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For structuralism, a language constitutes a neat system of interrelated units 
defined by the oppositions into which they enter. Yet this is easily contra-
dicted by linguistic evidence. Indeed, it is not unusual to find grammatical 
morphemes (or grams) from different periods and sources overlapping in 
their functions (Hopper 1991: 22): 

Within a broad functional domain, new layers are continually emerging. As this hap-
pens, the older layers are not necessarily discarded, but may remain to coexist with 
and interact with the newer layers. 

The focus of this book is the verbal domain. In the wake of Bybee’s (1985, 
1994) and Dahl’s (1985) studies, it advocates the benefits of adopting a 
cross-linguistic and diachronic approach to the study of linguistic phenom-
ena.  

Within the scope of the Romance family, similar cross-linguistic evolu-
tion paths will be explored as related languages may be at different stages of 
grammaticalisation, and development featured in one language may shed 
light on what is happening in another. For instance, an analysis of parallel 
corpora in French and Italian (Rebotier) that are at different stages in the 
evolution of perfect into past provides useful information on potential 
substitutes for the declining French past historic and may point towards 
likely developments in Italian. Similarly, a discussion of temporal phrases 
including the verb to have to indicate retrospective time measurement from 
an anchor point for Portuguese (Moia) in comparison with other languages 
may point towards potential grammaticalisation paths. 

As argued in Bybee et al. (1994: 3-4), a diachronic dimension also proves 
desirable for several reasons. First, a diachronic approach significantly en-
hances the explanatory power of linguistic theory by showing how a specif-
ic form came to convey a certain function, as in the emergence of modal 
uses for the go-periphrasis in French (Bres & Labeau). Second, change is 
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better revealed in diachronic movement than in static synchrony, for in-
stance the use of modals in Contemporary European and Old Portuguese 
(Fieis & Madeira). Third, meaning constantly evolves and a one-off probe 
will be less revealing than a sustained study through time. For example, a 
study of Spanish dramatic texts from the 15th, 17th and 19th centuries (Cop-
ple) provide invaluable evidence about the grammaticalisation path from 
perfect to past. Finally and most importantly, similarities across languages 
appear more obviously in diachrony, as shown by Bertinetto’s comparative 
study of the emerging use of pluperfect to express aoristic functions in 
Italian and German from the 19th century onwards. 

All the chapters of this volume participate in their own way to that 
cross-linguistic and diachronic approach, and we will now sketch their con-
tents. 

Aude Rebotier’s first contribution tackles the much-debated question of 
the decline of the French simple past, passé simple (PS), from an original 
angle. She adopts a comparative approach between two closely related lan-
guages, French and Italian, on the assumption that the latter is less ad-
vanced on the grammaticalization path from perfect to past, which allows 
for a pseudo-diachronic comparison of two stages of the evolution. By 
using parallel contemporary corpora (Wikipedia), she endeavours to identify 
the French tenses used for the same function as the passato remoto and hy-
pothesizes they have taken over the area of the PS. Rebotier focuses on two 
pairs of verbs (naître / nascere – mourir / morire) and examines the use of 
tenses in combination with a number of variables (animacy and position of 
the subject, presence and position of temporal adverbials and of preposi-
tion, remoteness). She comes to the conclusion that on the one hand, nei-
ther the imperfect nor the future tenses benefit from the drop in frequency 
of the PS and, on the other hand, both the present and the passé composé 
compete with the PS on different grounds. She argues that the present 
alternates with the PS in similar contexts while the PC has taken over some 
of the functions of the simple past. 

The extension of the perfect’s uses constitutes the core of Mary Cop-
ple’s and Teresa Maria Xiqués’ papers. 

The first paper studies the diachronic evolution of the present perfect 
(PP) and preterit competition in Peninsular Spanish in dramatic texts from 
the 15th, 17th and 19th centuries. It documents evidence of PP grammaticali-


