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The diachronic development of the inchoative construction in Spanish:  

a case of constructionalization 

 

Abstract: This study reconstructs the constructionalization process of the inchoative construction in 

Spanish, both from a formal and semantic viewpoint, operating within the framework of (Diachronic) 

Construction Grammar. The statistical method of VNC (Variability-based Neighbor Clustering) is 

implemented in order to obtain a bottom-up periodization of the evolution of the schema. Formally, the 

study maps the variation between a, de and en in the preposition slot of the construction. First, the paper 

uncovers that the formal fixation took place before the end of the 18th century, and prepared the integration 

of new members in the construction. Semantically, the extension of the auxiliary slot is scrutinized, 

unveiling when each micro-construction emerged and how each subschema became more productive. 

Second, the study shows that some inchoatives are coerced into the construction by metaphorical extensions, 

while others are recruited by analogical extension, based on an earlier incorporated (and to some extend 

conventionalized) member within the same subschema. Third, it is argued that these various developments 

reflect different needs of creativity and expressivity in the course of the history of the construction. Finally, 

based on the VNC-output and the empirical data, the analysis leads to the conclusion that the 

constructionalization was finalized around the 18th century, when both the preposition slot fixated with the 

preposition a and when the auxiliary slot extended significantly to other domains, resulting in the activation 

of all current subschemas in contemporary Spanish.  

Keywords: coercion; constructionalization; (Diachronic) Construction Grammar; inchoative construction; 

metaphorical extension; Spanish 

 

1 Introduction 

 

This paper aims at exploring the patterns underlying the diachronic expansion of the inchoative schema 

between the 13th and 21st centuries. Previous studies (Enghels and Van Hulle 2018; Garachana 2017; Van 

Hulle and Enghels 2021) have shown that Spanish disposes of a wide gamut of lexical resources that can 
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function as aspectual inchoative auxiliaries, and, as such, denote the onset of an event (Castro 1999; Fente 

García Gonzalez 1992; Gómez 1972; Gómez Torrego 1988). From a constructional perspective, the 

inchoative pattern can be described by the syntactic structure of [NP] + [AUX] + [PREP] + [INF], 

exemplified by Juan se pone a estudiar (lit. ‘John puts himself to study’, ‘John starts to study’). In concrete, 

it is composed of four constructional slots, namely: (1) the subject slot referring to the entity, mostly human, 

that undertakes the start of the event, (2) the auxiliary slot filled by the lexical verb that expresses the 

inchoative aspect,1 (3) the preposition slot including a (‘to’), de (‘of’) or en (‘in’), and (4) the infinitive slot, 

specifying the event that starts. Figure 1 provides a schematic overview of the construction and its respective 

slots. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Schematic overview of the inchoative construction.2 

More concretely, the subject slot can be filled by animate or inanimate entities (mostly human agents in case 

of the inchoative construction), the auxiliary slot contains the inchoative auxiliary, the preposition slot is 

filled by the prepositions a (‘to’), de (‘of’) or en (‘in’) (although in contemporary Spanish only a is possible) 

and the infinitive slot contains the verbs expressing the events that starts. From a general network 

perspective, the inchoative construction is a subschema from the caused-motion construction (cf. Goldberg 

1995; e.g. Juan pone el vaso en la mesa, ‘John puts the glass on the table’) and horizontally linked to the 

causative factitive as its sister construction (e.g. El entrenador puso a los jugadores a correr, ‘The coach 

made the players run’; Enghels and Comer 2020).  

 
1 Following Gómez Torrego (1988), we use the term auxiliary to refer to the inchoative verbs. Other authors, like 

Borillo (2005), prefer the notion of semi-auxiliary to distinguish them from fully grammaticalized auxiliaries, such as 

haber (‘to have’) in past tenses. We acknowledge that the inchoative auxiliaries are not grammaticalized to the same 

extent as haber but hold on to the terminology of auxiliary since (most of) the inchoative verbs, although to different 

extents, have undergone a process of grammaticalization as will be shown throughout this paper. In addition, this paper 

will not address the pronominal variation of the auxiliaries, given that this diachronic paper focusses on the evolution 

of the global inchoative construction and covers already many objectives, and, therefore, we leave this issue for further 

research.  

2 Based on Cappelle (2006), Diessel (2023), Hilpert (2013) and Traugott and Trousdale (2013). 
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It has been previously been shown that (a) the construction has recently become highly productive, (b) to 

the extent that at least 263 verbs can fill the auxiliary slot, and (c) that the auxiliaries are recruited from six 

domains, as Table 1 visualizes (Van Hulle and Enghels 2021; Van Hulle et al. 2024).  

Table 1: Overview of the 26 inchoative auxiliaries per semantic domain.4 

Superlexical verbs Put 

verbs 

Throw 

verbs 

Manual 

manipulation verbs 

Movement 

verbs 

Destruction 

verbs 

comenzar 

(‘to start’) 

meterse 

(‘to 

put’) 

arrojarse 

(‘to sling’) 

agarrarse 

(‘to grasp’) 

embarcarse 

(‘to embark’) 

arrancar 

(‘to tear’) 

empezar 

(‘to start’) 

ponerse 

(‘to 

put’) 

dispararse 

(‘to shoot’) 

liarse 

(‘to bind’) 

largarse 

(‘to ditch’) 

estallar 

(‘to explode’) 

iniciar 

(‘to iniciate’) 

 echar(se) 

(‘to throw’) 

soltar 

(‘to let go’) 

saltar 

(‘to jump’) 

explotar 

(‘to explode’) 

principiar 

(‘to begin’) 

lanzarse 

(‘to launch’) 

 zambullirse 

(‘to 

immerse’) 

prorrumpir 

(‘to break 

loose’) 

recomenzar 

(‘to recommence’) 

tirarse 

(‘to pull’) 

 reventar 

(‘to burst’) 

reempezar 

(‘to restart’) 

 romper 

(‘to break’) 

 

The question remains how and in which order this numerous of inchoative verbs – and the corresponding 

semantic fields – were progressively integrated into the schema.  

Given its overall purpose, this paper adopts the theoretical framework of (Diachronic) Construction 

Grammar (Barðdal 2015; Coussé et al. 2018; Gildea and Barðdal 2023; Hilpert 2021; Sommerer and 

 
3 This paper investigates the diachronic expansion of these 26 verbs and their respective semantic domain, while 

previous studies (Van Hulle and Enghels 2021, 2022; Van Hulle et al. 2024) mention 25 inchoative auxiliaries. Indeed, 

Van Hulle and Enghels (2024) discovered that dispararse (‘to shoot’), as a throw verb, also expresses the inchoative 

aspect. Therefore, it was included in later research as a valid inchoative auxiliary, whereas it was not yet taken into 

account in our prior studies.  

4 This categorization is based on the lexical classification by Levin (1993) and takes into account the original semantic 

meaning of the auxiliaries.  
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Smirnova 2020; Traugott and Trousdale 2013). This model defines “the language system as a network of 

conventionalized pairings of form and meaning, in which specific micro-constructions inherit properties 

from more general schemas” (Trousdale 2014: 557). These conventionalized form-meaning pairings, or 

constructions, constitute the basic building blocks of language. From this perspective, the 26 inchoative 

variants are instantiations of the inchoative schema, from which they inherit the aspectual meaning.5   

It will be investigated to what extent the emergence and development of the inchoative pattern can be 

defined as a case of constructionalization or “the creation of a new form-meaning pairing as a new node in 

the constructional network” (Traugott and Trousdale 2013: 22). Constructionalization is generally said to 

be accompanied by constructional changes, referring to “any change with regard to function, form, 

frequency or distribution of the construction” (Hilpert 2013: 16). This implies, for instance, an increase in 

collocational range, known as host-class expansion (Himmelman 2004). In a previous study, Enghels and 

Comer (2020) argue that, due to the lack of empirical data of the earliest Spanish periods, it is hard to date 

exactly when the constructionalization process of the inchoative construction took place. However, this 

study will focus on constructional changes that can be observed both at the formal and functional side of 

the construction. Against this background, the goal of this paper is twofold, namely to diachronically 

reconstruct (i) the formal fixation of the preposition slot and (ii) the emergence of new auxiliaries and 

semantic domains. Overall, these findings will contribute to the understanding of the global productivity of 

the inchoative construction. 

First, as concerns the formal development of the schema into the syntactic pattern described above, 

particular attention will be paid to the fixation of the preposition slot. Whereas in contemporary Spanish, 

the schema only appears with the preposition a (‘to’), in diachronic data, de (‘of’) and en (‘in’) are also 

observed. This leads to the question when and why the construction has fixated with the preposition a. 

Second, this paper will further explore the functional evolution of the schema. Given their intrinsic 

semantics, it is plausible that the superlexicals6 constituted the diachronic pioneers of the construction, being 

the original verbs to express the inchoative aspect. However, it still needs to be confirmed empirically 

 
5 Throughout this paper, we will refer to these instantiations as ‘variant’ or ‘micro-construction’, or with the specific 

lexeme (such as empezar, ponerse, romper, etc.). 

6 The verbs comenzar, empezar, iniciar, principiar, recomenzar and reempezar are labelled as superlexicals, since they 

intrinsically convey the inchoative aspect also outside of the construction, as full lexical verb. In other words, they are 

not grammaticalized, or at least not to the extent of other, semantically bleached, auxiliaries and fully maintain their 

original meaning as inchoative verb (Carrasco Gutiérrez et al. 2006; Gómez Torrego 1988; Roca Pons 1958;  Van Hulle 

and Enghels 2021). 
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whether they truly are the earliest variants observed in the corpus (see Section 3). Until now, it has already 

been confirmed that the put verbs meterse and ponerse are documented as inchoative auxiliaries from the 

13th century onwards, the earliest period taken into account (Comer and Enghels 2017), and that inchoative 

with romper is first observed in the 19th century (Enghels and Van Hulle 2018). For the other auxiliaries and 

semantic fields it is not clear yet when they appeared in the construction, nor how their use evolved 

diachronically.  

It will be argued that the appearance of particular auxiliaries in the constructions can be regarded as a case 

of constructional coercion. As was previously argued, at the basis of coercion lies a mismatch between the 

semantics of a lexical item and the construction it appears in (Goldberg 1995; Michaelis 2003, 2006; 

Traugott 2007; Ziegeler 2007, 2010). Applied to the inchoatives, this mismatch occurs between the original 

semantic meaning of the auxiliary (i.e. as put verb, destruction verb, throw verb, etc.) and the inchoative 

aspect conveyed by the overall schema. In this perspective, the construction forces, or ‘coerces’, the 

aspectual value on the verb in the auxiliary slot. In other words, “the semantics of the construction wins 

over the semantic of the lexical item involved” (Lauwers and Willems 2011: 1225).  

The outline of this paper is as follows. Section 2 explains how the dataset was constructed. Section 3 

diachronically maps the prepositional variation per semantic field, in an attempt to gain a better 

understanding of the fixation of the preposition slot, and thus the schema overall. Section 4 is dedicated to 

the semantic extension of the construction, reconstructing the emergence and evolution of the auxiliaries 

and their corresponding semantic fields. More concretely, it will clarify how each field has gradually 

expanded before reaching saturation, leading to the coercion of a new domain in response. Finally, Section 

5 formulates relevant conclusions based on the diachronic analysis.  

 

2 Data and methodology 

 

To reach the aforementioned goals, the empirical analysis is based on corpus data extracted from the 

CORDE (Corpus Diacrónico del Español) and esTenTen18 (accessed via Sketch Engine, Kilgariff and 

Renau 2013) corpora. CORDE provides the data for the 13th until the 20th century, and is complemented by 

contemporary 21st century data from esTenTen18.7 In order to detect all inchoative uses, the corpus searches 

 
7 Note that the data from CORDE and esTenTen18 are from a different nature, in the sense that CORDE mainly consists 

of (medieval) novels and poetry and esTenTen18 purely contains internet data, collected from a variety of websites, 
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were filtered to find tokens of a specific verb lemma (cf. Table 1) followed by the preposition a, de or en, 

followed by an infinitive, with the possibility to allow for interpolated elements between the auxiliary and 

the preposition.8 In addition, the results were limited to Peninsular Spanish. Since CORDE is not PoS-

tagged, the inflective forms of all verbal tenses as well as orthographic variations needed to be checked 

manually. Sketch Engine, however, renders all possible inflections automatically in the search syntax.9 Table 

2 provides the absolute frequencies of all inchoative auxiliaries per century, as a result of this meticulous 

corpus search.10 

 

Table 2: Absolute frequencies of all auxiliaries per century. 

  13th c. 14th c. 15th c. 16th c. 17th c. 18th c. 19th c. 20th c. 21st c. 

comenzar 1,645 1,567 3,761 8,759 5,290 695 2,690 5,821 311,419 

empezar 27 32 225 669 1,901 1,226 3,468 8,176 447,625 

meterse 47 43 28 56 48 63 123 110 2,307 

ponerse 3 58 102 439 599 150 1,066 2,449 72,874 

echar(se) 15 34 101 153 95 40 799 1,641 13,531 

lanzarse 0 1 2 5 2 1 58 125 8,074 

principiar 0 0 3 5 9 15 278 190 147 

 
like fora and blogs. Hence the empirical data from both corpora cannot be seen in a diachronic continuum. In addition, 

all genres from the CORDE corpus are taken into account, including novels, newspapers, drama, etc., for the most 

exhaustive possible result. 

8 For example, in the sentence una mujer […] rompió también a llorar (‘a woman also started to cry’, esTenTen18, 

majadahondamagazin.es) the adverb también (‘also’) is inserted between the auxiliary and the preposition. Other 

elements that are found interposed are clitics and other adverbs or conjunctions, like ya (‘already’) or sin embargo 

(‘but’). 

9 The search syntax that was used to detect the inchoative construction, was the following: “[lemma="empezar (or a 

different auxiliary)"] [tag="R.*"]{0,3}"a"[tag="V.*"] within <s/>”. 

10 The normalized frequency reflects how many times the inchoative auxiliary is used per 100 ,000 words, and is 

calculated as follows: absolute token frequency divided by the number of words in the corpus, corresponding to that 

specific century, multiplied by 100,000. Concretely, the CORDE corpus contains the following numbers of words per 

century: 13th century (7,829,566), 14th century (7,483,952), 15th century (22,796,824), 16th century (49,912,675), 17th 

century (38,083,322), 18th century (14,466,748), 19th century (42,726,881) and 20st century (58,686,214 ). The 

esTenTen18 corpus contains 17,553,075,259 words, which is significantly larger than CORDE, because this corpus is 

compiled using a parser collecting internet data. The precise frequencies per auxiliary are provided when discussing 

its corresponding semantic domain. 
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embarcarse 0 0 1 1 1 0 1 1 30 

saltar 0 0 3 3 8 0 5 7 234 

arrojarse 0 0 0 0 23 16 51 16 28 

tirarse 0 0 0 0 16 27 26 28 81 

arrancar(se) 0 0 0 0 1 6 21 29 989 

prorrumpir 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 11 

soltar 0 0 0 0 0 1 13 15 95 

romper 0 0 0 0 0 0 287 415 2,174 

reventar 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 3 19 

recomenzar 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 8 37 

largarse 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 7 176 

iniciar 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 3,069 

estallar 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 16 

agarrarse 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 6 23 

liarse 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 14 627 

reempezar 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 

zambullirse 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 

explotar 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 10 

 

In a first attempt to structure the diachronic data, we performed a variability-based neighbor clustering 

(VNC) (Gries and Hilpert 2009). As opposed to a top-down analysis, in which a linguist proposes a 

periodization of a linguistic phenomenon post hoc, in an attempt to make sense of the data s/he observes, 

VNC is a data-driven approach that clusters centuries based on similar behavior (in this case token 

frequencies) and accordingly structures the data in meaningful periods. We adopt the method developed by 

Gries and Hilpert (2008, 2009), including their choices for the Pearson correlation coefficient as similarity 

measure and the Ward amalgamation rule. The output dendrogram plots the amalgamation of the discerned 

time periods and reflects the relationship between the datapoints, here time periods, in meaningful clusters. 

Figure 2 visualizes the dendrogram as output of the VNC-algorithm, with the frequency data from Table 2 

as input, and establishes relevant stages in the evolution of the inchoative construction. 
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Figure 2: VNC dendrogram on the diachronic inchoative data. 

The dendrogram reveals a clear segregation between a first period from the 13th until the 17th century and a 

second period from the 18th until the 21st century, both forming overarching clusters. Each of these 

overarching clusters is further subdivided into smaller ones. First, the 13th and 14th centuries are clustered 

together on the lowest level. Moreover, they are linked to the 15th and the 16th centuries at an intermediate 

level, suggesting that these four centuries are highly similar. Second, the 17th and 18th centuries seem to 

represent a transition stage, since they  are separated from the early and later cluster. However, since they 

are not grouped together, they appear to be significantly different. Third, the 19th and 20th centuries form the 

next couple, suggesting a new stage of the construction. The clustering ends with the 21st century, which 

reflects contemporary language use. The upcoming analysis will attempt to clarify why the centuries are 

clustered as such, explaining their similarities and differences. The focus lies on the productivity of the 

auxiliary slot, and on the question when and why new auxiliaries ‒ and even new semantic fields ‒ emerge. 

As a first step in this analysis, we look into the formal development of the schema and the fixation of the 

preposition slot in Section 3.  

 

3 Formal fixation of the inchoative schema: decreasing variability in the preposition slot 

 

Besides the preposition a, the prepositions de and en have been documented as variants in the preposition 

slot of the inchoative construction (cf. Comer and Enghels 2017). In modern Spanish, only a is observed as 

a result of the fixation of the overall schema. However, it is still necessary to ascertain the specific timing 

and reasons behind this formal fixation. Enghels and Comer (2017, 2020) demonstrate that the micro-

constructions with meterse and ponerse were, in the early periods, constructed not only with a, but also with 
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en, and even without preposition.11 In these cases, the syntactic variability is especially observed between 

the 13th and 15th century and the fixation with the exclusive use of a occurs in the 18th century.  

According to Comer and Enghels (2017) the inchoative schema with ponerse was formed by a metaphorical 

extension of the locative meaning of the verb, and related to the caused motion construction (Goldberg 1995: 

52). Based on the initial locative schema, a subschema emerged in which an agent puts an object or a patient 

in an abstract place or event, possibly expressed by an infinitive, still with the locative preposition en. The 

evolution of this process is described as follows: 

se pone en la cama (‘s/he puts her/himself in the bed’)  >  se pone en la cama a leer un libro 

(‘s/he puts her/himself in the bed to read a book’) > se pone a leer un libro en la cama, initially 

with the meaning of (‘s/he puts her/himself to read a book in the bed’), and, finally, with 

ponerse denoting the inchoative aspect (‘s/he starts to read a book in the bed’) 

In this respect, the example se pone a leer un libro en la cama (‘s/he starts [lit. ‘puts her/himself’] to read a 

book in the bed’) constitutes a bridging context between a locative and inchoative meaning (Comer and 

Enghels 2017; Comer 2018, 2019). Interestingly, the preposition a focusses on the finality of the event, as 

a goal that will be reached in a near future. After a period of competition between the formal variants, a 

becomes the dominant form, more compatible with the meaning of finality and closely related to the 

inchoative interpretation (Enghels and Comer 2018). 

In order to date more precisely the formal fixation of the preposition slot, as a sign of constructionalization 

and overall entrenchment of the schema, the question arises whether other micro-constructions have 

witnessed prepositional variation as well. To begin with, Van Hulle and Enghels (2024) did not detect 

inchoative instances of echar(se), or other throw verbs, with other prepositions than a. In other words, the 

metaphorical extension12 of the locative interpretation of echar(se) towards the inchoative aspect directly 

 
11 This happens, for instance, when the auxiliary verb form ends with the letter/phoneme -a, or, contrarily, when the 

infinitive starts with a- or (h)a-. This makes it hard to distinguish between examples with the preposition a, or without 

preposition. Concretely, Comer and Enghels (2018: 17) argue that these cases are possibly the result of phonotactic 

assimilation. Given that it is difficult to analyze these examples with certainty, they are excluded from the empirical 

analysis.  

12 Alternatively, this meaning shift can also be analyzed in terms of a metonymical shift rather than a metaphorical 

extension. In that case, the inchoative aspectual meaning emerges from the conventionalization of a metonymic invited 

inference of the respective original meaning of the verb (put, throw, movement, manual manipulation or destruction 

meaning) (Brinton 1988; Traugott and Dasher 2002; Verroens 2011). This alternative hypothesis will be investigated 

in more detail in future research.    
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incorporated a in the schema and did not involve any other preposition. This makes sense, since echarse as 

full throw verb was always used with the preposition a to express directionality. Similarly, also romper was 

integrated in the schema in the 19th century with a, and no other prepositional variants were observed 

(Enghels and Van Hulle 2018, 2024). Overall, prepositional variation was highly restricted suggesting that 

the pattern was formally fixed in an early stage of the development of the schema. 

In fact, a meticulous search in CORDE reveals that, besides the put verbs, only comenzar and empezar 

alternated with the preposition de. Etymologically, comenzar is derived from the vulgar Latin verb 

cominitiare, composed by the prefix cum- (‘with’), the Latin noun initium (‘start), and the verbal suffix –

(a)r (Corominas 1984; Diccionario de la Lengua Española, s.v. comenzar, henceforth DLE). Hence, 

comenzar is etymologically related to iniciar, also a superlexical verb derived from initiare, a verb again 

based on the noun initium, but which emerges as an inchoative auxiliary only in the 16th century (cf. infra). 

Similarly, empezar is formed by the prefix en- (‘in’), the vulgar Latin noun pieza (‘piece’) and the verbal 

suffix -ar (Corominas 1984; DLE, s.v. empezar). En- as a prefix is derived from the Latin preposition in, 

transformed in em- by assimilation before the letters p or b. Pieza is derived from the vulgar Latin noun 

pettia (‘piece’) (Corominas 1984). Therefore, we hypothesize that, before the verbs were formed, the 

common uses in the proto-Romance period were ‘with the start of something’, as in the structure [cum + 

initium + de + noun], and for empezar ‘in the piece of something’, as in [en + pettia + de + noun]. These 

etymological roots are still present in the verbal forms, resulting in inchoative uses with de (1).13  

 

(1) a.    Aquesta  porrigo  naze    en  el  cuello cerca   la 

this    prurigo   be.born.IND.PRS.3SG  in  the  neck  near     the 

crin   quando  se  comienza   de   fazer   

mane  when  REFL begin.IND.PRS.3SG to.PREP  make.INF  

y   naçe    por  muchos  otros  logares del  cuerpo.  

and  born.IND.PRS.3SG  in many  other  places  of the  body  

   ‘This prurigo starts in the neck near the mane when it begins to show and is born in    

   many other places of the body.’ 

  (CORDE, Anónimo, Libro de los caballos, 1275) 

 b.     Metiendo  grandes  voces,  empezó   de    

put.GER  loud   voices  begin.IND.PST.3SG  to.PREP 

clamar:  “Señor,  ¿por  qué me  quieres    así  

 
13 The glosses used in this paper follow the Leipzing Glossing Rules. Additional glosses include: GER = gerund and 

PREP = preposition Note that prepositions are only glossed as such when they are part of the inchoative construction. 



11 
 

shout.INF Lord   for  what  me         want.IND.PRS.2SG  like.this  

desemparar?”  

tear.apart.INF   

        ‘Raising loud voices, s/he started to shout: “Lord, why do you want to tear me apart      

             like this?”’  

             (CORDE, Gonzalo de Berceo, Matirio de San Lorenzo, 1264)  

 

This structure competed with a variant in which the infinitive is preceded by the directional preposition ad 

(‘to’), which eventually continued as inchoative pattern (see Enghels and Van Hulle 2018: 93 for more 

detailed information). The examples in (2) illustrate the inchoatives uses with comenzar and empezar with 

a in the 13th century.  

 

(2) a.    Ffijo  sobre  muerto tray   tu  tus  lagrimas  y         

  son  about death bring.IMP.2SG you your tears  and      

comiença  a   llorar como que  padesciesses   

begin.IMP.2SG to.PREP  cry.INF as if suffer.SBJV.IPFV.2SG 

 crueldades. 

cruelties 

     ‘Son, about death bring your tears. And start to cry as if you suffered cruelties.’ 

(CORDE, Alfonso X, General Estoria. Cuarta Parta, 1280)  

 b.   Tornó   a sus vassallos quell sedién    

   turn.IND.PST.3SG to his vassals  who sit.IND.IPFV.3PL  

   derredor empecó   a   fablar   a  una 

  

   around   begin.IND.PST.3SG to.PREP  speak.INF in a 

   grant  sabor. 

   great  flavor 

            ‘He turned to his vassals who stood around him, started to speak in a great flavor.’ 

              (CORDE, Anónimo, Libro de Alexandre, 1240–1250) 

 

Taking into account the global evolution of the paradigm, two phases can be distinguished: (1) a first phase 

(between the 13th and 16th centuries) with prepositional variation and (2) a second phase (from the 17th 

century onwards) with strong reduction of this variation, suggesting a fixation of the schema and in 



12 
 

particular of the preposition slot. The 18th century stands out in this regard, as the period when all variation 

ended, pointing towards a formal entrenchment of the schema. This is in line with the periodization indicated 

by the VNC-dendrogram in Figure 2, which isolated the 18th century as a distinctive phase. Let us now look 

at the diachronic data in more detail. Table 3 displays the prepositional variation, both in absolute and 

relative frequencies of comenzar, empezar, meterse, and ponerse between the 13th and 16th century. 

 

Table 3: Prepositional variation between 13th and 16th centuries. 

  
13th c.  14th c.  15th c.  16th c.  

a de en total a de en total a de en total a de en total 

comenzar 
1,645 388 

/ 2,033 
1,567 526 

/ 2,093 
3,761 1,255 

/ 5,016 
8,759 1,630 

/ 10,389 
(80.9%) (19.1%) (74.9%) (25.1%) (75%) (25%) (84.3%) (15.7%) 

empezar 
27 17 

/ 44 
32 11 

/ 43 
225 15 

/ 240 
669 204 

/ 873 
(61.4%) (38.6%) (74.4%) (25.6%) (93.8%) (6.2%) (76.6%) (23.4%) 

meterse 
47 

/ 
2 

49 
43 

/ 
3 

46 
28 

/ 
5 

33 
56 

/ 
17 

73 
(95.9%) (4.1%) (93.5%) (6.5%) (84.8%) (15.2%) (76.7%) (23.3%) 

ponerse 
3 

/ 
4 

7 
58 

/ 
3 

61 
102 

/ 
12 

114 
439 

/ 
167 

606 
(42.9%) (57.1%) (95.1%) (4.9%) (89.5%) (10.5%) (72.4%) (27.6%) 

 

Table 3 uncovers that prepositional variation is still observed until the end of the 16th century. While a 

already dominates (except for ponerse in the 13th century), the superlexicals vary with de and the put verbs 

with en. In other words, this first stage constitutes a phase in the evolution in which the inchoative 

construction is still open for formal variation. The examples in (3) depict meterse with a (3a), in alternation 

with en (3b). 

 

(3) a.   Et quando  la leona oyó    lo que  dezía   

      and  when   the  lioness  hear.IND.PST.3SG  that what   say.IND.IPFV.3SG 

el anxahar, dexóse    de  comer   fruta,  

the  jackal   stop.IND.PST.3SG.REFL of  eat.INF    fruit 

et  metióse    a           comer   yervas, et  a   fazer     vida  

and  begin.IND.PST.3SG.REFL  to.PREP eat.INF  herbs  and  to.PREP  lead.INF  life  

de  religioso. 

of religious  

  ‘And when the lioness heard what the jackal said, she stopped eating fruit and started   

    to eat herbs, and to lead a religious life.’ 
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  (CORDE, Anónimo, Calila e Dimna, 1251)          

           b.   Et  yo,  después  que  me  guardé       de  non      creer   

and I  after   that REFL keep.IND.PST.1SG  from NEG       believe.INF 

las  cosas  de  que  no era    seguro   de  non   

the  things  of  which   NEG  be.IND.IPFV.1SG sure   of  NEG  

caer en  peligro  de  muerte, dexéme   de  todas  las   

fall.INF in  danger  of  death  stop.IND.PST.1SG.REFL  from  all   the   

dubdosas et  metíme            en   fazer   pesquisas de las

 doubts and  begin.IND. PST.1SG.REFL in.PREP  make.INF  inquiries    of    the  

leyes en  buscar   las   más  derechas.  

laws in search.INF the.ones most right 

    ‘And I, after I kept myself from believing things that I was not certain of not falling into    

       danger of death, I left all the doubts and began to make inquiries into the laws   

       in search of the most right ones.’ 

       (CORDE, Anónimo, Calila e Dimna, 1251) 

 

One could expect that, depending on the preposition, the four auxiliaries selected different collocates, in 

concrete different events expressed by different semantic classes of the infinitive.14 These semantic classes 

are adopted from the ADESSE-classification (Albertuz 2007), which distinguishes six main categories: 

 

1. mental verbs: sensation (like), perception (see), cognition (understand)   

2. material verbs: space and displacement (move), change (break), behavior (cry), meteorology (rain)  

3. verbal verbs: communication (talk), valorisation (criticise), noise emission (bark)  

4. relational verbs: attribution (be), possession (have)  

5. modulation verbs: causation (do), disposition (allow), support verbs (give) 

6. existential verbs: existence (occur), time phase (begin), life (be born)   

 

This is, however, not the case. A close examination of the collocates uncovers that the most frequent 

semantic classes of the superlexicals are Activity, Communication, Displacement and Physiology, both in 

combination with a and de.15 Similarly, also the put verbs meterse and ponerse mostly combine with verbs 

 
14 Note that other factors, such as regional variation, register or text type might also condition the prepositional 

variation. This detailed analysis falls outside the scope of this study. 

15 Following the conventions of the ADESSE database, the names of the semantic classes are written with capital 

letters. 
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of Communication and Creation, besides Displacement verbs and Cognitive verbs, regardless of the 

preposition that appears. As Table 4 indicates, the 17th century announces a second stage of constructional 

change of the syntactic pattern corresponding to a steep decline in the prepositional variation.  

 

 

Table 4: Prepositional variation in the 17th and 18th centuries.16 

  
17th c.  18th c.  

a de en total a de en total 

comenzar 
5,290 211 

/ 5,501 
695 

0 / 695 
(96.2%) (3.8%) (100%) 

empezar 
1,901 63 

/ 1,964 
1,226 

0 / 1,226 
(96.8%) (3.2%) (100%) 

meterse 
48 

/ 
38 

86 
63 

/ 
29 

92 
(55.8%) (44.1%) (68.5%) (31.5%) 

ponerse 
599 

/ 
48 

647 
150 

/ 
11 

161 
(92.6%) (7.4%) (93.2%) (6.8%) 

 

In the 17th century, only 3% of the superlexicals and 7.4% of the cases with ponerse combine with a 

preposition different from a. Only meterse does not comply with the observed pattern, with a relatively high 

percentage of tokens (44.1%) including the preposition en. However, several of these tokens constitute 

ambiguous examples, bridging between the inchoative reading and the meaning ‘to interfere with’, which 

typically appears with the preposition en. What is more, the amount of these non-inchoative examples of 

[meterse + en + INF] increases compared to previous centuries. Thus, from the 17th century onwards, the 

majority of tokens with meterse followed by en are not inchoative (4a). This likely indicates a specialization 

of inchoative uses towards the schema with a (4b). 

 

(4) a.   Y  así,  no me meto     en   calificar  si  

and  so  NEG  REFL get.involved.IND.PRES.1SG in.PREP  classify.INF whether 

son    buenos o malos los que  están     bien  cargados  

 be.IND.PRES.3PL  good  or     bad  those  that  be.IND.PRES.3PL well  loaded 

 
16 As in Table 3 the sign ‘/’ means that the particular preposition is not documented for that verb in that century, and 

that this preposition never appears in combination with that inchoative. Whereas the number ‘0’ shows that, in that 

specific century, the preposition is no longer documented, but did occur in previous centuries.  
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de  jeroglíficos, símbolos y  emblemas. 

with  hieroglyphs  symbols  and emblems 

‘And so, I do not get involved in classifying whether they are good or bad, those well loaded with 

hieroglyphs, symbols and emblems.’ 

(CORDE, José Francisco de Isla, Historia del Famoso predicador Fray Gerundio de Campazas 

alias Zotes, 1758)       

b.   Señora,  hágala    usted  callar;  porque   aunque  

             Madam  make.IMP.3SG.her  you  be.silent.INF because  although 

no puede    ofenderme  cuanto  diga,     

NEG   can.IND.PRES.3SG   offend.INF.me               whatever  say.SBJV.PRS.3SG 

es    cosa  ridícula  que  se  meta    a 

be.IND.PRS.3SG   thing  ridiculous  that  REFL start.SBJV.PRS.3SG to.PREP 

hablar   de  lo  que  no  entiende.  

speak.INF   of  it what  NEG  understand.IND.PRS.3SG 

‘Madam, make her shut up; because although she cannot offend me whatever she says, it is a 

ridiculous thing that she starts to speak of something she doesn’t understand.’ 

(CORDE, Leandro Fernández de Moratín, La comedia nueva, 1792) 

 

Interestingly, in the 18th century the micro-constructions with superlexicals no longer vary, and only appear 

with the preposition a. In parallel, the variation with en decreases, both for meterse (31%) and ponerse (7%). 

Overall, these findings indicate that the schema becomes syntactically more fixed in the 17th century, and 

this process finalizes in the 18th century, especially for the superlexicals. In later stages, occurrences of any 

of these inchoatives with alternative prepositions are very rare and are observed as cases of lexical 

persistence, reflecting a previous phase in their evolution (5). Overall, the fixation of the prepositional slot 

by the end of the 18th century probably explains why other inchoative micro-constructions, that were 

attracted to the inchoative schema in a later stage, do not display prepositional alternation. Due to this lack 

of formal variation, no further quantitative data are presented for later centuries.  

 

(5)    Allegado  han    a  las  puertas do  su 

   arrive.PST.PTCP have.IND.PRS.3PL  at  the   doors   where   their  

amiga   solía    estar;  Fallan     las  puertas  

friend  used.to.IND.IPFV.3SG  be.INF  find.IND.PRS.3PL  the  doors 

cerradas,  empiezan   de    preguntar:  ¿Dónde    
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closed   start.IND.PRS.3PL  to.PREP  ask.INF   where                

está   doña Leonor,   la  que  aquí solía  

be.IND.PRS.3SG Doña  Leonor   that  who  here  used.to.IND.IPFV.3SG  

morar? 

live.INF 

‘They have arrived at the gates where their friend used to be; they find the doors closed, 

they start to ask: Where is Doña Leonor, who used to live here?’ 

   (CORDE, Marcelino Menéndez Pelayo, Orígenes de la novela, 1905)  

      

4 Semantic extension 

A next step in the analysis consists in mapping the functional evolution of the schema.17 In concrete, the 

current section aims at diachronically reconstructing the semantic extension of the inchoative construction, 

including when each subschema and their micro-constructions originated and developed. According to the 

theory of constructionalization, a productive schema is indeed expected to extend semantically (Barðdal 

2008; Hilpert 2013; Traugott and Trousdale 2013). The analysis is organized around six case studies, 

corresponding to each subschema of the overarching construction, and following their chronologic 

appearance in the construction. In addition, the VNC presented in Section 2, suggests that the 17th and 18th 

centuries mark a distinctive period with radical changes, preceded by a rather stable period between the 13th 

and the 16th century, and followed by a second period of stability between the 19th and 20th century, with the 

21st century as a third phase of innovation. This overall image will be further refined based on a quantitative 

and qualitative inspection of the diachronic corpus data.  

Before zooming in on the respective subschemas, the overall development of the macro-construction is 

examined. To this end, Table 5 provides the frequencies of the inchoative tokens per semantic domain per 

century.          

Table 5: Overview of the token frequency of all semantic domains per century.18 

 
17 The starting point of this analysis was the endpoint of the constructionalization process of the inchoative 

construction, namely the situation as described in Van Hulle and Enghels (2021). Therefore, only the verbs used as 

inchoative auxiliary in contemporary Spanish were taken into account for this study. Interestingly, other verbs than 

those used as inchoative in the 21st century have known an inchoative use in an earlier period and later fell into disuse 

(such as tomar(se), cogerse, dar(se) and mover(se)). These verbs can essentially only be retrieved by close reading of 

older texts, an aspect that falls beyond the scope of this paper, but will be investigated in a follow-up study. 

18 The abbreviations ‘fab’ and ‘fn’ refer, respectively, to absolute frequency and normalized frequency.   

Met opmerkingen [RE1]: By changing punctuation of the 
numbers, the dimension of the tables have slightly altered as 
well. 
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13th c. 14th c. 15th c. 16th c. 17th c. 18th c. 19th c. 20th c. 21st c. 

fab fn fab fn fab fn fab fn fab fn fab fn fab fn fab fn fab fn 

superlexical 1,672 21.35 1,599 21.37 3,989 17.50 9,433 18.90 7,200 18.91 1,936 13.38 6,438 15.07 14,198 24.19 762,301 4.34 

put 50 0.64 101 1.35 130 0.57 495 0.99 647 1.70 213 1.47 1,189 2.78 2,559 4.36 75,181 0.43 

throw 15 0.19 35 0.47 102 0.45 158 0.32 120 0.32 57 0.39 908 2.13 1,820 3.10 21,714 0.12 

movement         4 0.02 4 0.01 9 0.02     10 0.02 15 0.03 443 0.003 

destruction                 4 0.01 6 0.04 210 0.49 449 0.77 3,219 0.02 

manual                     1 0.01 13 0.03 34 0.04 745 0.004 

 

Table 5 provides absolute (fab) and normalized (fn) frequencies, since the total number of words considerably 

varies per century.19 Mostly the normalized token frequency forms the basic metric for the analysis, to 

compare the auxiliaries and the fields to one another. In addition, whenever relevant, the type and hapax 

frequency of a particular micro-construction are analyzed in order to account for its (extending) productivity. 

In this respect, it is commonly known that linguistic productivity is a multi-faceted concept (Barðdal 2008; 

Suttle and Goldberg 2011; Zeldes 2012), and that token frequency, type frequency and hapax frequency are 

the most established metrics to measure the productivity of a construction. First, token frequency is defined 

as the total number of attestations of a construction in a text or corpus (Barðdal 2008). Next, type frequency 

is the total number of different lexical instantiations that appear within a construction (Suttle and Goldberg 

2011). In our case, the types refer to the infinitives that appear within a particular micro-construction. Third, 

the hapax frequency indicates the total number of lexical types that appear only once in a text or corpus 

(Barðdal 2008).  

The analysis starts from the idea that creativity, supported by analogy, drives the innovation, and thus the 

productivity, of the construction. Similar to productivity, creativity is a puzzling and complex concept in 

linguistics, with both often considered hyponyms of innovation (Bauer 2001). Creativity can be conceived 

as the urge of speakers to be expressive (Petré 2016), or even extravagant and “talk in such a way that you 

are noticed” (Keller 1994: 95). So within a pattern, new members emerge because speakers seek other 

expressions, in our case auxiliaries, than the ones encountered before. However, creativity is a gradient 

phenomenon, ranging from more conventional and predictable (or less original) to less conventional and 

unpredictable (or more original) (Zawada 2006).  

The case studies discussed below will show that creativity leads a speaker to include new, but semantically 

related, auxiliaries in a particular subschema of the inchoative. This process is supported by the principle of 

 
19 As specified above, the normalized token frequency is calculated by dividing the absolute token frequency by the 

total number of words in the CORDE corpus for that century, multiplied by 100,000.  
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analogy, as the new members that are recruited are primarily near-synonyms of a conventionalized type. 

The principle of creativity can also lead to the inclusion of new semantic domains in the schema, mainly 

driven by coercion through metaphorical extension. Still, in agreement with the overall principle that 

creativity is also constrained by appropriateness (cf. the definition of Simonton 2012 apud Hoffman 2018), 

only semantic domains that are compatible with the overall meaning of the schema are integrated. Finally, 

the phenomenon of productivity is also at play, as individual micro-constructions might gradually extend 

the scope of the infinitive slot, including new types and hapaxes.   

Revisiting the diachronic evolution of the inchoative construction, Table 5 reveals that superlexical items 

dominate the inchoative scene across all centuries. The subschema of put verbs and the variant with the 

throw verb echarse already appears in the 13th century, although with very low frequencies. Regarding the 

movement, destruction, and manual subschemas, generally less productive, the sequence of appearance is 

as follows: the movement subschema in the 15th century, the destruction domain in the 17th century, and the 

manual manipulation verbs in the 18th century. The VNC-dendrogram (Figure 2) reflects the emergence of 

new subschemas, as the 15th, 17th and 18th centuries are all separate periods in the clustering.    

 

4.1 Superlexicals (13th century) 

 

To begin with, it is important to emphasize that the superlexicals are not coerced into the inchoative 

construction, since they intrinsically express the inchoative aspect as full lexical verbs. Concerning their 

diachronic evolution, Table 6 illustrates the token, type and hapax frequencies for the superlexicals 

comenzar, empezar and principiar from the 13th until the 15th century.20 

Table 6: Productivity measures for comenzar, empezar, and principiar (13th–15th c.). 

Superlexicals 

13th c. 14th c. 15th c. 

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

fab fn fab fn fab fn 

 
20 The (absolute) token frequency documents all inchoative cases of the verb in CORDE. However, to be able to 

compare type and hapax frequency of the inchoative variants, stable samples of 100 tokens were created (Gaeta and 

Ricca 2006; Zeldes 2012: 64). Thus, type and hapax frequency indicate the number of types and hapaxes in a sample 

of 100 tokens. When a variant does not contain 100 tokens in the corpus (in a given century), type and hapax frequency 

show all types and hapaxes documented in the sample. For instance, the sample of empezar for the 13th century consists 

of 27 tokens, containing 15 types (or different infinitives) and 11 hapaxes (i.e. infinitives that occur only once in the 

sample). 



19 
 

comenzar 1,645 21.01 51 27 1,567 20.94 58 31 3,761 16.50 58 39 

empezar 27 0.34 15 11 32 0.43 22 13 225 0.99 32 27 

principiar / / / / / / / / 4 0.01 4 4 

 

Table 6 clearly indicates that comenzar dominates the inchoative scenery since the 13th century. Furthermore, 

empezar is also attested from the 13th century onwards, but with a much lower frequency (n=27), suggesting 

that it is not as commonly used as comenzar (n=1645). Note that comenzar is in general more frequent than 

empezar in the 13th century, also as full verb.21 This timing makes sense, since comenzar stems directly from 

a noun from Classical Latin, whereas empezar is derived from the vulgar Latin noun pettia, which was not 

used in Classical Latin (cf. supra Section 3).   

Consequently, we hypothesize that empezar emerged as a more expressive inchoative variant in response to 

the widespread comenzar. Due to data sparsity, it is impossible to verify when this happened exactly, 

probably before the 13th century. Its productivity measures, especially its hapax frequency (n=11, on a total 

of 15 types), imply that it was potentially quite productive. In the 15th century, the frequency data suggest 

that empezar has become a more widespread and neutral member within the paradigm. As a possible 

consequence, a new expressive superlexical variant was attracted to the schema, namely principiar, 

etymologically formed by combining the Latin adjective princeps with the verbal suffix -ar.   

 

(6)  En  diez  de  março  le  di    para  que    prinçipiase   

in  ten  of  March  him  give.IND.PST.1SG  for  that   begin.SBJV.IPFV.3SG  

a  hazer   el  herraje   de  la  campana,  para  conpra  

to.PREP  make.INF  the  ironwork  of  the  bell   for  buy.INF 

yerro  çinquaenta  e   dos rreales.  

iron  fifty   and  two  reales 

‘On the tenth of March I gave him fifty-two reales to buy iron, to start making the ironwork of the 

bell.’ 

(CORDE, Anónimo, Documentos para la Historia del Arte del Archivo Catedral de Santo Domingo 

de la Calzada, 1493) 

 

 
21 Searches in CORDE indicate that comenzar, taking into account all orthographic variations, mounts up to about 

5.000 tokens in the 13th century, whereas empezar merely reaches about 200 tokens.  
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The new micro-construction with principiar has a very low token frequency (n=4), but, compared to this 

measure, a high hapax frequency (n=4), implying that it hardly imposes restrictions on the infinitive slot 

and is therefore semantically (very) open (Van Hulle et al. 2024). This aligns with the idea that all 

superlexicals qualify as passe-partout inchoatives, capable of combining with a broad range of semantic 

fields, including abstract classes (like Attribution, Belief, Existence, Life, Posture, and Union), incompatible 

with other inchoatives. This observation implies that the superlexical micro-constructions are highly 

interchangeable as well. Table 7 visualizes the development of the superlexicals between the 16th and 18th 

century. 

 

Table 7: Productivity measures for comenzar, empezar, and principiar (16th–18th c.). 

Superlexicals 

16th c.  17th c. 18th c. 

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

fab fn fab fn fab fn 

comenzar 8,759 17.55 59 38 5,290 13.89 66 60 695 4.80 75 44 

empezar 669 1.34 34 28 1,901 4.99 51 37 1,226 8.47 61 41 

principiar 5 0.01 4 3 9 0.02 8 7 15 0.10 14 13 

 

Table 7 mainly highlights that the intermediate stage between the early and modern ages marks a period of 

continuity and stability, as no new auxiliaries are observed. This suggests that the subschema was 

temporarily saturated. The three variants are establishing themselves as neutral semantically open variants, 

without collocational restrictions. A significant shift observed is that empezar (n=1226) surpasses comenzar 

(n=695) in the 18th century and retains this dominant position thereafter. However, as revealed in Table 8, 

in the 20th and 21st century, the superlexical subschema seems to be subject to further innovation, as three 

variants are added (iniciar, recomenzar and reempezar). 

Table 8: Productivity measures for comenzar, empezar, and principiar (19th–21st c.). 

Superlexicals 

19th c. 20th c. 21st c. 

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

fab fn fab fn fab fn 

comenzar 2,690 6.30 71 45 5,821 9.92 68 53 311,419 1.77 79 67 

empezar 3,468 8.12 63 34 8,176 13.93 61 45 447,625 2.55 82 71 

principiar 278 0.65 80 69 190 0.32 80 68 147 0.001 80 67 

recomenzar 2 0.005 2 2 8 0.01 8 8 28 0.0002 21 16 

iniciar / / / / 3 0.01 3 3 454 0.003 70 57 

reempezar / / / / / / / / 4 0.00002 4 4 
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In this last phase, the micro-constructions with comenzar and empezar have become considerably more 

productive overall.22 Regarding principiar, it appears to have reached its peak of semantic flexibility with 

80 types per 100 tokens in the 19th century, positioning it (alongside empezar) as the most semantically open 

micro-construction across all subschemas in contemporary Spanish. New members are recomenzar, the 

iterative form of comenzar, iniciar, and reempezar, the iterative of empezar, respectively emerging in the 

19th, 20th and 21st century (7). This underlines the high degree of productivity of this subschema and of the 

auxiliary slot of the overarching construction, even in the 21st century. Furthermore, the fact that every first 

appearance of these variants is a hapax legomenon underscores the extensive semantic flexibility inherent 

to the superlexical subschema.   

 

(7) a.  A  los  pocos  meses,   pudo    recomenzar 

to  the  few  months   can.IND.PST.3SG  restart.INF 

a   estudiar  en  la  escuela. 

to.PREP  study.INF in  the  school 

     ‘After a few months, s/he could restart to study in the school.’ 

(esTenTen18, sscc.es) 

b.  ¡Contacta    con  nosotros para  iniciar   a  vivir    

      contact.IMP.2SG  with us      for    start.INF  to.PREP live.INF  

tu  sueño  australiano! 

your  dream  Australian 

         ‘Contact us to start to live your Australian dream!’ 

(esTenTen18, gostudyaus.es) 

c.   Y       aprovecho  para    decir     que  4  personas hemos 

and    take.IND.PRS.1SG  for.PREP  say.INF  that  four  persons  have.IND.PRS.1PL 

reempezado   a   jugar   a   pala  

 restart.PST.PTCP  to.PREP       play.INF  to  paddle  

con  pelota  macisa. 

with  ball   solid 

       ‘And I take this opportunity to say that 4 persons have restarted to play padel with a    

       solid ball.’  

 
22 Despite a small drop in the 20th century, possibly due to the nature of the random sample.  
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                     (esTenTen18, singlessansebastian.es) 

 

 

4.2 Put verbs (13th century) 

 

As explained before (cf. Section 3), the put verbs have been coerced into the inchoative construction through 

metaphorical extension of their original meaning and their appearance in the caused-motion construction 

(Comer 2018; Comer and Enghels 2017, 2018, 2020), as summarized in Table 9.   

Table 9: Metaphorical extension of the put verbs towards the inchoative use (based on Comer and Enghels 2018: 

6).23 

1 ‘to put something somewhere’ 
NP1 + V + NPinanimate + en + 

NPlocative 
concrete movement 

2 ‘to put somebody somewhere’ NP1 + V + NPhuman + en + NPlocative concrete movement 

3 
‘to put somebody (somewhere) to 

do something’ 

NP1 + V + NPhuman (+ en + 

NPlocative) + a + INF 
concrete movement 

4 ‘to put oneself to do something’ NP1 + Vreflexive + a + INF  bridging context 

5 ‘to start to do something’ NP1 + Vreflexive + a + INF inchoative aspect 

 

Table 10 presents an overview of the token, type, and hapax frequency for the micro-constructions with 

meterse and ponerse as members of the inchoative schema, segmented by century.  

Table 10: Productivity measures for meterse and ponerse per century. 

Put verbs 

Meterse Ponerse 

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

fab fn fab fn 

13th c.  47 0.60 27 19 3 0.04 3 3 

14th c. 43 0.57 38 27 58 0.77 39 26 

15th c. 28 0.12 24 15 102 0.45 61 42 

16th c. 56 0.11 27 19 439 0.88 59 41 

17th c. 48 0.13 29 15 599 1.57 60 47 

18th c. 63 0.44 24 8 150 1.04 71 53 

19th c. 123 0.29 58 31 1,066 2.49 64 44 

20th c.  110 0.19 69 52 2,449 4.17 61 46 

 
23 Also see Comer and Enghels (2018) for examples which illustrate each step of this metaphorical extension.  
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21st c.  2,307 0.01 61 40 72,874 0.42 61 45 

 

In the 13th century, the variant with meterse was more frequent than the one with ponerse (fn 0.60 vs. 0.04), 

with 27 types and 19 hapaxes. As the data show, this productivity level remained quite stable over time. The 

micro-construction often appeared  with the same collocates in the infinitive slot (e.g. dar ‘to give’, huir ‘to 

flee’ [8a], nadar ‘to swim’, robar ‘to rob’ [8b]), compatible with a locative meaning. The variant with 

ponerse initially shared this semantic preference, combining with infinitives like combatir (‘to combat’), 

huir (‘to flee’) and robar (‘to rob’). Besides these locative events, other infinitives that occur both with 

meterse and ponerse in the medieval period are cocer (‘to cook’), defender (‘to defend’) (9a), dormir (‘to 

sleep’), escribir (‘to write’), hablar (‘to speak’) (9b) and hacer (‘to do’). However, from the 15th century 

onwards, ponerse displayed more semantic openness, combing with infinitives from other, more abstract 

domains, such as considerar (‘to consider’), estudiar (‘to study’), investigar (‘to investigate’) and pensar 

(‘to think’) (see example 9 below). 

 

(8)       a.  Et  la  gent  del  rey,  seyendo  vençidos,  

 and  the people  of.the  king  being.PRS.GER   defeated.PST.PTCP 

 se metieron   a     fuyr,   et  los alamanes  

 REFL  put.IND.PST.3PL  to.PREP    flee.INF  and  the  Alamani 

 los encalçaron. 

them  pursue.IND.PST.3PL 

‘And the people of the king, being defeated, started to run, and the Alamani pursued them.’ 

(CORDE, Juan Fernández de Heredia, Crónica de Morea, 1377–1393) 

b.  […]   quinientos  soldados  no  dejaran  […]  de   

      […] five.hundred soldiers  NEG stop.SBJV.PST.3PL  of.PREP  

pelear     en  las plazas  y  se  metieron   a   robar   

fight.INF in  the  squares and  REFL     put.IND.PST.3PL  to.PREP  rob.INF 

 nuestras  casas,  [...]. 

our  houses  

‘500 soldiers did not stop […] fighting in the squares and started to rob our houses, […].’ 

(CORDE, Fray Prudencio de Sandoval, Historia de la vida y hechos del Emperador Carlos 

V, 1604–1618) 

 

(9) a.  Y  con  él  se  puso    a   defender   
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     and  with  him  REFL  put.IND.PST.3SG to.PREP  defend.INF   

aquella ciudad   y  resistir  a  la  entrada  de 

 that city  and   resist.INF  to  the  entry   of  

los  reyes   Manfredo  de  Alagón. 

the kings   Manfred  of  Alagón 

‘And with him he began to defend that city and resist the entry of the kings Manfred of 

Alagón.’ 

(CORDE, Jerónimo Zurita, Anales de la corona de Aragón. Primera parte, 1562) 

b.  Así   como  le  vió,      le  tomó    en  

  as.soon  as  him  see.IND.PST.3SG   him  took.IND.PST.3SG  in  

los  brazos  y  se puso    a   hablar  

the arms  and  REFL put.IND.PST.3SG to.PREP  talk.INF 

con  él  más  de  tres  horas. 

with him  more  than  three hours 

‘As soon as she saw him, she took him in her arms and started to talk to him for more than   

three hours.’ 

(CORDE, Manuel Denis, Traducción de “De la pintura antigua” de Francisco de Holanda, 

1563) 

 

Thus, in contrast with meterse, the variant with ponerse followed the typical path of an upcoming productive 

type. It first entered the inchoative schema with a very low token frequency, each token constituting a hapax. 

Second, its productivity parameters indicate a rapid and consistent increase as it became more token, type 

and hapax productive in each century,24 revealing its extension towards new semantic domains. Indeed, it 

has been argued before that the variant with ponerse has semantically bleached (Carrasco Gutiérrez et al. 

2006; Comer 2018; Gomez Torrego 1988) to the extent that in contemporary Spanish it is almost as neutral 

and semantically open as the superlexicals (Van Hulle et al. 2024). The examples in (10) illustrate the 

semantic flexibility of ponerse, compatible with fillers from abstract domains.  

 

(10) a.   Me  puse    a   considerar cuál sería  

      REFL  put.IND.PST.1SG  to.PREP  consider.INF  what  be.PRS.COND.3SG  

 
24 With the exception of the 18th century, but, as mentioned before (cf. Section 2), it is known that this century is 

underrepresented (in terms of number of words) in the database of CORDE.  
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la  causa  de  su  disminución. 

the  cause  of  his   decline 

      ‘I began to consider what would be the cause of his decline.’ 

     (CORDE, Manuel Campere, Carta a Rodríguez Campomanes, 1769) 

b.  Pablito   se  sienta    detrás  de  la  Valle  y  

Pablito  REFL  sit.IND.PRS.3SG   behind  of  the  valley  and   

 se pone    a   pensar.  

REFL  put.IND.PRS.3SG  to.PREP  think.INF 

‘Pablito sits behind the valley and starts to think.’ 

     (CORDE, Arturo Barea, La forja de un rebelde, 1951)     

 

4.3 Throw verbs (13th century) 

 

Just like the put verbs, the throw verbs were coerced into the construction after metaphorical extension of 

their full lexical meaning. We hypothesize that the conceptual metaphor that lies at the basis of this extension 

is as follows: TO LAUNCH ONESELF TOWARDS AN ABSTRACT GOAL, NAMELY AN ACTIVITY, AND THUS TO 

START A NEW EVENT IS TO THROW A CONCRETE OBJECT TOWARDS A CONCRETE GOAL (cf. Van Hulle and 

Enghels 2024: 8). 

The metaphorical extension towards the inchoative aspect elapsed in five stages: (1) throwing something 

through the air > (2) throwing oneself towards something or somebody > (3) throwing oneself towards an 

abstract place or event > (4) throwing oneself to do something > (5) to start to do something. The semantic 

extension of the throw verbs is twofold, as it includes the extension from a concrete towards an abstract 

goal, and the interruption of the inertia of an object extending towards (violently) initiating an event. These 

two aspects of the extension are vital to understand the privileged link between throwing and starting.  This 

insight also explains why verbs of throwing frequently imply a nuance of abruptness (Van Hulle and Enghels 

2024). Table 11 depicts the pathway of this metaphorical extension of the throw verbs (Van Hulle and 

Enghels 2024: 8).  

Table 11:  Metaphorical extension of the throw verbs towards the inchoative use.25 

 
25 We refer to the same study of Van Hulle and Enghels (2024) for examples which illustrate each step of this 

metaphorical extension.  
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As pointed out earlier (cf. Section 3), echar(se) is used as an inchoative auxiliary since the 13th century. The 

empirical data summarized in Table 10 show that lanzarse becomes part of the subschema from the 14th 

century onwards. Between the 14th and 16th century, no new throw verbs emerge in the field and no 

remarkable frequency changes for the micro-constructions with echar(se) and lanzarse are observed. From 

the 16th century onwards, two new verbs are observed in the inchoative throw-subschema, namely arrojarse 

(‘to throw’) and disparar (‘to shoot’) (see infra Table 13). The last throw verb, tirarse (‘to shoot’), 

semantically very closely related to dispararse, is first documented in the 20th century (Table 12). We now 

zoom in on the developments between the 13th and 15th century, as illustrated in Table 12.  

 

Table 12: Productivity measures for echar(se) and lanzarse (13th–15th c.). 

Throw 

verbs 

13th c. 14th c. 15th c. 

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

fab fn abs. norm. fab fn 

echar(se) 34 0.45 8 6 15 0.19 3 2 101 0.44 15 9 

lanzarse / / / / 1 0.01 1 1 2 0.004 2 2 

 

Etymologically, echar(se) (11a) is derived from the Latin verb iactare, the frequentative form of iacere (‘to 

throw’; see Corominas 1984). Lanzarse (11b) stems from the Late Latin lanceare (‘to throw a lance’).  

 

(11) a.  Et  el  religioso  entró    en  su  casa,  et    

1 

‘to propel something with force 

through the air by a movement of 

the arm and hand towards 

something or somebody’ 

NP1 + V + NP2 (+ a + NPlocative) 
concrete 

movement 

2 

‘to throw him or herself 

(violently) towards something or 

somebody’ 

NP1 + Vreflexive + a + NPconcrete locative 
concrete 

movement 

3 

‘to throw him or herself 

(violently) towards an abstract 

place or event’ 

NP1 + Vreflexive + a + NPabstract locative 
abstract 

movement 

4 
‘to throw him or herself to do 

something’ 

NP1 + Vreflexive + a + INF (+ 

NPlocative) 
bridging context 

5 ‘to start to do something’ NP1 + V(reflexive) + a + INF inchoative aspect 
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and  the  religious  enter.IND.PST.3SG  in  his  house and 

metió   la vaca  dentro,  et  çenó    et 

put.IND.PST.3SG  the  cow  inside and  dine.IND.PST.3SG and 

echóse      a   dormir. 

throw.IND.PST.3SG.REFL  to.PREP  sleep.INF 

‘And the religious man entered his house, and put the cow inside, and had dinner and threw 

himself / started to sleep.’ 

   (CORDE, Anónimo, Calila e Dimna, 1251) 

b.   tu  quieras   abstenerte   desta   cosa  et  

you  want.SBJV.PRS.2SG  abstain.INF.REFL  from.this  thing  and 

tornarte   a  tu  tierra   antes   que  te 

return.INF.REFL  to  your  land   before   that   REFL 

lances   a   perescer  en tantos   males. 

launch.SBJV.PRS.2SG to.PREP  perish.INF in  so.many  evils 

   ‘You want to abstain from this and return to your land before you launch yourself / start 

to perish in so many evils.’ 

 (CORDE, Juan Fernández de Heredia, Historia troyana, 1376–1396) 

 

Echar(se) originates as inchoative auxiliary with the infinitive dormir (‘to sleep’), responsible for 22 of the 

34 tokens, nearing the status of a fixed idiomatic expression. Initially, this combination was ambiguous 

between the original full meaning of echarse and the inchoative one. This can be understood through a 

further examination of its etymology. Namely, Latin knew the homonyms iacěre (‘to throw’) and iacēre (‘to 

lie’), with different conjugations, but no spelling difference in the infinitive form. To avoid confusion, the 

frequentative iactare was created, the direct etymon of echar(se), whereas iacēre resulted in the Spanish 

verb yacer (‘to lie’). The confusion between the meaning of ‘to throw’ and ‘to lie’ may persist in the early 

uses of echar(se) (11a), in which it is hard to distinguish between the interpretation of ‘to lie down to sleep’, 

‘to throw oneself to sleep’ and ‘to start to sleep’, which can be considered as bridging contexts. 

It can be argued that echar(se) and lanzarse act as pair for respectively standard and creative uses. As 

echar(se) occurs repeatedly with the same fillers – abundantly with andar (‘to walk’), correr (‘to run), 

dormir (‘to sleep’), huir (‘to run’), and in lesser degree with llorar (‘to cry’) and reír (‘to laugh’) –, the 

micro-construction with lanzarse seems to cover the more creative instances (Van Hulle and Enghels 2022). 

In the 16th until the 18th century, the micro-construction with echar(se) becomes more entrenched as 

inchoative auxiliary, as shown in Table 13. 
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Table 13: Productivity measures for the throw verbs (16th–18th c.).26 

Throw 

verbs 

16th c.  17th c.  18th c. 

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

fab fn fab fn fab fn 

echar(se) 153 0.31 12 7 95 0.25 12 8 40 0.28 17 11 

lanzarse 2 0.01 2 2 1 0.01 1 1 1 0.007 1 1 

arrojarse 20 / 12 9 47 0.12 27 13 16 0.11 13 10 

dispararse / / / / 3 0.01 2 1 / / / / 

 

However, it remains fairly at the same level of type and hapax productivity, and it mostly selects the 

idiomatic infinitives mentioned before. The variant with lanzarse remains highly unproductive, as concerns 

its overall frequency and semantic scope. Interestingly, in this phase, both driven by the principles of analogy 

and creativity, two new members enter the throw subschema, namely the micro-constructions with arrojarse 

and dispararse. Etymologically, arrojar stems from the prefix ad- (‘to’) and the vulgar Latin verb rotulare 

(‘to throw’) and disparar is derived from Latin disparare, composed by the prefix dis-, used to express 

separation, and the verb parare (‘to prepare’, ‘to equip’). In late Latin, disparare meant stretching a bow, or 

in general preparing a weapon to fire or launch a projectile.   

Similarly to other throw verbs (echar(se) in particular), the variant with arrojarse is mainly combined with 

movement infinitives, such as andar (‘to walk’), huir (‘to flee’) and saltar (‘to jump’), but it also allows for 

semantically less compatible events, like decir (‘to say’) (12a), hacer (‘to do’), ser (‘to be’) and querer (‘to 

want’). In this phase, given their low token frequency and semantically unrelated collocates, lanzarse and 

dispararse (12b) serve as expressive variants of the subschema, as creative alternatives for the more neutral 

echar(se).   

 

(12)       a.  Fuera  de  que  tales  contrahechos,  con  la  

      apart   from   that   such   counterfeits  with the 

seguridad de  pobretes,  endebles y  míseros,  

security  of  poor  weak   and  wretched 

se  arrojan        a   decir  licenciosas libertades.  

REFL throw.IND.PRS.3PL  to.PREP  say.INF licentious  liberties 

 
26 Dispararse disappears briefly in the 18th century, but surfaces again in the 19 th century. This is probably due to the 

poorly documented 18th century in CORDE, as mentioned earlier. 
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‘Apart from the fact that such counterfeits, with the guise of being poor, weak, and wretched, 

start to say licentious liberties.’ 

                  (CORDE, Cristóbal Suárez de Figueroa, El pasajero, 1617) 

b.  Cuando  esto oyeron,   dispararon   a   llorar,  

    when  this hear.IND.PST.3PL burst.IND.PST.3PL to.PREP  cry.INF 

que  si  la  risa  era    grande   antes,  

that if  the laugh  be.IND.IPFV.3SG big   before 

los  llantos   eran    mayores.    

    the  tears   be.IND.IPFV.3PL  bigger 

                 ‘When they heard this, they started to cry, and if the smile was big before, the tears were     

                 bigger.’  

             (CORDE, Juan de Luna, Segunda Parte del Lazarillo de Tormes, 1620)  

 

To summarize, the subschema initiated with echar(se) as creative variant in response to the neutral 

superlexicals and the put verbs, which were already established to some extent.27 Concretely, by the 16th 

century, the variants comenzar, empezar, meterse, ponerse and echarse were already (at least) three centuries 

in use as inchoative micro-constructions. It is likely that as echar(se) became a more conventionalized 

member of the schema, lanzarse emerged in response to cover for creative instances. On its turn, as this 

variant became more productive, it partially lost its expressive meaning, a gap that was filled by arrojarse, 

dispararse in the 16th and 17th century, and later by tirarse, in the 20th century (Table 14, example [13]). 

 

(13)      Victorio  se  tiró    a   cantar   desde  los  

             Victorio  REFL  throw.IND.PST.3SG  to.PREP  sing.INF  from  the 

primeros  revuelos  y  trabé    apuestas  

first   commotions  and  make.IND.PST.1SG bets 

varias   y  fuertes. 

various   and  strong                  

‘Victorio started to sing from the first commotions and I seized several strong bets.’ 

  (CORDE, Francisco Guerra Navarro, Los cuentos famosos de Pepe Monagas, 1941) 

 

 
27 This implies that if this hypothesis is valid, echar(se) emerged later than the superlexicals and the put verbs. 

However, this cannot be confirmed due to the absence of corpus data, which fails to offer insight into the period 

between late Latin and early Spanish (before the 13th century). 



30 
 

Table 14: Productivity measures for the throw verbs (19th–21st c.). 

Throw 

verbs 

19th c.  20th c. 21st c. 

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

fab fn fab fn fab fn 

echar(se) 799 1.87 19 2 1,641 2.80 20 2 10,347 0.06 10 4 

lanzarse 55 0.14 47 39 125 0.21 75 59 7,625 0.04 68 50 

arrojarse 38 0.12 26 14 11 0.03 11 11 28 0.0002 27 26 

dispararse 1 0.002 1 1 1 0.002 1 1 3 0.00002 3 3 

tirarse / / / / 7 0.01 7 7 81 0.0005 46 34 

 

Regarding the internal dynamics of the throw-subschema in this period, note that echar(se) is still highly 

entrenched with dormir (‘to sleep’) and with movement verbs (such as andar ‘to walk’ and correr ‘to run’), 

which explain its high token frequency. However, the variant does not extend to other semantic domains, as 

indicated by the relatively low type and hapax frequencies. By contrast, lanzarse exhibits a high type and 

hapax frequency, revealing its semantic openness. Observe that this variant includes more types than the put 

verb ponerse (see supra Table 10) and with almost as many types as the superlexical iniciar (see supra 

Tables 7 and 8). Hence, in present-day Spanish it qualifies as a highly productive and semantically open 

micro-construction, compatible with almost any event type, including abstract classes (Van Hulle et al. 

2024). However, arrojarse, dispararse and tirarse operate as more creative variants, given their overall low 

token frequency and relatively high hapax/token ratios.  

 

4.4 Movement verbs (15th century) 

 

The domain of directional movement is conceptually linked to the act of throwing, with both scenarios 

involving an intentional agent and a locative goal. This explains why the movement verbs are equally 

compatible with the inchoative aspect, which facilitated their coercion as a subschema into the construction. 

The precise process of metaphorical extension of the movement verbs can be described as shown in Table 

15. 

 

Table 15: Metaphorical extension of the movement verbs towards the inchoative use. 

 1 ‘to physically move’ NP1 + V  
concrete 

movement 

2 
‘to physically move towards a 

concrete (locative) goal’ 
NP1 + V + a + NPlocative 

concrete 

movement 
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3 
‘to physically move towards an 

abstract goal’ 
NP1 + V + a + NPabstract 

abstract 

movement 

4 
‘to physically move to do 

something’ 
NP1 + V + a + INF bridging context 

5 ‘to start to do something’ NP1 + V + a + INF 
inchoative 

aspect 

 

The examples in (14a–e) illustrate each step of this metaphorical extension: 

 

(14)  a.  Salta    un  niño  durante toda  la  canción.  

                    jump.IND.PRS.3SG  one boy   during   all  the  song 

       ‘One boy jumps throughout the entire song.’ 

   (esTenTen18, mec.es) 

b.   El  leon  brama    contra  las  mugeres  y  

the  lion  roar.IND.PRS.3SG  against  the women  and 

salta    a   los  hombres.  

jump.IND.PRS.3SG  to.PREP  the men 

           ‘The lion roars against the women and jumps at the men.’ 

(CORDE, Fray Vicente de Burgos, Traducción de El libro de Propietatibus Rerum 

de Bartolomé Anglicus, 1494)  

  c. A  sus 27  años  saltó    a  fama  

   at  his  27  years jump.IND.PST.3SG to.PREP  fame 

con  la  película ‘Los  caballeros las   

with  the  movie  the  men   them  

prefieren    rubias’. 

prefer.IND.PRS.3PL    blondes 

      ‘At 27 years old, s/he jumped to fame with the movie ‘Men prefer blondes’.’ 

(esTenTen18, eldeber.com) 

  d.  Echevarría, un valiente  español  que   

   Echevarría  a  brave   Spaniard  who  

decidió   saltar   a   socorrer a  

 decide.IND.PST.3SG jump.INF  to.PREP  rescue.INF to  

una  señora  embarazada  que  estaba  

a  woman   pregnant  who    be.IND.IPFV.3SG 

siendo   apuñalada. 
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be.GER  stabbed.PST.PTCP 

‘Echevarría, a brave Spaniard who decided to jump to rescue a pregnant woman 

who was being stabbed.’   

     (esTenTen18, eleconomista.es)  

  e.  Luego  hablaban   de   las  partículas  

then   speak.IND.IPFV.3PL  about   the  particles 

subatómicas  y de repente   saltaban  

subatomic  and  of suddenly jump.IND.IPFV.3PL  

a  hablar   de que  todas estarían    

to.PREP  speak.INF about  that  all be.COND.PRS.3PL 

                  compuestas   de  cuerdas  que vibraban  

   compose.PST.PTCP  of  strings   that vibrate.IND.IPFV.3PL 

como  una  melodía. 

like  a  melody 

‘Then they talked about subatomic particles and suddenly they started to say that 

all would be composed of strings that vibrated like a melody.’      

(esTenTen18, noticiasalmintuo.es) 

 

Saltar (‘to jump’) is the only movement verb that can express the inchoative aspect before the 19th century, 

as it was already documented in the 15th century as hapax (15a). We hypothesize that, since in the 15th and 

16th century no innovation is detected in other subschemas, the micro-construction with saltar might have 

operated as a creative variant. Although with very low token frequencies in the 16th (n= 4) and 17th (n= 9) 

centuries, the micro-construction with saltar seems to impose few restrictions on the infinitive slot as the 

examples in (15) illustrate.  

 

  (15) a.        Mas  los  françeses con  las tantas  victorias començaron  

         but  the  French   with  the  many  victories  begin.IND.PST.3PL 

     tanto  a  ensoberveçerse    que  

     so.much  to  become.arrogant.INF.REFL  that 

     como  gente   desvariada  y  blasfemadora  saltaron  

     as    people   raving   and  blaspheming jump.IND.PST.3PL 

     a   desonrar  los  santos.  

     to.PREP  disgrace.INF  the  saints 
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                       ‘But the French, with many victories, began to become so arrogant like people raving  

                        and blaspheming who started (lit. ‘jumped’) to disgrace the saints.’  

                   (CORDE, Gonzalo García de Santa María, Traducción de la Corónica de Aragón de 

fray Gauberto Fabricio de Vagad, 1499) 

b.      E  de  allí  saltaron   a   hablar   en   

          and  from  there  jump.IND.PST.3PL  to.PREP  talk.INF  about  

     la  desproporçión   de los  maridos […] 

     the  disproportionality  of  the husbands 

                     ‘And from there they started (lit. ‘jumped’) to talk about the disproportionality of the   

                                husbands […].’ 

                      (CORDE, Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo, Batallas y quinquagenas, 1535–1552) 

       c.        Yo  no  sé    lo  que  hizo   esta  sposa  

                   I  NEG  know.IND.PRS.1SG  that what  do.IND.PST.3SG this  woman 

     o  en  qué  se  detuvo,     si  acaso  por    los  

or  in  what  REFL  stop.IND.PST.3SG if  maybe  through   the    

corrales saltó    a  buscar   algún adderezo, [...] 

corrals  jump.IND.PST.3SG  to.PREP search.INF  some  seasoning 

                         ‘I do not know what this woman did or what she stopped at, if maybe she started (lit.  

                          ‘jumped’) to look for some seasoning through the corrals […].’ 

                       (CORDE, San Juan Bautista de la Concepción, Pláticas a los religiosos, 1603–1607) 

 

Indeed, in (15b) the original meaning of ‘to jump’ has been bleached as no physical movement occurs in 

order to start to talk. However, (15c) constitutes a bridging context as it can be interpreted as the woman 

literally jumping, in the sense of ‘leaping into the air’, to search the corrals. Similar observed examples are 

saltar a bailar (‘to jump / start to dance’), saltar a morder (‘to jump / to start to bite’) or saltar a robar  (‘to 

jump / start to rob’), among others.  

Next, Table 16 shows that the movement subschema expands in the 19th century as embarcarse (‘to embark’) 

(16a) and largarse (‘to go away) (16b) are added.28 Finally, zambullirse (‘to immerse’) (16c) is observed 

with an inchoative meaning in the 21st century. Overall, micro-constructions with movement verbs are 

significantly less productive in terms of their token frequency compared to other domains. However, as they 

 
28 Note that in the 18th century, no inchoative tokens of any movement verb, including saltar, are detected, probably 

due to data sparsity in the CORDE corpus. 
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do not seem to impose (severe) restrictions on the infinitive slot. In addition to movement verbs, these micro-

constructions accommodate abstract categories such as Acquisition, Communication, Social Relations, and 

Perception.  

Table 16: Productivity measures for the movement verbs (19th–21st c.). 

Movement 

verbs 

19th c. 20th c. 21st c. 

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

fab fn fab fn fab fn 

embarcarse 1 0.002 1 1 1 0.002 1 1 30 0.0002 24 19 

saltar 5 0.01 5 5 7 0.01 7 7 234 0.0013 57 43 

largarse 4 0.01 4 4 7 0.01 6 5 176 0.0010 51 30 

zambullirse / / / / / / / / 3 0.00002 3 3 

 

(16) a.   Nadie  se embarca  a   utilizar   algo  

               nobody REFL  embark.IND.PRS.3SG  to.PREP  use.INF   something 

que desconoce   frente  a  su  grupo  de  alumnos. 

that not.know.IND.PRS.3SG in.front of his group of students 

                ‘Nobody starts (lit. ‘embarks’) to use something that s/he ignores in front of their group  

                of students.’ 

             (esTenTen18, oscarbarquin.es) 

b.   Y  los  tres  se  largaron   a   dormir,  tan  

             and  the  three REFL  go.away.IND.PST.3PL  to.PREP  sleep.INF  so 

satisfechos  y  tranquilos,  como  si  no   fueran, 

satisfied  and  calm   as  if  NEG  be.SBJV.IPFV.3PL 

 cada  uno  a  su  modo,  merecedores  de  un  grillete.29 

each  one in   their  way worthy   of  a  shackle 

                ‘And the three started (lit. ‘went away’) to sleep, so satisfied and calm, as if they were not, 

each in their own way, worthy of a shackle.’ 

(CORDE, José María de Pereda, Don Gonzalo González de la Gonzalera, 1879) 

c.   Pues  antes  de  zambullirme  a   instalar  los  

well  before  of  dive.INF.REFL  to.PREP  install.INF  the 

cinturones  al  coche  pasaba    por   aqui a  

 
29 This example constitutes a bridging context, because it is ambiguous and can be interpreted both as ‘to go away to 

sleep’ or ‘to start to sleep’. Note that the original semantics of the movement verb is strongly maintained as inchoative 

auxiliary, which is (to lower or higher degree) the case for all movement verbs.  



35 
 

seatbelts  to.the  car  pass.IND.IPFV.1SG  through  here to.PREP  

comentar. 

comment.INF 

‘Well, before starting (lit. ‘diving’) to install the seatbelts in the car, I passed by to    

 comment.’ 

                (esTenTen18, clubw107.es) 

 

 

4.5 Destruction verbs (17th century) 

 

The destruction verbs are coerced into the construction relatively late, in the 17th century, after the 

subschemas of the superlexicals, put, throw and movement verbs were already established. The conceptual 

metaphor that lies at the basis of this coercion goes as follows: TO DISINTEGRATE THE CONTINUITY OF AN 

INERT STATE AND TO START A NEW EVENT IS TO DISRUPT THE INTEGRITY OF A MATERIAL OBJECT (cf. Enghels 

and Van Hulle 2024).30 The semantic extension began with the original use of destruction verbs (e.g., to 

break a glass) that was then applied to abstract entities (e.g., to break the silence), theoretically 

corresponding to BREAKING THE CONTINUITY OF AN INERT STATE. This conceptual development paved the 

way for the final extension to signify STARTING A NEW EVENT, leading to inchoative uses with infinitives, 

such as to break / burst out crying. 

In the 17th century, two variants are observed, namely with arrancar (‘to tear’) and prorrumpir (‘to break 

loose’), both with very few occurrences. Arrancar can also be classified as a semi-superlexical inchoative. 

Indeed, according to the DLE (s.v. arrancar), the verb expresses the initiation of a machine or vehicle, as 

in la máquina arranca (‘the machine starts’), demonstrating that the inchoative aspect is partly present in 

its original semantics. However, the precise etymology of arrancar is uncertain. It is assumed that it is 

derived from the old French ranc (‘rank’), as military term, referring to the rank of troops (Corominas 1984). 

In this sense, arrancar means ‘to break rank’, sharing the meaning of breaking up a group, which justifies 

its classification as a destruction verb. Concerning the etymology of prorrumpir, it is a Latinate formation, 

created by the prefix pro- and the classic Latin verb rumpere (‘to break’), the etymon of the inchoative 

 
30 Contrary to previous instances, visually representing this metaphorical extension in a Table is not beneficial. The 

primary extension, from breaking an abstract entity to ‘breaking the inertia of a state’, is conceptual rather than manifest 

in specific linguistic expressions. 
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romper (Corominas 1984). Table 17 depicts the frequencies of arrancar, prorrumpir and romper in the 17th, 

18th and 19th centuries.   

Table 17: Productivity measures for the destruction verbs (17th–19th c.). 

Destruction 

verbs 

17th c.  18th c. 19th c. 

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

fab fn fab fn fab fn 

arrancar 4 0.011 2 0 6 0.041 1 0 12 0.049 10 8 

prorrumpir / / / / / / / / 1 0.002 1 1 

romper / / / / / / / / 187 0.44 18 6 

 

The four tokens of arrancar in the 17th century consist of two examples with correr (‘to run’) and huir (‘to 

flee’) (17), revealing that, initially, arrancar is semantically restricted to movement verbs. In the 19th 

century, arrancar becomes slightly more productive (and semantically more open) (18a) and prorrumpir 

surfaces as a hapax (18b).  

 

(17)       Se  están  hasta  que  arrancan  a   huir   

REFL  be.IND.PRS.3PL until  that  start.IND.PRS.3PL  to.PREP  flee.INF 

o  se  determinan   a   aguardar.  

or  REFL  decide.IND.PRS.3PL to.PREP  wait.INF 

‘They remain until they start to flee or decide to wait.’ 

             (CORDE, Alonso Martínez de Espinar, Arte de Ballestería y Montería, 1644) 

  

(18)      a.   [...]  el  exaltado mozo   se arrancó   a  

    the  exalted   young.man  REFL  start.IND.PST.3SG  to.PREP   

prometer  su  mano,  doña  Lupe  tuvo   con él 

 promise.INF  his  hand Doña Lupe  have.IND.PST.3SG with  him    

una  grave  conferencia.  

a serious conversation 

‘[…] the exalted young man (started to/went of to) promise(d) his hand, Doña Lupe had a 

serious conversation with him.’ 

                  (CORDE, Benito Pérez Galdós, Fortunata y Jacinta, 1885–1887) 

b.  El  primero  que  prorrumpió  a   hablar   

the  first   that  burst.IND.PST.3SG  to.PREP  speak.INF  
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 fue   Pizarro. 

 be.IND.PST.3SG  Pizarro 

          ‘The first who started (lit. ‘burst out’) to speak was Pizarro.’ 

         (CORDE, José Manuel Quintana, Vidas de Vasco Núñez de Bilbao, Francisco Pizarro,  

         Álvaro de Luna y Bartolomé de las Casas, 1832)   

 

More importantly, romper (‘to break’) is added to the subschema (19). It is striking that romper is 

immediately used quite frequently, with 187 tokens in the corpus. Also its late emergence in the inchoative 

schema is quite remarkable, considering that rumpere, its etymon, already allowed inchoative uses in late 

Latin, and appeared in the construction erumpere + infinitive (Enghels and Van Hulle 2018) (cf. supra in 

Section 3). Moreover, romper is not a neutral auxiliary and adds the nuance of an abrupt or sudden start of 

the event because it partly maintains its intrinsic meaning as break verb (Aparicio et al. 2014; Carrasco 

Gutiérrez et al. 2006; Enghels and Van Hulle 2018). Moreover, romper is very frequently combined with 

the infinitive llorar (‘to cry’) (n=75/187 tokens), forming a semi-fixed idiomatic expression (‘to burst out 

crying’) (Enghels and Van Hulle 2018). Besides llorar (19) and other verbs belonging to the semantic class 

of Physiology (like reír ‘to laugh’) (20c), romper and prorrumpir preferably express the start of a 

Communication (hablar ‘to speak’) (18b) or Sound emission (gritar ‘to shout’) event. 

 

(19) La  voz  se  ahogó    en  su  garganta  y  

the  voice  REFL  choke.IND.PST.3SG  in  his  throat   and  

rompió    a   llorar   desconsoladamente. 

break.IND.PST.3SG  to.PREP  cry.INF    uncontrollably 

‘His voice choked in his throat and he started to cry uncontrollably.’ 

 (CORDE, Benito Pérez Galdós, Doña Perfecta, 1876) 

 

As shown in Table 18, the destruction subschema expands substantially in the 20th century: (a) the former 

members become more productive, and (b) two verbs are added to the subschema.  

Table 18: Productivity measures for the destruction verbs (20th–21st c.). 

Destruction 

verbs 

20th c. 21st c. 

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

fab fn fab fn 

arrancar 33 0.049 13 12 639 0.004 41 20 

prorrumpir 1 0.0017 1 1 11 0.0001 4 1 

romper 415 0.71 24 15 2,019 0.012 11 4 
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reventar 1 0.0017 3 3 19 0.0001 10 6 

estallar 2 0.0030 2 2 16 0.0001 4 2 

explotar / / / / 10 0.0001 5 3 

 

First, note that the micro-construction with romper extends semantically, allowing atypical infinitives (such 

as danzar ‘to dance’, leer ‘to read’ and explicar ‘to explain’) in its combinatorial pattern. On the other hand, 

many of its hapaxes in the 20th century belong to its preferred semantic domain (i.e. communication and 

sound emission verbs), including berrear (‘to squeal’), gemir (‘to moan’) and gritar (‘to shout’). However, 

its semantic openness does not increase in the 21st century, as it mainly restricts to verbs like llorar (‘to 

cry’), reír (‘to laugh’), hablar (‘to speak’) and cantar (‘to sing’), forming its prototypical collocates. Second, 

the subschema integrates reventar (‘to burst’) (20a) and estallar (‘to explode’) (20b) as new members, 

followed by explotar (‘to explode’) (20c) in the 21st century. 

 

(20)  a. La  Eladia   reventó   a   llorar. 

  the Eladia  burst.IND.PST.3SG to.PREP  cry.INF 

 ‘Eladia started to cry.’ 

             (CORDE, Eugenio Noel, Las siete cucas, 1927) 

      b.  No,  fue   por amor,  por  verdadero amor. 

NEG  be.IND.PST.3SG for  love for  true   love  

Por  amor  propio,  padre y  estalló    a  llorar.  

for  love  self  father and  burst.IND.PST.3SG  to.PREP  cry.INF 

‘No, it was for love, for true love, for personal love, father, and he started to cry.’ 

  (CORDE, Miguel de Unamuno, La tía Tula, 1921)  

        c.   Cuando  se  miró    en  el  espejo  

when  REFL  look.IND.PST.3SG  in  the  mirror 

parecía   un  mapache  y  no  pudo  

seem.IND.IPFV.3SG  a  raccoon  and NEG  can.IND.PST.3SG 

evitar   explotar  a   reír.  

avoid.INF explode.INF to.PREP  laugh.INF 

‘When he looked in the mirror, he looked like a raccoon and he could not avoid to start (lit. 

‘burst out’) to laugh.’ 

  (esTenTen18, fanfic.es) 

  

It can be concluded that the destruction subschema is highly productive, with 6 micro-constructions in the 

21st century. The variants with arrancar and romper are the most frequent ones, with arrancar as 



39 
 

semantically most flexible member, and romper as semantically closed counterpart. Estallar, explotar and 

reventar are attracted to the subschema by analogy with romper (Enghels and Van Hulle 2024), and possibly 

by the speakers’ desire to include more expressive variants. Overall, these inchoatives (except for the semi-

superlexical arrancar) are semantically closed, almost uniquely restricted to the sound emission  

(predominantly llorar ‘to cry’ and communication verbs (e.g. hablar ‘to speak’).  

 

4.6 Manual manipulation verbs (18th century) 

 

As Table 19 indicates, soltar (‘to let go’) emerges in the 18th century as a hapax, as first member of the 

manipulation subschema and grows to 13 tokens in the 19th century. As shown by Table 19, the 20th century 

is not only characterized by the (modest) expansion of soltar, but also by the incorporation of agarrar (‘to 

grasp’) and liar (‘to bind’) in this subschema. Etymologically, agarrar is derived from the Spanish noun 

garra (‘claw’). Liarse originates from the classical Latin verb ligare (‘to tie’) and soltarse is a romance 

creation based on solutus, the past participle of the verb solver (‘to release’) (Corominas 1984). 

Table 19: Productivity measures for the manual manipulation verbs (20th–21st c.). 

Manual 

manipulation 

verbs 

20th c. 21st c.  

Token 
Type Hapax 

Token 
Type Hapax 

fab fn fab fn 

soltar 14 0.020 6 1 95 0.0005 25 13 

agarrarse 6 0.01 6 6 23 0.0001 17 14 

liarse 14 0.02 13 12 627 0.0036 56 39 

 

Overall, in the 20th century the inchoative construction innovates significantly since, as was shown in 

previous sections, also other subschemas, such as the superlexical, throw and destruction domains recruit 

new members. The variant with soltar seems to be semantically highly restricted to infinitives of movement 

like andar (‘to walk’), infinitives of communication like hablar (‘to speak’) and infinitives of physiology 

like llorar (‘to cry’) and reír (‘to laugh’) (21).  

 

(21)  Después de  un  largo  silencio,  suelta   a  

after   of  a  long  silence  release.IND.PRS.3SG to.PREP  

 reír   un  mozo   rubianco  que  atendía     
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laugh.INF  a  young.man  blond   who  attend.IND.IPFV.3SG  

a la charla  apartado del  grupo.   

to  the  chat separated from.the group 

             ‘After a long silence, a blond young man, who was attending the conversation by the group  

             from the side, starts to laugh.’ 

            (CORDE, Ramón J. Sender, Imán, 1930) 

 

The highly idiomatic nature of soltar a llorar/hablar/decir can be brought back to the colloquial idiomatic 

expressions soltar la lengua a hablar (lit. ‘let the tongue loose to talk’) and soltar el trapo a llorar/reír (lit. 

‘let the rag loose to cry/laugh’, DLE, s.v. soltar). The nouns lengua (‘tongue’) and trapo (‘rag’) became 

then implicitly associated with the construction, after which they became superfluous. The entrenchment of 

soltar with hablar/llorar/reír in these expressions has facilitated its coercion into the inchoative schema, 

although as lexicalized instances of the construction.  

Liarse and agarrarse, on the other hand, are semantically more open and appear with unrelated infinitives, 

such as aplaudir (‘to applaud’) (22a), cantar (‘to sing’), correr (‘to run’), beber (‘to drink’), hacer (‘to do’) 

or luchar (‘to fight’) (22b).  

 

(22) a.  Todos   se  liaron    a   aplaudir  y  

      everyone  REFL  bind.IND.PST.3PL  to.PREP  applaud.INF  and 

don  Rodrigo,  entonces,  soltó    un  discurso 

Don  Rodrigo then  release.IND.PST.3SG  a  speech  

desde  lo  alto,  […]. 

from the above  

                   ‘Everyone started to applaud and Don Rodrigo, then, gave a speech from above, […].’  

                  (CORDE, Miguel Delibes, Diario de un emigrante, 1958) 

b.  Y  Juanito  cogió   su  porra de siete  

and  little.John  grab.IND.PST.3SG  his  baton of  seven  

 arrobas   y los  dos  se  agarraron  a   luchar. 

arrobas   and  the  two  REFL  grab.IND.PST.3PL to.PREP  fight.INF 

                  ‘And little John grabbed his baton of seven arrobas and the two started to fight.’ 

                 (CORDE, Anónimo, Cuentos populares españoles, 1920) 
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The process that led to the integration of the manual manipulation verbs agarrarse and liarse is quite 

different. We hypothesize that they are coerced into the inchoative construction by the metaphorical 

extension: TO DISINTEGRATE THE CONTINUITY OF AN INERT STATE AND TO START A NEW EVENT IS TO GRAB 

AND OBJECT AND CHANGE ITS POSITION. In concrete, the literal use of ‘grabbing an object’ as in grabbing a 

glass, is extended to an abstract domain, as in grabbing the chance (of doing something). By ‘grabbing’, the 

agent ends the inertia, of the object or of the abstract state, through which a new state or event is started. In 

a further stage the object or state whose inertia is interrupted becomes implicit and the focus shifts towards 

the beginning of the new phase (e.g. ‘to grab [the chance, opportunity, etc.] to applaud’ > ‘to grab to 

applaud’).  

Finally, in the 21st century, all three micro-constructions have become more productive, both as concerns 

their token frequency and semantic scope.  

 

5 Conclusion 

 

This paper has explored the constructionalization process of the inchoative construction in Spanish, focusing 

specifically on both its formal and functional development. The VNC-dendrogram distinguished two 

overarching clusters, from the 13th until the 17th century, and from the 18th until the 21st century, uncovering 

a clear period of innovation between the 17th and 18th century. On a lower level, the first three centuries form 

a stable early period, marked by subtle semantic growth in the 16th century, which becomes more manifest 

in the 17th century. Next, the 19th and 20th centuries mark a second stage of stability, preceded and followed 

by a period of radical changes. Indeed, the 18th century stands out as the century with most innovation, both 

formally and semantically, leading to the hypothesis that this is when the constructionalization of the abstract 

schema occurred. Finally, the 21st century is characterized by a high degree of semantic innovation across 

multiple subschemas, resulting in unexpected and creative members that appear as inchoative auxiliaries.   

At the formal side of the construction, the empirical analysis shows that, initially, the superlexicals alternated 

between the prepositions a and de, and the put verbs between a and en. These alternations can be explained 

by the original semantics of the verbs. The analysis has further shown that the inchoative pattern became 

(almost) completely fixed as [NP] + [AUX] + [a] + [INF] in the 18th century. This is in line with the VNC-

dendrogram, which segregated the 18th century as a stage with radical changes compared to previous and 
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following phases. Interestingly, this is also the stage in which a vast semantic extension within and across 

subschemas of the macro-construction was observed.  

Indeed, over the course of eight centuries, the schema has extended substantially, resulting in six 

semantically defined subschemas, including 26 auxiliaries overall. These correspond, in chronological order 

of first appearance to: (1) superlexicals (13th century), (2) put verbs (13th century), throw verbs (13th century), 

(4) directional movement verbs (15th century), (5) destruction verbs (17th century) and, finally, (6) manual 

manipulation verbs (18th century). The diachronic analysis has mapped the development of each subschema, 

from the emergence of its first member until its more or less productive behavior in contemporary Spanish.  

In the process of semantic extension of and within the inchoative schema, various mechanisms of change 

were at play. First, the superlexicals grammaticalized from full lexical verb to inchoative auxiliary. Second, 

the other inchoatives, belonging to different subschemas, entered the construction mostly through 

metaphorical extension. On the one hand, the put, throw and movement verbs followed a similar semantic 

pathway towards the inchoative use, which roughly evolves around the extension of reaching a concrete 

towards reaching an abstract goal, and as such starting a new event. On the other hand, the destruction and 

manual manipulation verbs share a comparable conceptual shift from the interruption of concrete inertia 

towards abstract inertia, towards the inchoative use. The first appearance of a new micro-construction within 

a new subschema can be seen as a case of constructional coercion, since the particular semantic domain was 

not available yet as source for inchoative verbs. And fourth, once the subschema was unlocked, other near-

synonymous variants are recruited from this semantic domain by analogical extension. Figure 3 visualizes 

the global diachronic evolution of the inchoative construction. 
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Figure 3: The gobal diachronic evolution of the inchoative construction. 

The figure clearly illustrates the periodization of the inchoative schema: in the 13th century, the superlexical, 

put and throw subschemas are first observed in the data, followed by the movement subschema in the 15th 

century, by the destruction subschema in the 17th century and finally by the manipulation subschema in the 

18th century. In addition, it also shows the links between the schemas and subschemas in the constructional 

network, at different levels of granularity. Dissecting this network, the inchoative and causative schemas are 

two daughter constructions of the caused motion schema. Furthermore, the inchoative macro-schema is 

further instantiated through six subschemas, which form the meso-level of the inchoative network.  The six 

subschemas co-exist, but the process by which they were incorporated is different. First, the superlexicals 

were naturally attracted to the schema, given their original semantics. Second, the put, throw and movement 

subschemas are coerced in the construction by metaphorical extension, following a gradual pathway from 

concrete to abstract events towards the inchoative use. Third, the destruction and manipulation subschemas 

are cases of a different metaphorical extension, built around the semantics of disintegration. These different 

pathways towards the inchoative schema are reflected by the respective position of the subschemas in the 

figure.  

Overall, creativity is an important driver of the extending productivity of the inchoative construction, at 

least in its auxiliary slot. The cases that arise through analogical extension are more creative and expressive 

than ‘simply’ relying on an already conventionalized inchoative. However, we consider the process through 

which an instance of a new subschema is coerced into the construction as a sign of higher creativity and 

originality than the cases that appear through analogical extension. To end, this papers fills an important gap 

in the literature concerning the diachronic development of the inchoative construction. Additionally, it offers 

insights into complex concepts such as constructionalization, productivity, coercion, metaphorical extension 

and analogical extension, and how they are related.  However, more empirical work on related constructions 

would be useful to better understand how these mechanisms and concepts are interconnected within the 

context of the diachronic evolution of a construction.   

Acknowledgements: We would like to thank the reviewers for the useful suggestions and corrections. 
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