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1. Introduction 

 

Legal English is known for its long standing tradition of using sequences of 

verbs predicated of the same subject, e.g.: 

 

(1) I give and bequeath all my personal property to my wife. 

 

(2) The grantor does give, grant, bargain, sell and confirm the said property 

unto Adam Wallace, the said grantee. 

 

(3) I confer upon my executors the following discretionary powers in addition to 

those provided by law: to sell, lease, mortgage or otherwise dispose of or 

encumber all my property, real or personal, for such consideration or upon 

such terms as they may deem advisable. 

 

The origins of that practice go back to the late Middle Ages (Iglesias -Rábade 2007), 

when English started to reemerge in document drafting after a long period of having 

been supplanted in that function in England by Latin and French, i.e. the languages 

cherished by the Norman conquerors and their successors. The verbal combinations 

underlined in (1) - (3) are thus living records of change in English law and language 

whose history deserves to be studied in its own right. Since most readers and 

translators who face such verb sequences are not aware of their history, it is, 

however, even more interesting to find out how the series are interpreted without 

recourse to detailed information on their development.  

 

In a fair number of cases the standard practice is to presume that a verbal 

combination expresses a single meaning approximated by one of the components 
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located on its right periphery. For example, the sequence in (1) is commonly 

understood to mean the same as the verb to bequeath, i.e. to leave personal 

property in a will, and the meaning of the much longer series in (2) is generally 

interpreted to be best captured by the verb to sell. However, there are also quite a 

few examples where the opposite is the case in that a verbal combination is 

construed to express a set of separate meanings contributed by each of its 

components. For instance, the sequence in (3) clearly authorizes the executors of a 

will to undertake a broad variety of distinct actions that can range from selling the 

property in question to encumbering it in ways that go beyond securing a loan with a 

mortgage.  

 

The two options are thus mutually exclusive and it is vital for readers and 

translators to know which of them they should follow on encountering a verb 

sequence. This paper will thus explore the clues that are relied on in disambiguating 

legal English verb combinations and then inquire into the reason why in those 

sequences that are understood to express a unitary meaning it tends to be best 

approximated by a right periphery component.  

 

2.  Verb sequence composition 

 

 An interesting trait differentiating those verb sequences that invite unitary 

interpretations from those that do not do so is that the components of the former vary 

quite much in their specificity while it is not the case in the latter. The difference will 

be explored below by examining two verbal combinations frequently found in the 

opening lines of well known documents. 

 

(4) Know all men that I, Douglas Blake, of Bainbridge in the County of Decatur 

and State of Georgia by these presents do make, constitute and appoint  

Virginia Mason, of Brinson, County of Decatur, and State of Georgia, a true 

and lawful attorney for me, and in my name, place and stead. 

 

The auxiliary opening the underlined sequence (i.e. do) only serves to add emphasis 

and decorum to the power of attorney it is embedded in and may be safely 

discounted since it is not intended to designate any action at all. However, the first 
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lexical verb in the series (i.e. make) is highly nonspecific in the context of naming an 

attorney and profiles the action undertaken by the subject on a very general level. It 

merely foreshadows the performance of an act whose nature and legal significance 

are left unspecified. The details of what is actually being done by the principal are left 

to be spelled out further on by the two following verbs (i.e. constitute and appoint), 

which are much more specific components of the series and clarify that its meaning 

boils down to effecting an appointment. 

 

 The specificity of the lexical verbs lined up in (4) increases thus from left to 

right, forming a clear gradient. However, the gradient is absent if a series does not 

give rise to a unitary interpretation and its components retain their distinct meanings, 

e.g.: 

 

 (5) I, MARILYN MONROE, do make, publish and declare this to be my Last 

Will and Testament. 

 

 

The auxiliary that starts the sequence (i.e. do) may again be disregarded for the 

same reasons as in (4) above but the rest of the series is significantly different from 

(4) in that each of the remaining verbs profiles a distinct action which is actually 

performed in handling the document at hand. In a testamentary context they 

designate drafting a will (i.e. make), communicating its provisions to the parties 

involved, usually by reading them out loud (i.e. publish) and confirming that those 

provisions should be construed as a valid last will and testament of the testatrix (i.e. 

declare). As shown by the paraphrases, the components of the series obviously differ 

a bit in how fine grained their meanings are but none of the three verbs merely 

serves to prefigure an action to be specified later on. And lacking such a highly 

nonspecific component which could contrast with more specific ones, the sequence 

fails to display a specificity gradient. 

 

 In the two examples examined above the presence of a specificity gradient in 

a verb series has thus been shown to correlate with a unitary interpretation of the 

entire sequence and the absence of such a gradient with construing a series as a 
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simple list of distinct verbs predicated of a single subject. The same is the case in 

many other verbal combinations. For example: 

 

(6) I give and devise my real property aforesaid to my trustees upon trust for 

my said wife during her lifetime.   

 

(7) All the rest, residue and remainder of my estate, both real and personal, of 

whatsoever nature and wheresoever situate, I give, devise and bequeath 

as follows: 

 

(8) If any such grandchild of mine shall not have attained the age of 21 years 

at the time of my death, I give and bequeath the amount so set apart for 

him or her to my trustees hereinafter named in trust nevertheless to hold, 

manage, invest and reinvest the same.  

 

(9) The said Noah T. Bennigton does give grant bargain sell and convey unto 

the said grantee Victoria J. Mews, her heirs and assigns, all that certain 

tract of real estate located in Orange County, North Carolina, and more 

fully described as follows: 

 

The sequences of verbs quoted above vary in length from merely two components in 

(6) and (8) up to as many as six in (9) and differ in the use of the auxiliary do to mark 

emphasis (cf. the contrast between the series in (9) and the remaining ones), but in 

all cases the presence of a specificity gradient goes hand in hand with expressing a 

unitary meaning. All the sequences include highly nonspecific components that are 

placed early on and contrast with much more specific ones that follow. The use of the 

verb give foreshadows that something is to change hands and later on it is specified 

to be personal and / or real property gratuitously left in a will in (6) – (8) or real 

property conveyed for valuable consideration in (9). And the use of the verb hold in 

the second sequence in (8) prefigures vesting the trustees with some authority over 

the property left in their custody, which is further on elaborated as the right and duty 

of investing it.  
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 Perhaps the best known example of a verb series devoid of a specificity 

gradient and universally understood as a sequence of distinct actions predicated of 

the same subject is the formula closing any deed, e.g.: 

 

 (10) Signed, sealed and delivered by the said George Rufus McGrath. 

 

It is made up of three equally specific components designating the performance of 

three distinct acts: endorsing the deed with a signature (i.e. sign), authenticating the 

deed by affixing a seal and/or protecting the instrument against unauthorized 

alterations by sealing it in an envelope (i.e. seal) and finally handing the deed over to 

its lawful recipients (i.e. deliver).  

 

 The same is the case with the formula traditionally used in closing a will, e.g.: 

 

(11) Signed, sealed, published and declared by Marilyn Monroe, the testatrix 

above named, as and for her last will and testament. 

 

Each of the four verbs again profiles a separate action which must have been 

performed by the testatrix to make the will valid. They are respectively: endorsing the 

will with a signature (i.e. sign), authenticating the will by affixing a seal and/or 

protecting the instrument against unauthorized alterations by sealing it in an 

envelope (i.e. seal), communicating the provisions of the will to the parties involved, 

typically by reading them aloud (i.e. publish), and confirming that the provisions 

should be construed as a valid last will and testament of the testatrix (i.e. declare). 

 

 However, such time honored and frequently used specimens seem to be 

outnumbered by examples that are devised or modified by drafters to capture the 

intentions of their clients, e.g. the following three cases culled from a single power of 

attorney: 

 

(12) FIRST:  To ask, demand, litigate, recover, and receive all manner of goods, 

chattels, debts, rents, interest, sums of money and demands whatsoever. 
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(13) SECOND:  To make, execute, endorse, accept and deliver in my name or 

in the name of my aforesaid attorney all checks, notes, drafts, warrants, 

acknowledgments, agreements and all other instruments in writing, of 

whatever nature, as to my said attorney-in-fact may seem necessary to 

conserve my interests; 

 

(14) THIRD:  To execute, acknowledge and deliver any and all contracts, 

debts, leases, assignments of mortgage and any other instrument or 

agreement of any kind or nature whatsoever.  

 

In (12) the attorney – in – fact is authorized to make informal requests related to the 

principal’s property (i.e. ask), formalize them (i.e. demand), start relevant court 

proceedings if the latter fail (i.e. litigate), obtain court decisions making good any 

losses suffered by the principal (i.e. recover) and accept any property on his / her 

behalf (i.e. receive). In (13) the attorney is empowered to write / draft all the 

instruments listed further on in the same clause (i.e. make), sign them (i.e. execute), 

change their beneficiaries (i.e. endorse), approve their wording (i.e. accept) and 

transfer their possession to other parties (deliver). Finally, in (14) the powers vested 

in the attorney – in – fact specifically include signing legal instruments (i.e. execute), 

confirming their receipt and accepting their provisions (i.e. acknowledge) and 

transferring their possession to other parties (i.e. deliver).  

 

All the constituents of these sequences profile thus again distinct actions 

performed on separate stages of handling disputes (12) and sensitive documents 

(13) – (14), which leaves no room for the development of a specificity gradient and, 

as predicted, results in construing the series as lists of verbs predicated of a single 

subject. 

 

An interesting limiting case of this pattern is the situation where all the verbs 

lined up in a sequence are synonymous, e.g.: 

 

(15) SEVENTH: I nominate, constitute and appoint Aaron R. Frosch executor of 

this my last will and testament. 
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Since each of the three components of the underlined formula designates the 

performance of the same action of the testatrix, i.e. naming the executor of her will, 

the meaning of the entire series is perforce unitary. What is significant, though, none 

of the verbs involved is substantially less specific in this context than the others, 

which entails that the construal of  (15) is not relatable to the presence of a specificity 

gradient but to the fact that for various historical reasons the same act is profiled 

three times in a row. 

 

 A triple sequence of that sort is quite rare but there is a fair number of two verb 

synonymous series, e.g.: 

(16) The Directors hereby authorize and empower the officers of the 

Corporation to hire and employ such assistants, agents and employees, for 

such duties, at such compensation, and on such terms and conditions as 

the officers may deem necessary or desirable and in the best interests of 

the Corporation. 
 

(17) Every such reproduction shall be deemed and considered an original. 

 

(18) Such attorney shall have the power to act hereunder and shall have full 

power and authority to do and perform, every act whatsoever requisite or 

necessary to be done in the premises, the undersigned hereby ratifying 

and approving the acts of said attorney.  

 

As shown above, their short length makes such sequences quite flexible 

grammatically (cf. the use of infinitives, gerunds and two different tenses) but their 

unitary meanings are again due to the fact that for historical reasons the same 

actions are designated twice by verbs of comparable specificity, which rules out the 

presence and operation of a specificity gradient. 

 

 
3.  Right periphery phenomena 

 

 The pattern identified above as a specificity gradient is fundamentally similar 

to the concept of information packaging studied under various technical labels ever 
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since the times of the Prague Linguistic Circle (cf. Gomez - Gonzalez (2001) for a 

detailed survey of particular frameworks and terminology). The fundamental insight of 

that line of research is that the information load of particular clause constituents is not 

random or even but tends to follow a regular pattern whereby less informative units 

precede those whose information content in a given context is higher (Fries (1995). 

The former are usually called the theme of a clause and the latter ones the rheme (cf. 

Östman and Virtanen (1999) for a comparative review of alternative terminology, viz. 

topic vs. comment and old information vs. new information).  

 

 Precise definitions of theme and rheme have been notoriously difficult to agree 

on (Fries 1983) but in a study that is not intended to wrestle with theoretical 

technicalities it may be safely assumed after the Czech and Slovak originators of 

these concepts that the theme of a clause is the locus of constituents expressing 

information that is known or obvious in a given context and from which the speaker 

proceeds to formulate more informative constituents in the rheme (Fries 1995). Given 

this overall perspective it is easy to see that the concept of specificity gradient 

introduced in the previous section actually is a translation of the theme – rheme 

pattern from the level of an entire clause into the realm of legal English verb 

sequences. Those verbs which have been shown above to be highly nonspecific in 

designating the performance of an action without identifying its nature and legal 

consequences play the same role as the theme of a clause and those verbs which 

have been found to be much more specific in fleshing out the details of the action 

that is actually performed play the same role as the rheme of the clause. 

 

 The information load of the theme is typically low to provide a neutral but 

familiar point of departure for asserting something newsworthy later on in the clause 

and in the same way a verb which broadly outlines that some property is to change 

hands or is put under somebody’s authority offers an uncommitted but easily 

understandable point of departure for providing pertinent legal details further on in 

the sequence. Conversely, the rheme is the locus of clause constituents that are rich 

in information pertaining to the issue raised in the theme and in the same fashion 

later components of verb sequences provide more information on the topics 

broached by their initial constituents. For example it has been shown above that the 

theme of performing an act can be elaborated into effecting the appointment of an 
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attorney – in – fact in (4), the theme of changing the ownership of property can be 

elaborated into the transmission of real and / or personal property by a will in (6) – (8) 

and a conveyance in (9), and the theme of leaving property under the authority of a 

trustee can be elaborated into specifying his / her fiduciary duties in the second verb 

series in (8). 

 

The extrapolation of the theme – rheme pattern along the lines argued for and 

illustrated above offers thus a straightforward explanation of the role played in verb 

sequences with unitary meanings by their highly nonspecific components. As shown 

above they simply serve as the themes of the series they open. What is more, the 

extrapolation provides also a consistent explanation of the reason why the verbs that 

best approximate the meanings of such sequences tend to be located on their right 

periphery, e.g.  (2) and (4) repeated for convenience as (19) and (20) below: 

 

(19) The grantor does give, grant, bargain, sell and confirm the said property 

unto Adam Wallace, the said grantee. 

 

(20) Know all men that I, Douglas Blake, of Bainbridge in the County of Decatur 

and State of Georgia by these presents do make, constitute and appoint  

Virginia Mason, of Brinson, County of Decatur, and State of Georgia, a true 

and lawful attorney for me, and in my name, place and stead. 

 

If the components that are short on specificity and are placed in the beginning 

of  verb sequences with unitary meanings constitute their themes, i.e. give in (19) and 

make in (20), then it is only logical that the verbs that are located at the opposite end 

of such series should constitute their rhemes and be much more information rich, i.e. 

sell in (19) and appoint in (20). The locus of the verbs that encapsulate unitary 

meanings of verb sequences is thus not a quirk of legal English but follows from well 

attested and independently motivated principles underpinning the distribution of 

information load in language units. 

 

Conclusion 
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 The fundamental clue that underlies the interpretation and translation of legal 

English verb sequences is then the identification of their information packaging 

status. If they open with of a theme instantiated by a verb whose information load in a 

given context is low and close with a rheme represented by verbs whose information 

load in much higher, the entire sequence has a unitary meaning best captured by a 

component located on its right periphery. In practice that means that the key rhematic 

constituent, as shown in (19) – (20) above, is either the last or the second but last 

item in a given sequence. And if a sequence of verbs does not open with a thematic 

component whose information load in a given context is low, the series is interpreted 

and translated as a list of distinct verbs predicated of a single subject.  
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