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Some thoughts on the semantics of non-straight paths  
(based on a corpus study of Bulgarian motion verbs) 
 
 
Introduction and general question 
 
Path is an important part of the cognitive and linguistic representation of motion events. 
Research on conceptualization has shown that there is a conceptual distinction between 
straight and non-straight paths. A question which deserves further investigation is 
whether this distinction spills over in language in any systematic way. Is there a 
distinction in the overt realization of verbs encoding straight and non-straight paths? In 
what ways are non-straight paths encoded? The bulk of linguistic research on paths of 
motion is mainly about straight paths. Here I will discuss the syntactico-semantic 
contexts in which the most important Bulgarian verbs of non-straight motion are used, 
to draw a conclusion about the different ways in which they semantically represent non-
straight motion. 

The target verbs in this study are (1) zavija/ zavivam - ‘turn’, izvija/ izvivam – 
‘veer’; (2) krivna/ krivvam, svurna/ svurvam/ svrushtam, svija/ svivam – ‘turn’, ‘take a 
detour’; (3) krivolicha, lukatusha - ’wind’, ‘meander’; (4) zaobikolja/ zaobikaliam - ’go 
around an obstacle’; and (5) obikolja/ obikalyam - ‘go round’. All these verbs refer to 
motion along a non-straight path, but in different ways: Some of them indicate change 
of direction (groups 1 and 2) or multiple change of direction (group 3), others (groups 4 
and 5) relate the outline of the path of motion to a Reference Object. The linguistic 
tradition is unanimous that recurring syntactic/ semantic contexts typical of a verb/ verb 
class are indicative of its semantic structure (Levin 1993, Levin & Rappaport 1995, 
Divjak & Gries 2006, Dimitrova-Vulchanova & Dekova 2006). The purpose of the 
current explorative corpus study is to map out the path-specifying context in which each 
of the target verbs appear. Questions which I will attempt to answer are: (A) Are there 
clear patterns in the types of path specification? (B) Do some of the verbs form groups 
based on their typical patterns? (C) What features in the semantic specification of the 
verbs are responsible for this? Here I discuss only spatial properties of the encoded 
paths. Features whose influence is important but is out of the scope of this paper are the 
aspectual properties of Bulgarian verbs and the clause as a whole, the boundary-
crossing constraint in Bulgarian, the derivational relations between some of the target 
verbs, and the polysemy of the target verbs seen in connection with their different 
morpho-syntactic realizations. In order to be able to link the results of this study future 
findings about the influence of these features, all target verbs are treated as separate 
items in the analysis. 
 
Background and hypothesis 
 
Semantically, motion is a relation (encoded mainly in the verb) between participants 
(encoded in the verb or in syntactic dependents of various types). Formally, situations 
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are represented as functions which take a specific number of arguments belonging to 
specific types (Jackendoff 1983). Here I assume the decomposition approach, according 
to which the situation and its pertaining roles are not atomic, but can be represented as 
sets of many features, allowing recursion and embedding (Pustejovsky 1995, Dimitrova-
Vulchanova 1996/ 99). Dependents in the clause unite with the verb by fitting into 
’slots’ in its semantic and syntactic matrix, which means that they must be semantically 
and syntactically compatible with it. Koenig et al. (2003) make the distinction between 
semantic arguments and syntactic dependents. Semantic arguments specify particular 
participants in the situation and pertain to a specific situation or type of situations. 
Semantic adjuncts specify the situation as a whole, and can co-occur with many 
situations. Thus, a set of contexts typical of a verb or set of verbs, and distinguishing it 
from other (sets of) verbs may be used as an indicator of common semantic properties 
of the verbs from the set (Levin 1993, Levin & Rappaport 1995, Divjak & Gries 2003, 
Dimitrova-Vulchanova & Weisgerber 2007) 

The semantic properties of a situation are represented in hierarchical feature 
structures: with attributes taking one of a (predetermined) set of values. The value of an 
attribute may be fixed (obligatory for the verb and understood no matter whether the 
argument is realized overtly or not) or specifiable (an ‘empty slot’ in the situation’s 
semantic structure which can be optionally specified further) (Dimitrova-Vulchanova 
2004, 2008). A situation is specified on several levels which are independent but 
correspond with one another through coindexation, e.g. Jackendoff’s Action Tier 
(involving ‘social’ force-dynamic) and Thematic (involving spatial relations between 
the participants). Only the Thematic tier is of interest for me here. A motion function 
(cf. Fig. 1) has two arguments: the Moving Object (called Theme in Gruber 1965)/ 
Figure in Talmy 1978, 1985) and Medium relative to which the moving or located entity 
is described (Dimitrova-Vulchanova 1996/ 99). Motion is a subtype of spatial relations, 
but differs from static situations (e.g., Location and Orientation) in its temporal 
specification. Time, Medium and Figure can be represented as projections of features 
along axes linked to one another by a structure-preserving bounding relation 
(Jackendoff 1996). In static locative situations both Time and Medium are points. In 
static situations involving directed paths (e.g., Orient and Extend) time is again a point, 
but Medium is projected as a vector, and thus can be further specified for its origin 
(Source) or end point (Goal). In situations of directed motion, both Time and Medium 
are projected as vectors.  
 

Figure 1. The semantic representation of Motion and Path  
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Non-straight paths can also be handled under this schema: Change of direction is 
a subtype of directed space, and is subject to the same constraints for overt expression, 
e.g. the Unique Vector Constraint defined by Bohnemeyer’s (2003). There are situations 
(both static and dynamic) in which the non-straightness of the path is not encoded in 
terms of change of direction, but, rather, the points of the path participate in a particular 
spatial configuration defined on the basis of their location with respect to a Reference 
Object, as in the relations specified by the prepositions round, and along (Nikanne 
1990, Kray et al. 2001, Zwarts 2006). In such cases we have spatial extension without 
direction, for which I suggest the value axis can be adopted. Such paths can be specified 
for Reference Object and the Relation Type, however, they lack direction, and therefore 
cannot be specified for Direction properties. In directed paths there is both extension 
and direction, so they should be able to be specified for both Distribution and Direction 
features.  

 
Table 1. The most common path expressions in Bulgarian 

 
Distributed Directed Source 

Ot – ’from’ 
Otkum – ’from the direction of’ 
… 
Directed Goal 

Iz – ‘throughout’ 
Prez – ’through’/ ’across’ 
Kraj/ pokraj – ‘along (the contour of)’ 
Po – ‘along (the surface of)’ 
Okolo – ‘round’ 
… 
 
Multiple direction: 
Nasam-natam – ‘hither and thither’ 
Naljavo-nadjasno – ‘to the left and to the right’ 
Ot X na X – ‘from X to X’ 
… 

Kum – ’towards’ 
Na- + relative or ablosute direction: 
naljavo/ nastrani/ dagore/ na sever 
‘to the left’/ ‘to the side’/‘upwards’/ ‘to the north’ 
V- + relative direction: 
vljavo/ vstrani 
‘to the left’/ ‘to the side’/ 
V + NP – ‘into’ 
… 

 
The occurrence of the target verbs with contexts of one or both of these types depends 
on the semantic specification of the verb, and the frequency of occurrence should be 
indicative of whether/ how each of the two properties is present in the lexical 
specification. If a verb combines only with path expressions of the distributed type, the 
path structure in its lexical specification is of type axis. If, however a verb combines 
with both directed and distributed path phrases, it is of type vector. If a verb (a) co-
occurs with a particular type of context only optionally, and (b) this context does not 
refer to a participant which is ‘understood’ even without it being present, but(c) the 
context is specific for the verb, and no (group) then this context realizes overtly a 
feature that is lexically encoded as specifiable. If a verb occurs with a context fulfilling 
conditions (a) and (c) but is understood when omitted, this context realizes overtly a 
feature that is lexically encoded as fixed. To check this hypothesis, a corpus study of the 
target verbs vas conducted, following the method outlined in Divjak & Gries (2006). 
 
Method 
 
2626 occurrences of the target verbs taken from the Bulgarian Written Corpus 
(Bulgarian Academy of Sciences) and the Internet. Only dynamic motion-along-path 
senses of the verbs were considered. Occurrences were included on a partially random 
basis: A search was separately conducted or each simple verb form, and the first 20 (if 
found non-repeating) examples of each form were taken. Not all possible verb forms 
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were found, and adjectival participles and deverbal nouns were not included. Each case 
was coded for (1) Morpho-syntactic (aspect, transitivity, diathesis, tense, person, 
number) and semantic (metaphorical, fictive motion of real motion use) properties; and 
(2) Path-specifying syntactic dependents in the VP: (a) Direct Object (from now on 
DO)encoding a Reference object; and (b) path-specifying adverbial phrases. A further 
distinction between the following types of adverbial were made: Directed (with 
subtypes Source and Goal) and Distributed. The adverbial phrases extracted from the 
corpus include the prepositions only in their motion sense, as in their locative sense they 
localize the whole situation rather than its Path participant alone. In the case of 
preposition polysemy, different tags were used for the different meanings of a 
preposition. A two-dimensional crosstabulation was made for the interdependence of 
the target verbs with each of the contexts, and it was used as basis for a hierarchical 
cluster analysis. 
 
Results 
 
The results show that the target verbs form groups, depending on the path-specifying 
expressions they appear with. The verbs Obikolja, zaobikaolja, zaobikaljam and 
obikaljam encode distributed paths as a fixed parameter. The verbs krivolicha and 
lukatusha also encode distributed paths. All other target verbs express directed motion 
as a specifiable parameter, with a strong indication that the verbs krivna and  krivvam 
have at least the Source parameter fixed. The verbs in the directed group are very close 
in their meaning, but there are subtle differences which have to be determined with 
other means. Additional studies can be devised to check whether their differences are 
not in speed, degree of deviation from the original direction (cf. Klippel et al. 2005), 
smooth vs. sharp change (cf. van der Zee 2000), etc.  
 

Table 2. Frequency of of occurrences of each verb with a given context. (in percent 
from the number of all occurrences of the verb in the data)  

count verb distributed directed_source directed_goal directed advbl DO 

42 izvija 9,50  52,4 52,4 59,50 0,00 

100 zavivam 19,00 4,00 55,00 57,00 72,00 0,00 

35 izvivam 20,00  57,1 57,1 71,40 0,00 

55 svurvam 18,20 10,90 60,00 69,10 85,50 0,00 

142 svija 24,60 5,60 69,00 73,20 89,40 0,00 

199 zavija 12,60 3,00 71,9 72,9 81,90 0,00 

14 svivam 28,60  78,60 78,60 92,90 0,00 

19 svrushtam 15,80 10,50 78,90 84,20 89,50 0,00 

286 svurna 14,70 15,40 71,30 82,20 92,30 0,00 

270 krivna 12,60 31,90 41,90 72,20 82,60 0,00 

185 krivvam 8,60 40,50 38,40 75,10 81,10 0,00 

251 krivolicha 52,60 2,40 14,00 15,10 59,00 0,00 

204 lukatusha 59,80 2,90 12,30 12,70 64,70 0,50 

256 obikaljam 35,50 3,90 6,6 6,6 35,90 53,00 

222 obikolja 5,40  0,50 0,50 5,90 93,00 

145 zaobikaljam 4,80  0,7 0,7 5,50 87,00 

201 zaobikolja 3,50 0,50 1,5 1,5 5,00 85,00 
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