The Imperfect Tense in Spanish

Here are the ending for regular verbs. Notice that unlike the present and preterite tenses, forms 1 and 3 are identical (this also occurs in the subjunctive mood).

AR Verbs:     -aba, -abas, -aba, -ábamos, -abais, -aban

ER/IR Verbs: -ía, -ías, -ía, -íamos, -íais, -ían

Fortunately, unlike the preterite tense which has many irregular verbs, the imperfect only has three. Also notice that the verbs ir and ser do not have identical forms as they do in the preterite:

ser:  era, eras, era, éramos, erais, eran

ir:     iba, ibas, iba, íbamos, ibais, iban
ver: veía, veías, veía, veíamos, veíais, veían

The Preterite vs. The Imperfect

The preterite tense is usually used to describe a completed action that started and ended at a specific time in the past whereas the imperfect tense is used to describe an action that was in progress, habitual or occured over an indefinite period of time. For example:

 

Cuando le preguntaron por qué lo hizo, les dijo la verdad.

When they asked him why he did it, he told them the truth.

 

Notice that preguntaron, hizo and dijo are all in the preterite tense because they all describe completed actions that started and ended at a specific time.

 

Past tense forms in English like asked and told can be preterite or imperfect in Spanish depending on the context. In the previous example, they were both preterite, but notice how these same two forms will both become imperfect in the following example:

 

Cuando le preguntaban qué hacía, siempre les decía la verdad.

When they asked him what he was doing, he always told them the truth.

 

Here, the word siempre (always) indicates that these were not completed actions but rather habitual actions that occured over an indefinite period of time.

 

 

The preterite should be used to describe actions that took place within a definite time period regardless of how long. For example:

 

Esperé por cinco minutos. - I waited for five minutes.

Viví en Canadá por dos años. - I lived in Canada for two years.

 

 

The imperfect should be used to describe habitual actions in the past:

 

Íbamos a la playa todos los días. -

We used to go to the beach everyday./We would go to the beach everyday.

 

 

To describe on-going actions in the past, the imperfect or the past progressive may be used.The past progressive places more emphasis on the action in progress. For example:

 

Leía un libro cuando me llamaste. (imperfect - less emphasis on action in progress)

Estaba leyendo un libro cuando me llamaste. (past progressive - more emphasis on action in progress)

I was reading a book when you called. (English translation of both sentences in Spanish)

 

The preterite is often used to describe an action that interrupts another action already in progress in the past. For example, in the two previously used Spanish sentences, the action of the phone call interrupted the on-going action of reading a book. If you'll notice, in both Spanish sentences, the preterite form llamaste (you called) is used to describe the action that interrupted the on-going action of reading a book.

 

 

The imperfect is usually used when narrating or describing things, events or circumstances at the moment without regard to a specific time period. For example:

 

Había mucha gente en el parque. - There were a lot of people in the park. (It doesn't mention when or for how long.)

 

Hubo mucha gente en el parque anoche. - There were a lot of people in the park last night. (The preterite is used because the word anoche [last night] indicates a specific/definite time period.)

 

 

The imperfect tense is used to tell time or speak about someone's age in the past. For example:

 

Era la una. - I was 1:00.

 

Eran las dos. - It was 2:00.

 

Tenía cinco años durante aquel entonces. - I was five years old at that time.

 
 

The verb saber (to know - information or how to do something) has different meanings in the past depending on if it's used in the preterite or in the imperfect.

 

In the imperfect, it carries the normal meaning of to know in the past. For example:

 

Yo sabía que él estaba enfermo. - I knew that he was sick.

 

In the preterite, the verb saber means more to find out rather than merely to know. For example:

 

Yo supe que él estaba enfermo. - I found out that he was sick.

 

 

The verb conocer (to know - people or to meet people) also changes meaning depending on whether it's used in the preterite or in the imperfect.

 

In the imperfect, it carries the normal meaning of to know in the past. For example:

 

Yo la conocía. - I knew her.

 

In the preterite, it carries the meaning of to meet in the past. For example:

 

Yo la conocí. - I met her.
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