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Understanding the fundamental components of sentences—namely, the subject and the verb—is
essential for mastering English grammar. These elements form the backbone of any sentence,
providing clarity, structure, and meaning. In this article, we will analyze the sentence: "In an
accident, the astronomer from Denmark had had", to identify its subject and verb, explore their
roles, and discuss common challenges in understanding and identifying these parts.

---

Introduction to Subjects and Verbs

Before diving into the specific sentence, it is helpful to review what subjects and verbs are and why
they are critical in sentence construction.

What Is a Subject?

The subject of a sentence is the person, place, thing, or idea that performs the action or is described.
It often answers the questions: Who? or What? about the verb.

What Is a Verb?

A verb is a word that expresses action, occurrence, or state of being. Verbs are the core of the
predicate and tell us what the subject is doing or experiencing.

---

Analyzing the Sentence: "In an accident, the
astronomer from Denmark had had"

Let's examine this sentence step by step to identify its subject and verb.



Breaking Down the Sentence

The sentence can be segmented as follows:

- "In an accident," — a prepositional phrase providing context or setting.
- "the astronomer from Denmark" — the noun phrase, likely serving as the subject.
- "had had" — the verb phrase.

Step 1: Identifying the Subject

The main noun phrase in the sentence is "the astronomer from Denmark". This phrase specifies who
is performing the action or who the sentence is about.

- "the astronomer" — the main noun.
- "from Denmark" — a prepositional phrase modifying "the astronomer," providing additional detail.

The phrase "the astronomer from Denmark" functions as the subject because it is what the sentence
is about.

Step 2: Identifying the Verb

The verb phrase is "had had". This is a perfect tense construction, specifically the past perfect tense,
formed by the auxiliary verb "had" followed by the past participle "had".

- "had" (first occurrence) — auxiliary verb.
- "had" (second occurrence) — main verb in past participle form.

"Had had" is often used in English to denote possession or experience in the past, e.g., "He had had
a car." In this context, it might imply that the astronomer possessed or experienced something in the
past.

---

Understanding the Verb Phrase: "Had Had"

The phrase "had had" is an example of the past perfect tense with a repeated verb, which can be
confusing at first glance.

What Does "Had Had" Mean?

- It indicates that at some point in the past, the subject "the astronomer" possessed, experienced, or
was in a state of having something.
- The repetition of "had" is necessary because the first "had" is the auxiliary, and the second "had" is
the past participle of "have."



Common Uses of "Had Had"

- To express possession in the past: "He had had a car for years."
- To express experience before another past event: "She had had enough of the noise."

In the sentence "In an accident, the astronomer from Denmark had had," the context is incomplete
without additional information about what the astronomer "had had." The sentence seems to be a
fragment or part of a larger narrative.

---

Contextual Interpretation of the Sentence

Given the structure, the sentence appears to be a fragment or a clause that might be part of a larger
sentence. Let’s consider possible interpretations.

Possible Complete Sentence

- "In an accident, the astronomer from Denmark had had a terrible experience."
- "In an accident, the astronomer from Denmark had had a telescope stolen."

Without additional context, it's challenging to determine exactly what the astronomer "had had," but
the key point is that "had had" is the verb phrase, and "the astronomer from Denmark" is the
subject.

---

Common Challenges in Identifying Subjects and Verbs

Understanding and identifying subjects and verbs can sometimes be tricky, especially in complex
sentences.

Challenges with Repeated Verbs

- Phrases like "had had," "will have had," or "has had" can confuse learners because they involve
auxiliary and main verbs.
- Recognizing that "had" functions as both an auxiliary and a main verb in different contexts is
critical.



Challenges with Long or Complex Sentences

- Multiple clauses and phrases can obscure the main subject and verb.
- Prepositional phrases, modifiers, and dependent clauses can distract from the core components.

Strategies for Accurate Identification

- Find the main verb first, as it carries the action or state.
- Ask: Who or what is performing the action? to find the subject.
- Remove or ignore modifiers and prepositional phrases temporarily to see the core sentence
structure.

---

Additional Examples to Clarify the Concept

Let's look at some examples similar to the original sentence to reinforce understanding.

"She had had enough." — Subject: "She"; Verb: "had had."

"The scientist from Germany had had a breakthrough." — Subject: "The scientist from
Germany"; Verb: "had had."

"In the storm, the captain had had to make quick decisions." — Subject: "the captain";
Verb: "had had."

In each case, the structure involves a subject performing an action or being in a state expressed by a
perfect tense, often with repeated "had."

---

Conclusion: Key Takeaways

- The sentence "In an accident, the astronomer from Denmark had had" has "the astronomer from
Denmark" as its subject.
- The verb phrase is "had had", representing the past perfect tense of "have."
- Understanding the roles of subjects and verbs is crucial for parsing sentences correctly and
improving grammatical skills.
- Recognizing complex verb forms like "had had" requires familiarity with perfect tenses and
auxiliary verb usage.
- Context plays a significant role in interpreting incomplete sentences or fragments.



---

Final Tips for Learners

- Always identify the main verb first; look for action or state of being.
- Find the subject by asking "who?" or "what?" before the verb.
- Pay attention to verb tenses, especially perfect forms, to understand the timing and aspect.
- Practice by analyzing sentences of varying complexity to become more comfortable with identifying
subjects and verbs.

---

By mastering the identification of subjects and verbs, especially in complex structures, you will
improve your overall grammatical accuracy and ability to comprehend and craft clear, effective
sentences. Whether you're writing essays, understanding literature, or engaging in daily
communication, these fundamental skills are indispensable.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the subject in the sentence 'In an accident, the
astronomer from Denmark had had'?
The subject is 'the astronomer from Denmark'.

What is the main verb in the sentence 'In an accident, the
astronomer from Denmark had had'?
The main verb is 'had had', which is the past perfect tense of 'have'.

Why is 'had had' used as the verb in this sentence?
Because it indicates a past perfect action, showing that the astronomer previously experienced or
possessed something before another past event.

Can you identify the subject and verb in the phrase 'the
astronomer from Denmark'?
Yes, 'the astronomer from Denmark' is the subject, and the auxiliary verb 'had' along with the main
verb 'had' form the compound verb 'had had'.

What role does 'In an accident' play in these sentences?
'In an accident' is a prepositional phrase that provides context or setting for the main clause but is
not part of the subject or verb.



Is 'had had' a common verb form, and when might it be used?
It's a common past perfect form used to indicate an action that was completed before another past
action; for example, 'He had had breakfast before leaving.'

How can identifying the subject and verb help in
understanding complex sentences like this?
Identifying the subject and verb clarifies who is performing the action and what the action is,
making it easier to interpret the sentence's meaning, especially in complex constructions.

Additional Resources
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Understanding the core components of a sentence—particularly the subject and the verb—is
fundamental to mastering English grammar. The question, “What are the subject and verb in these
sentences?” often arises for students and language enthusiasts alike. To illustrate this concept, we
will analyze the sentences: “In an accident, the astronomer from Denmark had had.” This sentence
presents an interesting case because of its structure and the presence of the perfect tense form “had
had.” By dissecting this example, we can deepen our understanding of how subjects and verbs work
in complex sentences, especially those involving tenses and modifiers.

---

Understanding the Basics: What Are Subjects and
Verbs?

Subjects
The subject of a sentence is the noun, pronoun, or phrase that performs the action or is described. It
is what or whom the sentence is about. In simple terms, the subject is the “doer” or the “topic” of
the sentence.

Features of the subject:
- Usually appears at the beginning of a sentence in English.
- Can be a single word or a phrase.
- Determines the form of the verb (singular or plural).

Verbs
The verb expresses action, occurrence, or state of being. It is the core of the predicate in a sentence.



Features of verbs:
- Can be simple (run, jump) or compound (have been running).
- Conjugate based on tense, number, and person.
- Can include auxiliary (helping) verbs like “has,” “had,” “is,” “was,” etc.

---

Analyzing the Sentence: “In an accident, the
astronomer from Denmark had had”

This sentence is somewhat complex because it involves a prepositional phrase, a noun phrase, and a
perfect tense verb form. Let’s break it down step by step.

Step 1: Identify the main components
- Prepositional phrase: “In an accident,”
- Main noun phrase: “the astronomer from Denmark”
- Verb phrase: “had had”

---

Identifying the Subject

What is the subject in this sentence?
The subject of the sentence is the noun phrase “the astronomer from Denmark.”

- Why? Because this noun phrase is what the verb refers to and what the sentence is about.
- Modifiers: “from Denmark” is a prepositional phrase modifying “the astronomer,” providing
additional detail about the subject.

Note: The phrase “In an accident” functions as a prepositional phrase indicating the context or
circumstance and is not part of the subject.

---

Identifying the Verb



What is the verb in this sentence?
The verb phrase is “had had.”

- “Had” is an auxiliary (helping) verb, used here to form the past perfect tense.
- The second “had” is the main verb, also in the past perfect tense, indicating a completed action in
the past relative to another past moment.

Understanding “had had”:
- It’s an example of a perfect tense with a double auxiliary.
- The first “had” (auxiliary) indicates past perfect tense.
- The second “had” (main verb) is the past participle of “have.”

In summary:
- Subject: the astronomer from Denmark
- Verb: had had

---

Deep Dive: The Role of Tenses and Perfect Forms

Why does the sentence use “had had”?
In English, the past perfect tense is formed with “had” + past participle. Here, the past participle of
“have” is “had,” resulting in “had had.”

Examples of similar structures:
- I had eaten before you arrived.
- She had finished her work.

In our sentence, “had had” functions as a verb phrase indicating a completed action related to
possession or experience that occurred before another past event.

Features of the Past Perfect Tense:
- Used to show an action completed before another past
action.
- Formed with “had” + past participle (“had” in this case).

Pros:
- Provides clarity about the sequence of past events.
- Adds nuance by indicating completed actions.



Cons:
- Can be confusing for learners due to double “had.”
- Sometimes considered formal or literary.

---

Context and Meaning of the Sentence

The sentence fragment “In an accident, the astronomer from
Denmark had had” suggests that at some point in the past, the
astronomer experienced or possessed something related to an
accident. The sentence, however, is incomplete for a full
understanding.

Potential complete sentence:
- “In an accident, the astronomer from Denmark had had a
close call.”
- “In an accident, the astronomer from Denmark had had an
experience that changed his perspective.”

These examples demonstrate how “had had” can convey a
prior experience or possession in the past perfect tense.

---

Common Mistakes and Clarifications

Mistake 1: Confusing the subject and the verb.
- Example: “Had had the astronomer from Denmark”



(incorrect)
- Correct: “The astronomer from Denmark had had…”

Mistake 2: Using “had” instead of “have” or “has” depending
on the subject.
- Remember that “had” is used for past perfect and for
singular or plural subjects in the past.

Clarification:
In the sentence, “the astronomer from Denmark” is singular,
so the correct past tense auxiliary is “had,” and the main verb
is “had” in the past participle form, producing “had had.”

---

Practical Tips for Identifying Subjects and Verbs

- Step 1: Find the main noun or pronoun that the sentence is
about; this is usually the subject.
- Step 2: Look for the verb that agrees with the subject in
number and tense.
- Step 3: For complex sentences, identify modifiers and
phrases to see what belongs to the subject or predicate.
- Step 4: Recognize auxiliary verbs and main verbs, especially
in perfect or continuous tenses.

---

Summary: Key Takeaways



- The subject of the sentence “In an accident, the astronomer
from Denmark had had” is “the astronomer from Denmark.”
- The verb is “had had,” a compound verb phrase in the past
perfect tense, indicating a completed action or experience in
the past.
- The sentence demonstrates how auxiliary and main verbs
work together to express nuance, especially in tense and
aspect.
- Recognizing the structure helps clarify meaning and
improves grammatical accuracy.

---

Final Thoughts

Mastering the identification of subjects and verbs is essential
for effective communication and comprehension in English.
The example “In an accident, the astronomer from Denmark
had had” provides a compelling case study of complex verb
forms and sentence structure. Understanding how to parse
such sentences enhances both writing and analytical skills,
especially in academic, literary, or professional contexts.
Whether dealing with simple sentences or intricate constructs
involving perfect tenses, a clear grasp of subject-verb
relationships is invaluable. Keep practicing with varied
sentence structures to develop an intuitive sense of
grammatical roles, and you'll find yourself more confident in
expressing and analyzing ideas accurately.

---
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