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On the Nature of the V2 System of Medieval Romance

Scholars of Medieval Romance languages have been aware (since Meyer-Lübke 1897) that one can distinguish no less than two syntactic positions before the finite verb. This intuition was systematically developed for Old French by Skårup (1975) in the frame of the positional syntax model of Diderichsen (1966), and further by generative linguists during the last twenty years (see Benincà 2006). These two positions, one immediately before the finite verb (P2) and another one before that (P1), are not always syntactically distinct, but in the case of definite direct objects the distinction is clearly marked: a DO in P2 a) is in complementary distribution with the subject, which must appear in postverbal position (1a) or in P1 (1b), and b) is never doubled by a clitic pronoun (1ab); in contrast, a definite DO in P1 is compatible with a preverbal subject and is always doubled (2):

(1) 
a. (Old French) l’   acointance de nous deus (DO) / desirroie (V)

    
     the friendship  of us     both

 wished


jou (S) a  avoir (Chrestien de Troies, Perceval 4491)               



I
  to have


‘I wished us to be friends’


b. cascuns (S) le   pape (DO) encosa (V) (Adam de la Halle,

    everyone     the pope          blamed

Le Jeu de la Feuillée 435)


‘Everyone blamed the pope’

(2) Ceste bataille (DO), sire, je (S) la (resumptive clitic) demant (V)
      this    fight
        sir    I        it


         demand

(Le couronnement de Louis 2446)


‘I demand this fight, sir’

P1 and P2 may also be kept distinct by the position of clitic pronouns: if the preverbal constituent is in P1, clitics are postverbal (3a); if it is in P2, they are preverbal (3b)—we will illustrate it with a preverbal DO so that one can notice that the position of clitics and the presence of a resumptive pronoun both depend on the position occupied by the preverbal DO: if it is in P1, we have a resumptive clitic pronoun, and this is postverbal (3a); if it is in P2, we have no resumptive pronoun, and the other clitics are preverbal (3b):

(3)
a. Nos qatre dex (DO) ont (V) les (resumptive clitic) il (S) retenu?

    our  four  gods         have     them                            they  got 


(La chanson d’Aspremont 8168)


‘Have they got our four gods?’


b. Le  cheval (DO) vos (clitic) garderai (V) gié (S) (Chrestien de 


    the horse
          to-you        will-watch    I



Troies, Perceval 6730)


‘I will watch over your horse’

As far as we consider the P2 position, medieval Romance languages work as V2-languages in the essential respects; but the presence of the P1 position, which is recursive, grants them a much freer word order than in Germanic V2-languages.

Besides the syntactic facts just reviewed, the arguments one can use in the study of sentence structure are mainly based on the possible pairings of distributions and pragmatic values: we may assume that marked pragmatic values are paired with marked word orders and, if we observe the systematic recurrence of a given word order with a given pragmatic value, we may suppose that the observed word order makes use of a special structural position. But this is not without its problems.

Notice first that in the absence of other structural information, this conclusion may be hazardous: nothing assures us that one pragmatic function is tied to only one structural position or that one structural position is tied to only one pragmatic function. We may show this with the two syntactic positions of medieval Romance we have identified above on purely syntactic grounds: it is widely acknowledged that constituents with thematic value may occur both in P1 (4a) and in P2 (4b) (= (3b)) without any difference in meaning (Salvi 1993) and that constituents occurring in P2 may be not only themes (4b), but also focuses (4c):

(4)
a. Ceste bataille (P1/Theme), veirement la ferum (Chanson de 

    this    battle                         indeed       it we-will-do

Roland 882)


‘We will fight this battle, indeed’

b. Le  cheval (P2/Theme) vos 
  garderai    gié tant com je le
           the horse                      to-you  will-watch I    as-far-as  I  it


porrai tenir (Chrestien de Troies, Perceval 6730)


can     keep


‘I will watch over your horse as long as I can keep it’ 

c. Un molt prescïeus saintuaire (P2/Focus) li         a     l’en 


    a    very precious  reliquary                     to-him has one 


maintenant   fors trait (Chrestien de Troies, Perceval 6195)


immediately out  taken


‘They took out for him a very precious reliquary’

But notice that the possible occurrence of constituents with different pragmatic functions in the same structural position might also suggest an opposite conclusion: that the analysis must rather be refined, and that the functions of theme and focus are paired with two different positions, not with a unique one. If this analysis proves correct, the rule positioning the finite verb in the medieval Romance sentence structure (the V2-effect) cannot be stated in a simple way (eg. „the finite verb stays immediately after P2”, or any other more sophisticated variant of it), because there is no such position: the rule would have to refer to two different syntactic positions, which have most of their properties in common (eg. as regards their position immediately preceding the verb, the position of clitics, subject position, etc.), but are not the same.
Indeed, on a closer examination of the data, P2 proves to contain at least two syntactic positions, a theme position (P2A) and a focus position (P2B), in this order, although ordinarily only one may be realized. 

The most convincing proof of the existence of two preverbal positions in the sense just described would be the existence of sentences in which both positions are occupied by overt material. Sentences of this type are indeed possible in Old French if the focus is a Wh-phrase (Skårup 1975, VIII.3.2), as in the following examples:

(5) a. vostre terre, qui  desfandra    quant li   rois  Artus   i        vendra...?      

        your    land  who will-defend when the king Arthur there will-come



(Chrestien de Troies, Yvain 1619)



‘Who will defend your land when king Arthur comes here?’


b. ton roncin...        coment ravras tu…? (La Queste del Saint Graal 


   your pachhorse    how      will-you-get back



90,16)



’How will you get back your packhorse?’

In the light of our criteria, the theme constituents vostre terre and ton roncin must be in P2 because there is no resumptive pronoun; in (5), therefore, a theme and a focus co-occur in P2 (vostre terre and ton roncin are in P2A, qui and coment in P2B).

(In Old French there were also sentences in which theme and focus preceded immediately the verb, but in the reverse order (Skårup 1975, VIII.3):

(6)
a. Reis de Westsexe cil  esteit (Geffrei Gaimar, L'Estoire des Engleis 


    king of Wessex   that was



2843)



’That was the king of Wessex’


b. Si grant dolur                or    m'       est apareüde! (La Vie de Saint     so great dolorous-thing now to-me has-appeared



Alexis 409/484)



’Now a very dolorous thing appeared to me’

These structures probably represent a more archaic type of sentence structure, not of the V2-type discussed here—see Salvi 2001.)

One more piece of evidence in favour of our hypotesis would consist of sentences in which, although only one of the two positions is occupied by a  phonetically realized constituent, the presence of the other would be requested by the properties of the sentence as a whole. This kind of argumentation working with abstract categories is naturally tied to a specific theory, and does not have the same status as the former one, but it seems to us worth exploring.

Verb-initial sentences represented in medieval Romance a marked order bearing special meanings, such as jussive (7a), presentative (7b), or representative of an event as a causal or temporal consequence of preceding events (eventive) (7c). They also characterized yes/no-questions  (7d) (we exclude from our discussion another case of verb initial sentences as non-pertinent, that of coordinate sentences with the same subject: in the second member of the coordination the subject was regularly omitted, so the verb appeared first in the linear order). In these sentences the different possible interpretations signalled by movement of the verb to first position were obtained from morphological information (e.g., use of the subjunctive or imperative), from context, and probably also intonation (Salvi to appear):

(7) a. bailliez le moi (Beroul, Le Roman de Tristan 1017) 


give     it to-me

‘Give it to me’

b. Li   reis  tint  sa  carue    pur        sun iur  espleiter /    E     vint


the king held his plough in-order his day to-finish-off and arrived 

i       Carlemaines  tut un antif senter (Pèlerinage de Charlemagne 
there Charlemagne all an old   path

299-300) 

 ‘The king steered his plough to finish off his day and Charlemagne arrived there along an old path’

c. N’  en      ad        vertud,  trop          ad   perdut del     sanc... Falt
not for-it he-has strength too-much has lost      of-the blood fails

li          le  coer (Chanson de Roland 2229-2231) 

to-him the heart

‘He has not the strength, he has lost too much blood... His heart fails’

      d. 
Sont vostre panel                            aborré? (Chrestien de Troyes, 

are    your  cushions-of-the-saddle well-padded

Yvain 598) 

 ‘Are the cushions of your saddle well padded?’

We might suppose that in these sentences an abstract operator occupied the position preceding the finite verb, identifying the type of the sentence: a jussive operator in the jussive sentences, an interrogative operator in the yes/no-questions, an abstract locative in the presentative ones, an abstract time adverb in the eventive ones. Alternatively, in this position a phonetically realized element could appear with the same function: eg. the jussive element car/quar (8a); in presentatives and eventives, an adverbial element could make explicit the circumstances of place (8b) or time (8c) relative to which the new referent is introduced, or of which the event is a consequence: 

(8) a. quar t’en vas colcer (La Vie de Saint Alexis 52) 


so   you-go  to-lie-down   

‘so, go to bed’

b. Forz           Renouart  ainz    ne  fu     si fort    hom (Aliscans 370) 


apart-from R.             before not was so brave man

‘Apart from Renouart, never was there so brave a man’
c. cil    revient       a Sagremor, si   li          dist   ce   que     sa  dame 

that goes-back to S.              and to-him says that which his lady


li          mande. Et  lors  se part      Sagremors de     la  porte (La 

to-him orders and then goes-away S.              from the door

Mort le roi Artu 48, 60-62) 
 ‘he goes back to Sagremor and reports to him what his lady bids. Then Sagremor goes away from the door’ 

Another possibility was the anteposition of a rhematic element in the immediate preverbal position. Consider the following example (taken from Dardel 1989, as well as (10)-(13); cfr. also Vanelli 1999 on this type of sentence):

(9) 
Venir s'en         volt    li   emperere Carles (Chanson de Roland 2974)


to-come-away wants the emperor   Charles


’The emperor Charles wants to leave’

This is a case of an eventive sentence, which describes what Charlemagne makes as a consequence of the previous events: as for the preverbal infinitive venir, it is neither focalized nor topicalized in front of the verb (there is no contrast between to leave or not to leave, nor is it known that someone will leave), and as for the subject li emperere Carles, it is known from the context, it is not new information in postverbal position. Fronting the infinitive seems just a manner to mark that the sentence is eventive.

Further examples of this construction with eventive interpretation are the following:

(10)
a. (Old Portuguese) Reaes cortes fez     o    çelestial  emperador 



    


royal  courts made the heavenly emperor



por grande proueito e     honrra  de todo o    senhorio (Corte 


for  great    benefit   and honour of all     the dominion



Imperial, in Nunes 1981, 93)



’The heavenly emperor convoked a royal feast to the benefit and honour of all his dominions’


b. Ir me quer' eu deitar (Dom Denis 135, 8)



to-go want I    to-lie-down



’I want to go to bed’


c. (Old Provençal) veder ent              pót l'om per        quaranta ciptáz 




         see    from-there can one  through forty        towns



(Boecis 165)



’From there, one can see as far as forty towns’


d. Proverbi diss reiz  Salamon del       pomer       qi       naiss     el



proverb tells king Salomon of-the apple-tree which is-born in-the boisson (Chanson de Sainte Foi d'Agen 54-55)



wood



’King Salomon tells a proverb about the apple-tree growing in the wood’


e. (Old French) quant enfant out Anne (Quatre Livres des Reis 6)





    when child   got Hannah



’When Hannah gave birth to a child’


f. (Old Northern Italian) Tolet            me      l'     a       i    fals        






         taken-away to-me him have the devious Zude (Passione in antico bergamasco, in Lorck 1893, 84)



Jews



’The devious Jews have taken him away from me’

This construction can assume also the other interpretations which are normally expressed with verb-initial sentences: jussive (11), presentative (12), interrogative (13):

(11)
a. (Old French) Amfant nus   done ki    seit a  tun   talent! (La Vie de 




   child     to-us give who be  at your pleasure



Saint Alexis 25)



’Give us a child who be at your pleasure’


b. madame la   reïne  me     saluez (La Mort le Roi Artu 172, 15-16)



my-lady the queen to-me greet



’Give my regards to my lady queen’ 

(12)
(Old Catalan) Cosa sabida es que… (Document, in Russell-Gebbett 





 thing known is that


1965, 90)


’It is well known that...’

(13) 
(Old Portuguese) A   uera cruz  nõ  teendes       aqui? (Livro de 




      the true cross not have(-you) here


Linhagens, in Nunes 1981, 35)


’Don’t you have here the true cross?’

Notice that in this construction the subject is the constituent that could function as the unmarked theme of the sentence (for it generally refers to a known or otherwise salient participant of the situation), but, if present, it appears in postverbal position: li   emperere Carles (9), o çelestial emperador (10a), eu (10b), l'om (10c), reiz  Salamon (10d), Anne (10e), i fals Zude (10f). Besides, if the rheme of the sentence is composed by more than one constituent, the constituent that appears in preverbal position is always the one that would appear first in the unmarked postverbal word order, as we can see if we reconstruct the unmarked word order of exs. (9)-(13) (the rheme is in plain text, the element to be fronted is underscored, the (virtual) theme is between brackets; for the sake of clarity the finite verb and the clitics are in bold):

(14)
a. fez (o çelestial emperador) reaes cortes por grande proueito e honrra de todo o senhorio (= (10a))


b. quero-me (eu) ir deitar (= (10b))


c. pót ent (l'om) veder per quaranta ciptáz (= (10c))


d. diss (reiz Salamon) proverbi del pomer qi naiss el boisson (= (10d))


e. done nus amfant ki seit a tun talent! (= (11a))


f. es cosa sabida que… (= (12))

g. nõ teendes a uera cruz aqui? (= (13))

The very fact that the choice of the constituent to be fronted in this type of sentence is not ruled by a semantic principle, but by a formal device („front the first constituent of the rheme”) shows that its primary aim is not to focalize that constituent; we may suppose that the fronting is guided by another element of the structure, the abstract operator to which the interpretation of the whole sentence is tied: the fronting of the rhematic element is an alternative way to make this abstract operator visible.

If we accept this hypothesis, in sentences (9)-(13) two positions are present before the verb: one of these is occupied by the fronted constituent, the other by the abstract operator. The fronted constituent is certainly in P2, as shown by the position of clitics in (9), (10b,c,f) and (11a,b). What position does the abstract operator occupy, P1 or P2?

We can argue that it occupies P2, because the abstract operator  causes the postverbal position of the subject:

(15) (Old Italian) Vuo’  tu    diventar    nostro fedele...? (Bono Giamboni, 



        Want you to-become our      follower

Libro de’ Vizî e delle Virtú 18, 9) 

‘Do you want to become one of our followers...?’
As for the position of the clitics, if the abstract operator is in P2, we would expect them to be in preverbal position, but they are not (cfr. the exs. in (7a-c), with enclisis), perhaps due to the fact that the operator is phonologically null. But in a later period of their evolution some of the medieval Romance languages began to admit preverbal clitics at least in one of the sentence types in which we suppose the presence of an abstract operator, the interrogative one (de Kok 1985, 92-93; Benincà 1994, 173):

(16) (Old French) Te    tindrent onques Sarrazin en prison? (La prise 
        

         You held       ever     Saracens in prison

       
d’Orange 216) 

       
‘Did the Saracens ever hold you in prison?’
On the basis of this evidence, we may therefore conclude that both the abstract operator and the fronted constituent are in P2, which must therefore consist of two independent positions: one for thematic elements and one for focussed elements, in this order (as shown by exs. (5)). The fronted rhematic element occupies the focus position (P2B), the abstract operator the theme position (P2A). 

Both positions, P2A and P2B, cause the clitics to appear in preverbal position (in contrast with P1), are in complementary distribution with the subject (in contrast with P1), and in the normal case cannot be both occupied by overt constituents (in contrast with P1, which can be iterated and so contain more  than one constituent). 

The V2-effect of medieval Romance languages is therefore based on the joint action of these two positions. But how can we explain the apparent complementary distribution of  P2A and P2B in the linear (overt) order of the sentence? Like in the case of other V2 languages (see eg. Müller—Sternefeld 1993, 3.5), we can suppose that the presence of an overt constituent in P2 must be licensed by the finite verb in a structural agreement relation (ie. the verb must occupy the head position of the same phrase in which the constituent to be licensed occupies the Specifier position). Since the finite verb can be in an agreement relation with only one Specifier, only one of the two positions can contain overt material. So the verb will occupy the head position adjacent to P2A if we have a thematic constituent, and the head position adjacent to P2B if we have a focussed constituent. If both positions are occupied, one of the constituents remains unlicensed, and the derivation crashes.

Alternatively, we may think that the verb always occupies the head of  P2B, and from there it can license the constituents in P2B (trivially), and the constituent in P2A only when the intervening positions are empty. This solution would also offer an explanation to the exceptional case of exs. (5), where both positions are licensed. In this particular case the licensing of the element in the theme position would not be blocked by the intervening focus perhaps due to the marked nature of the element in focus position: Wh-phrases are inherent focus-elements, and when they occupy a focus position, while still requiring licensing by the finite verb, they may be transparent to the licensing of other elements. But this remains a marked option.
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