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The topic ∙ [BE Ving] 

• [BE Ving] -construction 

• In PDE usually refers to ‘in-progress’ nature of event at a 
single point in time 

(1) Activity ∙ Andrew was playing tennis when Jane called him. 

(2) Accomplishment ∙ As I was getting into the bath the fire alarm 
went of.  

• Other uses include 

(3) State ∙ Two Ganesh statues are standing in a line 

(4) Durative ∙ Hie wærun feohtende ‘they were/kept fighting’ 
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Previous studies 

• [BE Ving] has been intensively studied 

• Overviews in Denison 1993 & Killie 2008 

• Dramatic increase in Early Modern English (Elsness 1994) 

• Kemenade et al. (2008) link this rise to a shift in textual 
structure (from bounded to unbounded) 

• Tacit assumptions (but cf. Hebing 2011):  

– Frequency until 1500 is constant 

– No development before that time 
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Hypothesis 

• Underlying constant frequency is a significant shift in 
preferred function from stative to ‘progressive’ [BE Ving] 

• This shift was triggered by the development of framing 
subordinate clauses in late Middle English 

(5) on a tyme, when clerkis wer syngand & makand a grete 
noyse, a religious man was war of a fend syttand in a hy place 
in þe kurk, holdand opyn a grete sekk in his left hand. And wit 
his right hand he putt þe voyces of þaim at sang into his sekk. 
(c1450 Alph.Tales (Add 25719)) 
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Grounding (Hopper 1979) 

• Foregrounded material  

– Reports events belonging to the actual story line  

• Backgrounded material  

– Is supportive in nature 

– Frames (or comments on) the foreground 
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Foreground ⇔ background 

• Sequentiality 

– Real world chronology  ⇔  overlap 

• Aspect 

– Perfective and dynamic  ⇔  imperfective and stative 

• Transitivity 

– High in transitivity  ⇔  low in transitivity 

• Syntax 

– Main clause  ⇔  subordinate clause 
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Background and [BE Ving] 

• [BE Ving] throughout its history 

– Is imperfective/stative 

– Prefers intransitive verbs (denoting activities or states) 
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Types of [BE Ving] 

• Three relevant types (cf. Killie 2008) 

a) Stative (Two Ganesh statues are standing in a line) 

b) Durative (Hie wærun feohtende ‘they were/kept fighting’) 

c) Focalized (They were laughing, when she came in) 

• (a)-(b): stative be + predicative Pple (< state or activity 
verb) 

• (c) is different, as it adds a textual function (background 
frame) 

 

11 Theoretical background 



Stative function 

• Common in Old English, rare in PDE 

• Originally transparant combination BE + ADJECTIVAL PPLE 

(6)  This is very relaxing, especially to stressed-out trolls.  

• All phases of the situation are identical 

• Denotes a temporary quality of a subject 

(7) ic hem 3eue al þa winne; þe ich æm waldinge ouer. 

 ‘I give them all possessions, that I am ruling over.’ (a1275) 

• State and topic time are not explicitly linked 

• Often background and no immediate part of main story.  
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Durative function 

• An agent-like subject  

• Performs an activity  

• For a specified/bounded amount of time 

(8) Hie alle on þone cyning wærun feohtende oþ þæt hie hine 
ofslægenne hæfdon  

 And they all were/kept fighting against the king until they had 
killed him (c891. ChronA: 755) 
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Focalized progressive function 

• Most common function in PDE 

“viewed as going on at a single point in time, here called 
‘focalization point’.” (Bertinetto et al. 2000) 

A. Frame for a focalization point (foregrounded action) 

(9) Andrew was playing tennis when Jane called him. 

– Typically part of background action of the story 

B. Ongoing event with implicit ‘now’ as focalization point 

(10) Now... he is walking. Now, he is truly flying... and he’s looking 
out for all of us.  
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Corpus 

• New analysis of Old and Middle English data on the basis 
of LEON 0.3 (Petré 2011) 

• Newly developed all-genre corpus covering OE-1640 

• More representative in terms of genre & dialect 

• Periods examined 

– 1151-1250 ∙ Early ME 

– 1421-1500 ∙ Late ME 

– 1571-1640 ∙ Early ModE 
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Early Middle English 

• [BE Ving] already shows verbal properties 

(11) On þe time. þe ure lafdi seinte marie kennede ... were herdes 
wakiende bi side þe buregh and wittende here oref. Ðo cam 
on angel of heuene to hem.  

 ‘On the time that our Lady St. Mary gave birth … were herds 
waking beside the city and watching their sheep. Then came 
an angel from heaven to them.’ (a1225(?a1200). Trin.Hom. 
[Trin-C B.14.52]: 31.436)  

• Yet focalization point never syntactically connected 

• ‘Ongoing activity’ only by pragmatic implicature 

 

18 Analysis and results 



Functions of [BE Ving] ∙ pmw 
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Background syntax in late ME 

• Late ME shows increased use of subordinate clauses (e.g. 
Brinton 1996) 

• Backgrounded nature of stative [BE Ving] accords well 
with these  

(12) On a day sone aftyr, as þay wer yn þe see of Galyle fyschyng, 
Cryst come by hom, and callet hom. (a1500(a1415)) 

(13) And as they were comynge homwarde, they founde themselfe 
vpon the ryver of gyronde. (c1489) 

• Telic activity verbs like come frequent from the start 
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Focalized ∙ Clause type ∙ pmw 
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Actualization of change 

• Semantic shift of [BE Ving] from ‘homogeneous state’ to 
‘ongoing activity at point X’ 

• Stative ∙ all phases of the situation are identical 

• Focalized ∙ other phases of the event are deprofiled 

• Actualization ∙ transitive accomplishments 

– Each phase of the event differs from the preceding 

– Stative reading is no longer possible.  

(14) So the meanwhyle that thys knyght was makynge hym redy to 
departe, there com into the courte the Lady of the Laake. 
(a1470) 
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From past to present 

• Only in Early ModE is there a rise in main clause uses 

• Extension to present tense from late ME to Early ModE 

– Past tense = x2 

– Present tense = x10 

(15) Oh, sweet kisse! but ah, shes waking!  
 Lowring beautie chastens me: 
 Now will I for feare hence flee; (1591. Sidney, Astr. & Stella) 

• Adopts function of overlap 

• Lack of syntactic framing construction may explain later 
appearance of present tense (after framing function was 
semanticized in past tense contexts) 
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Conclusion 

• The changing textual structure in late Middle English 
provides the proper environment for the start of the next 
stage in the development of [BE Ving] 

• Subordinate clauses marking background provide the 
proper syntactic niche for the establishment of [BE 
Ving]’s progressive semantics.  

• Interesting = interaction between changing construction 
(syntax) and changing environment (pragmatics) 

• Influence may well be bidirectional 
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Narrative and cognition 

• Broad shift in the way narratives are structured in English 

• Related to language-thought debate (Carroll et al. 2004) 

– Multi-dimensional experience <> two-dimensional language 

– Language users are not free in their coding choices 

– Grammars differ in the ease with which such choices are made 
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Experiment 

English speakers German speakers 

(Carroll, Natale & Starren 
2008; Flecken 2010) 
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Types of narrative grammar (1) 

• Early English syntactically marked foreground 

(16) After the battle looked they for Henry’s killer. Then found they 
him, and forced they him to surrender.  

• Bounded language use 

• Overlap not encoded 
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Types of narrative grammar (2) 

• Late Middle English develops syntax for backgrounding 

– Stylistic in nature: development of literary language 

– Syntactic in nature: reaction to the loss of foreground marking 
and inverted word order 

• Syntactic background markers developed 

– Subordinate clauses introduced by when, as, … that set a 
background frame 

• > (partially) unbounded (Los 2012) 

• > overlap encoded  

• The development of [BE Ving] is part of this story 
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