El pretérito y el imperfecto

I.  The Preterite 











1.  To express actions that happened in the past and ended quickly.

Se sentó en el sofá y cerró los ojos.   

He sat down on the sofa and closed his eyes.

2.  The preterite can be used regardless of the length of time involved or the number of times the action was performed, provided that the speaker views the event or series of events as a complete unit.

Carlos vivió toda su vida en México.

Carlos lived in México all his life.


Te esperamos media hora.



We waited for you for half and hour.
3.  The preterite refers to the beginning or ending of an action.


La reunión terminó a las cinco.


The meeting ended at five o’clock.


Mi esposo se quedó dormido mirando la televisión. 
My husband fell asleep while watching TV.

4.  To describe sudden reactions in the past, the preterite is used, since the emphasis is on the beginning of the state of mind or feeling.


Juan probó ese postre, pero no le gustó.

Juan tried that dessert but he didn’t like it.
II.  The Imperfect












1.  Verb to tell what was happening at a certain time, past progressive (was / were + -ing).


Hablábamos mientras él fregaba los platos.

We were talking while he was washing dishes.

2.  Verb that expresses repeated or customary past actions (used to / would + verb).

Cuando era niña mis padres me compraban

When I was a child my parents would buy me/used to 

muchos juguetes.




buy me many toys.

**HOWEVER** If the “used to” instance emphasizes something that was and no longer is, the preterite is used.  Like:

Mi padre fue profesor, pero ahora es comerciante.
My father used to be a professor, but now he’s a

merchant.

3.  Verb to describe and characterize the past.

El cuarto estaba oscuro y silencioso.

The room was dark and quiet.

4. To describe physical, emotional or mental states in the past:  amar, admirar, creer, estar enamorado (triste, preocupado, alegre, etc.), gustar, pensar, querer, odiar, temer, tener miedo.
A Felipe le gustaba mucho ese postre.

Juan used to like that dessert very much.
5.  To express the time of day, season, etc. in the past.


Era primavera, los pajaritos cantaban y nos 

It was springtime, the birdies were singing, and we

sentíamos jóvenes.



felt young!

6.  After verbs that quote indirectly in the past (indirect discourse).


Dijeron que iban de compras.


They said that they were going shopping.
III.  Imperfect and preterite in the same sentence








Verbs that serve as the background or stage in which the action or actions reported by the preterite took place.  Expresses that an action was in progress at the time something else happened.


Era tarde y hacía frío cuando salimos de clase.
It was late and cold when we left class.

Ella tocaba el piano cuando llamó su novio.

She was playing the piano when her boyfriend called.

IV.  Differences between the preterite and the imperfect






1.  haber:  generally used in the imperfect, meaning “There was, there were.” 
 había
     **HOWEVER**  in the preterite, it means “ happened, took place.” 

 hubo


Había solo tres casas en esa cuadra. 

There were only three houses on that block.

Hubo tres fiestas en esa cuadra anoche.

There were three parties on that block last night.

2.  conocer: 
imperfect—knew someone/thing, was acquainted with someone/thing


         
preterite—met someone, made the acquaintance of someone.

3.  costar:  
imperfect—it cost before purchasing


      
preterite—it cost after purchasing

4.  poder:  
imperfect—could, was /were able to, was /were in a position to, not necessarily did.


     
preterite—was able to and did.

5.  no poder:  
imperfect—was not able to, could not


           
preterite—tried but could not

6.  querer:  
imperfect—wanted to, desired to


       
preterite—tried to

7.  saber:  
imperfect—knew, knew how to, had knowledge that


     
preterite—learned, found out.

8.  tener:  
imperfect—had in possession


     
preterite—had, received

9.  tener que:  
imperfect—had to but did not necessarily do it.



preterite—had to and did do it.

