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37.1 INTRODUCTION 
- - - -- 

In Unit 36 you studied one important type of' post-moditicc~tion of Noun I'llrascs, 
namely by relative clauses. In this unit we shall study anotlicr Iypc ol'post-~r~iic.lIlicntlo~~ 
of Noun Phrases, namely by prepositional phrases. 

A prepositional phrase is a structure of the typc 'praposilion NIB', wt1cl.e tlie 
preposition is the head of the phrase (e.g, on the roof, in the cul)haard, at the 
party). We may represent the structure of a prepositional phrase dii~yrnni~i~utically 
as in (1) .  

(1) Prep. phrase 

Prep. 
011 

N P  
llrc rooi' 

Prepositional phrases serve a variety of functions in Englisli. 'l'licy cc111 bcr co~r~l,lcnlcnts 
to verbs (I agree with you. You can depend on me.), co~nple~i ic~i t~ to rltljcctives 
(I am sorry for you. She la anxious about her mother.), tld,juacts ( I  mct her 
at a party. The train left at 10 p.m.), or postmodifiers of noun pl11-11scs (thc man 
with the red beard, a matter of honour), Postmodification of tl ~ i o u ~ i  by a 
prepositional phrase is far more common than by other structures, 

In Section 37.2 we shall show you that the full range of preposilionc~l pllrases can 
appear in the post-modifying function. In Section 37.3 we sllall oxami~ru wlic~l ~tle~ionsliip 
there is between the preposition in the prepositio~ial phrase and tlio head of'tlie noilli 
phrase. In 37.4 we shall see how the post-modifying prepositional phrase is interpreted 
in respect of the noun phrase it modifies. In Section 37.5 we stitill a~lrrlyse sonle 
complex structures involving more than one post-modifying phrase. 



37.2 THE RANGE OF PREPOSITIONAL-PHRASE 
MODIFIOATION 

Prepositions may be broadly grouped inlo ~ w o  classes: simple prepositio~is (in, on, 
at, by, with, for, @om? ...) and co~~r l~ lcx  ~~r.cl>ositior~s (oi~lu.v.from, out ox owing to, 
due to, in case ox by ttteuns of). I're~ositio~ial pllrases with either o f  these can 
occur as postmodifiers o f  noun plirases. I ,el us illustrate this with a few specimen 
cases: 

2) a) Prepositional phrases with a sir~~ple preposition: 

into a dcscc~rt illto tlic volcano 

on tlie cotltrpe on thc hill 

at the meeting at tllc ~~niversity 
nn adventure at i l i rw~r 

for a gift for Mary 

above 11 roof nbove 11s 

below I.lic valleys below 11s 

behind I I I ~  CRI, OC'II I I I ( I  11s 

before llrc 011il(Ii1lg I)eli)re yo11 

b) Prepositional plirases wit lr co~iiolcx prcpohitions: 

measures in vicw ofthe eliicrycllcy 

action in the light q/'tliesc ti~vclopmcnts 

delays owing to unforescc~i circ~~nlstnnccs 

treatment by tneuns c!f'cou~rsclli~rg 

a note by way of explanirtion 

success by dint of hard work 
a home away./i.om lio~iie 
progress in spite of illiteracy 

(The co~nplex prepositicnls in tlicsc cvn~nlllcv linvc lrccn italicized. In the first example, 
for instnnce, the complex preposilion ih ill vic~rv r!/: 'T'llis has its ow11 complement, 
the emergency. Tlie entire p~.el,ol;iti~~iill ~,hl*nu~, I I I  vicw of thc emergency, i s  
a postmodifier o f  measures, wliicli i s  tlie head o f  the NP: measures in view of 

. ,& the emergency.) 

'Participial' prepositions (e.g. pending, co~~ccrniny, regarding ....) are, perhaps, best 
regarded as 'simple' prepositions. As ctun be seen fro111 tlie examples below, they 
call also occur in post-modijier groups. 

3) a delay pending further i~ iq i~ i ry  

the report concerning yesterdny's i~~ci t lc~ i ts  

the difficulty regarding tliis proposal 

The 'simple' prepositions have both a 'local' and a 'ligurative' or metaphorical meaning. 
The local meanings express rclntio~is in spuce mid ti~nc. Tlius movement towards 
an objcct is  expressed by to (tlc wen( to tllc   lotion); movement away from an 
object by from (He rcturned fro111 thc offlco'); position (in space or time) by at 
(My lrouse i s s t  the irtcrsection of 7"' M I I ~ I ~  r~ntl 10th Cross; the show begins 
at 6 p.m.); position in terliis of surj'ace is  expressed by on (the tower on the hill), 
above (the sky above us), below (the valley I)clow uu); on, above, below express 
vertical distinctions; horizontally, we Ii~rve beforc, behind, next to, ... in respect o f  
an object. In respect o f  a three-dimen~ionul oljcct a further relation o f  in, Into can 
he recnuni7ed. 

Syntax-4: 
The Noun Phrase and the 
Verb Phrase 



These local meanings can be distinguished from non-local, often figurative or The Noun phrase-3: 
Post-modification: 

metaphorical meanings. The difference can be seen in paired exa~nples involving The Prepositional Phrase 
the two meanings. 

4) a) The cheetah is hiding in that cave. 
b) I arn in a fix. 

a) The cat is on the roof. 

b) The house is on fire 

a) You can go through the tunnel. 

b) I have gone through this book. 

a) I was at her place yesterday. 

b) He was at a loss for words. 

a) The cat fell into the pond. 

b) The man jumped into the fray. 

The (a) sentences illustrate the local meanings; (b) sentences the fiyurc~tive nieanings. 
This distinction - between local meanings and figurative nieunin~s --.- carries over 
to prepositional phrases (PPs) used as postmodifiers of nouns. Herc lire so~iic examples 
with PPs used as postmodifiers of noun phrases. 

5) a) the dinner at the Taj 
b) the point at issue 

a) a gift for Mary 

b) a Inan for all seasons 

a) the house on the hill 

b) a house on fire 

a) the cat in  tho basket 

a) a man in a hurry 

b) the cobwebs under the roof 

c) an officer under suspension 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Identify the prepositional phrases in the following passage and indic~tc tlic li~~iction 
of each. 

1) PlNNIPEDS - the "fin-footed' seals, sea lio~is rind walruscn .- 1\11 
evolved from a common ancestor that returned to tlirt watcr Sro~n tlie 
land. 

2) Their skeletons, particularly the bonos of tlic Ilil)pern, ~l low 1111it ~hoy 
are much Inore similar to each other tliwn to any tcrrcwlrial nnininl, 
implying a unique origin for the entire group. 

3) This conclusion will come as no surprise to m ~ l c c i ~ l ~ r  ~~llylogc~iists, who 
study evolutionary relationships by examining tlic structilru of molecules. 

4) As long ago as 1969, Vince Sarich, of tlie Uliivcrsity of Clilirornia at 
Berkeley, said that, on the basis of their protein structure, ull pinnipcds 
had a single aquatic' ancestor. 

5) This conclusion will also not surprise anyone who sirrlply ylnnces at a 
seal, a sea lion and a walrus; they do indeed look very nlmilar. 

6) However, biologists see things differently. 

7) To them, the manifest similarities among thc three main groups of 
pinnipeds are the result of convergent evolution. 
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8) That is ,  because they all l ive i n  the water, they have certain 
resemblances which are solutio~is to ii shared problem - l i f e  in the 
water - ratlrer that) echues ol' n shari:tl llncestry. 

(First appeared in Neiv Scienti.vt. I ,onclon. the weekly review of science 
and technology, 1 8 August 1988, 1x33) 

................................................................................................................... 
Fill in the blank6 ir1 the thllowiny 1)ussrlyc wilh suitable prepositio~is. 

Tho silence ....... I..I.J ...... llle I'or'ovl wuv rlrorc! oppressive than the heat, and 
l.2.1 this hour ( , A , ) . . , , .  Ll~c drry Illere was not even the whine ......... .... ...,,.,.. 

.......... 4.. 4.) ... insscls. 81ily wlie~l Jack I~ i~~ lse l l '  roused a gaudy bird .... 4 .3 . )  ......... 
a primitive nest ........ g.5.) ...... sticks was llic silence shattered and echoes set 
ringing .... ,4.7..) ........ a Iiarsli cry llrut seenicd lo come ..... (.A. J........ the abyss 
........ L.9.J ..... ages. Jack liiniscll' sl lr[~~\k .... ,I.I.Q.) ....... this cry ..L.I;I.) .......... 
a hiss o f  indrawn breath; and ..... ( . . \2, ) , . , . . . .  a ~ i i i~ iu tc  became less a hunter than 
a furtive thing, ape-like ,..(..II.) ......... ilic tr~~lgle ,.,,.(.!!..\ ....... trees. Than the 
trail, the frustration, clai~ilctl hi111 ngui~l [ ~ ~ r c l  Ilc searclied tho ground avidly. 

..... ....... ....... c.~J. )  .... the bole o f  a vast troc tlint grew pale flowers C.1.6.1 a 
grey trunk 11e checked, closed I i is  eyes, and once more drew in the warm air; 

....... and this time his b~ eatli caliie slrort, tllc~~o WUH rvrn ii passing pallor . . . . d .  r7..) 
.... his face, and then the surge ...... (..ls.j blood again. He passed like a shadow 
.... ....... (,.19.) .... the darkness ...,.,.4.2(~,.) the tree tuld crouched, looking down 

at the trodden ground ..... (,.2.1..9 ....... l l i ~  I'ecl, 

(from William Golding :l,ord of I:lic IJlies') 

37.3 THE PREPOSITION IN THE PREPOSITIONAL 
- - 

I n  examples like the book on thc table ncitlier of the two nouns has any control 
over the preposition. A certain type of rol~~l ion between the two NPs is  expressed 
by the preposition and this relation can Ilold bctwec~i ally number of different NPs 
(the box on the shelf, the flag on the building...). In tlie vast majority o f  cases 
this is the situation that obtains. The preposition has its ow11 meaning and i s  independent 
o f  the NPs it connects. 

A second type o f  situation obtains in expressio~~s like: in a hurry, in a fix, at issue, 
on hand, etc. Here tlie prepositio~l i s  conlrollt:d by I he 11oun in the fo l lowi~~g noun 
phrase. These are more or less itlio~natic; (lixcd) expressions and they do not allow 
for any change (e,g. wc can't saylwritr! *in rr Irrntc: *at debate, *at question). 
A third type i s  seen in examples like: compliencc with regulations, capacity for 
work, an appetite for reading, coegrirlulstionr on your success, etc. Here the 
preposition is controlled by the noun prccccling it, i.e. the head o f  the whole noun 
phrase. 



English has a number of nouns, verbs and adjectives wliich are associated with fixed 
prepositions. The 'verb + preposition', 'adjective + preposition' or 'nou~i + preposition' 
in such cases has to be learnt as one unit. Often related words take dill'crent prepositions 
dependingon how the word is used, e.g. as noun or adjective (coaficleace in, confident 
of; ambitious of, ambition for; affection f o ~ ,  affectionate to....). 

Thus there are two cases where the choice of a preposition is dependent on a noun 
.. - in idiomatic expressions like in a hurry, on the house, a t  issue.. and in expression 

like compliance with, capacity for, adherence to... In all other cases 1l1c choice 
ofthe preposition depends on the intrinsic meaning oftlie preposition and is no1 controlled 
by either the head noun or the noun in its own compleriicnl. 

Check Your Progress 2 

I )  Frame suitable sentences in wliich the following ~ioilris are followed by suitable 
prepositional phrases. 

apology, compensation, comparison, antidote, inccntivc, distrust. proof; limit, 
objection, digression, exemption, assuran~z, result, key. attention, aptitude, 
candidate, opposition, sequel, reputation, confidence, al lowance. cllargc, exception, 
need, concession, match, disgrace, fitness, nlternativc. 

37.4 THE INTERPRETATION OF POST- 
MODIFYING PREPOSITIONAL PkIItASES 

- - 

In 36.4.5 it was pointed out that in phrases like the man in the garden, the PP 
may be viewed as the reduced form of a fuller structure, a relative clause (the 
man who is in the garden). Where there is no necessary or inl~et-cnt con~lcclio~l 
between the head NP and the PP, this sort of analysis is usi~ally possible (the book 
on the table, the cottage on the hill, the lamp post a t  the corner, ctc.). 'The 
expanded structure usually has tlie verb be (often in the prcscnt lense: is, nnr. arc). 

Other cases admit of an interpretation with have as the vcrb ill lhu cxpa~~dccl s~ructu~-e: 
the man with the scar = the man who has a scar. Similarly with: the girl with 
the pigtail, a room with Venetian blinds, tlie sailor with I~ow-legs, ctc. I n  
these cases there is a more intimate connection between the two NPs (the head 
noun of the whole phrase and the noun in the PP).Notice also that the preposition is 
with. 

Other examples may be interpreted as eqirivalent to a sc~ltc~rcc with be: 
democracy as a way of life (=democracy is a way of life). 'l'l~c plirasc is also 
interpretable with regard as tlie verb: democracy regarded us II way of life. 
Similarly with: education as an instrument of social change, the President as 
the First Citizen, Parliament as a forum of the people, Peace as an  interlude 
in War. 

The Noun Phrase-3: 
Post-modification: 

The Prepositional Phrase 



Syntax-4: 
Tbe Noun Phrase and the 
Verb Phrase With head nouns of tile type rumour, hope, belief... (i.e., nouns which can take 

an appositive clause), the prepositio~ial ~nodifier is ~lijturally interpreted as an appositive 
clause, the subject and verbal clc~llents dcpe~itlir~g on the rest of the sentence. 

The hope of securing the first rank drove .lane to great efforts. 

(=The hope that she would/should secure thc lirst rank ....) 

The belief in the immortality of the soul 

(=the belief that the soul is immortal) 

At this point attention sl~ould also be drawn to the distinction between interpretation 
and grammatical structure. The fact tliot a certain phrase admits ofan interpretation 
where it is equivalent to some type of clausc docs not mean that the phrase and 
clause are structurally related. The cleilrest cclscs where an actual relation between 
an underlying clause and tile prepositio~lal phrase can be assumed are cases where 
the phrase is interpretable as a relative clause involving a form of be. 

Hence in examples like the destruction of the city, although, depending on the full 
context, one may interpret the phrase ns 'the city was destroyed' (or 'was to be 
destroyed'), there is really no nectl to asfii~~lle such li~ller structures. We may regard 
destruction as requiring (to co~iiplcte its meani~ig) an object that is destroyed, an 
agent that does the destruction, and also the means by whicli the destruction has 
to be brought about. Ciive~i tliesc we gct (cis otlc realization) the phrase: 

The destruction of the city by the enemy with rockets. 

Thus the phrase may be understood as u plrrase without being related to any sentence. 

Finally we must mention cases where no seiilence equivalent can possibly exist: the 
attention of the members (*the n ~ e ~ r ~ l ) e r s  have attention), the turn of the 
century, the proof of the pudding, s group of tourists, etc. 

In conclusion it must be pointed out thnt wlicro (I sentence equivalent does exist, 
the structure with a postmodifyirig PP is a more compact expression. 

Check Your Progress 3 

1 )  Which ofthe PP modifiers in lhc following have plausible sentence equivalents? 

It was the photograph of an elderly mfin in a bathing suit; an elderly man who, 
a glance was enough to tell, had bcen overdoi~~g it on the starchy foods since 
early childhood; an elderly man so rotund, so obese, so bulging in every direction 
that Shakespeare, had he beheld him, would have muttered to himself 'Upon 
what meat doth this our Horace feed tf~at he is grown so great?' One wondered 
how any bathing suits built by hunia~i hands could contain so stupendous an amount 
of uncle without parting at the senins. 

(P.G. Wodehouse, A Few Quick Olrr*s. Coronet Books (1978) p.56). 



37.5 MULTIPLE MODIFICATION 
Consider (6) 

The Noun Phrase-3: 
Post-modification: 

The Prepositional Phrase 

6) The man in the grey suit smoking a cigar is my unclc. 

The italicized structure isamultiply modified (=modified more than once)NP fi~nctioning 
as the subject ofthe sentence. The prepositional phrase (in the grey suit) imnlediately 
modifies the man; the participial phrase (smoking a cigar) modifies the man in 
the grey suit. We can represent the structure as in (7): 

the man in the grey suit smoking a cigar 

You see, then, that where there is multiple modil'lcation, tlicre is a I!ierarcliy among 
these modifiers. 

A similar analysis applies, for example, to 

8) the destruction of the city by the enemy with rockets. 

the destruction of the city by the enemy wi1.h rockets 

In these examples the modifiers were progressively 'higher' in  rank: In (8) above 
(b) modifies 'head NP + (a)'; (c) modifies 'head NP + (a+b)'. 

But it is also possible to have phrases where tlie modifiers are in a descending order. 

9) The Inan at  the bus-stand near the corner. 

The meaning of this phrase is 'the Inan is at the bus-staad which is tiear thc corner'. 
So the phrase near the corner modifies only tlie bus-stand. Scl~e~nelically (.his may 
be shown as in (10). 

Here is a longer phrase of the same type: the hotel near the bus-stand at  the 
intersection of 11th Main and 7th Cross in Jayanagar Extension. 

Needless to say, different types of structures might occur in the postmodificr position 
under multiple modification; in particular, it isquitecorn~non to find prelwsilional pllrases 
and relative clauses (together). 
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N P  
tlie man 

tlie bus-slnnd 

P 

NP 
the corner 

Example: 

11) tlie girl i n  the front row wliosc father you met yesterday 

I n  principle there is oo limit to the riu~nher o fn~odi  fiers, but practical considerations 
(of clarity, ease ol' understs~iding) i~~ipclse a restriction. Also, unless care in 
exercised there can be ambig~~ity, tls ill: 

12) the boy with the girl wliose f;ltIier is  u fi1111or1s dentist. (is it the boy's or the 
girl's father?) 

or unintended humour: 

13) tlie girl in  the swim-suit that was on display at Jenson's. 

Check Your Progress 4 

In tlie following passages identify cases o1'1ni1ltiplc modification. Give the structure 
i n  each case. 

1) There i s  no built-in progress in the Iiumanist culture. There are changes, but 
not progress, no increase o f  agreemenl. Ask yourself, was Van Eyek a worse 
painter than Cezanne? The answer is, lie was different. Sometimes in the history 
ofart, particularly in tlie visual arts, one can identify periods o f  what can, without 
absurdity, be called lecliriical prc)gress. Hut thcrc is  nothing ultiriiately cumulative 
about this passage tlirougli time. 

(C.P. Snow. Public Afluirs, Macniillun. 197 1, p.95) 

2)  A devout expression had come irito llie face o f  tlie young man in plus fours 
who sat with the Oldest Mernber on the terrace overlooki~ig tlie ninth green. 

3) Among the names on tlie list ol'ca~~didates up lbr election at the Drones Club, 
there appeared, proposed by K.1:. Little ilnd seconded by an influential crumpet, 
that o f  LITTl,E, A L,(~l:I{NON A I  JIII< IiY. 



3 7 6  LET US SUM UP 
Prepositional phrases can be complements of verbs and adjectivcs; they cut1 bc ac!iuncts. 
They can also be postmodifiers of Noun Phras-s. Practically all the prepositions, 
both simple and complex, can be used in this function. As in other caucs. Ihe prcposilion 
may have a 'local' or a 'figurative meaning'. 

The preposition in a prep.phrase (PP) can have a distinct meaning of  its own and 
be independent of both the head noun preceding it and the noun in its co~nplement. 
This is so where the prepositio~i is used in its local mealling. In otller r:nscs 1l1e 

1 preposition may be controlled by either the nour~ ill  its conipleme~~t ill- tlie 111,ccedi1ig 
I 

head noun. Numerous nouns, verbs and adjectivcs are followcd ty  sl~ecific 1,1c-j1ositio1is i only. 

The prepositional phrase modifying an NP has often all eili~ivalcnl in the tbnii of 
I a relative clause or a sentence usually with bc or have. 13ut in milliy cascs 110 such 

expansion is possible. 

Noun phrases often show multiple post-modification -there may be rnorc tllan one 
PP or clause. In such cases there will be a hierarchical structurc. citliel- esccncling 
or descending. 

37.7 ANSWERS 

Check Your Yrogess 1 

1) Prepositional Phrase Fu~~ct ion 
1) form a conimon r~~lcestor  

that ... land complement to tlie vcrb cvolvcd 
to the water adjunct to the verb rclurncd 
from the land adjunct to tlic verb rclurncd 
(Note: 'Complements7 complete the meanings of tlie vcrbs will1 wlrich 
they occur. 'Adjuncts' are adverbial expressions, usunlly optional) 

2) of the flippers post-modifier of tlic NI' thc bones 
to each other complement to the u?jectivc similar 
to any terrestrial animal co~npleme~it to the adjective similar 
for the entire group adjunct modifies the non-finite 

VF implying a unique origin 
3) to molecular phylogenists coniplement to tlie IIOIJII surj)risc 

by ex:utiining ... molecr~les adj1111cl the vc1.b study 
of molecules post-modilier of' the NI' 

the structurc 
4) of the University ... at Berkeley postmodifier of  the Nl' Villcc 

Sarich 
of California postmodifier of tlie NI' thc 

University 
at Berkeley postmodifier of the NI' the 

University of Culili)rni;~ 
on the basis of their adjunct to the verb stlid 
protein structure 
of their protein structure complement to the NP the basis 

5) at a seal .... walrus co~riplement to the verb glancc 
6) To them modifies tlre sentence 

The Noun Phrase-3: 
Post-modification: 

Tlre Prepositional Phrase 
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7) among the three main groups postmodifier of the NP the 
n ~ a ~ ~ i f e s t  similarities. 

of pinnipeds pos~~i~odiller of the Nf' 
of pinnipeds the I l ~ r e e  main groups 
of convergent evolution postmodifier of the NP the result 

8) in the water adju~~ct to the verb live 

to a shared proble~n postmodifier of the NP solutions 
in the water postnioditier of the NP life 
of a shared ancestry post~nodifier of the NP echoes 

(Figures in brackets refer to blanks in  llic passage.) 

( I )  of (2) at (3) 3f (4) of (5) fi-0111 (0) 01' (7) by (8) out of (9) of (1 0) 
at (1 1) with (12) for (13) among (14) of (15) by (16) on (17) in 

(1 8) of (19) under (20) of (2 1 ) at 

Check Your Progress 2 

We make no apology .fi)r this dctnilecl prcsenlrrl ion .  

You can claim comperr.sation ji)r damilgcs. 

There is no comparison betweerr the111. 

There is no anitdote to this poison. 

A good word acts as an incen/il)c 1 0  hctter pcrfbrmance. 

I have an inborn distrast of friendly stsa~igers. 

The proof of the pudding is in the ealing. 

There are no limits to development. 

I have some objectio~ls to your proposal. 

This is a long digression fronr the main point. 

On certain investments you can claim exc.rr~ptbrr jivlrr income tax. 

We are awaiting the result of this expesi~nent. 

Hard work is the key lo success. 

Pay no altention to him. 

He has an aptitude for Maths. 

We have put up our cundidute ji)r the oflicc ol' Joint Secretary. 

He will brook no opposition to his plans. 

What is the sequel to this story'? 

He has a reputation,for idleness. 

The shareholders expressed their c o t ~ i ~ l c r ~ c e  irt their directors. 

You have to make allowance for. shortages. 

What is the charge against him? 

There is an exception to every rule. 

We have begun to realize the need lo develop self-sufficiency in  defence equipment. 

Government has announced new c~oncc:s,sioris 10 the hantlicapped. 

P.T. Usha is no match for Evelyn Ashfosd. 

You are a disgrace to  your parents. 

'The fitness of the vehicle for high altilutle use Itas not been tested. 

There is no alternative to self-sufficiency. 



Check Your Progress 3 

(the photograph) of an elderly man (= the photograph was of all elderly man) 
(an elderly man) in a bathing suit (= an elderly man was in a bathing suit) 

Check Your Progress 4 

1) nothing (about this passage (through time)) 

1 2 2 1 

The PP beginning with about ( I )  .... modifies nothing: 

the PP beginning with through (2) modifies passage. 

2) the face (of the young man (in plus fours)) 

I 2 2 1 

The entire phrase (1) modifies face; in plus fours (2) modifies the young man. 

3) Among the names (on the list (of candidates (up for election (at tlic Drones 

1 2 3 4 

Club 
4 3  2 1 

The bracketed PP marked (1) modifies the names; the PP marked (2). beginning 
with of candidates, modifies the list; the PP marked (3), beginning with up 
for election, modifies candidates; the PP marked (4) modifies election. 

The Noun Phrase-3: 
Post-modification: 

The Prepositional Phrase 




