CONVERSIONS:  Participles and Participial Phrases
Participles and participial phrases are excellent options for subordination in your prose; especially when used to open or close a sentence, they can lend texture to your writing, soften it, loosen it up, or contribute a variety of other effects.

You may not know what participles are, but you have used them often.  They’re just verb forms used to describe the action or condition of a noun.  Most end in -ing, -en, or -ed.  Here’s what they look like:


He put ice on his throbbing leg.


He put ice on his broken leg.


He put ice on his fractured leg.

A few are irregular, such as:


Song sung blue…


Bought at an auction, the rug was old.


“Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard are sweeter…”    John Keats

When a participle has an object and/or a modifier (or more then one of either or both) it is called a participial phrase:


Crossing the goal line [object], he raised the ball triumphantly.



Weaving erratically [modifier], the car careened down the road.


Desperately seeking Susan [both object and modifier], he looked under the bed.


She opened the letter, trying not to show either fear or excitement [modifying phrase].


He looked away, having learned his lesson well [past participle, object, and modifier].

At either the beginning or end of a sentence (or even in the middle) parallel participial phrases can contribute an interesting rhythm as well as shadings and other effects:


“The picador twisted the pic of his lance into the bull, making a wound, enforcing the iron into the 
bull’s shoulder, making him bleed for Belmonte” [italics mine] -Ernest Hemingway
Notice how the participial phrases, used consecutively, follow and are subordinate to the main action but emphasize its effect:  the relentless twisting and grinding of the weapon – and the vindictive purpose of the brutality.


Walking slowly up the hill, still naked, dragging her tattered gown disconsolately behind her [italics 
mine], she suddenly stopped and looked up at the sky.  - Arlene Cooke

Cooke could have chosen lots of alternates:


She was still naked as she walked slowly up the hill, dragging…


She walked slowly up the hill.  She was still naked…


Dragging her tattered gown behind her as she slowly walked still naked up the hill…

Her choice provides a disconcertingly arhythmical, restless prelude, a sense of struggle – with a rhythmical resolution of some kind when she stops and looks up at the sky; and you feel from the sudden shift in rhythm, from desultory to purposeful, she is entering a new stage, she’s going to be okay, she’s in control now.

Some students ask how to distinguish a participle from a gerund.  While all gerunds and many participles end in –ing, participles and participial phrases are never structurally essential to the sentence.  You can delete them.  Gerunds (except appositives) cannot be deleted without leaving a gap.

