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The modification of adjectives has been a topic of enduring interest in English studies 

(e.g. Stoffel 1901; Mustanoja 1960; Stenström 1999). For its part, variationist work has been 
primarily concerned with intensifiers, those forms which amplify or boost meaning (e.g. Ito & 
Tagliamonte 2003; Tagliamonte & Roberts 2005; Rickford et al. 2007; Bulgin et al. 2008). The 
current work extends this investigative tradition by providing a rare longitudinal view of 
competition and development within the intensifier system.  

The data come from the Origins of New Zealand English Project (ONZE), drawing on the 
historical Mobile Unit recordings and the contemporary Canterbury Corpus (see Gordon et al. 
2007). These two sets of recordings were made roughly 50 years apart (median years of 
recording: 1948 and 1997) and an average of 70 years separates the 179 speakers (mean years of 
birth: 1875 and 1947).  

Accountable variationist analysis of over 9200 adjectival heads reveals gradual patterns 
of ebb and flow, not the predicted rapid and large-scale reconfigurations suggested by the 
literature (e.g. Quirk et al. 1985:590; Peters 1994:269). The historical materials are largely 
circumscribed to very for intensification (67%; N = 1022). No other form accounts for more than 
10% of the data. In the contemporary materials, the system is marked by more competition and, 
notably, this increase is accompanied by a marked rise in adjectival modification overall: from 
less than 20% in the historical materials (N = 6901) to 30% in the contemporary ones (N = 
2316). Nonetheless, the picture has changed little in that very continues to be the most frequent 
form (42%; N = 624) and a smattering of others vies for ascendancy. The diachronic evidence 
provided by ONZE thus suggests that, in New Zealand at least, ‘fevered invention’ is perhaps 
more illusory than substantive; long-standing patterns persevere for quite some time.  
  


