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Abstract 

This qualitative and quantitative study investigates functions and frequency of support verb 
constructions in a 100,000-word Old English sample corpus. The sample indicates that textual 
frequencies are comparable to or even higher than in Modern English, in spite of the considerably 
more synthetic typological structure of Old English. Two main functions of early English support 
verb constructions are identified. First, specifying agentative or aspectual information structures 
to compensate the increasing loss of earlier affixation. Secondly, the creation of verbal concepts 
for which no simple verbal expression exists in the target language, such as the inclusion of new 
cultural concepts. 
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1. Introduction 

The current study examines the use of support verb constructions in Old English and investigates 
their frequency and their usage. The term support verb constructions is used for collocations of 
semantically low-content inflected verbs with predicate nouns. These structures have been 
observed and described in various languages, and the terminology that is used to describe them 
includes expanded predicate (Algeo 1995), complex verb (Brinton 1996), multi-word verb 
(Kaalep and Muischnek 2006), light verb constructions (various authors, going back to Jespersen 
1909-49, IV: 117), Funktionsverbgefüge (Balles 2003), verbonominale Konstruktion (van 
Pottelberge 2001), or support verb construction (Danlos 1992, Oyharçabal 2004, Langer 2009). 
While many scholars confine their research to structures paralleled by simple verbs, others 
include structures do not have parallel simplexes (e.g. Claridge 2000, Balles 2003, Family 2011). 
This is done on the grounds that, on the one hand, the resulting group is seen as semantically 
largely non-compositional and the meaning is overall verbal. On the other hand the inflectional 
verbal system may be not comprehensive enough to express the lexemes in question in verbal 
simplexes, even though simplexes typically exist for these concepts in other languages. This 
approach is also used in the present study, and, in cases of doubt, resulting collocations have 
typically been included where single-verb paraphrases can be found easily. 

That early English contains examples of support verb structures is a well known fact. 
Prominent descriptions of collocations of certain verbs with nouns are given in Visser (1963), 
and Denison (1981) has investigated multi-word verbs with an emphasis on the early Middle 
English Ormulum. A comprehensive, corpus-based investigation of support verb constructions in 
Old English has been carried out by Akimoto & Brinton (1999). The authors restrict their study 
to those verbs that correspond to the most frequently used verbs in Modern English, namely do, 
give, have, make and take (1999: 23). As predicate nouns the authors only admit those which had 
a corresponding simple verb in Old English (Akimoto & Brinton, ibid.). As a result, predicate 
nouns without an equivalent simple verb are excluded. While type frequency, i.e. the number of 
different collocational types, is indicated in their study, token frequency, i.e. the overall number 



of examples, is not mentioned. A previous study on support verb constructions in Old English 
and Old Irish (Ronan and Schneider 2009) has provided these parameters for verbs of ‘giving’ in 
the two languages under investigation. The current study concentrates on Old English support 
verb constructions and examines their distribution and their functions in greater detail. 

This study is structured as follows: data and method will be introduced briefly, then the 
use of two sample verbs from the Old English corpus, sellan ‘give’ and fremman ‘perform’ is 
discussed. The results from Old English are then compared to studies on Modern English and Old 
Irish to assess the influence of typological factors, and conclusions are drawn. 
 
2. Data and method 

The data has been extracted from a corpus of mainly 9th and 10th century Old English texts, 
totalling about 107,000 words. This was done by a semi-automatic search of the online version of 
the Toronto Dictionary of Old English corpus (diPaulo Healy et al., 2004). The texts investigated 
were Bede’s The Old English Ecclesiastical History of the English People (80,000 words), 
Beowulf and The Judith Fragment (12,000 words), The Voyage of Ohthere and Wulfstan from the 
Old English Orosius (2000 words) and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle A (15,000) words. In a first 
step, potential support verbs were identified on the basis of previous studies (Visser 1963, 
Akimoto and Brinton 1999), and by going through Old English texts and through dictionaries. 
Once potential verbs were identified, all possible morphological and graphic variants of the stem 
forms of the putative support verbs taken into account. The basis for identifying these potential 
forms was provided by the attestation in the Anglo-Saxon dictionary (Bosworth and Toller 1898). 
The forms were then entered in the search interface provided by the Dictionary of Old English 
corpus. Even though almost complete recall can be assumed for the early English data due to the 
broad search patterns, precision was very low and extensive manual filtering of false positives, 
such as incorrect verbal forms and faulty predicates, took place. In most cases these false 
positives were examples where the searched-for stem had non-verbal homographs, or in which 
the verb was used not as a support verb, but as a full verb with a direct object.  
 
3. Discussion of the data 

3.1 Main Old English types 
A pioneering study of support verb constructions in Old English has been carried out by Akimoto 
& Brinton (1999). These authors have investigated the Old English equivalent of the most 
prominent Modern English support verbs and thus provided a survey of the use of dōn ‘do’, 
macian ‘make’, sellan ‘give, giefan ‘give’, niman ‘take’ and habban ‘have’. In the present 
investigation, structures with gewyrcan ‘create’, fremman ‘perform’, and dælan ‘share’ were also 
taken into account. Further, it has been observed that a number of Old English aspectual verbs are 
used like auxiliaries, particularly onginnan & beginnan ‘begin’, onfon ‘receive’, wunian ‘be used 
to’, swican & blinnan ‘cease’. 

Akimoto and Brinton have restricted their investigation to collocations with predicate 
nouns that have a parallel verbal simplex, which precludes the possibility to investigate in how 
far support verb constructions may serve to fill gaps in the verbal paradigm. In contrast to 
Akimoto and Brinton’s study, the present approach admits both predicate nouns that are either 
derived from verbs, or have formed the basis for verbal derivatives, and those predicate nouns 
which are not connected to a verbal simplex. That this may be useful is suggested by studies 
which stress the function of multi-word verbs in creating new verbal concepts, as is done for 
example by authors working from an early Indo-Iranian perspective (Jacobi 1903, Balles 2003). 



Due to space constraints, this paper will illustrate the use of Old English support verb 
constructions on the examples of sellan ‘give’ and fremman ‘perform’. 

 
3.2 sellan ‘give’ 
The use of sellan has long been attested with semantically diverse nouns from both the more 
abstract and the more concrete ends of the scale, such as e.g. andswar ‘answer’, ár ‘honour’, áð 
‘oath’, gafol ‘tax, due’, geþeaht ‘thought’, gifu ‘gift’, grið ‘peace’, fulluht ‘baptism’, fultum 
‘help’, leoht ‘light’, forgifnyss ‘forgiveness’, leaf ‘permission, leave’, mildheortness ‘mercy’, 
sibb ‘peace’, ræst ‘rest’, sige ‘victory’, treow ‘truth’, and wær ‘convenant’ (Bosworth and Toller 
1898 s.v. sellan, Akimoto and Brinton 1999). These attestations provide evidence both of 
predicate nouns with and without parallel verbal simplexes. Where equivalent simplexes exist, 
the collocation may offer semantic or pragmatic specification of the verbal concept as compared 
to the verbal simplex: 
 
 (1)  ... Bæt  þaet  he  him  geþeaht  sealde  
  asked  that  he  him  council  gave  

... ‘he asked that he give him council’ (Bede 4 [0608 (26.350.16)]) 
 
The noun geþeaht ‘council’ has a corresponding derivative, geþeahtian ‘to take council’, but we 
can observe differences in the agent structures of the phrases. The subject of geþeahtian 
expresses an experiencer, the combination geþeaht sealde ‘give council’ changes the argument 
structure of the verb, the subject expresses the agent of an action. Similar behaviour can be 
observed with georness ‘zeal’, which is related to the non-agentive geornan ‘to desire’. 
 
 (2) &  ealle geornesse  ic  sealed to leornienne & to   
  All  zeal   I  applied to  lean &   to  
  smeagenne  halige  gewritu. 

investigate  Holy Scripture 
 ‘I applied all zeal to learning and investigating the Holy Scripture’ (Bede 5  
 0587(22.480.28)) 

 
In contrast to its simple form, which is intransitive, geornesse sellan expresses the agentive ‘to 
apply zeal to’. A further example of such adjustment of agent structure is provided by the verb 
bysnian ‘to set an example’, derived from bysn ‘example’ and the agent-centred sealdon bysne 
‘they gave examples’ (e.g. Bede 1[0139 (9.46.8)]). In addition to predicate nouns with a verbal 
simplex, examples without equivalent simple verbs can be found. This especially holds for 
ælmessan sellan ‘give alms’, and áð sellan ‘give an oath’, e.g.: 
 
 (3) … þæt  he  wolde  þearfum  ælmessan  sellan  

        that he  wanted the needy alms  give 
‘that he wanted to give alms to the needy’ (B5 [0070 (4.394.23)]) 
 
 

 (4) &  Scottas  him  aðas  sealdan,  
     and the Irish him oaths gave 

‘and the Irish gave him oaths’ (Chron A [0585 (946.3)]) 
 



The collocation ælmessan sellan ‘give alms’ is tentatively included because it is paraphrasable as 
donate. Nevertheless, it tends towards the concrete end of the collocational scale. It seems 
justifiable to include these in the range of support verb constructions if we follow construction 
grammar approaches that argue that all (related) grammatical items are on a cline from general to 
idiosyncratic (Goldberg and Jackendorff 2004: 532-3). Constructions are those groups that have 
properties that is not (entirely) derivable from their parts and, like idioms, they are taken to be 
stored in the lexicon (ibid, 533-4).  

Overall, in the early English material, a prominent group of examples for creating new 
verbal concepts stems from the domain of Christianity, as illustrated by 3. above. Here support 
verb constructions seem to act as a typologically appropriate way to add new semantic concepts 
into the morpho-syntactic structure of the target language, Old English.  

The textual distribution of sellan collocations is as follows: 
 
Sellan F (N, Bede) F (N, Beowulf) F (N, Chronicle A) F (N, Othere F (N, ∑)  
Frequency 40 1 5 / 46 
Frequency per 
100,000 

50 8.3 33 / 43 

 Table 1: frequencies of sellan with predicate nouns in the sample corpus 
 
With a frequency of 47 tokens per 100,000 words in the corpus, sellan proves to be one of the 
more frequently used support verbs. It is used with 21 different predicate nouns, 13 of which 
(62%) have verbal equivalents. There is notable variation between the textual genres in the 
corpus, indicating that stylistic or dialectal variation plays a role.  

In sum, we can observe two types of sellan collocations: where no equivalent verbs exist, 
a new transitive or di-transitive verbal concept is created. The semantic core of the verb sellan 
makes it appropriate for use in collocations expressing directedness of action. Where a 
corresponding simplex exists, sellan typically offers a semantic specification of directed 
transmission of the entity. Its core use appears to be in the context of transmission of goods, 
rewards or knowledge, concepts which are likely to be metaphorical extensions from originally 
more concrete expressions of physical transmission. The verbal semantics might appear more or 
less concrete. Overall, the use of Old English sellan seems to be similar to the use of give in 
support verb constructions in Modern English as described by Allerton (2002).  

 
3.3 fremman ‘perform’ 
In contrast to sellan, fremman is used in the contexts of nouns expressing actions which have an 
impact on other people. The predicate nouns can correspond to simplexes (5 & 6), and examples 
without corresponding simplexes (7) are also found. 
 
 (5) swa deorlice dæd gefremede fagum  sweordum  
     so valuable deed performed shining  swords 

‘thus performed a valuable deed with shining swords’ (Beo[0162 (583)]) 
 

 (6) ne  meaht  ðu  me  nu  ofer ðisne dæg ænige helpe  
    not may  you  me  now after this  day any help 

   ne geoce  gefremman  
    nor safety perform/provide 

‘you can offer me no help nor safety after this day.’(B5 [0329 (14.438.16)]) 



 
 (7) ac  ymb Hreosnabeorh eatolne   inwitscear  oft gefremedon.  

   But at Hreosnabeorh dreadful evil slaughter often perform 
‘and at Hreosnabeorg often committed dreadful malicious slaughter’(Beo [0681  
(2472)]) 

 
The frequency distribution in the texts of the corpus investigated is as follows: 
 
Fremman F (N, Bede) F (N, Beowulf) F (N, Chronicle A) F (N, Othere F (N, ∑)  
Frequency 9 21 / / 30 
Frequency per 
100,000 

11.5 175 / / 28 

Table 2: frequencies of fremman with pedicate nouns in the sample corpus 
 
Notably, Beowulf has disproportionally many fremman collocations. In Beowulf, fremman is 
used complemented both by nouns with and without parallel verbal simplex. By contrast, only 
examples with parallel simplexes are found in Bede. The covered semantic fields mainly express 
actions which impact on others. In the other texts, the predicate nouns found with fremman can 
typically be found with the verbs dōn ‘do’ and macian ‘make’, both of which may be described 
as factitive markers. Especially in Beowulf fremman seems to fulfill similar factitive functions.  

The support verbs under investigation in the present study, especially the ones with more 
restricted distribution, tend to be used with predicate nouns from related semantic fields. It seems 
likely that increased grammaticalisation of a particular support verb takes place by adding 
predicate nouns of related semantic fields to the already existing collocations. Semantic 
specialisation seems to be particularly prominent in the cases where a corresponding simple verb 
exists. In other cases, the primary function of the support verb construction seems to be to fill the 
gap in the verbal paradigm, and the support verb chosen is selected on the basis of the 
appropriateness of its semantic contribution to the collocation.  

 
4. Comparison with later English and with Old Irish 

As the support verb construction allows the semantic content of a corresponding simple, inflected 
verb to be spread among different parts, support verb structures can be considered analyticising. 
Modern English is indeed a typologically rather analytic language with a morpheme count of 
1.68 per word according to Greenberg (1960). Anglo-Saxon by contrast is considered 
typologically more synthetic with an average morpheme count of 2.12 per word (Greenberg 
1960: 193). This observation might have led us to believe that Old English should have fewer 
(analyticising) support verb constructions than Modern English, an assumption that the 
comparison of frequent structures in the two languages does not seem to bear out. In the 107,000-
word sample corpus investigated, 196 support verb constructions were found, plus 127 aspectual 
constructions consisting of auxiliaries plus infinitive. This figure may be compared to the 
findings by Algeo (1995), who posits the following frequencies of attestation for the most 
prominent Modern English support verb constructions. His databases are the 1 million word 
Brown Corpus, compiled in the 1960ies on the basis of American English data, and the 1 million 
word LOB corpus, compiled of British English material at the same time period. 
 
 
 



Modern English 
counts 

Brown types LOB types Brown tokens LOB tokens Total 2 mio 
word corpora 
types/tokens 

Do 4 / 4 / 4/4 
Give 30 29 40 40 59/80 
Have 35 61 55 100 96/155 
Make 44 39 59 67 83/126 
Take 20 20 41 38 40/79 
Total 1 mio 
word corpora 

133 149 199 245 282/444 

Table 3: support verbs in the Brown and the LOB corpora (Algeo 1995: 214) 
 
Comparing the Old English results to Algeo’s Modern English results is difficult for a number of 
reasons. On the one hand, the Modern English data is based on material from a large number of 
different domains and informants, whereas the Old English figures are based on considerably less 
varied data from the written domain only, and over-represent the material from Bede’s 
Ecclesiastical History. Therefore the two studies differ in the sampling procedures applied. 
Further, the total word count of the Modern English material is ten times as high as that of the 
Old English material, which skews comparability. Finally, the study by Algeo takes into account 
the most prominent support verbs in the corpora investigated, but makes no mention of less 
frequent constructions, which for the purpose of comparability with the total Old English counts 
would need to be added to the Modern English data. As a solution to the latter, we can table the 
Old English to likewise only include the five most frequent support verbs in the corpus. This is 
done in the table 4. 
 
Most frequent Old English verbs 
in the corpus of 100,000 words 

Types Tokens  

Habban ‘have’ 35 48 
Sellan ‘give’ 21 46 
Fremman ‘perform’ 19 30 
Dōn ‘do’ 10 16 
Niman ‘take’ 4 22 
Total/total per 1 mio words 95/950 162/1620 

Table 4: five most frequent support verbs in the Old English sample corpus 
 
This table suggests that, in spite of the sampling differences between the Old English data 
investigated above, and the Modern English data investigated by Algeo (1995), examples of 
support verb constructions in Old English are remarkably frequent in comparison with Modern 
English, and this is in spite of the fact that Modern English is considered to be typologically more 
analytic than Old English. The problems of data sampling aside, this high frequency in Old 
English may be due to various factors. One factor seems to be that support verb structures are 
used for semantic specification of verbal expressions, which may be particularly relevant in the 
case of Old English as the very varied, Norman-French and Norse influenced vocabulary of later 
English was not yet available – or, in the case of Norse – not yet established. On the other hand, 
already during the Old English period, verbal prefixation that served for semantic and aspectual 
specification got increasingly lost (Hiltunen 1983) and alternative modes of expressing these 
categories needed to be found, and the development of periphrasis to specify aktionsart in 
Germanic languages has already been mentioned in this context (Hiltunen 1983, van Pottelberge 
1996). Further, the very productive conversion of nouns into verbs only started at the Early 



Modern English period and was not available to create verbs from nouns at the period under 
consideration. 

That typological syntheticity does not seem to be an obstacle to the use of support verb 
constructions is also illustrated by investigations of comparable structures in synthetic languages 
such as the Indo-European proto-language (Balles 2004), Sanskrit (Jacobi 1903) or Old Irish. For 
the latter, corpus material dating from the 9th and 10th centuries has been investigated (Ronan 
2010). The Insular Celtic language Old Irish has complex morphological patterns, particularly in 
the verbal paradigm, and Tristram (2009: 262) has identified Old Irish to have a mean morpheme 
count of 3.57 per word. This might lead one to expect concentration on synthetic patterns of word 
or phrase formation, with little prominence of periphrastic verbal structures. In fact, an 
investigation of an Old Irish 100,000 word corpus, carried out following the same principles as 
the investigation into the Old English material under investigation here, proves Old Irish to have 
an even stronger attestation of support verbs than both Old and Modern English, averaging 403 
structures per 100,000 words in the corpus material. Results from early Irish material have shown 
that these structures were also well established in early Irish both to fill gaps in the verbal 
paradigm and to specify agent and aspect structures (Ronan and Schneider 2009, Ronan 2010). 
Thus for Old English, as well as for Old Irish, Indo-European, or Sanskrit, verbalization of 
nominal concepts can be considered an important function of support verb constructions, as well 
as the specification of categories like aktionsart (Ronan, MS). 
 
5. Conclusion 

It has been argued that the function of support verb constructions in the Old English material 
under investigation appears to be two-fold. On the one hand, they play a role in specifying the 
information structure of the collocations in question as compared to corresponding simple verbs. 
Examples adduced here have centred on illustrating differences in agent structures, and aspectual 
uses have also been mentioned. In this respect the support verb construction could be considered 
a sign of typological changes towards increasing analyticity.  

On the other hand, support verbs are also employed to incorporate new cultural concepts 
for which no simple verbal expression exits in the target language, and they fill gaps in the verbal 
paradigms due to missing integration of new nouns into the linguistic system. It is further argued 
that the increasing loss of verbal prefixation, as well as the non-existence of semantic doublets 
due to language contact, and the lack of the later very productive conversion from nouns to verbs 
added to the usefulness of support verb constructions. Considerable numbers of attestation in Old 
English suggest that support verb constructions must be quite well established at the period 
already, and that it is likely that variation in the use of support verbs expresses meaning 
differences.  

These findings seem relevant for the study of English language history as they show that 
even at its most synthetic linguistic stages, Old English made use of structures that are considered 
part of an analytic linguistic paradigm, and it is not the only overall synthetic language to do so. 
The data investigated suggests that the use of support verb constructions is in fact a means to 
enable the language to specify the semantic content of verbal expressions on the one hand and to 
allow for the absorption of new cultural concepts, factors which are independent of overall 
linguistic syntheticity. 
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