Big words,
small grammar

Scott Thornbury
takes note that some
words are more important

than others.
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Leave-taking

He took her hand. She took his money.

He took a lover.

She took exception. He took leave of his senses. She took advice.

He took fright.

She took him to the cleaner’s. He took to drink.

She took a holiday.
He took his life.
She took up ballroom dancing.

(Susie Bamworth)

he above mini-saga*, highly
commended in a Daily
Telegraph competition, is a
good example of the
generative power of a single high-
frequency verb: take. Tuke is a very big
word. In one learners’ dictionary, 42
separate meanings of take are itemised —
not to mention a dozen or so idiomatic
expressions and 14 phrasal verbs, many
of these also polysemous (ie having
multiple meanings). And this does not
include common collocations like take
exception and take fright, which are
included under their associated noun
elements. Nor does it include compounds
and derivatives like leave-taking,
takeaway, takeover, takings and piss-take.

Delexical verbs

Part of the phenomenal versatility of
take is that it is what is called a delexical
verb: that is, it forms idiomatic
combinations with nouns where the
main informational load is in the noun,
not the verb, as in take a photo, take a

shower, take a nap, etc. Take — in these
expressions — is virtually devoid of
meaning and serves a purely
grammatical function, a bit like an
auxiliary. Other common verbs of this
type are have, give and make.

Take, then, hovers somewhere in the
twilight zone between vocabulary and
grammar. Take a + noun (as in take a
seat, take a break, take a bow, etc) is
such a generative pattern that it is less
vocabulary, more ‘small grammar’.
Likewise, phrases like [ take your point,
take your time, take it as read are so
fixed and idiomatic that they are more
like “big words’ than grammatically
generated sentences. This ‘big word,
small grammar’ quality is shared by all
high-frequency words.

Common words

Take is the eighth most common verb
(ie discounting auxiliaries and modals)
in written English. The fact that it is so
frequent is not so much because it has
42 different meanings and 14 phrasal







