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“ *XP – Vfin  – pronoun” 

       (Fuss 2000: 7, 8) 
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 → How does genuine Topic V2 develop  

      over the OE period? 

 → More generally: How does the “high verb position”      

      develop during the OE period, which factors  

      determine verb placement and how are Topic-initial  

      sentences affected 
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Chi-square=497.72, df=2, p<0.0001 
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Intro TopV2 Development Rule Independence Conclusion 

- Overall decline in verb placement to the high verb position 

- However, no coherent development for genuine Topic V2 ! 

Conjoined verbs (with spro) 

 

(15) a. þa namon hig & ofslogon hyne  

           then took they & killed      him   

           ‘Then they took and killed him’   

                                                     (cowsgosp,Mt_[WSCp]:21.39.1476)  

 

        b. &   we gelyfað   &  witon  þæt þu  eart Crist,  Godes sunu.  

           and we believe and know that you are Christ, God’s  son   

                                                       (cowsgosp,Jn_[WSCp]:6.69.6249)  
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Intro TopV2 Development Rule Independence Conclusion 

- Overall decline in verb placement to the high verb position 

- However, no coherent development for genuine Topic V2 ! 

Conjoined verbs 

 

(15) a. þa [namon] hig [& ofslogon] hyne  

           then took they & killed      him   

           ‘Then they took and killed him’   

                                                     (cowsgosp,Mt_[WSCp]:21.39.1476)  
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Intro TopV2 Development Rule Independence Conclusion 

- Overall decline in verb placement to the high verb position ! 

- However, no coherent development for genuine Topic V2 

Conjoined verbs (with spros) 

Period Split Local % Split 

Early OE 33 110 23.0 

Late OE 3 34 8.1 

Ælfric 5 41 10.9 

Chi square=6.492, df=2, p<0.05 
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Intro TopV2 Development Rule Independence Conclusion 

- Overall decline in verb placement to the high verb position 

- However, no coherent development for genuine Topic V2 ! 

Conjoined verbs (with topic and any subject) 

 

(16) a. þurh     sumum geset God. &   toscæt    his domas. 

           through some   sets   God and destroys his  judgements    

           ‘God sets and repeals his commandments through some’    

                                            (cocathom1,ÆCHom_I,_36:487.31.7154)  

 

       b. And þæt sylfe we settað and tæcað be þam prafoste.  

           and that self   we set      and signify by the    officer    

          ‘And we set and show the same about the officer’   

                                                              (cobenrul,BenR:21.46.20.594)  
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2. MORE EVIDENCE 

Intro TopV2 Development Rule Independence Conclusion 

- Overall decline in verb placement to the high verb position 

- However, no coherent development for genuine Topic V2 ! 

Conjoined verbs (with topics and any subject) 

Period Split Local % Split 

Early OE 2 94 2.1 

Late OE 3 38 7.3 

Ælfric 5 56 8.2 

Chi square=3.461, df=2, p>0.05 
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Table 1. Factors significant to the occurrence of inversion of pronominal subject – finite verb in Old English. 

Total N= 22,062 Corrected mean: 0.093 

Factor weight % of inversion N 

Clause type 

     main  0.704 34.7 13685 

     conjoined main 0.148 3.1 6774 

RANGE 56 

Mood 

     indicative 0.468 24.9 19716 

     subjunctive 0.968 69.3 743 

RANGE 50 

Negation 

     negated finite verb 0.920 52.1 2697 

     positive finite verb 0.408 19.6 17762 

RANGE 51 

Adverb 

     initial adverb 0.923 64.3 4934 

     no initial constituent 0.346 12.7 13447 

     initial topic 0.144 3.9 2078 

RANGE 78 

Period 

     early 0.581 34.8 6034 

     late 0.547 28.3 4925 

     Aelfric 0.424 15.4 9500 

RANGE 16 
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Kemenade 1987, 

Pintzuk 1999 ,  

Ingham 2005, 
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Table 1. Factors significant to the occurrence of inversion of pronominal subject – finite verb in Old English. 

Total N= 22,062 Corrected mean: 0.093 

Factor weight % of inversion N 
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I there is an independent topicalization rule in OE, 

 which puts a topic into the XP-position 

II there is also an independent rule for placement of 

 the finite verb in the high verb position if it is 

 negated and / or subjunctive 

 

→ Genuine Topic V2 is “accidental”. It occurs when 

 both rules I and II are applied 
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I there is an independent topicalization rule in OE, 

 which puts a topic into the XP-position 

II there is also an independent rule for placement of 

 the finite verb in the high verb position if it is 

 negated and / or subjunctive 

 

→ Genuine Topic V2 is “accidental”. It occurs when 

 both rules I and II are applied 

How can we test this theory? 
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(b) Topic V2 structures are predictable if we know the frequency 

of topicalization and high verb placement  
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(a) No genuine Topic V2 Structures with positive, indicative verb 

Topic   Verb Type 

    negative 

positive subjunctive / 

ambiguous mood 

positive 

indicative 

Complement accusative NP 6 5 0 

  dative NP 1 0 0 

  genitive NP 2 0 0 

  PP 4 4 0 

  TOTAL 13 9 0 

          

Adjunct temporal PP 5 11 13 

  locative PP 4 1 0 

  other PP 8 7 3 

  heavy AdvP 3 3 0 

  temporal NP 1 0 0 

  TOTAL 21 22 16 
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(a) No genuine Topic V2 Structures with positive, indicative verb 

(17) þa   on niht   genamon hy   heora twægen suna. 

       then at night took         they their   two       sons 

       ‘Then, at night, they took their two sons.’ 

     (coeust,LS_8_[Eust]:161.162) 

 

(18) þa    æfter lytlum fyrste wearð he geuntrumod. 

       then after  little    time   was     he weakened 

       ‘Then, after some time he was made sick’ 

                        (cocathom2,ÆCHom_II,_22:198.261.4403) 
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Intro TopV2 Development Rule Independence Conclusion 

(a) No genuine Topic V2 Structures with positive, indicative verb 

(19) [ÆFTER þison] [Moyses & Aaron] eodon in 

        after      this       Moyses & Aaron  went    in 

       ‘After this, Moses and Aaron went in.’ 

                                                       (cootest,Exod:5.1.2466) 

 

(20) [Fram twentigum wintrum & ofer ðæt] 

         from twenty        years    & over that  

        [ealle ða strengeston of Israhela folce] 

          all    the strongest    of Israel     people 

         telle                   ðu    &   Aaron heapmælum. 

         count.sbjctv      you and Aaron in-troops 

‘You and Aaron should count all the strongest men of 

Israel, twenty years or older, in military division.          

                                                       (cootest,Num:1.1.3947) 

 Kroch & Taylor (1997): “scene setters” 
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Intro TopV2 Development Rule Independence Conclusion 

(b) Topic V2 structures are predictable if we know the frequency of 

topicalization and high verb placement  

                               ROOT clauses with Topic – Verb order 

P(topicalization) = ------------------------------------------------------ 

                                            all ROOT clauses 

                                 
                                             (simplified) 
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Intro TopV2 Development Rule Independence Conclusion 

(b) Topic V2 structures are predictable if we know the frequency of 

topicalization and high verb placement  

                               ROOT clauses with negative verb 

P(negation) = ------------------------------------------------------ 

                                            all ROOT clauses 

                                 



3. HYPOTHESIS TESTING  

Intro TopV2 Development Rule Independence Conclusion 

(b) Topic V2 structures are predictable if we know the frequency of 

topicalization and high verb placement  

                               ROOT clauses with subjunctive verb 

P(subjunctive) = ------------------------------------------------------ 

                                            all ROOT clauses 

                                 



3. HYPOTHESIS TESTING  

Intro TopV2 Development Rule Independence Conclusion 

(b) Topic V2 structures are predictable if we know the frequency of 

topicalization and high verb placement  

Use all ROOT clauses with a subject pronoun as the basis 

= ROOT_spro 
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Intro TopV2 Development Rule Independence Conclusion 

(b) Topic V2 structures are predictable if we know the frequency of 

topicalization and high verb placement  

ROOT_spro x 

(P(topicalization) x  

(P(negation) x P(subjunctive)) + (P(negation) + P(subjunctive)) 

Probability of a sentence with a 

pronominal subject and  

negation AND / OR subjunctive 

and 

topicalization 
Expected frequency of genuine Topic 
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Intro TopV2 Development Rule Independence Conclusion 

(b) Topic V2 structures are predictable if we know the frequency of 

topicalization and high verb placement  

Period Expected Genuine 

Topic V2 

Observed Genuine 

Topic V2 

Early OE 18 

Late OE 30 

Ælfric 27 



3. HYPOTHESIS TESTING  

Intro TopV2 Development Rule Independence Conclusion 

(b) Topic V2 structures are predictable if we know the frequency of 

topicalization and high verb placement  

Period Expected  

Genuine  

Topic V2 

Observed  

Genuine    

Topic V2 

Early 

OE 

18 20 

Late 

OE 

30 30 

Ælfric 

 

27 31 

Chi-square= 0.151, df=2, p=0. 927 
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Intro TopV2 Development Rule Independence Conclusion 

(b) Topic V2 structures are predictable if we know the frequency of 

topicalization and high verb placement  

Text p(topical.) p(negat.) p(sbjctv) ROOT_spro expected observed 

Bede 0.0278 0.0262 0.0113 1528 2 5 

Ben. Rule 0.0701 0.1029 0.3570 353 12 8 

Blickling Hom. 0.0107 0.0470 0.0458 1084 1 2 

Boethius 0.0119 0.0998 0.0254 1400 2 3 

Chrodegang 0.1462 0.1061 0.3143 217 14 15 

Alcuin 0.0515 0.0816 0.0597 107 1 1 

WS Gospel 0.0190 0.0676 0.0302 3139 6 5 

Ælfric Hom. 0.0190 0.0745 0.0205 1379 3 1 

Life of Saints 0.0362 0.0430 0.0240 1993 5 6 

Catholic Hom. 1 0.0260 0.0563 0.0311 2471 6 11 

Catholic Hom. 2 0.0335 0.0576 0.0229 2158 6 11 

Expected genuine Topic V2 in individual texts: 
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Intro TopV2 Development Rule Independence Conclusion 

(b) Topic V2 structures are predictable if we know the frequency of 

topicalization and high verb placement  

Text p(topical.) p(negat.) p(sbjctv) ROOT_spro expected observed 

Soliloquy 0.0197 0.0844 0.0410 670 2 0 

Wulfstan 0.0511 0.0637 0.1495 404 5 0 

St. Eustace 0.0583 0.0165 0.0265 182 0 5 

Old Testament 0.0167 0.0533 0.0799 2005 5 2 

But exceptions: 
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(b) Topic V2 structures are predictable if we know the frequency of 

topicalization and high verb placement  
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4. CONCLUSION 

 Genuine Topic V2 structures neither increase nor 

decrease during the OE period. 

 They are “accidental” constructions that come into 

being through topicalization and an independent 

rule for verb fronting to a high verb position. 

 As those two rules decline, genuine Topic V2 

structures should become impossible. 

 Open questions: (1) theoretical account, (2) inter-

action subjunctive ~ modality, (3) other diagnostics 

of high verb movement   

Intro TopV2 Development Rule Independence Conclusion 



THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION 
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