -
tion, and thus in form about some event that was the sub ject of the mes -
sage, thought, or per cep tion.” (Bauer, 1965, pp. 55–56) P. Karlík pro -
vides a con cise defi ni tion grounded in va lence the ory: “Con tent
clauses are sub or di nate clauses, by which the propo si tional ac tant im -
plied in the se man tic struc ture of the va lence car rier is ex pressed in the 
va lence po si tion, and which thus com pletes this ex pres sion se man ti -
cally.” (Karlík, 2002, p. 522) 

Let us ex plain the char ac ter is tics of ab so lute tense and rela tive
tense. We may speak of ab so lute tense when the mean ing of a given
verb form it self ex presses a re la tion to the mo ment of speech, i.e. the
p a s t,  p r e s  e n t  or  f u  t u r e: včera četl knihu (he read a book yes -
ter day), dnes čte knihu (he reads a book to day), zítra bude číst knihu
(he will read a book to mor row). Rela tive tense, on the other hand, does 
not ex press a re la tion to the mo ment of speech, but rather ex presses
a tem po ral re la tion to some other event or state, i.e. it ex presses  a n  -
t e  c e n  d e n c e,  s i  m u l  t a  n e  i t y  or  s u b  s e  q u e n c e  with re -
spect to an other event or state: říkal, že četl [PRET]3 / čte [PRES] /
bude číst [FUT] knihu (lit er ally: he said that he read / reads / will read
the book)4. As I have al ready es tab lished, in Czech lin guis tics rela tive

tenses are usu ally dis cussed in con junc tion with sub or di nate con tent
clauses. Out side of the Czech con text, how ever, the study of rela tive
tenses is much broader, and also en com passes sub or di nate tem po ral
clauses, as well as oth ers (see Com rie, 1985). 

There are no spe cial forms for rela tive tenses in Czech (with the ex -
cep tion of the trans gres sive). The same tem po ral forms of verbs (i.e.
of pres ent tense, past tense and fu ture tense) are used to ex press both
ab so lute and rela tive tenses. In other lan guages, how ever, such al ter -
nate forms do ex ist, for ex am ple, plusquam per fect in Eng lish. How -
ever, even in lan guages with a rich tense sys tem, such as Eng lish, Ger -
man or Ro mance lan guages, mor pho logi cal forms of pres ent, fu ture
and past tense, i.e. the same forms as for the ex pres sion of ab so lute
tenses, are used along side spe cial verb forms in rela tive tenses.

In com plex sen tences with sub or di nate con tent clauses two tense
planes col lide – the one of the ma trix clause and of the sub or di nate
clause. The tense plane of the ma trix clause is de ci sive for the whole
com plex sen tence. In re la tion to the mo ment of ut ter ance of the ma trix
clause, the en tire com plex sen tence may have the mean ing of the past,
pres ent or fu ture, e.g.:

Slyšel / slyší /uslyší, že někdo ve ved lejší míst nosti mluví [PRES].

He heard that some one was speak ing [lit er ally: is speak ing] in the next room.

He hears that some one is speak ing in the next room.

He will hear that some one is speak ing in the next room.

The con tent clause ex presses an event that, in its ini tial con text,
also had a sepa rate tem po ral va lid ity of its own: Někdo ve ved lejší
míst nosti mluví. (Some one in the next room is speak ing.) How ever, as
a sub or di nate clause, it re fers to its ma trix clause – the tem po ral forms
of its predi cate verb no longer ex press ab so lute tem po ral clas si fi ca tion 
with re spect to the mo ment of speech, but rather rela tive tem po ral va -
lid ity with re spect to the time of the main event. If the event is si mul ta -
ne ous, (i.e. hap pen ing at the time of the event of the ma trix clause), the 
pres ent tense is used in the con tent clause, e.g. Věděl, že je [PRES]
jeho žena v práci. (He knew that his wife was [lit er ally: is] at work.); if 
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clause)”, compiled by P. Karlík, is devoted to content clauses in Encyklopedický
slovník češtiny / The Encyclopaedic Dictionary of Czech (2002, 2017).

3 The abbreviations given in square brackets represent the Czech verb tenses being
considered, namely preterite [PRET], present [PRES], and future [FUT].

4 In English, which observes a strict sequence of tenses (see below), the following
tense combinations are nonetheless grammatical: he said that he had read / read /
would read the book.



it de scribes an an te ce dent ac tion (i.e. an ac tion that took place be fore
the ac tion de scribed by the ma trix verb), the past tense (pret er ite) is
used in the con tent clause, e.g. Věděl, že jeho žena byla [PRET]
v práci. (He knew that his wife had been [lit er ally: was] at work.); if it
de scribes a sub se quent ac tion (i.e. an ac tion that will take place af ter
the ac tion of the ma trix clause), the fu ture tense is used, e.g. Věděl, že
jeho žena bude [FUT] v práci. (He knew that his wife would be [li-
ter ally: will be] at work.).

As has been shown in the pre vi ous sec tion, the us age of verb tenses 
in Czech dif fers from that in Eng lish and in other Ger manic lan guages, 
as well as from Latin and the Ro mance lan guages, all of which pos sess 
make use of the so- called  s e  q u e n c e  o f  t e n s e s  (lat. con se cu tio
tem po rum). This means that the choice of tense in sub or di nate con tent
clauses de pends on the given tense of each re spec tive ma trix clause.
Thus, if the ma trix clause is in the past tense, the tense of the sub or di -
nate clause must shift to the past, i.e. the pres ent tense changes to the
past tense, the past tense changes to the past per fect, and the fu ture
tense changes to the fu ture per fect.5 Cf. ex am ples of con tent clauses
and their Eng lish equiva lents from the par al lel cor pus In ter Corp v13
of the Czech Na tional Cor pus6:

(1) Když Ježíš viděl, že se sbíhá [PRES] zás tup, pohrozil nečistému
duchu. (Simultaneity)
When Je sus saw that a crowd was run ning to the scene, he re buked
the im pure spirit.

(2) Tehdy jsem se domníval, že se směje [PRES] mé nevzděla nosti.
(Simultaneity)
At the time I be lieved he was laugh ing at my ig no rance.

(3) Každého laika vždycky překvap ilo, jak hluboko tak ové zák lady
jdou [PRES]. (Simultaneity)
Lay men were al ways sur prised at how deep foun da tions were.

(4) Vadilo jim, že syn leží [PRES] na zemi. (Simultaneity)
They were both ered by the fact that their son was still ly ing on the
ground.

(5) Po prvé v živ otě jasně cítil, že nemá [PRES] smysl zachraňo vat ty,
kdo se zásadně nechtějí dát zachránit. (Simultaneity)
For the first time he really felt that it was no use try ing to save those
who fun da men tally would rather not be saved. 

(6) Te prve po příjezdu lékaře po chopil, že ona dáma skutečně na něko-
ho vystře lila [PRET] a že tím postře leným je [PRES] on sám. (an te -
ce dence, si mul ta ne ity)
It was not un til a sur geon ar rived that he un der stood that the lady had
in deed shot some one and that the some one was him self.

(7) Tom si vy bavil, jak Marta brečela [PRET] hlady. (Antecedence)
Tom re mem bered how Mar tha had cried from hun ger.

(8) Pop sal jsem jí, co se stalo [PRET]. (Antecedence)
I de scribed to her what had hap pened.

(9) Při tom jsem už dlouho před povídal, že tato stag nace bude mít
[FUT] nak onec poli tické následky. (Subsequence)
I had long pre dicted that this stag na tion would even tu ally have po -
liti cal con se quences.

(10) Dou fal jsem, že ho náš po byt v Lóri enu zase svede [FUT] ze stopy.
(sub se quence)
I hoped that our stay in Lórien would throw him off the scent again.

In Czech, how ever, there are also cases of verb tenses be ing used in 
con tent and ad junct clauses that break these rules. Some times in con -
tent clauses the tenses are cho sen from the speak er’s per spec tive, and
in some cases the rela tive tense can also be used in ad junct clauses.
Based on cor pus de rived evi dence, this ar ti cle will aim to de scribe the
cases in which these de via tions oc cur. I will con cen trate mainly on
rela tive past tenses in con tent clauses that ex press si mul ta ne ity with
past tense ac tions de scribed in the ma trix clause. 
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5 B. Comrie points out that this is not the case with indirect speech after a main
verb in the future tense. In this case, the tense remains unchanged, since the main
verb is not a past tense. It therefore follows that by reporting John’s words I am
singing in indirect speech, one should get John will say that he is singing, and not
John will say that he will be singing. (Comrie, 1985, p. 112)

6 Most of the evidence in this article come from the SYN v8 corpus of the Czech
National Corpus. Examples (1)–(10) come from the parallel corpus InterCorp v13.



3. The Origi na tors of Mes sage in Com plex Sen tences 
with Con tent Clauses

A cru cial in flu ence on the use of verb tenses in con tent clauses in
Czech is the per spec tive from which the verb tense is cho sen –
whether from the per spec tive of the author of the origi nal di rect
speech or from the per spec tive of the author of the en tire com plex sen -
tence con tain ing a con tent clause. For these origi na tors of the mes sage 
in com plex sen tences with con tent clauses, I have else where (Kou -
tová, 2019) pro posed the terms pri mary agent and speaker.7

For the author of the origi nal di rect speech (or the ex pe ri encer of
sen sory per cep tion, the agent of evalua tion, etc.), I use the term pri -
mary agent, for the author of the whole com plex sen tence I use the es -
tab lished term speaker.

Let us ex plain the re la tion ship be tween the origi na tors of the mes -
sage and the use of ver bal tense in con tent clauses. A com plex sen -
tence with a sub or di nate con tent clause is a com plex ex pres sion con -
sist ing of two com po nents:

1) of an in tro duc tory predi cate that con tex tu al izes the ver bal con tent
in re la tion to over all con text and tem po ral clas si fi ca tion as re lated
to the mo ment of ut ter ance, thereby con sti tut ing an ab so lute tense; 

2) of a con tent clause in which there is usu ally a shift in the tem po ral
plane, as in in di rect speech, and thus con sti tutes rela tive tense.

In di rect speech in Czech re tains the same verb tense as in di rect
speech cf:

(11) Anna včera řekla: „Venku je [PRES] hezky.“  (11a) Anna včera
řekla, že venku je [PRES] hezky. 
Anna said yes ter day: „It is nice out side.“  (11a) Anna said yes ter -
day that it was [lit er ally: is] nice out side.

The author of the origi nal di rect speech, in our case Anna, is the
pri mary agent of the speech act. The speaker, i.e. the author of the
whole com plex sen tence with the con tent clause, is in this ex am ple the 
author of the ar ti cle, Marta Kou tová (in other ex am ples used in this ar -
ti cle, it is mainly dif fer ent authors of ex am ples drawn from the Czech
Na tional Cor pus). The verb tenses in in di rect speech are used in the
same way as in di rect speech from the per spec tive of the pri mary
agent. In most com plex sen tences with con tent clauses, verb tenses are 
se lected based on the same prin ci ple as in in di rect speech, cf: 

(11b) Anna viděla/věděla/byla ráda, že venku je [PRES] hezky. 
 Anna saw/knew/was glad that it was [lit er ally: is] nice out side. 

In these cases as well we will re fer to the given origi na tors of the
mes sage as the pri mary agent and speaker. In fact, the term “pri mary
agent” does not re fer only to the author of the origi nal di rect speech,
i.e. the agent of the speech act (in clauses in tro duced by the predi cates
řekl / he said, po dotkl / he re marked, kon sta to val / he stated...). It can
also be the agent of a men tal ac tion (mys lel / he thought, věděl / he
knew, tušil / he sus pected...), the ex pe ri encer of a sen sory per cep tion
(viděl / he saw, slyšel / he heard, cítil / he felt...) or an emo tional state
(li to val / he re gret ted, překvap ilo ho / he was sur prised, ra do val se / he 
re joiced...), the agent of an evalua tion (byl vděčný / he was grate ful,
ce nil si / he ap pre ci ated, zdálo se mu zajímavé / he found in ter est -
ing...) or a vo li tional ac tion (přál si / he wished, toužil / he longed...).

The pri mary agent and the speaker rep re sent ei ther two dis tinct
per sons, or al ter nately the same per son in two dif fer ent situa tions.

4. Content Clauses with Tenses selected from the Speaker´s
Perspective

As dis cussed in the pre vi ous sec tion, in most con tent clauses the
tenses are cho sen from the per spec tive of the pri mary agent. Cf. the
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7 A similar linguistic issue in German (contrasting it with Norwegian and
English) has been investigated by the Norwegian linguist Cathrine Fabricius-Han-
sen (2004), who uses the terms “Figur” (i.e. figure, analogous to our primary agent) 
and “Narautor” (i.e. narrator, analogous to our speaker) for these message origi-
nators. The Cambridge Grammar of the English Language works with the terms
“original speaker” and “reporter”. Silvia Gennari, who in her article Embedded Pre- 
sent Tense and Attitude Reports (1999) deals with the use of the present tense in
content clauses in English, calls these originators of the message “the attitude
holder” and “the speaker”. Her terminology is also adopted by Kubota et al. in their
article (2009).



ex pres sion of the pres ent with past ac tion us ing the rela tive tense – the
pres ent:

(12) Prohlásil/viděl/mys lel/di vil se/bylo (mu) příjemné, že tam je [PRES]
ses tra s ním.
He stated/saw/thought/won dered/was pleased that the nurse was
[liter ally: is] there with him. 

How ever, cer tain kinds of Czech predi cates in tro duc ing sub or di -
nate con tent clauses do not ex press the point of view of the pri mary
agent, but rather that of the speaker. These are, for ex am ple, some im -
per sonal predi cates ex press ing evalua tion (pro spělo mu / it bene fited
him, obo ha tilo ho / it en riched him, po mohlo mu / it helped him,
zachránilo ho / it saved him, ublížilo mu / it hurt him, vym stilo se mu /
it back fired on him, vy pla tilo se (mu) / it paid off (for him), om lou valo
ho / it ex cused him; bylo čestné/rozumné/ris kantní… / it was hon est/
/rea son able/risky…; pro blém byl / the prob lem was, chyba byla / the
mis take was…) or predi cates ex press ing ex is tence or change (stalo se
(mu) / it hap pened (to him), došlo k tomu / it oc curred, násle do valo / it
fol lowed, pro jevilo se / it mani fested; způso bil / he was the rea son why, 
zavinil / he caused, to vedlo k tomu / it led to...), see ex am ples
(13)-(22). The sub or di nate clauses de pend ent on these predi cates do
not ac tu ally have any pri mary agent; they re flect only the speaker's
per spec tive. Therefore, even the tenses used in them are chosen from
the perspective of the speaker and his moment of utterance. Cf.
expressions of the present with past action using the preterite in
content clauses dependent on predicate formulated in the speaker's
perspective:

(13) Jed nou se stalo / po mohlo mu / bylo šlechetné / někdo za jis til, že tam 
byla [PRET] ses tra s ním.
Once it hap pened / helped him / was gen er ous / some one en sured
that the nurse was there with him. 

(14) Vyšetřování po li cistům dlouho kom pliko valo, že oběti útočníka
popi so valy [PRET] velmi od lišně.

For a long time, the in ves ti ga tion was com pli cated by the fact that
the vic tims de scribed their at tacker very dif fer ently.

(15) Dost mu ublížilo, že na něj lidi na sta di onu pokřiko vali [PRET]
nesmysly. 
He was quite hurt by the fact that peo ple shouted non sense at him in
the sta dium. 

(16) Její půvab ještě zvyšo valo, že měla [PRET] jedno oko mo dré a dru-
hé ze lené.
Her charm was en hanced by the fact that she had one blue eye and
one green one.

(17) Le tuška měla štěstí, že byla [PRET] zrovna vzadu v kuchyňce. 
The flight at ten dant was lucky she was at the back of the kitchen at
the time.

(18) Bylo asi spraved livé, že finále hrály [PRET] dva nejlepší týmy se -
zony. 
It was proba bly only fair that the fi nal was played by the two best
teams of the sea son.

(19) Výhodné bylo, že ro diče matky žili [PRET] v Praze. 
It was con ven ient that the mother's par ents lived in Pra gue.

(20) Největší pro blém byl, že jsme ne byli [PRET] po jištění. 
The big gest prob lem was that we did n't have in sur ance.

(21) Naší chy bou bylo, že jsme ne dokázali [PRET] vstře lit druhý gól. 
Our mis take was that we did n't man age to score the sec ond goal.

(22) Na posledy v roce 1995 se při ho dilo, že na tur naji vůbec ne pršelo
[PRET]. 
The last time in 1995 it hap pened that it did n't rain at all in the tour -
na ment.

5. Con tent Clauses which usu ally use Verb Tenses from the
Speaker's Per spec tive but in Spe cial Cases also Verb Tenses
from the Per spec tive of the Pri mary Agent

The pres ent tense ex press ing si mul ta ne ity with the past, as used
from the per spec tive of the pri mary agent, some times pene trates into
the types of clauses that cer tain authors (e.g. K. Svo boda and J. Pane-
vová in their works from the 1970s) do not con sider con tent clauses
due to their re ported in abil ity to con tain rela tive tenses. (The term

323 324



“rela tive tenses” is used by Svo boda and Pan evová only for tenses
cho sen from the per spec tive of the pri mary agent, cf. e.g. Pan evová,
1971a, p. 48; Svo boda, 1972, p. 129). 

K. Svo boda (1970) analy ses sub or di nate clauses which are in tro -
duced by ad jec ti val predi cates with the mean ing of evalua tion. Ac -
cord ing to the author, two cases must be dis tin guished: 

1) In sen tences like Horší bylo, že nikdo ne byl [PRET] doma (It was
worse that no one was at home), a rela tive tense is not used be cause, 
as the author be lieves, the evalua tion takes place pri mar ily from the
speaker's point of view, and there fore all of the tenses used re late
back to the speaker him self. Since such clauses can not con tain rela -
tive tenses, Svo boda ar gues that they are in fact no longer con tent
clauses.  

2) Ac cord ing to Svo boda, the situa tion is dif fer ent in cases such as
Bylo nám příjemné, že nikdo není [PRES] doma (It was nice for us
that no one was [lit er ally: is] at home), wherein the ma trix clause
ex presses not only an evalua tion, but also a sen sory per cep tion of
the agent, which is or can be ex pressed by the da tive (“nám”).
There fore, the tense can also be used here as in in di rect speech. Ac -
cord ing to Svo boda, the sub ject clause is then a con tent clause in
terms of both mean ing and form. (Svo boda, 1970, p. 69, p. 196)

Predi cates in tro duc ing con tent clauses, which Svo boda clas si fies
in group 1), pri mar ily ex press the speaker's per spec tive and are there -
fore usu ally fol lowed by tenses se lected from the speaker's point of
view. These predi cates are of the type “was + ad jec tive/ad verb/noun
with the mean ing of evalua tion”, such as: bylo do bré/fajn / it was
good/nice, bylo skvělé/úžasné/nád herné / it was great/awe some/gor -
geous, bylo hrozné/mrzuté / it was ter ri ble/pain ful; bylo po chopi -
telné/lo gické / it was un der stand able/logi cal; bylo nové / it was new,
bylo normální/při rozené / it was nor mal/natu ral, bylo nez vyklé/po -
divné/neuvěřitelné / it was un usual/weird/un be liev able, byl div / it was 
a won der, byl šok / it was a shock; bylo povzbu divé / it was en cour ag -
ing, bylo těžké / it was dif fi cult, bylo důležité/pod statné/roz ho du jící / it

was im por tant/es sen tial/de ci sive, bylo zajímavé / it was in ter est ing,
bylo mar kantní / it was strik ing; novin kou/pravdou/fak tem bylo / the
nov elty/truth/fact was, etc. As K. Svo boda ob serves, in con tent clau-
ses de pend ent on these predi cates, the evalua tive agent can not be ex -
pressed by a pro noun or a noun in the da tive case, i.e. one can not say
*bylo nám do bré/zajímavé/normální, etc. (un like evalua tive predi -
cates like bylo (nám) divné/po dezřelé/nepříjemné, etc., where the da -
tive ex presses the pri mary agent, and the tenses here are there fore usu -
ally cho sen from his per spec tive). How ever, the fol low ing ex am ples
show that even af ter predi cates in which the pri mary agent can not be
ex pressed in the da tive, tenses cho sen from his per spec tive do in deed
ap pear. In all of these clauses, the pres ent tense could be re placed by
the pret er ite (that is, a tense se lected from the speaker's per spec tive).
The pres ent tense in these cases can be de scribed as marked - its func -
tion is to em pha size the per spec tive of the pri mary agent. 

(23) Bylo skvělé, že si můžeme [PRES] zahrát na tak významné akci
a reprezen to vat sebe, město Tep lice i ce lou zemi. 
It was great that we were [lit er ally: are] able to play at such an im -
por tant event and rep re sent our selves, the city of Tep lice and the
whole coun try. 

(24) Hrozné bylo, že mé známky, má největší ra dost, jsou [PRES] pryč. 
The ter ri ble thing was that my stamps, my great est joy, were [lit er al-
ly: are] gone. 

(25) Byl rok 1983 a my neměli žádné sta rosti. Hlavní bylo, že ne musíme
[PRES] do školy. To, že natáčíme [PRES] film, bylo na druhém
místě. 
The year was 1983 and we had no wor ries. The main thing was that
we did n't have [lit er ally: don't have] to go to school. The fact that
we were shoot ing [lit er ally: are shoot ing] a film was sec on dary.

(26) Kočky byly všechny tak vy chrtlé, že byl div, že vůbec ještě žijí
[PRES].
The cats were all so skinny it was a won der they were [lit er ally: are]
even still alive.

(27) Če sko slov en sko ov ládli komu nisté a náš dům na Říčkách byl zná-
rodněn. Holým fak tem bylo, že se nemáme [PRES] kam uchýlit, že

325 326



jsme [PRES] bez do mova. 
Czecho slo va kia was taken over by the com mu nists and our house in
Říčky was na tion al ized. The sim ple fact was that we had [lit er ally:
have] no where to go, that we were [lit er ally: are] home less. 

6. Con tent Clauses which usu ally use Verb Tenses se lected from
the Per spec tive of the Pri mary Agent but in Spe cial Cases also 
Verb Tenses se lected from the Per spec tive of the Speaker

The tense cho sen from the speaker's per spec tive some times also
mani fest in con tent clauses in which tenses cho sen from the per spec -
tive of the pri mary agent are oth er wise com monly used.8  

This phe nome non fre quently oc curs fol low ing in tro duc tory predi -
cates with the mean ing of sen sory per cep tions (viděl / he saw, slyšel /
he heard, cítil / he felt, všiml si / he no ticed...), emo tional states (líbilo
se mu / he liked, překvap ilo ho / he was sur prised, vadilo mu / it
bothered him, potěšilo ho / he was pleased...) and also af ter (most of -
ten fac tive) predi cates with the mean ing of think ing (věděl / he knew,
tušil / he sus pected, doz věděl se / he learned, uvědomil si / he re al ized...).
Even in these cases, the ex pres sion of the dif fer ence in per spec tive be -
tween the speaker and the pri mary agent plays an im por tant role. Cf.
the fol low ing ex am ples:

(28) Mně strašně vadilo, že byla [PRET] pořád pryč a neměla [PRET] na 
mě čas. 
It both ered me ter ri bly that she was al ways gone and did n't have
any time for me.

(29) Možná se pes vyděsil, že byl [PRET] příliš blízko. 
Per haps the dog was fright ened that he was too close.

(30) Sil nice byla zavátá, ale stopy po pneu ma tikách prozra zo valy, že ne -
byla [PRET] zcela ne průjezdná. 

The road was cov ered in snow, but the tire tracks be trayed that it
was n't com pletely im pass able.

(31) Pro fe sor rušt iny se při ústní zkoušce di vil, jak velký byl [PRET]
rozdíl mezi mým písemným pro jevem a jazyko vou po ho to vostí při
ústní zkoušce. 
My Rus sian pro fes sor won dered dur ing the oral exam how big the
dif fer ence was be tween my abil ity to ex press my self in writ ing and
my oral flu ency dur ing exam. 

(32) Vši chni viděli, že mi to prok lu zo valo [PRET].                                               
 Eve ry one could see that I was slip ping.

In this group of ex am ples we see sev eral con tent clauses, in which
I be lieve, the pret er ite ex presses an ob jec tive re al ity com mented on
from the speaker's per spec tive. If we trans fer the con tent clauses into
the pres ent tense, our at ten tion turns to the sub jec tive ex pe ri ence of
the pri mary agent, as if we were trans ported to gether with the pri mary
agent to the mo ment in time when the ac tion of the con tent clause oc -
curred, and we were ex pe ri enc ing it to gether with him, or watched it
as though it were hap pen ing right in front of our eyes: 

(28a) Mně strašně vadilo, že je [PRES] pořád pryč a nemá [PRES] na mě
čas.
It both ered me ter ri bly that she was [lit er ally: is] al ways gone and
did n't have [lit er ally: does n't have] any time for me.

(29a) Možná se pes vyděsil, že je [PRES] příliš blízko.
Per haps the dog was fright ened that he was [lit er ally: is] too close.

(30a) Sil nice byla zavátá, ale stopy po pneu ma tikách prozra zo valy, že
není [PRES] zcela ne průjezdná. 
The road was cov ered in snow, but the tire tracks be trayed that it
was n't [lit er ally: is n't] com pletely im pass able.

(31a) Pro fe sor rušt iny se při ústní zkoušce di vil, jak velký je [PRES]
rozdíl mezi mým písemným pro jevem a jazyko vou po ho to vostí při
ústní zkoušce. 
My Rus sian pro fes sor won dered dur ing the oral exam how big the
dif fer ence was [lit er ally: is] be tween my abil ity to ex press my self in
writ ing and my oral flu ency dur ing exam. 
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(32a) Vši chni viděli, že mi to prok luzuje [PRES]. 
 Eve ry one could see that I was [lit er ally: am] slip ping.

In ex am ple (32), in ad di tion to the fac tor “ex press ing the speaker's
per spec tive vs. the pri mary agent”, the fac tor “ex press ing the over all
view vs. ex press ing the course of ac tion” al ready played a role. These
two fac tors are closely in ter twined and usu ally work to gether. In my
view, a con tent clause with a pret er ite form rep re sents the event de -
scribed as a whole, or it shows the re sult of the event; the pres ent tense, 
on the other hand, turns our at ten tion to the course of the event or its
per cep tion. In the case of con tent clauses in the pres ent tense, the in -
tro duc tory predi cates are of ten im per fec tive verbs, which are in -
herently suit able for ex press ing the course of an event; con tent clauses 
in the pret er ite, on the other hand, are more of ten in tro duced by per -
fec tive verbs. Cf. Exam ples where the em pha sis is on the course of the
event, hence, in the sub or di nate clause, the use of the tense is ruled by
the point of view of the pri mary agent (pres ent tense to ex press the si -
mul ta ne ity). 

(33) Muž nás pos trčil od břehu a pak se za námi díval, jak se vzda lu jeme
[PRES]. 
The man pushed us away from the shore and then fol lowed us with
his eyes as we moved [lit er ally: move] away.

(34) Zadu maně jsem po slouchal, jak slábne mo tor [PRES]. 
I lis tened thought fully as the en gine faded [lit er ally: fades].

(35) Po zo ro vala ho, jak pracuje [PRES]. 
She watched him as he worked [lit er ally: works].

For the other ex am ples I give here, re plac ing the pret er ite with the
pres ent tense would not be ap pro pri ate in my opin ion – the pres ent
would draw too much at ten tion to the course of ac tion, whereas here it
is more im por tant to em pha size the over all view, cf:

(36) Vši chni viděli, že to byl [PRET] fan tas tický fot bal a měli jsme
[PRET] více šancí než Spar tak. 
Eve ry body saw that it was a fan tas tic foot ball match and we had
greater chances than Spar tak.

(37) Neslyšel jsi, co jsme si vy právěli [PRET] o Man fre dovi? 
Did n't you hear what we said about Man fred?

(38) Jed nou tajně vys lechla, jak jsme mlu vily [PRET] o závěti. 
She once se cretly over heard us as we spoke about the will.

(39) I když vím, že fes ti va lové pub likum je tro chu spe ci fické, přesto mě
potěšilo, že diváci rea govali [PRET] stejně jako na pre miéře v Pra-
ze.
Al though I know that the fes ti val audi ence is a bit spe cific, I was still
pleased that the audi ence re acted the same way as at the pre miere in
Pra gue.

An other fac tor ap plied to the choice of tense in a con tent clause is
“ex press ing mere si mul ta ne ity with the ac tion of the main clause vs.
ex press ing per ma nence or va lid ity even at the mo ment of speak ing”.
The pret er ite takes prece dence, or may even be the only pos si bil ity,
when si mul ta ne ity with the past must be ex pressed, and the pres ent
tense would im ply con tin ued va lid ity of the ac tion at the mo ment of
the speaker's ut ter ance and/or per ma nent va lid ity. Cf. the fol low ing
ex am ples:

(40) Později jsem v různých táborech po zo ro val, že přežívali [PRET]
jen ti, kdo měli [PRET] tuto sil nou víru v život. 
Later, in vari ous camps, I ob served that only those who had this
strong be lief in life sur vived.

(41) Hlavně nás překvap ilo, že Poláci naprosto dok on ale znali [PRET]
naši tvorbu. 
What sur prised us above all was that the Poles knew our work per -
fectly well.

(42) Jemu spíš im pono valo, že jsem byla [PRET] díky svalům jiná než
ostatní ženy. 
He was rather im pressed that I was dif fer ent from other women be -
cause of my mus cles.

(43) Trápilo mě, že ces tování byl [PRET] skutečně velký pro blém. 
It both ered me that trav el ling was a really big prob lem. 

(44) Jasně jsme dokázaly, že jsme tady byly nejlepší [PRET] a máme
[PRES] opravdový tým, v němž není mar kantní rozdíl mezi hráč-
kami zák ladu a z lavičky. 
We clearly proved that we were the best here and we had [lit er ally:
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have] a real team, where there was no marked dif fer ence be tween
the base play ers and the bench play ers.

In ex am ples (40) and (41), the speaker proba bly did not want to ex -
press gen eral va lid ity, so he chose a pret er ite that ex presses va lid ity
only for the case at hand. In ex am ples (42) and (43), the pret er ite in the 
con tent clause again ob vi ously ex presses mere si mul ta ne ity with the
past, and the in for ma tion ex pressed by it is proba bly al ready invalid at
the time of the ut ter ance. In the com plex sen tence in ex am ple (44),
two con tent clauses de pend on the in tro duc tory predi cate, one with
a predi cate in the pret er ite, the other with a predi cate in the pres ent.
The pret er ite in the first sub or di nate clause ex presses si mul ta ne ity
with the past, and thus va lid ity only at that mo ment, while the pres ent
tense in the sec ond clause ex presses per ma nent va lid ity or con tin ued
va lid ity at the mo ment of the ut ter ance. 

Pre sent tense gen er ally can not be used to ex press si mul ta ne ity with 
the past if tense of the con tent clause is af fected by the prox im ity of
an other pret er ite. If both, a per fec tive and im per fec tive verb, are part
of a con tent clause in the past tense, or if an ad ver bial tem po ral clause
in the pret er ite de pends on the given con tent clause, the tense of the
im per fec tive verb in the con tent clause is aligned with this (usu ally fi -
nite) pret er ite, cf.

(45) Pak cítil, že ho kdosi nesl [PRET, IMPERF] a ho dil [PRET, PERF]
do sedla. 
Then he felt that some one was car ry ing him and threw him into the
sad dle.

(46) Slečna Simp sonová se zájmem přihlížela, jak ko cour kráčel [PRET, 
IMPERF] dov nitř a zamířil [PRET, PERF] ke schodům. 
Miss Simp son watched with in ter est as the cat walked in and
headed for the stairs.

(47) Jen matně si uvědo movala, jak jí Craig pomáhal [PRET, IMPERF]
do auta a po sa dil se [PRET, PERF] za vol ant. 
She was only dimly aware that Craig helped her into the car and got
be hind the wheel.

(48) Slyšela jsem, jak chlapi na scho dech povyko vali [PRET], když
Zdeněk vešel. 
I heard the guys on the stairs cheer when Zdeněk en tered.

(49) Nejvíc mě frus tro valo, že když jsem si chtěla přivydělat bokem,
musela [PRET] jsem lhát. 
What frus trated me the most was that when I wanted to earn
money on the side, I had to lie.

An im por tant fac tor lead ing to the use of the pret er ite to ex press si -
mul ta ne ity is “the pres ence of a tem po ral ad ver bial re fer ring to the
past” J. V. Bečka (1975, p. 189) ob serves that in con tent clauses such
as Slyšel jsem, jak jste se včera dom lou vali [PRET] (I over heard yes -
ter day as you were ar rang ing some thing), the pret er ite form re moves
the col li sion of tense and tem po ral ad ver bial. This fact does not only
ap ply to typi cal tem po ral ad ver bi als ex plic itly re fer ring to the past,
such as před hodi nou / an hour ago, včera / yes ter day, mi nulý týden /
last week, mi nulý rok / last year, etc. As the fol low ing ex am ples show,
the tense in a con tent clause can also be af fected by other tem po ral ad -
ver bi als, such as před star tem / be fore the start, při té příležito sti / on
that oc ca sion, etc., cf:

(50) Nikdy se mi nelíbilo, jak mnozí za komu nistů jezdili [PRET] už v
pátek v poledne na chaty. 
I never liked how many peo ple dur ing com mu nism left for their
cot tages on Fri day as early as noon. 

(51) Sám jsem se ok nem nějaký čas díval, jak 15. května vydělávala
[PRET] svým tělem peníze. 
For some time I ob served from the win dow, as she ex changed her
body for money on the 15th of May.

(52) Nervózní jsem ne byl, jen mi vadilo, že jsme před star tem museli
[PRET] v autě dlouho čekat.
I was n't nerv ous; I was just an noyed that we had to wait so long in
the car be fore the start.

(53) Moje nevěřící oči zazna menaly, že při té příležito sti měla [PRET]
tmavé punčo chy, a nik oli trikot. 
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My dis be liev ing eyes noted that on that oc ca sion she was wear ing
dark tights and not a leo tard.

7. The Use of Verb Tenses in Com plex Sen tences with Con tent
Clauses of a more com plex Struc ture

Again, the per spec tive of the pri mary agent vs. the speaker's per -
spec tive plays an im por tant role in the se lec tion of verb tenses in com -
plex sen tences with con tent clauses of a more com plex struc ture. As
J. Pan evová (1971 a, b) points out in her work, rela tive tenses (i.e.
tenses cho sen from the per spec tive of the pri mary agent, MK note) are
used not only in con tent clauses, but also in all sub or di nate ad junct
clauses that de pend on the con tent clause. Cf:

(54) Sám věděl nejlíp, že jeho takz vaná společen skost je [PRES] nanej-
výš roz marná mašina, která roz hodně ne naskočí [PRES] pokaždé,
a pokud ano, tak se nejdéle do dvou ho din zadře [PRES]. 
He him self knew best that his so- called so cia bil ity was [lit er ally: is]
at best a ca pri cious ma chine, which cer tainly did not jump start
[lit er ally: does n't jump start] every time, but if it did [in Czech lit -
er ally: does], it would jam [lit er ally: jams / will jam] within two
hours at the long est.

In this ex am ple from fic tion, all the sub or di nate clauses are pre -
sented as part of the char ac ter's (i.e., the pri mary agent's) train of
thought. If a pret er ite were used in the ad junct de pend ent clauses, it
would be a com ment by the nar ra tor (i.e., the speaker). Cf:

(54a) Sám věděl nejlíp, že jeho takz vaná společen skost je [PRES] nanejvýš
roz marná mašina, která roz hodně ne naskočila [PRET] pokaždé,
a pokud ano, tak se nejdéle do dvou ho din zadřela [PRET].  
He him self knew best that his so- called so cia bil ity was [lit er ally: is]
at best a ca pri cious ma chine, which cer tainly did not jump start
every time, but if it did, it jammed within two hours at the long est. 

The same is true in the fol low ing ex am ples:

(55) Myslil na to, že někde v jejím bytě jsou [PRES] jeho dopisy, které
může [PRES] dávat kdyk oli komukoli číst. 
He was think ing that some where in her apart ment were [lit er ally:
are] his let ters, which she could [lit er ally: can] give any one to read
at any time. 

(56) Vy ro jily se pom luvy, že pro sa zuji [PRES] razantní řešení, protože
sám na opravě mo stu vydělávám [PRES]. 
There were ru mours that I was push ing [lit er ally: am push ing] for
a dras tic so lu tion be cause I my self was mak ing [lit er ally: am mak -
ing] money off of the bridge re pairs.

When a pret er ite ex press ing si mul ta ne ity is used in an ad junct
clause de pend ent on a con tent clause, it is, as J. Pan evová (1971a, b)
points out, a speaker's com ment. The pres ent tense here, on the other
hand, would in di cate that it is part of a state ment (of in di rect speech),
a sen sory per cep tion, a train of thought, an evalua tion, or the emo -
tional state of the pri mary agent. Cf:

(57) K ne hodě zřejmě došlo v okamžiku, kdy po li cejní auto jelo v levém
jízdním pruhu a řidič si nevšiml, že auto mo bil, který jel [PRET]
v pravém jízdním pruhu, zas ta vuje [PRES] a dává [PRES] před nost 
chod kyni.
The ac ci dent proba bly oc curred when the po lice car was driv ing in
the left lane and the driver failed to no tice that the car, which was
driv ing in the right lane, was stop ping and giv ing [lit er ally: is stop -
ping and giv ing] way to a pe des trian.

(58) Strážci zák ona se podle slov tisk ového mluvčího poli cie nejprve
domnívali, že muž, který ležel [PRET] ve vo zovce ob liče jem k zemi, 
je [PRES] vážně zraněn. 
Ac cord ing to a po lice spokes per son, the law en force ment of fi cers
ini tially be lieved that the man, who was ly ing face down in the road -
way, was [lit er ally: is] se ri ously in jured.

8. Con clu sion

In this pa per, I have dis cussed the use of ver bal tense in sub or di nate 
con tent clauses. Us ing ex am ples from the Czech Na tional Cor pus,
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I have dem on strated that the use of verb tenses in con tent clauses and
in all of the ad junct clauses de pend ent on them is gov erned by whether 
the speaker views the ac tion of the con tent clause from his per spec tive
or whether he adopts the per spec tive of the pri mary agent. I have fo -
cussed mainly on cases that defy the usual claims about the use of rela -
tive tenses in con tent clauses. I have pointed out that there ex ist in tro -
duc tory predi cates ex press ing only the speaker's per spec tive, and as
such, verb tenses can not be se lected based on the same prin ci ple as in
in di rect speech in those con tent clauses de pend ent on them. Fur ther -
more, af ter predi cates that oth er wise in tro duce con tent clauses with
tenses cho sen from the per spec tive of the pri mary agent, tenses from
the speaker's per spec tive are some times used. I have dealt with vari ous
cases of such marked us ages and put for ward my own in ter pre ta tion of 
the fac tors in volved. By trans lat ing the above men tioned ex am ples
from the Czech Na tional Cor pus into Eng lish I have shown that
Czech, in con trast to Eng lish, is able to ex press cer tain minute sty lis tic 
dis tinc tion with the help of ab so lute and rela tive tense.  
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