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THE BASE CLAUSE AND THE MEDIAL MODIFIER 

The base clause is relatively easy to locate when a sentence has only initial and/or final free modifiers. Finding the base 

clause is more difficult when a medial modifier is present. Remember, a medial modifier is a punctuated word or group of 

words that splits up or interrupts the base clause.  

The soldier, a Vietnam veteran, applied for the job.  

The above sentence contains a medial modifier. However, our first step is to locate the base clause. We look for the 

subject (noun or pronoun) and the predicate (verb(s) and objects).  

Usually, the pattern will appear as follows: (Subject)  (Predicate)  

The subject names the person, place or thing that the writer is discussing or describing. The predicate describes the 

action or condition of the subject.  

(Subject) 

The child 

(Predicate)  

asked for a glass of water. 

 (Subject) 

He 

(Predicate) 

was very upset. 

Notice that the subject is either a noun or pronoun. The predicate contains one or more verbs.  

The typical pattern for a sentence with a medial modifier is as follows:  

(Subject) (Medial Modifier) (Predicate)  

As you can see, the subject is separated from the predicate by the medial modifier. Also note how punctuation sets off the 

medial modifier. If a comma (or a dash) immediately follows the subject, suspect a medial modifier. Then look for a 

second comma (or dash) just before the verb of the predicate.  

Now, let's look at that sentence again, with the subject and predicate of the base clause bold.  

(Subject)     (Predicate)  

The soldier, a Vietnamese veteran, applied for the job.  

The comma after soldier signals a free modifier. Now we must find the second comma and also see if there is a verb 

following it. All the material in the middle (between the commas) is a medial modifier.  

Practice Exercise A 

Underline the base clause in the following sentences. Look for the commas.  

1. The College Commons, the large building to the left of the parking lot, is the center of student social life.  

2. Jake, an old man, just stood there. 

3. The disco, a renovated warehouse, was filled with people and music.   

If there is a comma immediately following the subject (noun) of the sentence, assume that you are dealing with a medial 

modifier. Look for a second comma later in the sentence. The rest of the base clause probably follows that comma.  

Practice Exercise B 

Underline the base clause in each of the following sentences. Circle the commas setting off the medial modifier.   

1. Peter Ivanovich, like everyone else on such occasions, entered feeling uncertain what he would have to do.  

--Leo Tolstoy
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2. The quartermaster, purple in the face, left us without looking back.  

--Isaac Babel  

3. Mr. Greenleaf, looking into the distance over the near pasture, removed a package of cigarets from his shirt pocket and 

let one fall into his hand.  

--Flannery O' Connor  

4. He was going to Eton, his father's school, in the following autumn.  

--D. H. Lawrence  

5. The drummer saw that the barkeeper, without a sound, had taken a Winchester from beneath the bar.  

--Stephen Crane  

6. The car, tipped toward the edge, rolled a little.  

--Eudora Welty  

In the following sentence we have a medial free modifier:  

The realms of day and night, two different worlds coming from two different poles, mingled during this 

time.  

--Hermann Hesse  

The notation:  

1) The realms of day and night, /, mingled during this time.  

2)  / two different worlds coming from two different poles / 

The notation of this sentence indicates that the base clause has been interrupted by material represented by 

the slash (/). Because only material of the first level of generality can be included in the #1 line, the second 

level free modifier must be omitted. Yet, the interruption must be correctly notated--hence the slash surrounded 

by the punctuation that set it off. The 2 / indicates that the second level modifier is a medial and read in place 

of the slash on line #1. No comma is present after the word "poles" because it has already been indicated after 

the slash.  

Another Explanation:  

After you have located the base clause of a sentence, you are ready to notate the levels of generality. In the 

previous exercises you had underlined the base clause and circled the significant commas setting off the 

medial modifier. The base clause with the commas is positioned on line #l (first level of generality). The medial 

modifier is replaced by a slash (/). All that remains is to write the missing material (medial modifier) on the next 

line. This medial modifier is assigned #2 because it explains or describes the base clause. Placing a slash (/) 

after the #2 tells us that the words on line #2 belong where the slash appears between the commas on line #1.  

Practice Exercise C 

Notate the levels of generality of the following sentences.  

1. John, a college freshman, went to Boston for the summer.  

2. The car, an old Ford, was shaking apart. 

3. Warren, a Vonnegut fan, asked an absurd question. 

4. The students, discussing the movie Future Shock, didn't notice that the hour was over.  


