
Cheat Sheet: The Past Tense Grid - 
Español Descomplicado 
Welcome to Español Descomplicado. Remember our golden rule: "Here we don't memorize, we 
understand." 
In English, the past is easy: you just say "I was" or "it was". But when you try that in Spanish, 
the language forces you to play a guessing game with four different words (fui, estuve, era, 
estaba). Most teachers tell you to memorize lists of anchor phrases. Here, we don't memorize. 
We fix the ultimate "was" problem forever using logic and one simple grid based on two rules: 
Identity vs. Location, and Time. 
 

1. Rule 1: Identity vs. Location 
Before looking at time, you must determine what you are describing. Are you defining the core 
identity of something, or just a temporary state and physical location? 

●​ Identity: Describes the mathematical identity, characteristics, or essence of a person, 
thing, or place. 

●​ Location & State: Describes physical GPS location or temporary emotional/physical 
states. 

 

2. Rule 2: The Time Machine (Open vs. Closed) 
In Spanish, we need to know how you are looking at the past. Think of time like a movie 
camera. 

Time Perspective The Logic The Result 

  

On Pause (The Photo / 
Open Loop) 

You are describing the 
background setting or an 
open status before a real 
action happens. You hit the 
pause button. We don't care 
when it started or ended. It 
is an open loop; a photo. 

Use ERA (Identity) or 
ESTABA (Location/State). 

Closed Package (The The event is a closed Use FUE / FUI (Identity) or 



Time Perspective The Logic The Result 

  

Event is Dead) package of history. The 
camera shutter clicked, the 
action is completely over, or 
a strict timer expired. 

ESTUVE (Location/State). 

 

3. The 4-Piece Grid in Action 
Cross Rule 1 and Rule 2 to instantly know which "was" to use. 

Context On Pause (Photo / Open) Closed Package (Timer / 
Event Over) 

  

Identity 

(Characteristics / Essence) 

ERA 
Example: La casa era 
grande. 

Why? Describing the 
mathematical identity of a 
person, thing, or place on 
pause. There is no action. 

FUE / FUI 
Example: La fiesta fue 
genial. 

Why? Evaluating an entire 
event or block of time. It is a 
closed package of history 
that is dead. 

Location & State 

(GPS / Emotions) 

ESTABA 
Example: Yo estaba en la 
cocina. 

Why? The radar is spinning 
in the background. We are 
checking a temporary state 
or location, and there is no 
timer ticking. 

ESTUVE 
Example: Estuve en México 
por dos días. 

Why? Your GPS location or 
temporary state had a strict 
boundary or a timer that 
expired. The package is 
closed. 

 

Quick Summary: The Ultimate Was Matrix 



Tool Action Core Focus 

  

ERA Identity on Pause Background characteristics, 
no action. 

FUE / FUI Identity in a Closed Block Evaluating a completed 
event. 

ESTABA Location/State on Pause Spinning radar, temporary 
condition without a timer. 

ESTUVE Location/State Closed Strict timer expired, 
boundary closed. 

 
Master the logic, master the language. ¡Nos vemos en la próxima clase! 
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