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The analysis of the past perfect found in well-known grammars is modified in order to
account for its use in a narrative, a L’Amour short story. The major modification to
existing descriptions is adding the qualification that the past perfect is almost never
used except to mark events reported out of sequence - both with respect to other
events and with respect to story-line time. Narratives are then analyzed into story-line
material and backgrounded commentary on the story-line material. It is shown that
the past perfect never occurs in story-line material, only in the backgrounded
commentary. On the basis of this modified analysis, it is recognized that, at least in
narratives, the past perfect can not be fully analyzed, learned, or taught except in
discourse chunks. Hence, it follows that it is necessary (although most likely not
sufficient) that learners be exposed to discourse chunks containing the past perfect if
they are to learn to use it.

0.0 Introduction.

In understanding how to teach the past perfect, minimally it seems
‘necessary to have answers to two basic questions: (1) What does the past
‘perfect mean? and (2) When is it used? |

In seeking answers to these questions, the general descriptions of the past
perfect found in four well-known grammars have been compared with the
actual uses of the past perfect found in Louis L’ Amour’s short story “South of

1 This is, a preliminary paper designed to allow me to explore certain ideas and'notions. It is
pfeliminary in at least two senses: First, ] am not yet completely happy with the analysis nor
with its expression. And, second, a more thorough literature search needs to be done,
especially since most of what I say strikes me as quite obvious. Iam surprised that I have not
yet found the past perfect discussed in the literature in these terms. Discourse-related
discussions of the use of the past tense exist (eg. Pennington 1988), but they do not deal directly
with the past perfect and its relation to the concept of story line. Ishall be astonished if all my
errors should prove minor and grateful to readers for their feedback and corrections.
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Deadwood.” In answer to the first question, the available grammatical
descriptions proved only marginally adequate, and in answer to the question
of when the past perfect is used, the general descriptions are totally
inadequate.

Through a careful analysis of the L’Amour text, tentative answers to the
question of when the past perfect is used have been formulated. However,
without research on other authors and on other text types, it is not clear how
far these results are generalizable.

Nonetheless, at least for narrative texts, the answers from the examination
of the L’Amour text suggest that the past perfect can not be fully analyzed,
learned, or taught except in discourse chunks. Hence, it follows that it is
necessary (although most likely not sufficient) that learners be exposed to
discourse chunks containing the past perfect if they are to learn to use it.

1.0 The descriptions in standard grammars.
The first step is to examine several well-known grammars to see if they
tell us what we want to know, that is, to see what answers they provide to our

- . two questions: (1) What does the past perfect mean? and (2) When is it used?

Four grammars are examined here, two ESL grammars and two non-ESL.
Certainly, Randolph Quirk, Sidney Greenbaum, Geoffrey Leech, and Jan
Svartvik’s A Grammar of Contemporary English (1972) must be included
because, if modern English has a standard reference grammar, this is it.
Marcella Frank’s Modern English: a practical reference guide (1972) has been
included as another good general reference grammar and as the source of a
useful insight. On the ESL side, Marianne Celce-Murcia and Diane Larsen-
Freeman’s The Grammar Book: an ESL/EFL Teacher’s Course (1983) is included
because, if there is a standard ESL reference grammar, this is it. Thomas Lee
Crowell, Jr.’s Index to Modern English (1964) is included as one of the better
ESL pedagogical grammars.

1.1 What does the past perfect mean?

Our four grammars agree quite élosely about the meaning of the past
perfect. (i) Quirk et al. (1972: 92), provides the following description: “The
past perfect has the meaning of past-in-the past.” (ii) Frank (1972: 82) gives
another variant: “The past perfect tense expresses one past time before another
past time.” (iii) Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1983: 65) supply a quite
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comparable answer when they write that the past perfect is used for “[aln
action completed in the past prior to some other past event.” (iv) Finally,
Crowell’s characterization, although a little wordier, is also similar (1964: 391):
“To express an action (1) which occurred or was completed before another
action or time in the past or (2) which continued up to another time in the
past.” |

In summary, our grammars agree that the past perfect indicates that the
event coded with the past perfect occurred before some other past time. This
characterization, although certainly not false, is nelther particularly insightful
nor useful.

1.2 When is it used?

As any experienced ESL teacher has learned, probably the hard way, it is
simply not the case that the past perfect is used whenever one past event has
occurred before some later past time. In fact, it is not even the case that the
past perfect is usually used when one past event has occurred before a later

‘ past time; on contrary, the use of the past perfect is the marked, not the

unmarked case.

So what do our four sources say about when it is used? Actually very
little. Aside from leaving us with the false impression that the use of the past
perfect represents the unmarked case for the sequencing of past events, our

sources do little more than note that there are occasions under which the past
perfect need not be used. (i) Thus, Quirk et al. write (1972: 92): “In some
‘contexts the simple past and the past perfect are interchangeable, eg: I ate my
lunch after my wife {came[had come} home from her shopping.” (ii) Similarly,
Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1983: 65) write “...that since a time word
like before ...already tells us the order of events, simple past tense may be used
instead of the past perfect...without any loss of meaning.” (iii) And, Crowell
says (1964: 391): “The simple past is often employed instead of the perfect past
[=past perfect] with the words before and after...” (iv) Only Frank (1983: 83)
refrains from saying that the past perfect is the unmarked case. She does not
deal with the distribution questions directly, but she does make it clear that
there is some variation in the appearance and non-appearance of the tense.
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1.3 “Other” uses.
In addition, as Crowell (1964: 391), and virtually everyone else
commenting on the past perfect, mentions, there are two other uses: “To

convert either a simple past or a perfect past [=past perfect] in past direct

speech into indirect speech” and “To express an unreal past conditional”.

2.0 Narrative structure.

Frank (1972: 83), although she does not elaborate, recognized that the
sequencing function of the past perfect was related to narrative structure. She
notes that “A common use of the past perfect tense is to indicate time that
precedes a particular point in a past narrative” [italics added], and then she
gives the following short narrative but without further discussion:

The burglar alarm went off and a crowd began to gather. Soon the police
arrived at the scene of the robbery. But they were too late. The thieves had
already gone.” '

~ What Frank needed was a better understanding of narrative structure than was

available to her in 1972. In particular, she needed the distinction between the
story line (event-line material) and the commentary on the story line (back-
grounded material).

In the story line of a narrative, events are reported in the same sequence in
which they occurred. What happened first is reported first, what happened
second is reported second, and so on. As a consequence of story-line events
being introduced in chronological order, that is, iconically, it is unnecessary to
explicitly mark the temporal relationship of events on the story line to one
another. There is no reason to use anything other than the simple past. After

- all, what happens first is reported first, and so on.

However, when the background commentary that accompanies the story
line appears, its temporal relationship to the story-line events is not
automatically clear. No principle of iconicity applies to indicate what temporal
relationship this backgrounded material has to the story-line events. On the
contrary, backgrounded material not only can be but often is presented out of
chronological order. Asa consequence, it is often necessary to explicitly mark
the temporal relationship of backgrounded material to the point in the story
line at which it is introduced. (Hopper 1979; Grimes 1975; Longacre 1983; and
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elsewhere). .

Notice, also, that even though it may be necessary to explicitly mark the
temporal relationship of backgrounded material when it is reported out of
chronological order, it certainly does not necessarily follow that the marking
must be done by the past perfect. It is possible that the temporal order might
be marked by the words before and after, for instance. As Crowell (1964: 391;
cf. also §1.2) and others have observed, after such words sometimes the simple
past is used and sometimes the past perfect is used. While these authors tend
to argue that in such cases, the sequencing has been marked by the before and
after, making the use of the past perfect superfluous, without careful
examination of some texts it is unclear to what degree this variation is free
variation and to what degree this variation correlates with the distinction
between the story line and background commentary on it.

2.1 Story-line (event-line) material.

In Frank’s mini-narrative notice that three of the events in the story line
are reported in the same order in which they occurred, with each event moving
- the action in the story line a step further.

story line:
the burglar alarm went off and (beginning of event chain)
a crowd began to gather (next in event chain)
the police arrived at the scene (next in event chain)

For Frank’s mini-narrative, these three events constitute what Gleason
(Longacre 1983: 15) has described as event-line material (as contrasted to other
material in a narrative), what Grimes (1976) has discussed as events (as
contrasted to non-events, a category that includes events functioning not as
story-line material but as background to something happening on the event
line), and what Hopper (1979) has described in terms of foregrounded material
(as contrasted to backgrounded material). )

Even in a past time narrative, past events marked with the past perfect
are in a minority—they are the exception, not the rule. Instead, events occurring
on the story line are marked with the simple past with the sequencing of events
corresponding to the order in which they are mentioned.
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Notice that in the following stretch of continuous text, the simple past is
used to relate events occurring on the story line.

He slept lightly and just before daybreak rolled out of his blankets and got a
small fire going. Then he went for the horses. He was just in time to see an Indian
reaching for the picket pin. The warrior saw him at the same instant and lifted his
rifle. Bowdrie drew and fired in one swift, easy movement. Grabbing the picket
ropes, Bowdrie raced back for the shelter of the trees.

Curly was on his feet. “Give me a gun, Bowdrie! I'll stand “em off!”

“Lie down, Starr! If it gets rough I'll let you havea gun. In the meantime, just
sit tight.”

A bullet clipped a leaf over his head, another thudded into a tree trunk. Chick
rolled into a shallow place in the grass and lifted his Winchester.

An instant he waited; then he glimpsed a brown leg slithering through the
grass and aimed a bit ahead of it and squeezed off a shot. The Indian cried out,
half arose, then fell back into the grass. A chorus of angry yells responded to the
wounding of the warrior.

Bowdrie waited. This was, he believed, just a small party on a horse-stealing
foray, and two of their number were down. His position was relatively good
unless they Indians decided to rush them. Which they promptly did.

Dropping his rifle as they broke from the brush and arose from the grass,
Bowdrie drew both six-shooters. He opened fire, dropping the nearest Indian;
then with his left-hand gun he got the man farthest on the right. Then they
vanished, dropping into the grass then brush. One warrior was slow in getting
under cover and a rifle boomed behind Bowdrie and the Indian fell. (L’Amour
1984: 142)

The point, of course, is that, despite meeting the stated conditions for the use of
the past perfect, none of these sentences actually have it. The question, then, is
what addition circumstances are needed before we use the past perfect.

2.2 Commentary (backgrounded) material.

The remaining material in the Frank example is commentary on the
events in the story line.

Although for our immediate purposes it is not necessary, such
backgrounded material can be further classified as (i) evaluative, (ii)
background, or (iii) collateral. The evaluative comment contained in the clause
but they were too late is obviously an non-event, which, while it contributes to
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our understanding of the story, does not serve to advance the story line. The
backgrounded material in the second clause the thieves had already gone is also
not story-line material for a similar reason: it also does not serve to present the
next event in the story line; instead, it functions as background material for
understanding the evaluative comment but they were too late.

supporting material:
but they were too late. (non-event; evaluative)
the thieves had already gone. (non-story-line material;

background)

The third category of béckgrounded material is collateral, a term taken
from Grimes (1975: 64), who characterizes it in the following way:

Some information in a narrative, instead of telling what did happen,
tells what did not happen. It ranges over possible events, and in so
doing sets off what actually does happen against what might have
happened.

Within the L’Amour text, collateral material occurs both in a number of
conditional constructions—a use that can be described as quasi-formulaic (cf.
§3.1) and in one negative sentence.

Yet since he had ridden into that lonely ranch in Texas, badly wounded and almost
helpless, he had never drawn a gun except on the side of the law. (L’Amour 1984: 135)

This negated sentence is unquestionably collateral information, reporting as it
does not what did happen, but what did not. '

3.0 The L’Amour text.
 Let’s examine the occurrences of the past perfect in Louis L’ Amour’s short
story “South of Deadwood” to see to what extent these distinctions have
textual support. The text itself is a twenty-one page short story, containing
some 7,107 words, and 69 examples of the past perfect.
In the L’Amour text, there is a straight-forward and unquestionable
relationship between the narrative structure and the past perfect. As Table 3.0
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shows, every single instance of the past perfect occurs in commentary
(backgrounded material); not a single one occurs in the story-line material.

() in commentary (backgrounded) material 69
quasi-formulaic uses:
(a) in (conditionals) collateral material:

2 conditionals with had -3

8 conditionals with a modal + have 8
(b) in indirect speech: :

1 with -d ' 1

(imitating a contraction)
non-formulaic uses:

(@) negative collateral
1 negative collateral (cf. §2.2) - 1
(a) backgrounded commentary on the story line:
56 with had 56
(ii) in story-line (event-line) material: 0

69
Table 3.0: Narrative structure correlated with the use of the past perfect

As Table 3.0 also shows, the 69 instances of the past perfect found in the
story-line commentary are further subdivided into what might be described as
quasi-formulaic uses: the collateral material (11 conditionals; 1 other) and the
non-formulaic uses: backgrounded commentary on the story line (56
instances).

3.1 The conditionals.
Eleven examples of the past perfect occur in conditional constructions;
eight of these also contain a modal.

What if they had all ridden this way? (L’ Amour 1984: 137)

“If I had known who you was there at first—" (L’ Amour 1984: 149) :

If she had struck them one simultaneous slap across their mouths they could have been no
more startled. (L’Amour 1984: 132)

He had had only a glimpse, but the man’s jawline was familiar, and the Pecos gunman

could have ridden this way. (L’Amour 1984: 137)
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Since conditionals report what did not happen rather than what did happen,
they report supportive rather than story-line material; and, of course, in order
to be marked with with the past perfect they also must refer to a time prior to
story-line time.

3.2 The indirect quotatlons
Although only one example of the past perfect being used in indirect
speech occurred in the data, introspective data suggests that this example is not

atypical.
You sdid you’d never been south of Wichita... (L’Amour 1984: 149)

In this example, the word said is used as part of story-line material and, not

unexpectedly, in the past tense; the segment -'d ...been from the indirect

quotation is supportive material that happened prior to the story-line time and,
again not unexpectedly, in the past perfect tense.

3.3 The other backgrounded material.
| In the L’Amour text, in all 56 instances marked by the past perfect the
marked event happened prior to the point in the story line at which it was
reported. As a naturally occurring corollary of this, in 54 of the 56 cases, the
events were reported non-iconically. That is, they are reported out of the
chronological order in which they occurred; the event happenmg first is
reported second and vice versa.

3.3.1 Story-line time.

In some of the-examples, the past perfect is used to relate that the event to
the particular point in the story-line time. Nowhere is this so evident as it is
‘with several of the events containing the word earlier.

He had expected something of the kind. His eyes narrowed thoughtfully as
they neared the jail, remembermg something he _ad noticed earlier. (L”Amour
1984: 139)
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