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The Past Perfect and the Simple Past: A creative way to empower your stories
When we write a story, we usually resort to the same tense: the Simple Past. However useful and common though that tense may be, little doubt can there be that it is the same cut and dried resource and that there should be better ways to make our stories better, more energetic and creative. In comes the Past Perfect!! Yes, the Past Perfect is an immaculate and flawless example of how to boost our writings when telling a story is what matters.
The typical way to create stories in the past consists in simply stacking up any number of past-simple verbs, from the first event down to the last one by following a chronological order. This method is wonderful and it is at the core of any good past story. Conversely, there are ways to perk up our somewhat dull past narrative. What does the Past Perfect do?
The Past Perfect means that we jump back in time and in this case we are emphasizing that one particular event occurred at any time before another one in the chain of past occurrences. That is to say, the usage of the Past Perfect involves breaking up the chronological order of past events to introduce a “memory” of what happened right after another past event.
Let us see that in an easy example:
Following the Simple Past structure we could have this story:
Her father left dinner ready. Sarah returned home
Improvement over that simple line comes with the Past Perfect:
BEFORE Sarah returned home, her father had left dinner ready
By using the Past Perfect we give emphasis to the fact that something happened BEFORE something else. And this is the tremendous importance of this tense: giving energy to a story!
How can both tenses be chained? There is a broad range of ways in which both tenses can be found together. Let us see that in detail:
1. BEFORE + Simple Past, Past Perfect
BEFORE Sarah returned home, her father had left dinner ready
2. AFTER + Past Perfect, Simple Past
AFTER her father had left dinner ready, Sarah returned home
3. BY THE TIME + Simple Past, Past Perfect
BY THE TIME Sarah returned home, her father had left dinner ready
4. Past Perfect + SCARCELY / BARELY / HARDLY + WHEN + Simple Past
Sarah´s father had SCARCELY left dinner ready WHEN she returned home
5. Past Perfect + NO SOONER + THAN + Simple Past
Sarah´s father had NO SOONER left dinner ready THAN she returned home
Uses 4 and 5 are special in two ways. Firstly they are employed when we want to emphasize that both actions happened very shortly one after the other: Sarah´s father left dinner ready and possibly only minutes later Sarah returned home!
Secondly, we can practise the art of INVERSION with them. Inversion means placing the subject right after the verb, as if it were a question… remember:
SHE CAN play football => CAN SHE play football?
In this case, the INVERSION technique is used by placing SCARCELY/BARELY/HARDLY/NO SOONER in front position of the sentence and inverting the subject of the sentence with the auxiliary HAD:
Sarah´s father had SCARCELY left dinner ready when she returned home
SCARCELY had Sarah´s father left dinner ready when she returned home
This idea of INVERSION gives our English a formal style and you are advised to use it whenever you desire to sound formal and polite. This resource is mainly found in writing style and will speak no doubt very good of your English inasmuch as it will clearly give the indication that you can shift among different styles of English. You should however use INVERSION with discretion because it could be considered a little awkward if used in the incorrect contexts.

