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Abstract

The use of présent and passé simple in French
has undergone profound changes in recent cen-
turies. By means of a large corpus of nov-
els, we observe major trends that we attempt
to describe and explain. In our results, we
discern the birth of the opposition proposed
by H. Weinrich between narration (Erzdhlung)
and discussion (Besprechung), the evolution of
which seems to be driven more by literary gen-
res than by the canon.

1 Introduction

According to A. Breton (1924), the poet P. Valéry
said that he would never write a novel because
he would always refuse to write a sentence like
la marquise sortit a cing heures (‘“the marquise
went out at five o’clock”). Among the many poetic
problems raised by this sentence (Escola, 2020),
we find the use of the passé simple for the action
verb (sortit, eng. “went out”), which reveals a style
d’information pure et simple (‘“pure and simple in-
formative style”).

Simultaneously with this change in the percep-
tion of the passé simple, a revolution is dawning:
that of the emergence of the present tense in nov-
els. As G. Philippe (2019) pointed out, this phe-
nomenon is not entirely new, but scholars have ob-
served a clear acceleration at the end of the 19th
century, which becomes more pronounced in the
20th century.

Faced with this observation, the question of
French verb tenses logically integrates the aca-
demic discussion, first with J. Pouillon (1946),
and then with the work of E. Benveniste (1959),
A. Klum (1961) or H. Weinrich (1964). The lat-
ter emphasises the profound divide in French liter-
ature between verbal tenses compatible with the
passé simple (imparfait or plus-que-parfait), in
which the world is narrated (erzdhlite Welt), and
those compatible with the présent (passé composé
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or futur), in which the world is discussed (be-
sprochene Welt). In other words, the question
would not be limited to tenses per se, but should be
studied as a group dynamic, and is not only related
to general linguistics, but also to stylistics.

Our paper attempts to revisit this problem of the
use of verb tenses in French by describing it quan-
titatively, and by trying to understand the reasons
for the change, using the genre and the canonicity
of the works as possible driving forces.

2 State of the art

The question of the evolution of style is a de-
bated topic, whether in traditional stylistics or
with more computational approaches, but with-
out anyone from both sides taking into account
their respective advances. J. Hughes et al. (2012)
computationally demonstrated that textual similar-
ity tends to be temporally localized, with authors
showing stronger stylistic similarities to contem-
poraries than to those from distant periods. More
recently, G. Philippe (2021) tried to understand the
complexities and reasons for this change over time
with a traditional approach.

These modifications of the style over time are
strongly linked to language change, which is also
extensively studied, particularly in the case of
verbs. Recent studies, strongly influenced by evo-
lutionary methods (Lieberman et al., 2007), have
emphasised the role of rhymes in this evolution
(Newberry et al., 2017). Unfortunately, again, no
computational study attempts to truly link such lin-
guistic phenomena with stylistic ones, and vice
versa.

The question of why change occurs is central.
Recent research based on large corpora has iden-
tified the importance of genre and canonicity as
possible drivers (Barré, 2024), but it may be use-
ful to go back over these two factors in more
detail regarding the case of French tenses. In
fact, for several years, studies have shown that



changes attributed to canonical authors were more
widespread in the literature of their time (Philippe,
2021). It is not impossible that the succession of
genres, about which F. Moretti (2005) worked ex-
tensively, played a more important role.
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Figure 2: Literary sub-genres in the corpus, broken out
by canonicity tags, canon at the author scale

3.1 Data

This study is based on one of the largest corpora
for fiction in French: Chapitres, a corpus of nearly

3,000 French novels (Leblond, 2022). The inves-
tigated period covers over two centuries, from the
beginning of the 19th to the 21st century. The cor-
pus is unevenly distributed, both by genre (fig. 2)
and chronologically (fig. 3), which introduces po-
tential biases and should be considered when inter-
preting quantitative results. However, a perfect dis-
tribution is not necessarily desirable, the literary
production being unstable over time, especially in
terms of genre (Moretti, 2005).

== canon
= corpus
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Figure 3: Distribution of the number of novels over
time, broken out by canonicity tags, canon at the au-
thor scale.

3.2 Metadata

Approximately two-thirds of the Chapitres corpus
is annotated with subgenre labels. This annota-
tion is based on the classification of the National
Library of France (BnF). The validity of these la-
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Figure 1: Normalized frequency of verb tenses over the years. Colors distinguish tense groups: warm tones (red,
orange) represent past tenses, while cool tones (blue/green) represent present-related tenses. Data at both ends of

the graph should be ignored.



bels, discussed by Langlais (2021), remains uncer-
tain, as the practices of the BnF for assigning them
have not yet been fully systematised or standard-
ised. Nevertheless, this dataset remains an excep-
tionally valuable resource for the study of subgen-
res and is unique in French for its scale and scope.

Regarding the canon, we rely exclusively on
previous research (Barré et al., 2023), which fo-
cused on canonicity in the context of contempo-
rary reception in French literature. Among the pa-
rameters retained, we find in particular: inclusion
in school curricula, prestigious collections, literary
prizes and other indicators.

4 [Experiments

The texts were tokenized and lemmatized using
the Stanza toolkit (Qi et al., 2020) with its default
French language models.

We identified six French verb tenses - présent,
imparfait, passé simple, passé composé, futur, and
plus-que-parfait - by analyzing the morphological
features provided by Stanza (e.g., Tense and Verb-
Form). Compound tenses were identified using
grammatical patterns: for example, the passé com-
posé was detected through finite auxiliary verbs in
the present tense followed by past participles, and
the plus-que-parfait through auxiliary verbs in the
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imparfait followed by past participles.

4.1 First description

A first look at the use of tense usage highlights
three notable trends (fig. 1). The first is that,
even if they were initially used at comparable fre-
quencies, the imparfait emerges as the dominant
past tense beginning in the 1870s, at the expense
of the passé simple. The second is that, shortly
before WWII, the passé composé becomes more
used than the passé simple. The third is that some
changes are temporary, such as the sudden de-
crease of the passé simple and the imparfait in
favour of the présent in the 1950s.

4.2 Inter-Tense Correlations

Research question A first experiment attempts
to determine the relationships between the tenses
of French over time, and in particular the past
tenses (passé simple, imparfait, plus-que-parfait,
in orange) and the present tenses (présent, passé
composé, futur, in blue) — following the classifica-
tion of Weinrich (1964).

Method We compute yearly correlations be-
tween the percentage of passé simple (reference
tense) and the percentage of other tenses. These
correlations are calculated per year for all data
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Figure 4: Smoothed Pearson correlations between percentages of use of passé simple and of other verb tenses.
Once again, colors distinguish tense groups: warm tones (red, orange) represent past tenses, while cool tones

(blue/green) represent present-related tenses.
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Figure 5: Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regressions.

points available in that year, provided both the ref-
erence tense and the compared tense have suffi-
cient variability. A smoothing operation (7-year
rolling window) is then applied to mitigate fluctu-
ations and emphasize long-term trends.

Results Fig. 4 displays a smoothed Pearson cor-
relations between the passé simple and the other
verb tenses. The analysis reveals that after a
first phase during which all tenses are strongly
correlated, we observe a first limited uncoupling
(c. 1900) before a complete decorrelation around
WWII with all the other present tenses. However,
other past tenses (imparfait and plus-que-parfait)
remain internally correlated with the passé simple.

Discussion This first graph confirms not only
the increase in usage of the présent and corre-
sponding decline of the passé simple but also in-
dicates a deeper restructuring process taking place
across French verb tenses.. The opposition be-
tween present tenses and past tenses is a recent
creation, exploding in the 1950s in the wake of
the Nouveau Roman, but announced in advance
by initial micro-changes. It is also interesting to
note that the works of Pouillon (1946) or Wein-
rich (1964) come just after the decoupling of the
present tenses from the past tenses. Their origin
is therefore probably linked above all to a reader’s
feeling, like Valéry before them.

4.3 Leading edges of tense change

Research question We must now ask ourselves
about the causes of this change. G. Philippe (2019)
has postulated that “it is not [the présent] that has
‘appeared’, it is novelistic protocols that marked a
more or less clear break with the realist-naturalist
model.” As literary genres influence narrative con-

ventions (e.g., epistolary novels versus historical
novels), we aim to quantitatively assess the rela-
tionship between genre and changes in tense usage
in French literature.

Method We perform two Ordinary Least
Squares (OLS) regressions to analyse the propor-
tion of présent verbs and to model the proportion
of passé simple. Both models include canon
status, period, and subgenres as predictors.

Results Fig. 5a and 5b indicate that literary gen-
res and historical time periods are key drivers of
tense usage changes in French fiction!. A posi-
tive coefficient suggests that a given variable (e.g.,
genre or time period) is associated with a higher
proportion of the given tense, while a negative co-
efficient indicates an association with a lower pro-
portion. For example, travel narratives, erotica,
and epistolary novels strongly favour the present
tense, while genres such as science fiction and ro-
mantic novels, as well as texts from the late 19th
century (e.g., 1874-1894), are associated with sig-
nificantly lower proportions of the present tense.

Discussion Reading these results, it is clear that
it is not the canon that dictates change: it only
participates in it, or is even slightly behind. The
fact that writers change the tenses they prefer is
most likely driven by literary genres, and espe-
cially their fictional nature (e.g. epistolary vs ro-
mantic novels), which involve linguistic changes
with a certain stylistic yield.

'The pseudo R? values for the models hover around 0.4
to 0.5, which suggests that the models explain a reasonable
portion of the variance in tense usage.



5 Conclusion

This initial research confirms that the structure of
time is undergoing a profound change in the 20th
century, and that this change is not being driven by
canonical authors. It is a global movement carried
out by some literary subgenres, which are most
certainly the vehicles of more complex changes in
the narrative protocols of the French novel.
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