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“I can no more, but whosoever he be that breketh this holy 

sanctuary pray god shortly sende him nede of sanctuary, when he 

may not come to it.” 
(1513; More; The History of Richard III) 
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“I’ll slip out at the Back door, and we’ll away immediately.” 
(1696; Vanbrugh; The Relapse) 
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2. The loss in earlier stages of English 

o Explanation for the loss: Modal restructuring 

(Lightfoot 1979, Roberts 1985) 

3. Does one explanation suffice? 

o Two phenomena in Modern European languages 

o Two phenomena in earlier stages of English 

4.  Discussion 
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The phenomenon 
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Modal verbs 

- Semantics: epistemic modality, deontic modality, dynamic modality 

(Palmer 1979) 

 

(1)   John can be in Paris. 

i. ‘According to what the speaker knows, it is possible that John is in 

Paris.’           epistemic 

ii. ‘John is allowed to be in Paris.’         deontic 

iii. ‘John is able to be in Paris.’         dynamic 

 

- Syntax: auxiliary-like behavior 

 

(2)  John can’t be in Paris.    

(3)  Marie doit faire du     vélo. French 

      Mary  must do  of-the bike 

      ‘Mary must ride a bike.’ 
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Modal complements  

(4) Marie muss nach Hause gehen.   German 

     Marie must to      house     go 

     ‘Mary is obliged to go home.’ 

 

 

(5) Marie muss nach Hause .   German 

     Marie must to      house 

     ‘Mary is obliged to go home.’ 
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Non-verbal complements 

Five types of non-verbal complements (Barbiers 1995): 

 

Nominal Phrases 

 

 

Sentential Phrases 
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Jeg kan engelsk. Norwegian 

I      can  English   

‘I can speak English.’  

 

Voglio       che tu    mi dica     la verità. Italian 

want-1.SG that you me say-INF the truth 

‘I want you to tell me the truth.’ 
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Non-verbal complements 

Prepositional Phrases 

 

 

Particle Phrases 

  

 

 

Adjectival Phrases 
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Ik moet naar huis.  Dutch 

I must   to     house 

‘I must go home.’ 

 

Het licht moet uit. 

the light must off 

‘The light must be switched off.’ 

 

De muur mag rood. 

The wall may red 

‘The wall may become red.’ 
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The loss in earlier stages of English 
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- Syntax (Lightfoot 1979):  

 Strong past tense paradigm = present tense paradigm;  

 Miss –þ ending in third person singular present tense. 

 

- Semantics: 

 agan ‘owe’;   munan ‘remember’;  

 cunnan ‘can, know’;  (be-/ge-)nugan ‘suffice’;  

 dugan ‘benefit’;   sculan ‘must’;  

 durran ‘dare’;   þurfan ‘dare’;  

 magan ‘have power, may’;  unnan ‘grant’;  

 mon ‘need’;   witan ‘know’,  

 *motan ‘must’;  willan ‘want’. 
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Preterite-presents  



Preterite-presents + non-verbal phrases 

 

Nominal complements 

 

 

 

Sentential complements 
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Binnan þrim nihtum cunne ic his mihta 

within three nights can-SBJ I his powers 

‘may I know his powers within three nights’ 
(Metrical Charms, 9, 14 in Van Kemenade 1993:151) 

 

hwile þe God wille đæt đeara ænig sie  

while the God will that there any is  

þe londes weorđe sie 

who land-GEN worth is 

‘while God wants that there is someone who is 

worthy of the land.’   
(800; Harmer 1914 & Robertson 1956 (1939); Charters 

and Wills) 
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Prepositional Phrases 

 

 

 

Particle Phrases 

  

 

12 

The loss 3/5 

ġif hi motan to helle.  

if they must to hell 

‘if they must go to hell.’ 

(1150-1250; Morris 1969; Lambeth Homilies) 

 

heo sceal aweg 

she must away 

‘it [the disease] must go away’ 
(950-1050; Grattan 1952; Anglo-Saxon Magic and Medicine 

31.1)  
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Complement status 

1. Similar to Modern Germanic phenomenon; there they are clearly 

complements. 

 

(5) a. Ik moet *(naar huis).  Dutch 

 I must      to    house    

 ‘I must go home.’   

 b.*… dat de muur moet blauw.  

 … that the wall must blue 

 ‘…that the wall must become blue.’ 

c. … dat ik een koekje (*morgen) moet.  

… that I a cookie         tomorrow must 

      ‘… that I must have a cookie tomorrow.’ 
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Complement status 

2. Word order change OV – VO: Particle and prepositional phrases also 

shift in order over time. 
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Period O3 

(950-1050) 

M1 

(1150-1250) 

Clause 

type 

Order Main verb 

(E&VK 2014: 

table 3&4) 

Pret.- 

Pres. + 

PP 

Pret.- 

Pres + 

PartP 

Main verb 

(E&VK 2014: 

table 3&4) 

Pret.- 

Pres 

+PP 

Pret.- 

Pres + 

PartP 

Main 

clause 

Pred-V 56 0 1 1** 0 0 

  V-Pred 68 16 3 36 5 1 

Embedded 

clause 

Pred-V 82 21 3 4** 0** 0 

  V-Pred 23 15 9 33 12 7 

E&VK 2014 = Elenbaas and Van Kemenade 2014 

Pret.-pres. = Preterite-present verb 

**highly significant (Fisher’s exact, p<0,005) 



Explanation for the loss 
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The explanation that has been given for the loss of complements other 

than a VP, is the transition of the preterite-presents from lexical to 

functional items (Lightfoot 1979, Roberts 1985, 1993, Roberts & 

Roussou 2003); as functional items do not have argument structure, the 

newly formed modal verbs can only license VP complements (Roberts 

1985:311-312). 

  θ 

Old English  [TP subject modal [vP subject tmodal [XP object]]] 

 

Modern English*[TP subject modal [XP object]]] 

  [TP subject modal [vP subject main verb]] 

 θ 
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Explanation for the loss 



The cause of the change is hypothesized to be a ‘(radical) syntactic 

restructuring’ of the modals that was completed the 16th Century 

(Lightfoot 1979, 1991). Roberts (1985, 1993) and Roberts & Roussou 

(2002) claim that it was caused by a morphosyntactic change. 
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Explanation for the loss 



… But does one explanation suffice? 

Van Dooren (2014): Modal verbs with non-verbal complements entail 

two phenomena that are syntactically and semantically different. 

 

1. Nominal/sentential:  2. Prepositional/particle/adjectival: 

Jan kan Engels. Jan moet naar huis. 

Jan can  English Jan must  to     house 

‘John can speak English.’ ‘John must go home.’ 
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Two phenomena 
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A. Semantic difference: 

 

(6) Voglio una auto  Italian 

     want-1.SG a car 

     ‘I want a car’ 

 

   =   want (I, a car)  binary/diadic/transitive/control 

 

(7) Hierdie muur moet blou. Afrikaans 

 here-that wall must blue 

 ‘This wall must become blue.’ 

 

   =   must (the wall blue)  unary/monadic/intransitive/raising 
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* Reanalyzed as involving an underlying  silent infinitive 

Language Class N S P/ 

Part. 

A Language Verb class N S P/ 

Part. 

A 

Modern 

English 

Dynamic - - - - Danish Dynamic + + + - 

Deontic - - - - Deontic - - + - 

Modern 

Icelandic 

Dynamic + + - - Norwegian Dynamic + + + - 

Deontic - - - - Deontic - - + - 

Afrikaans Dynamic + + + + French Dynamic + + - - 

Deontic - * + + Deontic - - - - 

Dutch Dynamic + + + + Italian Dynamic + + - - 

Deontic * - + + Deontic - - - - 

Frisian Dynamic + + + + Romanian Dynamic - - - - 

Deontic * - + + Deontic - - - - 

German Dynamic + + + + Welsh Dynamic + - - - 

Deontic - - + + Deontic - - - - 

Luxem-

bourgish 

Dynamic + + + - Irish Dynamic - - - - 

Deontic - - + - Deontic - - - - 

Swiss-

German 

Dynamic + + + - Scottish  

Gaelic 

Dynamic - - - - 

Deontic - - + - Deontic - - - - 

B. Distributional differences 



Two phenomena 
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C. Syntactic difference: 

 

Dynamic modal verbs have argument structure, while deontic modal verbs 

don’t (Brennan 1993, Bhatt 1998, Wurmbrand 1999). 

 

(8) There may be singing but no dancing on my premises. 

(9) The traitor must die.  θ 

 

Dynamic  [TP subject modal [vP subject tmodal [XP object]]] 

Deontic  *[ModP subject modal [XP object]]] 

  [ModP subject modal [vP subject main verb]] 

  θ 

Deontic modal verbs can only combine with complements in which the 

subject receives a thematic role from another element.    

 



Two phenomena 
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C. Syntactic difference: 

 

 

1. Nominal/sentential :  2. Prepositional/particle/adjectival: 

Jan kan Engels. Jan moet naar huis. 

Jan can  English Jan must  to     house 

‘John can speak English.’ ‘John must go home.’ 

[TP Jan kan [NP Engels]] [TP Jan moet [SC Jan naar huis]] 

    

  θ  θ 



Two phenomena 
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B. Syntactic difference: 

 

 
1. Dynamic modal  2. Deontic modal 

θ 

θ 



Both from a synchronic and from a theoretical point of view, modal 

verbs with non-verbal complements entail two phenomena that are 

syntactically different:  

 

• Modal verbs with nominal/sentential complements 

• Modal verbs with prepositional/particle complements 

 

… Are there any arguments for distinguishing the two phenomena coming 

from a diachronic point of view?  

25 
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Method 

Source corpora: 

 

Penn Historical Corpora: 

 

(<850-1150)  York-Toronto-Helsinki Parsed Corpus of Old English 

  (YCOE, Kroch, Santorini & Delfs 2004) 

(1150-1500)  Penn-Helsinki Parsed Corpus of Middle English 2 

  (PPCME2, Kroch & Taylor 2000b),  

(1500-1710)  Penn-Helsinki Parsed Corpus of Early Modern English 

  (PPCEME Kroch, Santorini & Diertani 2004) 

(1710-1920)  Penn-Helsinki Parsed Corpus of Modern British 

  English (PPCMBE, Kroch, Santorini & Diertani 2010).  
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Method 

Search tool: 

 

CorpusStudio 1.3.3.27 (Komen 2011)  

 

Syntax tool: 

 

Cesax 1.4.3.2. (Komen 2012) 
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Method 

Search query part 1: the verb 

 

Thirteen preterite-present verbs plus the anomalous verb willan: 

 

agan ‘owe’;   munan ‘remember’;  

cunnan ‘can, know’;  (be-/ge) nugan ‘suffice’;  

dugan ‘benefit’;   sculan ‘must’;  

durran ‘dare’;   þurfan ‘dare’;  

magan ‘may, have power’; unnan ‘grant’;  

mon ‘need’;   witan ‘know’; 

*motan ‘must’;   willan ‘want’. 
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Method 

Search query part 2: the non-verbal complement 

 

Syntactic annotation makes it possible to exclude a verbal element in the 

complement.  

 

Manually filtered out: 

(10) You should go and I must too.   Verb Phrase Ellipsis 

(11) Peter will go to Paris so he won’t to London. Pseudogapping 
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Method 

Search query part 2: the non-verbal complement 

 

Included: 

(12) a. Would to heaven I could leave prison. Fixed expressions 

 b. The truth will out. 

 c. I’d rather you wouldn’t do that. 

 

Maximum of 50 tokens per preterite-present/tense/complement 

combination. 
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Results 

Raw data per complement type 
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Period O1 O2 O3 O4 M1 M2 M3 

  0-850 850-950 950-1050 1050-1150 1150-1250 1250-1350 1350-1420 

PP 0 62 69 52 19 2 7 

PartP 0 11 17 16 10 1 3 

CP 2 167 200 200 136 37 154 

NP 3 209 326 288 134 36 87 

Period M4 E1 E2 E3 B1 B2 B3 

  1420-1500 1500-1570 1570-1640 1640-1710 1710-1780 1780-1850 1850-1920 

PP 8 8 13 2 2 4 0 

PartP 3 8 4 3 0 2 0 

CP 200 107 62 9 3 3 8 

NP 58 33 16 1 0 2 0 

Table 2: Non-verbal complements 800-1920 



Results 

Number of preterite-presents per period 
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Period O1 O2 O3 O4 M1 M2 M3 M4 

Preterite-

presents 
18 4797 8614 6195 4858 1979 7663 7576 

Period E1 E2 E3 B1 B2 B3 

Preterite-

presents 
8687 11036 9440 4737 5721 4844 

Results 2/10 
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Table 3: Preterite-presents 800-1920 
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time 

ratio 
(pret-pret. + non-

v / total n of pret-

pres) 

Results 
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time 

ratio 

Results 



Results 

Decrease around 1000 (O3 corpus): Bias in genre 
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40%

21%

14%

11%

6%

3% 3% 2%
Biography

Homilies

Religious Treatise

History

Handbook

Laws

Apocrypha

Bible

44%

21%

18%

7%

6%
2% 2%

Homilies

Biography

Bible

History

Rule

Science

Laws

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 12: Genres Old English 3 (950-1050)       Figure 13: Genres Old English 4 (1050-1150) 



Results 

Increase CP-phrases around 1500: Remarkable make-up of CP 

category 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

- Only combinations with witan ‘know’ and willan ‘want’; witan is lost 

at the end of Middle English so the significant increase around 1500 

is due to willan ‘want’. 

 Possibly a separate category? Separate study on willan. 
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Period M3 M4 E1 

1340-1420 1420-1500 1500-1580 

Preterite + 

CP 
154 200 107 

Willan 54 100 60 

Witan 100 100 47 



Results 

Two phenomena, first piece of support: lexical specialization 

 

There are clear patterns in the combination of preterite-presents and 

their complements. 
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NP PP PartP 

Dugan ‘benefit’ 0 21 1 

Magan ‘may’ 24 63 21 

Motan ‘must’ 1 23 11 

Sculan ‘shall’ 15 67 23 

NP PP PartP 

Agan ‘owe’ 194 0 0 

Cunnan ‘know’ 240 4 3 

Unnan ‘grant’ 24 0 0 

Willan ‘want’ 221 57 27 



Results 

Two phenomena, first piece of support: syntactic selection 

 

(13) þt  þe  muđ ne mei for scheome.  

 that you must not may for shame 

 ‘That you must or may not do for shame.’ 

 (1215-1222; Ackermann & Dahood 1984; Ancrene Riwle)  
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Second piece of support: Icelandic  

 

(14) Spakt skyldi it ellzta barn Old Icelandic 

 Good must the oldest child 

 ‘the oldest child must be good.’ 

 (ca. 1150, First Grammatical Treatise; translation Haugen 1979:17) 

 

(15) Þá munu þau till góðra verka sceót ok hafa guðs  hylli sceór. 

 then will they to good deeds  quick and have God-gen grace quickly 

 ‘Then they will be quick to do good deeds and quickly gain the 

 grace of God.’ 

 (ca. 1150; First Grammatical Treatise; translation Haugen 1979:33) 
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Results 



Second piece of support: Icelandic  

 

(16) Hann geta *(fara) hjem. Modern Icelandic 

  he     will    go    home  

 ‘He will go home.’ 

 

(17) Ég vil þennan    bíl. 

 I want this-ACC car 

 ‘I want this car.’ 
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Results 



Summary 
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From a synchronic perspective, modal verbs with non-verbal 

complements entail two phenomena: Modal verbs with nominal and 

sentential complements, and modal verbs with prepositional, particle, 

and adjectival complements. 

 

From a diachronic perspective, nominal complements of preterite-

presents also differ from prepositional and particle complements. This 

means that there have been two losses in English, which need to be 

explained by two changes in parameter settings.  
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Two parametric changes 

Parametric change resulting in the loss of preterite-presents with 

nominal complements: The change from a lexical to a functional item 

(Lightfoot 1979, 1991, 2002, Warner 1982, 1983, Roberts 1985, 1993, 

2002). 

 

    Timing of the loss: 1150-1500 
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θ 



Fisher’s Exact test: major decrease in preterite-presents with nominal 

complements 
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Period O4 M1 

1050-1150 1150-1250 

Absolute frequency 

preterite-presents 

6195 4858 

Absolute frequency 

preterite-presents + 

Nominal Phrases 

288 134** 

 **highly significant, Fisher’s Exact p<0,005 

Two parametric changes 
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time 

ratio 
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As the presence of prepositional/particle complements does not have 

any connection with the presence of argument structure,  the loss of 

these complements is in need of a different explanation. 

 

 

 Timing of the loss: 1050-1350 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Two parametric changes 

θ 



Loss of preterite-presents with particle complements: 1150-1350 
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Loss of preterite-presents with prepositional complements: 1150-1350  
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 **highly significant, Fisher’s Exact p<0,005 

*significant, Fisher’s Exact p<0,05  

Period O4 M1 M2 

1050-1150 1150-1250 1250-1350 

Absolute frequency  

preterite-presents 

6195 4858 1979 

Absolute frequency 

preterite-presenst + 

Prepositional Phrases 

52 19** 2* 

Two parametric changes 
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time 

ratio 



Parametric change resulting in the loss of preterite-presents with 

particle/prepositional complements:  

 

Change in word order? 

 

Support: Timing (end of Old English) and Icelandic (Sigurðsson 1988, 

Hróarsdóttir 2000). 

 

As modal verbs with prepositional/particle complements are both 

allowed in SOV and SVO languages, it has to be a side-effect of the 

parametric change. 
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Biberauer & Roberts (2005): In Early Middle English, VP-movement was 

reanalyzed as object movement. 

 

Old English  [vP [VP tV O ] V tVP ]  

Middle English  [vP O V [VP tV tO ]]  

 

Support: Only direct object frequently occur in OV order in Middle 

English. 

 

 

 

As Small Clauses are complements but not direct objects, they might 

have been lost altogether. 
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Period O3 (950-1050) M1 (1150-1250) 

Ordering PP PartP NP PP PartP NP 

OV 21 4 153 0 0 102 

VO 31 12 116 17 8 29 

Two parametric changes 



 

- Include Old Icelandic; 

- Look for other parameters that changed around 1100; 

- … 
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Future research 



Thank you for your attention!* 

* Many thanks go to Sjef Barbiers, David Denison, Theresa Biberauer, 

Ans van Kemenade, Erwin Komen, Hugo Quené, Ian Roberts, George 

Walkden, David Willis, and the Rethinking Comparative Syntax group at 

the University of Cambridge. 
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