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Text form and grammatical  
changes in Medieval French
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This paper presents a treebank-based study of the effect the text form (prose vs. 
verse) has on the course of two grammatical changes in Medieval French: the 
loss of null subjects and the loss of OV word order. By means of statistical anal-
ysis, we demonstrate that naive estimates of the spread of overt subjects and VO 
orders give the impression that there is a significant difference between the rates 
of development in prose vs. verse. By contrast, estimates based on an abstract 
grammar competition model which distinguishes between grammar-ambiguous 
surface forms (overt personal subjects, null subjects in coordination contexts) 
and grammar-unambiguous surface forms (overt expletive subjects, null subjects 
in non-coordination contexts) show prose-verse parallelism, prose having an 
earlier change onset, in line with traditional intuitions. At a more general level, 
these results suggest that the product of the interaction of a particular grammar 
with universal pragmatic laws is constant, which can be observed if the factors 
responsible for variation in grammatical choices are controlled for.

Keywords: prose vs. verse in language change, Constant Rate Effect, null 
subjects, word order change, Medieval French, treebanks

1. Introduction

This paper investigates the effects of the text form (prose vs. verse) on diachronic 
changes in Medieval French using the treebanks MCVF and the Penn Supplement 
to MCVF (≈1,5 million words, Penn scheme annotation).1 Despite the common 
intuition that prose is more ‘advanced’ than contemporary verse with respect to 

1. Word counts are based on the version of the Penn Supplement available as of September 2017.
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grammatical changes, by virtue of not being subject to the versification constraints, 
in the absence of statistical models based on large-scale corpora, the magnitude of 
the difference has remained unknown. Estimates for the decline of pro-drop based 
on smaller data samples strongly suggest that the distinction is indeed real (Prévost 
2018). To estimate the prose-verse lag is especially important for studies modelling 
language evolution based on written sources. Grammatical factors influencing the 
speed of language change have to be disentangled from metagrammatical ones 
associated with conscious stylistic manipulations.

We estimate the prose-verse lag for different types of grammatical changes by 
means of statistical analysis. Specifically, we examine the trajectory of two changes: 
the decline of null subjects (morphosyntactic) and the shift from OVfin to VfinO 
orders (syntactic) across text forms by modelling each change as the evolution of a 
binary variable whose values correspond to competing grammars (Kroch 1989; for 
an overview of much subsequent work, see Pintzuk 2004). That is, we estimate the 
effect of time on the probability that a finite clause has an overt pronominal subject 
(as opposed to a covert one); as well as the probability that a finite transitive clause 
with a nominal object exhibits VO (rather than OV) order.

The relevance of this work is threefold. First, it makes a methodological con-
tribution to the study of language change by considering metagrammatical factors 
potentially affecting the rates of various grammatical changes. Estimating the rate of 
change has been central to a series of historical analyses pioneered by Kroch (1989), 
who first suggested that grammatical changes should be analysed not by directly 
comparing various data points but by comparing the behaviour of well-understood 
mathematical functions fitted to relevant data sets. The Constant Rate Hypothesis of 
Kroch (1989) states that a grammatical change progresses at the same rate (or, more 
accurately, at not significantly different rates) in different grammatical contexts. 
The hypothesis relies on fitting logistic regression models to binary variables. It 
has been shown to hold for a number of grammatical changes across grammat-
ical contexts and is known as the Constant Rate Effect (see Pintzuk 2004 for an 
overview).2 The hypothesis says nothing, however, about how changes spread in 
contexts which contrast in metagrammatical characteristics, such as prose vs. verse, 
and rightly so, since by definition such contrasts may be associated with conscious 
manipulations of linguistic features. This means that, to an extent, all bets are off 
as to what may happen to a given language change in text sources affected by such 
manipulations, such as versified texts. This study thus charts new territory by means 
of a large-scale quantitative investigation of the effects of a metalinguistic distinc-
tion between prose and verse on the course of grammatical changes spanning the 

2. We are not aware of any counterexamples to the hypothesis, that is, developments of clearly 
the same nature proceeding at different rates in different grammatical contexts.
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whole medieval period. A major research question we address here is whether 
a grammatical change has the same trajectory across metalinguistically different 
environments. A statistical analysis relying on data from large annotated corpora al-
lows us to demonstrate that grammatical changes proceed in parallel ways in prose 
and verse, provided that strictly grammatical features are isolated from features 
susceptible to pragmatic/stylistic variation. In our case one such ‘volatile’ feature is 
the use of subordinate clauses, which varies greatly (and in a temporally unstable 
way) between verse and prose. Our results are meant to be fully replicable: the full 
set of queries we use is given in online Appendix 1 and the lists of relevant lexical 
items are provided in online Appendix 2.

Second, this study paves the way for overcoming the issue of a text form/time 
correlation. For some periods verse may be the only or the dominant form in the 
available texts, which makes it crucial to understand its potential effects on the 
course of grammatical changes. For instance, the available body of Medieval French 
texts is characterised by the prevalence of texts in verse until approximately the end 
of the 12th century. It needs to be stressed that given the form/time correlation, 
the only way to estimate the effect of text form on linguistic changes is by means of 
statistical extrapolation, which, in turn, is only possible if we can estimate param-
eters of interest, such as the rate of null subjects, at time points for which we have 
data. Estimating those necessarily requires exhaustive annotation of text samples, 
which essentially amounts to using an existing treebank or creating a new one. We 
do not see any other way which would allow us to make conclusions about the text 
form/time correlation.

Thirdly and finally, this project contributes to a better understanding of spe-
cific linguistic phenomena, that is, subject omission and word order, by examining 
their interaction with text forms. We get a better handle on factors governing these 
phenomena by relating them to the features which characterise a given text form.

In what follows we first consider the loss of null subjects, then we turn to the 
loss of OV order (in finite clauses with a non-clitic direct object).

2. The loss of null subjects

We begin by considering the decline of subjectless finite clauses during the medieval 
period across text forms. Early Medieval French (henceforth MF) is commonly 
recognised as being (at least partially) a pro-drop language, whereas late MF lost 
this property completely except in cases of subject ellipsis under coordination. 
This change is well documented (Foulet 1928; Fontaine 1985; Hirschbühler 1992; 
Schøsler 2002; Kaiser 2009; Zimmermann 2014; Marchello-Nizia 2018; Prévost 
2018; Simonenko et al. 2018). We model it by estimating the distribution of the 
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variable subject, which takes the value yes if a clause has an overt personal pro-
nominal subject and no otherwise, in a sample including all finite clauses with 
either an overt personal pronominal or null subject (total of 76,150).3 All clauses are 
tagged for the date of the manuscript they belong to. We fit these data to a logistic 
regression model P (Subject = yes | Date = d) = eα + β d

1 + eα + β d plotted in Figure 1.4 Here 
crosses correspond to the estimated probability of an overt pronominal subject in 
each text in prose (brown) and verse (yellow). The lines correspond to the predicted 
probability of an overt pronominal subject based on logistic regression estimates, 
again, in prose (brown), verse (yellow), and the two text forms combined (blue). 
Parameter estimates of the model are given in Tables 1 (prose), 2 (verse) and 3 
(overall).5

Table 1. Logistic regression estimates for overt pronominal subjects in prose

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −0.3562 0.1439 −2.474 0.01
coefficient   0.0016 0.0001  14.72 <2 × 10−16

Table 2. Logistic regression estimates for overt pronominal subjects in verse

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −4.6863 0.2226 −21.04 <2 × 10−16

coefficient   0.0038 0.0002  20.30 <2 × 10−16

Table 3. Logistic regression estimates for overt pronominal subjects overall

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −6.976 × 10 0.2226 −21.04 <2 × 10−16

coefficient   6.223 × 10−3 7.701 × 10−5  80.81 <2 × 10−16

3. We exclude imperatives and wh-clauses targeting subjects because of their idiosyncratic sub-
ject syntax, as well as clauses introduced by connectives et “and” and si (often difficult to translate, 
best rendered as “then”). Connectives license subject ellipsis almost at a constant rate throughout 
the medieval period as well as in Modern French, and therefore they should not be considered 
as possible pro-drop environments. There are a handful of other conjunctive adverbs capable of 
licensing subject ellipsis, such as puis “then”, but since those are much less frequent than et and 
si, we do not exclude them.

4. We use logistic regression as has been traditional for modelling historical data since Kroch 
(1989) (see also Kauhanen & Walkden 2018).

5. For the details of the interpretation of logistic regression parameters we refer the interested 
reader to Agresti (2002), as well as to Kroch (1989) who offers a very concise introduction of the 
use of logistic regressions in linguistic analysis.
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The greater intercept for prose indicates that the change manifested itself first in this 
text form, in line with the traditional intuition. Looking at the coefficients, we see, 
first, that the trends are rather different in verse and prose, and, second, that prose is 
more advanced than verse in terms of the probability of a pronominal subject being 
overt throughout the medieval period. This contrast is not surprising in itself, given 
that the prose/verse distinction is of a metalinguistic nature, so we have no a priori 
reasons to expect to find the Constant Rate Effect here. However, investigating what 
it is about prose that makes it favour overt subjects can be a fruitful line of inquiry 
since it can shed light on the grammar of null subjects. Interestingly, according to 
Walkden & Rusten (2017), during the Old English period which features the tailing 
off of the null subject decline, it is also verse that favours null subjects. Walkden 
& Rusten (2017: 465) conclude that “null subjects in O[ld] E[nglish] can be seen 
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Figure 1. Overt subject emergence in prose and verse
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mainly as a feature of the poetry”.6 They suggest that metrical requirements imposed 
on versified texts could have favoured deletion of unstressed monosyllabic pronom-
inals. They also quote Mitchell (1985: 992–993), who suggests that null subjects help 
poetry “to achieve compression and to give the poetry its characteristic texture”. As 
a matter of speculation, we can say that subject (non)omission is a parameter which 
can be engaged for metrical purposes (adding or subtracting a syllable whenever 
needed).7 However, this topic will have to await a focused quantitative study which 
would test whether (non)omission of pronominal subjects in verse was aligned with 
metrical requirements in a non-random way.

2.1 Abstract grammar-based analysis

Before concluding, however, that the emergence of overt pronominal subjects was 
happening at significantly different rates in verse and prose, let us consider what 
these surface patterns mean in terms of grammatical shifts. Assuming a model 
of diachronic variation in terms of grammar competition (between two or more 
grammars), let us say that the replacement of null personal pronominal subjects 
by overt ones corresponded to the replacement of a grammar which had a struc-
tural component licensing null subject, such as an Agr(eement) head (Jelinek 1984; 
Barbosa 1995; Alexiadou & Anagnostopoulou 1998) by a grammar without such a 
head. Specifically, the output of the first grammar, let us call it the AgrP-Grammar, 
contained both null and overt personal pronominal subjects but only null ex-
pletive subjects (as is the case in modern incontestable pro-drop languages such 
as Italian). The output of the second – let us call it the Tense Phrase-Grammar 
(TP-Grammar) – had only overt subjects (in contexts not licensing subject ellipsis), 
whether personal pronominal or expletive. Thus the only subject type which can 
unambiguously be classified as belonging to the output of one grammar or another 
are expletive subjects. A null expletive corresponds to the AgrP-Grammar, an overt 
one to the TP-Grammar. Moreover, because both grammars are, by hypothesis, 
categorical as to whether expletives are overt or null, we can expect that the (non)
expression of expletives is entirely a function of the probability of a given grammar 
to be used at a given point in time and is not something a given speaker has control 
of once (s)he has chosen a generating grammar for a given illocutionary act. This 
means that while the expression of some personal pronominal subjects in verse 

6. Walkden & Rusten (2017: 465) show that in the earliest Old English texts the share of null 
subjects in verse is about 12%, as opposed to ca. 2% in prose.

7. Old French and Old English poetry were both based on qualitative metre, the most wide-
spread metres being iamb and trochee.
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could have been the result of metrical adjustments or other stylistic factors, with 
expletives this possibility is eliminated. We therefore model the spread of overt 
expletives only, across prose and verse.

We fit finite clauses with either null or overt expletive subjects (total of 11,495) 
to the model P(Subject = yes | Date = d) = eα + β d

1 + eα + β d plotted in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Overt expletive subject emergence in prose and verse

Table 4. Logistic regression estimates for overt expletive pronominal subjects in prose

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −5.0264 0.2842 −17.69 <2 × 10−16

coefficient   0.0036 0.0002   17.36 <2 × 10−16
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Table 5. Logistic regression estimates for overt expletive pronominal subjects in verse

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −1.115 × 1001 6.377 × 10−01 −17.48 <2 × 10−16

coefficient   7.851 × 10−03 5.204 × 10−04  15.09 <2 × 10−16

We observe in Figure 2 a striking parallelism between verse and prose for the time 
period for which we have good confidence of estimation (until around 1300). This 
confirms our grammar competition-based prediction that expletive expressions 
are ‘out of reach’ for metalinguistic manipulations, since those presumably cannot 
override the boundaries of grammaticality. To quote Kroch (1989: 36), this shows 
“the controlling effect of abstract grammatical analyses on patterns in usage data”. 
Specifically, an analysis in terms of grammatical options rather than in terms of 
direct surface forms allows us to separate what appears to be a properly grammatical 
change from the effects of metalinguistic prose/verse distinction, even though the 
nature of the latter remains to be explained. We will see below that an abstract syn-
tactic analysis has a similar clarifying effect on the disappearance of the OV order.

2.2 Direct vs. narrative discourse

Let us explore another perspective and consider overt pronominal subject emer-
gence in MF across discourse types, that is, direct vs. narrative. It is well established 
that these two registers differ quantitatively with respect to a number of grammati-
cal characteristics (e.g., Dufter 2010 and references therein; Marchello-Nizia 2012; 
Lagorgette & Larrivée 2013; Guillot-Barbance et al. 2017; Glikman & Mazziotta 
2013; Prévost 2018). The two types are illustrated in (1). Figure 3 visualises logistic 
regression models estimating the emergence of overt subjects (both personal and 
expletive) in direct discourse vs. narrative for verse and prose.

(1) Respondet l’ altre: “Mal i diz.”
  responds the other bad there say

“The other one responds, ‘You are wrong’.”  (1000-PASSION-BFM-P,113.216)
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Figure 3. Overt subject emergence in prose and verse & direct and narrative discourse

The estimates of the logistic regression models are given in Tables 6–9.

Table 6. Logistic regression estimates for overt pronominal subjects in prose (direct 
discourse)

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −8.2267 0.4258 −19.32 <2 × 10−16

coefficient   0.0076 0.0003   22.98 <2 × 10−16

Table 7. Logistic regression estimates for overt pronominal subjects in prose (narrative)

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept 0.8758 0.1556 5.626 1.85 × 10−08

coefficient 0.0006 0.0001 5.716 1.09 × 10−08
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Table 8. Logistic regression estimates for overt pronominal subjects in verse (direct 
discourse)

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −8.1465 0.2187 −37.24 <2 × 10−16

coefficient   0.0057 0.0002  35.29 <2 × 10−16

Table 9. Logistic regression estimates for overt pronominal subjects in verse (narrative)

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −5.9545 0.6172 −9.64 <2 × 10−16

coefficient   0.0047 0.0005   9.01 <2 × 10−16

Focusing on direct discourse, the change appears to proceed in a parallel way in 
verse and prose, with prose as expected being more advanced than verse. We also 
see that in verse there is virtually no difference between direct speech and narrative. 
It is more difficult to interpret the virtual stability of the rate of pronominal sub-
ject expression in prose narrative, as opposed to prose direct discourse, where the 
change progresses along an expected curve. As a consequence, it looks as though 
until approximately the end of the 13th century, prose narrative is more advanced 
than direct discourse, and then the situation reverses. This contrasts with the re-
sults of Glikman & Mazziotta (2013: 77), who report more overt subjects in direct 
discourse (in a sample of clauses from one text). This difference in results, however, 
may be due to a methodological difference: we exclude subjects omitted under coor-
dination, while Glikman & Mazziotta (2013) included them. This suggestion is sup-
ported by the fact that in the sample examined by Glikman & Mazziotta (2013: 79) 
we find more connectives such as et “and” in narrative (and therefore more contexts 
for subject ellipsis) than in direct discourse. This methodological point aside, our 
result runs counter to the commonly accepted idea that direct speech is more ad-
vanced than narrative with respect to the progress of grammatical changes. It has 
been largely acknowledged that direct speech (whatever the state of a language is) 
displays linguistic features closer to spoken language than narrative does, although 
it cannot be strictly equated with the latter. Because linguistic changes are expected 
to be more advanced in spoken language than in written language, it is expected 
that innovating features appear first in direct speech.

Recall that we run into a similar issue with the rate of pronominal subject ex-
pression in prose in general (expletive and personal subjects and direct discourse 
and narrative combined) in §2. One feature which potentially sets apart prose nar-
rative from both prose direct discourse and verse (narrative and direct discourse) 
is the frequency of subordinate clauses, which are known to favour subject expres-
sion significantly more than matrix ones (Adams 1987; Franzén 1939; Foulet 1928; 
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Hirschbühler 1992; Prévost 2018; Roberts 2014; Vance 1997; Zimmermann 2014, 
among others). If this feature does indeed set them apart, the apparently stable high 
rate of pronominal subject expression in prose narrative may be due to a larger 
share of subordinate clauses in prose narrative than in any other text form we have 
examined and to the fact that the change comes to completion earlier in subordinate 
clauses. This hypothesis can be tested if we check for the relative frequency of sub-
ordinate clauses in different text forms. The relevant numbers are given in Table 10.

Table 10. Frequency of clause types across text forms

  matrix matrix questions subordinate

prose narrative 0.53 (56964) 0.00 0.47 (50831)
prose direct discourse 0.82 (13466) 0.02 (319) 0.16 (2647)
verse narrative 0.61 (33615) 0.00 0.39 (21159)
verse direct discourse 0.89 (11638) 0.01 (116) 0.11 (1385)

In order to further test for the influence of discourse type and text form on the rate 
of subordinate clauses, we ran a logistic regression model on a dependent variable 
clause type with the values matrix and subordinate (ignoring the very infrequent 
matrix questions) with the predictor variables form (prose, verse) and discourse 
type (narrative, direct). As the summary of the model’s parameters in Table 11 
shows, both predictors are highly significant, with narrative affecting the probabil-
ity of a subordinate clause positively and verse negatively. That is, prose narrative 
comes out as the environment favouring subordinate clauses the most, which can 
explain the high rate of pronominal subject expression in this environment.

Table 11. Logistic regression estimates for clause type

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −0.9503 0.0218 −43.50 <2 × 10−16

discourse type (narrative)   2.2958 0.0229  100.32 <2 × 10−16

form (verse) −0.5466 0.0175  −31.15 <2 × 10−16

In Figure 4 we plot models fitting the distribution of the variable clause (matrix, 
subordinate) in prose and verse. The rate of subordinate clauses appears to be in-
creasing in verse.8 Tables 12 and 13 show parameter estimates for the the models.

8. We cannot test for the significance of the difference between the model’s coefficients in verse 
and prose due to insufficient data for verse in the later periods.
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Figure 4. Subordinate clauses in prose and verse

Table 12. Logistic regression estimates for subordinate clauses in prose

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z)

intercept −7.739 × 10−1 6.542 × 10−2 −11.83 <2 × 10−16

coefficient  3.722 × 10−4 4.864 × 10−5    7.65 1.97 × 10−14

Table 13. Logistic regression estimates for subordinate clauses in verse

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −3.481 0.136 −25.50 <2 × 10−16

coefficient   0.0023 0.0001   20.46 <2 × 10−16

In view of these results, let us focus our attention on matrix clauses alone. As 
Figure 5 shows, if limited to this environment, the picture conforms to the 
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traditional expectation of a faster change in environments approximating speech, 
that is, in direct discourse. Model estimates are given in Tables 14–17.
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Figure 5. Overt subject emergence in prose and verse and direct and narrative discourse 
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Table 14. Logistic regression estimates for overt pronominal subjects in prose (direct 
discourse, matrix)

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −1.035 × 10 5.017 × 10−1 −20.63 <2 × 10−16

coefficient   9.070 × 10−3 3.879 × 10−4   23.38 <2 × 10−16
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Table 15. Logistic regression estimates for overt pronominal subjects in prose (narrative, 
matrix)

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −4.5319 0.2704 −16.76 <2 × 10−16

coefficient   0.0039 0.0002   19.58 <2 × 10−16

Table 16. Logistic regression estimates for overt pronominal subjects in verse (direct 
discourse, matrix)

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −6.1587 0.6605 −9.32 <2 × 10−16

coefficient   0.0047 0.0006   8.42 <2 × 10−16

Table 17. Logistic regression estimates for overt pronominal subjects in verse (narrative, 
matrix)

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −3.2436 0.5023 −6.45 1.07 × 10−10

coefficient   0.0017 0.0004   3.98 6.69 × 10−05

Summarising up to this point, in this study of pro-drop across text forms we have 
first established that, if surface forms are counted indiscriminately, that is, all kinds 
of null subjects together and without distinguishing discourse types, prose appears 
to have a very different change profile, with pronominal subject expression rates be-
ing very high from the earliest texts on. If not predicted, this is at least not surprising 
in the two-grammar competition model where the old grammar allows for overt 
subjects under some pragmatically defined conditions. This pragmatic flexibility 
can arguably be exploited differently in different text forms. Once we look at the 
data in which the output of the two grammars is assumed to be categorically distrib-
uted, namely, clauses with expletive subjects (i.e., always null for the old grammar 
and always overt for the new one), the prose/verse distinction virtually disappears, 
as predicted by our grammar competition model. That is, once pragmatic factors are 
excluded, we find a grammatical parallelism between the two text forms. Another 
way to uncover this parallelism is to look at the environment which is assumed to 
approximate oral speech the most, direct discourse. The rates of overt pronominal 
subjects are similar for verse and prose in this environment. We conclude that the 
major source of non-parallelism in other contexts is the uneven distribution of sub-
ordinate clauses, known to favour subject expression. If limited to matrix clauses, 
the change develops in parallel ways across prose and verse in pragmatically similar 
environments (either narrative or direct discourse). The influence of pragmatic 
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factors on the change is thus stable across text forms (as manifested by the absence 
of dramatic differences between rates of change in matrix clauses) if we properly 
control for the grammatical environments with which these factors interact, such 
as the distinction between matrix and subordinate clauses.

3. OVfin decline in prose vs. verse

Early MF is known to have greater word order flexibility than Modern French, in 
particular, in allowing for both VfinO and OVfin, with the latter option disappear-
ing with time (Marchello-Nizia 1995; Vance 1997; Labelle & Hirschbühler 2005; 
Labelle 2007; Zaring 2011; Marchello-Nizia & Rouquier 2012; Kroch & Santorini 
2014). Examples below illustrate the OVfin option unavailable in Modern French.

(2) [lei]obj consentitv et observatv
  law agreed and observed

“he respected and observed the law”  (0980-LEGER-V,XII.82)

(3) [Ja mais]adv [ledece]obj n’avraiv
  never joy won’t.have

“I will never have joy”  (10XX-ALEXIS-V,99.892)

(4) [Li quens Rollant]sbj [Gualter de l’ Hum]obj apeletv
  the king Roland Walter of the Hum called

“The king Roland called Walter of Hum”  (1100-ROLAND-V,65.779)

In what follows we examine the effects of the verse/prose distinction on how this 
change proceeded.

3.1 From OV to VO: Simple estimates

We first model this change by estimating the distribution of the variable VfinO 
(with the values yes and no) in a set of finite clauses with non-clitic direct objects 
excluding imperatives and wh-clauses targeting subject or object (total of 40,120). 
Some studies focus on tracking specifically base-generated OV orders. For instance, 
Kroch & Santorini (2014) in their study of the OV decline take into account only 
some non-finite clauses and exclude cases where the VO order could have been 
generated from OV by V-to-T or V-to-C movement. In contrast, we are examining 
the loss of object movement to the left-periphery, that is, to the left of the finite verb, 
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assuming that a finite verb is at least as high as T.9 That is, disregarding the question 
about the headedness of the VP, we suggest that the ‘old’ grammar, inherited from 
Late Latin, allowed movement of direct objects to the clausal left-periphery, while 
the new grammar that eventually took over did not allow for this sort of move-
ment and generated only VO sequences.10 We also assume that the old grammar 
could generate VO, or V1 (‘verb-first’), orders in those cases where the verb moved 
higher than any of the arguments. This order is illustrated in (5). We assume, for 
now, that the old grammar generated such orders at some constant rate associated 
with a particular set of pragmatic conditions.11 This assumption will be important 
in the discussion since a VO string is ambiguous as to which grammar generated it.

(5) Baisset sun chef,
  lowered his head

“He lowered his head.”  (1100-ROLAND-V,9.112)

For now let us abstract away from the exact structural positions of the arguments 
and simply look at the distribution of OV/VO sequences over time.

Figure 6 visualises logistic regression models of the VfinO variable for prose, 
verse and the two forms combined. The slope of the model corresponds to the rate 
of replacement of the old grammar by the new one, assuming that the new gram-
mar generated only VO while the old one generated OV plus (a constant rate of) 
VO.12 Since the rate of ‘old’ VO is assumed to be constant, it should not matter for 
the slope comparison.

9. Interestingly, though, the progressions of VnonFinO reported in Kroch & Santorini (2014) and 
VfinO presented here turn out to be quite similar if we consider prose and verse combined.

10. However, there seems to be no reason to assume that OV was a predominant order even in 
Late Latin (e.g., Passarotti et al. 2015 and references therein).

11. An underlying assumption here is that the product of the interaction between a given gram-
mar and universal pragmatic laws is constant in the absence of external perturbing factors.

12. Modern French makes use of OV order under very restricted conditions discussed in Abeillé 
et al. (2008).
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Figure 6. VfinO in prose and verse

The parameter estimates for our model P(VfinO = yes | Date = d) = eα + β d

1 + eα + β d are 
given in Tables 18–20.

Table 18. Logistic regression estimates for VfinO in prose

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −7.0739 0.2963 −23.87 <2 × 10−16

coefficient   0.0072 0.0002   30.92 <2 × 10−16

Table 19. Logistic regression estimates for VfinO in verse

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −1.5419 0.2952 −5.22 1.76 × 10−7

coefficient   0.0017 0.0003   7.10 1.22 × 10−12
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Table 20. Logistic regression estimates for VfinO overall

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −8.6574 0.1796 −48.19 <2 × 10−16

coefficient   0.0081 0.0001   54.83 <2 × 10−16

While the rate of OVfin for verse is almost constant over time (coefficient close to 
zero), prose appears to be more advanced than verse in the transition to VfinO, at 
least during the 12th century, for which we have data points for both prose and 
verse (although verse is still better represented). One way to interpret the logistic 
regression parameters we obtained is to say that the temporal ‘window’ available for 
verse is such that we cannot really observe the decline of OVfin in verse. This would 
be due to a problem of the corpus text sample, since we know that OVfin ends up 
disappearing almost completely even from verse.

3.2 Abstract grammar-based analysis

Before we concede that there is an unsurmountable data sampling problem re-
sponsible for the difference or that there is actually a significant difference between 
the rates of change in prose and in verse during the available time window, let us 
consider another analytical possibility. Recall that our calculations of the rate of 
change from the ‘old’ OV to the ‘new’ VO order involved an assumption that, even 
though both grammars can generate VO, we count all VO as ‘new’ assuming that 
those that are generated by the old grammar (as V1 configurations) constitute a 
fixed proportion in the overall output of the old grammar at any given point. Thus 
miscounting them as produced by the new grammar does not affect the rate of the 
spread of the innovative grammar. That is, even though, because of the added VO 
counts, the new grammar’s probabilities would be “bumped up” at any given time 
point, this bumping up would be a constant over the whole medieval period and 
independent of the prose/verse distinction, and thus it could be neglected for the 
purposes of comparing the overall rates of change in prose and verse. However, if 
this assumption is wrong, that is, if for some reason the bumping-up effect varies 
depending on the text form and/or time, this could be a source of non-parallelism 
between prose and verse. In what follows we show that the original assumption is 
indeed problematic and that we do need to sort out VOs. The main culprit turns 
out to be the VO orders with ‘true’ pro-drop (that is, not cases of ellipsis under co-
ordination), because (non-expletive) pro-drop rates vary depending on the prose/
verse distinction (as we show in §2).
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To discuss the possible effect of grammar-ambiguous VOs, we need to be more 
specific about what kind of competing grammars we assume and what orders they 
can generate, including the position of the subject.

3.2.1 Grammar A (‘old’)
Table 21 gives an overview of the evolution of word order in transitive finite clauses 
with non-clitic objects.13 The obvious general trend is the steady increase in SVO at 
the expense of all other permutations. Another immediate observation is the rarity 
of OSV and VOS orders, which we therefore exclude from detailed examination.

Table 21. Word order evolution in transitive clauses with non-clitic objects

osv ov ovs sov svo vo vos vso

1100 0.00 (6) 0.26 (411) 0.08 (127) 0.04 (65) 0.19 (306) 0.40 (649) 0.00 (6) 0.02 (39)
1200 0.00 (60) 0.22 (3756) 0.05 (923) 0.05 (860) 0.32 (5487) 0.29 (4852) 0.01 (175) 0.05 (879)
1300 0.00 (25) 0.06 (343) 0.04 (225) 0.02 (128) 0.50 (2837) 0.28 (1598) 0.01 (36) 0.09 (515)
1400 0.01 (60) 0.05 (390) 0.02 (153) 0.01 (80) 0.56 (4749) 0.28 (2382) 0.01 (62) 0.07 (553)
1500 0.01 (28) 0.02 (92) 0.02 (100) 0.01 (32) 0.66 (3225) 0.25 (1208) 0.00 (19) 0.04 (193)
1600 0.00 (6) 0.01 (18) 0.01 (26) 0.00 (1) 0.74 (1829) 0.21 (516) 0.00 (9) 0.03 (81)

A note is in order on the scope of this investigation. The (evolution of) clausal struc-
ture in MF has been the subject of much attention in the literature (Vennemann 
1974; Harris 1978; Fleischman 1992; Roberts 1993; Marchello-Nizia 1995; Vance 
1997; Lafond 2003; Labelle & Hirschbühler 2005; Rouveret 2004; Mathieu 2006; 
Labelle 2007; Zaring 2011; Simonenko & Hirschbühler 2012; Kroch & Santorini 
2014, to name just a few). Our focus here is limited to the disappearance of pre- 
verbal non-clitic objects in transitive finite clauses, and we are concerned only with 
the position of the main arguments. Most importantly, we are interested in how 
this change manifested itself depending on the text form, a topic which has not yet 
been explored at all in a systematic fashion, as far as we know. That is, such issues as 
the (un)availability of V3 in Old French, the syntax of different subordinate clauses 

13. The reason we excluded pronominal clitic objects is that their syntax even in the earliest 
texts is already that of verbal clitics, meaning that they are much more syntactically constrained 
compared to nominal arguments, whereas pronominal subjects do not entirely cliticise until later. 
Specifically, the position of non-emphatic object pronominals is strictly dependent on the posi-
tion of the verb: they immediately precede the verb if the verb is not clause-initial, and they imme-
diately follow it when the verb is clause-initial, a generalisation known as the Tobler-Mussafia law. 
For a detailed corpus-based study of the syntax of object clitics, see Simonenko & Hirschbühler 
(2012). We also excluded clauses with subject or object wh-dependency because of their idio-
syncratic argument syntax.
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and matrix and embedded questions and many other puzzles of MF syntax are left 
out of the present picture.

We assume that the old grammar is characterised by an articulated left-periphery 
which involves an agreement projection, Agreement Phrase (AgrP), as well as (at 
least) two information structure-related projections, Focus Phrase (FocP) and Topic 
Phrase (TopP). In the following we briefly discuss our assumptions concerning 
the structures underlying each surface order.14 Our eventual goal is to be able to 
classify as many surface strings as possible as generated by the old or by the new 
grammar, in order to track the disappearance of the OV-generating old grammar 
across text forms.

OVS
We begin our inventory of the configurations made available by the old grammar 
with OVS, (6). We assume that OVS corresponds to the object and subject place-
ment in the Specifier of a discourse-oriented functional projection Topic Phrase 
(SpecTopP) and the Specifier of the Tense Phrase (SpecTP), respectively. This is 
accompanied by the movement of the verbal (complex) head to the functional head 
Agr, which hosts subject person and number features, as in Figure 7.

(6) [Messe e matines]obj ad [li reis]sbj escultet.
  mass and matines has the king attended

“The king has attended mass and matines.”  (1100-ROLAND-V,54.647)

TopP

TopP

Top

V-T-Agr

(Subject)

<V-T>

TP

…

TP

AgrP

Object

Figure 7. Grammar A generating OVS

14. We abstract away from fine details of the structure below the TP level, such as the presence of 
modal, aspectual and agent-introducing projections. Angled brackets indicate movement traces 
and regular brackets indicate the possibility of argument omission.
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Obviously, in order to test the adequacy of this representation, we cannot directly 
probe the information structure of MF by gathering speakers’ judgments. However, 
as a proxy, we can look at the formal properties of the noun phrases involved, such 
as the presence/absence and semantics of determiners and modifiers, on the as-
sumption that determiner types correlate with the information-structure statuses 
of arguments. Specifically, a number of determiners, such as definite and possessive 
ones, are commonly assumed to trigger presuppositions, that is, contraints on what 
kind of information a context should entail in order for the utterance in question 
to be felicitous in that context.

Table 26 in the appendix below gives the distribution of head types in direct 
object noun phrases in OVS configurations, and Table 27 presents the distribution 
of determiner types with nominal objects. We put the adjective tel “such” in a sep-
arate category because of its frequency and special semantics. Noun phrases with 
such modifiers normally have an antecedent and therefore can be assumed to be 
demonstrative-like.

Below we compare these results with the determiner distribution in other syn-
tactic configurations and show that there is a remarkably high incidence of de-
monstratives, both as heads and as pre-nominal determiners. Simonenko (2017) 
provides a semantic argument as well as arguments from synchronic studies that 
demonstratives are very likely to be shifted topics and that the position in question 
was likely associated with prosodic prominence (see also Rainsford 2011: 216 for 
MF). This corresponds to the Top label of the relevant head in Figure 7.

SOV and OV
Another eventually disappearing configuration is SOV, (7), for which we assume 
the structure illustrated in Figure 8 where the subject and the object occupy the 
SpecTopP and the SpecFocP, respectively.

(7) [Li reis Marsilie]sbj [le poign destre]obj i perdiet
  the king Marsile the fist right there lost

“The king Marsile lost there his right fist.”  (1100-ROLAND-V,200.2782)
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TopP

TopP

Top

Object

Foc

<Subject>

V-T-Agr

AgrP

AgrP

TP

<V-T> …

FocP

FocP

(Subject)

Figure 8. Grammar A generating SOV

Head types and determiner types with nominal objects in this configuration are 
distributed as in Tables 28 and 29 (see appendix below) respectively, where we find 
a much lower rate of demonstratives than in OVS configurations.15

Under this configuration we subsume OV orders with null subjects. Specifically, 
we assume that, if they are not contrastive, subjects are null in the old grammar. 
The distribution of head types and determiners in object phrases is remarkably 
similar in SOV and OV configurations, as a comparison between Tables 30–31 
(see appendix below) on the one hand and Tables 28–29 on the other shows. In 
fact, if we exclude full object pronouns, the difference in the distribution of the 
other heads types between OV and SOV is not statistically significant at the 0.05 
threshold (χ2 = 3.57, df = 3, p = 0.31).16 Another observation which suggests that 
OV and SOV should be grouped together in terms of clause structure is a similar 
rate of possessive determiners, which in both cases is much higher than in OVS 
orders. This can be viewed as a consequence of the requirement that a possessive 
pronoun co-indexed with the subject be c-commanded by the latter. Finally, the 
rate of object pronominalisation is significantly higher in SOV than in OV, or, in 
other words, when the subject is overt, the object is more likely to be pronominal.17 

15. The difference is highly statistically significant (χ2 = 84.6, df = 1, p = 3.53 × 10−20).

16. We had to remove free relatives from consideration because the number of observations was 
too small.

17. This can be related (at least in cases where the subject is nominal) to the first Preferred 
Argument Structure constraint identified by Du Bois (2003: 34): “Avoid more than one lexical 
core argument”.
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Recall, however, that these are non-clitic objects, which means that they were most 
likely contrastively focused (otherwise a clitic variant would have been chosen), 
which is reflected in their position in Figure 8.

VSO
We assume that VSO orders, as in (8), have an in-situ object inside of VP and a 
subject in the canonical subject position in the Specifier of TP, as in Figure 9. The 
Specifier of the TopP in such configuration is occupied by an indirect object or a 
non-argument constituent.

(8) De Guenelun atent [li reis]sbj [nuveles]obj…
  from Guenelun awaits the king news

“The king awaits news from Guenelun…”  (1100-ROLAND-V,53.642)

TopP

TopP

Top

V-T-Agr

Subject

<V-T>

TP

VP

Object

TP

AgrP

XP

Figure 9. Grammar A generating VSO

The distribution of determiners with the objects is given in Tables 32 and 33 (see 
appendix below).

SVO and VO
Finally, for the old Grammar A, let us consider the pair SVO and VO. As far as 
Grammar A goes, we assume that these orders resulted from a structure as in 
Figure 10. An overt subject occupies the Specifier of the Topic projection. The SVO 
string, however, is ambiguous, as it could also be the output of the new grammar, as 
will be illustrated in §3.2.2. In our estimates of the disappearance of OV we will not 
try to disambiguate SVO and will count them all as the output of the new grammar.
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TopP

TopP

Top

(pro)

V-T-Agr

<V-T>

TP

VP

Object

AgrP

AgrP

(Subject)

Figure 10. Grammar A generating SVO & VO

3.2.2 Grammar B (‘new’)
We assume that, in contrast to Grammar A, Grammar B lacks an articulated 
left-periphery and an agreement head. It is also characterised by obligatory sub-
ject expression, with the subject by default occupying SpecTP. It is well established 
that MF underwent verbal agreement syncretisation (Bettens 2015; Buridant 
2000; Dees et al. 1980; Foulet 1935; Jong 2006; Marchello-Nizia 1992; Morin 2001; 
Simonenko et al. 2018). As a result, Modern French finite verbs do not distinguish 
between 1st, 2nd and 3rd person singular in present indicative. The only subject-less 
(non-imperative) finite clauses Grammar B generates are those where the subject is 
elided under coordination with the preceding clause, just like in Modern French. 
A simple declarative clause with a transitive predicate could thus be schematised 
as in Figure 11.

TP

TP

V-T

<V-T>

<V> Object

VP

TP

Subject

Figure 11. Grammar B generating SVO
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3.3 Transition from Grammar A to B

We now classify all strings as generated by Grammar A or B. Seeing the loss of 
OV as resulting from the loss of a grammar with an extended left-periphery is 
in line with the tradition of analysing word order changes in MF as reflecting a 
transition from Topic-initial to Subject-initial utterance organisation (Vennemann 
1974; Harris 1978; Marchello-Nizia 1995: 100). Similarly, Labelle & Hirschbühler 
(2005) suggested that during the medieval period French lost an information 
structure-related projection in the clausal left-periphery.

String type Generating grammar

OVS Grammar A
SOV & OV Grammar A
VOS Grammar A
VSO Grammar A
‘true’ VO (i.e., subject omitted not under coordination) Grammar A
‘false’ VO (i.e., subject omitted under coordination) Grammar A or B
SVO Grammar A or B

We are now in a position to model the transition from a grammar with a rich left pe-
riphery to a grammar without one as the distribution of a binary variable Grammar 
with values A and B, where all OVS, SOV, OV, VOS, VSO and true VO are classified 
as Type A and all SVO as Type B, with false VO being excluded from considera-
tion.18 We fit the following logistic regression model to our data: P(Grammar = B | 
Date = d, Form = f) = eα + β d

1 + eα + β d, and the result is visualised in Figure 12.

18. We count all SVO as generated by Grammar B on the assumption that Grammar A generated 
such strings at a rate which was stable both across time periods and across text forms.
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Figure 12. Type B Grammar emergence

Table 22. Logistic regression estimates for Grammar B in prose

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −3.860 0.1870 −20.64 <2 × 10−16

coefficient   0.0036 0.0001   25.87 <2 × 10−16

Table 23. Logistic regression estimates for Grammar B in verse

  estimate std. error z value pr(>|z|)

intercept −5.0760 0.3393 −14.96 <2 × 10−16

coefficient   0.0039 0.0003   13.89 <2 × 10−16
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Estimated this way, the passage to the SVO grammar proceeds in parallel in prose 
and verse. An explicit testing for the difference in the slope parameter by means 
of a comparison based on an analysis of deviance of a model where the coefficient 
parameter can vary depending on the prose/verse distinction with one where the 
coefficient is not sensitive to these contexts reveals that the prose/verse parame-
ter does not significantly contribute to better predict the data (χ2 = 0.93, df = 2, 
p = 0.62). In other words, the distinction between the rate of change in verse and 
prose is not statistically significant.

The main change in our estimates compared to just tracking the distribution of 
OV/VO orders, as in §3.1, is counting true VO as belonging to the same grammar 
as OV. Before doing a more fine-grained investigation of word-order changes, we 
speculated that, if the rate of true VO were different in verse and prose because 
of the difference in the null subject rate, this would have affected our simplistic 
estimates of the passage from OV to VO, since the rate of the latter would have 
been disproportionately bumped up in verse. In contrast, classifying true VO as 
generated by the old Type A grammar results in the rates of change being now very 
similar across text forms. In other words, given that null subjects are more frequent 
in verse (see Figure 1), counting all VO including the true subjectless ones as gen-
erated by Grammar B leads to an overestimation of the probability of the latter in 
verse in the first periods, where null subjects were still very frequent. Comparison 
between Tables 24 and 25 (the only centuries for which there is enough data in 
both text forms are considered) makes it obvious that the main difference between 
prose and verse is the relative frequency of true OV and VO orders: the frequency 
of these orders is higher in verse, but it drops in the 14th century. This is consistent 
with what we know about the decline of null subjects (and thus true OV and VO), 
and this, we suggest, is the source of the non-parallelism between prose and verse 
we initially observed in Figure 6.

Table 24. Word order in transitive clauses with non-clitic objects in prose

  osv ov ovs sov svo vo vos vso

1200 0.00 0.04 0.09 0.08 0.58 0.08 0.02 0.11
1300 0.01 0.02 0.05 0.02 0.67 0.09 0.01 0.13
1400 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.00 0.79 0.06 0.01 0.10

Table 25. Word orders in transitive clauses with non-clitic objects in verse

  osv ov ovs sov svo vo vos vso

1200 0.01 0.18 0.07 0.07 0.40 0.20 0.01 0.06
1300 0.01 0.23 0.05 0.08 0.37 0.22 0.01 0.04
1400 0.00 0.15 0.02 0.07 0.60 0.13 0.00 0.03

© 2018. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved



420 Alexandra Simonenko, Benoît Crabbé and Sophie Prévost

4. Conclusions

We have examined two changes affecting different components of the Medieval 
French grammar across two text forms, prose and verse. First, we quantified the 
changes as variation in two surface forms, an ‘old’ and a ‘new’ variant. For the 
change in subject expression, that meant quantifying occurrences of null vs. overt 
subjects and, for the word order change, quantifying instances of OVfin vs. VfinO 
orders. In both cases this approach revealed a puzzling non-parallelism between 
verse and prose, namely, either prose or verse would appear almost to stagnate 
across the medieval period. This does not accord with the obvious fact that in both 
text forms all changes came to completion much earlier than today’s French.

We then shifted from estimating surface form competition to a more abstract 
modelling of variation as a competition between two grammars for which we as-
sumed a certain mapping between abstract representations and surface forms. For 
the null subjects case we assumed an old grammar which could generate both 
null and overt personal pronominal subjects and a new one generating only overt 
ones. On these assumptions only expletive subjects unambiguously signalled which 
grammar was used. Estimated as the variation in null/overt expletives, the change 
progresses in a parallel fashion in prose and verse. These results suggest that, in the 
grammar allowing for null subjects (the old grammar), the expression of personal 
pronominal subjects depends on the text form and, therefore, is not subject to strict 
grammatical constraints. This is a welcome result given that in modern null subject 
languages the conditions on the use of overt personal subjects are commonly de-
fined in information-structural or pragmatic terms (e.g., aboutness-shift in Italian 
and Spanish, Frascarelli 2007 and Jiménez-Fernández 2016, respectively) and given 
that the structuring of discourse depends largely on how the speaker chooses to 
relate a semantic representation to the utterance context. We further discovered that 
a major grammatical factor influencing such pragmatic choices is the clause type, 
matrix vs. subordinate: once we control for it, we see a prose/verse parallelism in the 
emergence of the overt personal pronominal subject. This suggests that pragmatic 
factors interact with grammatical choices in a stable way across time, which may 
be interpreted as an indication of the universality of pragmatic reasoning.

We also find that the difference in personal pronominal subject expression 
between prose and verse had repercussions for the estimation of the loss of the OV 
order as a simple competition between OV and VO. A higher rate of null subjects 
in verse resulted in what seemed like a very early dominance of VO. Once recast in 
terms of abstract grammars whereby the old grammar could generate subjectless 
VO sentences (and other argument permutations) and the new one only SVO, we 
once again see parallel changes in prose and verse.
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This project demonstrates that suitably large treebanks make it possible to en-
gage tools of statistical analysis to test some of the traditionally accepted impres-
sionistic and/or intuitive claims in the literature, strengthening the empirical basis 
of the field.
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Appendix: Head types and determiners with direct objects

Table 26. Head types in object phrases in OVS

head type

free relative 0.03 (5)
noun 0.47 (735)
personal pronoun 0.03 (53)
pronoun with a CP-complement 0.09 (147)
demonstrative 0.37 (584)
proper noun 0.02 (30)
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Table 27. Determiners with nominal objects in OVS

determiner

definite 0.19 (139)
demonstrative 0.21 (155)
tel 0.09 (65)
possessive 0.07 (50)
quantifier 0.15 (111)
indefinite 0.02 (16)
partitive 0.01 (6)
zero 0.26 (193)

A zero determiner in MF is not to be equated with indefiniteness. The spread of overt determin-
ers was another change that progressed gradually over the medieval period (e.g., Simonenko & 
Carlier 2016), and in the earlier texts bare nouns occurred frequently in the contexts which in 
Modern French require a definite determiner, a demonstrative or a possessive pronoun (Mathieu 
2009).

Table 28. Head types in object phrases in SOV

head type

free relative 0.002 (2)
noun 0.78 (913)
personal pronoun 0.06 (70)
pronoun with a CP-complement 0.05 (60)
demonstrative 0.05 (59)
proper noun 0.05 (62)

Table 29. Determiners with nominal objects in SOV

determiner

definite 0.25 (234)
demonstrative 0.06 (54)
tel 0.02 (20)
possessive 0.19 (170)
quantifier 0.1 (92)
indefinite 0.03 (26)
partitive 0.001 (1)
zero 0.34 (316)
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Table 30. Head types in object noun phrases in OV

head type

free relative 0.003 (17)
noun 0.83 (4158)
personal pronoun 0.01 (54)
pronoun with a CP-complement 0.06 (281)
demonstrative 0.06 (284)
proper noun 0.04 (216)

Table 31. Determiners with nominal objects in OV

determiner

definite 0.26 (1086)
demonstrative 0.02 (91)
tel 0.02 (82)
possessive 0.2 (845)
quantifier 0.14 (572)
indefinite 0.03 (142)
partitive 0.005 (21)
zero 0.3 (1319)

Table 32. Head types in object phrases in VSO

head type

free relative 0.01 (27)
noun 0.84 (1909)
personal pronoun 0.00 (1)
pronoun with a CP-complement 0.1 (215)
demonstrative 0.01 (22)
proper noun 0.04 (86)

Table 33. Determiners with nominal objects in VSO

determiner

definite 0.25 (478)
demonstrative 0.03 (64)
tel 0.02 (39)
possessive 0.17 (330)
quantifier 0.14 (278)
indefinite 0.04 (81)
partitive 0.01 (32)
zero 0.31 (607)
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Table 34. Head types in object phrases in SVO

head type

free relative 0.01 (167)
noun 0.84 (15652)
personal pronoun 0.002 (30)
pronoun with a CP-complement 0.08 (1534)
demonstrative 0.02 (417)
proper noun 0.034 (633)

Table 35. Determiners with nominal objects in SVO

determiner

definite 0.27 (4293)
demonstrative 0.03 (578)
tel 0.02 (248)
possessive 0.16 (2611)
quantifier 0.11 (1738)
indefinite 0.04 (687)
partitive 0.02 (287)
zero 0.33 (5210)

Appendices

Appendices 1 and 2 can be found online at: https://doi.org/10.1075/dia.00008.sim.additional

Résumé

Cet article étudie à partir de corpus l’effet de la forme des textes (prose versus vers) pour deux 
changements grammaticaux qui se sont produits en français médiéval: la perte des sujets nuls 
et celui de l’ordre des mots OV. Nous montrons, au moyen d’une analyse statistique, que les 
estimations statistiques grossières, de propagation des sujets exprimés et de l’ordre VO, font 
apparaître une différence significative entre la prose et le vers. En revanche, les estimations 
basées sur un modèle de compétition entre grammaires abstraites, qui distingue entre formes de 
surface grammaticalement ambiguës (sujets personnels exprimés, sujets nuls dans des contextes 
de coordination) et formes de surface grammaticalement non ambiguës (sujets impersonnels 
exprimés, sujets nuls dans des contextes de non coordination) mettent en évidence un 
parallélisme entre vers et prose. Le changement commence plus tôt en prose, ce qui confirme 
les intuitions traditionnelles. Au regard de l’hypothèse d’évolution à Taux Constant de Kroch 
(1989), ces résultats suggèrent que la prose et le vers se comportent comme deux contextes 
dans lesquels les changements grammaticaux se seraient propagés à des taux semblables (non 
significativement différents). Nous concluons que la différence entre les taux de propagation 
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des sujets personnels exprimés selon la forme des textes tient aux différences fréquentielles des 
types de propositions (principales/indépendantes versus subordonnées), dans lesquels les facteurs 
pragmatiques n’agissent pas identiquement sur l’expression des pronoms personnels. A un niveau 
plus général, ces résultats suggèrent que le produit de l’interaction d’une grammaire particulière 
avec des lois pragmatiques universelles est constant, ce que l’on peut observer si la variation des 
choix grammaticaux est contrôlée.

Zusammenfassung

In diesem Artikel wird auf Korpusbasis der Einfluss der Textform (Prosa vs. Vers) auf zwei 
grammatische Veränderungen im Französischen des Mittelalters untersucht: den Verlust von 
Nullsubjekten und von OV-Stellung. Mit einer statistischen Analyse zeigen wir, dass die groben 
statistischen Schätzungen der Ausbreitung overter Subjekte und der VO-Stellung auf einen 
signifikanten Unterschied zwischen Prosa und Vers hinweisen. Dagegen zeigen sich Parallelitäten 
zwischen Vers und Prosa bei Schätzungen auf der Grundlage eines Modells des Wettbewerbs 
zwischen abstrakten Grammatiken, das zwischen grammatisch ambigen Oberflächenformen 
(overten Subjektpronomen, Nullsubjekten in Koordinationen) und grammatisch nicht ambigen 
Oberflächenformen (overte unpersönliche Subjekte, Nullsubjekte in nicht koordinierten 
Kontexten) unterscheidet. Der Wandel setzt in Prosa früher ein, was die traditionellen Annahmen 
bestätigt. Im Hinblick auf die constant rate hypothesis (Kroch 1989) legen die Ergebnisse nahe, 
dass Prosa und Vers sich wie zwei Kontexte verhalten, in denen der grammatische Wandel 
sich mit ähnlicher (nicht signifikant unterschiedlicher) Geschwindigkeit vollzogen hat. Wir 
schließen daraus, dass die unterschiedliche Ausbreitungsgeschwindigkeit der overten Subjekte 
in den beiden Textformen auf Frequenzunterschiede zwischen den Satztypen zurückzuführen ist 
(Haupt-/unabhängige Sätze vs. Nebensätze), in denen sich pragmatische Faktoren unterschiedlich 
auf den Ausdruck der Personalpronomen auswirken. Auf einer allgemeineren Ebene zeigen 
die Ergebnisse, dass das Ergebnis der Interaktion zwischen einer bestimmten Grammatik und 
universellen pragmatischen Faktoren konstant ist. Dies lässt sich durch kontrollierte Variation 
der grammatischen Wahlmöglichkeiten beobachten.
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