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Figure 9: Wordcount (millions of words) per decade in EEBOCorp 1.0 (1473–1700) 

 

5.2. DATA SELECTION 

The data collected in the present investigation have been entirely drawn from EEBOCorp 1.0. 

Given the large size of the corpus (525 million words), EEBOCorp 1.0 is not always ideal for 

research on frequent items due to the high number of hits retrieved, especially when 

homonymous forms are involved. To give a practical example related to my work, the first 

search I run for EModE long on the full corpus database yielded as many as 160,106 hits, 

corresponding to the verb itself as well as to the homonymous adjective and adverb long. For 

the purposes of this study, it would not be feasible to filter as great a number of examples 

manually, so, as an alternative solution, I opted for carrying out a random selection of texts. 

The purpose was to compile a set of subcorpora of comparable size so as to be able to reduce 

the number of retrieved examples, as well as to perform a comparative diachronic study 

comparing four different 50-year subperiods, which cover the EModE period from 1500 to 1700 

(see Chapter 1, Section 1.1). The time range for each of the four 50-year subperiods is displayed 

in Table 7 below, and Table 8 shows the number of compiled texts and the wordcount summary. 

 
Subperiod Time span 
Subperiod 1 (S1) 1500–1549 
Subperiod 2 (S2) 1550–1599 
Subperiod 3 (S3) 1600–1649 
Subperiod 4 (S4) 1650–1700 

Table 7: 50-year subperiods covering the EModE period (1500–1700) 
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Figure 10: The Michigan EEBO-TCP interface: ‘Basic Search’ and ‘Bibliographic Search’ tools  

 

As a first step, I resorted to the ‘Bibliographic Search’ option to introduce the title of each text, 

selecting on the dropdown menu the filter for ‘title’. This allowed me to access the metadata 

available for texts, paying special attention to whether the full titles of texts contain information 

on versification (e.g. 1508, The ballade of ane right noble victorius & myghty lord Barnard 

Stewart lord of Aubigny erle of Beaumont ... be Maistir Willyam Dunbar ....). By the same 

token, the ‘subject terms’ assigned to texts (when available) commonly describe versified texts 

as “poem(s)” or “poetry”, which likewise provide us with useful information on versification. 

Yet, this last criterion needs to be handled with caution, as these labels are not directly 

controlled by EEBO-TCP, but are rather adapted from the catalogues from which EEBO derives 

historically. Another source which turns out useful is the examination of tables of contents, 

wherein chapter headings often provide information on versification by means of brief 

descriptions as “poem(s)”, “poetry”, “song(s)”, “ballad(s)”, “verse(s)” or other related terms. 

The metadata displayed on a sample entry from Michigan EEBO-TCP’s interface is shown in 

Figure 11 below. 
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Figure 11: Sample entry in Michigan EEBO-TCP’s ‘Bibliographic Search’: Text metadata 

 

As a way of refining my selection criteria, I have also made use of the ‘Basic Search’ option 

(see Figure 10 above). This search tool allowed me to easily match lines of verse by using the 

filter for ‘verse’ from the dropdown menu (see Figure 12 below),33 an option that is not 

available on the ‘Bibliographic Search’ screen. In addition, I made use of the search bar for 

keying in an <a> character, which allowed me to retrieve all lines of verse in a given text which 

contain an <a> character in them. That is, the combination of the search criteria ‘verse’ plus 

<a> results in a match to all of those lines of text which are transcribed as ‘verse’ and contain 

one or more <a> characters, a method that is taken as a means for disregarding versified texts 

under the assumption that it is highly probable that any such text contains at least one line of 

verse with an <a> character in it. In those cases where no verse lines were matched, texts were 

included in the selection; conversely, whenever there was one or more lines matching the search 

criteria, the text was excluded from the corpus. 

 

 
33 For this suggestion, I am grateful to the Support Service of the University of Michigan’s Digital Library 

Production Service (DLPS), contacted through the Michigan EEBO-TCP’s homepage. 
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Figure 12: Sample entry in Michigan EEBO-TCP’s ‘Basic Search’ 

 

Summarising the procedure so far, the task of discriminating verse texts from prose texts turned 

out to be not an easy one. The metadata provided either by EEBOCorp 1.0 or the Michigan 

EEBO-TCP cannot be relied on as a sole guide to versified texts; hence, a combination of search 

criteria had to be applied in order to carry out the selection on a more solid basis. The procedure 

resorts to a combination of the metadata accessible from the Michigan EEBO-TCP together 

with the searching possibilities offered by the interface. On the one hand, the metadata accessed 

through the ‘Bibliographic Search’ option served to glean information on versification, filtering 

those texts that are described as “poetry” (or related terms). On the other hand, the ‘Basic 

Search’ tool allowed to match verse lines containing an <a> character in any particular text, 

which made it possible to restrict the search to verse lines only, as well as to detect lines of 

verse within larger prose compositions. The full list of texts under scrutiny in this thesis is given 

in Appendices I–IV. 

 

5.3. DATA RETRIEVAL 

After preparing the data subcorpus, the next step was to retrieve the dataset of examples for 

analysis. The selected software tool is AntConc, a concordance program developed by Laurence 

Anthony (Anthony 2019). AntConc provides a user-friendly interface with a wide range of 

functions that permit the analysis of KWIC concordancers, distribution plots, clusters and N-

grams, collocates, word frequencies and keywords. The tools that I have used are 
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The searches for this verb yielded 273 tokens. It can be observed in the table that the overall 

frequency of lust notably decreases in the course of the EModE period from 52.01% of 

occurrences in S1 (142 tokens) to 12.82% in S4 (35 tokens), a diachronic picture which reflects 

its status as a low-frequency verb in PDE (see OED s.v. lust, v. Frequency (in current use)). It 

can also be seen that lust is predominantly found in religious and biblical contexts (86.45%, 

236 tokens) a tendency that remains consistent across the four subperiods. In contrast, the 

frequency in the other subject domains is anecdotal overall, with some domains showing no 

attestations, such as Biology, Literature and Medicine, while some other domains show 

subperiods with no data, like Philosophy, Law and Politics. In this regard, it should be noted 

that religious discourse is generally characterised by the use of archaic language, which is 

highly dependent on Latin (see e.g. Görlach 1993[1991]: 164–165), and that may have played 

a role in the frequency rates. 

The historical development of verb senses illustrated in Figure 13 below reflects the 

process of semantic specialisation undergone by this verb during EModE. Thus, the specific 

sense ‘to have a carnal desire’ (sense (ii) in Section 6.1) may be seen to rise steadily as the more 

general sense ‘to desire’ (i) decreases in parallel. The sense ‘to please’ (iii) is more marginal, 

and it is attested only in S1 (on this verb sense see Section 6.3.2.1 below). 

 

 
Figure 13: Diachronic evolution of verb senses with lust in EModE (raw figures and relative frequencies) 
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Complementation 
pattern 

S1 
(1500–1549) 

S2 
(1550–1599) 

S3 
(1600–1649) 

S4 
(1650–1700) Total 

Clausal 68 (50.75) 21 (36.21) 7 (18.42) 5 (14.29) 101 (38.11) 
Zero 32 (23.88) 21 (36.21) 16 (42.11) 22 (62.86) 91 (34.34) 

Prepositional 29 (21.64) 16 (27.59) 14 (36.84) 7 (20) 66 (24.91) 
NP 5 (3.73) -- -- 1 (2.86) 6 (2.26) 

Other -- -- 1 (2.63) -- 1 (0.38) 
Total 134 (100) 58 (100) 38 (100) 35 (100) 265 (100) 

Table 15: Frequency of personal patterns of lust in EModE by 50-year subperiod (raw figures and percentages) 
 

 
Figure 14: Diachronic distribution of personal patterns of lust in EModE (raw figures and relative frequencies) 

 

The overall relative frequencies show that clausal complements are the most frequent pattern, 

at 38.11% (101 tokens), followed by zero complements, at 34.34% (91 tokens). Prepositional 

patterns show a lower frequency at 24.91% (66 tokens), while patterns with NP complements 

constitute the smallest percentage at 2.26% (6 tokens). The diachronic evolution across 

subperiods reveals crucial differences. Zero complements show a steady increase, rising from 

23.88% of the instances in S1 (32 tokens) to 62.86% in S4 (22 tokens). In turn, clausal 

complements show a parallel decrease over time, from the earliest supberiod —when they 

clearly dominated in frequency at 50.75% (68 tokens)— to the final subperiod at 14.29% (5 

tokens). In the late 16th century, clausal complements undergo a marked decline from 36.21% 

in S2 (21 tokens) —the same frequency as zero complements— to 18.42% in S3 (7 tokens) —

i.e. less than half the frequency of the pattern with zero complements. For their part, patterns 

with prepositional complements remain constant except for the small increase from 27.59% in 

S2 (16 tokens) to 36.84% in S3 (14 tokens), standing below zero complements and clausal 

complements in S1 and S2, but only below zero complements in S3 and S4. As far as patterns 

with NP complements are concerned, these are modestly represented in S1 (3.73%, 5 tokens), 
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Figure 15: Relative frequency of the prepositions governed by lust in EModE by 50-year subperiod (raw figures 

and relative frequencies) 
 

As can be observed in the data, the preposition after is the most frequent collocation, a trend 

that remains stable throughout the period. The preposition for is attested only 3 times in S1, 2 

in S2 and then disappears at the turn of the 17th century. Unto is attested once in S4, and so is 

with in S2.  

Example (129) below is an instance of prepositional passive realised by an ing-clause, 

which functions as postmodifier in NP structure (see e.g. Biber 1999: 937; Huddleston & 

Pullum 2002: 1265). Two additional instances of prepositional passives with lust are 

documented in the OED, one of them with the Desirer explicit in a by-phrase (1634, Societie 

with that sex, is much lusted after by all inflamed Asiatiques, s.v. lust, v. 4. b.; also †1. a.). 

 

(129) euerye thinge beinge lusted for was lawefull: and beinge lawefull if they coulde 
doe 
[1570, The hatefull hypocrisie, and ... D00000998375750000] 

 

As happens with middle-reflexive patterns (see Section 6.3.2.2), passives have often been 

discussed as functional alternatives to impersonal constructions, by virtue of their ability to 

express a shift of perspective which “backgrounds ‘the initiator’ and foregrounds ‘the endpoint 

of a dynamic process’” (Möhlig-Falke 2012: 193; cf. Chapter 4). In other words, passive 

patterns resemble impersonals in that they both offer the possibility to demote the Desirer from 

subject function and focus on the lack of control on the part of the Experiencer, which is 

perceived as the affected entity. It is because of these evident similarities that the expansion 
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the increased occurrence of the verb in religious texts in S4 —which rises from 72.84% of uses 

in S3 (59 tokens) to 88.89% in S4 (32 tokens), as shown in Table 19 above— since in religious 

discourse sense (i) frequently occurs in the type of figurative context shown in example (134) 

above (i.e. Thei that thirsten schulen drynke hise richessis, ‘those that feel thirst [i.e. thirst for 

spiritual salvation] should drink His [i.e. Jesus’s] richness’, MED). 

 

 
Figure 16: Diachronic evolution of verb senses of thirst in EModE 

 

In the EModE data examined, thirst has been attested in personal use only. Thus, the impersonal 

patterns that were predominant in OE (Section 7.2.2) turn out to be unattested in the materials 

investigated here. This finding stands in contrast with the verb lust (Chapter 6), which has been 

found to retain impersonal uses in the first half of the 16th century, though only marginally. In 

light of the fact that Möhlig-Falke (2012: 206) and the MED attest impersonal uses with thirst 

until the (late) 15th century, finding (marginal) impersonal uses as well for this verb at the 

beginning of the EModE period was a possibility; however, their sheer absence in my corpus 

suggests that the shift from impersonal to personal must have been well advanced by the end 

of the 15th century.  

The remainder of this section presents the results of the corpus-based analysis of thirst, 

with a focus on the personal complementation patterns attested and their syntactic and semantic 

properties. 
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Figure 17: Diachronic distribution of personal patterns of thirst in EModE (raw figures and relative frequencies) 
 

The relative frequencies show that there is an overall predominance of prepositional patterns in 

the EModE period (48.36%, 147 tokens), consistently so except in S1, when they stand in 

second position after zero complements. Zero complements show the second highest frequency 

at 38.16% (116 tokens), followed at a distance by NP complements, at 8.55% (26 tokens). 

Patterns with clausal complements constitute the smallest proportion of occurrences at 4.28% 

(13 tokens). The diachronic evolution across subperiods reveals crucial differences. 

Prepositional patterns represent 37.29% of instances in S1 (44 tokens), that is the second highest 

percentage, but then rise to the highest frequency at 47.83% in S2 (33 tokens) and 62.96% in 

S3 (51 tokens); in S4 they decrease to 52.78% (19 tokens), yet standing as the most frequent 

pattern in this subperiod. In spite of this decline in S4, the overall tendency is for prepositional 

patterns to increase, since the relative frequency in this last subperiod still remains higher than 

in all previous periods and higher than the frequency in the other patterns. The reverse trend 

can be observed in patterns with zero complements, which are the most common alternative in 

S1 at 44.07% (52 tokens), but steadily decrease to 33.33% in S2 (23 tokens) and 30.86% in S3 

(25 tokens). Like prepositional patterns, in S4 the progression turns direction, this time upwards 

to 44.44% (16 tokens), a percentage which is similar to S1 (44.07%). Notice also that zero 

complements remain as the second most frequent pattern throughout EModE, except for S1, 

when they constitute the most frequent option. With regard to NP complements, these have 

some presence in S1 and S2, respectively at 13.56% (16 tokens) and 14.49% (10 tokens), but 

they completely disappear in S3 and S4. The evolution of patterns with clausal complements 

seems rather constant across subperiods, remaining among the lowest proportions of use 
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(156) his owne maysters the archeretykes them selfe, thyrsted in the desyre of some other 
thyng besyde god 
[1533, The answere to the ... D00000998480920000] 

 

(157) They were so farforth blessed in christ that thei hungred & thyrsted after it. 
[1536, A path way i[n]to ... D00000998437310000] 

 

(158) Why doth Christe cal so many as thyrste vnto hym 
[1549, The castell of comforte ... D00000998448370000] 

 

(159) Wherfore whosoeuer inwardly greued for hys syn, doth hunger and thirst for 
righteousnes 
[1570, The aunswer of Iohn ... D00000998539030000] 
 

 
Figure 18: Relative frequency of the prepositions governed by thirst in EModE by 50-year subperiod (raw 

figures and relative frequencies) 
 

The preposition after is the most frequent collocation, showing an increase from 50% in S1 (22 

tokens of 44) to 69.67% in S2 (23 tokens of 33) and to 86.27% in S3 (44 tokens of 51), thus 

representing 70.75% (104 tokens) of the total instances of this pattern. The second most 

frequent preposition is for, attested in 40.91% of instances in S1 (18 tokens), decreasing to 

13.73% in S3 (7 tokens), and then rising to 21.05% in S4 (4 tokens); for represents 25.17% of 

the total instances of prepositional use (37 tokens). The preposition in is marginally attested in 

6.82% of the instances in S1 (3 tokens) and 6.06% in S2 (2 tokens), and then it disappears from 

S3 onwards. The preposition unto is attested only once in S1 (2.27%). It is remarkable that the 
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(177) beholde my ua~ts shal drink whe~ ye shal be ful thirsty: beholde my ua~ts shalbe 
glad whe~ ye shal be ashamed. 
[1531, The prophete Isaye ... D00000998988300000] 

 

The adjectival construction exemplified here uses the copula verb to be together with the 

adjective thirsty, which is etymologically related to the verb thirst54 (see Möhlig-Falke 2012: 

218; also Chapter 4). Figure 21 below shows the EModE frequency of adjectival patterns across 

subperiods relative to patterns with zero complements, only including the sense ‘to feel thirst’ 

(95 tokens). The use of adjectival constructions in the sense ‘to desire’ is excluded from the 

count because, for the purposes of comparison with patterns with zero complements, only the 

sense ‘to feel thirst’ is of interest. It should be noted, nonetheless, that adjectival patterns in the 

sense ‘to desire’ are generally less frequent in the corpus (11 tokens out of 106) and account 

for just 10.38% of uses of the construction; these are exemplified in (178) below.  

 

(178) Here are they, that being hongry and thyrsti [i.e. desiring] for righteousnes, do 
suffer persecution for the same  
[1554, The humble and vnfained … D00000998465610000] 

 

 
Figure 21: Relative frequency of patterns with zero complements and adjectival constructions with thirst in 

EModE (raw figures and relative frequencies) 
 

Figure 21 also reveals that the adjectival construction shows an increase in frequency from 

33.33% in S1 (26 tokens out of 78) to 42.5% in S2 (17 tokens out of 40) and to 62.12% in S3 

 
54 Note, however, that the adjective thirsty is a derivative from the noun thirst rather than from the verb (see OED 

s.v. thirsty, adj. Etymology). 
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Figure 23: Diachronic distribution of personal patterns of long in EModE (raw figures and relative frequencies) 

 

The relative frequencies show that there is an overall predominance of prepositional patterns 

(59.53%, 203 tokens), which remain as the most frequent pattern throughout the entire period. 

From this it can be inferred that prepositional patterns were well established already in the early 

16th century, a finding which merits comparison with the data for lust (Chapter 6, Section 6.3.2), 

where prepositional uses rank third in frequency until the 17th century, and with the data for 

thirst, where prepositional patterns become predominant from the second half of the 16th 

century onwards. For their part, patterns with clausal complements constitute the second most 

frequent use at 35.48% (121 tokens), and this trend remains constant in the four subperiods. 

Patterns with zero and adverbial complements are at the opposite end of the spectrum, showing 

very low frequencies at 3.52% and 1.47% (respectively 12 and 5 tokens). Crucially, patterns 

with NP complements are unattested in this case study, which stands in contrast with the data 

for lust (Chapter 6) and thirst (Chapter 7). Regarding diachronic tendencies, the following 

observations are worthy of mention: 

 

1) Prepositional patterns show a slight tendency to increase, from 51.11% in S1 (69 tokens) 

to 61.76% in S2 (42 tokens) and 67.12% in S3 (49 tokens); in S4, however, they remain 

stable at 66.15% (43 tokens), although a slow progression seems to be still at work, as the 

value of S4 still remains higher than that of S2 (61.76%). The change in frequency in the 
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(227) for thou arte the God of my helthe and sauetie, and daylye do I longe for the. 
[1539, An epitome of the … D00000998548110000] 

 

(228) he desyred or longed for whan he wakened 
[1527, The noble lyfe a[nd] … D00000998563430000] 

 

 
Figure 24: Relative frequency of the prepositions governed by long in EModE by 50-year subperiod (raw figures 

and relative frequencies) 
 

The preposition for is the most frequent collocation, representing 73.89% of the total instances 

of prepositional use (150 tokens out of 203; examples (227) and (228)). In S1, the preposition 

for accounts for 79.71% of instances (55 tokens out of 69), with a decrease to 69.05% in S2 (29 

tokens out of 42) and to 65.31% in S3 (32 tokens out of 49); in S4, however, the frequency rises 

again to 79.07% (34 tokens out of 43). The second most frequent preposition is after, at 26.11% 

overall (53 tokens; example (226)). 

In the data for long, the prepositional passive occurs in three instances, like (229) below. 

Here, the Desired is turned into the subject of a passive clause, with the Desirer being optionally 

expressed as a passive Agent introduced by of (for the variant expression of the passive Agent 

in ME see e.g. Mustanoja 1960: 441–442); these passive structures are all found with for-

phrases, with the preposition in stranded position —i.e. located next to the verb rather than the 

complement. 
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insofar as they suggest that the shift becomes complete between the 14th and the 16th century 

with lust, by the 15th century with thirst and between the 13th and 16th centuries in the case of 

long. Consider in this regard Figure 26 below, which shows the datings of the (im)personal uses 

of each individual verb as attested in the OED and the MED entries. 

 

 
Figure 26: Diachronic distribution of (im)personal uses of verbs of Desire lust, thirst and long from OE to 

EModE based on the OED and the MED entries 
 

Notice, in addition, that the OED and the MED datings suggest that the shift from impersonal 

to personal use does not necessarily coincide with the morphological changes which have 

frequently been resorted to in the literature for the explanation of the demise of impersonal 

constructions, namely the loss of case inflections and the rigidification of word order (cf. Allen 

1995: 441–442). Recall, in relation to this, that the simplification of the case system has been 

dated in the 12th and 13th centuries (Allen 1995: 184–185, 213, 441) and the rigidification of 

word order in the mid-15th century (Fischer et al. 2000: 162–163; see also Möhlig-Falke 2012: 

19, 216; see Chapter 2, Section 2.2). Thus, lust acquires personal uses in the 14th century,  when 

only the loss of case inflections was at an advanced stage; thirst occurs in personal use since 

the OE period, but impersonal constructions cease to be recorded in the (late) 15th century,  

when both the loss of case inflections and the rigidification of word order were at an advanced 

stage. For its part, long acquires personal uses in the 13th century,  when only the loss of case 

inflections was well on its way. Consider the following observation made by Allen with respect 

in particular to the loss of morphological distinctions: 
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