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Abstract 

Background: Grammars of Old English held at least until the 1960s that word orderin 
Anglo-Saxon texts was essentially “free”, that is, determined entirely or primarily by 
stylistic choice rather than syntactic rules.  Although prose word order has been shown 
to be regular in several models, the same cannot be said of poetry.  This study uses Nils-
Lennart Johannesson’s Old English syntax model, operating within the Government and 
Binding framework, to establish whether the phrase structure of The Wanderer can fit 
into this model as it stands, and if not, whether a reasonably small number of additional 
parameters can be established in order to establish whether “free” word order is in 
evidence, or whether the word order of Old English poetry is regular in the same way as 
prose. 

Results: A full clause analysis showed that the majority of the clauses fit Johannesson’s 
model.  For those which did not, two modifications are recommended: non-compulsory 
movement of main verbs in main clauses from I to C; and the splitting and rightwards 
extraposition of the second part of coordinated NPs in which the first coordinated 
element is “light” and the second “heavy”.  This leaves a small number of clauses 
featuring constructions which do not occur frequently enough in the text to allow rules 
to be induced to explain them.  These must therefore be deemed irregular.   

Conclusions:  While much of The Wanderer has been shown to be syntactically 
regular, some constructions could not be fitted into the existing model without the 
introduction of special parameters to excuse them.  This paper is intended as a pilot 
study for a larger project which will incorporate the other poems in the heroic tradition 
with the hope of inducing a complete syntax for them.  One part of that investigation 
will be to include these infrequent constructions in The Wanderer, to find comparable 
constructions in other poems and categorise them within the corpus. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Free word order? 

 

In the good old days of Anglo-Saxon philology, word order was considered by some 
scholars to be largely ‘free’; Ans van Kemenade observes that “before the sixties there 
was a general agreement among scholars that Old English was a language with free 
word order” (1987 p. 15).  Recent scholarship has established that “what may appear to 
be ‘free’ word order in Old English is really due to the interaction of a small number of 
properties of the OE clause” (Johannesson, 2010, p. 11). This variation is quite complex 
and causes “superficially free word order in texts, which misled some traditional 
scholars (though not all) into thinking that Old English was a “free word order'” 
language” (Kroch, 1996). 

 

Old English poetry has continued to be described as having free word order, supported 
by the claim that poetry is an innately fluid medium where “poets did not always 
observe the constraints, they were free to disregard or modify them” (Donoghue, 1987, 
p. 15), and that phrase structure is one of these constraints.  This view is based on the 
rather vaguer idea these poems were “intended to produce particular intellectual and 
emotional effects through the use of various devices, some of which may have involved 
unusual word order patterns” (McLaughlin, 1983, p. 66).  Others have worked under the 
assumption that “verse had a syntax of its own and this syntax directly affected the 
development of the style of prose” (Stockwell & Minkova, 1992, p. 142). 

 

This paper’s contention is that Old English poetry is so strict and formulaic in terms of 
meter, content, theme and vocabulary that for its word order to be completely free 
would be inconsistent.  Rather it is suggested that the word order of Old English poetry 
is highly regular but subject to a more complex syntactic system even than the prose.  

 

1.2 Thesis Statement 

 

This study investigates whether the word order of The Wanderer can be considered free 
or if it is governed by a fixed set of syntactic parameters.  The main goal of this paper is 
thus to determine what these parameters might be.  The secondary goal is to establish 
method and practice for analysis of further poetic texts with the intention of determining 
the rules which govern the syntax of traditional Anglo Saxon poetry in general. 
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1.3 Choice of The Wanderer  

The choice of The Wanderer for this study was dependent on several factors.  Firstly, 
The Wanderer fits the typical characteristics of a traditional heroic poem.  It has the 
strict half-line measures, regular alliteration and has the older morphology (such as the 
pronoun mec).  It is not heavily Christianized in theme.  While it is topped and tailed 
with references to the consolations of faith, it deals with the nature of manhood and 
paints a bleak world view, which suggests substantial portions may have been 
composed in pagan times.  See section 2.5 for further discussion of the nature of Anglo-
Saxon Heroic Poetry.  Secondly    The Wanderer is a reasonable length for a pilot 
project and more or less coherent.  Thirdly it has been noted for the oddness of its 
syntax, but not to my knowledge fully parsed according to any modern model.  Bruce 
Mitchell deals with several smaller issues in On Old English (1988).  Fourthly, at first 
glance the placement of NPs and verbs which stood out as non-standard syntax seemed 
to follow consistent patterns.  For this paper I will begin by assuming the position 
espoused by Stockwell and Minkova that “there is a syntax common to verse and prose, 
with special conventions for verse” (1992, p. 142), and attempt to determine what 
conventions there might be, at least in the case of The Wanderer.  The purpose of this 
paper is to show that this model can be not only applied to prose but also to poetry, 
using the same base but with a modified set of transformations, which will mostly be 
voluntary movements governed by stylistic matters.  Although this paper deals only 
with The Wanderer, it will hopefully establish the theoretical basis for a series of 
projects dealing with the word order of the rest of the Anglo-Saxon heroic poems. 

 

2 Background 

2.1 SVO and SOV Order 

Old English has a surface structure of SVO or XsVO in main clauses, and in 
subordinated clauses an SOV order (Stockwell, 1977; Danchev, 1991), and “Old 
English derives from a parent SOV language” (McLaughlin, 1983, p. 66) with SOV in 
both dependent and independent clauses (McLaughlin, 1983, p. 76).  McLaughlin 
includes the transition between the two phrase structure systems as part of a system of 
greater changes in morphology and other syntactic features in the Germanic languages 
as part of their divergence during the migration period.  “The order change SOV to 
SVO was motivated in Old English by topicalisation and loss of case distinction 
between Nominative and Accusative” (McLaughlin, 1983, p. 77) and “Old English 
marks a transitional stage between a fully SOV language and a fully SVO language” (p. 
78). 

 

Robert Stockwell proposes five stages between Common Germanic SOV order and 
Modern English SVO order (1977, p. 296).  According to Stockwell’s analysis of the 
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle Parker MS, 69% of main clauses are V2 and 3% have the verb 
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in initial position (p. 297)1.  Stockwell further notes that in the later entries from the 
same version of the Chronicle, the proportion of V2 clauses increases slightly, while the 
proportion of SOV clauses is greatly reduced (1977, p. 297).   V2 structures are 
however uncommon in earlier prose texts “according to Stockwell, the explanation for 
this is that V2 clauses overwhelmingly begin with þa, þonne or þær, or they are SVO, 
and if these clauses are removed from the data, the number of V2 clauses becomes 
negligible” (Bech, 2001, p. 22; her italics).  The three words quoted here by Bech are all 
adverbs which can serve as introductory elements in a sentence in the same way as 
conjunctions.  They roughly correspond to the modern English though, then and thereby 
(Bosworth & Toller 1898; Clarke Hall 1906).  The pertinent stages to this investigation 
are thus: “Stage 2: vSO(V) [ xvSO(V) by Linkage or Topicalization (where x = then, 
there, etc.)  [and]  Stage 3: TvX(V) [ SvX(V) by Subject = Topic” (Bech, 2000 p. 21), 
stage two being indicative of a prehistoric ancestor to Old English and stage three being 
the dominant pattern in extant texts. 

 

 

2.2 Proto-Germanic word order 

 

Little is known with certainty about Proto-Germanic syntax due to a paucity of texts. 
Some aspects of word order, however, can be attested in existing fragments.  The SOV 
structure attested to above presumably applies to both prose and poetry in proto-
Germanic.  According to Donald Ringe: 

It appears that PGmc syntax reflected the PIE situation with little change, aside from the 

development of prepositions... The underlying word order of the clause was still S-O-V-I, with 

COMP elements to the left rather than the right... various right shifting rules, such as 

extraposition, also seem to have operated. (2006, p. 295) 

An early proto-Germanic phrase commonly cited as an example of SOV order in a main 
clause with a transitive pattern was carved on the Gallehus horn, an archaeological item, 
now lost, believed to have been fashioned ca. 400-500 AD. The inscription reads:   

 ek hlewagastiR I, Hlewagastir 

 holtijar [from] Holt / [son of] Holtis 

 horna tawido horn made 

                                                      
1 Stockwell makes no mention of the remaining 28%, but by a process of elimination these have to be either 
verb-medial or verb-final.  These would presumably include clauses which would be analysed as having light 
pronouns or adverbials cliticised onto C, a parameter discovered after this paper was completed (van 
Kemenade 1987, Johannesson 2011).  
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This text could be considered either poetry or prose.  It is too short to show any telltale 
signs of either form; the alliteration seems unforced, there is no detectable metaphor, 
and metrical structure is impossible to deduce. According to Þorbjörg Hróarsdottir, “the 
problem with using runes as sources of the language is that they often have alliteration” 
and “in many cases [are] some sort of poetry” (2000, p. 21).  While I would agree that 
poetic sources should not be used to determine syntactical rules for prose language, 
such examples are invaluable for making comparative syntactic analyses of poetic 
forms.  To further confuse matters, Hróarsdottir mostly refers to Old English sources to 
support her position on Old Icelandic, recommending the discussions in “Hock (1985), 
Mitchell (1985), van Kemanade (1987), Santorini (1989), Taylor (1990) and Pintzuk 
(1991) on the use of poetic texts as a basis for syntactic studies” (21).  All of these 
studies deal Old English, and treat Old Icelandic at best peripherally.  While Old 
Icelandic and Old English are very similar languages, a great deal of what is assumed 
about Old English seems to have simply been transferred over from Old Icelandic 
without much criticism, as noted by Magnús Fjalldal (2007) amongst others.  Some of 
the theorists which will be referred to later in this paper, including Ans van Kemenade 
(1987) and Susan Pintzuk (1991), assume underlying SOV structure for Old English 
clauses based on its descent from Proto-Germanic.   

 

2.3 Old English Verse Word Order 

Scholars have long been loth to approach Old English Poetic Syntax on the basis that 
“relatively little is known with certainly about Old English verse syntax” (Dunning and 
Bliss, 1969, p. 14), and that it is an unreliable source for grammars of Old English.  
According to van Kemenade, “word order in poetry is very different from that in prose.  
Therefore, poetry cannot be considered a reliable source of information on the standard 
of Old English” (1987, p. 4).  McLaughlin agrees, observing that “we are not likely to 
be able to tell from an examination of poetic sentences what the normal, or dominant 
sentence order in standard Old English discourse was” (1983, p. 66).  

 

While it is certainly observable that the prose and poetry in Old English have differing 
surface structures, McLaughlin’s and van Kemenade's assumption is that it is prose 
which is the ‘real’ Old English, and poetry an aberration which can happily be ignored.  
While the majority of extant Old English texts are in prose, much of these are either 
religious or political in nature and therefore would surely be affected by the specific 
requirements of those semantic domains, even more so because in many cases they 
would have been translated from or influenced by Latin texts. 

 

2.3.1 Parallel Syntaxes in Old English 

It is hard to think what kind of text could be considered representative of pure language 
unaffected by style.  This disregard for poetry as a language form may also be tempered 
by a modern attitude to poetry, which often is seen as being introspective, personal and 
culturally marginal (Schwartz et al, 2006, p. 52), whereas in ancient Europe poetry was 
spoken in public and was the dominant literary form (Alexander, 1983, p. 56; 



Andrew Cooper – Magister Essay (FoSpråk) 5 

Whitelock, 1951).  The search which van Kemenade seems to advocate here for a 
universal 'standard' of Old English precludes the possibility of a dual system for poetry 
and prose, something which has been proposed for its vocabulary  by amongst others 
Roberta Frank (1986).  If Old English poetry has a particular set of parameters 
establishing its syntax, these are equally important to the study of Old English syntax as 
are those of the prose.  While poetry should probably not be used to determine the word 
order of Old English in general, because of issues which distinguish poetry from prose, 
such as parataxis, archaic fossil-forms and the poet's idiosyncratic style,  once the 
principles and parameters which govern the prose language have been established with 
some degree of confidence, it is surely part of the study of Old English syntax to 
determine in what way the poems fit into the same system, or even if they can be said to 
fit at all. It can therefore not be relied upon to establish the pre-writing prosaic syntax 
which existed alongside the oral poetry.  If syntax can be shown to be consistent across 
a sufficiently large number of poems, this could be used to establish a second, parallel 
syntactic system applicable to poetry, similar to Old English prose but with slightly 
different parameters. 

 

2.4 Old English Heroic poetry and its typical features. 

Oral poetry is an inherently conservative medium, and it is believed that certain word 
order constructions are amongst those features which disappeared from prose and 
spoken use persist in verse long enough for them to be recorded (Alexander, 1983, p. 
38).  Old English users from the turn of the first millennium would presumably perceive 
these forms as belonging to a high-prestige poetic domain.  “The function of heroic 
literature... was to celebrate and so perpetuate heroic conduct” (Alexander, 1983, p. 41).   
The traditional poetry of the Anglo-Saxons deals with heroic, masculine and military 
themes and features poetic devices which mark it out as adhering to this particular 
genre.  In terms of form, The Wanderer adheres to a verse structure which “is a balance 
of two half-lines, notionally equal in prosody; and the half-lines themselves likewise 
contain two units, normally with a stressed and an unstressed syllable” (Alexander, 
1983, p. 46).  One of the stated or implied assumptions of those who claim free word 
order for Old English poetry is that the conventions which exist in the poetry are 
comparable to those of modernist poets who used novel syntactic tricks to cause 
particular effects and that “relaxations of constraints on transformations... characterize a 
kind of extra syntactic competence required of the reader” (Dillon, 1975, p. 221).  This 
is not consistent with the idea of Anglo-Saxon poetry being formal and conservative. 

 

2.5.1 Parataxis 

One of the features of Anglo-Saxon poetry which has perhaps encouraged the 
perspective that its structure is free is parataxis, the tendency to drop grammatical words 
– particularly conjunctions, prepositions and pronouns.  Mitchell notes that parataxis is 
extremely common in poetry: where pronouns and prepositions are to be expected, none 
are found, and elements may be coordinated either syndetically or asyndetically, often 
within the same sentence (Mitchell, 1985, §1896, §3955).  This may be due to the 
demands of the metrical structure, since grammatical words are usually monosyllabic 
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and unstressed.   As these elements have low stress and low semantic value they are the 
easiest items for the poet to remove for rhythmic reasons and still be understood.  

 

3 Theory  

3.1 Assumptions 

All generative grammarians working on ancient texts are surely agreed that “the main 
problem in doing theoretical work on historical syntax is the absence of information on 
the ungrammaticality of sentences” (van Kemenade, 1987, p. 2).  While spoken 
utterances in any language may be irregular and even chaotic, this is due to error in 
performance rather than fundamental irregularity in language (Chomsky, 1963, p 10).  
One of the assumptions in this paper is that important texts will be carefully composed, 
edited and transcribed, and that the more important a text is, the less likely it will be to 
contain grammatical errors.  I assume that the author(s) (scop), transcriber (scribe) and 
editor (modern scholar) are competent users and that the performance (text) reflects 
only grammatically acceptable forms.  Because of this certain basic logical assumptions 
based on evidence must be made. 

 

One of the assumptions that will be made in this study is that The Wanderer is part of 
the heroic poetry tradition, and that its syntax is appropriate to and indicative of that 
genre.  The assumption is that any unusual syntactic functions or features are neither 
accidental nor experimental.  Whereas experimental language in modern poetry can be 
used for particular poetic effects, the contention is that this was not the case in Anglo-
Saxon Heroic Poetry.  This prevents me from avoiding solving trickier constructions by 
claiming that they were accidents or experiments. 

 

3.2 The Government and Binding framework as a descriptive model 

Before analysing The Wanderer, it is necessary to establish the credentials of the main 
theoretical models which could be used to analyse it.  All the theories which are 
considered below have their basis in frameworks of Chomskian grammar which have 
since been surpassed by further developments.  As in this paper these are only used as 
descriptive frameworks, it has not been considered necessary to make reference to the 
proposed underlying principles of UG. 

 

All the following theories are compatible to a greater or lesser extent with the 
descriptive model provided by Government and Binding theory.  “GB assumes that a 
large portion of the grammar of any particular language is common to all languages, and 
is therefore part of universal grammar” (Black, 1999, p. 2). This does not necessarily 
mean that this assumption has any bearing on the application of the theory to particular 
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examples.  It is my intention in this paper to avoid the controversy surrounding 
universal grammar and its potential applications to other languages, using the GB 
framework only to determine possible formulations in Old English. 

 

A generative grammar has served its function if it adequately describes “all and only the 
properties of the system of language” (Chomsky, 1995, p. 21).  It cannot allow the 
formation of ungrammatical, or in more general terms ‘unacceptable’ constructions, nor 
disallow attested ‘grammatical’ forms.  “Universal Grammar is designed so as to 
present the language learners with a finite and small number of Yes-No decisions” 
(Webelhuth, 1995, p 11).  The ability to identify ungrammatical forms is beyond 
modern scholarship as native speakers are unavailable.  

 

3.2.1  Transformations 

Transformations are used to show how possible sequences of constituents in surface 
structures may be derived from basic ‘deep structures’.  Some of them are obligatory, 
some voluntary, and some are triggered by other transformations.  They “are composed 
of elementary operations that do such things as rearranging the categories in the tree, 
deleting categories, adding new ones, etc.  In addition, transformations are allowed to 
introduce and delete morphemes” (Webelhuth, 1995, p. 5).  Extraposition to the right 
features in all the models described below, very frequently in Pintzuk’s (1999) and van 
Kemenade’s (1987), much less frequently in Johannesson’s (2010, p. 66).  The more 
frequently extraordinary movements are needed to explain commonly occurring 
constructions, the more concerned the scholar should be about the reliability of his 
model.  “The gravest defect of the theory of transformational grammar is its enormous 
latitude and descriptive power.  Virtually anything can be expressed as a phrase marker, 
i.e., a properly parenthesized expression with parenthesized segments assigned to 
categories.” (Chomsky, 1972, p 67).  Government and binding theory established 
stricter controls to compensate, but models based on it were found to be subject to the 
same tendency to become overpowered (Haegeman, 1994; Chomsky, 1995). 

 

3.2.2 The dangers of simplistic syntactic analysis in Old English poetry 

Most of the models from the 70s and 80s which seek to explain old English syntax, and 
even some of those published this century, only attempt to describe surface phenomena 
within clauses and phrases.  They content themselves with describing only the typical 
examples rather than attempting to find a solution for all possible, or at least most 
existing examples.  Davis (2006) lists the surface structure for common clause types in 
basic notation, ie. [ S  V  iO  dO  Adv ].  His earlier work (Davis 1997, Bernhardt and 
Davis, 1997 and Davis, 2002) presents extensive statistical evidence to support the 
paradigms he presents.  While well-established, this notation is inadequate for the 
purposes of determining what grammatical rules may have been in effect as it fails to 
show any system at work, only showing the products of the system.  As poetry depends 
very heavily on stylistic choice and variation which certainly are the results of 
systematic thought, a more complex and precise analytical theory must be used. 
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3.3 Van Kemenade 

In van Kemenade’s model, the VP is V-final, and the complements of the verb base-
generated to its left (1987, p. 39).  In order to explain the huge number of Old English 
clauses where the complements follow the verb “on the assumption that Old English is 
SOV... any of these constituents [NP, PP, S'] could be postposed to the right of the 
verb” (p. 39).  This requires extremely frequent extrapositions of complements to 
explain SVO surface structure in subordinated clauses.  Van Kemenade's avoidance of 
X' levels in her diagrams causes her no end of difficulty in making clear representations 
of her theory, as does her dependence on a top level of S.  Despite her reliance on 
modern Dutch and German for the framework for her grammar, and the fact that no 
current Germanic language has dominant SOV surface structure in independent clauses 
(WALS), van Kemenade concludes that the “the underlying word order of Old English 
is SOV” (1987, p. 14) and that “Old English has a verb-final VP” (p. 9).  This can be 
shown mostly in subordinated clauses, as the V category in main clauses usually 
contains a trace left behind when the verb is raised: “embedded clauses are verb-final.  
There is no optional first constituent slot as in main clauses and the finite V or V 
complex is found at the end of the sentence.” (van Kemenade, 1987, p. 45).  Her 
Syntactic Case effectively summarises and collates previous work on the subject to 
make these conclusions, but she does not attempt a full grammar.  Pintzuk is the first to 
do so. 

 

3.4 Pintzuk 

3.4.1 Phrase Structures in Competition 

Pintzuk postulates a dual-base system which shows Old English as an intermediate 
stage between proto-Germanic SOV and Modern English SVO surface structure.  That 
which Pintzuk then described as the “standard” view places I to the left of VP, and has 
the verb base-generate to the right of its complements (van Kemenade 1987; Pintzuk, 
1991; Pintzuk, 1993).  Pintzuk expands on Santorini’s double-base hypothesis, in which 
the speaker can generate I on either side of the VP in the underlying structure, while the 
VP still features underlying OV order.  Pintzuk describes this as being a feature of 
synchronic variation which characterises the transitional nature of Old English as it was 
being recorded, and that “most of the differences between poetry and prose can be 
explained by positing processes of syntactic change rather than by genre differences” 
Pintzuk (1988, p. 6).  Her conclusion appears to be that, as Modern English is 
underlyingly VO, and proto-Old English was underlyingly OV, the whole of the Old 
English period is in a state of flux, so that some speakers feature underlying VO, and 
some OV.  There are some problems with Pintzuk's model, some theory-internal, some 
philosophical and slightly more slippery.   

 

3.4.2 Problems with Pintzuk 

The main arguments I have against Pintzuk’s model are firstly the idea that the corpus 
of Old English represents a single synchronic source, and secondly that prose and 
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poetry must be subject to the same system of transformations.  The court poetry of the 
Anglo-Saxons was grand.  Grand poetry has artistic style and aesthetic structure.  It 
should not be prosaic.  Whether Beowulf is of ancient composition or not is probably 
unknowable, but we must imagine that even when it was composed, perhaps as early as 
the 7th century, it was dealing with events which were already legendary or historical, 
was part of a long-established poetic tradition with its own, even more ancient forms.  
Anglo-Saxon Poetry was created in an environment of experienced poetry composers 
and consumers who believed that poetry must fit into its tradition (Whitelock, 1951).  It 
would seem fair to assume that some of the traditional or appropriate structure and 
language of the heroic poems was already ancient at the time of composition.  

 

From a theoretical perspective, it is always preferable to reduce the number of entities in 
the hope of attaining a simpler system, but when can we be sure we have reached the 
limit of reduction and achieved the deepest of deep levels?  Pintzuk's model demands a 
flexible deep structure and extremely frequent extraposition outside the CP (40% 
according to Kroch, 1996).  In the case of a similar language, Halldór Ármann 
Sigurðsson (1988) discounts the possibility of Old Icelandic having two phrase structure 
rules for the word order of the VP, claiming that "it is not compatible with the 
parametric approach to government directionality and basic word order change" (p. 15), 
and points out that there is no reason this should occur in Old Icelandic but leave no 
traces in Modern Icelandic (p. 16).   For the same reasons I choose to discount Pintzuk’s 
variable I position hypothesis in favour of a system with a stable deep structure. 

 

3.5 Johannesson 

Nils-Lennart Johannesson’s model, expressed in the fourth edition of Stæfcræft (2011) 
is the most recent and complete syntax of Old English prose available. 

 

3.5.1  VO underlying order 

According to van Kemenade and Johannesson, the subject of the sentence is base-
generated in Spec, VP as a sister to the V' which incorporates the Verb and its 
complements (usually objects).  Johannesson postulates a series of compulsory 
movements to determine structure and serve morphological functions.  The subject is 
first moved to Spec, IP in order to activate the I node which is a sister placed to the right 
of the VP.  The I node, which always lies to the right of the VP then can be inflected 
with the features controlled by the subject –person and number agreement) – and by 
authorial choice – tense, negation etc. (Johannesson, 2011, p.9).  The objects are 
generated to the right of the Verb stem in the VP. 

 

3.5.2  Verb Movement to I 

According to Johannesson, the subject of the sentence is base-generated as the specifier 
of the VP and must be moved to the Spec, IP position in order to activate the I node 
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which contains the inflectional features reflecting the semantic content (T, A, NEG, 
etc.).  This movement is usually not detectable in the surface structure because the spec 
VP and spec IP are generated adjacently, provided there is no adverbial generated as an 
adjunct in I’.  This movement, however, can be detected by the activation of the I node 
by the presence of the subject.  According to Johannesson it is a matter of authorial 
choice, or style, whether the verb moves into I to collect its inflectional features or 
whether the features are lowered on to the verb which remains in the V position (2011, 
p. 14). 

 

3.5.3 Verb Movement to C 

Old English has been shown to have dominant OV surface structure in subclauses and 
V2 in main clauses (Stockwell, 1977; van Kemenade, 1987; Pintzuk, 1991; 
Johannesson, 2011).  In main clauses the verb moves into the complementiser position 
(C).  According to Johannesson, the complements generate to the right of the verb (V), 
the inflectional features generate to the right of the verb phrase (VP).  Subordinate 
clauses feature voluntary movement into I.  The finite verb in the Old English sentence 
can thus be placed in three different positions: it base-generates in V and can remain 
there; I, which is its most common position, and C, where it typically moves in main 
clauses featuring topicalisation (Johannesson, 2011, p. 11).  The normal procedure is 
that one constituent from the sentence, an object, subject or adverbial, is topicalised and 
that this causes the verb to move into the complementiser position.  Johannesson 
observes that in a main clause (Diagram 1) below some element is always topicalised, in 
this case the subject, wyrd.  This causes the inflected verb to move into C, giving an 
SVO surface structure.  In a subordinated clause, the subordinating conjunction 
generates in C, no element is topicalised, and an SOV structure is the result.  
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(1) - Main clause structure  (2) - Subordinated clause structure 

 

003 - Wyrd bið ful aræd                   054 - þonne he beot spriceð   

                       Main Clause         Subordinated Clause  

0 – All elements begin under VP.2                    0 – All elements generate under VP 

1 – Subject moves to Spec, IP to activate inflections.           except for the subordinating 

2 – Verb moves to I to pick up inflectional features. conjunction which generates in C. 

3 – As this is a main clause an item is topicalised            1 – Subject raises to Spec, IP to  

     in this case, the subject.     activate inflectional features. 

4 – Verb moves into C.                                             2 – Verb moves into I to pick up               

                                                                                                inflectional features.   

3.5.4 Chosen Model 

Verse is “made up of a selection of ordinary prose patterns” (Mitchell, 1985, §3959), 
but sometimes in a non-prose order.  Mitchell’s claim is that there is no construction 
evident in poetry that is not represented in prose.  “According to the standard view, in 
main clauses the finite verb moved from its underlying position up to the second 
position in the clause” (Trips, 2002, p. 77), i.e. from V straight to C.  Both Pintzuk and 
Johannesson have the Verb move to an Inflectional Phrase.  In Pintzuk’s model this can 
generate a node either to the left or the right of the VP, in Johannesson’s it occurs only 
on the right.   

The great advantage that Johannesson's model has over Pintzuk's is that it has a stable 
deep structure.  Pintzuk’s model has the INFL node landing on either side of the Verb 
Phrase, determined stylistically, into which the Verb moves compulsorily.  Despite the 
title of her dissertation, these phrase structures are not shown as competing, they are 

                                                      
2 A few points on notation:  CP, IP and VP are the complementiser, inflectional and verb phrases respectively.  
The case of noun phrases is marked with a subscript capital letter (N, A, G or D).  Old English syntax trees 
have a great deal of movement and can be fairly confusing. Therefore, instead of marking traces as ti and so 
forth, I have left the items as traces in place but marked them with slashes on each side of the word.  The 
transformations occur in a set sequence, one following the other.  Compulsory movements come first, followed 
by voluntary movements (see Johannesson, 2011).  In complicated diagrams this sequence is numbered, and 
each step described below the diagram. 
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shown to be in broad distribution, often within the work of a single author or in a single 
text (Davies, 1997; Davis, 2002).  Johannesson's model has the verb base-generated in 
V and then moved to a final-position I node according to a fixed set of rules for 
different clause types.  That Johannesson’s model features a lot of compulsory 
movements allows for the great variation in surface structure, while leaving the deep 
structure consistent for all sentences.  This study will use Johannesson’s model for all 
further analyses. 

 

3.5.5 Free word order in Government and Binding Theory 

 
Government and Binding Theory is not designed to account for free word order 
languages, however, it can be adapted to deal with them.  Michael B. Kashket (1987) 
created a Government and Binding based parser for Warlpiri, for example.  However, 
within Johannesson’s model, free constituent order and free phrase structure is not 
permissible.  If the constituent order of The Wanderer is free, a large number of the 
clauses should be impossible to resolve within the model.  Assuming free word order, a 
small percentage of the total types of constructions should fit into the model by chance.  
For the purposes of establishing a failure criteria with regards to this issue, if less than a 
quarter of the clauses in The Wanderer (discounting the highly repetitive clauses 68-70, 
78-84, and 97-99) are impossible to adapt to the model, it will serve to confirm the free 
word order hypothesis. 
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4 Method 

4.1 Definition of “Free word order” and “Regular word order” 

“Free word order” is an imprecise term and has been used by the different scholars cited 
above to mean slightly different things, some of which have not been clearly defined.  
For the purposes of this study, “free word order” is taken to refer to what is perhaps its 
most common meaning in the cited texts, free constituent order.   

 

“Regular word order” in this study is defined as the constituent order of clauses being 
controlled by a small number of parameters (rules) which apply to all clauses of the 
same type.  For the purposes of this study, which assumes a common deep structure for 
Old English prose and poetry, the parameters which are to be tested for regularity are 
movements from a hypothetical deep structure to the existing surface structure in the 
text.  These may be either compulsory or voluntary (stylistic) as described in 
Johannesson 2011. 

 

4.2 Extent and limitation of this study 

This study will not concern itself with the internal structures of adjuncts, the main focus 
will be verb phrases and Complementation phrases.  The internal structures of noun 
phrases are not expected to be important, and will not be considered a major concern in 
this paper unless highly irregular features are detected.  

 

4.3 Dangers of using statistical evidence in poorly balanced samples 

Much of the work on the syntax of Old English heroic poetry has relied heavily on 
Beowulf, for obvious reasons: it is long, which provides plenty of examples of 
constructions and patterns, it is well known and deeply studied, which raises interest in 
other scholars and increases the likelihood of publication.  Pintzuk bases her analysis of 
the Old English of poetry almost entirely on Beowulf, but Beowulf has its limitations as 
a source.  It is (we presume) the work of one poet and subject to his idiosyncrasies, and 
has undergone modifications to add Christian elements to a pre-Christian basic story 
(Orchard, 2003).  According to Stockwell & Minkova, “verb-final main clauses in 
Beowulf are about 30% of the total (whereas 64% of subordinate clauses are verb-
final)” (1991, p. 375).  Anglo-Saxon poetry is so highly formulaic that this statistical 
evidence loses some of its authority when a large percentage of these clauses are the 
same phrase or poetic formula repeated.  It might be more useful to say “X% of unique 
constructions have V2 structure”.  But then we have to go through the arduous and 
tedious task of determining categories for the constructions.  In any text, a certain 
number of clauses will appear to be regular no matter which model is applied. The 
Wanderer features, in three sections, short lists of short sentences, three or four words, 
all of which are the same construction and subject to the same analysis will be shown to 
be the same construction.  Any reliance on percentages to prove a point necessitates a 
balanced sample which no poem, in its entirety and unity, can be expected to represent.  
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There is as of yet no corpus of old English poetry sufficiently parsed to determine the 
frequency of its many constructions or formulas3.   Naturally, all these accusations can 
equally well be levied at The Wanderer.  Because of this, although I will be making use 
of a few quantitative techniques, I will not be relying on any statistical data to support 
my claims.   

 

4.4 Predicted Difficulties 

As with any syntactic analysis of large amounts of text there are certain to be a number 
of ambiguous interpretations, with or without corresponding changes in meaning.  
Where these have been found during the investigation, they have been included 
alongside the preferred solutions in Appendix 2.  

 

                                                      
3 While the York-Helsinki Corpus is well-established and brilliantly executed, it is directed by Prof. Pintzuk.  
See section 3.4.2. for reasons why I choose not to apply her theories.   
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5 Results 

5.1 Clause Analysis 

The text of The Wanderer was taken from Dunning and Bliss (1969) but without their 
capitalisation and punctuation.  A facsimile of the manuscript was also used to check 
punctuation, word boundaries and other matters which may have been the result of 
editorial decisions in modern times (Chambers et al, 1933). The text was divided into 
clauses and each of these analysed according to Johannesson’s model.  Clauses which 
were not regular within the model were compared for recurring features and tentative 
solutions were created in an attempt to induce rules which could account for these 
irregularities.  

Most of the clauses in The Wanderer can be analysed as being perfectly regular. For 
solutions for individual clauses, see Appendix 2.  However, there are some irregular or 
non-standard features.  These have been sorted into categories based upon the results of 
the individual clause analysis.  Some of the clauses contain more than one feature.  This 
has been noted in the discussion section.   The subsections in section 5 correspond with 
the subtitles in section 6, ie. 6.2.1 discusses the salient feature in the clause shown in 
5.2.1. 

Note that some clauses appear in more than one category.  Those clauses which show 
constructions which cannot be solved using the current model are presented without 
suggested solutions.  In each case this is due to one constituent being out of place within 
the clause.  If other, apparently unconnected, features have been detected within these 
analyses they have been recorded separately.  See section 6.5 for discussion of these 
anomalous findings. 

 

5.1.1 Regular Clauses with Typical Features 

The great majority of the clauses in The Wanderer are regular in Johannesson’s model.  
These are divided into three clause types (5.1.1.1 to 5.1.1.3).  The fourth section deals 
with PRO substitution. 

5.1.1.1 - Regular Main clauses with CP as top level 

18, 28, 34, 36, 59, 77, 78, 79, 80, 81, 85, 88, 95, 96, 97, 98, 99, 101, 103   #19 

5.1.1.2 - Regular Main clauses with IP as top level 

3, 5, 8, 11, 13, 17, 27,  32, 37,  50,  55,  65, 66, 73, 74, 75, 76, 89, 94, 100, 106  #21 

5.1.1.3 - Regular Subordinated clauses (including relative clauses analysed with NP as top level) 

10, 15, 16, 19, 20, 21,  29, 31, 33, 38, 46, 47,  51, 54,  56, 57, 61, 86,  91,  105, 108  #21 

5.1.1.4 – Clauses featuring PRO substitution 

 11, 16, 18, 20, 21, 22, 23, 28, 32, 35, 39, 40, 41, 44, 50, 53, 74, 75, 76, 93, 102 #21 
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5.2. Regular Clauses with Unusual Features 

These clauses contain features which are regular in Johannesson’s model but may look 
as if they are irregular because they do not fit in with common surface structures 
described in other sources. 

5.2.1 - Verb-initial sentences without explicit subject –  

11, 18, 22, 24, 25, 35, 39, 40, 41, 53, 64, 93, 102, 104 #14 

5.2.2 - Verb initial sentences with explicit subject – 

 6, 12, 30 (Dat), 71, 87, 92, #6 

5.2.3 - Apparent additional CP level to the left of CP –  

15, 44, 62, 72 #4 

5.2.4 – Non-split element moved to the right of I 

6, 19, 23, 42, 43, 45,  48, 60 #8 

5.2.5 – Missing copula verb 

 52, 53, 63 #3 

 

5.3. Common Irregularities with Suggested Solutions 

These clauses are irregular within Johannesson’s model, but share some common 
features in the surface structure.  In order to solve these clauses, temporary solutions 
were introduced during the investigation.  These were eventually narrowed down to two 
parameters which allow the following clauses to be solved. 

 

5.3.1 - Zero item inserted at C –  

1, 14, 26, 49, 58, 62, 67, 68, 69, 70, 71, 85 #11 

5.3.2 - Split element moved to the right of I – 

 1, 4, 21 (IP), 90, 107 #5 

 

5.4. Uncommon Irregularities without Suggested Solutions 

5.4.1 - Heavy element apparently raised near to C – 15 #1 

5.4.2 - Apparent irregularities in deep structure or impossible movements – 2, 70, 104 #3 

 

 

5.5 Other results 

Non-syntactic sentences unsuitable for  analysis – #34 

Total syntactic clauses – #105 

Total Clauses – #108 

 

                                                      
4 For the purposes of this study, a clause is defined by the presence of a verb: ‘clauses’ 82–84 are 

therefore excluded (see Appendix 1.082-084). 
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6 Discussion 

6.1. Clause Analysis 

 

This section attempts to deal with the constructions categorised in section 5, the more 
unusual of which may have given the impression that constituent order is ‘free’.  This 
will be done by presenting at least one solution for each type of construction detected. 
For reference to the clause divisions see Appendix 1, for diagrams of the solutions for 
each clause, see Appendix 2.  

 

6.1.1 Regular Clauses with Typical Features 

 

Many of the clauses in The Wanderer are regular, 61 out of a possible 105 are 
“perfectly” regular; they follow normal clause structure rules as described in 
Johannesson (2011).  A further 25 have some feature described by Johannesson which 
is unusual but within the model.  However, many of these clauses are very short and 
several are repetitive slight variations on one structure.  

 
6.1.1.1 - Regular Main clauses with CP as top level 

These are typical of Old English prose clauses, give surface V2 structure, and are dealt with 
thoroughly in Johannesson 2011, p.    
 
6.2.4 One coordinated element topicalised  

(3) 094 - eorðan rice onwendeð wyrda gesceaft weoruld under heofonum 

 

 

Here, one coordinated object has been topicalised, while the other remains where it was 
generated.  This type of movement is a regular feature in Johannesson’s model. 
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6.1.1.2 “Subordinate clause structure” in Main clause 

(4) 009 - þæt biþ in eorle indryhten þeaw  

 

 
 
The solution which allows for the word order in #009 is a main clause CP functioning 
as the object of the previous clause, serving the same thematic role as the cataphoric 
PRO which is the complement to the verb wat in clause #008. 

The alternative interpretation here is that this is not a main clause which functions as an 
NP, but an ordinary subordinated clause.  In this case, þæt generates in C as a 
subordinating conjunction, and this is certainly the view of Dunning and Bliss (1969 
138), and one with which I am inclined to concur.  But this fails to explain the word 
order, as if biþ remains in V rather than raising to C, it should occur after in eorle.  In 
the light of an apparently similar construction in clause 2, there may be evidence to 
support the base-generation of prepositional phrases between V and its complement.  
However, in the case of The Wanderer, I do not consider these two instances sufficient 
to attempt to induce a new rule, and the above solution or #009 is both regular and 
satisfactory for the purposes of this project; “þæt” in this case is the 3rd person neuter 
demonstrative pronoun. 

 
6.1.1.2 - Regular Main clauses with IP as top level 

These also feature V2 surface structure but have a subject (or PRO) in the first position, and no 
other indication that the addition of a CP level is necessary.  
 
Mitchell (1985 §1719) shows that coordinated main clauses can have the surface 
structure of dependent clauses.  In the terms of this model, they retain IP as a top level 
(see Johannesson 2011 20-22).   No item is raised to Spec CP and no verb is raised to C 
so it is not necessary to introduce these categories. 
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6.3.2.2 Verb in final position in main clause with IP top level 

In clauses with no CP, the usual place of the verb is in final position in I, or possibly in 
V if there are no intervening elements, such as complements or adverbials, as seen in 
clause #027. 

(5) 027 - Wyn eal gedreas!  

  

(6) 017 - ond ic hean þonan wod wintercearig ofer waþema gebind 

 

Other clauses contain more constituents but they do not necessitate a CP level. The 
coordinating conjunction occurs outside the IP at an additional level of IP as usual.  The 
APs hean and wintercearig adjoined at the lowest and highest V' levels respectively are 
free predicative adjective phrases.  These are common in modern Scandinavian 
languages and can be shown to have been similarly common in Old English (Swan and 
Breivik, 1997, p. 412, Johannesson, 2011, p. 60).5 

 

                                                      
5 For example the Swedish Barnen gick tysta och glada därifrån. Lit. the children went quiet and glad 
from there. 
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6.1.1.3 - Regular Subordinated clauses  

The usual placement of the verb in subordinated clauses is at the end in I, or unmoved 
before its complements in V (Johannesson, 2011, p. 6).  Both of these are frequent 
constructions in The Wanderer, as in clause #016 below. 

(7) 016 - siþþan geara iu goldwine minne hrusan heolstre biwrah 

 
As with other clause types, the number of constituents varies, but the levels of the 
analysis remain the same.  

(8) 010 - þæt he his ferðlocan fæste binde healde his hordcofan 

 

In #010 two clauses are asyndetically coordinated, and are both governed by the 
subordinating conjunction in C.  This construction is regular according to Johannesson 
(2011, p. 197). 
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6.1.1.4 – Clauses featuring PRO substitution 

As with many Old English poems, words with low stress or with low lexical 
prominence undergo ellipsis.  This is especially true of subject pronouns.  Old English 
poems often drop dummy subjects, for example in weather expressions, as in The 
Seafarer line 31 Nap nihtscua, norþan sniwde (Baker, 2003, p. 144).  The character(s) 
in The Wanderer are infrequently named6, and subjects of are frequently replaced by 
PRO.  The subject of a second clause in asyndetically coordinated clauses is PRO 
(Mitchell, 1985, §697, Johannesson, 2011, p. 198).   Peter Baker observes that “the 
reference of the unexpressed subject is someone or something that has recently been 
mentioned. But the unexpressed subject need not have an antecedent” (144).  Clauses 
featuring PRO as a constituent are considered regular. 

(9) 032 - ond on cneo lecge honda ond heafod 

 

Clause #031 and #032 are coordinated in the way described in Johannesson, 2011, p 
198.  The coordinating conjunction appears outside the clause in a cloned level of IP.  
The subject in the second clause is PRO (see 6.1.1.4), as it refers to the same role as the 
previous clause #031 þæt he his mondryhten clyppe ond cysse.  In this clause we also 
see the nouns honda and heofod are coordinated. 

 

                                                      
6 See Dunning and Bliss, 1969, p.82—93 for a discussion of the characters which have been proposed for the 
activity depicted in The Wanderer. 
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6.2. Regular Clauses with Unusual Features 

 

6.2.1 - Verb-initial sentences without explicit subject   

Verb-initial clauses are common in both prose and poetry.  Clauses with negated verbs 
such as #006 and #012 which have no topicalised element are dealt with in Stæfcræft 
(2011, p. 175) and verb-initiality covered extensively by Mary Blockley (2001).  
Blockley postulates that sentences are typically verb-initial when they continue to refer 
to the subject of the preceding clause, and that this is “more than metrically convenient” 
(167).  In clause #070, “the emphatic inversion of verb and subject” has been said to 
denote the spiritual about face which the Wanderer has taken (Dunning and Bliss, 1969, 
p. 90).  Verb initiality is fairly common in The Wanderer occurring in 20 main clauses, 
of which 6 have an explicit subject, one of which is in the dative.   

 
It is important to recognise that within this model, verb initial sentences with explicit 
subjects and those without represent two types of construction.  It could be claimed that 
a verb-initial main clause without a subject has a CP or IP top level with some element 
topicalised which has then undergone ellipsis, and this is how they have been analysed 
(see Johannesson 2011 p. 137, 175).  These do not put the appropriateness of the model 
into question as the words are still in an order in the surface structure which can be 
explained by the model, but some elements have been removed.  As the subject in these 
clauses is nearly always the Wanderer himself, the pronoun would certainly be an 
anaphoric he, a light element both phonologically and metrically and easily discarded. 

(10) 092 - onsendeð hreo hæglfare hæleþum on andan 
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6.2.2 - Verb initial sentences with explicit subject  

6.3.3.2 Verb-initial construction with explicit subject  

Other clauses have explicit subjects, but still feature the verb in initial position.  In this 
case it is assumed that it is the verb which has been topicalised, leaving a trace in Spec 
CP position as it causes itself to move into C (Johannesson, 2011, p. 133). 

(11) 012 - ne mæg werig mod wyrde wiðstondan 

 
 

6.2.3 - Apparent additional CP level to the left of CP   

(12) 015 - swa ic modsefan minne sceolde oft earmcearig eðle bidæled freomægum feor 
feterum sælan 

 
 
This clause is very long and confusing.  However, recognising the free predicatives 
(Johannesson 2011), adjunction of the pronoun to C (van Kemenade 1987; Johannesson 2011) 
and the introduction of a further CP level within the subordinated clause (Johannesson 2011) 
presents a fairly elegant solution within the chosen model. 
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6.2.4 – Non-split element moved to the right of I 

(13) 048 - hu hi færlice flet ofgeafon modge maguþegnas  

 

 

Clause 48 (Diagram 13) has two nominative NPs, hi the subject, and modge 
maguþegnas, an apposition (according to Quirk et al., 1985, p. 1300), which is moved 
to the right.  These both refer to the one thematic role and so are not coordinated.  This 
could be a case of ordinary extraposition, which this example has more in common with 
than those in 6.1.2 above.  Extraposition of this kind, however, normally only applies to 
subordinate clauses generated as arguments (Johannesson, 2011, p. 29). 

 

(14) 042 - fleotendra ferð no þær fela bringeð cuðra cwidegiedda 

 

 

The question in clause 42 is where fela belongs.  Usually an adjective, one might expect 
it to modify cuðra cwiddegieda, but the verb intervenes between the two modifers in the 
surface structure, meaning they should not be a constiuent.  In this case the 
extraposition takes place without splitting coordinated NPs.  Fela is usually an adjective 
“many” (Dunning and Bliss have it as a noun meaning “many” 1969, p. 132).  The 
solution is to consider it as a noun “multitude”, and the NP object of bringan “a 
multitude of wise sayings”.  Here the complement of fela, rather than its conjoin, moves 
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to the final position.  It seems as though this is another construction, though possibly 
using the same target category for the item raised to the right.  

(15) 086 - Stondeð nu on laste leofre duguþe weal wundrum heah wyrmlicum fah 

 

In clause 86 (Diagram 15), there is a similar rightward extraposition, but no element is 
left behind.  The surface structure of the clause is thus verb-initial, even though the verb 
remains in V.  The question of whether the relationship between two NPs should be 
considered coordinations or appositions is an interesting one but the movement seems to 
be the same for both.  Here the subject moves to the end of the clause, but otherwise the 
word order is regular.  This is also one of the examples of verb-initial sentences with 
explicit subjects dealt with in 6.3.3.2. 

 

Whatever the receiving category in these clauses is, it can be shown to exist in clauses 
with both IP and CP top levels. 

 

6.2.5 – Missing copula verb 

(16) 053 - ne sceal ne to hatheort ne to hrædwyrde ne to wac wiga ne to wanhydig ne to 
forht ne to fægen ne to feohgifre ne næfre gielpes to georn  

 

It is possible that sculan here functions as a copula verb.  As #052, #053, contain 
auxiliary verbs but no lexical verbs (presumably this would be wesan), we can either 
use sculan as a copula verb which then takes the AP as its complement, or use a small 
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clause to replace the IP which would be its typical complement.  Copula verbs are of 
low lexical value but fairly high metrical prominence.  If it were included, it would need 
to be in a stressed syllable, it is not surprising it is dropped.   

 

6.3. Common Irregularities with Suggested Solutions 

6.3.1 - Zero item inserted at C  

6.3.2.1 No compulsory movement to C after topicalisation 

Classical Old English (ie. Early West Saxon) as described in Johannesson 2011 occurs 
in the transition between Stockwell's stages 2 and 3 as described in section 2.1.  In the 
texts which this model is designed to deal with, the tensed verb usually appears in the 
second position (or in position after the topic and adjoined ‘light’ elements such as 
pronouns) i.e. in the complementiser position.  In The Wanderer, however, the verb can 
often be in positions in main clauses with a top level of CP as if topicalisation had 
occurred, but without the concomitant verb raising to C (see results 5.3.2.1 for a list of 
such clauses).  Johannesson deals with this phenomenon by suggesting a topic 
preposing constraint (2011, p. 30), in which a clause which has a top level of IP has a 
further level of IP added, creating an empty category to the left to receive the fronted 
item.  I should like to propose an alternative solution, that the fronted element is 
topicalised to the Spec, CP position, according to the well-attested topicalisation 
constraint (Johannesson, 2011, p. 12) but that no verb-raising to C takes place.  

The apparently voluntary nature of verb raising to C after topicalisation could be 
explained as an old-fashioned poetic style remaining from the earlier stage before the 
full development of the CP and the V2 pattern it creates.  This implies that the prose 
style was established after V2 in independent clauses became compulsory but not 
universal, the poetic style while the movement is still stylistic and voluntary.   

 (18) 069 - sumne se hara wulf deaðe gedælde 
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These are constructions which can be attributed to this constraint in ten or eleven 
clauses (#070 has another apparently unrelated issue which cannot be resolved, see 
6.5.3), and can be found with various clause patterns including this ditransitive 
construction in #069: 

 (19) 049 - swa þes middangeard ealra dogra gehwam dreoseð ond fealleþ 

 

 
As for the coordinated verbs, both move to I to pick up inflectional features or features 
are lowered onto the verb in V.  Either way is regular (Johannesson, 2011, p. 
11).Johannesson 2010 features a constraint where adverbs can be raised to C, whereas 
this is replaced by Johannesson 2011 by the topic preposing constraint (p. 30), in which 
the fronted element is raised to the left of IP in a category created to receive it. 
Topicalisation occurs when a constituent moves to Spec, CP to activate V2 conditions, 
causing the inflected verb to raise to C.  Topic preposing on the other hand, causes the 
creation of a further iteration of the top level (typically IP) which receives the preposed 
constituent (Johannesson, 2011, p. 30).   Clause #001 above, however, shows a fronted 
adverbial oft which cannot be explained by topic preposing as there is also a fronted 
pronoun him which in order to be raised ahead of the subject in Spec IP must be 
adjoined (cliticised in van Kemenade’s terms) to C.7   This could allow these types of 
constructions to be explained with one parameter instead of three, but perhaps only 
applies to poetic syntax.  

 

The main piece of evidence to support this hypothesis over the topic preposing 
constraint in The Wanderer is clause #001. Here a pronoun can be shown between the 
fronted element and subject, presumably cliticised to C (as shown in Johannesson 2011, 
p.24).  This may be due to the same lack of V2 constraint.  In a model using topic 
preposing, no CP would be generated, and oft would be in a further category of IP.  
Cliticisation of elements to IP is not permitted in the model. 

                                                      
7 See appx 2.001 for alternative solution using adverb in C.  A similar pair of solutions can be seen in appx 
2.026. 
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(17) 001 - Oft him anhaga are gebideð metudes miltse 

 

 

6.3.2 - Split element moved to the right of I  

SVO order is typical in main clauses which have a CP level due to the V2 constraint, 
and in clauses with an IP top level due to inflectional features being lowered onto V.  In 
The Wanderer, however, six clauses feature a construction which places NPs in final 
position after a verb apparently in I.  In this construction, the NP is coordinated within 
another NP earlier in the clause.  In simple sentences an SOV surface word order may 
be maintained by following the standard rules for raising in Old English main clauses, 
namely topicalisation, verb-second raising and the adjunction of pronouns to C.  
Although these clauses are relatively few, what happens is so clear and consistent that it 
seems reasonable to ascribe these occurrences to one construction.  This can be shown 
to happen in the three main types of clause structure mentioned in section 6.1. 

6.3.2.1 – Split element moved to the right of I in Main Clause with CP top level 

The verb secan in the subordinated clause in #107 takes an accusative complement 
(Bosworth & Toller, 1898, p. 854). Although there are some verbs which can take two 
complements in the same case, these are few and secan is not one of them.  With a 
monotransitive clause pattern, two complements of a verb in the same case must be 
coordinated, and are therefore base-generated as a coordinated phrase (Johannesson, 
2011, p. 20).  A voluntary movement of these elements to the right results in the surface 
structure.  In each case in The Wanderer, the element moved to the right is phonetically 
heavier than the element left in place.  As the two items are no longer together in the 
surface structure, no coordinating conjunction is present.  If any could have been 
postulated to have existed in the deep structure it is lost during this movement.   
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(20) 107 - wel bið þam þe him are seceð frofre to fæder on heofonum  

 

This diagram is very complicated so a list of the movements is included below: 

1- PRO subject moves from Spec VP to Spec IP in lower clause, 

2- Verb moves to I in lower clause, 

3- PRO subject moves to Spec CP in lower clause 

4- Relative clause antecedent becomes subject of main clause. 

5- Inflectional features in higher clause are activated, 

6- Topicalisation of wel in higher clause, 

7- Verb in higher clause raised to C, 

8- Second coordinated NP object of seceð, frofre to fæder on heofonum, raised to the 
right while first coordinated NP remains in place. 

Diagram 20 shows a category generated by placing a level of CP to the right of the 
existing CP, as in ordinary extraposition (Johannesson, 2011, p. 29).  Some additional 
final node is required after I to allow for the raising of the heavier NP from a 
coordinated pair of NPs.  But what kind of category could this be? It cannot be a 
specifier node as nothing is specified by it; nor can it be a complementiser C, as some of 
the clauses which feature this extraposition have either the inflected verb in C or an 
element adjoined to C.  None of those functions would, according to Johannesson's 
existing theory, cause the complementiser position to become blocked.  Furthermore, 
one could hardly propose a variable C or Spec, CP node occurring on either right or left 
having discounted Pintzuk’s model in 3.4.2 on basis that she does exactly the same 
thing with her I node.  To compound this, in #107 above, both the Spec CP and C 
positions are already occupied. See section 6.4.3 where a solution is considered for this 
and other clauses with similar problems. 
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6.3.2.2 - Split element moved to the right of I in clause with IP top level 

(21) 090 - hrið hreosende hrusan bindeð wintres woma 

 

 

In clause #90 the subject is split in two.  One NP is moved to Spec IP to activate the 
inflectional features, hence the singular form of the verb, the other is moved to the end 
of the clause.  This may indicate that the correct order for the movements is to move the 
split element to the right first.  Note that both NPs have roughly the same phonetic 
weight.  This suggests that either could have been moved, but that hrið hreosende has 
been moved in order to alliterate with hrusan. 

6.3.2.3 Split element moved to the right of I in subordinated clause 

(22) 021 - oþþe mec freondleasne frefran wolde wenian mid wynnum 

 

 

In this clause it is two IPs which are arranged around their shared auxiliary verb in the I of the 
top CP.  Whether this is due to the same constraint as the split and right-raised NP phenomena 
described above cannot be shown from this single instance available in The Wanderer. 
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6.4. Uncommon Irregularities without Suggested Solutions 

6.4.1 - Heavy element apparently raised near to C  

(23) 007 - þe ic him modsefan minne durre sweotule asecgan 

 

The problem here is how to get modsefan minne in front of durre, the only way which 

lends itself is to extrapose every constituent which follows it in the text: durre, sweotule 

and asecgan.  There is no precedent for cliticising a full NP onto C.   Nevertheless, the 

extraposition of three elements is a stretch of what the model is designed to do, and 

cannot be explained by the normal purpose of extraposition, i.e. for clarification or 

simplification of understanding by moving a heavy and cumbersome element outside of 

the verb phrase. 
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6.4.2 - Apparent irregularities in deep structure or impossible movements 

(24) 002 - þeah þe he modcearig geond lagulade longe sceolde hreran mid hondum 
hrimcealde sæ wadan wræclastas 

 

Note that the lexical items in the diagram are not in the order found in the text.  The 
problem here is how to position mid hondum between hreran and hrimcealde sæ, when 
prepositional phrases do not generate between the verb and complement, and, according 
to the basic model there is nowhere for them to move.   For one possible solution, the 
NP hrimcealde sæ can move to an adjunct attached to I' after I in the first IP, but this 
would be extraordinary and not part of the standard model. 

 (25) 070 - sumne dreorighleor in eorðscræfe eorl gehydde 

 
 
 
Similarly the model cannot accommodate the surface structure in the text.  Either eorl 
somehow moves to the right of in eorðscræfe and the left of gehydde, or both 
dreorighleor and in eorðscræfe move to the left of eorl.  Neither solution is satisfactory.  
There is no category between the last two constintuents which can receive an NP, nor is 
their any precendent for moving heavy APs or PPs to C or to positions adjoined to C, 
which is further compounded by the fact that there are two constituents which must be 
moved.   
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(26) 104 - ne sceal næfre his torn to rycene beorn of his breostum acyþan 

 

This is a similar problem to clause #070, but is slightly different because of the 
placement of the complement to the verb, meaning that there is even less variability in 
the VP structure.  Here beorn must find a place between to rycene and of his breostum, 
either by beorn moving to the right or his torn and to rycene moving to the left.  As with 
clause 70, neither of these solutions is currently possible within the model8.   

 

                                                      
8 These two examples will form the beginning of an investigation into oddly-placed subjects in the larger 
project, pending the discovery of other instances of this construction. 
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(27) 014 – Forðon domgeorne dreorigne oft in hyra breostcofan bindað fæste7 
 

 
 
Here either fæste moves to join bindað in I, or dreorigne moves to the left.  This could 
be dealt with by an adaptation to the verb attraction constraint described in 
Johannesson, 2011, p. 228, but as this parameter is only proposed, and not fully 
developed in that edition, it seems precipitous to apply it to this clause at this stage. 

 

6.4.3 Possible solution: Adjuncts on I' 

An alternative solution for clause #107 (Diagram 20) would be to place an adjunct on I' 
to the right of I as a landing site for this movement. In Stæfcræft, adjuncts generated at 
the I' are typically conjuncts, such as witodlice (Johannesson 2011 193—195).  The 
examples in The Wanderer do not appear to be the same construction.  I have only 
detected this feature in clauses with evidence that there is a CP top level, including 
subordinated clauses and clauses which feature non-subject topicalisation; and only in 
clauses where the verb is in I.  The assumption that this is a function of poetic CP seems 
to be supported, although at this stage the possibility that the target category is under IP 
has not been discounted.   

 
The problems encountered in the clauses seen in Diagrams 23-27 could be solved by 
one of the less frequently attested features in Johannesson 2011, the generation of an 
adjunct position at I' which allows items to be moved from the VP to either a position 
after I or between Spec IP and VP.  Typically I' adjunct positions are used to base-
generate disjuncts (in the sense used by Quirk 1985, Johannesson 2011).  The problem I 
have with applying this solution to the above clauses is that it can be used to solve what 
appear to be several different types of construction which occur too infrequently to 
determine which items appear in other categories around the anomalous word.  
Furthermore, adding an I' adjunct which can be used to place any type of phrase which 
seems out of place is a very powerful parameter, and may allow ungrammatical 
constructions to be accepted in the model.  While this line of thought looks promising, 
the evidence which can be taken from The Wanderer is not sufficient to suggest 
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applying this rule at this stage.  In a language without native speakers, grammaticality 
judgements can be very hard to contrive.  However, the apparent regularity of The 
Wanderer suggests that free word order is not in evidence.  Further examination of the 
possibility of I’ adjunction will be one of the starting points of the analysis in the larger 
project. Because some of the clauses did not fit adequately into the existing 
Johannesson model, the larger project will include a much fuller evaluation of other 
comparable models.   
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7 Conclusion 

7.1 Overview of main points 

Previous attempts to establish the regularity of word order in Anglo-Saxon poetry have 
been based either on faulty assumptions or incomplete models.  Nils-Lennart 
Johannesson’s model can be used to analyse the constituent order in poetry as well as 
prose in Old English. 

 

Most of the clauses in The Wanderer are regular according to Johannesson's model; 
those which are not can be explained by a small number of constraints, which can be 
voluntarily applied according to the poet’s requirements concerning scansion, 
alliteration and style.  Some verb-initial clauses may appear to be predicates isolated 
from their subjects, but this is the result of their being asyndetically coordinated to 
previous clauses, and featuring PRO as an unexpressed subject.  Verb-initial sentences 
are found in Old English prose, but are much more frequent in The Wanderer.  Of the 
clauses which have not fitted the prose model, two constructions occur frequently and 
could be used to induce new rules.  Those suggested are voluntary status for the V2 
constraint (allowing the verb to remain in V or I instead of being raised to C), and the 
common extraposition of noun phrases to the right of I, often the heavier second 
element of a coordinated noun phrase.  Neither of these features is impossible within 
Johannesson’s existing model, but they occur far more frequently than one might expect 
considering the size of the text.  Two other features have occurred more than once in 
The Wanderer: the apparent raising of a heavy element (in both cases the NP modsefan 
minne) somewhere between Spec CP and Spec IP; and the positioning of elements, 
either a prepositional phrase or noun phrase out of order apparently in the deep 
structure.  The commonness of empty C positions in The Wanderer, suggests that Old 
English poetic language was not as consistent in adherence to V2 as Old English prose.   

 

If it is possible in the composition of Old English poetry to freely place sentence 
elements in any chosen sequence, this does not occur as frequently as other studies have 
suspected.  Many of the apparent irregularities in The Wanderer can be explained by the 
application of a small number of additional parameters, some of which are in sufficient 
evidence as to be induced from The Wanderer alone, some of which are less frequent 
and so should not be made the subject of rash conclusions. Further investigations into 
the syntax of Old English poetry may reveal that even these irregularities are 
commonplace and regularly occurring.   

 

7.2 Future work 

 

The investigation was successful in establishing suitable methodology for a larger 
project incorporating many more pieces of Anglo-Saxon poetry, as well as developing a 
substantial range of background material which will inform the analyses of the selected 
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texts. Features which have not been addressed in this study, or which I have not been 
able to explain by recourse to Johannesson's model, are an issue for future study.  These 
include the positioning of adjuncts in The Wanderer, the seemingly-impossibly placed 
NPs in #070 and #104, and PP in #002 and the frequency of verb-initial sentences, 
heavy-NP right raising and voluntary V2 in the larger body of Anglo-Saxon Heroic 
Poetry.  Establishing syntactic trends in poetic texts may enable these poems to be more 
accurately dated or establish their place of origin, trace influence from other poetic 
traditions and even, at the outmost reaches of possibility, provide evidence of common 
authorship. 
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