
The grammaticalization of (proto-)Romance prepositional infinitives and modal verbs: a 

typological comparison with English modal verbs and to-infinitive:  

 It is well known that modal verbs in many Romance languages select bare verb forms 

whereas many lexical verbs select prepositional infinitives headed by de and ad (see Skydsgaard 

1977 for Spanish, Skytte 1984 for Italian, Sandfeld 1965 for French, and Jones (1993) for Sardinian). 

However, although the geneses of these complementation patterns constitute a long-standing 

problem in Romance philology (Diez (1876:201), Meyer-Lübke (1906:386), Vincent (1988:68-69), 

Ledgeway (2011:418-425, 428-432)), good Latin antecedents have not yet been found and no 

account of their grammaticalization has yet been given, despite the wide and early distributions of 

prepositional infinitives in Romance (see Beardsley (1921) for Old Spanish, Salvi and Renzi (2010) for 

Old Italian, and van Reenan and Schøsler (1991) for Old French). This paper seeks to reconstruct 

proto-Romance complementation patterns by applying the comparative method to three medieval 

Romance branches, namely Spanish, French and Italian, and to discover the Latin origins for 

Romance prepositional infinitives and the grammaticalization process that has led to (proto-

)Romance modal verbs and prepositional infinitives. These grammaticalization processes are then 

compared with two very well-known examples of grammaticalization, namely English modal verbs 

(Warner (1993)) and to-infinitive (Los (1999)).  

 From my corpora of old Romance (Beardsley (1921) for medieval Spanish, Salvi and Renzi 

(2010) for medieval Italian, and van Reenan and Schøsler (1991) for Old French), proto-Romance is 

reconstructed with a fairly well-defined and small group of modal verbs which consistently select 

bare verb forms, and the rest consists of a large number of lexical verbs that are attested with 

prepositional infinitives headed by de and ad. In my Latin corpora (Bodelot (2003)), it is clear that 

while Latin modal verbs are attested only with bare verbal complements throughout the history of 

the corpora, lexical verbs have a tendency to select prepositional gerunds/gerundives headed by ad 

and de towards the later end of Latin. Not all Romance prepositional infinitives can be matched with 

Latin prepositional gerunds/gerundives, but there are numerous Latin prepositional 

gerunds/gerundives that bear strong resemblances to Romance prepositional infinitives e.g. verba 

cogendi (Panchón (2003:384)). I propose that Latin prepositional gerunds/gerundives were the 

putative precursors of Romance prepositional infinitives, and this is empirical confirmation to 

previous scholarship where it is hypothesised, with no empirical coverage, that the Latin 

prepositional gerunds/gerundives were replaced by prepositional infinitives in Romance (Diez 

(1876:201), Meyer-Lübke (1906:386), Harris (1978:199), Schulte (2007:79, 87-90, 106-109)).    

 The close syntactic affinity between the modal verbs and their bare verbal complements 

gives rise to a monoclausal analysis and hence the NICE properties in English (Warner (1993)) and 

clitic-climbing and restructuring in Romance (Ledgeway (2011:418-420)), and the erosion of the 

nominal morphophonological paradigms of the prepositional complements (in Latin, the demise of 

the gerund/gerundive, which, unlike the infinitive, is fully inflected for case and number) leads to the 

re-analysis of adjunct prepositional phrases as complement phrases both in English and Romance 

(Los (1999)). My analysis of Latin provides empirical support for these cross-linguistic pathways (see 

Heine (1993) for the geneses of auxiliary verbs and Haspelmath (1989) for those of prepositional 

infinitives), and I have laid out the Latin background for the grammaticalization processes of two 

important functional categories in proto-Romance, namely auxiliary verbs (IP) and prepositional 

complementisers (CP) (Ledgeway (2011:418-432)).    
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