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Abstract 

 

 

Latin word order has been the subject of scholarly debate for centuries, yet the question 

is far from resolved.  In terms of the basic order of the clause's core constituents, some 

analysts argue that the basic order is SOV, while others argue for SVO.  Some scholars 

argue that basic order is determined primarily by pragmatic principles, others hold the 

view that order is primarily syntactically determined, and others suggest that both 

syntactic and pragmatic principles are in operation.  

 

The purpose of this study is to contribute to the debate on basic order in Latin and its 

determinants.  Specifically, I examine the order of subject, object and verb in De 

agricultura, an agricultural manual written in the 2nd century BC.  The study shows that 

the orders SV and OV are so overwhelmingly predominant that we are justified in 

labelling them as basic; indeed they are so common that we could argue that the order 

of these elements is relatively fixed.  Departures from the basic order fall into two 

categories: those instances where a subject or object comes later in the clause than 

usual (i.e. after the verb) and those instances where they appear earlier in the clause 

than usual (i.e. in a fronting construction).  It will be shown that there is a constellation 

of factors which must be taken into account to explain the distribution and function of 

these deviations, including the information status of a fronted or postposed NP's referent, 

its pragmatic function in the clause, and the function of the clause in structuring the 

discourse.  In summary, I argue that in De agricultura there is a syntactically determined 

basic order for subject, object and verb, and that departures from the basic order are 

motivated by pragmatic factors, viz either (a) the need to draw attention to an NP's 

referent(s) for a specific discourse-structuring reason or (b) the positioning of certain 

'focally heavy' information after light verbs. 
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1. The purpose of this study 

 

In the field of word order typology, languages are described at the clausal level in terms 

of the relative order of subject (S), object (O) and verb (V).  Although most ─ if not all ─ 

languages permit more than one ordering of these elements, there is an assumption that 

one order is more basic than the others, and it is this basic order which is relevant in 

typing the language.  For languages in which word order is relatively fixed, identifying 

the basic order of S, O and V is often straightforward; English is one such language.  

However, for those languages in which the order of S, O and V is relatively free, it is not 

always clear which order ─ if any ─ is basic (that is, one must also allow for the possibility 

that the language in question does not in fact have a syntactically determined basic 

order). 

 

Latin is a free word order language in which all possible orders of these grammatical 

relations are attested.  Nonetheless, early and Classical Latin are often characterised as 

having a basic order of SOV.  However, if one takes the basic order to be the most 

frequent one, certain facts about the language have caused lingering doubts; specifically, 

in some portions of early and Classical Latin texts, the order SVO predominates, whereas 

in other portions or other texts, SOV predominates.  Hence, in terms of frequency, SOV 

is not consistently the predominant order.  

 

For centuries, scholars have attempted to account for the various orderings of S, O and 

V, often turning to cognitive-pragmatic, stylistic and metrical factors to explain them.  

The main deficiency of many of these studies is that they tend to give so many reasons 

for the positioning of elements that almost any order is predicted.  However, in recent 

years, several theories have emerged from the field of linguistics which give analysts the 

tools to attempt a more systematic study of Latin word order.   

 

The purpose of this thesis is to account for the ordering of S, O and V in Latin main 

clauses.  In terms of theoretical orientation, this work is heavily influenced by theories 

which fall within the functional paradigm, particularly Dik's Functional Grammar and 

Lambrecht's (1996) work on information status.  In this study, I seek to identify the 

basic order of these elements and to account for deviations from that pattern.  However, 

unlike many previous studies, I restrict my attention to a single text from the archaic 

Latin period, De agricultura, and attempt not only to explain the function of these 
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deviations, but also to account for their distribution: the conditions under which non-

basic orders are used and the conditions under which they are not.   

 

In order to determine the basic order of S, V and O for archaic Latin as a whole, a single 

text would not suffice (and certainly not a procedural one such as De agricultura).  Hence 

the title of the study: my objective is to study the word order patterns in De agricultura 

but not to make any claims about archaic Latin as a whole.  As will be seen, explaining 

the word order patterns has required a fine, in-depth analysis of the text.  It is perhaps 

by conducting similar studies on a number of texts and genres, then comparing and 

analysing the results, that we can build up a detailed and insightful picture of the factors 

influencing word order in Latin. 

 

2. Cato the Censor's De agricultura 

 

De agricultura 'On agriculture' is a manual on agriculture written by Cato the Censor in 

the 2nd century BC.1  The book is divided into 162 chapters of varying length, each 

covering some aspect of running a farm, from advice on buying a farm, on horticulture, 

viticulture and animal husbandry, to recipes for baked goods and preserves.   De 

agricultura is didactic in nature, and its content is largely procedural, consisting of 

instructions on how to carry out tasks or how to organise a farm, its personnel and other 

assets.  The language is simple and direct; the majority of sentences are instructions in 

the imperative mood, although other forms of directive are employed including jussive 

subjunctives and verbs such as oportet 'it is necessary'. 

 

De agricultura was chosen as the basis for the current study for two reasons.  Firstly, it is 

the earliest more or less complete work of Latin prose to have survived into the modern 

era.2  As such, the work is of great importance, yet no major work on word order in De 

agricultura has been published in recent times.  Secondly, the book has few literary 

pretences.3  The significance of this is that there is less chance of, for example, 

metric/rhythmic considerations playing a part in determining word order.  The prologue, 

in contrast to the rest of the text, does contain literary flourishes.  For this reason, it has 

                                          
1 By way of brief biography, Cato was born of farming stock in the region of Tusculum, and rose to 

political prominence after a successful military career.  He held a number of public offices, including 
quaestor in Sicily and praetor in Sardinia, before being elected censor in 184 BC.  Favouring a return 
to the rustic simplicity of Republican Rome, Cato used this opportunity to introduce austerity measures 
to check the luxury and extravagance of the wealthy. 

2 See chapter two for a discussion on the integrity of the texts we have today. 

3 “Leaving aside the [prologue], literary adornment is virtually absent” (de Jong 1994:91). 
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been omitted from this study.  Similarly, the book contains a number of religious prayers, 

which are presumably formulaic in structure; these too have been omitted from the 

study. 

 

3. The structure of this thesis 

 

Before examining the order of S, O and V, a number of preliminary issues are addressed.  

Any study based on an ancient text must necessarily begin with a word on the integrity ─ 

or otherwise ─ of the text; this is covered briefly in chapter two.  In chapter three I 

discuss recent studies on Latin word order; one addresses the question by applying the 

principles of word order typology, while the others are influenced by theories belonging 

to the functional paradigm, viz the Prague School theory of Functional Sentence 

Perspective, and Dik's Functional Grammar.  In chapter four I address the question of 

how to define and determine 'basic word order'.  In chapter five I outline in detail how 

the term 'discourse referent' is to be construed and explain the theory of information 

status upon which this study is based.  Having dealt with the preliminary issues, in 

chapter six I identify the basic order of objects vis-à-vis the verb.  It will be shown that 

the basic order is OV.   There then follows an explanation of exceptions to the basic 

pattern, in which I propose that a number of features, including the 'relative focality' of 

an object NP's referent, cause objects to be placed after the verb.  In chapter seven, I 

examine the position of subjects vis-à-vis the verb and show that the basic order is SV; it 

will be shown that exceptions to the basic order (i.e. postverbal subjects) exhibit features 

which are similar to those exhibited by postverbal objects.  Having identified the basic 

order of subjects and objects with respect to verbs, and having discussed examples 

where these elements appear later in the clause than normal, in chapter eight I turn to 

instances where these elements appear earlier in the clause.  Subjects and objects are 

both found in fronting constructions which I argue are motivated by a range of features, 

including the information status and pragmatic function of the fronted constituent's 

referent.  Finally, in chapter nine I compare my results with those of other researchers 

and examine briefly how the results for De agricultura fit with word order universals 

concerning topic and focus positions. 

 

As will be seen, there are references throughout this thesis to Roman weights and 

measures, and to other Latin terms.  These terms are explained on first mention in a 

footnote, and also listed in the Glossary on page 229.  Similarly, there are several 

references to ancient authors in addition to Cato, and to other ancient texts; in Appendix 

I on page 221 these authors are listed along with an indication of their era, and in 
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Appendix II on page 222 there is information on the other ancient texts mentioned in this 

thesis.  All translations are my own, unless otherwise stated; quotes from modern 

authors who write in a language other than English are given in translation and marked 

with “(Translation)”. 
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Chapter II 

 Textual Integrity 
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1. The current form of De agricultura  

 

Of Cato’s works, only De agricultura has been transmitted in manuscript form.  

Fragments of other texts, preserved in the works of other authors of antiquity, attest to 

the scope of Cato’s literary output.  We have fragments from works on military and legal 

matters, from his many speeches,4 the Praecepta ad filium,5 Carmen de moribus6 and the 

Origines.7  In addition Pliny mentions that Cato kept private notebooks (commentarii) in 

which he recorded remedies for treating members of his household.8 

 

There is no doubt that Cato was an experienced and versatile writer who wrote at least 

some of his works for general circulation.9  Nor is there any doubt that as an orator Cato 

was considered by ancient critics to be skilful and versatile in his use of language and 

argument, although unpolished and lacking in (among other things) rhythm and artistic 

word order.  Yet De agricultura is often perceived to be stylistically plain and editorially 

incompetent, lacking in systematic structural organisation and containing numerous 

repetitions of the same material, some almost verbatim repetitions, some paraphrased.  

The disorder is particularly evident in the last two-thirds of the text (chapters 54-162).  

 

                                          
4 Some 200 fragments survive today from around 80 speeches.  Cato kept written records of his 

speeches; although we do not know how they were circulated after his death, we do know that Cicero 
was able to lay his hands on 150 of them (Gratwick 1982:153).   

5 “Advices to (his) son”: a book of precepts, exhortations and observations addressed to his elder son, 
Marcus Porcius Cato Licinianus. 

6 “Song/poem about customs”: the fragments (from Gellius and Nonius) point to this work being prose 
(in spite of the name) and “concerned with mores not in a theoretical or philosophical sense but in the 
practical terms of actual behaviour.” (Astin 1978:186). 

7 A seven-book history of Rome and various Italian tribes.  

8 “...profitetur esse etiam commentarium sibi quo medeatur filio servis familiaribus” (Pliny Nat Hist 
XXXIX 8,15).  ([Cato] claims to have a notebook from which he cured his son, slaves and the 
household). 

9 He may have been smarting from criticism when he wrote in the preface to De re militari:  Scio ego 
quae scripta sunt si palam proferantur, multos fore qui vitilitigent, sed ii potissimum qui verae laudis 
expertes sunt.  eorum ego orationes siui praeterfluere. (“I know that if what has been written is made 
public there will be many who will bring pettifogging criticisms, but for the most part they are people 
quite devoid of true distinction.  I have allowed their pronouncements to flow past me” (Astin 
1978:204).  With respect to the circulation of books, I hesitate to use the word “publish” because of 
the connotations of the term for modern readers.  Kenney (1982:15-22) notes that “publication” in 
ancient times was more a case of an author permitting the circulation of a book rather than a process 
which involved organising copies and distribution (although this may have sometimes occurred).  
There was certainly nothing akin to copyright and, as anyone could make a copy of a text, the author 
had no control over the quality or accuracy of these copies.  Although in Cicero’s time there was 
apparently a book trade of sorts, in Cato’s time book distribution must have been done privately. 
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The disorder ─ at least by modern standards ─ is evident, yet assessments of the extent 

of that disorder vary greatly.  As Richter notes, the longest-held opinion is that the 

arrangement of the text is indeed haphazard: “Since time immemorial and until now the 

opinion predominates that the work lacks any order and its arrangement of material is 

quite simply chaotic” (1978:8) (translation).  Brehaut (1966, first published in 1933), on 

the other hand, perceives some system in the arrangement of the text: 

 

The De agricultura consists of 162 brief chapters in which a fairly 
systematic plan of treatment is followed throughout.  However the 
sequence of subjects cannot always be explained, especially in the latter 
part of the book, and there is sufficient repetition of chapters and 
confusion of arrangement to create the suspicion that the book was put out 
in an insufficiently revised condition. 

(Brehaut 1966:xvi) 

 

White (1970) too finds order in De agricultura.  However, Richter (1978:9) points out 

that neither White's nor Brehaut's assertions of coherence are based on a detailed 

interpretation of the text (although White's is more precise), and their conclusions have 

not influenced modern scholarship on the question.   

 

What many scholars have agreed upon is that the first third of the text (chapters 1-53) 

exhibits a greater degree of structural coherence than the final two-thirds (chapters 54-

162).  Astin (1978:191) notes that there is a “fairly widespread recognition” that 

chapters 1-53 have the following structure: the first 22 chapters are devoted to 

instructions on purchasing, managing and developing a farm; the next 31 give a calendar 

of the year's farming tasks.  Even so, “within these broad themes there is a general 

impression of interruptions and digressions and of very loose construction” (1978:191).   

For example in chapters 27-30 Cato gives instructions on sowing and planting.  In 

chapters 31-33 he discusses preparations for the olive harvest and pressing, gives 

directions for felling timber, then lists the various tasks for the vineyard.  In chapter 34 

he returns to the topic of sowing with the sentence redeo ad sementim 'I return to the 

matter of sowing'.  This phrase suggests that the digression is Cato’s own and not an 

interpolation.  Indeed, the digression reveals, as Astin notes, “a tolerance of digressions 

which would be thought inept in a modern writer” (1978:196). In the final two-thirds of 

the work, “the over-all impression is almost universally agreed to be that there is a lack 

of system, a largely haphazard arrangement, and no unifying theme” (Astin 1978:191).   

 

Goujard too points to the incoherence of the work, but suggests that “an intention to put 

things in order is evident” (1975:xxxiv) and that 
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Cato maybe hesitated between two principles, the chronological order, 
inapplicable to the whole and followed as well as can be expected from 
chapter 23 to 53, and the grouping by subject matter sketched out in the 
rest of the work. 

(Goujard 1975:xxxiv) (Translation) 

 

Goujard's analysis of the first 53 chapters is the same as Astin's; these are organised 

according to the chronological principle, and show a relatively high degree of order.  In 

the last two-thirds of the text, Goujard (1975:xxxiv-xxxv) shows that many of the 

chapters are grouped by subject matter, as follows: 

 

Chapters Subject matter 

1-22 Buying, exploiting and equipping a farm 

23-53 Year's farming tasks in chronological order 

54-60 Upkeep of cattle and slaves 

64-69 Olives and the extraction of oil 

70-73 Medicines for cattle 

74-87 Recipes for pastries 

91-103 Uses of amurca (a byproduct of oil production) 

103-126 Recipes for different wines 

131-141 Sacrifices and prayers 

144-150 Contracts 

156-158 Medical uses of cabbage 

 

However, within these subject groupings, Goujard (1975:xxxiv-xxxv) notes that there 

are a number of intrusive chapters which give information on unrelated topics; for 

example, within chapters 103-126, which give recipes for different wines, we find 

chapters 116-119 which give recipes for preserving lentils and olives, and chapter 124 

giving instructions on dog handling; within chapters 131-141, which give sacrifices and 

prayers, we find chapters giving instructions on layering trees (chapter 133), where to 

purchase various items (135), and two contracts (136 and 137).  In addition, some 

chapters have not been grouped with other chapters on the same topic: for example, 

chapters 102 and 103 give medicines for cattle and belong with chapters 70-73; chapter 

153 gives a recipe for wine and belongs with chapters 103-126; chapter 155 gives 

instructions on preventing rain damage during winter and belongs with chapters 22-53.  

In summary, although chapters 54-162 show some attempt to organise the material, 
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there are numerous chapters (both between and within the sections identified above) 

which fall outside the subject groupings.10 

 

2. Explanations for the current form of the text 

 

The unsystematic arrangement of material in the current text has been the impetus for a 

large body of scholarship aimed at accounting for that disorder.  A wide range of 

explanations have been put forward and different conclusions have been reached 

concerning the authenticity ─ or otherwise ─ of the current text.11  The difficulties in 

accounting for the idiosyncrasies of De agricultura are compounded by the fact that we 

know so little about the circumstances of its composition or circulation.  Opinion is 

divided as to when it was written and for whom, whether it was intended for general 

circulation, by whom it was circulated and in what form, whether Cato had access to 

comparable works, whether he completed De agricultura, whether he intended to revise 

it or even thought it needed revision, or how it was intended to be used.  For example, 

was it intended to be read cover to cover or dipped into on an as-needed basis?  If the 

latter, this would be an explanation for some of the repetitions. 

 

Broadly speaking, scholars have approached the question of the disorder from two points 

of view: there are those who believe the text is not as Cato published it or left it (i.e. that 

Cato's original text was more or less extensively revised and interpolated)12 and those 

who believe the text is very largely authentic, except for some modernisation of forms 

and orthography, which was one of the normal hazards of transmission.13   Even those 

who believe the present text is authentic offer widely divergent explanations for its 

composition and structure; but for the purposes of a linguistic analysis of what purports 

to be Latin of the 2nd century BC, the first question is whether the present text has been 

substantially contaminated with Latin of a later period. 

 
                                          
10 It would be interesting to know how 'orderly' Cato's speeches were; unfortunately, the evidence is too 

meagre for us to reach any conclusions.  No complete speech has survived into modern times; rather, 
what has survived are fragments of the speeches as quoted by ancient authors, and these are too 
fragmentary for us to reconstruct any of the speeches with certainty.  Nor do ancient critics shed much 
light on the issue, for although a number do discuss Cato's oratory (notably Cicero, Aulus Gellius and 
Quintilian), their discussions rarely touch on the question of structural organisation (Astin 1978:137). 

11 For recent surveys, see Schönberger (1980:425-465), Richter (1978:7-17), Goujard (1975:xxxiii-
xxxix). 

12 Including Gesner (Scriptores rei rusticae ueteres latini, Leipzig, 1735), Schneider (Scriptores rei 
rusticae, I, Leipzig, 1794), Weise (Quaestionum catonianarum capita V, Göttingen, 1886), Keil (M. 
Porci Catonis de agri cultura liber, 2nd edition, Leipzig, 1894),  all cited Goujard (1975:xxxv-xxxvi). 

13 See e.g. Schönberger 1980:426. 
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The notion that Cato's original text was substantially revised and interpolated has been 

put forward by a number of scholars, starting from Gesner (op. cit.) in the 18th century.  

The argument is essentially that a man as rational as Cato could not have written such a 

disorderly work; hence, Cato's original work must have been drastically changed, 

apparently before Pliny the Elder in the first century AD.14   However, if the disorder in 

the current text were brought about by revision and interpolation, this in itself would 

need to be explained.  As Astin notes, “it is not easy to envisage this kind of interpolation 

on such a scale that it was a major factor in bringing about the seeming disorder of the 

whole work,” and  

 
...a revision so incompetent that it distorted and disrupted the whole 
sequence and coherence of Cato's work is itself something which would 
require a special explanation, especially when it is supposed to have 
happened not at the hands of an uncomprehending medieval scribe but in 
the age of Caesar or Augustus. 

(Astin 1978:195-196) 

 

More recently, a number of  attempts have been made to demonstrate that the 

composition is more orderly than previously thought, and to explain the repetitions and 

alleged interpolations.  For example, Schönberger (1980) examines the structure and 

content of the text in detail; he concludes that the work is authentic and that it exhibits 

unity of content, as evidenced by, for example, the relation of substance between widely 

separated parts such that the latter part requires the earlier part for its proper 

understanding.15  Richter (1978) too approaches the question by examining the structure 

and content in great detail: he attempts to determine Cato's thought processes through 

exact observation of the text.  He first examines the structure of small, self-contained 

sections, then attempts to establish to what extent the impression gained proves to be 

the case in the interpretation of larger portions of the text (Richter 1978:16).  The 

conclusions Richter reaches, however, are diametrically opposed to those of 

Schönberger: Richter alleges that the text contains a considerable number of 

interpolations and traces of several editors.  That two researchers working at the same 

time ─ and apparently in discussion (Schönberger 1980:465) ─ have come to opposing 

conclusions is troubling.  Clearly, this approach to the question has reached something of 

an impasse. 

                                          
14 Klotz (1844, cited Goujard 1975:xxxvi-xxxviii) collected all the quotations and references to De 

agricultura from the various ancient sources including Pliny.  Klotz  demonstrated “avec force” 
(Goujard) that the quotations and references  were drawn from a text which conforms to the current 
version.  Hence if there was such a drastic revision, this had already happened before Pliny's time. 

15 See Schönberger 1980:426-427. 
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It is not my intention to contribute to the debate by examining the coherence of the text 

all over again.  Rather, my aim is to analyse word order patterns within the text; but 

mindful of the continuing controversy surrounding the coherence of the text, I have at 

the same time looked for any indications that these patterns are not consistent 

throughout the whole work. To this end, let us anticipate the conclusions of this thesis.  

In the current study, I have examined three word order patterns: (a) the basic order of 

subject, object and verb; (b)  cases where subjects and objects come later in the clause 

than the norm; and (c)  cases where subjects and objects come earlier in the clause than 

the norm.  The conclusion I have reached is that, at least in terms of these patterns, the 

language is largely consistent throughout the whole text.  Certainly, there are some 

inconsistencies, but these are mainly localised in chapters 156 and 157 which for a 

number of reasons are suspicious.  These chapters give medicinal uses for cabbage, a 

vegetable which had an important role in ancient medicine (Brehaut 1966:134).  They 

differ from the rest of the book by being substantially longer, and have been identified by 

some scholars as interpolations (including Richter (1978)) or as being material which was 

drawn from a Greek source (e.g. Brehaut (1966)).  In other words, leaving aside these 

chapters, the language is consistent throughout, which suggests that, if the text does 

contain interpolated material, such interpolation is on a relatively small scale as 

evidenced by the fact that there are few departures from the overall patterns identified.  

There is another possible explanation: del Vecchio (1989) has pointed out that there was 

a Latin prescriptive style, used in laws and decrees since at least early Latin, and that De 

agricultura is an example of that style.  If it were argued for reasons of coherence, 

structure and so on that the text contains a substantial number of interpolations, this 

conclusion could only be reconciled with the findings of this study by saying that the 

interpolator(s) worked in the same prescriptive style. 

 

Another argument which needs comment is that proposed by Thielscher (1963).  He 

argues that the text is essentially authentic, but that Cato took some of the technical 

chapters from other sources (including chapters 18-19 and 20-21 on building a 

pressroom and setting up an olive press respectively; chapter 14, which gives the 

contract for building a villa from the ground up; and chapter 15, which gives a contract 

for building walls (1963:17)).  His main proof in this respect is that the measurements 

and denominations of money differ from those used elsewhere in the text.  If this is so, 

then some of the text is not necessarily Cato's own.  However, if Cato took some material 

from other sources, whether verbatim or not, then we are still dealing with Latin which 

either predates or is contemporary with Cato ─ that is, it is still archaic Latin, hence 
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unproblematic for our purposes.  In any event, the chapters Thielscher identifies do not 

differ from the rest of the text with respect to the linguistic patterns which I have 

analysed here.  

 

Let us return now to the traditional division of the work into two parts (i.e. chapters 1-53 

and chapters 54-162), a division which is upheld by the majority of scholars working on 

De agricultura, irrespective of their position vis-à-vis the authenticity of the text.  As 

noted above, this division is based on the fact that the first part is relatively coherent, 

whereas the second part is not.  Specifically, the first third follows a chronological order; 

it begins with advice on buying, managing and developing a farm, then gives a calendar 

of the year's tasks, starting with tasks relating to the vintage (summer), following 

through to the tasks to be performed in autumn, winter, spring and finishing with the 

summer task of haymaking (although there are  digressions along the way).  In the 

second two-thirds, although there is some evidence of the chapters being grouped by 

subject matter, the organisation of material is generally considered to be haphazard.  

The conclusions drawn from the division of the text vary greatly.  For example, Leo 

(1913) asserts that the text was heavily interpolated over time, but that the first third, in 

which the personality of the author emerges more clearly, remained relatively 

unchanged.   Others have explained the division by suggesting that Cato was in the 

process of revising the text himself but did not complete the task, hence the greater 

coherence of the first third as compared with the latter sections.  Goujard, who believes 

the work to be largely authentic, takes this approach.  He suggests that the incomplete 

text was published  by an editor who, out of respect for the author, issued the work 

without changing it (1975:xxxv).16   

 

Given that this distinction is well entrenched in the literature, I have taken it into account 

by analysing the language of the first third and second two-thirds of the text separately.  

As has already been stated, however, the linguistic patterns examined in this thesis are 

consistent throughout the whole text, with the exception of chapters 156 and 157.  That 

is, the division based on the relative coherence of the two parts does not coincide with 

differences in the language ─ at least, those aspects of the language which I have 

considered.  

                                          
16 Similarly, Otterbein (1940, cited Goujard 1975:xxxvii-xxxviii), in a review of the principal studies on 

the subject from Gesner to Hörle (1735-1929) concludes that Cato did not complete the work, hence 
the more literary elaboration of some of the earlier material as compared to the later material, and the 
more clear grouping of the earlier chapters.    
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3. Conclusion 

 

Studies concerned with explaining the structure and composition of De agricultura have 

produced an extraordinarily wide range of theories and conclusions about the process by 

which the text reached its current form.  That process is not the subject of this study; 

rather, we are concerned with analysing the word order patterns of De agricultura.  My 

finding is that, as has already been stated, the patterns observed are consistent 

throughout the whole text.  I leave it to others to determine the implications of this 

finding for the question of the coherence and composition of the work. 





Chapter III 
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Introduction 

 

The question of Latin word order has been addressed by scholars since antiquity.  In the 

early to mid-20th century, a number of comprehensive works were published which 

addressed this question including, amongst others, Marouzeau (1938, 1949, 1953), and 

Kühner-Stegmann (1955).  Common to these authors is the notion that there is a normal 

or basic order for words in the Latin sentence, but that departures from this order are not 

only numerous, but motivated by a wide variety of factors.  For example, Kühner-

Stegmann (1955:590) assert that in the normal or 'traditional' order, the verb appears at 

the end of the sentence, the subject at the beginning, and everything else appears 

between these elements in such a way that close modifiers of the subject follow it, and 

close modifiers of the verb precede it.  They go on to say that departures from this order 

are motivated by a wide variety of factors, but  the need to stress a word or concept is 

often the cause.  Stressed words often move to the front of the sentence; in addition, the 

end of the sentence has strong emphasis, particularly if occupied by an element which 

would not normally appear in that position (Kühner-Stegmann 1955:591).  Other 

motivations for non-basic orders include the influence of anaphora and cataphora (i.e. 

the preposing of anaphoric elements and the postposing of cataphoric elements), 

considerations of euphony, and syntactic factors, such as the placing of enclitic words in 

the second position of a sentence after a stressed initial word.  Marouzeau (1949) too 

considers clause-final verbs the norm, and clause-initial verbs 'exceptional'.  However, he 

notes that in some texts medial position is even more common and 'normal' than final 

position, and that between the clause-final and clause-medial positions, there is a certain 

'freedom of indifference' (Marouzeau 1938:82).  He concurs with Kühner-Stegmann that 

the initial position of the clause is often reserved for prominent elements, but that the 

same cannot always be said of the final position: “in numerous cases the essential term 

of the utterance is located in the thickness of the sentence” (Marouzeau 1949:139, cited 

in Panhuis 1982:28). 

 

Studies such as Kühner-Stegmann and Marouzeau are invaluable resources for those 

working on Latin.  However, for the linguist, the main disadvantage of these works is that 

word order phenomena are described using the language of stylistics, employing 

concepts such as emphasis, highlighting and so on.  There is no doubt that these 

concepts are relevant in explaining certain word order patterns; however, we often find 

subsumed under these terms phenomena with different functions.  For example, Kühner-

Stegmann make the following observation: 
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In the overall presentation of a sentence, which is already more or less 
unconsciously in the mind of the writer or speaker before he actually 
expresses it, the concepts which are most important in terms of sense and 
coherence instinctively push themselves forward; and so it happens that 
stressed concepts of every sort move to the front of the sentence without 
consideration for the time-honoured word order.  

(Kühner-Stegmann 1955:591) (Translation) 

 

As an example of this, they give sentence (1) below from De agricultura.  Here, agrum 

'field' is the object of the subordinate clause verb, conseras 'sow'.  Agrum appears in 

clause-initial position before the subordinator quibus; however, one would normally 

expect to find the subordinator in clause-initial position.  Hence, the word agrum is 

'pushed forward' and, in Kühner-Stegmann's terminology, stressed: 

 

(1) agrum quibus locis conseras sic obseruari oportet 

 field:acc which:abl places:abl sow:subj:2ps thus observe:pass:inf should:3ps 

 ‘In which places you sow your fields, it should be observed thus.’ (6.1) 

 

Although agrum 'field' is stressed in the sense of being highlighted, I would argue that 

the word has been fronted for discourse-structuring reasons.  This sentence begins a 

section of text which gives instructions on which field types should be planted with which 

crops.  In other words, this is a topic-shift position, and the section is about 'fields'.  

Hence, I argue in chapter eight that the word agrum 'field' is fronted to indicate the new 

discourse topic.  This example illustrates that it is not always enough to state that an 

element is 'stressed'; further, one must distinguish between those elements which are 

genuinely emphatic or stressed and those where other factors motivate the highlighting 

of the element, such as for discourse-structuring purposes. 

 

The intention of authors such as Kühner-Stegmann and Marouzeau is not so much to 

present a theory of Latin word order, but to account for variations to the basic orders, 

drawing heavily on stylistic criteria in explaining these variations.   More recently, the 

development of a number of theoretical models in the field of modern linguistics has 

provided the tools to revisit the question of Latin word order and to attempt “a more 

systematic consideration of the evidence” (Adams 1976:70).  A great deal of recent 

research on Latin word order has been influenced by these theoretical models, in 

particular the typological model and those associated with the major European schools, 

viz the theory of Functional Sentence Perspective (Prague School) and Dik's theory of 

Functional Grammar (Dutch School), both of which belong, as the names indicate,  to the 

functional paradigm.  In this overview of studies in Latin word order, I restrict attention 

to a number of studies carried out within the framework of these three models: Adams’ 



 

 
 20

(1976) study of word order from a typological perspective, Panhuis’ (1982) study from a 

Functional Sentence Perspective viewpoint and finally a number of studies influenced by 

Dik's Functional Grammar. 

 

1. Typological approach: Adams (1976) 

 

Between the earliest Latin texts and those of late antiquity, the position of the object and 

verb undergoes a shift from OV to VO.  The OV tendencies of Classical Latin authors such 

as Cicero and Caesar suggest that the shift from OV to VO postdates that era (Molinelli 

1986:486).17  However, a number of factors have caused lingering doubts, including the 

fact that VO is more frequent in the writings of Plautus (254BC-184BC) than in the later 

writers Cicero (106BC-43BC) and Caesar (102BC-44BC).  Furthermore, the impression 

that the shift to VO postdates the Classical era could be a reflection of the types of works 

which have survived from that period; these works are typically literary and the 

predominance of OV may reflect a literary style far removed from the Latin spoken at 

that time. 

 

In the 1970s, Adams revisited the question of Latin word order using as his theoretical 

framework the recent advances in the field of word order typology, particularly those of 

Lehmann (1971, 1972a, 1972b, 1973).  Adams comes to the surprising conclusion that 

the beginning of the OV to VO shift predates the Classical period.  In the following 

sections, I discuss Lehmann's theory and Adams' application of that theory to the 

question of Latin word order, then re-evaluate both authors' conclusions in light of recent 

advances in the field. 

 

1.1 Brief overview of Lehmann's theory 

 

In 1963, Greenberg published a study which is credited with pioneering the field of word 

order typology.18  Word order typology examines the order of elements in a language, 

specifically the order of heads with respect to modifiers, and seeks to find and explain 

correlations between these orders.  The underlying premise is that: 

 

....there is an association or correlation between a number of word order 
characteristics, so that given a single word order characteristic of a 

                                          
17 The Classical Latin era spans the period 100BC to 14AD. 

18 The study ─ apparently unrevised ─ was republished in 1966 (Dryer 1996:1050). 
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language, like the order of verb and object, one can predict, at least in a 
statistical sense, a variety of other characteristics of the language. 

(Dryer 1996:1050) 

 

Greenberg put forward a number of word order universals, most of which were 

implicational (i.e. of the form “if a language has an order X, then it also has order Y”) 

based on an examination of some 30 languages.  In the 1970s, Lehmann (amongst 

others) expanded on Greenberg's findings by attempting to posit two “'ideal' language 

types” (Dryer 1996:1051) and to “find a single principle which would account for the full 

range of pairs of elements whose order correlates with that of the object and verb” 

(Dryer 1996:1051).  As for the pairs of elements, Lehmann claimed that in languages 

which are consistently OV, nominal modifiers (that is, relative clauses, adjectives and 

genitives) precede their head, the standard of comparison precedes its comparative, and 

postpositions rather than prepositions occur.  In VO languages, the opposite orders are 

found.  In addition, OV languages tend to be suffixing and agglutinative whereas VO 

languages tend to be prefixing and inflectional: 

 

Table 1 

OV features VO features 

Adjective - Noun (AdjN) Noun - Adjective (NAdj) 

Genitive - Noun (GN) Noun - Genitive (NG) 

Relative clause - Head (RelN) Head - Relative clause (NRel) 

Standard - Comparison (StAdj) Comparison - Standard (AdjSt) 

Postpositions (Postp) Prepositions (Prep) 

Object - Verb (OV) Verb - Object (VO) 

Suffixing Prefixing 

Agglutinative Inflectional 
 

Lehmann turned to generative syntax to explain these correlations.  He proposed the 

following universal principle which is applied during the generation of a sentence: 

 

# Q V (Nobj) (Nmod) #  → { # Q V (Nobj) (Nmod) # } 
           → { # (Nmod) (Nobj) V Q # } 

 
Where Q = verbal modifiers which modify the entire proposition (such as 
interrogation, negation and the like); (Nobj) = object; (Nmod) = nominal 
modifiers.  (Lehmann 1973:49, 1974:12) 

 

By this principle, if a language places objects after the verb, then Q is placed before the 

verb.  In addition, the modifiers of an object (e.g. nominal modifiers) are placed on the 
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opposite side of the object from that on which the verb occurs.  In a VO language, 

therefore, as the verb is on the left-hand side of the object, nominal modifiers are placed 

to the right of the object, and Q to the left of the verb.  For OV languages, the order is 

reversed.  This principle, according to Lehmann, is what “brings about the distinguishing 

characteristics of verb-object (VO) and object-verb (OV) languages” (Lehmann 1974:12). 

 

As for the predictions that this principle makes for the correlation between verb-object 

order and comparative and adpositional structures, Lehmann again turned to early 

generative syntax: 

 

For typological purposes the comparative construction and 
prepositional/postpositional constructions are to be regarded as verbal.  In 
each of these constructions a constituent governs another constituent in 
much the same way as a verb governs an object.  Accordingly in their 
underlying pattern of arrangement the three constructions verb-object, 
adjective-pivot-standard and preposition (postposition)-object are 
identical.  It must also be assumed that the underlying structure V 
symbolises an element much more general than is usually included under 
the rubric verb. 

(Lehmann 1974:15) (original italics) 

 

According to Lehmann, when children learn the relative position of verb and object in 

their language, they have learned a basic rule of ordering which is extended to other 

structures involving a governor and governed element (Lehmann 1972a:983). 

 

In accordance with this model, there are two basic language types (viz OV and VO), and 

it is the ordering of the object relative to the verb which determines the order of other 

elements in the language (Lehmann 1972b:271).  A further consequence of the centrality 

of the verb-object order is that: 

 

If this hypothesis is valid, we would expect a change in the order of verbs 
to affect other constructions. 

(Lehmann 1972b:271-272) 

 

This is exactly what Lehmann claims occurred in the history of German: since the rise of 

verb-final word order, other OV characteristics have cropped up in the language.19  That 

these constructions became prevalent after the development of verb-final word order 

                                          
19 Namely postpositions and “participial modifier constructions” which Lehmann calls preposed relative 

constructions such as Die oben erwähnte Zeitschrift ('the above-mentioned journal'). 
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lends weight to the assumption that a change in verb position will have a knock-on effect 

on other constructions. 

 

This raises the point that languages do change type.  Further, few languages are fully 

consistent with Lehmann's two language types; rather, most languages exhibit a mixture 

of OV and VO features.  Although in 1972 Lehmann recommended that the reasons for 

inconsistencies be investigated individually (Lehmann 1972a:987), he later states that 

such languages are undergoing a change in type (1973:49; 1974:14).  In addition to 

fully consistent and inconsistent (i.e. type-changing) languages, there are some 

languages which Lehmann classes as ambivalent.  Examples of ambivalent languages are 

Classical Sanskrit, Greek and Latin, languages which during the transition from Proto 

Indo European (“PIE”) to their later VO type were neither OV nor VO.  As there was no 

fixed order for the verb and object, the same held for constructions depending on this 

basic order for their own order: these too had no fixed order (Lehmann 1972a:989). 

 

1.2 The logical structure of Lehmann's model and its application 

 

Lehmann's claim that each language type is associated with a set of construction orders 

is equivalent to (statistical) implicational universals of the form “if a language has 

property P then it also has property Q” (i.e. P ⊃ Q).  As we shall see below, Lehmann 

uses these universals bidirectionally so that the statement P ⊃ Q also entails that Q ⊃ P.  

Thus if P represents OV order and Q represents postposition: 

 

P ⊃ Q = if a language is OV then it has postpositions AND 
Q ⊃ P = if a language has postpositions then it is OV 

 

Using this logic and the word order cooccurences in Table 1, Lehmann turns his attention 

to the question of basic verb-object order in PIE.  He reasons that if PIE was OV, we 

would expect it to have postpositions and a comparative structure whereby the standard 

precedes the comparative.  On the basis of evidence from early PIE languages, namely 

Vedic Sanskrit and Hittite, Lehmann concludes that this is indeed the case.  This, in 

conjunction with the fact that PIE had no prefixes, provides “overwhelming” evidence 

that PIE was indeed OV (Lehmann 1972a:984-985).20  It is this logic of reconstruction 

that Adams applies to the question of Latin word order. 

                                          
20 Lehmann prefers these constructions as evidence when using ancient texts, as other language type 

indicators, such as adjectives and genitives, are more easily removed from their basic position for 
stylistic purposes.  Nevertheless, these less reliable constructions also point to PIE being OV 
(1972a:985-986).  However, the question of basic order in PIE is not uncontroversial.  For example, 
Friedrich (1975) argues that PIE was SVO, while Miller (1975, cited in Baldi 1999) argues for VSO. 
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1.3 Adams' application of Lehmann's typological model to Latin 

 

Adams proposes the following orders as basic at different points in the history of Latin.  

Early Latin is intended to mean “the earliest period as evidenced in formulae and 

conservative texts such as laws” (Adams 1976:72) (i.e. before the 2nd century BC 

dramatist Plautus) and late Latin is intended to mean roughly the Latin used around the 

6th century AD.  I shall use the term “middle Latin” for the intervening period: 

 

Table 2 

Early Latin Middle Latin21 Late Latin 

GenN NGen NGen 

NAdj NAdj NAdj 

RelN NRel NRel 

StAdj22 AdjSt AdjSt 

Prep Prep Prep 

OV [?] VO 
 

As can be seen, early Latin is almost a consistent OV language and late Latin is a 

consistent VO language.  In the middle period, however, although many VO 

characteristics have achieved basic status, the status of the verb-object order is 

problematic. 

 

According to Lehmann's model in its strictest sense, the presence of so many 

characteristics associated with a VO order in this middle period presupposes that the OV 

to VO shift had already taken place.  Recall that according to Lehmann it is a change in 

the position of the verb which triggers the realignment of other constructions,23 hence his 

model would predict that the correct order for the verb and object in the middle period is 

VO.  However, there is an anomaly in the evidence concerning the incidence of VO and 

OV in this period.  In Classical Latin, OV is the norm, but in Plautus' plays (which predate 

                                          
21 Authors belonging to this “middle period” include Plautus (2nd century BC), those of the Classical Latin 

period (100BC to 14AD), including Cicero and Caesar, and those of the Silver Latin period (14AD to 
150AD). 

22 This is the construction involving a comparative adjective and a standard of comparison in the ablative 
case. 

23 We might also recall that Lehmann considered Classical Latin to be ambivalent.  However, ambivalent 
languages are those in which there is no fixed order for those constructions depending on the order of 
verb and object (Lehmann 1972a:989).  This is clearly not the case if Adams' assumption is correct 
that we can posit basic orders for these constructions. 
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Classical Latin) VO occurs regularly.  The question is, therefore, did the OV to VO change 

occur in the post-Classical period (thus explaining the OV nature of Classical Latin) or did 

it predate Plautus (thus explaining the regularity of VO in his plays)? 

 

Adams prefers the second possibility on the basis of the following interpretation of the 

evidence:24 

 

(a) Latin already possesses a wealth of VO characteristics in Plautus' time.  It is 

“unlikely that it should have had these and yet retained the order OV as other 

than a stylistically marked variant or prestige order” (1976:97). 

(b) We have independent evidence of a difference in verb-object order depending on 

register.  In the letters of Claudius Terentianus, a semi-literate soldier who was 

alive in the early 2nd century AD (i.e. the middle period), the order VO 

predominates over OV by 40:14.  On the other hand, in the writings of his 

educated contemporaries, such as Quintilian and Suetonius, OV far outweighs VO.  

Adams accounts for this discrepancy by suggesting that the retention of OV in 

these educated authors is due to OV being a prestige, literary pattern.  Adams 

suggests that the gulf between literary and non-literary practice may have existed 

much earlier.  Consequently, the high incidence of OV in the Classical period need 

not be evidence against the OV to VO shift predating Plautus: “since Plautine Latin 

is far more colloquial than [Cicero's and Caesar's], it is plausible that his frequent 

use of VO was due to his greater willingness to admit a non-prestigious pattern 

from the spoken language” (Adams 1976:97).25  In other words, the frequency of 

OV in Cicero and Caesar reflects their preference for a prestigious, literary order 

which bore little relation to the order used in spoken Latin.26 

(c) Finally, one could argue that as Plautus' work is metrical, the VO order may have 

been motivated by metrical considerations.  Adams claims that this is not the case 

for the following reason: the order Vpassive - Subject, implying an underlying Vactive 

- Object order, is the predominant order in vulgar Latin texts of late antiquity (i.e. 

                                          
24 This is a somewhat radical notion; the OV to VO shift is traditionally considered to be post-Classical 

(Hofmann-Szantyr 1965:403). 

25 Adams  (1976:97) notes that if this is correct, “The similar incidence of VO and OV in Plautus would 
then be due to the constant register-switching in which he notoriously engages.” 

26 Molinelli agrees with the notion of different registers: “Tuttavia è certamente corretta e ben fondata la 
distinzione tra due livelli sociolinguistici: uno colto che costruice e mantiene una norma basata sul tipo 
OV, uno popolare che ammette e porta avanti le forme verso cui si evoleva la lingua” (1986:490).  
“Nonetheless, the distinction between two sociolinguistic levels is correct and well-founded: one 
cultivated which constructs and maintains a norm based on the OV order, one popular which allows 
and carries forward the orders in which the language was evolving.” (Translation) 



 

 
 26

in the period when VO was the norm even in texts).  This order is also found to 

predominate in Plautus, even though he rarely inverts the verb and subject in 

active sentences (1976:96).  This preference for an order which arguably 

indicates an underlying VO pattern provides further evidence for the VO nature of 

spoken Latin in the middle period. 

 

In essence, Adams is suggesting that the evidence from Plautus could be interpreted as 

supporting Lehmann's model (i.e. the presence of many VO characteristics in Plautus 

presupposes that the OV to VO shift had already occurred), although he is careful to 

state that he has interpreted the data one way, “but the argument is intended to be 

tentative” (1976:98).  However, Adams points out that the data does not explicitly 

provide evidence that the position of the verb and object is centrally involved in 

determining other word order pairs (1976:98).  Indeed, if Adams is correct in suggesting 

that pre-historic Latin was postpositional and OV, then the fact that early Latin had 

prepositions and OV shows that elements can change type independently of the verb and 

object. 

 

Points (b) and (c) above stand independently of Lehmann's model; however, the validity 

of (a) is directly dependent on it.  The question must be asked, how reliable are these VO 

characteristics for predicting the order of the verb and object?  In other words, how 

accurate is Lehmann's model?  Many criticisms can ─ and have ─ been levelled at 

Lehmann's model.  I will limit discussion here to those criticisms which impact directly on 

Adams' conclusions. 

 

1.4 Criticisms of Lehmann's model 

 

The first criticism is that Lehmann's model is too strong: around 50% of the languages in 

Greenberg's sample are inconsistent.  In addition, recent research indicates that there 

are a number of nominal modifiers whose position relative to a noun bears no correlation 

with the order of the verb and object.  Among these non-correlating modifiers is the 

adjective (Dryer 1988).  If we re-examine Greenberg's language sample, but exclude 

Lehmann's predictions for the noun-adjective order, the number of inconsistent 

languages drops to around 25%. 

 

As noted above, Lehmann (1973:49, 1974:14) claims that inconsistent languages are 

undergoing change.  It is possible that this is true of the inconsistent languages in 
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Greenberg's sample; however, this argument is entirely circular in the absence of any 

further principled account of these exceptions. 

 

The second criticism involves the notion that it is a change in the order of the verb and 

object which triggers a reserialisation of other elements, so that the language eventually 

becomes consistent.  The Latin data suggests that this is not the case (see section 1.3).  

Further, other researchers have argued that changes in the position of the verb and 

object have been triggered by other elements.  For example, Li and Thompson (cited in 

Hawkins 1983:234) argue that the position of prepositional phrases relative to the verb 

triggered an SVO to SOV shift in Mandarin.  Implicit in this argument is an attack on the 

notion that the position of the object relative to the verb is central to the word order of a 

language as a whole. 

 

The third criticism similarly questions the position of the verb in word order typology.  

This criticism involves the status of SVO as a language type and questions the wisdom 

and validity of collapsing SVO and verb-initial languages into a single type, viz VO.  There 

are two main interconnected arguments in this regard: 

 

(a) While Greenberg and Hawkins (see below) have stated exceptionless word order 

universals involving verb-initial and verb-final languages, there are none involving 

SVO languages.  There are no known exceptionless universals for VO as a class. 

(b) SVO is claimed to be a “mixed class”, combining the features of verb-initial and 

verb-final languages, but not having any unique properties of its own (Comrie 

1981; Hawkins 1983:29-30).  As a result, if one knows that a language is verb-

initial or verb-final, one can predict a number of other word orders.  However, 

armed with the knowledge that a language is SVO, one can predict practically 

nothing. 

 

Clearly, the ambivalence of SVO compromises the predictive power of the class VO. 

These points pose serious problems for Adams' contention that the existence of VO 

characteristics in the middle period points to colloquial Latin being SVO during this 

period, and that it is “unlikely” that Latin retained SOV in the spoken language.  Firstly, 

given the number of exceptions to the two basic language types Lehmann proposes, one 

can only predict language type consistency in a probabilistic sense.  There is no 

guarantee that Latin will not be one of the many inconsistent languages.27  Secondly, if 

                                          
27 Greenberg's sample contains four languages exhibiting exactly the pattern that Adams considers 

“unlikely”, being SOV/Pr/NG/NAdj: Persian (Indo European), Iraqw (Cushitic), Khamti (Thai) and 
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the verb position is not the only possible trigger for word order change, then it does not 

follow that the existence of VO characteristics guarantees ─ or even points to ─ the 

existence of VO as the basic order for the verb and object.  This criticism has grave 

consequences for the operation of Lehmann's principle in diachronic predictions.  Finally, 

SVO is the order that Adams assumes on the basis of the VO characteristics of Latin 

during the middle period.  Yet Hawkins claims that this language type is ambivalent and 

“does not correlate with other word orders (...) in a unique and principled way” (Hawkins 

1983:29).  Adams' conclusion could still be saved if such VO features never occur with 

SOV languages; in this case, we could at least say that the presence of such features 

means that Latin in the middle period was not SOV.  However, as we will see in section 

1.6, many VO features (such as Prep, NRel, NG, AdjSt, NAdj) also occur with OV 

languages.  In other words, although the existence of VO features does not necessarily 

point to a basic order of VO for the verb and object, nor does the existence of such 

features necessarily point to a basic order of non-OV. 

 

1.5 The ambivalence of SVO and the VO:OV split 

 

More recently, Dryer (1991, 1992) has reargued the case for a basic VO:OV dichotomy.  

He shows that the arguments in 1.4(a) and 1.4(b) above do not hold with a larger 

language sample.   In 1.5.1 below, I present Dryer's argument against 1.4(a); in 1.5.2 I 

present his arguments against 1.4(b). 

 

1.5.1 The lack of exceptionless universals for SVO languages in 

Greenberg's data 

 

In all six verb-initial languages in Greenberg's 30-language sample, the following orders 

are attested: 

 

                                                                                                                                  

Akkadian (Semitic).  These languages need not be problematic to Adams' conclusions if they are in the 
process of changing from SVO to SOV. 
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Preposition 
NAdj 
NGen 
Verbal aux-V 
Intensifier-adjective (e.g. very long) 
Question particle marking yes/no question occurs in initial position 
Wh-word occurs in sentence-initial position, rather than in situ (or other 
non-initial position) 
NRel 
AdjSt 

(Dryer 1991:445-446) 

 

However, in Dryer's 603-language sample, only the final two features (NRel and AdjSt) 

occur consistently with verb-initial languages.   These two orders are also 

overwhelmingly the norm for SVO languages (the only exceptions are Chinese 

languages).  In this respect, therefore, it is not that verb-initial is a better predictor of 

other word order patterns than SVO; rather, few generalisations can be made about 

either word order type.28 

 

Hawkins (1983) proposes five universals involving verb-initial and verb-final languages.  

He claims that these universals are nonstatistical (i.e. exceptionless), although this is at 

the cost of using more than two features: 

 

XIII Prep ⊃ (-SOV ⊃ NRel) 
II' V-initial ⊃ (NA ⊃ NG) 
III' Prep & -SVO ⊃ (NA ⊃ NG) 
VII' Prep & -SVO ⊃ (NDem ⊃ NG) 
VIII' Prep & -SVO ⊃ (NNum ⊃ NG) 

 

However, in Dryer's larger language sample, there are exceptions to universals II', III' 

and VII'.  Furthermore, universal XIII refers to -SOV; it therefore applies equally to verb-

initial and SVO languages and thus actually provides evidence for the VO language type.  

Only universal VIII' is exceptionless in Dryer's corpus. 

 

In summary, Dryer challenges the argument that there are no exceptionless universals 

involving SVO languages; in addition, he challenges the argument that there are 

exceptionless universals involving V-initial and V-final languages: 

                                          
28 Dryer (1991:450) states that there are two exceptionless facts about SVO languages: clause-initial 

complementisers and the absence of internal relative clauses.  He adds that probability may be 
involved in the fact that exceptions to the VO and NRel/AdjSt “rule” are SVO languages: “The fact that 
the only languages with these characteristics among VO languages happen to be SVO rather than V-
initial may just be a coincidence or may simply reflect the fact that there are more SVO languages in 
the world so we have a greater chance of finding an exception” (Dryer 1991:446). 
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SVO languages are like V-initial and V-final languages in that few 
exceptionless  generalisations can be made about them. 

(Dryer 1991:451) 

 

1.5.2 SVO is a “mixed” type 

 

Dryer (1991) compared the word orders of a number of features across three language 

types: verb-initial, SVO and verb-final, using a sample of 603 languages.  He found that 

in respect of certain features, SVO is indeed mixed (specifically, in terms of genitive-

noun, the position of yes/no question particles and the position of wh-words).  However, 

in respect of the majority of parameters, SVO patterned like verb-initial languages.29  

Thus it is true that in a limited number of features SVO is mixed.  However, in the 

majority of features, SVO aligns with verb-initial languages.  We are therefore justified in 

collapsing verb-initial and SVO languages into one type, VO, and proposing a basic 

OV:VO dichotomoy. 

 

It is to be expected that all the properties in which SVO patterns like verb-initial 

languages are the ones that Dryer (1992) claims show a correlation with the order of the 

verb and object cross-linguistically. 

 

In summary, recall that the arguments in 1.4(a) and 1.4(b) suggest that (a) there are no 

exceptionless universals involving SVO languages, but there are for V-initial and V-final 

ones, and (b) that SVO is a mixed class, having no unique properties of its own.   Recall 

further that these claims undermine the validity of Adams' conclusion in 1.3(a) that the 

presence of VO characteristics in the middle period of Latin points to the language having 

a basic order of SVO during that period.  Dryer has shown that neither of the claims are 

correct: there are few exceptionless properties for SVO, V-initial or V-final languages 

(thus SVO languages are not so anomalous after all), and, in respect of the majority of 

features, SVO does in fact pattern like V-initial languages.  Hence, there is a correlation 

between the order of certain pairs of elements and the VO order.  Consequently, if these 

correlations are strong enough, Adams may have been correct in asserting that the 

presence of VO characteristics in the middle period points to a basic order of SVO.  In the 

next section, we examine the strength of these correlations to see whether it was a valid 

assertion after all. 

                                          
29 Viz, in respect of adpositions, relative clauses, AdjSt, copula and predicate, adverbial subordinators, 

plural words, adposition phrase-verb, manner adverb-verb, tense/aspect auxiliary-verb, and negative 
auxiliary-verb. 
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1.6 The position of Lehmann's model and predictive power of VO features 

 

Although the mechanics of Lehmann's principle have been discredited,30 Dryer's research 

indicates that Lehmann was correct in assuming both a VO:OV split and in pointing out 

correlations between the order of the verb and object, and the order of (amongst other 

things) relative clauses and their head nouns, genitives and nouns, adjectives and 

standards of comparison, and the types of adpositions.  The question remains, therefore, 

are these correlations strong enough cross-linguistically for us to reconstruct with any 

certainty the position of the verb and object in the middle period of Latin?  The relevant 

data is as follows:31 

 

 Adpositions 

 Africa Eurasia SEAsia&Oc Aus-NewGui NAmer SAmer 

OV&Postp 15 26 5 17 25 19 

OV&Prep 3 3 0 1 0 0 

VO&Postp 4 1 0 0 3 4 

VO&Prep 16 8 15 6 20 5 
 

It is certainly the case that prepositions tend to occur with VO languages and 

postpositions with OV.  However, the correlations are not absolute: both 

VO+postpostions and OV+prepositions are attested (the latter including early Latin). 

 

                                          
30 E.g. the predictions are too strong; the verb position is not necessarily the trigger for word order 

change; the model cannot predict or account for the fact that some governed elements do not 
correlate with verb-object order; it is silent on the question of frequency in language type; etc. 

31 To control for genetic bias, Dryer divides languages into genera (roughly equivalent to a sub-family in 
Indo European).  The figures used indicate the number of genera containing languages exhibiting a 
given order as a basic order.  To control for area bias (e.g. through contact), Dryer divides languages 
into six continental areas as follows: Africa includes Semitic languages of southwest Asia; Eurasia 
includes Europe and Asia, except for southeast Asia, as defined immediately: SEAsia & Oc = Southeast 
Asia (Sino-Tibetan, Thai and Mon-Khmer) and Oceania (Austronesian); Aus-NewGui = Australia and 
New Guinea, excluding Austronesian languages of New Guinea; NAmer = North America, including 
languages of Mexico, as well as Mayan and Aztecan languages of Central America; SAmer = South 
America, including languages of Central America except Mayan and Aztecan languages (Dryer 
1992:83). 
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 Relative clause 

 Africa Eurasia SEAsia&Oc Aus-NewGui NAmer SAmer 

OV&RelN 5 11 2 2 3 3 

OV&NRel 9 5 2 6 12 3 

VO&RelN 0 0 1 0 0 0 

VO&NRel 21 8 12 3 11 5 
 

Although RelN occurs almost exclusively with OV languages, NRel occurs freely with both 

OV and VO languages. 

 

 Genitive 

 Africa Eurasia SEAsia&Oc Aus-NewGui NAmer SAmer 

OV&GN 17 21 5 16 30 23 

OV&NG 6 3 1 2 0 0 

VO&GN 5 4 4 6 6 5 

VO&NG 22 5 12 0 21 3 
 

This is one category in which VO languages are “mixed” (Dryer 1991): both orders of the 

genitive and noun occur freely with VO languages. 

 

 Standard-Adj 

 Africa Eurasia SEAsia&Oc Aus-NewGui NAmer SAmer 

OV&StAdj 3 15 3 0 5 3 

OV&AdjSt 2 1 0 0 1 3 

VO&StAdj 0 0 1 0 0 0 

VO&AdjSt 5 7 8 0 7 4 
 

There is a clear preference for AdjSt to occur with VO languages. 

 

On the basis of the data for adpositions, relatives and genitives, we could not reconstruct 

a VO order for middle Latin with any certainty.  The data for AdjSt is perhaps a stronger 

indicator of VO order for Eurasian languages, although this correlation (i.e. AdjSt-VO) is 

still not absolute cross-linguistically.  We are therefore left in much the same position as 

before: a VO order would be consistent with the data (as Lehmann predicts), but is not 

necessarily predicted by it (on the basis of Dryer's language sample).  Added to this, the 

four languages in Greenberg's data containing the word order pairs which Adams 
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considers “unlikely” (see above) indicate that we cannot rule out OV as a possible basic 

order.32 

 

But even if we were convinced by this data, the data from De agricultura is problematic.  

De agricultura is roughly contemporary with Plautus' plays, and is overwhelmingly OV.  If 

spoken Latin was already VO by Plautus' time, why is De agricultura so overwhelmingly 

OV?  There are minimally two possible explanations: either Latin was OV in this period 

and the occurrence of SVO in Plautine Latin is the result of some other factor; or Latin 

was SVO at this point and the predominance of OV in Cato is the result of some other 

factor.  In either case, there is an obvious difference between the works: genre and 

register.  Cato's text is prose and a prescriptive manual, and Plautus' texts are plays, i.e. 

dramatic dialogue in verse. 

 

It has been suggested that there was a prescriptive style used in laws and decrees since 

(at least) early Latin, in which the verb occurs clause-finally.  Examples of the 

prescriptive style are De agricultura and official texts such as the Twelve Tables33 and the 

Senatus Consultum de Bacchanalibus34 (del Vecchio 1989), the latter being the two texts 

Adams cites as textual evidence for OV in the early period.35 

 

If the “prescriptive style theory” is correct, then one must question the reliability of the 

Twelve Tables and Senatus Consultum de Bacchanalibus as textual indicators of early 

Latin being OV: if OV in these texts is as much a stylistic feature of legal/prescriptive 

texts as OV is of Classical Latin, then the question of basic verb-object order in the early 

spoken language remains unanswered.  However, one possibility is that, in keeping with 

Adams' conclusions, the shift from OV to VO began earlier than prima facie our extant 

texts would lead us to believe. 

 

                                          
32 Note that the data for these four languages does not include the Adj-St order.  This weakens this 

argument somewhat. 

33 “Code of Roman law drawn up by a commission of ten ... and published in 451-450BC” (Harvey 
1951:441). 

34 A decree of the Senate concerning the rites of Bacchus dated 186BC. 

35 Adams gives three basic proofs for early Latin being OV: (1) “Nominal compounds comprising a 
nominal (object) and verbal element regularly have the underlying order OV” (1976:91); (2) inflexible 
phrases (such as animumaduerto) also have an underlying OV structure (animum 'mind' + aduerto 
'turn' = pay attention); and (3) “In early conservative texts OV is invariable.  In the Twelve Tables OV 
occurs 34 times, VO not at all, and in the Senatus Consultum de Bacchanalibus OV 11 times, VO 
never” (1976:92). 
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As noted above, the mechanics of Lehmann's model are not convincing.  However, his 

early recognition of the basic VO:OV split and the correlations between verb-object order 

and the order of other elements has been subsequently shown to be well-founded.  

Accounts for these correlations have been various.36  But whatever the underlying 

reason, these correlations do exist.  Adams was very guarded in his use of Lehmann's 

model in drawing conclusions.  He made use of the empirical facts of the time to draw a 

tentative, suggestive conclusion without submitting totally to the theoretical basis of 

Lehmann's model.  In light of the above, Adams' caution was justified.  Subsequent 

research has shown that correlations between the order of pairs of elements are not 

strong enough to predict with any certainty whether Latin in the middle period had a 

basic order of VO or OV. 

 

2. Functional Sentence Perspective: Panhuis (1982) 

 

Panhuis (1982) examines Latin word order from a functional viewpoint, adopting the 

theory of Functional Sentence Perspective, as elaborated by the Prague School, and in 

particular by Mathesius and Firbas.  Functional Sentence Perspective (“FSP”) is concerned 

with the distribution of meaningful elements within the sentence, and their relative 

contribution to the communication.  Communication is seen as: 

 

A dynamic process whereby information is conveyed from the speaker to 
the hearer.  This conveyance causes the communication to advance or to 
develop. (...) all elements in the sentence do not have the same degree or 
amount of communicative dynamism (henceforth CD).  By degree of CD 
carried by the sentence element we understand the extent to which the 
sentence element contributes to the development of the communication, to 
which, as it were it “pushes” the communication forward.37 

(Panhuis 1982:9) 

 

                                          
36 E.g. Hawkins' (1983 and others) Cross Category Harmony, and Dryer's (1991 and others) Branching 

Direction Theory. 

37 Firbas' description of CD may be helpful here: “It can be said that the degree of CD carried by a 
linguistic element is the relative informational (communicative) value the element acquires in the 
development of the communication.  Informational (communicative) value or importance can, of 
course, be judged from various viewpoints.  The viewpoint applied in my approach to FSP is the place 
an element takes up in the development of the communication, the completion of this development 
coinciding with the fulfilment of the communicative purpose.  The closer an element comes to this 
completion, the greater its informational (communicative) value or importance.  It is from this 
viewpoint that 'informational (communicative) value' or 'importance' is to be understood in the present 
study. It serves as an explanatory concept synonymous with 'communicative dynamism'” (Firbas 
1992:105).  
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CD is a scalar notion, with those elements carrying the lowest degree of CD being 

thematic and those carrying the highest degree of CD rhematic.  The element with the 

lowest degree of CD is the theme proper and that with the highest degree is the rheme 

proper.   

 

FSP is characterised as “the distribution of degrees of CD over the elements within the 

sentence” (Firbas 1966, cited Panhuis 1982:10) and results from the interplay of three 

factors: the basic distribution of CD, the contextual independence or dependence of the 

element, and the semantic structure.  As for the basic distribution of CD, Firbas argues 

that when no other factors are involved, the basic sentence structure is one in which 

elements are arranged in increasing degrees of CD; in other words in a most-thematic-

to-most-rhematic order.  He argues that this basic pattern of CD is “implemented in 

every Indo-European language, but the extent to which it is implemented can differ from 

language to language.” (Firbas 1992:10).  The second factor, contextual 

independence/dependence, relates to the retrievability or recoverability of an element 

from the context: “when an element is known or recoverable from the verbal or 

situational context, it becomes thematic or 'dedynamized', irrespective of its semantic 

structure or its position in the linear arrangement” (Firbas 1959 and others, cited Panhuis 

1982:11).  In other words, all things being equal, an element which is recoverable from 

the prior context is less dynamic, hence has a lower degree of CD, than an unrecoverable 

element.  The third factor, semantic structure, recognises the different degrees of CD 

elements have, depending on the extent to which they 'complete' the communication 

relative to other elements in the sentence ─ in this respect, the CD of an element can 

reflect its syntactic role.38  For example: 

 

...an object expressing a goal or the outcome of an action carries a higher 
degree of CD than the verb it accompanies, provided that both are 
contextually independent.  This is so because the meaning of transitive 
verbs would be incomplete without such an amplification.  Similarly, a 
contextually independent adverbial element of place expressing the 
direction or destination of a motion exceeds in CD a verb expressing 
motion.  These essential amplifications of the verb have a higher degree of 
CD, irrespective of the position they occupy in the linear arrangement. 
(Panhuis 1982:11)39 

                                          
38 Firbas describes the 'semantic factor' as covering “the impact that the semantic character of a 

linguistic element, as well as the character of its semantic relations, has on the distribution of degrees 
of CD” (Firbas 1992:41). 

39 Firbas' (1992) explanation of the semantic factor may be useful here.  In discussing why objects have 
more CD than their verb, he notes that: “...there are elements that, if present, take the development 
of the communication further than the verb and so come closer to, or even effect, the completion of 
the communication.  In consequence, they prove to be dynamically stronger; they carry a higher 
degree of CD than the verb.” (Firbas 1992:41).  My understanding of this is that in the sentences (a) 
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In addition, contextually independent subjects have a lower degree of CD than 

independent verbs; however, in a presentational construction, contextually independent 

subjects carry a higher degree of CD than their verb.  Finally, if both elements are 

independent, Panhuis maintains that an indirect object ('complement-as-direction') has 

more CD than the object ('object-as-goal').40  In summary, Panhuis suggests a hierarchy 

of syntactic roles which run from lower to higher CD as follows, where each element is 

contextually independent:41 

 

 
 
Low CD ---------------------------------------   High CD  

 
Subject 

 
Verb 

 
Direct object 

 
 Indirect object 

 

The low-CD-to-high-CD (i.e. theme-rheme) order is found in “normal, non-emotive 

sentences” (Panhuis 1982:13); sentences which exhibit the 'emotive' order, that is where 

the rheme is in striking relief or emphasised, show the opposite ordering: rheme-theme.  

 

The degree to which word order in a language is sensitive to the principles of FSP varies; 

for example, Firbas argues FSP is the predominant determiner of order in Czech, while “it 

is a secondary principle in Modern English, which uses word order primarily for 

grammatical purposes” (Panhuis 1982:12).  Although there are instances where the two 

principles, the FSP and language-specific syntactic order, are in harmony, there are 

others in which the principles are in conflict.  Hence the word order exhibited by a 

sentence can be seen as the result of the interplay between the various principles of FSP 

(basic distribution of CD, the contextual factor and the semantic structure) and the 

interplay between FSP and syntactically determined word order.  Panhuis exemplifies 

these interplays as follows: 

 

                                                                                                                                  

“I went to London” or (b) “I saw the Queen”, although the verbs contribute to the communication, the 
sentence is not communicatively complete without the PP in (a) or object NP in (b); these elements 
complete the communication. 

40 Pinkster (1990:183) questions the notion that the indirect object of a verb like mittere 'to send' is 
more rhematic than the direct object.  If the CD of an element, based on its semantic structure, 
relates to the extent to which it completes the communication, it seems to me that with ditransitive 
clauses the communication is equally incomplete whether it is the object or the indirect object missing. 

41 For a full explanation of the semantic factor, see Firbas (1992, chapter 4). 
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 (Panhuis 1982:16) 

 

Adopting this theoretical framework, Panhuis (1982) investigates word order patterns in 

two Latin authors, the dramatist Plautus (representing colloquial Latin) and Caesar 

(representing Classical Latin prose), and bases his study on a corpus of ditransitive 

clauses: verbs of giving with direct objects from the semantic field of 'money' in Plautus, 

and in Caesar verbs of sending with (mainly) human direct objects such as legatos 

'ambassadors', nuntios 'messengers', a proper name or a title such as praefectos 

'prefects'.  He concludes that in Plautus the primary principle governing word order is 

FSP: these clauses exhibit a theme-rheme order.  In Caesar, on the other hand, the verb 

appears almost obligatorily at the end of the clause by literary convention.  Other 

elements in the clause, however, do appear to be sensitive to the principles of FSP.  

Hence, Panhuis assumes that the verb lies outside the influence of FSP, giving an order 

of [theme-rheme, verb] in non-emotive sentences and [rheme-theme, verb] in emotive 

ones.  In addition, there is another syntactic factor affecting word order in Classical 

Latin: purpose constituents are the most rhematic elements of a sentence but, while 

purpose clauses appear after the verb, purpose phrases appear preverbally (Panhuis 

1982:129-130). 

 

The analysis of an element as thematic or rhematic requires a clear understanding of the 

context in which the sentence appears.  To this end, Panhuis is very careful to give an 

explanation of the context for each sentence he examines.  Naturally, the attributing of 

degrees of CD ─ and hence thematicity or rhematicity ─ to an element depends on the 
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Semantic Structure

Principle of grammatical 
( syntactic) word order

FSP

Word Order

          Principles                                         Set of principles                             Realization
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analyst's interpretation of the text.  In some cases, Panhuis' interpretation of the text is 

not the only ─ or indeed correct ─ one.  For example, Panhuis gives the following as the 

context in which sentence (2) appears: 

 

In the Mostellaria, Philolaches, aided by his slave Tranio, has borrowed 
forty minae from a money-lender.  With this money, Philolaches has 
bought and freed his mistress, and covered other expenses of his 
debauchery.  When his father, Theopropides, comes back from a long 
absence abroad, he first meets Tranio.  During their conversation in the 
street, the money-lender sees Tranio and starts asking when Philolaches is 
going to give the money (interest and principal) back.  Tranio asks 
Theopropides to redeem the loan, saying that Philolaches has borrowed the 
money in order to pay an advance for a house he has bought from a 
neighbour. 

 

(2) 670 Theo bonan fide? 

good   faith 

671 Tran siquidem  tu     argentum   reddituru's,    tum   bona; 

  if            you    money       repay:fut:2p  then  good 

672  si redditurus  non  es,                non   emit            bona. 

  if repay:ppl   not  aux:pres:2ps  not   buy:perf:3p  good. 

 

670 Theo Seriously? 

671 Tran If at least you are going to PAY BACK the money, then he bought in 

good faith;  

672  if you are NOT, he did not buy in good faith.  

(Panhuis 1982:32-33, original emphasis) 

 

By the phrase bonan fide in 670, Theopropides means 'Are you speaking in good faith?' ─ 

that is, 'Are you serious?'; Tranio pretends that he understands  'Did Philolaches buy in 

good faith?' (Panhuis 1982:33).  Panhuis explains the order of the sentence at line 671 

as follows: tu 'you', being retrievable from the context, is thematic and appears early in 

the clause.  The direct object argentum 'money', according to the semantic factor, would 

normally have a higher degree of CD than the verb, reddituru's 'will pay back'.42  

However in this case the verb is more rhematic because “to repay or not to repay is the 

point Tranio wants to make, as can easily be seen from the following context in v.672, 

which contains the negation non” (Panhuis 1982:33-34).  For del Vecchio, however, it is 

                                          
42 That is, “Semantically, the goal, as an essential amplification of the action, adds information, narrows 

the scope of the action, is more rhematic than the action” (Panhuis 1982:33). 
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the subject pronoun tu 'you' which is the most rhematic element of the sentence.  He 

proposes the following Italian translation of the passage: 

 

(3) 670 Theo Veramente?  

really 

671 Tran Se i    soldi    li       tirerai       fuori TU, l'ha    fatto   in  buona fede,  

if  the money them pull:fut:2p out you, it'aux do:ppl in  good  faith 

672  ma se non pagherai,  allora non  ha   comprato  in  buona fede.  

but if  not pay:fut:2p then  not   aux buy:ppl    in  good   faith 

 

670 Theo Really? 

671 Tran If YOU give him the money, then he did it in good faith. 

672  If you don't, then he didn't buy in good faith.  

(Vecchio 1989:544, original emphasis, translation) 

 

Under this interpretation, the question of whether Philolaches bought in good faith or not 

depends on whether Theopropides, the referent of tu 'you', pays the money.  Hence the 

pronoun tu 'you' is the most rhematic element.  In this version, the repaying or 

otherwise is not the most rhematic element. I assume that, by the semantic factor, the 

verb carries less CD than the object, its amplification.  The resultant distribution of CD for 

the sentence is consistent with the emotive order of high-to-low CD: 

 

tu argentum reddituru's 

you:nom money:acc repay:fut 

high CD  medium CD (lower than tu; higher than reddituru's) low CD  

 

Clearly, this is still in keeping with the principles of FSP: the emotive order is used when 

an element is emphasised and results in a rheme-theme order.  However, if the verb is 

more rhematic than the object, say because the verb is in contrast to redditurus non es 

'you do not repay' in the next line, then we have an order of: 

 

tu argentum reddituru's 

you:nom money:acc repay:fut 

high CD  medium CD (lower CD than tu and reddituturu's) high CD  

 



 

 
 40

This order is counter to Panhuis' claim that Plautine Latin exhibits a non-emotive theme-

rheme order (i.e. low-CD-to-high-CD) or an emotive rheme-theme order (i.e. high-CD-

to-low-CD). 

 

Panhuis also gives attention to the operation of FSP in legal texts.  He suggests that the 

verb-final tendency of these text results from the concurrence of two principles: the 

communicative principle (i.e. FSP) and the retention of the Proto-Indo-European OV 

pattern, that is “the OV pattern in legal texts is a relic of a prehistoric stage in the Latin 

language” (Panhuis 1982:111).  According to the communicative principle, “the verb is 

the rheme in legal texts, because the verb expresses the action ordered or prohibited by 

the law” (Panhuis 1982:109).  For example, Panhuis gives excerpts from the Twelve 

Tables (ca 450BC) and the Senatus Consultum de Bacchanalibus.  He notes that in these 

passages all verbs are clause-final with the exception of one in the Senatus Consultum de 

Bacchanalibus.  I set out below the first part of the Senatus Consultum de Bacchanalibus.  

I have formatted the translation so that prohibitions relating to the same topic are 

grouped together and numbered (I have added in capital letters the practice or thing 

which is prohibited): 

 

The consuls Q. Marcius, son of Lucius and S. Postumius, son of Lucius 
consulted the Senate on October 7 [186 B.C.E.] in the Temple of Bellona.  
Present at the writing (of the decree) were M. Claudius, son of Marcus, L. 
Valerius, son of Publius, and Q. Minucius, son of Gaius.  With reference to 
the Bacchic cult they passed a decree that the following proclamation 
should be issued to those allied (with the Romans) by treaty:  
(1)  <SHRINE>: let none of them have it in mind to have a place 

for Bacchic worship.  If there are any who say that they must 
maintain a place of Bacchic worship, they should come to Rome to 
the urban praetor, and when their words have been heard, our 
Senate shall make a decision about these matters, as long as no 
less than 100 senators are present when this mater is deliberated.   

(2) <MEETING OF BACCHIC WOMEN>: Let no Roman citizen or 
anyone of the Latin name or any of the allies have a mind to 
be present at (meetings of) Bacchic women, unless they go to 
the urban praetor and with the approval of the Senate they (he) 
give permission, provided that no less than 100 senators are 
present when this matter is deliberated.  They so voted. 

(3) <PRIEST>: Let no man be a priest.   
(4) <MASTER>: Let neither man nor woman be a master;  
(5) <COMMON MONEY>: nor let any of them have a mind to keep 

common money; 
(6) <MASTER/VICE-MASTER>: nor let anyone have a mind to make 

either a man or a woman a master or a vice-master,  
(7) <OATHS ETC>: nor to have in mind henceforth to exchange oaths 

or vows or pledges or promises with one another; nor to have a 
mind to swear solemn faith with one another. 
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(8) <CEREMONIES>: Let no one have a mind to perform ceremonies in 
secret, nor let anyone have a mind to perform ceremonies, whether 
in public or in private or outside the city, unless he goes to the 
urban praetor and he gives permission...43 

 

The two bolded sentences in the translation above are given below.  Note that in (5) the 

finite verb uelet 'wish' and dependent infinitive adiese 'be present' appear in the middle 

of the sentence: 

 
 
(4) 

 
nequis         eorum       Sacanal [sic]                habuise          uelet 

 
 

 
not.anyone  them:gen  bacanal.shrine:acc       have:perf:inf   wish:imp:subj:3ps 

 
 

 
'Let none of them have it in mind to have a place for Bacchic worship'. 

 
 
(5) 

 
bacas                                              uir              nequis            adiese                     uelet 

 
 

 
(meetings.of).Bacchic.women:acc  man:nom   not.any:nom   come.to:perf:inf   wish:imp:subj:3ps 

 
 

 
ceiuis            Romanus       neue  nominus     Latini        neue  socium     quiquam 

 
 

 
citizen:nom   Roman:nom   nor    name:nom  Latin:gen  nor    ally:nom  any:nom 

 
 

 
'Let no Roman citizen nor anyone of the Latin name nor any of the allies have a mind to have come to (meetings 

of) Bacchic women.' 

 

Panhuis states that the first part of sentence (5), bacas uir nequis adiese uelet, is “rather 

thematic” because it is a paraphrase of the prohibition in sentence (4) (Panhuis 

1982:110).  On the other hand, he points out that the list of people to whom the 

prohibition relates, ceiuis Romanus neue nominus Latini neue socium quiquam, is 

rhematic, hence appears at the end of the clause, resulting in a theme-rheme order.  I 

disagree with the claim that the first part of  sentence (5) is a paraphrase of the first 

sentence of sentence (4).  The prohibition in (4) prohibits the possession of a Sacanal 

'shrine to Bacchus'; that in (5) prohibits anyone from having come to bacas, '(meetings 

of) the Bacchic women'.  Hence the state to which the prohibition relates, i.e. having 

come to any bacas, seems to me an important ─ and rhematic ─ element of the 

sentence.44  I do agree that the list of people to whom the order relates is rhematic, 

certainly more so than a light verb such as adiese 'to come to’.  Under this interpretation, 

we have rhematic elements at both the beginning and end of the sentence, with a less 

                                          
43 Translation from Baldi (1999:210-211) with minor adjustments. 

44 Del Vecchio also argues that in his own interpretation of sentence (5), the force of the prohibition falls 
on the first elements of the phrase, rather than the final elements, as the verbs in this sentence 
fragment, uelet and adiese, are “...facilement prévisibles, et que même si on ne peut pas les 
supprimer (mais est-ce vrai?) leur présence est de toute façon avertie dès le début de la phrase.” 
(“...easily foreseen [predictable], and even if they can't be omitted (or can they?) in any event we are 
warned of their presence from the beginning of the phrase.”) (del Vecchio 1989:553) (translation). 



 

 
 42

rhematic element, adiese, in the middle.  This is not an ordering which is predicted by 

Panhuis for any register of Latin.  Panhuis might take exception to the suggestion that 

adiese 'to have come to’ is 'less rhematic' given his claim that verbs in laws are the most 

rhematic element of the clause; however, the fact that he describes the prohibition in (5) 

as “rather thematic” (including the verb adiese) and describes the list of people to whom 

the order relates as rhematic shows that the verb is not always the most rhematic 

element in Latin legalese.  

 

It is interesting to note that in this decree, the element to which the prohibition relates 

comes very early in the clause for the prohibitions numbered 2-8 in the translation of the 

Senatus Consultum de Bacchanalibus (see upper case elements).  The relevant words are 

(2) bacas '(meetings of) the Bacchic women', (3) sacerdos 'priest', (4) magister 'master', 

(5) pecuniam 'money', (6) neve magistratum neve pro magistratuo 'neither master or a 

vice-master', (7) (see below), (8) sacra 'ceremonies'.  In (7), the prohibition begins with 

the words neue posthac inter sed 'neither hereafter amongst themselves' followed by a 

list of verbs indicating taking oaths and so on.  In other words, the prohibitions tend to 

begin (with the exception of (7)) with a mention of the entity or practice or title to which 

the prohibition relates.  In terms of the contextual factor, none of these elements have 

been mentioned previously, hence they are not contextually dependent.  By the semantic 

factor, the elements all have a higher degree of CD than the verb as they are either 

direct objects,  complements of the verb esse 'to be' or an expression denoting 'place'.  

In spite of this, Panhuis presumably would argue that their clause-initial position means 

they are thematic.  Another explanation is that both they and the verbs are rhematic, but 

the sentences simply have not been ordered according to the basic distribution of CD. 

 

The clause-initial position of these NPs may be motivated by another factor altogether: 

discourse structuring.  As will be suggested in chapter eight, NPs in De agricultura often 

appear in clause-initial position when they indicate, amongst other things, a new 

discourse topic.  When clause-initial position is not the canonical position according to its 

syntactic relation, the NP is moved to the front of the clause in a marked construction.  

The referents of these NPs are topical in the sense that they are about to become the 

'centre of attention'.  The same might apply here: these elements are placed early in the 

clause to indicate the new 'discourse topic', being the entity or practice or designation to 

which the next section of the law relates.45    

                                          
45 With respect to the titles magister and so on, in this context, these NPs are not referential hence are 

not candidates for topichood.  But if we understand them as meaning 'the state of being a master' (i.e. 
masterhood), we might get around this anomaly. 
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FSP is a very rich theory in which word order is seen as the result of the interplay of a 

number of factors - syntactic, semantic, contextual and the basic distribution of CD.  It 

emphasises that these factors can be in harmony or in conflict, hence the possibility of 

similar sentences exhibiting different orders depending on the relative influence of the 

various factors at play.  However, although Panhuis' arguments are interesting, one often 

receives the impression that he is fitting the data to the theory, rather than evaluating 

the extent to which the data supports his hypothesis (Molinelli (1986) also makes this 

point).  His claim that FSP is a primary principle in Plautine and Classical Latin word order 

is too strong.  Further, del Vecchio argues that the theory of FSP as presented by Panhuis 

is not broad enough to account for word order phenomena where (among other things) 

stylistic or rhythmic considerations are involved (del Vecchio 1989:101).46  

 

As will be seen in chapter six, the idea that sentence elements are arranged in increasing 

degrees of CD could explain those clauses in De agricultura in which the object follows 

the verb.  However, the fronting phenomena examined in chapter eight are less easily 

reconciled with the theory of FSP.  To discuss the VO and fronting patterns in terms of 

the distribution of theme and rheme would miss a generalisation, namely, the influence 

on these constructions of topicality and focality, as these terms are understood in 

Functional Grammar.  Although theme/rheme and topic/focus share many similarities, 

the way in which these notions are developed in Functional Grammar provides a richer 

set of tools to describe word order phenomena in De agricultura. 

 

3. Functional Grammar 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

The theory of Functional Grammar (“FG”), initially developed by Dik (1978), belongs, as 

the name suggests, to the functional paradigm.  As with theories of the formal paradigm, 

FG is concerned with the grammatical organisation of natural languages (Dik 1997 1:2); 

                                          
46 De Jong examines three-place predicates of the type oblinere 'to smear' and indere 'to put in' in De 

agricultura to ascertain whether the clauses are organised according to increasing focality, in other 
words, according to the Topic-Focus hypothesis (he uses the Functional Grammar terminology for CD).  
He concludes that this hypothesis “does not predict correctly the full range of attested word order 
patterns in Cato” (de Jong 1994:100).  Although he offers a variety of functional explanations to 
account for the deviations to the pattern, he goes on to say that “The modifications proposed here, 
while adding to the range of possible orders, also bring us close to the point where, for any given 
sentence in any context, it would in fact predict all possible permutations of that sentence” (de Jong 
1994:100). 
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however, the two paradigms differ with respect to their conception of language and the 

aim of their description of the organisation of languages: 

 

In the formal paradigm a language is regarded as an abstract formal object 
(e.g., as a set of sentences), and a grammar is conceptualized primarily as 
an attempt at characterizing this formal object in terms of formal syntax to 
be applied independently of the meanings and uses of the constructions 
described.  Syntax is thus given methodological priority over semantics 
and pragmatics. 

 

In the functional paradigm, on the other hand, a language is in the first 
place conceptualized as an instrument of social interaction among human 
beings, used with the intention of establishing communicative 
relationships.  Within this paradigm one attempts to reveal the 
instrumentality of language with respect to what people do and achieve 
with it in social interaction.  A natural language, in other words, is seen as 
an integrated part of the communicative competence of [natural language 
users].  

(Dik 1997 1:2-3) 

 

A functional theory of language must therefore account not only for the rules which 

determine the content and shape of utterances (i.e. semantic, syntactic, morphological, 

and phonological rules), but also “the rules which govern the patterns of verbal 

interaction in which these linguistic expressions are used (pragmatic rules)” (Dik 1997 

1:3-4). 

 

In FG, it is assumed that every clause has an underlying structure which, by the 

application of expression rules, is mapped on to the form of the utterance. It is these 

expression rules which determine “the form, the order, and the prosodic contour of the 

constituents of the underlying clause structure, given their status within the underlying 

structure” (Dik 1997 1:49).  

 

At the level of the underlying structure, all properties and elements necessary for 

interpreting the meaning of an utterance are expressed, including the illocutionary force 

of the clause, temporality, the semantic and syntactic roles of arguments (“terms” in FG 

parlance), and so on.  For example, the basic underlying structure of the answer in (6) 

below is given in (7)  (examples adapted from Dik (1993:386)).  This structure captures 

the fact that the sentence is declarative (Decl), past tense (Past), and that the predicate 

is the verb 'capture'.  It shows that 'capture' has two arguments, term1 and term2.  It 

further specifies that term1 has the semantic role of 'agent' and term2 'patient'; the 

assignment of the syntactic role 'Subj' to the patient argument indicates that the clause 

is passive: 
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(6) Q: Who captured the thief? 

A: The thief was captured by two passers-by. 

(7) Decl(Past capturev (term1)Ag (term2)PatSub) 

 

To complete the underlying structure, the terms have to be further specified.  The 

complete representations of the terms are given in (8) and (9).  Each begins with a 

specification of definiteness, with 'i' indicating indefinite and 'd' indicating definite.  The 

next element ('2' in (8) and '1' in (9)) indicates number. The rest of the structure is 

similar to that found in logical expressions where xi and xj indicate an entity which 

belongs to the class of passers-by and thieves respectively.  Finally, in this 

representation, the pragmatic function of the terms are given: NewTopic Focus for term1 

and Given Topic for term2: 

 

(8) Term1: (i2xi: passerN-by(xi))AgNewTopFoc) 

(9) Term2: (d1xj: thiefN (xj)) PatSubjGivTop) 

 

The full representation of the sentence is as follows: 

 

(10) Decl(Past capturev (i2xi: passerN-by(xi))AgNewTopFoc (d1xj: thiefN (xj))PatSubjGivTop) 

 

Expression rules will apply to this underlying structure to produce the actual form of the 

utterance, the word order, prosodic contour and so on.  Of particular interest to us here 

are the pragmatic roles of topic and focus, and how these are incorporated into the FG 

approach to word order.  

 

3.2 Topic and Focus 

 

Topic and focus are pragmatic relations, and relate to the information status of 

constituents in the context of the discourse.  Roughly, the topic in a sentence is the 

entity which is being talked about, and the focus is “the most important or salient parts 

of what we say about the topical things” (Dik 1997 1:310).  Dik posits a number of types 

of topic and focus, depending on the discourse function and activation of the entity in 

question.   
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3.2.1 Types of topic 

 

Dik identifies five types of topic: discourse topic (D-Topic), new topic (NewTop), given 

topic (Giv-Top), resumed topic (ResTop) and sub topic (SubTop).  A discourse topic is 

essentially that which a stretch of discourse is “about”: 

 

A discourse, taken in the wide sense of any kind of coherent text ... is 
“about” certain entities.  For example, this book is “about” Functional 
Grammar, this chapter is “about” pragmatic functions, and this subsection 
is “about” Topic and topicality.  For those entities about which a certain 
discourse imparts information we may use the term Discourse Topic (D-
Topic).  One discourse may have different D-Topics, some more central to 
the discourse than others. D-Topics may be hierarchically organized, as in 
the example given: the D-Topic “Topic and topicality” is part of the D-Topic 
“pragmatic functions”, which is in turn part of the overall D-Topic of the 
book, “Functional Grammar”.  D-Topics may also be sequentially 
organized, as when different and possibly even unrelated D-Topics are 
treated one by one in a sequence of discourse episodes. 

(Dik 1997 1:313-314) 

 

The constituent which introduces a D-Topic into the discourse is called a new topic.  New 

topics “are topical in that they introduce a topical entity into the discourse, focal in that 

they introduce this entity into the discourse” (Dik 1997 1:316).  Once an entity has been 

introduced into the discourse, it is then considered a given topic.  If a given topic (or new 

topic) has not been mentioned for some time, it may be reactivated; a constituent 

reactivating a given topic is labelled a resumed topic.  Finally, constituents introducing 

inferable entities (i.e. those which can be inferred from some other entity in the 

discourse) are labelled sub topics.   
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3.2.2 Types of focus 

  

The focus, being the most important or salient element of a clause, is that element which 

the speaker considers most essential for the addressee to incorporate into his or her 

pragmatic information (i.e. the addressee's “full body of knowledge, beliefs, feelings and 

preconceptions” (Dik 1997 1:311)).  In other words, the focus “concern[s] the changes 

that S[peaker] wishes to bring about in the pragmatic information of A[ddressee]” (Dik 

1997 1:326).  Different types of focus can be distinguished, depending on their scope 

and communicative function.  As for scope, the focus can be assigned to any element of 

the underlying clause, including (amongst other things) modifiers, tense and aspect 

markers, predicates and parts of predicates.47  As for communicative function, Dik 

identifies seven types of focus as follows: 

 

(1) Questioning focus: the speaker asks the addressee a question which is designed 

to fill an information gap in the speaker's pragmatic information (e.g. What is her 

name?). 

(2) Completive focus: the speaker fills an information gap in the addressee's 

pragmatic information (e.g. in answer to the question What is her name?, the 

answer Mary is completive focus). 

(3) Rejecting focus: the speaker corrects information which the addressee believes to 

be true by rejecting it (e.g. in the following exchange, Addressee: John is a sailor. 

Speaker: No, John is not a SAILOR, the speaker rejects the addressee's assertion 

that John is a sailor). 

(4) Replacing focus: the speaker believes the addressee to have incorrect 

information, so replaces it with the correct information (e.g. in the following 

exchange, Addressee: John is a sailor.  Speaker: No, John is a BUTCHER, the 

speaker replaces the addressee's incorrect belief that John is a sailor with the 

correct information that John is a butcher). 

(5) Expanding focus: the speaker expands on information which he or she believes 

the addressee already holds, but which is incomplete (e.g. Addressee: John is a 

sailor and a businessman.  Speaker: And he is also a SCHOLAR). 

(6) Restricting focus: the speaker believes the addressee has information which is 

only partly correct, so attempts to restrict the information in the addressee's 

                                          
47 For example, the focus can be on an adjective (I prefer the GREEN one), on the predicate or part of it 

(I didn't PAINT the house, I REpainted it), on tense and aspect markers (John HASn't painted the 
house, he IS painting it right now) and so on. 



 

 
 48

pragmatic information to that which is true (e.g. Addressee: John is a sailor and a 

businessman. Speaker: No, he is only a SAILOR.) 

(7) Selecting focus: the speaker assumes that for the addressee either A or B are 

true, so the speaker selects the option which is true (e.g. Addressee: Do you like 

SAILING or SKIING? Speaker: SAILING.). 

 

When a language treats the various types of topical and focal elements in a special way 

because of their topicality and focality, these functions are assigned to the underlying 

clause and form the input for the expression rules determining order.  This 'special 

treatment' may involve prosodic prominence, special markers, placing the element in a 

special construction or special constituent order.  This brings us to the question of the 

treatment of word order in FG (or 'constituent order' in FG parlance). 

 

3.3 Constituent ordering 

 

At the underlying level of the clause, the constituents are unordered.  It is through 

'placement rules' that the elements are assigned the positions in which they appear in 

the actual linguistic expression.  Of central importance in the FG account of word order is 

the fact that placement rules are not movement rules.  That is, rather than positing an 

underlying order to which movement rules apply to produce the actual linear 

arrangement, placement rules operate on an unordered set of constituents, producing 

the linear arrangement “in one go” (Dik 1997 1:392-393).  The second important point is 

that Dik does not take constituent ordering to be a deep property of languages.  The 

implications of this are that the underlying clause structures of different languages need 

not differ, nor is there a need to posit a single 'basic' order for each language: “The FG 

approach to constituent ordering is fully compatible with the co-existence of different 

patterns or templates, to be used in different conditions and for different purposes” (Dik 

1997 1:394).  In terms of the so-called free word order languages, the fact that 

constituent order is not a deep property of languages means that there is no division 

between them and fixed order languages; rather, “free word order languages ... are 

languages in which placement rules carry less of the functional load of expressing the 

relevant underlying relations” (Dik 1997 1:394). 

 

Dik terms the FG approach a 'multifunctional theory of constituent ordering', by which is 

understood that the actual ordering patterns found both cross-linguistically and in 

individual languages are to be explained and described by reference to a number of 
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interacting and competing principles.  This approach is based on a number of 

assumptions: 

 

A1 The actual constituent ordering patterns found in a language are 
the resultant of a number of interacting principles. 

A2 Each of these principles is in itself functionally motivated: it is a 
“natural” principle with respect to some parameter of “naturalness”. 

A3 But two such principles do not necessarily define the same ordering 
preference.  One principle may, for good reasons, prefer the order 
AB while another may, for equally good reasons, prefer BA. 

A4 Therefore, no language can conform to all the ordering principles at 
the same time and to the same degree. 

A5 The actual “solution” for constituent ordering in a given language 
will thus contain an element of compromise, and will to that extent 
be characterized by a certain amount of “tension”. 

A6 Shifts in the relative force of the differing principles may lead to 
(sometimes radical) changes in constituent ordering. 

A7 Where such changes relieve tension with respect to one principle, 
they may create new tension with respect to another. 

A8 There is consequently no optimal, stable solution to the constituent 
ordering problem. 

(Dik 1997 1:396)  

 

Dik (1997) proposes a number of general and specific principles of constituent order, 

where “the general principles are reflected in the specific principles, and the specific 

principles in the actual constituent ordering patterns of individual languages” (Dik 1997 

1:399).  It should be stressed that FG does not claim that these principles are 

exceptionless, nor does it make claims about their relative degree of influence on the 

ordering of constituents in any specific language.  However, the postulation of such 

universal-type principles entails that fewer stipulations are needed in the description of 

individual languages; that is, by stating a principle to the effect that “subjects precede 

objects”, this need not be stipulated for each and every language in which this is the 

case.  As an example of a general principle being further stipulated by a specific one, 

General Principle 8 (GP8) states that: 

 

GP8 The Principle of Cross-domain Harmony 
Each language has a certain degree of consistency in either using 
Prefield or Postfield48 ordering across the different ordering 
domains. 

(Dik 1997 1:403) 

 

                                          
48 The 'Prefield' is the position before the head of a phrase and 'postfield' the position after: Prefield 

[Head] Postfield. 
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In other words, this principle is stating that, as has been shown in the field of word order 

typology, there is a tendency for languages to be uniform in terms of whether modifiers 

precede or follow heads.  GP8 is given a more specific formulation in Special Principle 1 

(SP1) which states: 

 

SP1 A language makes a basic choice between Prefield or Postfield 
ordering of dependents with respect to their heads.  

(Dik 1997 1:405) 

 

This principle would predict a dichotomy between VO and OV languages were it not for 

the fact that it is “often counteracted and interfered with by other principles, so that only 

about 50% of all languages belong to one or the other of these 'consistent types'” (Dik 

1997 1:405). 

 

Of particular interest to us here are GP7, SP4 and SP5, given below: 

 

GP7 The Principle of Pragmatic Highlighting 
Constituents with special pragmatic functionality (New Topic, Given 
Topic, Completive Focus, Contrastive Focus) are preferably placed 
in “special positions”, including, at least, the clause-initial position. 

SP4 There is a universally relevant clause-initial position P1, used for 
special purposes, including the placement of constituents with Topic 
or Focus function. 

SP5 Since the Subject is the prime GivenTopic candidate, it will often be 
placed in P1. 

 

Dik suggests that all languages make special use of the first position in the clause (“P1”) 

although not necessarily the same uses.  Nonetheless, he suggests the following patterns 

with respect to the use of P1: 

 

1. Languages often have designated categories of constituents which 
must be placed in P1 (P1-constituent); 

2. If P1 is not occupied by some P1-constituent, it may be used for 
constituents with (Given)Topic or Focus function.  

(Dik 1997 1:409) 

 

Turning now to the question of constituent order in Latin, GP7 and SP4 formally state 

what has been long recognised in Latin, that the first (and also the last) positions in the 

clause are ones of importance in which stressed and emphatic words occur (Kühner-

Stegmann 1955:591).  Indeed, a number of FG-influenced studies of Latin word order 

have been presented which make particular reference to P1 and the pragmatic functions 

of topic and focus.  In tune with the multifunctional approach to word order, many posit 
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an unmarked (syntactic) order but point to the existence of other word order templates 

in which the position of elements is determined by pragmatic considerations.  In the next 

section, I present the findings of three studies propounding this multifunctional approach. 

 

3.4 Pinkster (1990) 

 

In Pinkster (1990), the author's aim is to provide an introduction to Latin syntax and 

semantics for advanced university students.  The book covers Latin from Plautus' time 

(ca 200 BC) to ca 100 AD, and describes the language from within the framework of FG. 

In the chapter devoted to word order, Pinkster does not claim to be attempting a wide-

ranging theory of word order in Classical Latin. Rather, he gives some indications of what 

a wide-ranging theory of Classical Latin would have to take into account and some of the 

difficulties facing the theorist developing such a theory. 

 

Of particular interest to us here are his comments on the first position of the clause, the 

final position and the relative order of the subject, object/complement, finite verb and 

satellites (i.e. adverbials).  Beginning with the question of P1, he notes that many 

traditional grammars of Latin would have one believe that in most sentences the subject 

stands in initial position.  He goes on to note that this is not in fact the case.  Firstly, 

many sentences contain no overt subject; secondly, when the subject is present, it is not 

always placed in clause-initial position.  For example, Pinkster's examination of a letter of 

Cicero49 shows that the subject appears in P1 in only 3 of 27 sentences with an overt 

subject.  Those elements which appear in P1 are often relative or interrogative pronouns 

(topic and focus constituents respectively), subordinate clauses or preposition phrases 

indicating the next topic of discussion, and connectors.  On the basis of this limited 

corpus, he suggests that “...leaving aside connectors and Theme constituents – the first 

position of the sentence tends to be reserved for constituents with the pragmatic function 

Topic.  Topic constituents are often, but not necessarily, Subject constituents.  Other 

candidates for the first position of the sentence are constituents with contrastive Focus” 

(Pinkster 1990:176).   

 

As for the final position of the clause, this position is often taken by the finite verb, 

although the frequency of V-final clauses differs from author to author.  Traditional 

grammars suggest that non-finite-verb constituents can be placed in final position in 

order to emphasise them.  In Pinkster's limited corpus of 126 sentences, again taken 

                                          
49 Cicero Atticus 1.5 
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from Cicero's letters to Atticus, there are a number of main clauses which have an 

element other than the verb in clause-final position, and in most cases these can be 

classified as focal constituents.  However, he is at pains to note that to prove that the 

final position of the sentence is in fact reserved for focal elements, one would have to 

show that all final constituents (including finite verbs) are in fact focal and that all 

elements showing such focus appear clause-finally.  This research has not yet been done, 

and it is a priori unlikely that this is indeed the case (Pinkster 1990:179). 

 

Turning now to the order of subject, object/complement, finite verb and satellites, 

Pinkster notes the difficulty in determining the 'normal' order of main clauses since there 

are relatively few simple sentences with overt subject and object (Pinkster 1990:179).  

Where simple clauses of this type are found, issues such as valency, mood, overt/non-

overt arguments and the types of satellite must also be taken into account.  Nonetheless, 

based on a corpus of 52 active, two-place predicates with an overt object/complement 

taken from Cicero's letters to Atticus, Pinkster notes that, if these sentences are indeed 

representative, the following rule for word order can be posited: 

 

(conn) - (S) - (sat) - O/C - (sat) - Vf 
 

Where conn=connector, S=subject, sat=satellite, O/C=object or complement, Vf=finite 

verb and brackets indicate optional elements.   

 

Exceptions to this order can be explained pragmatically, such as topical or focal elements 

being placed in P1, or focal elements coming after the verb where they represent the 

most salient information.   

 

The conclusions of Pinkster's study can be combined as follows: 

 

(conn) - P1 - (conn) - (S) - (sat) - O/C - (sat) - Vf 
 

This can be read to mean that P1 is reserved for topics and elements displaying 

contrastive focus, and is often occupied by the subject when it exhibits these pragmatic 

functions.  The arguments of the finite verb appear in the order subject-

object/complement and precede the final verb.  Finally, it is not yet clear whether there 

is a special position at the end of the clause reserved for focal elements. 

 

Notable exceptions to the above schema are those sentences which contain all new 

information, viz presentative sentences.  Pinkster notes that it has long been recognised 
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that in sentences with esse 'to be' and other intransitive verbs, subjects are found in final 

position more frequently than with other verb types.  Although he does not give a 

schema for these types of predicates, I assume that the above schema is to be amended 

to the effect that, optionally, the element indicating the newly presented entity may 

appear after the final verb. 

 

As noted above and stressed by Pinkster himself, this account of word order is intended 

to be indicative of what a thorough study of constituent order might look like.  However, 

Pinkster's study suggests that the notions of topic and focus are relevant in discussing 

word order patterns in Latin, at least in his limited corpus taken from the letters of 

Cicero, an author from the Classical Latin period.50  His study also illustrates that the first 

position of the clause (and possibly the final position) is a position of importance in the 

Latin sentence, as has been long noted in the traditional grammars.  The importance of 

Pinkster's contribution to the question of P1 is that he formulates his account using 

notions such as topic and focus which are at least partly more precise than the concepts 

of 'stress' and 'emphasis' used in the traditional grammars. 

 

3.5 Cabrillana (1996) and de Jong (1989) 

 

Cabrillana (1996) examines the position of subject and object vis-à-vis the verb in 

Cicero's letters to Atticus.51  She claims that there is a correlation between the SV order 

and a topic-focus arrangement, such that topic function coincides with subject in a high 

percentage of cases.  The fact that the SV order is not found when the subject is not a 

topic suggests that pragmatic functions are relevant in constituent ordering in this data.  

Further, in many cases, the VS order occurs when either the subject is focal, often with a 

copulative and hence dedynamised verb (thus the greatest degree of CD falls on the 

subject),  or when the verb has been preposed, often in the narration of events or when 

there is a switch to a different illocutionary force, say from epistolatory discourse to 

direct speech.  As for the position of the object vis-à-vis the verb, the most common 

pattern is OV; when the same OV sentences are examined from a pragmatic viewpoint, 

either the object is topical or the object and verb are both focal (i.e. brand new or all new 

sentences).  In explaining those sentences exhibiting the VO order, however, recourse is 

made to a number of factors: syntactic, CD, focality and stylistic, in keeping with the FG 
                                          
50 Pinkster draws attention to the fact that one finds great variations in word order depending on the 

author, the period (e.g. archaic versus Classical and so on) and genre, “which makes any statement of 
the type 'Latin was an [SOV or SVO] language' unfounded” (Pinkster 1990:188). 

51 Although working within the framework of FG, Cabrillana also considers the influence of  
communicative dynamism à la Functional Sentence Perspective on the order of constituents. 
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─ and Functional Sentence Perspective ─ notion that the order of constituents results 

from the interplay of a number of factors. 

 

Cabrillana's investigation suggests that topical subjects and objects precede their verb, 

although she does not claim that they occur in clause-initial position, or P1; hence, her 

study is silent on the question of whether P1 is reserved for topics.  In considering the 

question of the position of the Latin subject, de Jong (1989) argues against Pinkster that 

topics do not have a claim to initial position.  In his article, de Jong notes that there is 

general agreement that subjects have a preference for appearing in the first position of 

the clause, and that subjecthood and topichood often coincide.  The purpose of his study 

is to see how closely these two tendencies are linked: “do all initial Subjects have Topic 

function, and all non-initial Subjects some function other than Topic?” (de Jong 

1989:521).  He takes as a working hypothesis that the unmarked order for constituents 

is: 

 

[Subject] - [Object] - [3rd argument] - [Satellites] - [Predicate] 
 

Further, he assumes that there are 'priority factors' which cause an element to appear in 

a marked position early in the clause, and 'posteriority factors' which cause an element 

to appear in a marked position later in the clause.  For a subject not to appear in clause-

initial position, he assumes that one of the following conditions is present: 

 

(a) the Subject is preceded by a constituent having priority 
(b) the Subject itself has posteriority 

(de Jong 1989:524) 

 

Examining some 900 clauses from a variety of writers from the 1st century BC and 1st 

century AD,52 de Jong claims that the most common priority factors are anaphora, 

contrast, emphasis and setting: anaphoric pronouns and adverbs appear early in the 

clause, as do elements which are contrastive, emphatic or provide the setting.53  Hence, 

a subject can be ousted from the clause-initial position by elements displaying these 

properties.  As for topichood, de Jong claims that there is no clear correlation between 

topichood and priority; in other words, topichood has no particular claim to the first 

position of the clause.  However, “the tendency for Topics to take the initial position is 

                                          
52 Viz Caesar, Cicero, Curtius Rufus, Livy, Sallust and Tacitus, all ─ with the exception of Cicero ─ 

historians. 

53 Setting elements are those which “specify the local, temporal, causal or circumstantial background 
against which new information is placed” (de Jong 1989:529). 
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more pronounced in the case of Topic-shift, especially where there is a contrastive 

relationship between Subjects” (de Jong 1989:527).  On rare occasions, a newly 

introduced non-contrastive topic appears in first position. 

 

Turning now to posteriority factors, de Jong argues that subjects appearing late in the 

clause are typically focal.  However, there is a “considerable number” of postposed 

subjects which are not focal; rather, they are already topical and “are added merely for 

the sake of clarity and are so to say only one step away from zero-pronominalisation” (de 

Jong 1989:535).  De Jong  concludes that topichood per se is not a priority factor: 

“continuous Topics show a tendency to follow the Focus, while the most consistently 

fronted Topics are those which coincide with Contrast, itself a priority factor” (de Jong 

1989:537). 

 

As for the question of whether initial subjects are the unmarked case, de Jong suggests 

that either this is the case ─ that is, not only is this position chosen for subjects when no 

other priority or posteriority factors are at play, but also this option is available even in 

the presence of such factors ─ or alternatively, there is some 'positive motivation' for 

their position in the initial position, such as anaphora, contrast and so on.  He concludes 

that although there are plenty of instances of initial subjects displaying such positive 

factors, the existence of examples where an initial subject is focal and/or there are other 

topic constituents which might precede it suggest that it is correct to say that clause-

initial position is the unmarked position for subjects. 

 

3.6 Conclusion 

 

As can be seen, de Jong's study does not support Pinkster's claim that P1 is reserved for 

topic constituents.  Further, Cabrillana's investigation suggests that topical subjects and 

objects precede the verb, and focal objects precede the verb when the whole verb phrase 

is focal; in addition, topical subjects do not follow the verb.  This latter claim is at odds 

with de Jong's finding that postverbal subjects are found which are highly topical.  All 

studies do agree, however, that postverbal subjects are often focal, and Pinkster and de 

Jong both posit an unmarked or basic order of SOV,54 and suggest that exceptions to this 

order are often pragmatically motivated.   

 

                                          
54 Cabrillana's conclusions are also compatible with the assertion that the subject and object typically 

precede the verb. 
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There are any number of possible reasons why the authors do not reach the same 

conclusions overall.  Firstly, it is possible that the conclusions drawn reflect to some 

extent the texts used.  Pinkster uses a small sample of data based on the letters of 

Cicero, and Cabrillana a larger sample, again based on Cicero's letters; de Jong uses a 

much larger sample from a number of authors, mainly historians, but including the non-

historian Cicero.  The influence of genre (i.e. mainly historical versus epistolatory 

discourse) on the results cannot be discounted.   Secondly, the FG account of topic and 

focus rightly identifies the subcategories of topic and focus (i.e. new topic, subtopic, 

questioning focus and so on).  However, the definition of what counts as topic and focus 

and how to determine an element's focality ─ other than in question-and-answer pairs ─ 

is somewhat vague, hence there is room for analysts to reach different conclusions about 

the pragmatic status of a given element, and hence different conclusions about the 

influence of these notions on constituent order.  

 

The conclusion to be drawn from the above is that although there may be regularities 

between ordering patterns and the distribution of pragmatic functions, there are often so 

many counterexamples that the 'regularities' can only be described as tendencies.  

Further, although notions such as topic and focus are useful in describing many ordering 

patterns, studies that show that certain positions in the clause are reserved for these 

functions ─ particularly that P1 is reserved for topic constituents ─ are not always 

corroborated when examining a different set of texts. 

 

4. Conclusion: studies in Latin word order 

 

As we have seen, none of the approaches discussed in this chapter have produced a 

definitive account of Latin word order.  The typological approach offered great promise as 

a way of reducing the analyst's reliance on a corpus of texts which is not necessarily 

representative of the language.  However, its predictive power has subsequently been 

shown to be insufficiently strong to enable us to say with any confidence that the basic 

order for Latin was SOV or SVO.  Panhuis' claim that Latin is sensitive to the principles of 

FSP, although interesting, is not convincing; although there are no doubt many 

sentences in which the order of elements reflects the non-emotive theme-rheme or 

emotive rheme-theme templates, it does not account for the full range of orders found in 

Latin.  Further, by attempting to explain Latin constituent ordering patterns in terms of 

theme and rheme, there is a danger of missing certain regularities that can be accounted 

for by the notions of topic and focus, and which are more readily reconciled with, for 

example, the use of constituent ordering to structure the discourse by, say, indicating the 
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discourse topic of a stretch of text.   The FG approach to constituent order, like FSP, sees 

the actual arrangement of elements in the clause as the result of the interplay of a 

number of factors which may be in harmony or in competition.  Consequently, there is a 

possibility that similar clauses will exhibit different orders; this may in part account for 

the different conclusions drawn by researchers working within the same theoretical 

framework.  The notions of topic and focus do appear relevant in explaining at least some 

constituent orders in Latin; however, as noted above, the definitions of these notions in 

FG are a little vague. 

 

Pinkster and de Jong do agree on one point: they posit a basic order of SOV and suggest 

that deviations from this order are pragmatically motivated.  My own analysis of the 

position of these constituents in De agricultura corroborates this, and I similarly argue 

that deviations from this pattern can be partly explained in terms of the pragmatic 

functions of topic and focus.  However, in this study I adopt the more precise 

interpretation of these functions suggested by Lambrecht (1996) and Gundell (1988), as 

discussed in chapters seven and eight.  In keeping with the notion of a multifunctional 

account of word order, the explanation for deviations to the SOV pattern in De 

agricultura has recourse to a number of factors beyond topicality and focality, viz the 

discourse genre, the properties of the verb, the position of the clause in the discourse, 

and the function of an NP's referent within the structure of the discourse.  The fact that 

deviations can only be explained by recourse to a number of factors suggests that de 

Jong is correct in saying that “No single pair of notions such as Topic/Focus or 

Theme/Rheme etc. will do to explain the variety and regularity to be found in Latin word 

order patterns” (de Jong 1989:537).  In other words, although topicality and focality are 

relevant notions, the patterns found in De agricultura cannot be explained purely in 

terms of these notions.   
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Chapter IV 

 Basic Word Order 
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Introduction 

 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine basic word order55 in De agricultura, specifically 

the order of subject (S) and object (O) in relation to the verb (V).  Although the notion of 

'basic order' is entrenched in linguistic surveys of word order generally, and in particular 

those of a typological nature, the term is not uncontroversial.  Hence any study of basic 

order must necessarily begin with a definition of basic order and a word on methodology. 

 

1. Preliminaries 

 

The first consideration to be addressed is the level of syntax at which we posit a basic 

order for a language.  This is essentially a question of which theoretical framework an 

analyst is working within.  In Government and Binding, for example, basic order is 

crucially concerned with the abstract levels of syntax, or d-structure.  Within the 

functional/typological tradition, basic order is examined as a surface phenomenon 

(Whaley 1997; Dryer 1996).  In keeping with the latter perspective, this study will focus 

on the order of constituents purely at the surface level. 

 

The second consideration relates to the types of clauses which are typically examined to 

determine the basic order of subject, verb and object for a language. Within the 

typological tradition, these are typically independent, declarative, active, transitive 

sentences in which the subject and object are both coded as full NPs.  However, in 

language after language, linguists have noted that such clauses where both the subject 

and object are full NPs are rare (Siewierska 1988; Mithun 1992; Whaley 1997).56  The 

same is true of De agricultura.  In chapters 1-53 there are around 2200 main clauses; of 

these a mere 6 contain both a lexical subject and object.57  To base one’s conclusions on 

such a small token of clauses is clearly methodologically unsound.  One solution is to 

                                          
55 When discussing word order, i.e. the order of elements in the phrase or clause, one is actually 

concerned with the order of constituents. Recently, many linguists have adopted the more correct term 
‘constituent order’ in place of ‘word order’.  Nonetheless for the purposes of this study, I will continue 
to use the traditional term ‘word order’. 

56 In particular, lexical subjects are claimed to be rare, especially in conversation and narrative.  
However in other genres this may not be the case.  Francis et al. cite two studies which point to genre 
affecting the frequency of lexical subjects: one is based on a Wall Street Journal corpus in which 80% 
of subjects are coded as full NPs; the other is Prince’s study of the ZPG fund-raising letter in which 
60% of subjects are lexical.  By comparison, Givón finds that in spoken English narrative, only 25.6% 
of subjects  are coded as full NPs (Francis et al. 1999).  It may be the case that in English expository 
texts subjects are more likely to be lexical than in other genres. 

57 The majority of main clauses in De agricultura are non-declarative.  I address the implications of this 
in section 2 below. 
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consider the relative order within pairs: examine clauses with lexical subjects and those 

with lexical objects, then combine the results (Mithun 1992:21).  However, as Mithun 

notes, although this might indicate the order of subjects and objects relative to the verb, 

if both arguments appear on the same side of the predicate, the relative order of subject 

and object cannot be ascertained (ibid).  Given the rarity of clauses containing both a 

lexical subject and a lexical object in De agricultura, I will adopt the “relative order within 

pairs” method.  It will be shown that the preferred position for subjects and objects is 

indeed preverbal, hence little can be said about the relative order of those elements.  

 

The third consideration is that of data.  Numerous studies have shown that the question 

of basic order is not independent of text type.  It has been argued that, where a 

language allows more than one order for elements in the phrase or clause, the frequency 

with which a particular order occurs (or the likelihood of an order appearing at all) can 

differ between genres and registers, and between written texts and spoken language 

(Siewierska 1988; Downing 1995; Dryer 1995; Alan Kim 1995).  An oft-cited example of 

the effect of genre on word order patterns is Quakenbush’s study of Agutaynen, a 

Philippine language which is often described as V-initial.  Although Quakenbush did find 

that V-initial is the most common pattern for narrative texts, in expository texts the S-V 

order was more common.  The discrepancy between the orders relates to the pragmatic 

function of preverbal NPs.  These often indicate “contrastive focus or non-temporally 

sequenced clauses” (Quakenbush 1992:295); hence in texts which are primarily 

temporally sequenced (i.e. narrative texts), NPs more often occur after the verb.58  The 

implications for the notion of basic order are clear: if one attempts to determine the basic 

orders of a language based on a single genre (or even a limited number of genres), there 

is a danger that the results are biased by the formal features of that genre. 

 

In Latin too, variation in the frequency of orders is evident in texts belonging to different 

genres.  For example, in the Senatus Consultum de Bacchanalibus (186 BC), a hortatory 

text comprising the decree of the Senate forbidding the rites of Bacchus, the order of 

verb and object is invariably OV (Adams 1976).  However this finding contrasts with a 

dialogic text of roughly the same period, namely the Miles Gloriosus of the playwright 

Plautus (254-184 BC).  For main clauses in lines 1-500, VO outnumbers OV by 45:34 

(ibid).  This discrepancy could be due to the fact that legal texts such as the Senatus 

                                          
58 Longacre (1980) makes a similar claim for Biblical Hebrew: he suggests that VSO is the order for 

narratives and SVO for expository texts. 



 

 
 62

Consultum de Bacchanalibus are conservative while Plautus’ comedy is verse and 

colloquial in nature (ibid).59     

 

Even within the writings of a single author discrepant figures for constituent ordering can 

arise.  This is clearly illustrated in the works of St Jerome (340-420AD) when the position 

of the genitive in relation to its governing noun is examined.  In chapters 1-4 of Genesis 

in his translation of the Old Testament from Hebrew, postposed genitives (NG) 

outnumber preposed genitives (GN) by 101:1.  In his Epistle I, conversely, the order NG 

is outnumbered by GN by 16:28.  The discrepancy here is accounted for by Adams as a 

difference in register: the Old Testament was written “for an unsophisticated readership, 

and he adapted his style accordingly” (Adams 1976:82).  Jerome’s letters on the other 

hand, with their predominance of the GN variant, reflect the “stylistic affectation mainly 

[found] in the writings of the highly educated” (ibid).  The implication is that the 

language of Genesis reflected the common, vulgar language whereas St Jerome’s letters 

reflect a literary register.60 

 

The final preliminary consideration is the definition of basic order as a syntactic notion, 

described in terms of and determined by grammatical relations (e.g. subject and object) 

and grammatical categories (e.g. noun, adjective and so on).  However, word order in a 

language may be sensitive to factors other than (or over and above) the purely 

grammatical.  For example, in many ─ if not all ─ languages, more than one order of S 

and O relative to V is grammatical.  Often one of these orders is described as basic, with 

the other(s) being used for special communicative purposes.  Much attention has been 

given to the communicative function of the variant orders of S, O and V, and a number of 

cognitive and pragmatic factors have been shown to motivate these patterns cross-

linguistically (Payne 1992b; Downing and Noonan 1995).  As Payne notes: 

 

...there  appear to be just two types of ordering principles: syntactic and 
cognitive-pragmatic.  Any given language may be primarily sensitive to 
one type of principle or the other, or may display a more balanced mixture 
of the two.61 

(Payne 1992a:4)  

                                          
59 Panhuis (1982) instead argues that it is the nature of the hortatory text that leads to the high 

incidence of final verbs, as such verbs are rhematic. 

60 Alan Kim (1995) similarly finds register to be a factor in the frequency of word order variations within 
the Japanese NP. 

61 In addition, semantic roles may play a part in determining order.  In Philippine languages, for 
example, constituent order within the clause is sensitive to the syntactic principle (V-initial), the 
cognitive-pragmatic principle (topicality) and to semantic roles (the order agent-patient-dative is 
preferred) (Givón 2001a:241). 
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Payne lists four types of cognitive-pragmatic principle that are known to influence word 

order: 

 

(1) the cognitive status the speaker wishes the hearer to accord the 
information expressed by a given phrase (...); 

(2) whether the speaker assumes something is explicitly contrary to the 
speaker’s current expectations (...); 

(3) whether a clause initiates or ends a discourse chunk; and 
(4) whether part of the meaning of a clause is that the information it 

contains is temporally sequenced relative to information in other 
clauses. 

(Payne 1992a:4-5) 

 

Hence the cognitive-pragmatic principle involves (1 & 2) information status (including 

types of focality) and (3 & 4) the position of a clause with respect to the structure of a 

discourse and the surrounding context. 

    

At one extreme, there are so-called 'rigid word order' languages62 in which the syntactic 

principle exerts the strongest influence, with alternate orders appearing in a restricted 

set of clause types, motivated by cognitive-pragmatic factors.  English is one such 

language. It has a basic, syntactically determined order of SVO; however, it permits a 

number of other orders, including the OSV order, which appears in a limited set of clause 

types in accordance with the cognitive-pragmatic principle.  At the other extreme are the 

flexible word order languages in which ordering variation is not limited to a small set of 

pragmatically marked clause types, but is more widespread both in terms of frequency 

and the number of clause types that display variation (Givón 2001:271).  Coos, Cayuga 

and Ngandi are flexible word order languages in which it has been shown that the 

primary ordering principle is cognitive-pragmatic (Mithun 1992).  In these three 

languages, all possible orders of subject and object relative to the verb are grammatical 

and the choice of order is determined by  “relative newsworthiness” rather than any 

syntactic consideration (Mithun 1992).63  Somewhere in the middle of the continuum are 

those other 'flexible' word order languages in which many or all of the possible orders of 

subject, verb and object are grammatical (and relatively frequent), but for which 

researchers have identified a basic, syntactically determined order.  Many analysts have 

placed Latin in this category, positing a basic order of SOV with factors such as topicality, 

focality, discourse structuring and so on motivating the other orders (e.g. Pinkster 1990).  

                                          
62 'Rigid' and 'flexible' are relative notions. No language is rigid or flexible in any absolute sense; all 'rigid' 

languages exhibit some degree of word order variation and all ‘flexible’ languages exhibit some degree 
of rigidity (Givón 2001 1:234). 

63 Payne (1992:11) notes that “…cognitive-pragmatic factors play a very prominent role in predicting 
order, and that such factors can be grammaticized.” 
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The existence of languages such as Coos, Cayuga and Ngandi is problematic for any 

assumption that all languages have a basic, syntactically determined order for subject, 

verb and object: if the syntactic principle plays no (or very little) part in ordering, typing 

these languages on the basis of syntactic relations is descriptively vacuous.64  This has 

led a number of linguists to suggest that the first typological division should be between 

those languages “...in which main clause word order primarily correlates with pragmatic 

factors, and those in which order primarily correlates with grammatical relations or 

syntactic factors” (Payne 1992a:1).   

 

Any study of basic order in a flexible word order language (or text thereof) must 

therefore begin with the question “is word order primarily sensitive to the syntactic or the 

cognitive-pragmatic principle?”  The suspicion that order is sensitive to the pragmatic 

principle tends to arise when the traditional methods of determining basic (syntactic) 

order produce inconclusive or contradictory  results.   This leads us to the next topic to 

be addressed: how to determine the basic order of a language/text.  

 

2. How to determine basic order 
 

The two most common tests for determining basic word order are the frequency and 

markedness tests.  These are discussed in turn below. 

 

2.1 Frequency 

 

In dealing with the question of basic order, Siewierska notes that: 

 

Within the context of typological studies the term ‘basic order’ is typically 
identified with the order that occurs in stylistically neutral, independent, 
indicative clauses with full noun phrase (NP) participants, where the 
subject is definite, agentive and human, the object is a definite semantic 
patient, and the verb represents an action, not a state or an event. 

(Siewierska 1988:8) 

 

She is careful to note that the basic order as defined above is not necessarily the most 

frequent or the most unmarked order.  However for other researchers, frequency and 

markedness are considered diagnostic of basic order, if not definitional.  Hawkins (1983), 
                                          
64 Note that pragmatically based languages do not undermine the validity of word order typology, where 

basic order is described in terms of grammatical roles; rather, “the concept of basic word order (at the 
clausal level) is simply irrelevant” (Song 2001:51).  Equally, “data from pragmatically based languages 
cannot be taken to provide evidence for or against language universals concerning basic word order” 
(ibid). 
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in his examination of word order universals,  uses the following tests for basicness where 

there are two (or more) possible orders for elements (“doublets”): 

 

1. Where one doublet (e.g., NAdj) occurs with greater frequency than 
the other (AdjN) in attested samples of the relevant language, then, 
all things being equal, the more frequent doublet is the basic one. 

2. Where one doublet (e.g., NAdj) is more frequent within the 
grammatical system of the language than the other ... then, all 
things being equal, the grammatically more frequent doublet is the 
basic one. 

3. Where one doublet is grammatically unmarked and the other 
marked ... then, in all cases, the unmarked order is the basic one. 

(Hawkins 1983:13) 

 

He notes that of the three tests, frequency is the most reliable as “Frequency typically 

reflects grammatical preference and productivity” (Hawkins 1983:15). Where one order 

is overwhelmingly more frequent than another, it is uncontroversial to posit that order as 

basic (Whaley 1997; Dryer 2000).  As to what counts as “overwhelming”, Givón notes 

that in Ute (an Uto-Aztecan language) the order SOV doesn’t reach “the level of “80%-

90% characteristic of the dominant word-order in rigid-order languages” (Givón 

2001:273).  In other words, Givón is claiming that in rigid languages the dominant order 

typically occurs at least 80%-90% of the time.  If the language (or text) under 

investigation similarly exhibits this level of frequency, all things being equal, it may be 

rigid, and the dominant order basic.  Whaley (1997:100) on the other hand notes that “if 

[an order] occurs, for example, 70% of the time and no other type occurs more than 

15% of the time, [the order] is almost certainly the basic order.”  I take these 

statements to mean that an order which occurs at least 70% of the time is overwhelming 

enough to be considered, all other things being equal, basic.  However, where the 

difference in frequency is not so great, a number of other tests may be applied. 

 

2.2 Markedness 

Several types of markedness are used as diagnostics for basicness including formal, 

distributional, and pragmatic markedness.  These tests assume that the basic order is the 

least marked one. 

 

2.2.1 Formal markedness65 

This test assumes that the basic order is that with the least formal marking 

(phonological, morphological or syntactic).  This is probably the least reliable test, as in 

many cases differences in order are not accompanied by differences in formal marking.  

                                          
65 This is sometimes referred to as morphological or structural markedness. 
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For example, in Latin the different ordering of S and O with respect to V do not involve 

extra morphemes (and where we are reliant on texts such as De agricultura nothing can 

be said about phonological marking). 

 

2.2.2 Distributional markedness 

This test assumes that the basic order is more productive: “one form is said to be 

distributionally marked if it occurs in a proper subset of the morphosyntactic contexts in 

which the other occurs.” (Dryer 1995:111).  To cite Dryer’s example, in Turkish, both OV 

and VO occur in main clauses, but only OV occurs in relative clauses; consequently, VO 

occurs in a subset of the environments that OV occurs in, so VO is distributionally 

marked. 

 

2.2.3 Pragmatic markedness 

Finally, the basic order may be the one which occurs in pragmatically neutral contexts.  

For some, pragmatically neutral clauses are those in discourse-initial position (i.e. they 

presuppose the least).  However, these clauses are highly marked in the sense that they 

have a specific pragmatic function: that of initiating a discourse.  For example, the initial 

sentences of nine randomly selected letters of Seneca (4BC-65AD) are as follows: 

 

V-initial  5 

Adverb-V  3 

Interrogative clause  1 

 

Thus eight of the nine sentences began with a verb or adverb+verb.  Assuming 

discourse-initial sentences to be the least pragmatically marked, one would deduce from 

this that in Latin unmarked clauses are those with a verb in initial or near initial position.  

This is clearly not the case: verbs in initial position are usually regarded as highly marked 

(Adams 1976; Panhuis 1982).  

 

For other researchers, pragmatically neutral clauses are those preferred for potentially 

ambiguous clauses (Chomsky 1965, cited in Mithun 1992).  Pragmatic markedness is also 

described in terms of the presence or absence of pragmatic effect: if ─ of two possible 

orders ─ the first has some added pragmatic effect which the second does not, the 

second order is pragmatically unmarked (i.e. neutral) and hence a candidate for 

basicness.  Along similar lines is Dryer’s notion of default order.  He proposes that: 

 

...a particular word order can be described as pragmatically unmarked if it 
is the default order, if there are concise ways to characterize the situations 
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in which other word orders are used, with the pragmatically unmarked 
word order being most easily characterized as the order that is used 
elsewhere, once the situations in which the pragmatically marked orders 
are used have been characterized. 

(Dryer 1995:105-106) 

 

It must be borne in mind, however, that markedness/neutrality depend heavily on 

context.  What is marked in one context may in fact be unmarked in another, particularly 

if neutrality is seen as reflecting “what is perceived to be a norm or standard, an 

expected or natural state of affairs.” (Siewierska 1988:12).  For example, in narrative 

discourse, declarative clauses are presumably the norm, the expected, while imperatives 

are not.  In certain procedural discourse, on the other hand, imperatives are probably the 

norm, the expected, and hence neutral.  It could be argued then that the order which 

occurs in imperative clauses in procedural discourse is basic for that text type whereas 

the order which occurs in declarative clauses in narratives is basic for that text type.  

Where the same order appears in neutral clauses across a range of text types, that order 

(all other things being equal) is most likely basic.  Where different orders are basic 

depending on text type, the researcher must look beyond neutrality in this sense to 

determine the basic order for the language as a whole.  In some cases, it may be that a 

basic order simply cannot be determined for a language.  

 

3. Conclusion 
 

Where only one order of elements is grammatical, the question of basicness does not 

arise.  Where more than one order is possible, and one order is overwhelmingly more 

frequent, that order is probably basic.  If the frequency test does not point to a particular 

order being basic, the markedness tests can be applied.  This is essentially the 

methodology adopted here: it will be shown that more than one order of S and O relative 

to V is possible in De agricultura  but one is overwhelmingly more frequent (in some 

sections even surpassing Givón’s “80%-90% characteristic of the dominant word-order in 

rigid-order languages”) and hence basic. 
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Chapter V 

 Discourse Referents & Information 

Status 
 



Introduction 
 

The discussion of the basic order in chapters six, seven and eight makes crucial reference 

to the notion of 'discourse referents' and the information status of those referents.  In 

this chapter, I define in detail what is meant by these terms.  I start with a definition of 

discourse referents, then in section 2 discuss the two models of information status 

adopted in this study. 

 

1. Discourse referents 
 

1.1 Karttunen’s permanent and short-term referents 

 

As will be discussed further in section 1.2 below, the referents of postverbal objects and 

subjects in De agricultura are overwhelmingly nonspecific66 and new to the discourse.67  

Karttunen defines discourse referents with respect to indefinite NPs as follows: 

 

...the appearance of an indefinite noun phrase establishes a ‘discourse 
referent’ just in case it justifies the occurrence of a coreferential pronoun 
or a definite noun phrase later in the text. 

(Karttunen 1971:366) 

 

Nonspecific indefinite NPs typically fail to establish a discourse referent, as evidenced by 

their inability to support a subsequent pronominal or definite mention (Karttunen 1971).  

For example, the specific indefinite in sentence (1) asserts the existence of a car and this 

car can be mentioned again with a pronoun or definite NP; conversely, the nonspecific 

indefinite in (2) does not assert the existence of a car, hence a subsequent mention of 

the car is anomalous: 

 
 
(1) 

 
Bill has a car.  It is black.      (Karttunen’s (1971:366) example (3)) 

 
(2) 

 
Bill doesn’t have a car. *It is black.   (Karttunen’s (1971:366) example (4)) 

 

However there are certain conditions under which a nonspecific indefinite can establish a 

discourse referent.  For example, in (3) below, the nonspecific indefinite a car justifies 

the pronominal and definite mentions in the subsequent clauses: 

                                          
66 Karttunen appears to treat specific referents as ones which can be paraphrased by ‘a certain N’ 

(Karttunen 1971:367, 380). This is roughly the characterisation of specificity adopted here: a referent 
is specific if the speaker/writer has a particular entity in mind and nonspecific if he or she does not 
(see Lyons (1977) and Lambrecht (1996)). 

67 Latin NPs are not marked obligatorily for definiteness. The postverbal objects and subjects under 
discussion here do, however, share some features traditionally associated with indefiniteness, as 
discussed in more detail in section 2.3 below. 
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(3) 

 
If Mary had a car, she would take me to work in it.  I could drive the car too. 

(Karttunen’s (1971:375) example (28b)) 

 

Karttunen suggests that a discourse referent established by a nonspecific indefinite (a 

‘short-term referent’ as distinct from the ‘permanent referent’ established by a specific 

indefinite) owes its extended lifespan to the maintenance of a ‘fictitious mode’: 

 

If S0 then S1, S2,...,Sn 
Whatever referent is introduced by S0 exists for the sequence S1-Sn, which 
apparently has no fixed length, although there obviously are certain 
conditions that all sentences belonging to it have to fulfill. The following 
discourse would be anomalous: 
 
(29)   I wish Mary had a car. *I will drive it. 
 
That is, fictitious individuals may be referred to anaphorically only as long 
as the proper fictitious mode is sustained, but when the illusion is broken, 
they cease to exist. 

(Karttunen 1971:375-376) 

 

Unlike permanent discourse referents (i.e. those established by specific indefinites), 

short-term referents can justify subsequent anaphoric mentions if those mentions occur 

in clauses exhibiting the appropriate mode.  For example, a nonspecific indefinite 

occurring in an imperative or yes-no question establishes a short-term referent which can 

be mentioned again if the next clause is also an imperative (4) or yes-no question (5); 

similarly, the referent of a nonspecific indefinite in the scope of a quantifier can be 

referred to again provided the next mentions are also within the scope of some quantifier 

(6) (the quantifiers are italicised): 

 
 
(4) 

 
Give me a hotdog please, but don’t put any mustard on it. (Karttunen’s 
(1971:376) example (32b)) 

 
(5) 

 
Does John have a car and is it a Mustang? (Karttunen’s (1971:376) example 
(32a)) 

 
(6) 

 
Harvey courts a girl at every convention.  She always comes to the banquet 
with him. The girl is usually also very pretty. (Karttunen’s (1971:377) example 
(35a)) 

 

Karttunen does not attempt to specify the exact circumstances under which a short-term 

referent’s lifespan can be extended other than to say: 
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...there are short-term referents, whose lifespan may be extended by 
continuing the discourse in the proper mode.  What this proper mode is 
depends on the circumstances.  For example, every successive sentence 
may have to contain (i) a modal as the main verb, (ii) a quantifier of a 
certain type, or (iii) be in the counterfactual mood.  That is, it is possible to 
elaborate for a while on situations that are known not to obtain or that 
may or should obtain and discuss what sometimes or always is the case. 

(Karttunen 1971:383-384) 

 

However, the successive clause need not contain a modal, quantifier or be irrealis as 

illustrated by (7) in which a nonspecific referent is referred to again in a sentence which 

is a simple assertion:68 

 
 
(7) 

 
Take a lobster and cook it in boiling water.  The lobster is an important 
ingredient, so ensure that it is fresh.69 

 

Whatever the exact conditions, the fact remains that both specific and nonspecific 

indefinites can support anaphoric reference: specific indefinites establish permanent 

discourse referents whereas nonspecific indefinites establish short-term referents under 

certain (as yet undetermined) conditions. 

 

1.2 Postverbal nominals in De agricultura 

 

As noted above, the referents of postverbal objects and subjects in De agricultura are 

overwhelmingly nonspecific.70  They occur in a variety of sentence types, but mainly in 

imperatival,71 present indicative or future indicative clauses,  and subsequent anaphoric 

mentions (if any) occur in imperatival, purpose, temporal (future projecting) and if-

clauses, and also in assertions in the present indicative.  Sentences (8) to (10) are 

illustrative (the postverbal objects are underlined).  In these examples, the subsequent 

                                          
68 Subjects are usually outside the scope of assertion (Givón 1984, vol 1:256), which is the case here: 

what is being asserted is an attribute of the subject.  Nonetheless, the subject is not within the scope 
of any of the modalities listed by Karttunen, nor any other modality, as far as I am aware. 

69 This is a clear counterexample to Abbott’s claim that “Clear examples of nonspecific indefinites either 
do not establish a discourse referent or establish only a temporary one, within the scope of other 
operators...” (Abbott 1995:345). 

70 I take specificity to be a property of a discourse referent, rather than of a given nominal representing 
that referent.  For example, the lobster in (7) above is clearly nonspecific on first mention: the writer 
does not have a particular lobster in mind.  The subsequent mentions mark the lobster as being 
identifiable to the hearer, as being ‘the lobster which you took’.  Although it might be argued that 
these subsequent definite mentions have a specific referent (i.e. ‘the lobster which you took’), the 
antecedent NP’s referent is still nonspecific. 

71 That is, main clauses with a verb in the imperative mood or jussive subjunctive mood; note that 
jussive subjunctives, like imperatives, denote a command. 
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mentions appear in an imperative clause (8), a purpose clause (9) and a temporal clause 

(10): 

 
(8) sumito  tibi surculum durum. eum praeacuito 

 take:FI you:dat stick:acc hard:acc it:acc sharpen:FI 

 'Take for yourself a hard stick. Sharpen it.' (40.2) 

  
(9) extollito-que primorem partem ut radicem capiat 

 raise:FI-and first:acc part:acc sub root:acc take:subj:3ps 

 'Raise the tip so that [it] takes root.'72   (51.1) 

 
(10) addito de perna frustum pS quam minime pingue 

 add:FI of pork:abl piece:acc half.a.pound as little fatty:acc 

 ubi iam coctum  incipit  esse (...) 

 when already cooked:ppl begin:3ps be:inf (...) 

 'Add a half pound piece of pork, as unfatty as possible.   When [ it] is cooked (...)' (158.1) 

 

The referents of the postverbal objects here are similar to Karttunen’s short-term 

referents in that they are nonspecific, but are dissimilar in that subsequent mentions 

occur in clauses exhibiting a variety of modalities.  There are a number of reasons why I 

hesitate to label them ‘short-term referents’.  Firstly, to associate them with Karttunen’s 

short-term referents is to subscribe to the view that nonspecific referents in Latin can 

only support anaphoric reference under certain circumstances.  This may be the case, but 

in the absence of native speakers we cannot prove this, nor can we ascertain what those 

circumstances are.  And as we have seen, these nonspecific referents do permit 

anaphoric reference in (at least) purpose, future projecting temporal, if- and imperatival 

clauses, but also in simple assertions in the present indicative.  Secondly, Karttunen’s 

discussion relates to indefinite NPs, whereas Latin NPs are not obligatorily marked for 

definiteness.  Although I argue in section 2.3 below that the relevant nominals in De 

agricultura display a feature associated with indefiniteness, I am unwilling to claim that 

they are in any way formally indefinite.  I am certainly not claiming that their postverbal 

position is syntactic marking of indefiniteness.  Finally, I am uncomfortable with the term 

‘referent’ as the NPs indicating these permanent or short-term referents are not to be 

construed as referring expressions.  Karttunen’s definition of a discourse referent rests 

on its ability to justify a subsequent, definite mention, hence the diagnostic for the 

                                          
72 This sentences forms part of the instructions for layering trees.  The instructions are to bend shoots 

from the tree under the soil, raising the tips up so that the tips take root.  The instructions do not 
relate to a specific tree. 
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establishment of a discourse referent is a purely linguistic one, with no explicit recourse 

to the question of extra-linguistic reference.   It is worth pointing out that there is some 

terminological confusion surrounding the use of the term 'referential'.  For Givón, 

referentiality and specificity go hand in hand; the postverbal NPs’ referents in De 

agricultura would be nonreferential according to Givón’s definition. Du Bois states that a 

nominal is referential “...when it is used to speak about an object as an object, with 

continuous identity over time.  The object here may be a physical object or an objectified 

concept; it may be specifically known or it may be unknown; it may exist in the real 

world or in some hypothetical world;...” (DuBois 1980:208).  By ‘continuity of identity’, 

Du Bois means that it may “serve as the focus for future references (...) Any referential 

use of a noun phrase may be followed by further noun phrases referring to the same 

referent.” (DuBois 1980:209).  By this definition, the postverbal NPs in De agricultura 

would be referential.  For Lyons (1977), however, the referentiality of nonspecific 

indefinites is far from clear.  Take the following examples where the underlined 

indefinites are read nonspecifically: 

 

(11) A friend has just sent me a Valentines card. (Lyons 1977:189, example 9) 

(12) Every evening at six o’clock a heron flies over the chalet. (Lyons 1977:188, 

example 7) 

(13) John wants to marry a girl with green eyes and take her back to Ireland with him. 

(Lyons 1977:190, example 12) 

 

Lyons treats the indefinite in (11) as a referring expression, but notes that the indefinite 

in (12) is not clearly a referring expression.  As for (13), he claims that the indefinite is 

not a referring expression (Lyons 1977:188-192).  What is clear, however, is that the 

referential status of nonspecific indefinites is not uncontroversial.  In spite of my 

discomfort at the term 'referent', I will nonetheless continue to use the term ‘discourse 

referent’ to discuss these entities but note that these referents are nonspecific. 

 

Karttunen clearly treats discourse referents as abstract entities, and this is how I intend 

discourse referents to be conceptualised in this discussion: abstract entities existing 

within an equally abstract discourse model.  A number of researchers have invoked a 

discourse-model framework in discussions of various linguistic phenomena.  For example, 

Prince (1981) discusses information status within such a model.73  She conceptualises a 

text (oral or written) as a set of instructions from the speaker/writer to the hearer/reader 

                                          
73 Prince adopts the term ‘discourse entity’; her discourse entities are similar to Karttunen’s discourse 

referents (Prince 1981:235). 
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on how to build a discourse model for that particular discourse, containing discourse 

entities, attributes and links between entities.  When a new entity is mentioned in the 

text, the hearer is being instructed to add that entity to his/her mental model of the 

discourse. 

 

Heim (1988) also discusses discourse referents from a discourse-model perspective in 

her work on definiteness and indefiniteness.  Put crudely, Heim characterises a discourse 

as a series of files containing all of the information that has been conveyed by the 

discourse at a given point.  With each new utterance, a new file obtains containing the 

new information conveyed by that utterance, in addition to the contents of the file that 

obtained prior to the new utterance.  Discourse referents are construed as indexed file 

cards.  For every new discourse referent, a new file card representing that entity is added 

to the file; for every utterance containing information about a familiar discourse referent, 

the existing file card for that referent is updated.  Take, for example, the following 

discourse: 

 
 
(14) 

 
A woman was bitten by a dog. 

 
(15) 

 
She hit him with a paddle. 

 

At the end of sentence (14), a file F(1) would be created containing two file cards: one 

for the woman and one for the dog.  In addition, the file would hold the information that 

the dog bit the woman.  At the end of sentence (15), a new file would be established 

containing all of the information in F(1) plus a new file card for the paddle and the 

information that the woman hit the dog with the paddle.  The two files F(1) and F(2) can 

be represented as follows: 

 

F(1) {an: a1 is a woman, a2 is a dog, and a2 bit a1} 

F(2) {an: a1 is a woman, a2 is a dog, a3 is a paddle, and a2 bit a1 and a1 hit a2 with a3} 

 

These files are to be construed as follows: for F(1) to be true, there must be a sequence 

of individuals (‘a satisfaction set an’) such that one is a woman, one is a dog and the dog 

bit the woman; for F(2) to be true, there must be a sequence of individuals such that one 

is a woman, one is a dog, and one is a paddle, the dog bit the woman, and the woman 

hit the dog with the paddle. 

 

These files and file cards are clearly abstract entities, intended as “an additional level of 

analysis to intervene between language and the world ─ more precisely: between the 

linguistic structures that the grammar generates and their referents and truth values” 

(Heim 1988:396-397).  This is precisely how I intend discourse referents to be 
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understood, but with the added proviso that they intervene between the linguistic 

structures and their referents if any.74  By adopting such a discourse model, one can 

circumvent the theoretical anomaly concerning pronominalisation of nonspecific 

indefinites, given that the latter are not necessarily referential.  As Lyons puts it: 

 

The fact that, under certain circumstances, a pronoun can have an 
antecedent used non-referentially is troublesome for any straightforward 
theory of pronominalisation which is based on the notion of co-
referentiality.  Two expressions cannot have the same reference, if one of 
them is not a referring expression at all. 

(Lyons 1977:191) 

 

In the treatment of nominals here, pronominalisation (and anaphora in general) is simply 

an intra-linguistic relation between two abstract entities, existing in an abstract model, 

independent of any notion of real-world reference. 

 

2. Information status 
 

2.1 A note on definiteness and indefiniteness 

 

The formal categories ‘definite’ and ‘indefinite’ are often defined in terms of the cognitive 

distinctions of identifiable or nonidentifiable with respect to the addressee.  Givón defines 

definite and indefinite nominals as follows: 

 

Indefinite Speakers code a referential nominal as indefinite if they 
think that they are not entitled to assume that the hearer 
can ─ by whatever means ─ assign it unique referential 
identity. 

Definite Speakers code a referential nominal as definite if they think 
that they are entitled to assume that the hearer can ─ by 
whatever means ─ assign it unique reference. 

(Givón 1984:399, original emphasis) 

 

Du Bois discusses definiteness in English in much the same terms, although bear in mind 

that for Givón a referential nominal is also a specific one: 

 

                                          
74 In section 2.3.1 I suggest how the truth and satisfaction sets of imperatives might be determined. 
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The most basic function of the English articles is to contrast identifiable 
and nonidentifiable referents (...) the basic function of the articles, to mark 
a contrast in identifiability, is restricted to cases where the contrast is 
semantically possible. It is not applicable to noun phrases which do not 
refer and is generally restricted to mentions which are referential and 
specific. 

(DuBois 1980:206-207) 

 

Thus definiteness and indefiniteness can be seen as the formal marking of the cognitive 

statuses hearer-identifiable (sometimes referred to as ‘old’, ‘given’, ‘familiar’) and 

hearer-nonidentifiable (aka ‘new’, ‘novel’) respectively.  This correlation has led to some 

terminological confusion in the past, with the terms ‘definite’ and ‘indefinite’ being used 

sometimes to refer to formal marking and sometimes to the cognitive statuses those 

forms indicate (Prince 1992:299).  To avoid such confusion, I will use the terms ‘definite’ 

and ‘indefinite’ solely to designate the formal marking of information status. 

 

2.2 Information structure and information status 

 

The study of information structure is concerned with the relationship between the form of 

a sentence and assumptions made by the speaker about the current mental state of the 

addressee.   Information structure ─ or 'information packaging' ─ is defined by Prince as 

follows: 

 

the tailoring of an utterance by a sender to meet the particular assumed 
needs of the intended receiver.  That is, information packaging in natural 
language reflects the sender's hypotheses about the receiver's 
assumptions and beliefs and strategies. 

(Prince 1981:224) 

 

One of the major concerns of the study of information structure is the question of the 

information status of discourse referents (“a speaker's assumptions about the statuses of 

the mental representation of discourse referents in the addressee's mind at the time of 

an utterance” (Lambrecht 1996:6)) and how the speaker's assumptions are reflected in 

the actual form of a sentence.  As we will see in chapters six, seven and eight, the status 

of referents in the addressee's mind has a direct bearing on the position of certain NPs in 

the clause throughout De agricultura.  In those chapters, I adopt both Lambrecht's 

(1996) and Prince's (1992) models of information status; these model are presented in 

sections 2.2.1 and 2.2.2.  In section 2.3, I discuss both models with reference to 

discourse referents in De agricultura. 
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2.2.1 Lambrecht’s (1996) model of information status 

 

As noted above, in forming utterances, a speaker typically makes assumptions about the 

current status of a discourse referent in the mind of the addressee.  Specifically, the 

speaker makes an assumption about whether the addressee can identify the referent 

('identifiability') and, if so, the degree to which the referent is in the current 

consciousness of the addressee ('activation').  Lambrecht's (1996) model makes a 

primary division between referents which are nonidentifiable (i.e. only the speaker has a 

representation of that referent in his/her discourse model at the time of utterance) and 

those which are identifiable (i.e. both the speaker and the hearer have a representation 

of that referent in their discourse model at the time of utterance).75  For those referents 

which are identifiable, he posits three basic activation states: active, semi-active (or 

'accessible') and inactive (from Chafe 1987).  Lambrecht's model is as follows: 

 

 

 

Each of the information statuses in the model is briefly described below. 

 

Unidentifiable: As noted above, a referent is unidentifiable if  the addressee does not 

have  a representation of that referent in his/her discourse model at the time of 

utterance.  I follow Lambrecht in adopting Prince's (1981) term 'brand-new' for this 

                                          
75 This model conflates both Prince's (1981) taxonomy of given-new information and Chafe's (1976, 

1987) work on consciousness and utterance form. 

Identifiability

Unidentifiable Identifiable

Unanchored Anchored Activation

Active Accessible Inactive

SituationallyTextually Inferentially
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category.  Brand-new (unidentifiable) information is ‘anchored’ if it is linked to a 

previously mentioned referent, and unanchored if it is not.  For example, in (16a) the 

referent of the NP  a bus is brand-new, unanchored.  The referent ‘a guy on the bus’ in 

(16b) is also brand-new, but anchored to the prior discourse by the PP contained in it, 

whose object denotes a previously mentioned referent: 

 
 
(16a) 

 
I took a bus to work this morning. 

 
(16b) 

 
A guy on the bus had a stroke. 

 

Identifiable: A referent is identifiable if both the speaker and the hearer have a 

representation of that referent in their discourse model at the time of utterance; that is, 

both speaker and hearer already have a file card for that referent in their discourse 

model. 

 

Active: An active referent is one which the addressee is currently focusing on and which 

is at the centre of his or her attention.  In other words, it is  “currently lit up, a concept 

in a person's focus of consciousness at a particular moment” (Chafe 1987, cited 

Lambrecht 1996:94). 

 

Accessible: An accessible referent is “in a person's peripheral consciousness, a concept 

of which a person has a background awareness, but one that is not being directly focused 

on” (Chafe 1987 cited in Lambrecht 1996:94).  There are three ways in which a referent 

may become accessible: 

 

Accessible-Textually:76 A referent is textually accessible if it has already been 

mentioned in the current discourse, but is not currently active.  A textually 

accessible referent is hence a referent which was previously active, but is no 

longer active (i.e. deactivated) at the time of utterance. 

 

Accessible-Situationally:77 A referent is situationally accessible “due to its 

salient presence in the text-external world” (Lambrecht 1996:100).  Anything 

salient in the immediate environment can form part of the discourse model and 

can be coded as definite in English, including the speech participants.78  

 

                                          
76 This category corresponds roughly to Prince's (1981) category of 'textually evoked'. 

77 This category corresponds to Prince's (1981) category of 'situationally evoked'. 

78 As Karttunen puts it, “...discourse referents are not only entities the existence of which has been 
asserted in the discourse but also things that have been observed to exist” (Karttunen 1968:16). 
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Accessible-Inferentially:79 A referent is inferentially accessible if the speaker 

assumes that the hearer can infer which entity is being referred to via some 

relation to a previously evoked entity.  For example, in (17) the referent of the NP  

the hull is inferentially accessible on the basis that all boats have a hull. 

 

(17) I surveyed a boat today. The hull needs a lot of work. 

 

Identifiable-Inactive:80 A referent is inactive if the speaker assumes the hearer already 

has that entity in his or her own model, but that referent is not currently active or 

accessible.81  This type of information (variously called shared knowledge, permanent 

file, previous knowledge) includes information which members of a community can be 

expected to  know.  For example, entities such as the sun and moon are presumably 

familiar to all members of the global community; an entity such as the Auckland Harbour 

Bridge (a major bridge linking the northern and southern shores of the city of Auckland, 

New Zealand) can be assumed to be familiar to the  inhabitants of that city. 

 

2.2.2 Prince's (1992) model of information structure 

 

The set of discourse referents in a given discourse is larger than those established by 

explicit textual mention.  This has obvious ramifications for the question of the newness 

or otherwise of a given discourse referent.  For example, a referent may be new to a 

discourse (i.e. not previously mentioned) but, if it is inactive or situationally accessible, 

the referent will be familiar (and thus old) to the hearer. 

 

Prince (1992) describes information status along two parameters: old/new with respect 

to the discourse and old/new with respect to the hearer as follows.  In the diagram 

below, I have replaced Prince's  terminology for information status with that adopted by 

Lambrecht above: 

 

 Discourse-old Discourse-new 

Hearer-old Textually accessible Inactive 
Situationally accessible 

Hearer-new N/A Brand-new, anchored & unanchored 

 Inferentially accessible 
 

                                          
79 This category corresponds to Prince's (1981) category of 'inferables'. 

80 This category corresponds to Prince's (1981) category of 'unused'. 

81 That is, entities with “unique referents which are independent from any discourse context” (Karttunen 
1968:12). 
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Note that inferentially accessible referents, which are strictly speaking hearer- and 

discourse-new, but “depend on beliefs assumed to be Hearer-old” (Prince 1992:308) and 

are treated as if they were hearer- and discourse-old, are kept as a separate category.   

 

Classifying a discourse referent as discourse-old or discourse-new is simply a matter of 

the absence or presence of a previous mention.  Classifying a discourse referent as 

hearer-old or hearer-new is a more murky affair, relying on (amongst other things) the 

analyst’s assumptions about the speaker’s assumptions about the hearer’s discourse 

model and permanent knowledge base.  As we will see in section 2.3 below, determining 

the hearer-old/hearer-new status of a referent is potentially problematic with ancient 

texts; however, the distinction between discourse-old and discourse-new gives us one 

descriptive tool which is in most cases empirical and does not rely on an analyst's 

assumptions. 

 

2.3 Information status and nominals in De agricultura 

 

In determining the information status of referents in De agricultura, a number of 

potentially problematic issues arise.  Specifically, one cannot be certain what would have 

counted as inactive or accessible for a Roman reader.  The problem is compounded by 

the fact that many of the nominals under analysis here occur in recipes.  The recipe 

genre ─ in English, at least ─ exhibits certain syntactic and pragmatic peculiarities, 

including some prima facie surprising coding of information status.82   It is possible, if not 

probable, that the Latin recipe genre was also idiosyncratic in some way.  In spite of 

these potential difficulties, in most cases the information status of a discourse referent is 

relatively clear.   

 

As will be seen in chapters six and seven, the feature which the majority of  postverbal 

objects and subjects share is that, irrespective of their status with respect to the hearer, 

they represent the first mention in the text of a given discourse referent.  Thus, when I 

label a postverbal NP’s referent as ‘discourse-new’, this is to be understood as ‘new with 

respect to the text’ (while remaining neutral on the question of the entity’s information 

status with respect to the reader).  For the remainder of this chapter, I will use the term 

‘new’ to mean ‘discourse-new’. 

 

                                          
82 Cf Massam and Roberge (1989).  For example, null objects are permitted in a recipe or instructional 

context under certain conditions, but are not generally acceptable elsewhere as the following illustrate: 

Trim carrots. Peel and chop. 

Get a book. ?Open and read. 

*Bob bought a book and burnt. 
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2.3.1 When is a new discourse referent truly new? 

  

As mentioned above, the postverbal objects and subjects in De agricultura typically 

contain common nouns and many of these NPs recur throughout the text.  For example, 

in chapter 85 Cato gives  a recipe for Punic porridge which includes the instruction in 

(18).  In chapter 87, he gives a recipe for amulum, a sundried gruel, which includes the 

instructions in (19): 

 
(18) libram alicae in aquam indito. facito uti bene madeat; 

 'Put a pound of grits in water1. Make sure it is well soaked.' 

(19) Silignem purgato bene, postea in alueum indat. eo addat aquam bis in die. die decimo aquam exsiccato. 

 Clean (some) siligo83 wheat well, then put it in a wooden mortar. To that add water2 twice a day. On the tenth day, 

drain off the water3.' 

 

I will be claiming that the referents of postverbal objects such as the water in (19) are 

new.  But can I say that this NP’s referent is new if the word has already been mentioned 

in the text?  In other words, is the discourse referent evoked in (18) the same as that 

mentioned in (19)?  To answer this question, we are forced to rely on our intuitions, as in 

most cases there is no formal marking of identifiability or nonidentifiability.  I propose 

the following intuitive test for determining whether two NPs are coindexed or not: if one 

were carrying out the instructions in which the two NPs occur, would those instructions 

involve the same entity?84  If the answer is yes, then the NPs represent the same 

discourse referent; if the answer is no, the NPs represent different ones.  By way of 

illustration, applied to the mentions of water (water1 and water2) in (18) and (19), the 

test would run as follows: would the instruction to put the grits in water and the 

instruction to add water to the wheat involve the same body of water?  Clearly Cato is 

not suggesting that the same body of water used to soak the grits be added to the 

wheat.  Hence the two mentions of water represent different discourse referents.  If we 

apply the same test to water2 and water3 in (19), however, we would conclude that the 

two NPs do denote the same entity: the instructions are to add water twice a day, then 

on the tenth day to drain the same body of water (at least, that part remaining). 

 

The test can be represented slightly more formally by adopting Heim’s notion of files:85  

 

F(1) {an: a1 is a pound of grits, a2 is water, a3 is you, and a3 puts a1 in a2} 

                                          
83 Siligo is a type of wheat, Triticum vulgare. 

84 I acknowledge that, having been careful to dissassociate discourse referents from any notion of real 
world referentiality, I am now proposing a test which is based on hypothetical-world referentiality. 

85 In this discussion, I pass over certain complexities relating to the formal conditions under which 
coindexing, coreference and truth are established. 
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F(2) {an: a1 is a pound of grits, a2 is water, a3 is you, and a3 puts a1 in a2, and a3 

ensures that a1 is well soaked} 

F(3) {an: a1 is a pound of grits, a2 is water, a3 is you, and a4 is wheat, and a3 puts a1 in 

a2, and a3 ensures that a1 is well soaked, and a3 cleans a4 well} 

F(4) {an: a1 is a pound of grits, a2 is water, a3 is you, and a4 is wheat, a5 is a wooden 

mortar and a3 puts a1 in a2, and a3 ensures that a1 is well soaked, and a3 cleans a4 

well, and a3 puts a4 in a5} 

F(5) {an: a1 is a pound of grits, a2 is water, a3 is you, and a4 is wheat, a5 is a wooden 

mortar and a3 puts a1 in a2, and a3 ensures that a1 is well soaked, and a3 cleans a4 

well, and a3 puts a4 in a5, and a3 adds a2 to a4} 

F(5’) {an: a1 is a pound of grits, a2 is water, a3 is you, and a4 is wheat, a5 is a wooden 

mortar and a6 is water, and a3 puts a1 in a2, and a3 ensures that a1 is well soaked, 

and a3 cleans a4 well, and a3 puts a4 in a5, and a3 adds a6 to a4} 

 

F(5) is the representation which would obtain if water1 and water2 were coreferential.  

The representation in F(5’) is that which would obtain if the two NPs’ referents were not 

coreferential, and water2 introduced a new discourse referent.  As suggested above, F(5) 

is not the correct interpretation of Cato’s intent: if one were carrying out the instructions, 

there would be no sequence of entities such that the first quantity of water was added to 

the grits and the wheat.  On the other hand, F(5’) does represent Cato’s intent.  The only 

difference between F(5) and F(5’) is that in the latter a new file card is added to the file, 

representing water2.  In other words, treating this NP as a new discourse referent yields 

a file which is in keeping with our intuitions as to Cato’s intent.  We can conclude, 

therefore, that water2 does indeed represent a new discourse referent. 

 

2.3.2 Partitives 

 

Among the postverbal objects and subjects in De agricultura, there are a number of 

partitives which represent a subpart of a previously mentioned quantity.  The partitives 

may be covert (20) or overt (21) (the partitives are underlined):86 

 
(20) amurcam condito; puram bene facito, in uas aheneum indito congios II 

 'Store amurca.87 Clean it well. Put 2 congii88 in a bronze dish... (95.1) 

(21) Oleum frequenter capiant. Factoribus det in factus olei sextarios... 

                                          
86 In chapters six and seven, partitives similar to these, whose head noun is a formal weight or 

measurement (such as foot, pound, and so on), will be referred to as 'measurement NPs'. 

87 Amurca is a watery substance found in olives, in addition to the oil.  

88 A congius is a measure equivalent to approximately 3.25 litres. 
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 'Let them take up the oil frequently. Let [the overseer] give the oil pressers one sextarius89 of oil per pressing...' 

(67.1) 

 

Given that these partitives represent a portion of a discourse-old mass, the question 

arises as to whether they evoke a new discourse referent or an old one.  Reed (1996) 

suggests that overt partitives do both: the partitive NP as a whole (the ‘matrix NP’) 

evokes a new discourse referent, while the embedded NP accesses an old one.  However, 

she also notes that partitives in which the embedded NP is singular tend to have a mass 

interpretation, and these partitives have “different distributional properties” from 

partitives containing plural embedded NPs, although she does not illustrate her claim 

(Reed 1996:148).  The overt partitives discussed here have singular embedded NPs and 

thus look like mass partitives.  However, I maintain that they, just like the non-mass 

partitives Reed discusses, introduce new discourse referents.  Take, for example, (21) 

above.  If we take olei sextarios to be a new discourse entity, it would require the 

addition of a new file card as follows: 

 

F(1) {an: a1 is the workers, a2 is the oil, and let a1 take up a2 frequently} 

F(2) {an: a1 is the workers, a2 is the oil, a3 is the overseer, a4 is a sextarius of a2, and 

let a1 take up a2 frequently, and let a3 give a4 to a1}90 

 

The relationship between oleum 'oil' and olei sextarios 'a sextarius of oil' is clear in this 

representation, as is the fact that the partitive represents a new discourse referent.  In 

support of this representation, we should note that partitives can support subsequent 

anaphoric mentions, hence qualify as discourse referents according to Karttunen's 

diagnostic in section 1.1 above.91  It is not clear how the partitive would be characterised 

if it were not construed as a new discourse referent.  One would have to say something 

like the following: 

 

F(2’) {an: a1 is the workers, a2 is the oil, a3 is the overseer, and let a1 take up a2 

frequently, and let a3 give to a1  one sextarius of a2} 

 

This, however, would result in an unindexed NP (one sextarius) which has no associated 

file card, which is not permissible in this discourse model.92  Thus the file in F(2’) is 

                                          
89 A sextarius is a measure equivalent to approximately 540ml, used here distributively. 

90 Olei sextarios has a distributive reading. I am unsure how this should be represented under this 
model. Perhaps the final clause in F(2) should read “let a3 give a4 to each a1”. 

91 For example, the partitive in sentence 20 congios II [amurcae] 'two congii [of amurca]' is referred to 
again in the next sentence in which the reader is instructed to heat the two congii [of amurca]. 

92 “...every NP has a referential index” (Heim 1988”250). 
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anomalous, whereas the file in F(2), in which the partitive evokes a new discourse 

referent, is in keeping with the notion of ‘discourse referent’ adopted here. 

 

Reed notes that “...we sometimes need to evoke a portion of a particular discourse-

relevant group” (1996:148).  This is more or less the case with the partitives discussed 

above.  In order to talk about a portion of a mass, one needs to separate out the 

relevant portion from the mass in the first instance.  In other words, one needs to set up 

that portion as an entity/subpart distinct from the mass.  This appears to be the function 

of those covert and overt partitives occurring in De agricultura. 

 

Having established what is meant by the term 'basic word order' and having detailed the 

models of information status adopted in this study, we are now in a position to examine 

the position of subjects, objects and verbs in De agricultura.   In chapters six and seven, 

I establish the canonical position for objects and subjects vis-à-vis the verb, then 

examine instances when they appear later in the clause than is the norm; in chapter 

eight, I examine instances where NPs with this function appear earlier in the clause than 

is the norm. 





 

 
 87 

Chapter VI 

 The Position of O and V 
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Introduction: the position of objects 

 

In this chapter, I identify the basic order of the object vis-à-vis the verb in De 

agricultura. Before I do so, there are a number of preliminary issues to be covered.  In  

section 1.1, I address the question of which clause types are included in the data.  In 

section 1.2, I explain how I deal with clauses in which elements are elided.  As will be 

seen, the discussion on the position of objects makes mention of certain discourse 

environments (viz topic shift, subtopic shift and listing); these are defined in section 1.3.  

Further, chapters giving recipes figure prominently in the discussion on the position of 

objects.  In section 1.4, I give a brief outline of the structure of recipes in De agricultura.  

In sections 2 to 8, I identify the basic order of lexical objects with respect to main verbs 

and attempt to account for exceptions to this basic order.  Finally, in section 9 the 

position of pronominal objects is briefly discussed. 

 

1. Preliminaries 

 

1.1 Clause types 
 

In this discussion, I consider only main clauses containing a lexical object with an overt 

head noun; sentences with a clausal object are not dealt with, and those with a 

pronominal object are dealt with separately in section 9.  Clauses with both transitive and 

ditransitive verbs are included in the data. 

 

Also excluded from the discussion are those instances where it is not clear which clause 

an object belongs to.  There are around 21 such sentences throughout De agricultura.  In 

sentence (1) below, for example, the list of plants oleas, ulmos, ficos, poma, uites, pinos, 

cupressos 'olives, elms, figs, flesh-fruit trees, vines, pines, cypresses' could be the object 

of the subordinate clause verb seres 'sow' or of the main clause verb eximito 'remove'.  

Although this is a regular pattern in Latin, it is not possible to determine on purely 

syntactic grounds whether the object belongs to the main or the subordinate clause:  

 

(1) oleas, ulmos, ficos, poma, uites, pinos, cupressos cum 

 olives:acc elms:acc figs:acc flesh.fruit.trees:acc vines:acc pines:acc cypresses:acc when 

 seres  bene cum radicibus eximito 

 plant:fut:2ps carefully with roots:abl remove:FI 

 'When you plant olives, elms, figs, flesh-fruit trees, vines, pines and cypresses, remove them carefully with their 

roots.' (28.1) 
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There are, however, instances where the NP denoting a referent common to both the 

subordinate and the main clause is placed clause initially, and there is an overt NP 

referring to the same referent in the main clause.   For example, in (2) below, the 

referent common to both the subordinate and the main clause is an ox.  This referent is 

coded by the NP bos 'ox', which precedes both clauses, and the pronoun ei 'to him' in the 

main clause.  

 

(2) bos si aegrotare coeperit dato continuo ei unum ouum 

 ox:nom if ail:inf begin:fqp:3ps give:FI immediately:adv he:dat one:acc egg:acc 

 gallinaceum crudum 

 of.a.hen:acc raw:acc 

 ‘If an ox begins to ail, give him immediately one raw hen’s egg.’ (71.1) 

 

By analogy with instances such as (2), the clause-initial objects in (1) arguably belong to 

the subordinate clause.  However, as we shall see, sentence (1) would also be 

grammatical if the subordinate clause were omitted, leaving (1) 'Olives, elms, figs, flesh-

fruit trees, vines, pines and cypresses, remove them carefully with their roots'; in this 

case, the clause initial NPs belong to the main clause.   

 

As we cannot determine to which clause the initial NPs belong, such examples are 

omitted from this analysis. 

 

1.2 Ellipsis 
 

1.2.1 The OVO pattern and ellipsis of the verb 
 

A common pattern in Latin is the [A B and A] order, in which two elements (A and A) 

with the same relation to another element (B) appear on either side of (B).  The sentence 

'ApplesA I boughtB and orangesA' illustrates the pattern.  In Latin, the pattern may 

involve (among other things) a noun and its modifiers (e.g. 'the bigA boatB and fastA') or 

a verb and its objects ('ApplesA I boughtB and orangesA').  When this pattern is used with 

verbs and their objects, it results in the not uncommon OVO order, in which there is both 

a preverbal and postverbal object.93  However, there are some instances of this order in 

                                          
93 In current linguistic theory it is customary to consider a verb as having only one direct object.  Where 

a direct object consists of coordinated NPs (e.g. I saw a dog and a cat), these coordinated NPs are 
assumed to be daughter nodes of the object NP.  The distinction between mother and daughter-node 
object NPs is not relevant to this study and I use the terms 'object' and 'object NP' to refer to direct 
objects at either level of the phrase structure.  However, where a verb has coordinated (daughter-
node) object NPs, these terms necessarily refer to the daughter-node NPs.  Further, for the sake of 
brevity, I will use the abbreviation OVO for cases where the daughter-node NPs appear on either side 
of the verb, but stress that I am not suggesting that the verb has more than one mother-node direct 
object.  
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De agricultura in which the prima facie postverbal object NP does not belong to the verb 

it follows.  Rather, it belongs to a verb which the reader is expected to supply from the 

context.  For example, in sentence (3) below, the apparently postverbal object uini 

cyatos IIII 'four cyati94 of wine' is a semantically inappropriate object for the verb facio 

'make' in this context.  The instructions make sense if we understand, following Goujard 

(1975:75), that the writer means,  ‘Make 4  pounds of flour from vetch;  add 4 cyati of 

wine;  sprinkle with wine juice’. 95 

 

(3) de eruo farinam facito libras IIII et uini cyatos IIII 

 from vetch:abl flour:acc make:FI pounds:acc 4 and wine:gen cyatus:acc 4 

 conspargito sapa 

 sprinkle:FI wine.juice:abl 

 ‘Make 4lb of flour from vetch, <add>96 4 cyati of wine;97 sprinkle with wine juice.’ (109.1) 

 

Brevity is a feature of Cato’s style, and this is an example of how that brevity is 

achieved: a sentence which appears to have object NPs on either side of the verb (i.e. 

OV and O) actually has the form {O V and O <V>} or  {O V and <V> O}.98  The literary 

term for the example above is zeugma, a figure of speech in which: 

 

...a single word ... seems to be in the same relation to two others but in 
fact is not.  ... the single word actually fails to give sense with one of its 
pair, and from it the appropriate word has to be supplied. 

(Fowler 1983:610) 

 

In sentence (3), facio appears to have the same relation (i.e. governing verb) to both de 

eruo farinam libras IIII and uini cyatos IIII; however, it “fails to give sense” to the latter 

and the reader is expected to supply another verb, in this case addito 'add'.   

 

                                          
94 A cyatus is a measure, equivalent to approximately 45ml. 

95 For an alternative interpretation see Schönberger's translation and note (1980:116, 549) which is very 
like Hooper and Ash's (1934); but Schönberger admits that his interpretation is not altogether clear. 

96 The symbols <> are used to indicate a word or phrase which is added to the text (i.e. which does not 
appear in the manuscripts of De agricultura). 

97 Adams (1976:75) notes that with weights and measures the genitive precedes the noun of quantity 
from Cato onwards.  In chapters 54-162 of De agricultura, GN outnumbers NG by around 10:1 with 
these quantity nouns. 

98 In Rhetorica ad Herennium (IV, 38) (ca 80BC), a similar pattern is discussed under the name 
coniunctio 'conjunction'.  The example given is formae dignitas aut morbo deflorescit aut uetustate 
which is given as an alternative to its disiunctio 'disjunction' counterpart formae dignitas aut morbo 
deflorescit aut uetustate extinguitur.  In the coniunctio version, the instrumentals morbo and uetustate 
appear on either side of the verb deflorescit.  However, as the disiunctio version suggests, the reader 
is expected to supply the verb extinguitur.  The author of Rhetorica ad Herennium recommends 
coniunctio because it results in brevity. 
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Sentence (4) may also be an example of zeugma.  Here, the verb conterito 'crush' 

appears between two sets of object NPs, turis drachmam unam 'one drachma99 of 

incense' and mel coctum drachmam unam et uini sextarium origaniti 'one drachma of 

cooked honey and a sextarius of wine flavoured with wild marjoram'.  Although it is not 

inconceivable that one crushes incense IN honey and wine, it is possible that the 

instructions are intended to read ‘Crush one drachma of incense; add one drachma of 

cooked honey and one sextarius of wine flavoured with wild marjoram’.  In other words, 

the reader may be expected to supply the verb addito 'add' and it is this verb to which 

the prime facie postverbal objects, mel coctum drachmam unam et uini sextarium 

origaniti, belong: 

 

(4) postridie turis drachmam unam conterito et mel coctum 

 on.the.next.day incense:gen drachma:acc one:acc crush:FI and honey:acc cooked:acc 

 drachmam unam et uini sextarium origaniti 

 drachma:acc one:acc and wine:gen sextarium:acc flavoured.with.wild.marjoram:gen 

 ‘On the next day, crush one drachma of incense, <add> one drachma of cooked honey and one sextarius of wine 

flavoured with wild marjoram.’(127.2) 

 

The pattern OVO appears throughout De agricultura, and typically the postverbal object 

NP is introduced by a coordinating conjunction.  However, in a number of instances there 

is no such coordinating conjunction.  For example, in (5) below, the instructions are to 

mix flour and cheese together quasi libum 'as in the sacrificial cake', honey and an egg.  

The NPs indicating the latter two ingredients occur after the verb commisceto 'mix 

together' and are not preceded by a coordinating conjunction.  The phrase quasi libum 

'as in the sacrificial cake' is a cross-reference to the recipe for libum 'sacrifical cake' in 

chapter 75, a type of cake in which the flour and cheese are combined, then an egg is 

added to the mixture.  

 

(5) farinae selibram casei p IIS una commisceto quasi 
 flour:gen half.a.pound:acc cheese:gen pound 2½  together mix:FI as 
 libum mellis p =- et ouum unum 

 sacrificial.cake:acc honey:gen pound ¼ and one:acc egg:acc 

 ‘Mix half a pound of flour, 2½lb of cheese together as in the sacrificial cake, ¼lb of honey and one egg.’ (84.1) 

 

Once again, it is probable that the object NPs appearing after the overt verb belong to 

another verb (in this case, <addito> ‘add') which the reader is expected to supply.  In 

this sentence, there are two indicators that the verb addito 'add' should be supplied: 

                                          
99 A drachma was a Greek measure, equivalent to 4.33 grams. 



 

 
 92 

firstly, in the recipe for libum, to which there is a cross-reference, the mixing of the flour 

and cheese happens first, then the egg is added; secondly, the postverbal object NPs are 

not introduced by a coordinating conjunction or adverb.   

 

Sentences (6), (7) and (8) below similarly have postverbal object NPs which are not 

introduced by a coordinating conjunction or adverb, giving rise to the suspicion that here 

too a verb of adding should be supplied.  If this is indeed the case, the prima facie 

postverbal object NPs in fact belong to another clause.  However, unlike (5), in these 

instances there is no indicator that the reader should supply a verb of adding other than 

the lack of a conjunction or adverb.  This is perhaps not sufficient reason for positing an 

understood verb; hence, I shall continue to treat the underlined object NPs as arguments 

of the overt verb. 

 

(6) aceti acris q II eodem infundito 

 vinegar:gen sharp:gen quadrantal 2 to.the.above-mentioned:adv pour.in:FI 

 sapae quadrantalia II aquae dulcis q L 

 wine.juice:gen quadrantals:acc 2 water:gen fresh:gen quadrantal 50 

 ‘Pour into the above-mentioned 2 quadrantals100 of sharp vinegar, 2 quadrantals of wine juice, 50 quadrantals of 

fresh water.’ (104.1) 

 

(7) seorsum in uas aquae dulcis q I infundito 

 separately:adv in vessel:acc water:gen fresh:gen quadrantal 1 pour.in:FI 

 salis M I 

 salt:gen modius 1 

 ‘Pour 1 quadrantal of fresh water into a separate vessel, 1 modius101 of salt.’ (105.1) 

 

(8) et oleum addat; salis selibram in modium olearum 

 and oil:acc add:subj:3ps salt:gen half.a.pound:acc per modius:acc olives:gen 

 ‘and add oil, half a pound of salt per modius of olives.’ (117.1) 

 

1.2.2 Ellipsis of coordinated object 
 

In a further three examples, there is a construction in which a verb has two object NPs, 

one of which is zero-coded and the other an overt NP.  In each case, the overt object NP 

appears after the verb (the relevant sentences are in bold and the object underlined): 

 

                                          
100 A quadrantal was a measure equivalent to around 26 litres. 

101 A modius was a measure equivalent to around 8.5 litres. 
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(9) selibram tritici puri in mortarium purum indat (...) 

 half.a.pound:acc wheat:gen clean:gen in mortar:acc clean:acc put.in:subj:3ps  

 postea Ø in aulam indat et aquam puram 

 next [wheat] in pot:acc put.in:subj:3ps and water:acc clean:acc 

 Put half a pound of clean wheat in a clean mortar. (...) Next put Ø in a pot and clean water. (86.1) 

 

(10) palumbum recentem ubi prensus erit ei fabam102 coctam tostam 

 pigeon:acc young:acc when catch:fqp:pass:3ps he:dat bean:acc cooked:acc roasted:acc 

 primum dato:        

 first give:FI        

 Ø ex ore in eius os inflato item aquam 

 [bean] from mouth:abl in he:gen mouth:acc blow:FI also water:acc 

 ‘When you catch a young pigeon, first give him cooked and roasted beans; blow Ø from your mouth into his 

mouth, also water.’ (90.1) 

 

(11) (...) triginta mala punica acerba sumito Ø contundito 

 (...) thirty:acc pomegranates:acc sour:acc take:FI [pomegranates] pound:FI 

 Ø indito in urceum et uini nigri austeri congios III 

 [pomegranates] put.in:FI in jug:acc and wine:gen black:gen dry:gen congios:acc 3 

 ‘Take 30 pomegranates, pound Ø, put Ø into a jug and 3 congii of dry black wine.’ (126.1) 

 

In all three sentences, the referent of the zero-coded object NP is active, while the 

referent of the overt object NP is new to the discourse and either new or possibly 

accessible to the reader/hearer.  

 

It is interesting to note that if the overt object NP were placed before the verb, it is no 

longer as clear that the verb has two object NPs: a zero (wheat, beans or pomegranates 

respectively) and the overt object NP.  In other words, at first glance, it would not be 

apparent that the zero-coded object NP is an argument of the verb and the presence of a 

coordinating conjunction or adverb would be puzzling.  I repeat sentences (9), (10) and 

(11) as (12), (13) and (14) respectively, but with the overt object NP in preverbal 

position: 

 

(12) selibram tritici puri in mortarium purum indat (...) 

 half.a.pound:acc wheat:gen clean:gen in mortar:acc clean:acc put.in:subj:3ps  

 postea Ø et aquam puram in aulam indat 

 next [wheat] and water:acc clean:acc in pot:acc put.in:subj:3ps 

 Put ½lb of clean wheat in a clean mortar. (...) Next put Ø and clean water in a pot. (86.1) 

                                          
102 Faba 'bean' in the singular can have a collective sense. 
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(13) palumbum recentem ubi prensus erit ei fabam coctam tostam 

 pigeon:acc young:acc when catch:fqp:pass:3ps him:dat bean:acc cooked:acc roasted:acc 

 primum dato:        

 first give:FI        

 Ø item aquam inflato ex ore in eius os 

 [bean] also water:acc blow:FI from mouth:abl in he:gen mouth:acc 

 ‘When you catch a young pigeon, first give him cooked and roasted beans; blow Ø also water from your mouth 

into his mouth.’ (90.1) 

 

(14) (...) triginta mala punica acerba sumito, Ø contundito 

 (...) thirty:acc pomegranates:acc sour:acc take:FI [pomegranates] pound:FI 

 Ø et uini nigri austeri congios III indito in urceum 

 [pomegranates] and wine:gen black:gen dry:gen congiuses:acc 3 put.in:FI in jug:acc 

 ‘Take 30 pomegranates, pound Ø, put Ø and 3 congii of dry black wine  into a jug.’ (126.1) 

 

In these examples at least, it would appear that a zero-coded referent’s participation as 

an argument of a verb is obscured if the reader finds an overt object NP in the canonical 

preverbal position, even when it is preceded by a coordinating conjunction or adverb.   

When the overt object NP is placed after the verb, however, it is much clearer that the 

verb has a zero argument.  In other words, the postverbal position of the overt object NP 

preserves the continuity of the zero-coded object’s referent.   

 

We can extrapolate from these examples a rule to the effect that if a verb has, say, two 

coordinated object NPs, one of which is overt and the other covert, the overt object NP 

occurs postverbally to preserve the continuity of the covert object.  Under this reading, 

and assuming the zero-coded object is preverbal, this would be an instance of the OVO 

order.  Alternatively, it may be that the postverbal object NP in each case belongs to an 

uncoded, understood repetition of the verb.  Under this scenario, the NPs aquam puram 

'clean water', aquam 'water'  and uini nigri austeri congios III 'three congii of sharp wine' 

and are no longer objects of the overt instance of indo 'put in' and inflo 'blow in'. 

 

It is not clear which of these scenarios is accurate.  However, in support of this latter 

scenario, there are numerous examples in De agricultura of ellipsis of verbs when the 

verb is recoverable, either because the same verb occurs in the previous clause103 or 

because the verb is obvious enough for the reader to supply.  For example, in (15) 

below, a verb of adding has clearly been omitted: 

                                          
103 When this occurs, the two clauses usually exhibit syntactic parallelism. 
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(15) id infundito in alueum purum 

 it:acc pour.in:FI in trough:acc clean:acc 

 eo casei recentis p  III mellis p S ouum unum 

 to.that:adv cheese:gen new:gen pound 3 honey:gen pound ½ egg:acc one:acc 

 ‘Pour it in a clean trough. To that <add> 3lb of new cheese, ½lb of honey and one egg. (85.1) 

 

If ellipsis of a verb is not involved, then the ‘rule’ given above may be valid.  However, 

this is unlike any other rule of Latin with which I am familiar; ellipsis, on the other hand, 

is commonplace.  Hence, the most likely explanation for these sentences is that the 

object NPs appearing after the overt verb belong to an elided verb which the reader is 

expected to supply. 

 

1.3 Discourse environments 
 

As noted above, De agricultura consists of 162 chapters of varying length, each giving 

instructions on some aspect of running a farm.  For example, chapter 23 (given below in 

its entirety) gives instructions relating to the grape harvest. Within this chapter, there 

are two major topics of discourse: (a) the preparations to be completed before the 

harvest; and (b) the handling of the grape juice.  The point at which the instructions turn 

from the tasks to be completed to the handling of the grape juice thus heralds a change 

in discourse topic; I refer to such a position as a ‘topic shift’.  Within each discourse 

topic, there can be any number of subtopics, digressions and the like.  For example, the 

section on handling wine juice begins with the instruction to divide the grape juice cleanly 

between the storage jars, then goes on to discuss three different additives: concentrated 

wine juice, marble and resin. I refer to the point at which each of these subtopics begins 

as a ‘subtopic shift’.  Note that the bold headings in English have been added to indicate 

the discourse topics and subtopics.  
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Chapter 23 
Preparations prior to the vintage 

fac ad uindemiam quae opus sunt ut parentur. 

uasa lauentur, 

corbulae sarciantur, 

picentur, 

dolia quae opus sunt picentur; 

quom pluet, quala parentur, 

sarciantur, 

far molatur, 

menae emantur, 

oleae caducae salliantur. 

uuas miscellas, uinum praeliganeum quod 

operarii bibant, ubi tempus erit, legito; 

Handling the grape juice 

sucum puriter omnium dierum pariter in dolia diuidito; 

Concentrated wine juice 

si opus erit, defrutum indito in mustum de musto 

lixiuo coctum, 

partem quadragesimam addito defruti uel salis 

sesquilibram in culleum. 

Marble 

marmor si indes, in culleum libram indito; 

id indito in urnam, 

misceto cum musto, 

id indito in doleum. 

Resin 

resinam si indes, in culleum musti p III bene 

comminuito, 

indito in fiscellam 

et facito uti in doleo musti pendeat; 

eam quassato crebro uti resina condeliquescat. 

indideris defrutum aut marmor aut resinam, dies XX 

permisceto crebro, 

tribulato cotidie; 

tortiuum mustum circumcidaneum suo cuique dolio diuidito 

addito-que pariter. 

 
 
Preparations prior to the vintage104 

Do what needs to be prepared for the vintage. 

Presses should be washed 

hampers mended 

tarred. 

The storage jars needed should be tarred. 

When it rains, make baskets 

mend [old ones] 

spelt should be ground 

salt fish bought 

dropped olives salted. 

When it is time, gather miscella grapes for early 

wine for the workers to drink. 

Handling the grape juice 

Divide the juice cleanly between the storage jars. 

Concentrated wine juice 

If necessary, put concentrated wine juice boiled 

down from the first juice into the must; 

add a fortieth part of the concentrated juice or 1½ lb 

of salt to the culleus.105 

Marble 

If you add marble, put a pound per culleus. 

Put it in the urn. 

Mix with the concentrated wine juice. 

Put it in a storage jar. 

Resin 

If you add resin, pound well 3lb per culleus of 

concentrated wine juice. 

Put it in a little basket 

and see that it hangs in a storage jar of must. 

Shake it often so that the resin dissolves. 

When you put in the concentrated juice or the marble dust or 

the resin, stir frequently for 20 days. 

Press every day. 

Divide in equal parts the must from the second pressing after 

the cutting up [of the marc] and put one part into each storage 

jar. 

 

In addition to topic shifts and subtopic shifts, we also find chapters in which Cato gives 

lists of entities or instructions.  I will term this a ‘list environment’.  List environments are  

characterised as follows: a question or statement is posed at the outset of the section of 

text and is followed by a series of sentences answering that question or enumerating that 

                                          
104 Translation taken in part from Brehaut (1966). 

105 A culleus is a measure equivalent to around 520 litres. 
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statement.   For example, chapter 23 begins with the statement ‘Do what is needed for 

the vintage so that it is ready’.  There follows a series of instructions enumerating what 

needs to be done: wash the presses, mend and tar the hampers and so on.  Each of 

these sentences enumerating the tasks will be referred to as a ‘list item’.  Each list item 

typically begins with the phrase whose referent the list item is ‘about’ (see chapter eight 

for a full discussion); this phrase will be referred to as a 'list item organiser'.  For 

example, the list item 'Presses should be washed' is about presses, hence the list item 

organiser, uasa 'presses', appears first in the clause. 

 

1.4 Structure of recipes 
 

Many of the clauses exhibiting the OVO and VO orders appear in recipes.  In De 

agricultura we have recipes for breads, pastries and other foodstuffs ('alimentary 

recipes’), for wines, for preserving produce, and for remedies to cure ailments, both for 

humans and animals.  The structure of the different types of recipe is discussed below. 

 

1.4.1 Alimentary, wine, preserving recipes 
 

Recipes for alimentary products, wines and preserving have a fairly regular structure as 

follows: 

 

(a) Introductory sentence 

(b) {Preliminaries ─ optional} 

(c) Procedure 

(d) Cooking/storing instructions 

(e) {Serving instructions ─ optional} 

 

The introductory statement 

This statement indicates what the recipe is for, and the product which the recipe is about 

appears first in the clause.  For example, (16) below gives the first two clauses of the 

chapter on how to make wheat porridge.  The product, wheat porridge, is what the 

chapter is about (i.e. the discourse topic) and the NP graneam triticeam 'wheat porridge' 

appears clause-initially in the introductory statement, giving the recipe a title, so to 

speak.  
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(16) graneam triticeam sic facito:   

 porridge:acc wheat:acc thus make:FI   

 selibram tritici puri in mortarium purum indat 

 half.a.pound:acc wheat:gen clean:gen in mortar:acc clean:acc put.in:subj:3ps 

 ‘Make wheat porridge thus: put half a pound of clean wheat in a clean mortar.’ (86.1) 

 

The introductory statement for most alimentary recipes takes the form x sic facito 'make 

x thus' where x is the product, as illustrated in (16).  In chapters 80 and 81 (see (17) 

and (18) respectively), on the other hand, the chapters begins with a cross-reference to 

another recipe; note, however, that the product still appears first in the clause: 

 

(17) encytum ad eundem modum facito uti globos, 

 encytum.cake:acc in same:acc way:acc make:FI as globe.cakes:acc 

 ‘Make encytum cake in the same way as globe cakes.’ (80.1) 

 

(18) erneum tamquam placentam 

 boiled.pudding:acc in.the.same.way.as placenta.pastry:acc 

 ‘[Make] boiled pudding in the same way as placenta pastry.’ (81.1) 

 

Preliminaries  

Optionally, a recipe may give instructions or information which is preliminary to carrying 

out the procedure.   For example, in chapter 74 on how to make kneaded bread, there 

are preliminary instructions to wash one’s hands and the kneading board; in chapter 76 

(see (19) below), following the introductory statement, there is a list itemising the 

different flours and  quantities that are required for the recipe:106 

 

(19) placentam sic facito 

 placenta.pastry:acc thus make:FI 

 ‘Make placenta pastry thus:’ 

 farinae siligineae L II unde solum facies 

 flour:gen from.siligo:gen pound 2 whence base:acc make:fut:2ps 

 in tracta farinae L IIII et alicae primae L II ... 

 in dough.sheets:acc flour:gen pound 4 and groats:gen best:gen pound 2  

 ‘2lb of siligo flour whence you will make the base; for the sheets 4lb of flour and 2lb of the best groats.’ (76.1) 

 

                                          
106 This is the only recipe that lists ingredients and their quantities at the head of the recipe in a manner 

similar to modern recipes.  Not all ingredients are listed, however; the list does not include for 
example the 14lb of cheese or 3½lb of honey used in the recipe.  
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In a number of other recipes, there appears at this point in the recipe a cross-reference 

to other recipes; for example, in (20) the reader is told to do everything as for placenta 

pastry, but to shape it differently: 

 

(20) quantum uoles pro ratione ita uti placenta fit; 

 how.much:acc want:fut:2ps pro proportion:abl thus as placenta.pastry:nom be.made:3ps 

 eadem omnia facito nisi alio modo fingito 

 same:acc all:acc do:FI except another:abl way:abl shape:FI 

 ‘As much as you wish, in the same proportions, thus as placenta pastry is made; do everything the same except 

shape differently.’ (77.1) 

 

Procedure 

The procedure typically begins with a clause in which the first ingredient is a direct object 

and is placed clause-initially (see (16) above where selibram tritici puri 'half a pound of 

clean wheat' appears first).  I term this the ‘first step in a procedure’.  Similarly, at 

subtopic shifts, where the first sentence is also the first step in the procedure involving 

an ingredient, the ingredient appears in clause-initial position.  Preverbal position is, as 

we will see, the canonical position for direct objects, and perhaps this needs no further 

comment.  However, the first ingredient is usually an important one, forming the basis of 

the product.  For example, in the alimentary recipes it is usually the flour/groats; in wine 

recipes, it is usually the base of the wine (i.e. must).  It is possible that the placing of 

this ingredient first is an abbreviated version of the structure in chapter 76 (see (19) 

above), in which the flours are listed first, before the procedure is explained. In other 

words, the structure in chapter 76 with its list of flours heading the recipe and its detailed 

instructions ─ to which many of the other recipes cross-refer ─ may be the ‘full structure’ 

for a recipe; the other recipes exhibit abbreviations of this fuller structure, with the 

appearance of the first, important ingredient in clause-initial position being an 

abbreviation for the list of ingredients seen in chapter 76. 

 

In a number of chapters, the introductory statement and the first step of the procedure 

are combined into a single sentence.  An example is found in chapter 112, which gives a 

recipe for Coan wine.  Here, the introductory statement is given in the sentence-initial 

subordinate clause, and the first step in the procedure is found in the main clause; note 

once again that the product is clause-initial (uinum Coum ‘Coan wine’) and the aquam 

marinam 'sea water', which forms the base of the wine, appears immediately after the 

subordinate clause: 
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(21) uinum Coum si uoles facere aquam ex alto marinam 

 wine:acc Coum:acc if want:fut:2ps make:inf water:acc from deep:abl of.the.sea:acc 

 sumito mari tranquillo  

 take:FI sea:abl calm:abl  

 ‘If you want to make Coum wine, take sea water from where it is deep while the sea is calm.’ (112.1) 

 

Cooking/storing instructions/serving instructions 

Where appropriate, cooking instructions are given or, in the case of wines and preserves, 

preserving instructions.   Finally, in some recipes instructions on how to serve the 

product are given.  

 

1.4.2 Wine-based and medical/veterinary recipes 
 

Recipes for wine-based remedies and veterinary procedures follow a similar structure: 

 

(a) Introductory statement 

(b) Procedure 

(c) Dosage/directions for use 

(d) {Comment as to efficacy} 

 

Introductory statement and procedure 

The introductory statement in these recipes takes a number of different forms.  In the 

wine-based remedies, some chapters begin with the x sic facito 'x thus make' structure 

familiar from the alimentary recipes; in others, there is a phrase or sentence indicating 

the ailment which the remedy cures, such as in (22) below: 

 

(22) uinum concinnare si lotium difficilius transibit 

 wine:acc prepare:inf if urine:nom with.difficulty:adv pass:fut:3ps 

 ‘To prepare wine if urine passes with difficulty.’ (122.1) 

 

In chapters 114, 115, 122, 123 and 125, the introductory statement begins with a 

mention of the wine followed by the ailment for which it is used.  In chapters 126 and 

127, on the other hand, it is the ailment which appears in the introductory statement: 

 

(23) ad dyspepsiam et stranguriam mederi 

 to indigestion:acc and strangury:acc treat:inf 

 ‘To treat indigestion and strangury.’ (127.1) 
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In this respect, chapters 126 and 127 are similar to the veterinary remedies whose 

introductory statement takes the form of a subordinate clause, indicating the ailment and 

usually the animal, followed by a main clause which gives the first step of the 

procedure.107  This structure is exemplified below in the first line of chapter 96 which 

gives a preparation for preventing scab in sheep: 

 

(24) oues ne scabrae fiant amurcam condito 

 sheep:nom lest scabrous:nom be.made:subj: 3pp amurca:acc store:FI 

 ‘Lest sheep become scabrous, store amurca,...’ (96.1) 

 

The collapsing together of the introductory statement and first step of the procedure is 

fairly common in these chapters. 

 

Dosage and administration 

The medical chapters all include instructions on dosage and administering the remedy; in 

some cases, the chapter ends with a comment asserting that the remedy will help.  For 

example, chapter 122 ends with instructions for the patient to take a cup of the wine in 

the morning, while fasting; the final sentence asserts that the remedy is effective: 

 

(25) id mane ieiunus sumito cyatum. proderit 

 it:acc in.the.morning:adv fasting:nom take:FI cup:acc help:fut:3ps 

 ‘Take this, a cupful, in the morning while fasting; it will help.’ (122.1) 

 

2. The position of lexical objects in De agricultura 

 

In chapters 1-53 there are 285 main clauses containing an overt lexical object.  In 265 of 

these main clauses, the object precedes the verb; in 16 cases, the object follows the 

verb; in 4 cases, the verb stands between object NPs.  In total, 93% of main clauses with 

an overt lexical object and verb exhibit the OV order:108 

 

                                          
107 The exception to this is chapter 73 which begins with a subordinate clause indicating the time of year 

to give cattle medicine. 

108 In this discussion, the OV and VO orders include those clauses in which the object consists of more 
than one daughter-node object NP, all appearing on the same side of the verb. 
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Table 1   

 OV VO OVO Total 

Main clauses chapters 1-53 265 16 4 285 

Percentage of total 93% 5.6% 1.4% 100% 
 

In chapters 54-162, there are 429 main clauses containing an overt lexical object.  In 

349 of these main clauses, the object precedes the verb; in 65 cases, the object follows 

the verb; in 15 cases, the verb stands between object NPs.  In total, 81.35% of main 

clauses with an overt lexical object and overt verb exhibit the OV order: 

 

Table 2 

 OV VO OVO Total 

Main clauses in chapters 54-162 349 65 15 429 

Percentage of total 81.35% 15.15% 3.5% 100% 
 

The figures for the text as a whole are as follows: 

 

Table 3 

 OV VO OVO Total 

Main clauses in chapters 1-162 614 81 19 714 

Percentage of total 86% 11.34% 2.66% 100% 
 

Many of the clauses exhibiting the OV order are future or present imperatives.  Although 

traditional grammars of Latin often state that imperative verbs usually appear before 

their objects,109 it is becoming increasingly clear that in prescriptive texts these verbs 

more often follow their objects.110   This is also evident in De agricultura.  

 

Objects in both sections, but particularly in the first third of the book, are 

overwhelmingly preverbal.  In fact, the OV order exhibits the level of “80%-90% 

characteristic of the dominant word-order in rigid-order languages” (Givón 2001:273).  

Hence these figures suggest not only that OV is the basic order, but that the order of 

object and verb is largely syntactically determined in De agricultura.  The figures also 

show that the OV pattern is stronger in the first third of the book than in the second two-

thirds.  Having established that OV is the preferred order in De agricultura, in the next 

                                          
109 Cf Marouzeau (1938:51) 

110 Cf del Vecchio (1989) and Adams (1995:489). 
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section I will examine the exceptions to this pattern, viz the VO and OVO orders.  First I 

discuss the distribution and properties of objects in these exceptional orders, then seek 

to explain the discrepancy between the two sections of the book in terms of the incidence 

of the VO and OVO orders.  Given that chapters 54-162 contain a larger number of VO 

tokens, I will examine these first, then see whether the patterns and properties of these 

clauses are also true of the much smaller sample of VO clauses in the first third of the 

book (chapters 1-53).  The orders VO and OVO were analysed separately; however, as 

we shall see, they both participate in the same types of constructions. 

 

As we will see, the distribution of the VO and OVO orders is not uniform in chapters 54-

162 on two levels.  Firstly, there is a concentration of these orders in recipe chapters.  

Secondly, there is a concentration of these orders in chapters 127, 156, 157 and 158, 

which marks these chapters as unusual.  For this reason, they are discussed separately.  

In addition, we will see that the VO and OVO orders are strongly associated with verbs of 

the semantic field 'add', which I argue are light verbs in the recipe genre, and with a 

number of other light verbs.  Finally, it will be shown that to explain the distribution of 

the OV versus VO and OVO orders, we must take into account a number of factors 

including the genre (i.e. the recipe genre), the lightness of the verb in that genre, the 

information status and relative focality of an object NP's referent, and the position of the 

clause in the overall discourse. 

 

3. Distribution of the VO and OVO orders in chapters 54-162 of 

De agricultura 

 

3.1 Chapter type 
 

This section of De agricultura consists of 109 chapters of varying length, each giving 

instructions or advice on a particular subject.  The majority of the chapters either give 

instructions on how to carry out a procedure (agricultural, religious, medical, veterinary 

etc) or give the recipe for a product (pastries, wine, wine-based medicines, recipes for 

preserving produce and so on).  In addition, there are chapters which give the terms for 

contracts between the farm owner and contractors, and a number of chapters giving 

advice on farm management (e.g. detailing the duties of farm workers, specifying the 

fodder requirements of livestock, rations for farm personnel, and so on).  The line 

between a recipe and a procedure is a fine one: both involve performing actions on 

objects or substances to produce a result.  I have classified recipes as those processes 

which involve the preparation of substances for consumption, either by humans or 
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animals.  Hence chapters giving instructions on how to make breads, pastries, wine, 

wine-based medicines, salt, and instructions on how to preserve foodstuffs are all 

classified as recipes.  Chapters dealing with planting crops, maintaining or mending 

equipment, building, making fertilisers and pesticides and so on are classified as 

procedures.  Instructions on feed provisions for livestock are generally treated as 

procedural: these typically indicate how to store fodder and what to give to livestock as 

opposed to making up substances for consumption.  The exceptions to this are chapters 

89 and 90, which indicate how to force-feed poultry.  These chapters are recipe-like in 

that they give instructions on how to prepare the feed; they are also procedural in that 

they give instructions on how to feed the birds.  The same can be said of some of the 

chapters giving recipes for medicines: they first indicate how to concoct the remedy, then 

give instructions on dosages and how to administer it.   I have classified chapters 89 and 

90 as ‘procedure (agricultural) (recipe-like)’ and simply note that medical and veterinary 

recipes may contain steps which are procedural. 

 

3.2 Distribution of VO according to chapter type 
 

In Table 4, the distribution of the orders OV, VO and OVO is given according to the type 

of chapter in which they appear.  The table shows that the VO order appears in a wide 

range of chapter types, but is particularly evident in chapters classified as recipes: 
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Table 4 

Chapter type 
Clauses with 
overt O & V 

OV
O 

VO OV 
% of clauses 
with (O)VO 
order 

procedure (veterinary) 1 0 0 1 0 

procedure (medical) 3 0 0 3 0 

recipe (religious) 2 0 0 2 0 

procedure (agricultural) (recipe-like) 9 0 0 9 0 

farm management 28 0 2 26 7 

procedure (wine-making) 11 0 1 10 9 

recipe (breads, pastries) 68 2 4 62 9 

procedure (agricultural) 76 3 5 68 11 

procedure (religious) 18 0 2 16 11 

contracts (legal) 29 1 3 25 14 

recipe (preserving) 22 1 3 18 18 

recipe (wine-based medicine) 33 4 3 26 21 

procedure (household) 4 0 1 3 25 

recipe (veterinary) 11 0 3 8 27 

recipe (wine) 33 2 7 24 27 

recipe (medical, not wine-based) 81 2 31 48 41 

 429 15 65 349 18.65 

 

As Table 4 shows, 18.65% of the target main clauses exhibit the VO and OVO order 

(“(O)VO”); I take this figure to be the average for this section of the text.  A line 

separates those chapters which have a below-average number of (O)VO clauses and 

those which have an above-average number.  The chapters with a below-average 

incidence of the (O)VO pattern are mainly procedural or relate to farm management and 

legal contracts.  Recipe chapters, on the other hand, tend to exhibit an above-average 

number of (O)VO clauses, with the exception of the recipes for breads and pastries, and 

recipes for religious offerings; recipes for preserving produce have a slightly below-

average incidence of the (O)VO order. 

 

The (O)VO orders do not appear in the recipe-like agricultural procedure chapters, nor 

the medical and veterinary procedure chapters, nor in the one recipe for a religious 

offering.  This may, however, result from the fact that there are only 15 main clauses 

with an overt object and verb in these categories.  These orders are particularly common 

in the chapters dealing with medicines which are not wine-based. 
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Although the (O)VO pattern is found in a range of chapter types, there is a concentration 

of this order in chapters 127, 156, 158 and, to a lesser extent, chapter 157.  Chapters 

156 and 157 are the celebrated ‘cabbage chapters’ in which the virtues of cabbage are 

extolled at length and recipes are given for the medicinal use of the vegetable.  Chapter 

158 similarly contains a medicinal recipe which includes cabbage as one of its 

ingredients.  Chapter 127 gives two wine-based medicines but neither involves cabbage. 

There are 38 instances of the (O)VO orders in these chapters, accounting for 47.5% of 

the total number of tokens in chapters 54-162: 

 

Table 5 

Chapter Clauses with 
overt O & V 

OVO VO OV % of clauses with 
(O)VO order 

127 ─ recipe (wine-based medicine) 6 3 2 1 83% 

156 ─ recipe (medicine, not wine-based) 23 2 14 7 69% 

157 ─ recipe (medicine, not wine-based) 49 0 10 39 20% 

158 ─ recipe (medicine, not wine-based) 9 0 7 2 78% 

Total 87 5 33 49 43.7% 

 

These chapters account for 20% of the total number of clauses with an overt verb and 

object, yet contain nearly half of the VO tokens and a third of the OVO tokens.  This 

marks them as unusual.111  For this reason, I will examine the 42 instances of the (O)VO 

order occurring outside of these chapters first, then see whether the patterns established 

are also true of these unusual chapters.  

 

4 The (O)VO orders in chapters 54-126, 128-155, 159-162 

 

4.1 Verbs of the semantic field ‘add’ 
 

In these chapters, there are 42 clauses with an overt lexical object exhibiting the (O)VO 

order.  Ten (24%) involve verbs belonging to the semantic field ‘add’, viz addo 'add', 

indo 'put in' and infundo 'pour in'.  They occur mainly in chapters giving recipes for 

breads/pastries, preserving and wine.  Adams notes that although verbs indicating 

cooking processes (e.g. cook, pound, mix, put in, and so on) regularly appear after their 

objects, verbs of the semantic field ‘add’ regularly exhibit the VO order in the Ars 

                                          
111 Note that in chapter 157 the (O)VO orders are only slightly more common than the average for the 

whole text, and are markedly less common than in 127, 156 and 158.  Hence it does not fit 
comfortably with the other chapters.  However, its subject matter is so similar to that in chapter 156 ─ 
and so different from other chapters ─ that there is nonetheless a good argument for its inclusion here.   
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ueterinaria of Pelagonius,112 a veterinary treatise which, like De agricultura, contains 

recipes (Adams 1995:492).  He further notes that although this pattern might have been 

an old one, it is not evident in the recipes attributed to Apicius113 and that “Pelagonius' 

consistent preference for the order 'add' + O would seem to be a personal one rather 

than dictated by the conventions of the genre” (Adams 1995:492-493).  Adams does not 

attempt to account for the variation between OV and VO with verbs of adding in Ars 

ueterinaria;  however, an examination of De agricultura reveals that the position of 

objects with verbs of adding is predictable.  As we shall see, the nature of the object NP 

and the position of the clause within the discourse structure are involved in determining 

the position of the object with respect to these verbs.  In the next sections, I discuss 

these verbs in the different types of recipe. 

 

4.1.1 Recipes for preserving, wine-making, wine-based medicines and 
veterinary medicines 

 

In these recipes, addo 'add' often precedes its objects, indo 'put in' consistently follows 

its objects, while infundo 'pour in' appears both before and after its objects: 

 

Table 6 

 OV VO OVO TOTAL 

addo 'add' 1 3 1 5 

indo 'put in' 7 0 0 7 

infundo 'pour in' 2 1 2 5 

Total 9 4 3 17 
 

The feature which the majority of these postverbal objects114 share is that they involve 

measurements.  Throughout De agricultura, measurements such as pedem 'a foot', 

digitum 'a finger’s breadth', libra 'a pound' modified by a number often appear after the 

verb.  In six of the seven instances of (O)VO here, the head noun of the direct object is a 

measurement, such as libra 'pound', congius, or sextarius.  The object NP usually also 

contains a dependent genitive indicating the substance, such as salis 'of salt', although 

this is sometimes zero-coded.  By way of example, in sentence (26) there are two 

                                          
112 We cannot be sure when exactly Pelagonius wrote, but Adams notes that “it is reasonable to suppose 

he wrote in the later fourth century” (Adams 1995:3). 

113 Apicius was alive during the reign of Tiberius (14AD to 37AD), however the recipes which have come 
to us in his name are thought to have been compiled much later (Harvey 1951:33-34). 

114 In this discussion, unless otherwise stated, the phrase 'postverbal object' with reference to the OVO 
order is intended to refer to that object NP which appears after the verb. 
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accusative objects depending on the verb addat 'let him add'.  The preverbal object is a 

simple NP oleum 'oil' and the postverbal one consists of a measurement in the 

accusative, selibram 'half a pound', with a dependent genitive, salis 'of salt': 

 

(26) et oleum addat; salis selibram in modium olearum 

 and oil:acc add:subj:3ps salt:gen half.a.pound:acc per modius:acc olives:gen 

 ‘and add oil, half a pound of salt per modius of olives.’ (117.1) 

 

In this discussion, I will refer to NPs with this structure as ‘measurement NPs’. 

 

In these recipes, measurement NPs regularly appear after verbs of adding unless their 

clause coincides with the first step of a procedure or a subtopic shift.  When a sentence 

contains more than one measurement NP, they are arranged on either side of the verb.  

For example, in sentence (27), there are three object NPs, each with a measurement as 

its head; one appears before the verb and the other two after: 

 

(27) aceti acris q II eodem infundito 

 vinegar:gen sharp:gen quadrantal 2 to.the.above-mentioned:adv pour.in:FI 

 sapae quadrantalia II aquae dulcis q L 

 wine.juice:gen quadrantals:acc 2 water:gen fresh:gen quadrantal 50 

 ‘Pour into the above-mentioned 2 quadrantals of sharp vinegar, 2 quadrantals of wine juice, 50 quadrantals of 

fresh water.’ (104.1) 

 

In (28b) below, the direct object is a measurement NP in which the measurement libram 

'pound' is the head; the genitive of the substance, ‘of cedar or juniper,’ is not mentioned.  

The clause also contains a PP where the object of the preposition is a measurement NP, 

duobus congiis uini ueteris 'two congii of old wine'.  Once again, the measurements are 

arranged on either side of the verb, the direct object before and PP and its object after 

the verb.  Note that in this case we have two brand-new entities: [capreidae uel iunipiri] 

libram 'a pound [of cedar or juniper]' and duobus congiis uini ueteris 'two congii of old 

wine'; the measurement whose genitive is active and zero-coded (i.e. [capreidae uel 

iunipiri] libram 'a pound [of cedar or juniper]') appears before the verb: 

 

(28a) capreidam115 uel iunipirum contundito in pila 

 cedar[?]:acc or juniper:acc crush:FI in mortar:abl 

 ‘Crush cedar or juniper in a mortar.’ 

                                          
115 Glare (1992) glosses this as an ‘unknown plant’.  Brehaut makes a case for Hörle’s suggestion that 

capreidam should be changed to cedrida 'cedar' (Brehaut 1966:109).  I simply gloss capreidam as 
‘cedar’ here. 
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(28b) libram indito in duobus congiis uini ueteris 

 pound:acc put.in:FI in two:abl congius:abl wine:gen old:gen 

 ‘Put a pound [of cedar or juniper] in two congii of old wine.’ (122.1) 

 

There are two counterexamples to the ‘rule’ stated above regarding measurement NPs.  

In (29) below we have another measurement NP, whose ‘genitive of the substance’ is 

also zero-coded; in this case, the measurement NP appears before the verb even though 

there is not another measurement NP in the clause, and nor does the clause coincide 

with the first step of a procedure or a subtopic shift.  As we shall see when we examine 

verbs of adding in other recipe environments, when the genitive of the substance is zero-

coded, there is some variability in terms of the position of the object vis-à-vis the verb: 

 

(29) per uindemiam de iis uitibus quod delegeris seorsum seruato 

 ‘At the vintage, keep what you pick from these vines separate.’ 

 cyatum in ceteram potionem indito   

 cyatus:acc in other:acc drink:acc put.in:FI   

 ‘Put a cyatus [of the wine] into another drink.’ (115.2) 

 

The second counterexample is given in (30) below.  There is a measurement NP which 

appears before the verb, but the sentence does not coincide with the first step of a 

procedure or a topic shift, nor are there other measurement NPs in the clause, nor is the 

‘genitive of the substance’ zero-coded.  In this case, we have a measurement congios II 

'two congii' with three alternative ‘genitives of substance’, uini ueteris uel Aminii uel 

miscelli albi 'of old, or Aminian or white miscellum wine': 

 

(30) eodem uini ueteris uel Aminii uel miscelli albi 

 to.the.above-

mentioned:adv 

wine:gen old:gen or Aminium:gen or miscellus:gen white:gen 

 congios II infundito 

 congii:acc 2 pour.in:FI 

 ‘To the above-mentioned, pour in 2 congii of old wine or Aminian [wine] or white miscellus [wine].’ (106.2) 

 

As noted above, in all but one instance of the (O)VO order in these chapters, the 

postverbal object is a measurement NP.  The one exception is given below.  The sentence 

appears in a chapter giving instructions on preserving olives; the verb addito 'add' is 

followed by an object which lists all the ingredients used to preserve and flavour the 

olives but no exact quantities or measurements are given.  
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(31) addito oleum acetum coriandrum cuminum feniculum rutam mentam 

 add:FI oil:acc vinegar:acc coriander:acc cumin:acc fennel:acc rue:acc mint:acc 

 ‘Add oil, vinegar, coriander, cumin, fennel, rue and mint.’ (119.1) 

 

In summary, the verbs addo 'add', indo 'put in' and infundo 'pour in' appear 17 times in 

these recipes, and in seven instances exhibit the (O)VO structure.  Six of the (O)VO 

clauses have objects which are measurement NPs.  The seventh example is (31) above, 

in which a list of ingredients follows a verb of adding, but none are measurement NPs.  

We have formulated a rule to account for the distribution of objects with these verbs of 

adding in recipe chapters.  The rule is as follows: 

 

Objects which are measurement NPs appear after verbs of adding, unless 
their sentence coincides with the first step in the procedure or with a 
subtopic shift; where there is more than one such measurement NP in the 
clause, the verb is placed medially between them.  If the measurement 
NP’s ‘genitive of the substance’ is zero-coded, the measurement may 
appear before or after the verb.  All other objects are placed before the 
verb.  

 

The rule accounts for the positioning of objects vis-à-vis verbs of adding in all but two 

cases (15 out of 17). 

 

4.1.2 Agricultural procedure, agricultural management and wine-making 
procedure chapters 

 

The verbs addo, indo and infundo in chapters 54-126, 128-155, and 159-162 also appear 

in chapters giving agricultural procedures or information on managing a farm and in 

chapters which give instructions for procedures related to wine-making, but not giving a 

recipe for a wine as such: 

 

Table 7 

 OV VO OVO TOTAL 

addo 'add' 2 0 0 2 

indo 'put in' 6 1 0 7 

infundo 'pour in' 4 0 0 4 

Total 12 1 0 13 
 

The rule given above accounts for the pre- or postverbal positioning of objects with verbs 

of adding in all but one case.  Looking first at the one instance of the VO order, the 

object is a measurement NP; the head noun is the measurement congios 'congius' and 
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the dependent genitive amurcae 'of amurca' is not coded; the object appears after the 

verb in accordance with the rule. 

 

(32) in uas aheneum indito congios II 

 in vessel:acc bronze:acc put.in:FI congii:acc 2 

 ‘Put 2 congii [of amurca] in a bronze vessel.’ (95.1) 

 

It is notable that this example appears in a chapter which, although giving an agricultural 

procedure (to keep the vineyard free from worms/caterpillars), involves instructions 

which are recipe-like: they involve heating and stirring the amurca until it has the 

consistency of honey, crushing bitumen and sulphur, then sprinkling them on to the 

amurca and so on.   

 

The counterexample to the rule is given below. Here, we have a direct object which is a 

measurement NP; its clause is not the first step in the procedure, nor does it appear at a 

(sub)topic shift, nor is there another measurement NP in the sentence, yet it appears 

before the verb. 

 

(33) et uini sextarium de eo uino quod uoles experiri 

 and wine:gen sextarius:acc from that:abl wine:abl which:acc want:fut:2ps test:inf 

 eodem infundito 

 to.the.above-mentioned:adv pour.in:FI 

 ‘And pour one sextarius of that wine which you want to test into the above-mentioned.’ (108.1) 

 

4.1.3 Alimentary recipes 
 

The verbs addo, indo and infundo appear 20 times in these chapters with an overt 

object: 

 

Table 8 

 OV VO OVO TOTAL 

addo 'add' 6 1 0 7 

indo 'put in' 11 1 0 11 

infundo 'pour in' 2 0 0 2 

Total 19 2 0 20 
 

The rule accounts for the pre- or postverbal positioning of objects in all but four cases.  
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As Table 8 shows, there are two examples of the VO order in these chapters.  The first is 

given in sentence (34), in which a measurement NP object appears after the verb in 

accordance with the rule.  

 

(34) postea indito mellis boni p IIIS 

 afterwards put.in:FI honey:gen good:gen pound 3 ½  

 ‘Afterwards, put in 3 ½ lb of good honey.’ (76.3) 

 

The second example of the VO order is a counterexample to the rule.  In this case, we 

have the pattern eo addo... 'to that add....' with the object aquam 'water' appearing after 

the verb: 

 

(35) eo addat aquam bis in die 

 to.that:adv add:subj:3ps water:acc twice per day:abl 

 ‘To that add water twice a day.’ (87.1) 

 

The same pattern (i.e. eo addo...) occurs twice in the recipes in chapters 54-126, 128-

155 and 159-162 and in both instances the objects appear after the verb, irrespective of 

whether they are measurement NPs or not.  In chapters 156-158, there are another four 

instances of this pattern with postverbal objects, plus another in which both the adverb 

eo 'to that' and the objects are postverbal.  We can conclude that whenever addo 'add' 

appears with the adverb eo 'to that', the objects appear after the verb.  

 

4.1.4 Conclusion 
 

The rule first stated in section 4.1.1  can now be reformulated as follows: 

 

Objects which are measurement NPs appear after verbs of adding, unless 
their sentence coincides with the first step in the procedure or with a 
subtopic shift; where there is more than one such measurement NP in the 
clause, the verb is placed medially between them.  Where the 
measurement NP’s ‘genitive of substance’ is zero-coded, the measurement 
NP may appear before or after the verb.  In addition, clauses with the 
structure eo addo... 'to that add...' or addo eo 'add to that...' have 
postverbal objects.  All other objects are placed before the verb.  

 

This rule accounts for 9 (90%) of the 10 examples of the (O)VO order; the  exception ─ 

sentence (31) ─ involves six non-measurement NP objects appearing after the verb.  

Further, it accounts for the positioning of objects vis-à-vis the verb for 43 (88%) of the 

49 occurrences of addo, indo and infundo in chapters 54-126, 128-155, and 159-162.  

Six instances of these verbs of adding do not adhere to the rule.  In two of these cases, 
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however, the explanation for the positioning of the object may relate to the information 

status of the discourse referent the object NP denotes.  

 

The discourse referents of postverbal measurement NPs are all brand-new, that is new to 

both the discourse and the reader/hearer.  One of the exceptions to the rule for 

measurement NPs, however, has a discourse-old referent.  This example is given in (36) 

below.  The object of addito 'add' is the measurement NP farinae L IIII '4lb of flour', 

which appears before the verb.  The referent of this object NP was first introduced to the 

discourse five sentences earlier in a sentence in which the different types of flour that will 

be used in the recipe, and their quantities, are listed: 

 

(36a) farinae siligineae L II unde solum facies 

 flour:gen from.siligo:gen pou

nd 

2 whence base:acc make:fut:2ps 

 in tracta farinae L IIII et alicae primae L II (...) 

 in dough.sheets:acc flour:gen pound 4 and groats:gen best:gen pound 2  

(36b) ubi bene subactum erit farinae L IIII paulatim addito 

 when well knead:fqp:3ps flour:gen pound 4 gradually add:FI 

 ‘2lb of siligo flour, whence you will make the base; for the dough sheets, 4lb of flour and 2lb of groats. (...) 

When it is well kneaded, gradually add the 4lb of flour.’ (76.1) 

 

A further exception to the rule is given in (37) below.  Here we have a measurement NP 

appearing before a verb, but not coinciding with the first step in a procedure or a 

subtopic shift, nor are there any other measurement NPs in the clause, nor is the 

substance zero-coded.  The object of infundito 'pour in' is the relatively long NP et uini 

sextarium de eo uino quod uoles experiri 'and a sextarius of that wine which you want to 

test'.  Although the referent of the whole object NP is brand-new, the referent of the 

substance NP, de eo uino quod uoles experiri 'from that wine which you want to test', is 

discourse-old, having been mentioned in the first sentence of the chapter: 

 

(37a) uinum si uoles experiri duraturum sit necne 

 wine:acc if want:fut:2ps test:inf last:fut:inf be:subj:3ps or.not 

 polentam grandem dimidium acetabuli in calicum nouum indito 

 crushed.grain:acc coarse:acc half:acc acetabulum:gen in dish:acc new:acc put.in:FI 
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(37b) et uini sextarium de eo uino quod uoles experiri 

 and wine:gen sextarius:acc from that:abl wine:abl which:acc want:fut:2ps test:inf 

 eodem infundito 

 to.the.above-mentioned:adv pour.in:FI 

 ‘If you want to test whether wine will last or not, put half an acetabulum116 of coarse, crushed grain in a new dish, 

and pour one sextarius of that wine which you want to test into the above-mentioned.’ (108.1) 

 

Recall further that in a number of instances, where the ‘genitive of the substance’ is 

discourse-old and zero-coded, the measurement NP appears before the verb.  The 

relevant sentences are repeated below: 

 

(38=29) per uindemiam de iis uitibus quod delegeris seorsum seruato 

 ‘At the vintage, keep what you pick from these vines separate.’ 

 cyatum in ceteram potionem indito  

 cyatus:acc in other:acc drink:acc put.in:FI  

 ‘Put a cyatus [of the wine] into another drink.’ (115.2) 

 

(39=28a) capreidam uel iunipirum contundito in pila 

 cedar[?]:acc or juniper:acc crush:FI in mortar:abl 

 ‘Crush cedar or juniper in a mortar.’ 

(28b) libram indito in duobus congiis uini ueteris 

 pound:acc put.in:FI in two:abl congii:abl wine:gen old:gen 

 ‘Put a pound [of cedar or juniper] in two congii of old  wine.’ (122.1) 

 

Here we have four examples of measurement NPs appearing before the verb, where the 

NP's  referent is either discourse-old (36) or whose referent is brand-new, but the 

referent of the substance NP is discourse-old (37, 38, 39).  It is tempting to suggest, 

therefore that when the object NP’s referent is not entirely brand-new (i.e. the substance 

and/or substance and quantity are known), a measurement-NP object appears 

preverbally.  However, in sentence (32) (repeated below as 40), we have the opposite: 

the substance is zero-coded but the measurement appears after the verb: 

 

(40=32) in uas aheneum indito congios II 

 in vessel:acc bronze:acc put.in:FI congii:acc 2 

 ‘Put 2 congii [of amurca] in a bronze vessel.’ (95.1) 

 

                                          
116 An acetabulum is a measure equivalent to around 67.5ml. 
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If it is true that measurement NPs whose substance is discourse-old appear preverbally, 

then (40) above is a counterexample.  Alternatively, it may just be that such 

measurement NPs tend strongly to appear preverbally. 

 

4.2 Discussion of postverbal objects with verbs of adding 
  
As noted above there are 10 clauses involving verbs of adding in which some or all of the 

objects appear postverbally.  The referents of the postverbal objects are brand-new, that 

is, new both to the discourse and to the hearer, and coded as lexical NPs, as opposed to 

pronominal ones.  Four of the 10 are mentioned again.  All 10 clauses exhibiting the 

(O)VO order appear in the middle of a section of text, rather than initiating or ending a 

section of text.  Finally, none of the verbs are negated.   

 

Turning now to their preverbal counterparts, although 25 of the 39 are brand-new (i.e. 

new to both the discourse and hearer), 13 are discourse-old, and four are coded as 

pronouns.  20 ─ just over half ─ are mentioned again.  These clauses appear in a variety 

of discourse positions: initiating or ending a chunk of text, and in the middle of a 

procedure.  Finally, one of the verbs is negated. 

 

There is no single property which is unique to the postverbal object NPs and which 

distinguishes them from their preverbal counterparts.  However, some of the preverbal 

objects have properties which are not found in the postverbal objects: the preverbal 

objects exhibit a range of activation statuses, whereas their postverbal counterparts are 

only brand-new; the preverbal objects appear in a range of discourse environments, 

whereas the postverbal objects only appear in a mid-section position; some preverbal 

objects are pronouns, whereas the postverbal ones are all lexical NPs.   

 

In summary, the clauses in which the postverbal objects appear introduce brand-new ─ 

and hence focal ─ referents into the discourse.  As noted above, all but one of these 

postverbal objects involve a measurement NP, and most of these consist of a 

measurement and a substance; hence the object NPs contain two pieces of focal 

information.  If focality is seen as a relative notion, these objects are ‘heavily’ focal. 

 

The verbs themselves, on the other hand, belong to the class of light verbs.  Verbs of 

adding are not only common in the recipe genre, where the majority of these instances 

occur, but can be predictable enough for the writer to omit them altogether.  For 

example, we have already discussed instances where verbs of adding are elided in 
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section 1.2.1 above.  Similarly, in the following sentence from chapter 85, a recipe for 

Punic porridge, the verb addo 'add' has been omitted: 

 

(41) eo casei recentis p  IIII mellis p S ouum unum 

 to.that:adv cheese:gen new:gen pound 4 honey:gen pound ½ egg:acc one:acc 

 ‘To that <add> 4lb of new cheese, ½lb of honey and one egg. (85) 

 

As noted above, these clauses introduce brand-new discourse referents at the point in 

the recipe or procedure at which they are relevant.  Verbs of adding, and in particular the 

verb addo 'add', can be seen as the recipe/procedure-equivalent of a presentative verb.  

Presentative constructions introduce an entity into the discourse, typically without 

making a comment about it.  Similarly, verbs of adding introduce an entity to a 

procedure without making a comment as to what to do with it other than to add it to 

some existing set of ingredients or to put the new entity into a vessel.   

 

In summary, we have direct objects which are ‘heavily focal’ in clauses whose verbs are 

relatively light.  The result is a VO order which, from a functional perspective, 

corresponds to a ‘more predictable → less predictable’ (or ‘less focal → more focal’ / ‘less 

rhematic → more rhematic’) arrangement.  It must be stressed, however, that there are 

many examples of the opposite order ‘less predictable → more predictable’ where brand-

new objects are placed before the verb.  As we will see, the crucial point here is that the 

postverbal objects are heavily focal.    

 

The question which must be addressed is what factor is motivating the postposing of 

these objects.  Is it the measurement, the lightness of the verb and its similarity to a 

presentative construction, or is it in order to achieve an arrangement within the clause of 

increasing focality/decreasing predictability, or a combination of factors?  Certainly 

measurements in De agricultura often appear after the verb; hence it may be that when 

a measurement is a direct object, it is obeying the rules of word order for measurements 

rather than those for direct objects.  Certainly too, presentative constructions in Latin, 

i.e. those which  introduce new entities into a discourse, often place the NP representing 

that referent in postverbal position (Pinkster 1990:183-184).  Finally, some researchers 

have argued that Latin word order is sensitive to the principles of Functional Sentence 

Perspective such that words are arranged in a theme-rheme order (e.g. Panhuis 1982); 

in support of this hypothesis, recall the exception in (36) where the object’s referent is 

discourse-old (and hence dedynamised and thematic) and is placed in the preverbal 

position, unlike its brand-new, contextually independent postverbal counterparts.   
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In order to determine what motivates the postposing of measurement NPs with light 

verbs, it is necessary to examine object postposing with verbs other than those of 

adding.  It will be seen that the postverbal objects of other light verbs have similar 

properties to those of verbs of adding. 

 

4.3 Other light verbs 
 

As noted above there are 45 instances of the (O)VO order in chapters 54-126, 128-155 

and 159-162.  Ten (24%) involve verbs of adding, which I have argued are light in the 

recipe/procedure context; a further 13 (31%) involve other light verbs, viz do 'give', 

sumo 'take’ as in ‘take half a pound of cheese, mix with honey' and facio 'make'.117  

These appear mainly in recipe chapters, but also in chapters detailing agricultural 

procedures, in lists of instructions relating to the management of the farm and in a list 

detailing terms for a contract between a farm owner and a contractor.  I deal with each 

verb below. 

 

4.3.1 Do 'give' 
 

The verb do 'give' appears 27 times in these chapters. In 22 cases the object precedes 

the verb, in four cases the object follows the verb, and in one case the verb appears 

between object NPs: 

 

Table 9 

 OV VO OVO Total 

do 'give' 22 4 1 27 
 

Of the five instances involving the (O)VO order, three involve object NPs identical to 

those discussed for verbs of adding: they are measurement NPs and the referent of the 

NP is brand-new, i.e. new to both the discourse and the reader/hearer.  The major 

difference between these instances of postverbal objects and those involving verbs of 

adding relates to the discourse environment in which the clause appears.  Whereas those 

involving verbs of adding appear mid-section, those involving do 'give' appear in a list or 

at a topic-shift boundary.  For example, sentence (42) below appears in a chapter which 

indicates what to feed cattle at different times of the year.  The chapter begins by 

                                          
117 Facio can also mean ‘do’; this discussion relates only to those instances of facio which mean ‘make’. 
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indicating what to feed cattle after sowing (i.e. at the end of December); the topic then 

turns to spring feeding: 

 

(42) ubi uerno dare coeperis modium glandis aut  

 when in.spring:adv give:inf begin:fqp:2ps modius:acc acorns:gen or  

 uinaceorum dato aut modium lupini macerati et feni p 

 wine.press.refuse:gen give:FI or modius:acc lupin:gen soaked:gen and hay:gen pound 

 XV   

 15   

 ‘When you begin to give [feed] in spring, give a modius of acorns or wine-press refuse or a modius of soaked 

lupins and 15lb of hay.’ (54.3) 

 

Note that the sentence begins with a subordinate clause which indicates the discourse 

topic of the next section of text.  This is the case with each instance of a postverbal 

object with do 'give': where the clause occurs at a topic-shift boundary, the first position 

of the clause is taken by a phrase or clause which indicates the discourse topic of the 

new section of text; where the clause occurs in a list, the list item organiser (the phrase 

which indicates what the list item is about) appears first (see section 1.3 above on 

discourse environments). 

 

There are two instances of the verb do 'give' with postverbal objects where the head of 

the object NP is not a measurement.  These are given below.  In (43), the object consists 

of a long list of NPs with a structure equivalent to the English phrase ‘three grains of 

salt’, where the head is a quantity (i.e. ‘grains’) modified by a number (‘three’) and a 

genitive indicating the ingredient ('of salt’);118 the final object, uini S III 'three S(extarii) 

of wine', however, is a measurement NP. 

 

                                          
118 The difference between these NPs and measurement NPs is that the latter has as its head what might 

be termed a ‘formal unit of measurement’ such as a foot, congius, sextarius and so on.  
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(43) si morbum metues sanis dato salis micas tres 

 if sickness:acc fear:fut:2ps healthy:dat give:FI salt:gen grains:acc three:acc 

 folia laurea III porri fibras III ulpici spicas III alii  

 leaves:acc bay:acc 3 leek:gen shreds:acc 3 leek:gen heads:acc 3 garlic:gen  

 spicas III turis grana tria herbae sabinae plantas tres 

 heads:acc 3 incense:gen grains:acc three:acc herb:gen Sabine:gen plants:acc three:acc 

 rutae folia tria uitis albae caules III fabulos albos III 

 rue:gen leaves:acc three:acc vine:gen white:gen stems:acc 3 beans:acc white:acc 3 

 carbones uiuos III uini S III 

 coals:acc live:acc 3 wine:gen sextarius 3 

 ‘If you fear sickness, to [cattle] while they are still healthy give three grains of salt, 3 bay leaves, 3 shreds of leek, 

3 heads of of leek, 3 heads of garlic, 3 grains of incense, 3 plants of the Sabine herb; three leaves of rue, 3 stems 

of the white vine, 3 white beans, 3 live coals, 3 sextarii of wine.’ (70.1) 

 

In the second sentence, (44), the object consists of a single NP, unum ouum gallinaceum 

crudum 'one raw hen’s egg' and comes after the verb dato 'give': 

 

(44) bos si aegrotare coeperit dato continuo ei unum ouum 

 ox:nom if ail:inf begin:fqp:3ps give:FI immediately:adv he:dat one:acc egg:acc 

 gallinaceum crudum 

 of.a.hen:acc raw:acc 

 ‘If an ox begins to ail, give him immediately one raw hen’s egg.’ (71.1) 

 

These sentences are the first in their chapters, and the chapters appear adjacently.  In the 

first sentence, the structure is as follows: the subordinate clause si morbum metues 'if you 

fear sickness' indicates the discourse topic of the chapter, viz, a remedy to stave off 

sickness.  The adjective sanis 'healthy' is contrastive (the instruction is to give the remedy 

to the cattle while they are still healthy; the next chapter, of which sentence (44) is the 

first sentence, gives a remedy for cattle that are already beginning to ail, hence, the 

adjective sanis '[while] healthy' contrasts with the instructions in the next chapter).  There 

then follows the verb and the objects indicating the remedy.  In other words, the verb 

intervenes between two sets of focal information: the contrastive sanis and the list of 

ingredients.  It is conceivable that in this case the verb has been placed medially to 

separate the two sets of focal information. 

 

The structure of sentence (44) is similar: the subordinate clause bos si aegrotare coeperit 

'if an ox begins to ail' indicates the topic of the chapter, viz a remedy for ailing cattle.  

There then follows the verb and the remedy, a raw hen’s egg.  The head of this object NP, 

ouum 'egg', is neither a measurement nor a quantity.  The motivation for placing the 

object after the verb here may be to maintain syntactic parallelism with sentence (43), 

with which it contrasts. 
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Turning now to the 22 cases where the objects of do 'give' precede the verb, with the 

exception of two clauses, the objects are not measurement NPs nor ingredients for which 

precise quantities are given.  The first exception appears in chapter 54 in which, as we 

have already seen, instructions are given on preparing, storing and giving feed to cattle.  

The chapter begins with how to prepare acorns and how much to give cattle.  The next 

section is given below and the relevant sentence is (45b).  In the first position of 

sentence (45b) is noctu 'at night' which contrasts with the phrase interdiu 'during the 

day' in the previous sentence.  There then follows the direct object feni p XXV '25lb of 

hay' and at the end of the clause the verb dato 'give' appears.  The topic of this section 

of text is hay and alternatives to hay as feed: there are instructions on how much to give 

the cattle (45b); what to give in place of hay (45c and 45d); instructions on how to store 

straw (45e) and finally an instruction to give this straw in place of hay (45f).  Note that 

these instructions are all in contrast to the simple instruction in (45a) that during the day 

the cattle should graze; in other words, in addition to the clear contrast between interdiu 

'during the day' and noctu 'at night', the verb pascito 'graze [them]' stands in contrast to 

the whole section from feni p XXV to pro feno dato: 

 

(45a) interdiu pascito 

 during.the.day:adv graze.FI 

 ‘During the day pasture [the oxen];’ 

(45b) noctu feni p XXV uni boui dato 

 at.night:adv hay:gen pound 25 one:dat ox:dat give:FI 

 ‘at night give 25lb of hay to each ox.’ 

(45c)  si fenum non erit, frondem iligneam et hederaciam dato. 

 ‘If there is no hay, give oak and ivy leaves.’ 

(45d)  paleas triticeas et hordeaceas, acus fabaginum, <de> uicia uel de lupino, item de ceteris frugibus omnia condito. 

 ‘Store wheat and barley chaff, bean husks, [the refuse] from vetch and lupins, likewise from all other crops.’ 

(45e) cum stramenta condes, quae herbosissima erunt in tecto condito et sale spargito; 

 ‘When you store straw, store the most grassy under cover and sprinkle with salt.’ 

(45f) deinde ea pro feno dato. 

 ‘Then give this in place of hay.’ (54.1-2) 

 

In this case, we might argue that feni p XXV '25lb of hay' appears early in the clause, 

rather than after the verb, because the genitive feni 'of hay' is performing a topic-

announcing function.  In chapter eight, I show that topic-announcing NPs come first ─ or 

at least  early ─ in the clause, particularly in topic-shift and listing environments.  Hence, 

it is highly possible that it is the topic-announcing function of the genitive feni 'of hay' 

which is motivating its early position in the clause.    
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The second instance of a preverbal object with do 'give' which involves a measurement 

appears in a chapter in which the relishes for the household are listed.  The whole 

chapter is given below.  The main list item organisers are oleae caducae 'dropped olives', 

oleum 'oil' and salis 'salt', each of which appear first in their clause.  The relevant 

sentence here is (46f).  The NP indicating the substance oleum 'oil' is coded not as a 

genitive depending on the measurement S I 'one S(extarius)', but as the accusative 

object of dato 'give'.  Hence, we have an accusative object in the canonical position for 

objects generally (i.e. preverbal) and a measurement in the canonical position for 

measurements generally (i.e. postverbal).  The regular position for the phrase indicating 

the entity which the list item is about is the first in the clause; hence it is not surprising 

to find oleum 'oil' in the first position and hence before its verb.  It is not clear, however, 

why we have a measurement (i.e. S I) in apposition to the object rather than as the head 

of an NP with the substance in the genitive.  Note that in the next sentence, the object, 

salis ... modium 'a modius of salt'  does have this structure. 

 

(46 a) pulmentarium familiae 

 relish:n/a household:dat 

 Dropped olives      

(46b)  oleae caducae quam plurimum  condito  

  olive:gen dropped:gen as.much.as.possible store:FI  

  ‘Store as much dropped olives as possible.’ 

(46c)  postea oleas tempestiuas unde  minimum olei fieri poterit 

  next olives:acc ripe:acc whence very.little oil:gen make:inf:pass can:fut:3ps 

  eas condito       

  they:acc store:FI       

  ‘Next, ripe olives whence very little oil can be made, store these.’ 

(46d)  parcito uti quam diutissime durent 

  save:FI so.that as.long.as.possible last:subj:3pp 

  ‘Save [them] so that they last as long as possible.’ 

(46e)  ubi oleae comesae erunt hallecem et acetum dato 

  when olives:nom eat:fqp:3ps fish.pickle:acc and vinegar:acc give:FI 

  ‘When the olives have been eaten, give fish pickle and vinegar.’ 

 Oil 

(46f)  oleum dato in menses unicuique S I 

  oil:acc give:FI in months:acc each.one:dat sextarius 1 

  ‘Oil, give 1 sextarius to each one per month.’ 

(46g) Salt        

  salis unicuique in anno modium satis est 

  salt:gen to.each.one:dat per year:abl modius:acc enough:indecl be:3ps 

  ‘A modius of salt for each one per year is enough.’ (58) 
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In summary, the objects of do 'give' behave much like the objects of verbs of adding.  

Where the object has as its head a measurement, it appears after the verb.  The two 

instances of postverbal objects which do not have measurement NPs as objects are 

nonetheless similar in that the objects indicate precise quantities of a substance or 

substances.  The two exceptions with respect to preverbal objects have in common the 

fact that the NP indicating the substance of the measurement NP is performing a 

discourse structuring function.  We can formulate a rule for the position of objects with 

respect to do 'give' as follows: 

 

Objects which have as their head a measurement or a quantity appear 
after the verb.  If the object ─ or any part of it ─ indicates a list item 
organiser or a new discourse topic, that object appears before the verb.  
All other objects appear before the verb. 

 

The rule accounts for the pre- or postverbal positioning of all objects bar that in sentence 

44 above in which, as has been suggested, the postposing of the object may be to 

maintain syntactic parallelism with the first sentence of the previous chapter (i.e. 43). 

 

4.3.2 Sumo 'take' 
 

The verb sumo 'take' is used in recipes and procedures in much the same way that ‘take’ 

is used in similar contexts in English:119 it is used to introduce an entity into the 

recipe/procedure which is referred to again in the following discourse.  It is similar to a 

presentative construction in this sense.  A presentative introduces an entity without 

making a comment on it; the verb sumo 'take' introduces an entity without indicating 

what to do with it.  There are 12 instances of sumo 'take' in these chapters, of which 4 

precede their object: 

 

Table 10 

 OV VO OVO Total 

sumo 'take' 8 4 0 12 
 

The rationale behind the pre- or postverbal positioning of objects is not entirely clear 

here.  Certainly, there are vestiges of the rules for verbs of adding and do 'give'.  For 

example, there is one instance where the object is a measurement NP; it occurs at a 

topic shift and occurs preverbally in keeping with the stated rules: 

 

                                          
119 E.g. ‘Take a pound of apples; peel and cook.’ 
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(47) aquae marinae q I ex alto sumito 

 water:gen sea:gen quadrantal 1 from deep:abl take:FI 

 quo aqua dulcis non accedit 

 whither water:nom fresh:nom neg reach:3ps 

 ‘Take 1 quadrantal of sea water from the deep where fresh water does not reach.’ (106.1) 

 

However, the distribution of pre- and postverbal objects does not uniformly follow the 

rules given for verbs of adding and do 'give'.  The OV pattern predominates, but there is 

no single feature which distinguishes between the objects that precede and those that 

follow the verb.  However, there are some features which are common to all of the 

postverbal objects: they are all lexical (whereas two of the preverbal objects are 

pronouns); they are all mentioned again in the subsequent text (as are their preverbal 

counterparts); they are predominantly discourse-new, but, if discourse-old, a topic shift 

intervenes between mentions (three of the preverbal objects are discourse-old but the 

mentions all occur within the same section of text).  

 

4.3.3 Facio 'make' 
 

There are 41 clauses with the verb facio 'make' in chapters 54-126, 128-155, 159-162.  

In four cases, the object follows the verb and in the remaining 37 cases the objects 

appear in the canonical preverbal position: 

 

Table 11 

 OV VO OVO Total 

facio 'make' 37 4 0 41 
 

As noted in section 1.4 above, many of the recipes and procedures begin with an 

introductory statement such as placentum sic facito 'make placenta pastry thus'.  In 

these introductory statements, the object of facio 'make' always appears first in its 

clause, and performs the function of indicating the discourse topic of the chapter/stretch 

of text.  Twenty-two of the OV instances of facio 'make' are of this type. 

 

Turning now to the objects which appear after their verb, the rules stated for verbs of 

adding and do 'give' do not apply here.  In fact, there is no single feature or set of 

features which distinguishes them from their preverbal counterparts.  However, some 

observations can be made.  They are all lexical (as opposed to pronominal) NPs and 

involve both discourse-new and discourse-old referents; the same is also true of the 

preverbal objects of facio.  They occur in a variety of discourse environments, in keeping 
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with their preverbal counterparts, but they are all mentioned in the subsequent context 

whereas not all preverbal objects’ referents are mentioned again. 

 

4.4 Conclusion 
  
Of the 42 clauses in chapters 54-126, 128-155, and 159-162 with postverbal objects, 23 

(55%)  involve the light verbs addo, indo, infundo, do, sumo and facio.  Although we can 

account for the distribution of objects with the verbs of adding and do 'give', there is no 

clear difference between the pre- and postverbal objects of sumo 'take' and facio 'make'.  

What does unify the postverbal objects’  referents and the phrases they appear in is that 

the head of the phrase is a lexical noun, rather than a pronoun, and they tend to be 

brand-new and hence focal.  However, these two features do not distinguish them from 

many of their preverbal counterparts generally.  

 

We now turn to the position of objects in chapters 127 and 156-158, the chapters which 

exhibit an above-average incidence of the (O)VO orders. 

 

5. The VO and OVO orders in chapters 127, 156, 157 and 158 

 

As noted earlier, of the 83 instances of postverbal objects in chapters 54-162, 38 

(47.5%) appear in  chapters 127 and 156-158.  This marks these chapters as unusual.  

We will now examine the distribution of postverbal objects in these chapters to see 

whether there is any similarity to the postverbal objects already discussed.  In this 

discussion, chapter 157 will be examined separately as it differs from the other three 

chapters in terms of (O)VO pattern. 

 

5.1 Chapters 127, 156 and 158 
 

The verbs addo 'add', indo 'put in', infundo 'pour in', do 'give', facio 'make' and sumo 

'take' appear 20 times in these chapters as follows, and in all but two cases the order is 

(O)VO: 
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Table 12 

 OV VO OVO Total 

addo 'add' 1 6 3 10 

indo 'put in' 0 1 0 1 

infundo 'pour in' 1 0 0 1 

do 'give' 0 2 0 2 

facio 'make' 0 1 0 1 

sumo 'take' 0 5 0 5 

Total 2 15 3 20 
 

The sentences with preverbal objects are given below.  In sentence (48), we have the 

verb infundito 'pour in' with a preverbal object whose head is a measurement, but the 

substance is not coded.  Recall that where the substance is discourse-old, there is some 

variability in terms of the position of the object: 

 

(48) tris minas in amphoram infundito 

 three:acc mina:acc in storage.jar:acc pour.in:FI 

 ‘Pour three minae120 [of pomegranates] into a storage jar.’ (127.1) 

 

The second example comes from chapter 158 and involves a negated verb.  There are 

two instances of ne addo 'do not add' in De agricultura, and in both cases the object 

precedes the verb: 

 

(49) oleum ne addideris 

 oil:acc neg add:perf:subj:2ps 

 ‘Do not add oil.’ (158.2) 

 

In these chapters, however, it is not only ingredients indicated by a measurement NP 

which appear after their verb.   In chapters 127 and 158, all clauses with an overt object 

exhibit the (O)VO pattern unless the verb is negative (49), or the object is a third person 

non-reflexive pronoun or the object is a measurement NP but the substance is zero-

coded (i.e. 48 above).  In chapter 156, all object NPs indicating substances to be 

consumed (e.g. sucum 'juice’), aqua mulsa 'honeyed water') and all second person and 

third person reflexive pronouns appear after their verb; object NPs denoting ingredients 

are placed after their verb unless they are third person (non-reflexive) pronouns or 

coded by a measurement NP (or have as their head a quantity such as paulum 'a little') 

                                          
120 A Greek measure, equivalent to around 433g. 
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but the NP denoting the substance is zero-coded.  Where there is more than one NP 

indicating an ingredient/substance in the clause, they are typically arranged on either 

side of the verb.  These observations account for 25 of the 28 clauses with overt objects 

in chapter 156; there are three counterexamples.  The first involves another light verb 

pono 'put'; in this case the referent of the object is the cup containing the ingredients, 

rather than the ingredients themselves: 

 

(50) postea ponito pocillum in sereno noctu 

 afterwards put:FI cup:acc in cloudless.sky:abl night:abl 

 ‘Afterwards, put a cup [of cabbage juicer, salt and cumin] [outside] when the sky is cloudless at night.’ (156.3) 

 

The final two involve the phrase aquam defundito 'pour off [i.e. discard] the water' where 

the object NP aquam 'water' appears before the verb: 

 

(51) aquam defundito 

 water:acc pour.off:FI 

 ‘Pour off the water’. (156.5) 

 

(52) postea aquam defundito non omnem  

 afterwards water:acc pour.off:FI not all:acc  

 ‘Afterwards, pour off the water, but not all.’ (156.7)  
 

 

It is interesting to note that the objects of a verb with the opposite meaning of ‘to add’ 

precede the verb whereas the objects of verbs of adding in these chapters consistently 

follow the verb.  There is, however, a clear difference between the two verbs.  Firstly, 

whereas verbs of adding are light in this context, verbs of pouring off or discarding are 

not; secondly, in terms of the information status of their objects in the recipe/procedure 

genre, the objects of a verb like ‘pour off/discard’ are most likely to be discourse-old; the 

objects of ‘add’ are likely to be discourse-new.   And this is indeed the case when looking 

at the distribution of the OV and (O)VO pattern with respect to ingredients in chapter 

156.   When the object indicates an ingredient (but not including substances to be 

consumed such as juice, honeyed water and so on and objects which are 

measurements/quantities but where the substance is zero-coded) and it is discourse-

new, it appears after the verb; when it is discourse-old it appears before the verb.   

 

In summary, in chapters 127, 156 and 158, there is a strong tendency for objects to 

follow their verbs; 31 (69%) of the 45 clauses with overt objects exhibit the (O)VO order.  

Generally, the object precedes its verb if the verb is negative, the object is a third person 
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(non-reflexive) pronoun or the object is a measurement NP (or an NP with a quantity as 

its head) and the substance is zero-coded.   

 

Whereas in chapters 54-126, 128-155 and 159-162 only certain NPs indicating 

ingredients tend to appear postverbally with verbs of adding, viz those which are 

measurement NPs indicating discourse-new referents, in these chapters nearly all NPs 

indicating discourse-new ingredients appear after the verb, whether they involve 

measurements or not. 

 

5.2 Chapter 157 
 

In chapter 157, there are 49 clauses with an overt verb and lexical object; of these 10 

(20%) exhibit the VO order (there are no examples of the OVO order).  Once again, 

verbs of adding and light verbs are involved. Five of the clauses with the VO order have 

the verbs addo 'add' and do 'give'; in addition one clause has the light verb habeo 'have'.  

The verbs indo 'put in', infundo 'pour in', facio 'make' and sumo 'take' do not appear in 

this chapter.  The final four examples of the VO order appear in clauses with two verbs 

with similar meaning, bibo 'drink', utor 'take’ in the sense of ‘consume', and also with 

tero 'crush': 

 

Table 13 

 OV VO OVO Total 

addo 'add' 1 1 0 2 

do 'give' 4 4 0 8 

habeo 'have' 3 1 0 4 

bibo 'drink' 0 1 0 1 

tero 'crush' 0 2 0 2 

utor 'take' 1 1 0 2 

Total 9 10 0 19 
 

The position of the object vis-à-vis the verb addo 'add' abides by the rules we have 

established.  The one instance of a preverbal object with this verb is a simple NP, not a 

measurement NP; the example with a postverbal object has the structure eo addo 'to 

that add': 
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(53) eo addito oleum bene et salis paululum et cuminum 

 to.that:adv add:FI oil:acc liberally and salt:gen little:acc and cumin:acc 

 et pollinem polentae 

 and finely.ground.powder:acc barley.meal:gen 

 ‘To that add oil liberally, a little salt and cumin and finely ground barley meal.’ (157.9) 

 

With do 'give', the rules do not apply.  Elsewhere in the text, the positioning of objects of 

do 'give' abides by the rule stated in 4.3.1 and, when they appear after the verb, involve 

brand-new discourse referents; in chapter 157 the objects of do 'give' have brand-new, 

accessible and active referents and do not follow the patterns established for their 

position vis-à-vis the verb elsewhere in the text.  

 

As for the instances of the VO order with bibo 'drink', habeo 'have', tero 'crush' and utor 

'take', none of the objects are measurement NPs, the objects are either brand-new or 

accessible, and the clauses appear both mid-section and at a subtopic shift.  It is not 

entirely clear why these objects have been postposed. 

 

In summary, the distribution of objects vis-à-vis the verb in chapter 157 differs both 

from chapters 127, 156 and 158, and chapters 54-126, 128-155 and 159-162.  

  

6. Conclusion: (O)VO in chapters 54-162 

 

In summary, in chapters 54-126, 128-155, 159-162, there are 42 instances of the (O)VO 

order.  These occur predominantly in recipe chapters.  Fifteen (35.7%) involve verbs of 

adding and do 'give' for which we have formulated rules to account for the positioning of 

the object vis-à-vis the verb.  A further eight (19%) of the examples of the (O)VO order 

appear in clauses with the light verbs sumo 'take’ as in ‘take half a pound of cheese' and 

facio 'make'.  However, the properties of the postverbal objects of these light verbs, 

namely that they are lexical and discourse- and hearer-new, do not distinguish them 

from many of their preverbal counterparts.  

 

In chapters 127, 156 and 158, the appearance of postverbal objects with verbs of adding 

and light verbs is even more marked: 90% exhibit the (O)VO order.  Indeed, the (O)VO 

pattern is common with all verbs, unless the verb is negative or the object is a third 

person non-reflexive pronoun or a measurement NP whose dependent genitive is zero-
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coded.121  The positioning of objects in chaper 157 is unusual and does not follow the 

patterns established elsewhere in the text. 

 

In total, verbs of adding and the other light verbs do 'give', sumo 'take' and facio 'make' 

account for 46 (57.5%) of the 80 instances of the (O)VO pattern in chapters 54-162 of 

De agricultura. 

 

We now turn to the position of objects in the first third of De agricultura. 

 

7. The VO and OVO orders in chapters 1-53 

 

Having examined the (O)VO pattern in chapters 54-162, we now turn to the distribution 

and features of these orders in the first third of De agricultura.  

 

There are 20 examples of the (O)VO order in the first third of De agricultura.  In four of 

the clauses, the verb is addo 'add' or coaddo 'add together'.  The first follows the now 

familiar rule for verbs of adding. It appears in chapter 23 in which instructions are given 

on how to handle the wine juice from the press.  Note that this is recipe-like in that it 

involves adding ingredients to achieve a given result.  There are two object NPs which 

have as their head a measurement or quantity; these are placed on either side of the 

verb:  

 

(54) partem quadragesimam addito defruti uel salis 

 part:acc fortieth:acc add:FI concentrated.wine.juice:gen or salt:gen 

 sesquilibram in culleum 

 one.and.a.half.pounds:acc per culleus:acc 

 'Add a fortieth part of concentrated wine juice or one and a half pounds of salt per culleus.' (23.2) 

 

The second sentence with addo 'add' involves the pattern eo addito 'to that add' which, as 

we have seen elsewhere, appears with postverbal objects.  Sentence (55) below appears 

in chapter 39 where instructions are given for making a paste to mend storage jars; once 

again, this is a recipe-like environment and involves adding ingredients to form a product: 

 

                                          
121 This is a somewhat simplified version of the situation; see section 5.1 for a full description. 
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(55) eo addito gypsum contritum, uti crassitudo fiat 

 to.it:adv add:FI gypsum:acc powdered:acc so.that consistency:nom be.made:subj: 3ps 

 quasi emplastrum. eo dolia sarcito. 

 as.if plaster:nom it:abl jars:acc mend:FI 

 'To that add powdered gypsum so that a consistency is achieved like plaster.  With that mend the jars.' (39.2) 

 

The third example of addo 'add' and the sentence with coaddo 'mix together' do not, 

however, abide by the rule.  In sentence (56), there is a list of fertilisers which can be 

added to the roots of vines that are unhealthy; in sentence (57) there are several 

‘ingredients’ which are mixed to form a paste which is used for waterproofing when 

grafting trees: 

 

(56) et circum capita addito stercus paleas uinaceas 

 and around butt:acc add:FI dung:acc chaff:acc wine.press.refuse:acc 

 aliquid horum quo rectius ualeat. 

 anything:acc these:gen which:abl better:adv thrive:subj:3ps 

 ‘And around the butt add dung, chaff, wine-press refuse, any of these things by which it might better thrive.’ (33.3) 

 

(57) argillam uel cretam122 coaddito harenae paululum et fimum bubulum 

 clay:acc or clay:acc add.together:FI sand:gen little and dung:acc of.cattle:acc 

 haec una bene condepsito,   

 these:acc together well knead:FI   

 'Mix together argilla or creta clay and a little sand and cattle dung.  Knead these together well.’ (40.2) 

 

There is one example of the verb do 'give' with the (O)VO pattern, which also does not 

abide by the rule.  This occurs in chapter 14 which details the terms of a contract 

between a farm owner and a building contractor to build a villa ‘from the ground up’.  

The chapter is given in its entirety here.  In this case, contrast may be the motivation 

behind the positioning of the objects (recall that contrast also appears to be involved in 

the positioning of objects in sentence 43).  In this chapter, Cato first lists everything that 

the faber 'builder' must build/provide as a list of accusatives in apposition to the pronoun 

haec 'these things' (58a).  He then lists what the dominus 'master' must provide: the 

necessary materials for this work and, in addition, a saw, plumb line and various other 

materials (serram I...terram unde lutum fiat) (58b).  In this division of responsibilities, it 

is arguable that the underlined, postverbal objects objects of do 'give' in (58b) are in 

contrast with the instructions for what the builder must provide in (58a).  In other words, 

the two lots of accusative lists share the property of being requirements for the building 

                                          
122 Argilla and creta are different types of clay, however Brehaut notes that it is not known what the 

distinction between the two types of clay is (Brehaut 1966:67). 
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of the property and differ in that one set is to be provided by the builder and the other by 

the master. 

 

(58a) uillam aedificandam si locabis nouam ab solo, faber haec faciat oportet:parietes omnes, uti iussitur, calce et 

caementis, pilas ex lapide angulari, tigna omnia quae opus sunt, limina, postes, iugumenta, asseres, fulmentas; 

praesepis bubus hibernas, aestiuas, faliscas, equile, cellas familiae, carnaria III, orbem, ahenea II, haras X, focum, 

ianuam maximam et alteram quam uolet dominus, fenestras, clatros in fenestras maioris, bipedalis X, lumina VI, 

scamna III, sellas V, telas iugales duas, luminaria VI, paullulam pilam ubi triticum pinsat I, fulloniam I, antepagmenta, 

uasa torcula II. 

 'For the contracting out of the building of a new farmstead from the ground up, the builder should do these things: all 

the walls, as he is directed, of lime mortar and small stones, supporting pieces of squared stone, all the building 

timbers that are needed, the threshold, the doorposts, the lintels, the beams, the supports, the winter stable for the 

oxen, the summer feeding racks in the Faliscan style, the horse stable, the rooms for the slaves, three racks 

suspended from the ceiling, a round pressboard, two bronze cauldrons, ten pens, a fireplace, a main entrance and a 

second one as the owner shall wish, windows, ten 2' lattices for the larger windows, six window shutters, three stools, 

five seats, two looms for togas, a small mortar in which to crush wheat, a fuller's mortar, the door fittings, two 

presses.' 

(58b) hae rei materiem et quae opus    sunt dominus praebebit 

 this:dat matter:dat material:acc and which:nom need:nom be:3ps master:nom provide:fut:3ps 

 et ad opus dabit serram I, lineam I, (materiam dumtaxat succidet, 

 and for work:acc give:fut:3ps saw:acc plumb.line:acc wood:acc only fell:fut:3ps 

 dolabit, secabit faciet-que conductor) lapidem calcem 

 hew:fut:3ps chop:fut:3ps fashion:fut:3ps contractor:nom stone:acc lime:acc 

 harenam, aquam, paleas, terram unde lutum fiat 

 sand:acc water:acc chaff:acc clay:acc whence mortar:nom be.made:subj: 3ps 

 'For this work, the master will provide the wood  and what is needed, and for the work will provide a saw, a plumb 

line, (the contractor will fell, hew, chop into shape and fashion the wood123), stone, lime, sand, water, chaff and clay 

from which mortar is made.' 

 

Finally, there is one clause with sumo 'take' and two with capio 'take' exhibiting the 

(O)VO order.  These all occur in chapter 40 ─ along with (57) above ─ in the instructions 

for grafting trees.  The object of sumo 'take' in (59), like its counterparts elsewhere in De 

agricultura, is discourse-new.  The objects of capio 'take' on the other hand are either 

discourse-old (60) or discourse-new but accessible (61).124  The sentence with sumo 

'take' appears to be presentative, as does sentence (61) with capio; in sentence 60, 

capio is used to reintroduce an entity into the discourse: 

                                          
123 Editors disagree on the correct interpretation of this 'aside'.  Goujard (1975) and Hooper (1934) take 

conductor to be the subject of all four verbs; Brehaut (1966) and Glare (1992) take the master to be 
the subject of succidet and dolabit, and the contractor to be the subject of secabit and faciet.  None 
provide an argument for their choice of interpretation.  The translation above follows that of Goujard 
and Hooper. 

124 This is the first mention of the branch that is to be grafted on to the tree. However, as the whole 
chapter is about grafting, its referent is inferentially accessible. 
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(59) sumito tibi surculum durum.   

 take:FI you:dat stick:acc hard:acc   

 'Take for yourself a hard stick.' (40.2) 

 

(60) capito tibi scissam salicem.     

 take:FI you:dat split:acc willow:acc     

 'Take for yourself the split willow.' (40.2) 

 

(61) postea capito tibi surculum, quod genus inserere uoles. 

 afterwards take:FI you:dat stick:acc which:acc type:acc graft:inf want:fut:2ps 

 'Afterwards take for yourself a stick, which type you want to graft.’ (40.3) 

 

It is notable that five (25%) of the 20 instances of the (O)VO order appear in chapter 40; 

one might wonder whether we have here a writer’s tic.  However, not all objects in this 

chapter appear after the verb: the (O)VO order appears with all light verbs ('take', 'add').  

In addition, sentence (62) with artio 'wedge in' also takes a postverbal object; note that 

this sentence has the structure eo artio 'into that wedge' similar to the eo addo 'to that 

add' structure discussed earlier: 

 

(62) eo artito surculum quem inserere uoles, 

 into.that:adv wedge.in:FI stick:acc which:acc graft:inf want:fut:2ps 

 'Into that wedge in the stick which you want to graft.' (40.3) 

 

In conclusion, eight of the instances of the (O)VO pattern in chapters 1-53 involve the 

same types of verb as their counterparts in chapters 54-162: verbs of adding and light 

verbs.  In addition to the eight, (62) above is similar to the eo addo 'to that add' structure 

found elsewhere in De agricultura with a postverbal object.  In other words nine (45%) of 

the 20 clauses exhibiting the (O)VO structure are similar to their counterparts elsewhere 

in the book. 

 

8. Discussion 

 

8.1 The distribution of the (O)VO order in chapters 1-53 versus 54-162 
 

We are now in a position to explain why the (O)VO order is more common in the last two-

thirds of De agricultura than in the first 53 chapters.  Firstly, as we have seen, the (O)VO 

order is associated strongly with verbs of adding, and the light verbs do 'give', facio 

'make' and sumo 'take'.  These verbs are far more common in chapters 54-162 than in 

chapters 1-53, hence the prevalence of the (O)VO order in chapters 54-162: 
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Table 14 

 Chapters 1-53 Chapters 54-162 Total 

addo with overt lexical object 13 26 39 

indo with overt lexical object 12 21 33 

infundo with overt lexical object 1 11 12 

do with overt lexical object 2 33 35 

sumo with overt lexical object 1 15 16 

facio 'make' with overt lexical object 29 106 135 
 

Secondly, in chapters 54-162 it is particularly in the recipe environment that these verbs 

appear with a postverbal object.  In chapters 1-53, on the other hand, although some  

chapters (notably chapter 23) have sections which give recipes or are recipe-like, there is 

only one chapter (chapter 24) which is wholly devoted to giving a recipe.  Hence the 

prevalence of the (O)VO order in chapters 54-162 reflects the much higher number of 

recipes in those chapters compared to the first third of the book. 

 

This may also explain why the rules established for verbs of adding and do 'give' in 

chapters 54-162 do not account for the distribution of all objects with these verbs in 

chapters 1-53.  In chapters 54-126, 128-155 and 159-162, these verbs appear mainly in 

recipe chapters.  In chapters 127, 156 and 158 (all recipe chapters) the same verbs 

appear with postverbal objects, but under an even wider set of conditions.  Chapter 157, 

as we have seen, is anomalous.  In chapters 1-53, on the other hand, the majority of 

these verbs appear in agricultural procedure environments, not recipe ones.  We have 

established a rule for verbs of adding and do 'give' which makes crucial reference to 

measurement NPs and NPs whose head is a quantity.  The rule may in fact reflect the 

relative importance of measurements and quantities in the recipe genre, hence does not 

reflect the properties of the mainly agricultural-procedure chapters in the first third of the 

book. 
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8.2 The properties of postverbal objects and their predicates in De 
agricultura 

 

There are 100 clauses in De agricultura with the (O)VO order.  Thirty-six (36%) of these 

postverbal objects appear with the verbs of adding and do,125 for which verbs we have 

established rules to account for the position of the object vis-à-vis the verb.  

 

In addition to the verbs of adding and do 'give', the light verbs facio 'make' and sumo 

'take' account for a further 15 of the postverbal objects.  A further eight clauses with 

postverbal objects have a main verb which also involves adding or is light: pono 'put', 

demitto 'put in', praebeo 'give/supply', coaddo 'add together', habeo 'have', capio 'take', 

facio 'do'.  Finally, there is a clause with the structure eo artio 'into that wedge' which is 

similar to the eo addo 'to that add' structure which consistently appears with postverbal 

objects: 

 

Table 15 

Light verbs Total with overt lexical postverbal object 

addo, indo, infundo, do, facio, sumo 51 

pono 'put' 1 

demitto 'put in' 1 

praebeo 'give/supply' 2 

coaddo 'add together' 1 

habeo 'have' 2 

capio 'take' 2 

facio 'do' 1 

eo artio 'into that wedge' 1 

 62 
 

Verbs of adding, giving and other light verbs account for 62 (62%) of the 100 instances 

of postverbal lexical objects in De agricultura.  The feature which the postverbal objects 

share is the activation of their referents.  The majority of the referents of the postverbal 

objects are brand-new, that is new to both the discourse and the reader/hearer: 

 

                                          
125 Note that addo 'add' and indo 'put in' are both derived from the verb do 'give': ad-do:  ad 'to' + do 

'give/put' = add; in-do: in 'in' + do 'give/put' = put in. 
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Table 16 

Verbs Brand-new Active Textually 
accessible 

Inferentially 
accessible 

Total 

addo 'add' 18 - - - 18 

indo 'put in' 3 - - - 3 

infundo 'pour in' 3 - - - 3 

do 'give' 11 1 - -  12 

facio 'make' 4 - 1 - 5 

sumo 'take' 9 - 1 - 10 

pono 'put' - - 1 - 1 

demitto 'put in' - - 1 - 1 

praebeo 'give/supply' 1 - - 1 2 

coaddo 'add together' 1 - - - 1 

habeo 'have' 1 - - 1 2 

capio 'take' - - 1 1 2 

facio 'do' - - 1 - 1 

eo artio 'into that 
wedge' 

- - - 1 1 

Total 51 1 6 4 62 
 

In total 51 (82%) of the 62 instances with these verbs involve brand-new discourse 

referents; 55 (88%) are discourse-new (i.e. brand-new or inferentially accessible) and 61 

(98%) of the discourse referents are not active (i.e. brand-new, inferentially or textually 

accessible).  The referents of the postverbal objects of addo, indo and infundo are 

invariably brand-new; the one instance of do 'give' with a textually accessible referent 

appears in chapter 157 which, as we have seen does not pattern like the other chapters.  

The referents of sumo 'take' and facio 'make' are predominantly brand-new; the instance 

of a textually accessible referent with sumo is separated from its previous mention by six 

sentences and a topic shift. 

 

8.3 Explanation of the rules for verbs of adding and do 'give' 
 

Thirty-six of the clauses with postverbal objects involve the verbs of adding and do 'give'.  

We have established rules to account for the position of the object with these verbs.  The 

rules are repeated below: 
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Verbs of adding 
Objects which are measurement NPs appear after these verbs, unless their 
sentence coincides with the first step in the procedure or with a subtopic 
shift; where there is more than one such measurement NP in the clause, 
the verb is placed medially between them.  If the substance is zero-coded, 
the measurement may appear before or after the verb.  In addition, 
clauses with the structure eo addo... 'to that add...' or addo eo 'add to 
that...' have postverbal objects.  All other objects are placed before the 
verb.  
Do 'give' 
Objects which have as their head a measurement or a quantity appear 
after the verb.  If the object  or any part of it is performing a discourse 
structuring function (viz, indicating a list item organiser or a new discourse 
topic), that object appears before the verb.  All other objects appear before 
the verb. 

 

The predictive power of the rules is shown below: 

 

Table 17 

Chapters 1-53 (O)VO ─ predicted by rule (O)VO ─ not predicted by rule Total 

addo 2 1 3 

indo - - - 

infundo - - - 

do 0 1 1 

Total 2 2 4 
 

Table 18 

Chapters 54-162 (O)VO ─ predicted by rule (O)VO ─ not predicted by rule Total 

addo 12 3 15 

indo 3 0 3 

infundo 3 0 3 

do 6 5 11 

Total 24 8 32 
 

For chapters 1-53, the rules account for only half of the examples.  Both 

counterexamples involve the verb being followed by, or appearing in the middle of, a 

long lists of items (56 and 58).  Similarly, in chapters 54-162, one of the 

counterexamples with addo 'add' has the verb followed by a long list of ingredients (31).  

A further counterexample with addo 'add' has as its object an NP whose head is a 

quantity with a genitive of substance, cumini paululum 'a little of cumin', which is similar 

to the measurement NP structure.  The counterexamples with do 'give' include sentence 

(44), which may exhibit the VO order for the purposes of syntactic parallelism with 

sentence (43).  The final four appear in chapter 157 which, as we have seen, is 
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anomalous.  If these latter five instances with do 'give' are removed from the reckoning, 

the rules explain 89% of all postverbal objects with these verbs in chapters 54-162. 

 

In explaining the rules, the first issue to be addressed is whether it is the object NPs 

which are postposed or the verb preposed.  In many traditional grammars of Latin, much 

attention is given to the position of the verb, divided between those instances when the 

verb is in first position, medial in the clause or at the end of the clause.  As Pinkster 

notes, “...the grammars give so many different possible reasons for placement of the 

finite verb in the first position that any individual instance can be explained” (Pinkster 

1990:178).  However, a common explanation for this position is that it serves to 

emphasise or stress the verb.  For example, Kühner-Stegmann note that a stressed verb 

is placed at the beginning of its clause in commands/requests/invitations in which the 

verb is the most important element; it also appears in this position when during the 

course of a narrative an unexpected event occurs which is seen as in contrast to the 

preceding discourse; it appears in this position when the sentence in which it appears is 

explanatory; finally, it may appear in this position to resume a previous mention of the 

verb or a related concept from the previous context, thereby establishing a close 

connection between the two sentences (Kühner-Stegmann 1955:598-599).  Marouzeau 

(1938) gives a raft of explanations for the clause-initial position of the verb, including 

preposing to focus attention on the “grammatical function” of the verb (i.e. tense, mood, 

voice and so on), preposing when the verb “introduit une série de termes soit groupés 

dans une énumération” (Marouzeau 1938:54), with verbs of will, certainty, strong 

affirmation, and when the verb contrasts with the preceding context, for dramatic or 

unexpected events.  Hofmann-Szantyr (1965:403) similarly give a range of explanations, 

including its use in Caesar to interrupt the progress of a narrative.  

 

Turning to our examples, we have claimed that verbs of adding are light in the recipe 

context; they are so predictable in this context that they can be omitted (see sentence 

41).  Hence, it is unlikely that the verb has been preposed because it is the most 

important element, indicates an unexpected event,126 is explanatory, to focus attention 

on the verb’s tense or aspect127 and, given that these examples appear in recipe and 

recipe-like environments, we cannot say that the verb is preposed to indicate 

discontinuity within narrative.  In other words, it does not seem likely that the verbs of 

adding have been preposed in order to stress or emphasise them.  Marouzeau’s 
                                          
126 Note that this is a reference to an unexpected event in the narrative genre. 

127 These verbs are imperatival; most verbs in De agricultura are imperatival, so there is surely no need 
to highlight the mood of verbs of adding. 
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observation that a verb is preposed when it introduces a series of terms, however, does 

describe the two exceptions to the rule in chapters 1-53, and one exception in chapters 

54-162 with the verb addo 'add' (i.e.  those exceptions in which a verb of adding is 

followed by a list of several ingredients).  Marouzeau notes that verbs are sometimes 

placed in initial position under this circumstance; we could equally say that a long list of 

items is placed after verb. 

 

As we have stated, the verbs of adding are light, especially compared to the 

measurement NP objects, which we have described as ‘heavily focal’, i.e. containing two 

pieces of focal information, viz the measurement and the substance.   The sentences are 

thus structured so that the heavily focal object (or any part of it) appears in the last 

position of the clause.  As Pinkster states that the finite verb often occupies this position, 

but “The grammars point out that the final position can also be used in order to 

emphasise certain constituents” (Pinkster 1990:178), particularly elements which carry 

the focus of the sentence.  This is indeed the case here.  However, not all focal elements 

appear in this position after verbs of adding: only those which are ‘heavily focal’, viz 

objects consisting of measurement NPs.  Hence it seems more likely that it is not the 

verb which has been preposed for stress, emphasis or the like, but that the object NP(s) 

has/have been postposed for emphasis as they are heavily focal.  In support of this, 

recall that when the substance referent of the measurement NP is discourse- and hearer-

old (i.e. zero-coded) in all but one case the object measurement NP appears before the 

verb.  In other words, when the measurement NP is less focally loaded, it appears in the 

canonical preverbal position.   

 

This may also explain three exceptions to the rules involving verbs of adding or do 'give' 

followed by an object consisting of a list of NPs denoting ingredients.  Throughout De 

agricultura, there are nine instances of these verbs where the object consists of three or 

more NPs.  In only one instance do the object NPs appear before the verb; in six cases 

the object NPs all appear after the verb and in two cases the verb appears between the 

object NPs.  The objects in these clauses are ‘heavily focal’, denoting a relatively long list 

of entities, and the object NPs are either placed late in the clause or on either side of the 

verb. 

 

In summary, with verbs of adding and do 'give' in the recipe genre, we are claiming that 

when the object NP is heavily focal, by virtue of containing a large amount of focal 

information, the object NPs are positioned after or around the verb.  In support of this 

conclusion we note that their less focally loaded counterparts appear in the canonical 
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preverbal position.  The result is a verb phrase which, although all focal (i.e. both the 

verb and the ingredients constitute new, focal information), exhibits an arrangement 

such that the more predictable element in the context – the verb128 – appears before the 

less predictable information in the context – the object.  Naturally, where the objects NPs 

are arranged on either side of the verb, the arrangement results in the less predictable 

information appearing on either side of the more predictable element of the phrase, the 

verb.    

 

It is important to note that the rules and explanation for them make recourse to a 

number of factors: the genre (i.e. the recipe genre), the lightness of the verb in that 

genre, the information status and relative focality of the object NPs’ referents, and the 

position of the clause in the discourse.   In addition, contrast may also play a part.  In 

other words, any attempt to explain the position of objects with verbs of adding and do 

'give' must take into account not only the information status of the object NPs’ referents, 

but also genre and discourse-structure factors. 

 

8.4 Explanation of other light verbs: sumo/capio 'take' and facio 'make' 
 

In addition to the 36 clauses exhibiting the (O)VO order involving the light verbs addo 

'add', indo 'put in', infundo 'pour in' and do 'give', there are a further 12 clauses involving 

the light verbs sumo 'take' and capio 'take' and a further five with facio 'make'.  As we 

have said, the verbs sumo and capio are very similar to presentational constructions.129  

Lambrecht summarises the function of presentational constructions as follows: 

 

The basic communicative function of such sentences is not to predicate a 
property of an argument but to introduce a referent into a discourse, often 
(but not always) with the purpose of making it available for predication in 
subsequent discourse. (...) The newly introduced referent, rather than 
being depicted as participating in some action, event or state, is merely 
made available for predication in subsequent clauses by being raised into 
the addressee’s consciousness. 

(Lambrecht 1996:177) 

 

This description characterises the function of clauses with sumo and capio 'take' in De 

Agricultura: they introduce (or reintroduce) a referent into a procedure, not only without 

                                          
128 Recall that verbs of adding in the recipe genre are predictable enough to be omitted. 

129 A major difference between a presentational construction and the verbs sumo 'take' and capio 'take' is 
that in the former, the NP denoting the new referent is typically a subject (or subject-like) whereas in 
the latter the NP is an object.  However, we note that presentational constructions are not in any way 
restricted to subjects (see footnote 130). 
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“predicating a property” of them, but – and as is relevant in the recipe/procedural 

context – without indicating what to do with that referent.  In terms of their activation, 

none of the referents of postverbal objects of sumo and capio are active, and they are all 

referred to again in the subsequent discourse.  In other words,  the object  NPs’ referents 

are newly   (re-)introduced and thus available for mention in the next instruction. 

 

In Functional Grammar, referents introduced into the discourse by such constructions130 

are labelled New Topics;131 Dik notes that NPs introducing New Topics have: 

 

a strong preference for taking a relatively late position in the clause.  Even 
in languages which normally place a Subject in initial position, NewTop 
Subjects typically take a later position, sometimes at the very end of the 
clause.  

(Dik 1997 1:316). 

 

This is the case here: the object NPs in these presentational-like constructions appear 

late in the clause, viz after the verb.132   However, it should be noted that placing the 

objects of sumo late in the clause is not obligatory.  Sumo appears 19 times in De 

agricultura; in 10 cases the objects appear after the verb and in nine cases before.  

Capio, on the other hand, appears only twice with the meaning of ‘take’; in both cases 

the objects appear after the verb.    

 

In summary, we are claiming that clauses with sumo and capio function very much like, 

if not identically to, presentational constructions.  They introduce non-active referents 

into the  discourse.  The clauses do not predicate a property of the referent – or, as is 

relevant in the procedural genre, indicate what to do with the referent – but simply set 

the referent up for subsequent mention in the following discourse.  As is common in such 

constructions, the NP denoting the new referent optionally appears after the verb. 

 

Turning now to the postverbal objects with facio 'make', it is not entirely clear why these 

objects appear after the verb, whereas when facio means ‘do’, the objects typically 

                                          
130 The constructions include existential or locative-existential constructions (“Once upon a time there was 

an elephant named Jumbo”) and predicates which indicate “appearing on the scene” (“Suddenly, right 
before our very eyes, there appeared a huge elephant.”) (Dik 1997, vol 1:315-316). 

131 New Topics combine both focal and topical properties: “They are topical in that they introduce a topical 
entity into the discourse, focal in that they introduce this entity into the discourse” (Dik 1997, vol 
1:316, original emphasis). 

132 Pinkster observes that Latin sentences with esse 'to be' (i.e. presentational sentences) often occur with 
their subject in final position (Pinkster 1990:184). 
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appear before the verb.133  Certainly, like the referents of objects of sumo and capio, 

these referents are brand-new or accessible and are mentioned again in the subsequent 

discourse; hence these clauses may be considered presentational-like.  However, these 

are unlike instances with capio and sumo in that along with introducing a new referent 

into the discourse, the clause also indicate what to do with it (i.e. make it).  We simply 

note at this point that of the five instances when the verb facio appears with a postverbal 

object, in four of these cases the verb means ‘make’, not ‘do’. 

 

8.5 Explanation of the (O)VO order in general 
 

So far we have established that with the verbs of adding and do 'give', postverbal objects 

tend to be heavily focal and that the verbs themselves are light and less 

newsworthy/focal/unpredictable than the referents of their objects.  We have further 

suggested that clauses involving sumo and capio are presentational-like: they introduce 

new referents into the discourse without indicating what to do with them.  Recall that the 

same is more or less true of verbs of adding: they introduce new referents into a 

mixture, without saying what else to do with them.  What is common to all of these 

clauses is that although the whole verb phrase indicates focal information, the referents 

of the object NPs are more focal – or newsworthy – than the action indicated by the 

verb.134   

 

Verbs of adding, do, sumo, capio and facio 'make' account for 51 (51%) of the 100 

clauses with postverbal objects.  When we examine the remaining 49 clauses exhibiting 

the (O)VO order, we find that these often involve object NPs which contain relatively 

heavy focal information.  For example, 12 of the clauses have objects which involve 

quantities and measurements which, as we have said, involve two pieces of focal 

information (the quantity and the substance); a further three have objects which list a 

number of items, again resulting in a heavily focal object.  In a further two instances, we 

have highly newsworthy objects in a clause whose verb is arguably predictable: in (63) 

and (64) the verb is sero 'sow' and the objects indicate crops to be sown.  The sentences 

appear in a chapter giving instructions on what crops to sow in what type of soil.  At the 

                                          
133 Adams (1995) makes the same comment about the VO order with  facio 'make' in Pelagonius’ Ars 

ueterinaria. 

134 Cabrillana notes that in her corpus from Cicero's Epistulae ad Atticum, a “relevant number of cases” of 
the VO order involve a copulative verb such as sum 'be'; she notes that, “In some cases the 
information contained in these verbs is far less than that of other types of verbs; in other words, a 
certain de-dynamisation in the case of verbs such as sum is observed” (Cabrillana 1996:381).  This is 
essentially the case with the light verbs here: they are less informationally loaded than other verbs ─ 
and especially compared to their objects. 
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point at which the sentences exhibiting the (O)VO structure appear,  the verbs sero 'sow' 

and consero 'sow' have already appeared seven times; hence, the notion of ‘sowing’ is 

already well established.  The most  newsworthy elements in the clause are, therefore, 

not the verb of sowing, but the list of crops and the location.  The objects appear on 

either side of the relatively predictable verb, producing an OVO structure: 

 

(63) circum coronas et circum uias ulmos serito 

 around embankments:acc and around roads:acc elms:acc sow:FI 

 et partim populos     

 and a.few poplars:acc     

 ‘Around embankments and around roads, sow elms and a few poplars’ (6.3) 

 

(64) sicubi in iis locis ripae aut locus umectus 

 wherever in these:abl places:abl riverbanks:nom or place:nom wet:acc 

 erit ibi cacumina populorum serito et arundinetum 

 be:fut:3ps there shoots:acc poplars:gen sow:FI and reed.thicket:acc 

 ‘Wherever in these places there are riverbanks ora  wet place, there sow poplar shoots and a reed thicket.’ (6.3) 

 

In total, 67 of the clauses exhibiting the (O)VO structure involve verbs which are light 

and/or predictable in their context; in 73 cases the object is heavily focal and/or more 

newsworthy/unpredictable than the verb; in 48 cases the construction is presentative-like: 

 

Table 19 

 Object heavily focal / most 
newsworthy element of 
focal information 

Light verb Presentative-like Predictable verb Total 

Verbs of adding Yes Yes Yes Yes 36 
Do 'give' Yes Yes   5 
Sumo/capio 'take' Yes Yes Yes  12 
Facio 'make'  Yes   5 
Sero 'sow' Yes   Yes 2 
Other verbs ─ object 
involves measurements / 
quantities 

Yes Yes (4) / 
No135 

  12 

Other verbs ─ object is a 
list of NPs 

Yes    3 

Other light verbs Yes Yes   3 
 73 65 48 38 78 
 

For the light verbs addo 'add', indo 'put in', infundo 'pour in' and do 'give', we have 

established that, in the absence of discourse-structuring requirements, heavily focal 

objects appear after the verb.  For the other verbs, however, no such rules can be given 

to account for the pre- versus postverbal positioning of objects.  What is clear, however, is 

                                          
135 Four of these involve the light verbs praebeo 'give/supply', coaddo 'add together', demitto 'put', and 

habeo 'have'. 
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that the same types of objects and the same types of verbs figure prominently in the 

instances of the (O)VO order.  However, it should be noted that with many verbs (i.e. 

verbs other than those of adding and do 'give') we equally find preverbal objects which 

are heavily focal and/or the most newsworthy element in the phrase.  We can conclude 

that the option of postposing such objects, perhaps because of their being heavily 

focal/newsorthy, is exploited particularly with light or predictable verbs.  

 

9. Pronominal objects 

 

One point on which most researchers of Latin agree is that pronouns tend to come early 

in the clause (Pinkster 1990).  This is certainly the case in De agricultura: there are 107 

clauses where the object is coded as a pronoun.  In 102 (95%) of these clauses, the 

pronominal object precedes the verb and in only five cases does the pronoun follow its 

verb: 

 

Table 20 

 OV VO Total 

Object pronoun 102 5 107 
 

The object pronouns which appear before the verb are third person demonstratives (i.e. 

is-ea-id136 'he, she, it', hic 'this', ille 'that') or the definitive pronoun idem 'same'. The 

object pronouns which appear after the verb are the reflexive pronoun sese 'himself, 

herself, itself, themselves', the second person pronoun te 'you (accusative)' and its 

reflexive form te 'yourself' and, finally, the intensive pronoun ipse 'self'.   

 

We can conclude that the distribution of object pronouns which are arguments of a main 

verb is regular: they appear before the verb unless they are second person,137 (third 

person) reflexive or the intensive pronoun ipse 'self'.  

 

                                          
136 This demonstrative pronoun also functions as the third person personal pronoun. 

137 Indeed, there is a tendency generally for second person pronouns which are arguments of the main 
verb to appear after the verb; for example, the second person dative pronoun tibi 'to/for you(rself)' 
appears eight times as an argument of the main verb and in each case appears after its verb. 
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10. Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, we have established that direct objects in De agricultura appear before 

their verb in the vast majority of cases.   In total, there are 821 clauses with overt 

objects (both lexical and pronominal); in 716 (87.2%) of these clauses, the object 

appears before the verb.  If we examine just those 714 clauses with lexical objects, in 

614 (86%) of these clauses, the object appears before the verb; in 81 (11.3%) the 

object appears after the verb, and in 19 (2.7%) clauses the verb appears between object 

NPs: 

 

Table 21 

 OV VO OVO Total 

Lexical objects 614 (86%) 81 (11.3%) 19 (2.7%) 714 

Pronominal objects 102 (95.3%) 5 (4.7%) - 107 

Total 716 (87.2%) 86 (10.5%) 19 (2.3%) 821 
 

Recall that chapters 127, 156 and 158 had an above-average number of clauses with the 

OVO and VO orders.  Recall further that the patterns in 157 did not correspond to those 

in the rest of that section.  If we remove these chapters from the reckoning the figures 

for lexical objects are as follows: 

 

Table 22 

 OV VO OVO Total 

Lexical objects 565 (90.11%) 48 (7.65%) 14 (2.23%) 627 
 

As noted earlier, Givón (2001:273) asserts that in rigid-order languages the dominant 

word order pattern occurs in at least 80-90% of cases.  As shown in Table 21, 87.2% of 

clauses with overt objects exhibit the OV (or 86% of clauses with lexical objects).  If we 

remove the unusual chapters (127 and 156-158) from the overall figures as shown in 

Table 22, we have just over 90% of all clauses with a lexical object exhibiting the OV 

order.  These figures suggest that OV is the basic order for these elements.  

Furthermore, the figures suggest that with respect to the position of the verb and object, 

word order in De agricultura is rigid, rather than flexible. 

 

In this chapter, we have also examined exceptions to the basic order, and found that 

these mainly involve objects whose referents are 'heavily focal' and/or presentative 

and/or are objects of a light verb.  On the other hand, clauses with highly topical 
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referents (i.e. those with pronominal objects) overwhelmingly exhibit the basic, OV 

order.  Clearly, word order patterns are at least in part determined by topicality and 

focality.  However, the postposing of focal information is not a regular pattern: there are 

many preverbal objects whose referents are focal.  What we can assert is that the option 

of placing an object after its verb is mainly taken when the verb is light and the object 

heavily focal.   

 

In the next chapter, we will examine the position of subjects and verbs.  It will be shown 

that the position of these elements is also so regular as to be fixed, not flexible, and that 

focality is involved in exceptions to the basic pattern. 
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Chapter VII 
 

 The position of S and V 
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1. Introduction: the position of subjects 

 

Subjects138 are relatively rare in De agricultura as the majority of verbs are imperatival 

with an understood second or third person subject.  There are only 222 main clauses with 

an overt subject NP.139  Of these, 43 clauses (19.37%) have pronominal subjects. In all 

cases, pronominal subjects appear before their verb, typically in the first position of the 

clause. 

 

In chapters 1-53 ─ the first third of the book─ there are 69 main clauses with overt lexical 

subjects.  Of these, in 62 clauses (89.85%) the subject NP appears before the verb;  in six 

clauses (8.7%), the subject NP follows the verb; in one clause (1.45%), the verb appears 

between subject NPs: 

 

Table 1 

 Chapters 1-53 

 Number of clauses Percentage of total 

S-V 62 89.85% 

V-S 6 8.7% 

S-V-S 1 1.45% 

Total 69 100% 
 

In chapters 54-162 ─ the second two thirds of the book─ the figures are very similar.  

There are 110 main clauses with overt lexical subjects.  In 102 clauses (92.72%) the 

subject NP precedes the verb;  in seven clauses (8.37%) the subject NP follows the verb; 

in one clause, subject NPs are arranged on either side of the verb: 

 

                                          
138 In this discussion, I consider only main clauses containing subject NPs with an overt head noun; 

sentences with a clausal subject are not dealt with. 

139 As discussed earlier with respect to objects (see footnote ?), verbs are customarily viewed as having 
only one subject.  Where a subject consists of coordinated NPs (e.g. Oxen and sheep should be cared 
for), these coordinated NPs are assumed to be daughter nodes of the subject NP.  The distinction 
between mother and daughter-node subject NPs is not relevant to this study and I use the terms 
'subject' and 'subject NP' to refer to subjects at either level of the phrase structure.  However, where a 
verb has coordinated (daughter-node) subject NPs, these terms necessarily refer to the daughter-node 
NPs.  Further, for the sake of brevity, I use the abbreviation SVS for cases where the daughter-node 
NPs appear on either side of the verb, but stress that I am not suggesting that the verb has more than 
one mother-node subject.  
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Table 2 

 Chapters 54-162 

 Number of clauses Percentage of total 

S-V 102 92.72% 

V-S 7 6.36% 

S-V-S 1 0.9% 

Total 110 100% 
 

The figures for the whole book are given below. 

 

Table 3 

 Chapters 1-162 

 Number of clauses Percentage of total 

S-V 164 91.62% 

V-S 13 7.26% 

S-V-S 2 1.12% 

Total 179 100% 
 

In total, 91.62% of all main clauses in De agricultura with an overt lexical subject exhibit 

the SV order.  Recall Givón's assertion that the dominant word order pattern in rigid 

word-order languages appears in 80% to 90% of cases (Givón 2001:273).  The figures 

for the position of subjects with respect to verbs in De agricultura suggest not only that 

SV is the basic order, but that the order of subject and verb is largely syntactically 

determined.   

 

With so few examples of postverbal subjects, little can be said about them.  However, we 

can make a few observations.  In the next sections, I briefly discuss some of the 

properties of these VS-ordered clauses, first those appearing in chapters 1-53, then 

those in chapters 54-162.  As we will see, the properties of the clauses containing 

postverbal subjects show some similarity to those with postverbal objects. 

 

2. The position of subjects in chapters 1-53 

 

As noted above, there is one clause exhibiting the SVS order and six exhibiting a VS 

order in chapters 1-53 of De agricultura.  Four of the VS-ordered clauses contain the 

verb esse 'to be'.  For example, in (1) below, the subject NPs of the main clause verb 

sunt 'are' both appear after the verb; their referents are new to the discourse and the 

clause is presentative: 
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(1) ibidem sunt nuces bimae inde semen excidet 

 thereon be:3pp cones:nom two.year.old:nom whence seed:nom fall:fut:3ps 

 et anniculae 

 and one.year.old:nom 

 'Thereon [on the pine tree] are two-year-old cones, whence the seed falls, and one-year-old.' (17.2) 

 

A further two examples involve the phrase esse tempus  'The time [to do something] is...'.  

These are the only examples of this construction in main clauses and in each case the 

subject tempus 'time' appears after the verb esse 'to be'.  Sentence (2) below gives one of 

these examples: 

 

(2) si uoles de faece demere uinum 

 if want:fut:2ps from lees:abl remove:INF wine:acc 

 tum erit ei rei optimum tempus 

 then be:fut:3ps that:dat thing:dat best:nom time:nom 

 'If you want to remove wine from the lees, then it will be the best time for that.' (26.1) 

 

In the final example, we have the order verb-subject-predicate;140 this is the only instance 

of this order in chapters 1-53 of De agricultura.141  This example appears in chapter 25 in 

which Cato gives instructions on wine-making.  He directs that the refuse from the wine 

press (i.e. the grape skins and seeds) be stored and given to the oxen in winter.  He then 

suggests that one can take some of the refuse and soak it, then this lorea 'after-wine' can 

be given to the slaves (the 'household') to drink: 

 

(3) erit lorea familiae quod bibat 

 be:fut:3ps after.wine:nom household:dat which:acc drink:subj:3ps 

 'The after-wine will be [something] for the household to drink.' (25.1) 

 

In each of these clauses, the referent of the postverbal subject NP(s) has not yet been 

mentioned, hence is discourse-new, and the verb is light.  Further, although in these 

sentences the whole VP is focal, the subject ─ and the predicative elements, if any ─ carry 

the most important elements of the focal information.  Hence we have the postposition of 

                                          
140 The term 'predicate' here is intended to mean a predicative complement such as a noun (It is a ball) or 

an adjective (It is bitter). 

141 Adams (1994) examined the order of subject, predicate and the verb esse 'to be' in the first 50 
chapters of De agricultura.  He found that the order subject-predicate-esse appears 68 times; subject-
esse-predicate five times; predicate-subject-esse 10 times, predicate-esse-subject two times, esse-
subject-predicate once and esse-predicate-subject not at all.  Note, however, that these figures include 
both main and subordinate clauses and pronominal subjects (including relative pronouns). 
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focal information.  In other words, we have a situation very similar to that with postverbal 

objects, where they are heavily focal or convey the most important elements of the focal 

information. 

 

The final three clauses exhibiting the (S)VS order, however,  involve verbs which are not 

light: conuenio 'be suitable', eximo 'remove' and exsugo 'draw out moisture'.  The 

clauses in which these examples appear do not share any obvious features, and it is 

unclear why the subject is postposed. 

 

3. The position of subjects in chapters 54-162 

 

Of the eight instances of the (S)VS order in these chapters, four involve the intransitive 

verb accedere 'to be added'.  Throughout the whole of De agricultura, accedere 'to be 

added' appears as a main clause verb five times and, in each case, the subject is focal.  

With these examples, there are vestiges of the rules for the position of objects with verbs 

of adding.  All instances of accedere exhibiting the VS or SVS order have as their subject 

either measurement NPs or the subject consists of three or more NPs.  In other words, 

the subject NP is 'heavily focal'.  This accounts for all four examples of the (S)VS order 

with accedere in chapters 54-162.  For example, in (4) below, the subject of accedit 'is 

added' consists of two NPs, each with a measurement as their head.  These subject NPs 

appear after the verb: 

 

(4) in M CC accedit oleae salsae M V 

 for.each modii 200 is.added:3ps olives:gen salted:gen modii five 

 olei puri p VIIII    

 oil:gen pure:gen pounds 9    

 'For each 200 modii [of oil] is added five modii of salted olives and nine pounds of pure olive oil.' (144.5) 

 

Recall that verbs of adding featured prominently in our discussion of postverbal objects; 

in that case, I argued that the verbs are light in the recipe context, this being the context 

in which these verbs typically appear.  In this case, we have a verb of adding appearing 

mainly in chapters giving the terms for legal contracts between the farm owner and other 

parties.  Here, accedere 'to be added' indicates items or money which are to be given in 

addition to the contract price, i.e. 'extras'.  It is not clear that in the legal context this 

verb is light.  However, it is manifestly clear that the entities introduced by the subject of 

the verb, viz the money or entities to be given/paid, are 'heavily focal' as that term is 

defined in the discussion on postverbal objects. 
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A further example of the VS order appears in chapter 157, one of the “cabbage 

chapters”.  In this case, (5) below, the postposed subject denotes an active, topical 

referent.  The context is as follows, and the sentence in bold exhibits the VS order: 

 

First you should know what kinds of cabbage there are, and what sort of 
nature they have. [Cabbage] combines all qualities that tend to health; it 
changes continually from hot to cold and is a plant dry and at the same 
time moist, and sweet and bitter and harsh.  All these seven qualities 
that are named, cabbage possesses in its nature in a good 
combination.  (157.1) (Translation from Brehaut (1966)) 

 

The VS-ordered sentence is as follows: 

 

(5) sed quae uocantur septem bona in commixta natura 

 but which:nom name:pass:3pp seven:nom goods:nom in mixed:abl nature:abl 

 omnia haec habet brassica   

 all:acc these.things:acc have:3ps cabbage:nom   

 'But what is called the seven qualities, cabbage possesses these things in its nature in a good combination.' 

(157.1) 

 

Clearly, the point at which the postverbal subject brassica 'cabbage' appears, its referent 

has already been topical for three sentences.  This is similar to de Jong's examples of 

postposed subjects which are “added merely for the sake of clarity and are so to say only 

one step away from zero-pronominalisation” (de Jong 1989:535) (see chapter 3, section 

3.5). 

 

In a further example of the VS order, the postposed subject is arguably emphatic.  This 

instance appears in chapter 144 in which the terms for contracting out the olive harvest 

are given.    The contract states that the contractor must provide 50 workers and no 

partner of the contractor may withdraw from the contract to take up work elsewhere 

which is being offered at a better price.  The contract then states that if anyone acts 

contrary to these terms, all of the partners of the contractor must take an oath, thus 

preventing other partners from defecting.  The postposed subject omnes socii 'all 

partners' perhaps stresses the fact that all the remaining partners must swear the new 

oath: 

 

(6) si quis aduersum ea fecerit si dominus aut custos 

 if anyone:nom against these:acc do:fqp:3ps if owner:nom or overseer:nom 

 uolent iurent omnes socii 

 want:fut:3pp swear:3pp all:nom partners:nom 

 'If anyone acts against these [terms], if the owner or overseer shall want, all partners will swear an oath.' (144.4) 
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In summary, of the eight examples of the (S)VS order, four involve subject NPs whose 

referents are heavily focal with a verb of adding, one involves a subject NP with a highly 

topical referent, and one arguably involves a subject which is being emphasised. 

 

4. Conclusion 

 

The figures show that subjects appear before their verb in the vast majority of cases.  Of 

the 15 examples of the (S)VS order, eight ─ just over half ─ involve light verbs or a verb 

of adding with subject referents which are heavily focal.  This is very similar to the 

situation found with postverbal objects.  When combined with the conclusions drawn for 

the postposing of objects, it appears that there is a pattern in De agricultura whereby 

argument NPs denoting heavily focal referents and/or which are arguments of light verbs 

may optionally be placed after their verb.   In addition, we have one instance of a subject 

with a highly topical referent and another with an arguably emphatic subject referent.  It 

must be stressed, however, that there are many examples of similar subject referents 

whose NP appears before the verb.  In other words, the postposing of subjects in these 

circumstances is an option, not a requirement.   

 

Having said this, with so few examples, we are not in a position to draw firm conclusions 

about the positioning of subjects vis-à-vis the verb.  However it is interesting to note ─ 

and probably not coincidental ─ that there are similarities between postposed objects and 

postposed subjects: light verbs and heavily focal subject/object NPs figure prominently in 

exceptions to the canonical OV and SV orders. 
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Chapter VIII 

 The 'Fronting' of Nominals 
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Introduction 

 

Having examined instances where subjects and objects appear late in the clause, in this 

chapter I examine four constructions which all involve the fronting142 or marked 

treatment of nominals.  I first describe and discuss the constructions, then suggest a 

functional explanation for their use.  

 

1. First position in the clause 

 

It has often been suggested that the first position in the Latin sentence is one of 

importance  in which it is claimed stressed and emphatic words occur (Kühner-Stegmann 

1955:591).143  When a subordinate clause precedes a main clause, one would normally 

expect to find the subordinator in that position.  However, there are a number of 

instances in De agricultura where a nominal element from the subordinate clause is 

placed in the first position (hence sentence initially) before the subordinator.  I will refer 

to this structure as “F1”.  Sentence (1) below illustrates this pattern: praedium ‘farm’ is 

the object of the infinitive parare ‘buy’ in the subordinate clause, but appears before the 

subordinator ‘quom’.144  Note that there is no overt nominal in either the subordinate or 

main clause which is coreferential with the fronted NP.145 

 

(1) praedium, quom parare cogitabis, sic in animo habeto 

 farm:n/a when buy:inf think:fut:2ps thus in mind:abl have:FI 

 ‘When you are thinking of buying a farm, keep this in mind :’ ( 1.1) 

 

                                          
142 The term ‘fronting’ is used throughout this chapter; however, in using this term I am not subscribing 

to a transformational view of the constructions under discussion here.  Rather, fronting is intended 
here as an umbrella term to include those instances where a preclausal nominal is coreferential with 
either an intra-clausal element or with a zero morpheme. 

143 The notion that the first position of the clause is 'special' is not restricted to Latin.  In a series of 
experiments in English, Gernsbacher and Hargreaves (1992) have illustrated the Advantage of First 
Mention, where the referents of NPs occurring at the beginning of a sentence or clause are more easily 
remembered than later-occurring referents, irrespective of the syntactic or semantic role of that first-
mentioned participant.  They suggest that this has its basis in the general cognitive processes involved 
in comprehension, and suggest further that speakers may exploit the advantage of first mention to aid 
effective communication and hearer comprehension. 

144 In this chapter, all relevant subordinators are underlined. 

145 The fronting of elements is not restricted to nominals: adjectives and adverbial PPs, among other 
phrase types, frequently occur in this construction.  Furthermore, parts of phrases can be anteposed in 
this way (i.e. a fronted adjective, separated from its nominal which remains within the subordinate 
clause), as can multiple phrases such as when two unrelated NPs are fronted.  The discussion in this 
chapter relates solely to the fronting of NPs or their head. 
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We also find instances where a nominal whose referent could belong to either the 

subordinate or the main clause is placed in a marked position before the subordinator.  

Once again there is no overt coreferential element within either clause.  I will refer to this 

structure as “F2”, of which (2) below is an example.146  In this instance, the referent of 

the fronted nominal orchites is the subject of the subordinate clause and object of the 

main clause, thus could belong to either: 

 

(2) uel orchites ubi nigrae erunt et siccae sale confriato  

 or orchites.olive:n/a when black:nom be:fut:3pp and dry:nom salt:abl cover:FI  

 dies V   

 days:acc 5   

 ‘Or orchites olives, when they are black and dry, cover with salt for five days.’ (7.4)  

 

There is a third construction involving verbs such as facere ‘do/see that’, studere ‘take 

pains’, uidere ‘see to it’, cauere ‘beware’ when they introduce an indirect command, 

purpose clause or indirect question.147  Typically, the subordinate clause follows the 

governing verb as in (3) below where the verb facito ‘see to it’ precedes the indirect 

command ‘that it hangs in a jar of must’: 

 

(3) et facito uti in doleo musti pendeat 

 and see.to.it:FI that in jar:abl must:gen hang:subj:3ps 

 ‘And see to it that it hangs in a jar of must.’ (23.3) 

 

However, in a number of cases NPs belonging to the subordinate clause are placed before 

the governing verb, as in (4) and (5): 

 

(4) sterculinum magnum stude ut habeas 

 dungheap:n/a big:n/a take.pains:FI that have:subj:2ps 

 ‘Take pains to have a big dungheap.’ (5.8) 

 

(5) uiniam sic facito uti curetur 

 vineyard:acc thus see.to.it:FI that tend:subj:pass:3ps 

 ‘See to it that the vineyard is tended as follows:’ (33.1) 

 

                                          
146 Latin textbooks often advise students of Latin composition that a subject or object common to both a 

main and subordinate clause is generally positioned in front of both (Mountford 1956:21).  However 
this is not so common in De agricultura as to be the norm. 

147 These verbs are typically imperatival: future or present imperatives or jussive subjunctives. 
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As with the F1 and F2 constructions, there is no overt element within the subordinate 

clause which is coreferential with the fronted NP’s referent.  I shall refer to this 

construction as “F3” when it involves the fronting of nominals belonging to the 

subordinate clause, and the ‘imperative plus indirect command/purpose clause/indirect 

question’ construction as the “facito ut” construction. 

 

Finally, I shall examine the use of themes in De agricultura, these being extra-clausal 

constituents with coreferential elements within the clause, of which (6) is an example.  

Here, the fronted element, columellam ferream quae in miliario stat ‘the iron pivot which 

stands on the column’, occurs sentence initially, and the referent of the pronoun eam ‘it’ 

in the main clause is coreferential with that fronted NP's referent: 

 

(6) columellam ferream quae in miliario stat  

 pivot:acc of.iron:acc which:nom in column:abl stand:3ps  

 eam rectam stare oportet in medio ad perpendiculum 

 it:acc upright:acc stand:inf should:3ps in middle:abl at perpendicular:acc 

 ‘The iron pivot which stands on the column, it should stand upright in the middle perpendicularly.’ (20.1) 

 

The F1 and F2 constructions, as noted above, involve the placing of a nominal before the 

subordinating conjunction of a sentence-initial subordinate clause.  The fronting of 

elements before subordinators has been noted by a number of scholars.  For example, 

Kühner-Stegmann (1955:614) state that a subordinating conjunction can be ousted from 

its clause-initial position by a stressed word; they go on to say that a subject or object 

whose referent is common to both the main and subordinate clauses (i.e. the F2 

construction here) precedes both clauses, but only if it is stressed or emphasised 

(Kühner-Stegmann 1955:627-628).  As for the F2 construction, Kühner-Stegmann's 

examples are taken from authors of the Classical Latin period (100BC to 14AD).148   As 

for early Latin (up to 100BC), Marouzeau notes: 

 

Les mots qu’on peut appeler subordonnants: relatifs et conjonctions de 
subordination, semblent avoir participé en latin ancien de la construction 
des mots accessoires; ils tendent à occuper dans la phrase la place 
seconde, après le premier mot autonome. 

(Marouzeau 1949:121) 

 

                                          
148 E.g. Caesar, Cicero, Livy, Nepos, and Hirtius. 
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The words that one can call subordinators: relatives and subordinating 
conjunctions seem to have participated in ancient Latin in the construction 
of accessory words; they tend to occupy the second position in the phrase 
after the first free word. 

(Translation) 

 

Marouzeau goes on to suggest that this construction was so common as to be the rule in 

the most ancient Latin legal and epigraphic texts (he cites among others the Twelve 

Tables149), the norm in the first literary texts, even more frequent in the comedies150 and 

“almost the rule” in De agricultura (Marouzeau 1949:122-123).  However, Marouzeau’s 

conclusions must be treated with some caution.  Adams (1994:48), for example, 

maintains that in the Twelve Tables relative pronouns and subordinators more often 

occur in the first position, rather than in the second position as Marouzeau claims.  

Similarly, in De agricultura postposing of a subordinator is by no means the rule; on the 

contrary, it is the exception.  

 

Marouzeau is in effect claiming that relative pronouns and subordinators occur in the 

position in which enclitics are often said to occur in accordance with Wackernagel’s Law.  

Watkins describes the law as follows: 

 

One of the few generally accepted syntactic statements about IE is 
Wackernagel’s Law, that enclitics originally occupied the second position in 
the sentence. 

(Watkins 1964:1036) 

 

There are several problems associated with the formulation of Wackernagel’s Law, 

including the assumption that these enclitics occur in the second (or later) position 

mechanically, while not taking into account the nature of the element(s) which precede 

the clitics.  The construction could in fact be analysed in one of two ways: either the clitic 

is postposed in accordance with Wackernagel’s Law or the element occurring in the first 

position has been  fronted in accordance with some other principle, say, to emphasise 

the initial word.   

 

Marouzeau himself considers whether the construction is used, as has been suggested, to 

accentuate the initial word because that word is important to the sense of the sentence.  

                                          
149 “...a code of Roman law drawn up by a commission of ten (decemuiri) and published in 451-450 B.C., 

on the demand of the plebians. (...) Fragments of the code survive in a form which probably 
represents, not the original text, but the outcome of various revisions” (Harvey 1951:441). 

150 He mentions the comedies of Plautus in particular. 
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He concludes by rejecting this analysis, saying that the ‘illusion’ of accentuation is simply 

a result of the fact that: 

 

...le term initial de la phrase est assez naturellement un mot sur lequel se 
fixe l’attention, du fait que, situé au point de jonction de deux énoncés, il 
est amené à figurer l’amorce de l’énoncé second.  Particulièrement net est 
le cas où le mot initial de phrase est en même temps initial d’un 
développement, marquant le passage à une idée nouvelle.  C’est le cas, 
très fréquemment, dans le De agricultura de Caton, où chaque 
développement commence par le mot qui en fournit pour ainsi dire le titre: 

(Marouzeau 1949:129) 

 

...the initial word of the phrase is naturally enough the word upon which 
one fixes attention, as a result of the fact that, situated at the junction 
between two sentences, it becomes the beginning of the second sentence.  
Particularly clear is the case where the phrase-initial word is at the same 
time initial to an exposition, marking the passage to a new idea. It is very 
frequently the case in De agricultura that each exposition commences with 
the word which furnishes it so to speak with a title:  

(Translation) 

  

He accepts that the initial word is often emphasised; however, he maintains that this 

emphasis is due to other factors in the sentence, rather than because the word occurs 

before the subordinator.  He concludes that in early Latin, the postposition of 

subordinators was a relic with no expressive value, although it did create the conditions 

under which disjunction, a common means of emphasis, could occur (i.e. by separating 

the initial word from the rest of its phrase within the subordinate clause). 

 

However, not all researchers take Marouzeau’s position.  For example, Adams (1994) 

agrees with Pinkster’s analysis of the construction: 

 

The occurrence of words of these categories [i.e. subordinators] in the 
second or later position is rather caused by the need to place other words 
in the first position of the sentence, than by the fact that the words 
themselves are unaccented. 

(Pinkster 1990:170) 

 

He notes further that the postposition of the subordinator generally occurs to allow a 

topic or focus constituent to take the first position in the clause.  Kühner-Stegmann 

(1912, vol II, p614  cited in Bolkestein 1981:73) suggest that these fronted nominals 

(and themes) in Latin do indeed have ‘special emphasis’. 

 

In this chapter, I will first discuss the distribution of these structures, the F3 construction 

and themes, then put forward a functional explanation for the marked position of the 
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nominals.  It will be shown that these nominals are indeed given ‘special emphasis’; 

moreover, I will argue that in the majority of cases this special treatment involves 

nominals whose referents are topical or exhibit a mixture of topical and focal features, 

and that the constructions are used for a specific effect, rather than being the norm as 

Marouzeau claims.  As with the discussion of postverbal objects and subjects, the 

examples in the first third of the book are discussed separately from those appearing in 

the second two-thirds: sections 2 to 6 relate to the former, and section 7 to the latter. 

 

2. F1 construction 

 

2.1 Distribution 

 

The F1 construction, as noted above, involves sentences containing a subordinate clause 

placed before the main clause; an NP (usually the subject or object) belonging to the 

subordinate clause is placed in sentence-initial position, before the subordinator.  This 

structure typically occurs in one of two discourse environments: (a) where there is a shift 

in discourse topic or a shift to a subtopic of an already established one, and (b) in lists 

and list-like positions.  These environments were discussed in chapter six; however, I 

briefly discuss them again below. 

 

2.1.1 Shift to new discourse topic or subtopic of established discourse 

topic 

 

The majority of the instances of F1 (14 out of 22, or 64%) coincide with a shift to a new 

discourse topic. There then follows a section of text which is on the same discourse topic.  

This section may be very short, involving but one further sentence, or it may be a major 

block of text involving a whole chapter.  For example, (1) above (repeated below as (7)) 

occurs immediately after the book’s prologue and is the first sentence in a relatively 

lengthy section of text in which Cato gives advice on buying a farm.  It is notable that 

the chapter divisions often coincide with instances of this fronting structure.151 

 

(7=1) praedium, quom parare cogitabis, sic in animo habeto: 

 farm:n/a when buy:inf think:fut:2ps thus in mind:abl have:FI 

 ‘When you are thinking of buying a farm, keep this in mind :’ ( 1.1) 

 

                                          
151 It is unknown whether these headings appeared in the original text or were inserted at a later stage 

(Astin 1978). 
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This sentence involves a ‘major’ shift in discourse topic, where one topic is completed 

and a new discourse topic begun.  However, once a new discourse topic has been 

established, there may be subtopics or digressions within that major topic; we also find 

instances of F1 at these points. For example, in chapter 18 instructions are given for the 

building of a pressroom.  This section of text is introduced by a sentence displaying the 

F1 structure: 

 

(8) torcularium si aedificare uoles quadrinis uasis ut contra 

 pressroom:n/a if build:inf want:fut:2ps four:abl presses:abl so.that opposite.each.other 

 ora sient ad hunc modum uasa componito: 

 fronts:nom be:subj:3pp in this:acc way:acc presses:acc place:FI 

 ‘If you want to build a pressroom with four presses, so that they face each other, place the presses this way:’ (18.1) 

 

In the immediately following text, Cato gives the dimensions for the various parts of the 

presses and pressroom.  There then follow instructions for building the foundations for 

the back posts, the front posts, the press seat and finally the foundations for the rest of 

the pavement, along with incidental instructions relating to the upper part of the back 

posts and to the beams which are placed above the front and back posts.  The sections 

detailing how to build the foundations for the back posts and the press seat each begin 

with an instance of the F1 structure; in (9), the NP arbores 'back posts' appears before 

the subordinator and in (10) the NP aream 'press seat' similarly appears before the 

subordinator:152 

 

(9) arbores ubi statues fundamenta bona facito alta pV 

 back.posts:n/a where build:fut:2ps foundations:acc good:acc make:FI deep:acc 5ft 

 ‘Where you build the back posts, make good foundations 5ft deep.’ (18.3) 

 

(10) aream ubi facies pedes    V fundamenta alta facito lata  

 press.seat:acc where make:fut:2ps feet:acc 5 foundations:acc deep:acc make:FI wide:acc  

 pVI  

 6ft  

 ‘Where you make the press seat, make foundations 6ft deep, 6ft wide.’ (18.6)  

 

                                          
152 It is notable that the instructions for the foundations for the front posts, back posts, the upper part of 

the back posts, the press seat and the pavement all begin with some form of fronting. I discuss these 
other fronting types later. 
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2.1.2 List and list-like environments 

 

Two instances of the F1 construction occur in what can be termed a “list environment”, in 

which a question posed at the outset of the section of text is followed by a series of 

sentences answering that question (“list items”).153  These ‘answers’ may or may not be 

followed by more information on that list item.  The first instance of F1 in a list occurs in 

chapter 6, in which Cato gives advice on planting, viz, which type of soil is suited to 

which crops.  This chapter is itself introduced by a sentence involving the fronting of an 

element of a subordinate clause: 

 

(11) agrum quibus locis conseras sic obseruari oportet 

 field:acc which:abl places:abl sow:subj:2ps thus observe:inf:pass should:3ps 

 ‘In which places you sow your fields, it should be observed thus.’ (6.1) 

 

The subsequent text consists of a series of sentences with the same basic structure: the 

first element (a clause or preposition phrase) identifies the soil/land type and is followed 

by mention of the crops which can be grown in that situation. The first two land-types 

are given in (12) and (13) below, of which (13) displays fronting of the if-clause’s 

subject, idem ager: 

 

(12) ubi ager crassus et laetus est sine arboribus 

 where field:nom heavy:nom and fertile:nom be:3ps without trees:abl 

 eum agrum frumentarium esse oportet 

 it:acc field:acc corn-producing:acc be:inf should:3ps 

 ‘Where a field is heavy and fertile, without trees, that field should be corn-producing.’ (6.1) 

 

(13) idem ager si nebulosus est, rapa raphanos 

 same:nom field:nom if misty:nom be:3ps turnips:n/a radishes:acc 

 milium panicum id maxime seri oportet 

 millet:n/a Italian.millet:n/a this:acc in.particular sow:inf:pass should:3ps 

 ‘The same field, if it is misty, turnips, radishes, millet, Italian millet, this in particular should be sown.’ (6.1) 

 

The second example occurs in chapter 31 which deals with tasks to be performed prior to 

the olive harvest.  The chapter begins with the introductory statement in (14) below.  

Cato then lists a number of these tasks, including the storing of dry woods from which 

                                          
153 Alternatively, a statement such as ‘What is needed to be done for x’ may introduce the section of text, 

with the subsequent sentences expanding on the statement by itemising the various things which need 
to be performed. 
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crosspieces are fashioned (15).  The instruction in (15) exhibits the F1 construction, with 

fibulae 'crosspieces' appearing before the subordinator: 

 

(14) ad oleam cogendam quae opus erunt parentur 

 to olive:acc collect:ger:acc which:nom be.needed:3pp prepare:subj:pass:3pp 

 ‘For the purpose of the collecting of olives, what is needed should be prepared:’ (31.1) 

 

(15) fibulae unde fiant aridae iligneae ulmeae 

 crosspieces:nom whence be.made:subj:3pp dry:nom of.holm-oak:nom of.elmwood:nom 

 nuceae ficulneae fac in stercus aut in aquam coniciantur 

 of.nutwood:nom of.figwood:nom do:PI in dung:acc or in water:acc throw:subj:pass:3pp 

 inde ubi opus erit fibulas facito 

 thence when be.needed:3ps crosspieces:acc make:FI 

 ‘Whence crosspieces may be made, see to it that  dry [wood] of holm-oak, of elmwood, of nutwood, of figwood is 

thrown into dung or water.  From there, when there is need, make crosspieces.’ (31.1)  

 

In both (13) and (15) above, the listed items clearly relate to the topics indicated in the 

introductory statements ((11) 'in which places to sow' and (14) 'what should be prepared 

for the purpose of the olive harvest' respectively).  However, there are other instances 

where a series of sentences can be interpreted as a list of items relating to the same 

discourse topic, but which are not introduced by statements such as (11) and (14).  I will 

refer to this environment as a “list-like environment”.  Note that the only difference 

between a list and a list-like environment is the presence in the former and the absence 

in the latter of an introductory statement indicating that the following text is in fact a list.   

An example of a list-like environment is found in chapter 5 in which the duties of the 

farm overseer are listed.  The final instruction is that the overseer, prior to going to bed, 

ensures that the uilla rustica ‘farmstead’ is closed, everyone is sleeping in their rightful 

place and that the cattle have feed.  Next comes a section of text which begins with 

advice on the care of oxen and covers a number of related topics.154  The section is as 

follows (the underlined NPs indicate elements which have been fronted in some way, the 

italicised words indicate the first word of the sentence): 

 

See that you have the oxen cared for with the greatest diligence. 
Be a little deferent to the oxherds so that they will more willingly care for 
the oxen.  
See that you have good ploughs and ploughshares.  
Beware that you don’t plough cariosa earth, nor drive a wagon nor 
livestock over it. If you do not beware of this, you will lose three years’ 
yield where you have driven [over it].  
Let the livestock and oxen be well bedded.  

                                          
154 This new section coincides with a switch from directives in the form of third person jussive 

subjunctives to directives in the form of present and future imperatives.  This is further evidence that 
this section of text is discontinuous with the previous section. 
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Let their hooves be cared for.  
Beware of scab in livestock and cattle. This is accustomed to arise from 
hunger or if it rains.  
See to it that you carry out all work in a timely fashion. For agriculture is 
like this: if you do one thing late, you will do all things late.  
If bedding is lacking, pick holm-oak foliage. Spread it out as bedding for 
the sheep and oxen. 
Concentrate on having a big dungheap. Conserve dung carefully. When you 
remove it, clean [it] and break [it] up.  Drag it out in autumn.  Trench 
around olive trees in autumn and add dung. 
Cut down poplar, elm and oak leaves at the right time. Store these, not 
quite dry, as fodder for the sheep. Similarly hay and cuttings from the 
field, store these dry.  
After the autumn rains, plant rape, fodder and lupins.155 

 

Among these instructions, one exhibits the structure under consideration here: 

 

(16) stramenta si deerunt frondem iligneam legito 

 bedding:n/a if lack:fut:3pp foliage:acc of.holm-oak:acc pick:FI 

 eam substernito ouibus bubus-que 

 it:acc spread.as.bedding:FI sheep:dat oxen:dat-and 

 ‘If bedding is lacking, pick holm-oak foliage. Spread it as bedding for the sheep and oxen.’ (5.7) 

 

This whole section can be seen as a series of instructions which directly or indirectly 

concern the care of oxen and other livestock.  On this level, it is arguable that we have a 

list-like environment. However, the section can also be argued to contain shifts from one 

subtopic to another; in other words, within the overall topic of ‘care of oxen’, several 

individual topics (i.e. take care of hooves, beware of scab, what to use for bedding etc) 

are introduced and discussed. On this level, sentence (16) could be considered an 

instance of this fronting structure coinciding with a shift in discourse subtopic.  In other 

words, there is some overlap between the notions of ‘shift in discourse topic’ and ‘listing’. 

 

2.1.3 Contrast 

 

All but one example of the F1 construction coincide with a topic shift, subtopic shift, a list 

or list-like environment (21 out of 22 or 95%).  The remaining instance occurs in chapter 

5 in which Cato lists the duties of the uilicus ‘overseer’.  One section of this chapter deals 

with the handling of the household, whom the uilicus is instructed to keep busy with 

work, for in this way the uilicus will more easily keep them from wrongdoing and theft: 

 

                                          
155 These are all fodder crops. 
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Familiae male ne sit, ne algeat, ne esuriat; opere bene exerceat, facilius 
malo et alieno prohibebit; 

 

Let the household not suffer, nor be cold nor thirsty; keep them well 
occupied with work and [the overseer] will more easily prevent them from 
doing wrong and stealing. (5.2) 

 

 Cato then goes on to suggest that the uilicus lead by example in this respect: 

 

(17) uilicus si nolet male facere non faciet 

 overseer:nom if refuse:fut:3ps badly do:inf neg do:fut:3ps 

 ‘If the overseer refuses to behave badly, [the household] will not behave [badly].’ (5.2) 

 

In this sentence, the subject of the subordinate clause (uilicus) is placed before the 

subordinator.  There is clearly not a change in topic here; however, it is arguable that 

uilicus 'overseer' is being contrasted with familia ‘household’, the subject of the main 

clause.  The purpose of the fronting here may be to highlight the contrast between the 

overseer’s behaviour and that of the household. 

 

2.1.4 Non sentence-initial instances of F1 construction 

 

The discussion so far has related to instances of the F1 construction in which the fronted 

nominal occurs sentence initially.  In addition, there are two examples of this 

construction in which some other constituent precedes the preclausal nominal.  The first 

occurs in chapter 21 in a section of text in which Cato gives prices relating to the building 

and setting up of an olive mill.  The section is as follows, with the relevant nominal in 

bold: 

 

(18) (a) ferrum factum quod opus erit uti idem faber figat: (b) HS LX opus sunt; (c) !cum! plumbum <in> cupam emito 

HS IIII; 

 (a)' For the ironwork which is needed, let the same artisan fit it. (b) 60 sesterces156 are needed. (c) Buy the lead for 

the axle for 4 sesterces.' 

 (d) cupam qui concinnet et modiolos qui indat et  

 axle:acc who:nom make:subj:3ps and axle.boxes:acc who:nom insert:subj:3ps and  

 plumbet operas fabri dumtaxat HS VIII 

 lead:subj:3ps workers:acc artisan:gen not.more.than sesterces 8 

 (d) 'For the one who makes the axle and inserts the axle boxes and leads [them], workers of the artisan, not more 

than 8 sesterces.' 

 (e) idem  trapetum oportet accommodet. (6) summa sumptui HS LXXII praeter adiutores. 

 'The artisan should also adjust the mill. (6) The total price is 72 sesterces, not including the helpers.' (21.5) 

 

                                          
156 A sestertius was a Roman coin. 
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As can be seen, Cato itemises the labour costs for the ironwork (ferrum factum), the cost 

of the lead for the axle (plumbum), the labour costs for assembling the axle (cupam), 

fitting and leading the axle boxes (modiolos), and finally Cato gives the total price.  The 

section can thus be seen as a list-like environment, in which labour and other costs are 

given, organised according to the items for which the artisans are responsible (i.e. the 

ironwork, the axle and axle boxes).  The instance of the F1 construction under 

consideration here is in line (d), in which there are two relative clauses with fronted 

nominals indicating the relevant list item organisers (cupam and modiolos respectively). 

The fronted nominal belonging to the first relative clause is sentence initial, whereas the 

nominal of the second relative clause is of course not.  However, in spite of its not being 

sentence-initial, the second fronted nominal still indicates one of the entities being listed, 

in keeping with its sentence-initial counterpart.  

 

The second instance occurs in chapter 35 in which Cato indicates which crops should be 

grown in which type of soil.  Once again, we have a list-like environment, where a list of 

instructions are given which can be seen to answer an understood question (i.e. ‘Where 

to plant which crops.’).  Each list item begins with the crop type, followed by instructions 

relating to the soil type.  The relevant list item is as follows: 

 

(19) rapinam et coles rapicii unde fiant et raphanum 

 turnip:acc and stalks:n/a of.turnip:nom whence make:subj:pass and radish:acc 

 in loco stercorato bene aut in loco crasso serito 

 in place:abl manured:abl well or in place:abl heavy:abl sow:FI 

 ‘Sow turnip and whence turnip stalks come and radishes in a well manured place or in a heavy place.' (35.2)  

 

The second list item organiser in this sentence, coles rapicii unde fiant ‘whence turnip 

stalks come', is a headless relative, whose subject (coles rapicii) is placed before the 

relative unde ‘whence’, resulting in an instance of the F1 construction.  However, once 

again the fronted nominal indicates an entity which is being listed, even though it is not 

sentence initial. 

 

As can be seen, the two examples of a non sentence-initial F1 construction occur in lists, 

an environment their sentence-initial counterparts also occur in.  In each case, the 

fronted nominal not only occurs in a list-like environment, but in a sentence which itself 

lists more than one item. 
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2.2 Conclusion 

 

The distribution of the F1 structure is summarised below: 

 

Table 1: Distribution of F1 construction 

Shift to new discourse topic or subtopic 14 

List and list-like environments 7 

Contrast 1 

Total 22 
 

The figures show that in the vast majority of cases this construction coincides with topic 

shifts, lists and list-like environments.  As will be seen, the other fronting constructions 

also coincide with these environments. 

 

3. F2 construction 

 

3.1 The construction 

 

The F2 construction is similar to F1; however, the referent of the sentence-initial nominal 

has a role (usually subject or object) in both the subordinate and the main clause.  In 

this structure, it is not entirely clear whether we are dealing with the fronting of a 

nominal or the insertion of the subordinate clause between a main clause argument and 

the rest of the main clause.  This indeterminateness is clearly seen in sentence (20) 

below.  Here, it is not clear whether orchites is the fronted subject of the subordinate 

clause or the object of the main clause, separated from its verb by the temporal clause. 

 

(20) uel orchites ubi nigrae erunt et siccae 

 or orchites.olives:n/a when black:nom be:fut:3pp and dry:nom 

 sale confriato dies V 

 salt:abl cover:FI days:acc 5 

 ‘Or orchites olives, when they are black and dry, cover with salt for 5 days.’ (7.4) 

 

Nor is the indeterminateness necessarily resolved by the case marking of the sentence-

initial nominal: in (20), the word orchites takes the -es inflection; this form marks both 

the plural accusative (the case required by the main clause) and the plural nominative 

(the case required by the subordinate clause).  Thus, we cannot tell whether orchites is 

accusative or nominative.  Where the sentence-initial nominal has the same grammatical 

role in both clauses, again we are unable to determine to which clause it properly 
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belongs.  In (21) below, however, there is evidence that the sentence-initial nominal, 

calcem partiario coquendam ‘lime to be burnt on shares’, belongs to the subordinate 

clause because it has accusative case marking (as the object of the subordinate verb) 

whereas its role in the main clause (i.e. subject) would require nominative case marking: 

 

(21) calcem partiario coquendam qui dant ita datur 

 lime:acc on.shares burn:ger:acc who:nom give:3pp thus give:pass:3ps 

 ‘Who give lime to be burnt on shares, thus it is given.’ (16.1) 

 

However, even here we are on shaky ground: this could be an example of the accusative 

in prolepsis, where a noun which is logically the subject of a clause is fronted and coded 

as an accusative.  It is unlikely, however, that this is in fact an example of prolepsis, if 

Bolkestein is correct in saying that prolepsis (or “pseudo-argument  formation” in her 

parlance) only occurs when the subordinate clause is an argument (or complement) of 

the governing verb (Bolkestein 1981).  In this case, the relative clause cannot be 

analysed as the subject of the governing passive verb datur, thus we are justified in 

considering the fronted nominal to be the object of the subordinate clause. 

 

Of the 21 examples of this construction, it is unambiguous in only one instance to which 

clause a fronted nominal belongs (or, if Bolkestein is correct, then (21) above is also 

unambiguous).  This example is given in (22) below.  Here, we have a feminine, 

nominative pronoun eae ‘they’ placed before the subordinator, the nominative being the 

case used for subjects.  The referent of this pronoun is the subject in the subordinate 

clause, but the verb in the main clause requires an accusative argument.  The pronoun 

thus clearly belongs to the subordinate clause. 

 

(22) eae ubi primum incipiunt hiascere tum legi oportet 

 these:nom as.soon.as begin:3pp open:inf then pick:inf:pass should:3ps 

 ‘As soon as these begin to open, then they should be picked.’ (17.2) 

 

In spite of the fact that mostly we cannot be sure whether we are dealing with fronting or 

not, we can be sure that we are dealing with a marked structure: either the displacement 

of a nominal or a form of disjunction where a syntactic unit (the main clause) is split by 

another constituent (the subordinate clause).  Whether fronted or disjuncted, the 

nominals are in some way highlighted by this construction by virtue of the marked 

syntax.  For the sake of convenience, I will continue to use the term ‘fronting’ to describe 

the nominals in this construction; however, it should be borne in mind that disjunction 

may in fact be the correct analysis. 
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3.2 Distribution 

 

3.2.1 Shift to new discourse topic or subtopic of established discourse topic 
 

In terms of distribution, this construction, like the F1 construction, is found coinciding 

with a major shift in discourse topic.  For example, sentence (21) above (repeated here 

as (23)) is the first sentence in chapter 16 in which the terms for contracting out the 

burning of lime are given, following two chapters (14 and 15) in which building contracts 

are given. 

 

(23=21) calcem partiario coquendam qui dant ita datur 

 lime:acc on.shares burn:ger:acc who:nom give:3pp thus give:pass:3ps 

 ‘Who give lime to be burnt on shares, thus it is given.’ (16.1) 

 

Altogether, there are four instances of this construction coinciding with a shift in 

discourse topic.  In addition to these, there are three more instances which coincide with 

a subtopic shift (i.e. a shift to a subtopic of an already established discourse topic).  The 

first occurs in chapter 7 in which Cato mentions the crops which should be planted on a 

suburban farm. The relevant section is as follows: 

 

(24) oleas orchites posias eae optime conduntur  

 olives:acc orchites:n/a posea:acc these:nom optimally store:pass:3pp  

 uel uirides in muria uel in lentisco contusae 

 either green:nom in brine:abl or in olive.oil.flavoured.with. 

gum.of.mastic.tree:abl 

crushed:nom 

 uel orchites ubi nigrae erunt et siccae 

 or orchites.olives:n/a when black:nom be:fut:3pp and dry:nom 

 sale confriato dies V postea salem excutito 

 salt:abl cover:FI days:acc five afterwards salt:acc shake off:FI 

 ‘Olives - orchites, poseas157 - these are best stored either green in brine or crushed in olive oil flavoured with 

gum of the mastic tree.  Or orchites olives, when they are black and dry, cover with salt for 5 days. 

Afterwards, shake off the salt.’ (7.4)  

 

Within this section of text there are two sets of instructions: the first sentence gives 

instructions relating to both orchites and poseas olives, whereas the last two sentences 

give instructions relating to orchites olives only.  Thus although both sets of instructions 

are on the topic of ‘how to preserve olives’, the fronting of orchites coincides with the 

point where the second set of instructions begins. 

                                          
157 These are varieties of olive. 
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Similarly, in chapter 19 Cato gives instructions on how to build a wine press, following a 

lengthy chapter in which the reader is told how to build a pressroom for pressing olives.  

The whole chapter is as follows (the underlined portions are those which occur in initial 

position): 

 

(a)  In a wine press, make the front posts and back posts two feet higher. 
Above the holes in the back posts, (let these be 1ft apart) make a place for 
a crosspiece 1 ½ feet square. 

 

(b)  In the windlass make six holes. The first hole that you make, make 1 
½ feet from the bearing. Divide the rest as accurately as possible. 

 

(c)  Place a hook in the middle of the windlass.  The middle between the 
back posts, measure this to the middle where the hook should be inserted 
so that it is correctly placed in the middle of the pressbeam. 

 

(d)  When you make the tongue [of the pressbeam], measure it from the 
middle of the pressbeam, so that it fits between the back posts. Give it a 
thumb’s breadth of play. 

 

(e)  The longest levers 18ft, second longest 16ft, third longest 15ft,  the 
sliding levers, 12ft, the second size 10ft and the third size 8ft. 

 

In this chapter, Cato deals with five elements of the press: (a) the front and back posts, 

(b)  the holes for the windlass, (c) the positioning of the hook (which is fixed into the 

ceiling), (d) the press beam and (e) the size of the levers.  Thus although the overall 

topic is ‘how to build a wine press’, within the topic several sets of instructions occur, 

dealing with various elements of the press.  Interestingly, the chapter begins with the 

phrase in uasa uinaria 'in a wine press' (the previous chapter is about olive presses), the 

section dealing with the hook begins with the word porculum ‘hook’, the section dealing 

with the press beam with lingulam ‘press beam’ and the section dealing with the levers 

with the word uectes ‘levers’.  In other words, the first sentence in these sections begins 

with the word whose referent the chapter or section is about.158  In (d), the sentence-

initial position of lingulam 'tongue' results in an instance of the F2 structure: 

 

(25) lingulam cum facies de medio prelo conlibrato 
 tongue:acc when make:fut:2ps from middle:abl pressbeam:abl measure:FI 
 ‘When you make the tongue [of the pressbeam], measure it from the middle of the pressbeam,...’ (19.2) 

                                          
158 Note that the instructions relating to the holes in the windlass do not start with foramina ‘holes’ but 

with the preposition phrase in suculam ‘in the windlass’. It may be that were foramina placed initially 
in the sentence, the reader would assume these ‘holes’ refer to the holes in the back posts mentioned 
in the previous sentence. 
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It is possible, therefore, that the section has been deliberately structured so that the 

main element which each set of instructions is about is placed in sentence-initial position.  

Thus the instance of F2 in (d) above coincides with a subtopic of an established discourse 

topic. 

 

As a final example of F2 in a subtopic shift environment, sentence (26) occurs in chapter 

28 in which instructions are given for autumn tasks.  The first part of the chapter deals 

with the planting of fodder crops and the question of when to plant olives, elms, vines 

and figs, then a number of instructions are given relating to olives alone.  Then there 

follows a series of instructions on the transplanting of young trees from the nursery, 

which begins with the following sentence exhibiting the F2 structure: 

 

(26) oleas ulmos ficos poma uites pinos cupressos cum 
 olives:acc elms:acc figs:acc flesh-fruit.trees:n/a vines:n/a pines:acc cypresses:acc when 
  seres bene cum radicibus eximito cum terra sua quam plurima 

  sow:fut:2ps well with roots:abl remove:FI with earth:abl its:abl as.much.as.possible 

 ‘When you sow olives, elms, figs, flesh-fruit trees, vines, pines, cypresses, remove them well with their roots and with 

as much as their earth as possible.’ (28.1) 

 

Once again, we have a subtopic (transplanting trees) within the overall discourse topic of 

autumn tasks. 

 

3.2.2 List and list-like environments 

 

Two of the F2 constructions occur in lists.  Sentence (27) below occurs in chapter 8 

wherein Cato lists what should be grown on a suburban farm, while (28) below occurs in 

chapter 37 where the reader is told what is bad for grainfields.  Once again, the ‘answer’ 

to the question occurs in sentence-initial position before the subordinator: 

 

(27) pratum si inrigiuum habebis si non erit siccum 

 meadow:n/a if irrigated:n/a have:fut:2ps if neg be:fut:3ps dry:n/a 

 ne fenum desiet summittito 

 lest hay:nom lack:subj:3ps allow.to.grow:FI 

 ‘Let a meadow grow - irrigated if you have it, if not, dry - lest hay should be lacking.’ (8.1) 
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(28) cicer quod uellitur et quod salsum est 

 chickpeas:n/a because pull.up:pass:3ps and because salty:n/a be:3ps 

 eo malum est 

 for.that bad:n/a be:3ps 

 ‘The chickpea, because159 it is pulled up and because it is salty, is bad for that [i.e. grainlands].’ (37.1)  

 

Finally, there are six examples of this construction in list-like environments.  For 

example, in (29) below, we have an internally headed relative clause whose referent is 

the subject of both the subordinate and main clause.  This occurs in a chapter in which 

Cato advises when timber is ready to be cut, and involves the listing of oak, other trees 

which have seeds, trees which have no seeds, trees whose seeds are green and ripe, and 

finally elms: 

 

(29) quae materies semen non habet cum glubebit 

 which:nom wood:nom seed:acc neg have:3ps when lose.bark:fut:3ps 

 tum tempestiua est  

 then ready:nom be:3ps  

 ‘Which wood does not have seeds, when it loses its bark, then it is ready [to be cut].’ (31.2)160 

 

3.2.3 Shifts 

 

The F2 construction, unlike the F1 construction, also occurs in an environment which I 

label a shift (there are further examples in chapters 54-162).  A shift is probably best 

explained with an example.  In the excerpt below, there are instructions on how to plant 

an olive cutting in a nursery.  Following these, there is a sentence displaying the F2 

construction which asserts when the cuttings are mature; this sentence is underlined and 

given as (30) below.  The instructions prior to sentence (30) relate to the question of 

'how to plant olive cuttings'; sentence (30) relates to the question of 'when olive cuttings 

are mature'.  In other words, in both cases, the instructions clearly involve olive cuttings, 

but within the overall question of 'olive cuttings' two different, but related, issues are 

addressed.  Hence I use the term “shift” for situations where, within the overall 

discussion of a given referent or set of referents, there is a shift in attention from one 

question or 'proposition under discussion' to another.  In the example below, note that 

there is also a change in how the olive cuttings are coded which coincides with the shift:  

                                          
159 Note that it is not entirely clear whether quod is a relative pronoun or a causal subordinator.  I follow 

Brehaut (1966), Goujard (1975) and Dalby (1998) who all gloss quod as introducing a causal clause. 

160 This sentence is a verbatim repetition of an instruction in chapter 17.1, which is itself in a list-like 
environment. 
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the planting instructions relate to planting a cutting (singular), the underlined sentence 

gives information about cuttings (plural).  Note too that the referent of the fronted NP 

taleae 'cuttings' is what its sentence is about: 

 

When you insert the cutting [in the ground], press it into the ground with 
your foot. If it doesn't go down far enough, drive it in with a mallet or 
maul.  Beware lest you break the bark when you drive it in. Do not first 
make a hole in which to put the cutting.  If you plant like this so the 
cutting stands up, it will have a better chance to live. The cuttings, when 
they are three years old, then finally they are mature when their bark 
turns. 

 

(30) taleae ubi trimae sunt tum denique maturae sunt 

 cuttings:nom when three.years.old:nom be:3pp then finally mature:nom be:3pp 

 ubi liber sese uertet 

 when bark:nom itself turn:3ps 

 'The cuttings, when they are three years old, then finally they are mature when their bark turns.' (45.3)  
 

3.2.4 Switch between active referents 

 

There is one example of the F2 construction where we have switching between active 

referents.  This is given in the excerpt below.  In line (a), two referents are introduced: 

nuces bimae 'two-year-old cones' and anniculae 'one-year-old cones'.  In the next 

sentence, the pronoun eae 'they [i.e. two-year-old cones]' is fronted before the 

subordinator in the F2 construction, and marks the beginning of a short discussion on 

two-year-old cones (see sentence 31b).  Hence, the fronted NP's referent in (b) is a 

subset of the active referents which were introduced in line (a): 

 

(a)   Thereon [on the same pine] are two-year-old cones, whence the 
seeds will fall, and one-year-old cones. 

(b)   These, as soon as they begin to open up, should be picked. 
(c)   In the sowing season, they first begin to mature, and afterwards 

[continue to ripen] for more than eight months. 
(d)   The nuts of the present year are green. 

 

(31a) ibidem sunt nuces bimae inde semen excidet et  

 thereon be:3pp cones:.nom two.year.old:nom whence seed:nom fall:fut:3ps and  

 anniculae 

 one.year.old:nom 

 'Thereon [on the same pine] are two-year-old cones, whence the seeds will fall, and one-year-old cones.' 
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(31b) eae161 ubi primum incipiunt hiascere tum legi oportet 

 these:nom as.soon.as begin:3pp open.up:inf then pick:inf:pass should:3ps 

 ‘These, as soon as they begin to open up, should be picked.’ (17.2) 

 

Note that this example is very similar to that found in sentence (24) in which fronting 

coincides with a subtopic shift, and the fronted NP's referent is a subset of the currently 

active referents. 

 

3.2.5 The F2 construction with pronouns 

 

In contrast to the above instances which involve the fronting of a noun, four examples 

involve the fronting of a pronoun.  One has already been discussed in (31); however, the 

remaining three cases do not coincide with a shift in discourse topic (or subtopic), listing 

environments, a shift or a switch between active referents.  I return to these in section 8 

below. 

 

3.2.6 Non sentence-initial instances of F2 construction 

 

There are three examples of the construction in which the fronted nominal is not 

sentence-initial.  Two occur in chapter 30, which is given in its entirety below: 

 

(32) bubus frondem ulmeam populneam querneam ficulneam usque dum  

 cattle:dat foliage:acc of.elm:acc of.poplar:acc of.oak:acc of.fig:acc for.as.long.as  

 habebis dato        

 have:fut:2ps give:FI        

 ‘To the cattle give elm, poplar, oak and fig foliage for as long as you have [it].’ 

 ouibus frondem uiridem usque dum habebis praebeto 

 sheep:dat foliage:acc green:acc for.as.long.as have:fu:2ps provide:FI 

 ‘To the sheep, provide green foliage for as long as you have [it].’ 

 ubi sementim facturus eris, ibi oues delectato; et frondem usque ad pabula matura. pabulum aridum quod 

condideris in hiemem quam maxime conseruato. cogitatoque hiemis quam longa siet. 

 ‘Where you will do your sowing, there pasture your sheep. And [give] foliage until the fodder is mature. Conserve 

as much as possible the dry fodder you stored for winter. Remember how long winter is.’ (30) 

 

In the first two sentences of this chapter, we have parallelism involving both disjunction 

and fronting.  Each sentence begins with a dative argument of the main verb (bubus and 

ouibus respectively) separated from its verb by a subordinate clause.  There then follows 

                                          
161 Eae here refers to nuces bimae 'two-year-old cones', not to [nuces] anniculae.  See Brehaut's 

translation and note (1966:36) and Goujard (1975:171, note 5), 
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an instance of the F2 construction, where the object of the subordinate clause (whose 

referent is also the object of the main verb) is placed before a subordinator.   

 

This chapter gives information on  the autumn forage for sheep and cattle (Brehaut 

1966:54), wherein the reader is urged to feed them green foliage until it runs out, and 

then to pasture sheep where fodder crops are to be planted, and finally to conserve the 

dry fodder for winter.  In other words, there are three fodder options mentioned: green 

foliage (for both cattle and sheep), pasturing where fodder crops are to be sown (for 

sheep only) and finally the dry fodder stored for winter feed (for both cattle and sheep).   

Each of the fodder options comes at or near the beginning of the sentence in which it is 

introduced, in a list-like manner.   The purpose of the fronting of bubus ‘cattle’ and 

ouibus ‘sheep’ in the first two sentences is probably to distinguish between the 

instructions relating to cattle (first sentence) and those relating to sheep only (second, 

third and fourth sentences); in this respect, bubus and ouibus are contrastive.  

 

In summary, although the fronted nominals are not sentence-initial, we once again have 

fronting in list items, in keeping with those instances where the fronting is sentence-

initial. 

 

There is a final example of the F2 construction in which the fronted nominal is not 

sentence-initial.  This example occurs in a chapter in which instructions are given for the 

setting up of an olive mill.  The fronted nominal in line (c) below is preceded by the 

adverbial phrase dextra sinistra ‘on the left and right’, which belongs to the main clause, 

thus there is both disjunction and fronting. 

 

(33) (a) inter <orbis> cupam dextra sinistra pertundito late digitos primoris IIII, alte digitos primoris III;(b) sub cupa 

tabulam ferream <quam> lata cupa media erit, pertusam figito, quae in columellam conueniat; 

 (a) 'In the [middle part of] the axle [?] make holes on the right and left, four finger-tips wide and three deep, (b) and 

beneath the axle fasten an iron plate as wide as the middle part, with a hole in it which will fit over the pivot.' 

 (c) dextra  sinistra foramina ubi feceris lamnis circumplectito 

     right:abl left:abl holes:n/a where make:fqp:2ps metal.plates:abl fasten.around:FI 

 (c) 'On right and left where you have made the holes fasten thin metal plates around them..' 

 replicato in inferiorem partem cupae omnis quattuor lamminas.dextra sinistra foramina utrimque secus lamminas 

sub lamminas pollulas minutas supponito,eas inter sese configito, ne foramina maiora fiant quo cupulae minusculae 

indentur. 

 'Bend all four plates down to the under side of the axle. On each side slip small thin strips of metal under the plates 

and arrange them [in the holes] in such a way as to prevent the holes in which the little handles are to be inserted 

from becoming too big.' (21.2) 
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The section begins with instructions to bore holes into the axle, in which handles will go 

(a).  Cato then instructs the reader to place an iron plate beneath this middle part of the 

axle, with a hole in it to fit over a pivot (b).  The instance of the F2 construction occurs in 

the following sentence, where we return to the holes in the axle, rather than the hole in 

the iron plate mentioned in the previous instruction.  Clearly, this is not an instance of 

fronting coinciding with a topic shift or a list environment.  It could be argued, however, 

that we do have fronting coinciding with a return to a previously established discourse 

entity (i.e. the holes in the axle).  Intervening is a sentence in which there is mention of 

another hole, that which is to be bored in the iron plate.  The fronting here may in fact be 

to warn the reader that the entity under discussion in sentence (c) is the foramina ‘holes’ 

mentioned in sentence (a), rather than the single hole in the iron plate.  Having said 

that, I acknowledge that this explanation is somewhat ad hoc, and that this example 

does not fit neatly into the categories mentioned above.  For this reason, I will treat this 

example as an exception. 

 

3.3 Conclusion 

 

The distribution of the F2 construction is as follows:  

 

Table 2: Distribution of F2 construction 

Topic shift/subtopic shift 7 

List/list-like environment 8 

Switch between active referents 1 

Shift 1 

Fronted element is pronoun (none of the above environments) 3 

None of the above 1 

Total 21 
 

Once again, we find a large number of instances of the F2 construction coinciding with 

topic shifts and list/list-like environments (15 out of 21).  In addition, we have examples 

of this structure coinciding with shifts and a switch between active referents, and four 

occurring with fronted pronouns. 
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4. F3 construction 

 

4.1 The construction 

 

As noted above, this construction involves the fronting of an NP whose referent is the 

subject or object of an indirect command or purpose clause which is itself governed by a 

directive verb, as in sentence (4) above (repeated below as 34): 

 

(34=4) sterculinum magnum stude ut habeas 

 dungheap:n/a big:n/a take.pains:FI that have:subj:2ps 

 ‘Take pains to have a big dungheap’ (5.8) 

 

Among the instances of this construction, we find instances of prolepsis or (in 

Bolkestein’s terminology) pseudo-argument formation, in which a nominal which is 

logically the subject of a subordinate clause is placed before the embedded clause but 

coded as the object of the governing verb (i.e. taking the accusative case).  Bolkestein 

has suggested that proleptic accusatives (i.e. where there is fronting with morphological 

adjustment to the new environment, in this case, a change from the nominative marking 

required for subjects to the accusative marking required for objects) must be 

distinguished from examples of “pure” displacement, where a nominal is moved but with 

no concomitant morphological adjustment (Bolkestein 1981).  Although she does not 

investigate the function of “pure” displacement, she does suggest that pseudo-argument 

formation occurs when “...a constituent within the embedded predication carries Focus in 

the sentence as a whole.  In such a case the Subj of the embedded predication is 

displaced into the main clause.” (Bolkestein 1981:107).  She also notes that the fronted 

nominals are very often the topic of their clause. Thus in this section we are potentially 

dealing with two types of construction: those involving a pseudo-argument and those 

involving ‘pure’ displacement.  However, Bolkestein also notes that when the fronted 

element is the object of the subordinate clause’s verb, we cannot distinguish between 

pseudo-argument formation and pure displacement on purely formal grounds: in both 

cases, the fronted element will be given accusative marking.  But it is not only in this 

case that we cannot distinguish between the two constructions.  In a number of Latin 

nominal paradigms, the nominative and accusative inflections are identical; when such a 

nominal is fronted, we cannot be sure which case marking is being used, hence whether 

this is an example of prolepsis or displacement.  Consequently there is no way of 

distinguishing between the two constructions in such a way that the choice between the 

two is not in some way arbitrary.  However, there is no perceptible difference between 
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the clear-cut examples of prolepsis on the one hand and those instances which are 

ambiguous on the other in terms of their distribution. 

 

4.2 Distribution 

 

4.2.1 Topic shift, lists and list-like environments 

 

The distribution of this construction follows that of F1 and F2: of the 21 instances of the 

F3 construction, 15 are found in topic shift, list and list-like environments.  As an 

example of the F3 construction in a topic shift, (35) below introduces chapter 33 in which 

directions are given for the care of the vineyard, following from chapter 32 in which 

instructions are given concerning the care of another type of vineyard:162 

 

(35) uiniam sic facito uti curetur 

 vineyard:acc thus see.to.it:FI that tend:subj:pass:3ps 

 ‘See to it that the vineyard is tended as follows:’ (33.1)     

 

Note that here we have a case of prolepsis, where a noun which is logically the subject of 

the subordinate clause is coded as an accusative. 

 

As an example of the F3 construction in a list, (36) below occurs in a chapter in which  

Cato lists the tasks to be done prior to the olive harvest.  He states that wood for making 

crosspieces, levers and the pressbeam must be ready.  The instruction relating to the 

levers (uectes) is given using the F3 construction, with the word uectes 'levers' occurring 

first in the clause: 

 

(36) uectes iligneos acrufolios laureos ulmeos facito uti 

 levers:n/a of.holm-oak:acc of.holly-wood:acc of.laurel:acc of.elm:acc see.to.it:FI that 

 sient parati 

 prepare:perf:subj:pass:3pp 

 ‘See that levers of holm-oak, holly-wood, laurel, elm are have been prepared.’ (31.1) 

 

Finally, the F3 construction also occurs in list-like environments.  Three instances of this 

construction occur in chapter 5 in which Cato gives a number of instructions relating 

                                          
162 Chapter 32 deals with a type of plantation where vines are trained on trees. Cato uses the term 

arbustum to designate this type of planting in chapter 7, but here uses the term uineas arboresque 
'vines and trees' (see Goujard 1975:200, note 2; Brehaut 1966:55).  Chapter 33 deals with a vineyard 
where the vines are supported by stakes (see Goujard 1975:202, note 1; Brehaut loc. cit.).  For an 
alternative view of the relationship between chapters 32 and 33 see Schönberger (1980:525-526). 
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directly or indirectly to livestock (cf (16) above).  Amongst these is the instruction in (37) 

below, in which the author advises that the farm have good ploughs and ploughshares: 

 

(37) aratra uomeres-que facito uti bonos habeas 

 ploughs:n/a ploughshares:n/a see.to.it:FI that good:acc have:subj:2ps 

 ‘See to it that you have good ploughs and ploughshares.’ (5.6) 

 

4.2.2 Asides 

 

In addition to the clear-cut cases involving topic shift, there are two instances of the F3 

construction which occur in positions which I hesitate to label as topic or subtopic shifts. 

One is found in chapter 38 in which Cato gives the instructions for building a lime kiln, 

and will serve to illustrate: 

 

Make the lime kiln 10’ wide, 20’ high. Reduce it to 3’ wide at the top. If 
you burn with one entrance, make a big pit inside so that there is enough 
room to hold the ash lest it needs to be taken out. Build the kiln well.  
Make the carrier go right around the bottom of the kiln.  If you build with 
two entrances, there is no need of a pit.  When the ash needs to be 
removed, remove from the other entrance ─ the fire will be in the other. 
Beware lest you allow the fire to go out so that it isn’t going continually. 
Neither at night nor at any time, do not let it go out. Use good stone in the 
kiln, as white and as little mottled as possible. When you make the kiln, 
make the opening go straight down. When you have dug far enough, then 
make the place for the kiln, so that it is as high and as little subject to 
wind as possible. If you have a kiln which is not high enough where you 
build it, build up the top with bricks or  with small stones and mortar and 
plaster over the top on the outside. When you build the fire, if any flame 
comes out except through the top, smear [the place] with plaster. Beware 
lest the wind reaches the entrance. In this respect, beware of the south 
wind in particular.  This will be the sign when the lime is cooked: the 
stones at the top should be burnt, and the burnt stones will fall and the 
flame will be less smoky. 

 

The underlined section is as follows and involves the F3 construction: 

 

(38) ignem caueto ne intermittas quin semper siet 

 fire:acc beware:FI lest allow.to.go.out:subj:2ps by.which.not always be:subj:3ps 

 ‘Beware lest you allow the fire to go out so that it isn’t going continually.’ (38.2) 

 neue noctu neue ullo tempore intermittatur caueto 

 neither night:abl neither any:abl time:abl allow.to.go.out:subj:3ps beware:FI 

 ‘Neither at night nor at any time, do not let it go out.’ (38.2) 

 

As can be seen, the whole chapter deals with the construction of the kiln.  A few 

sentences prior to (38), Cato asserts that if there are two entrances, there is no need of 

a pit; he then explains why this is so: the fire is in one entrance, so ash can be removed 
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from the other.  Perhaps prompted by the mention of fire, Cato then speaks briefly about 

the necessity of keeping the fire going while the kiln is operating.  This point he appears 

to stress; having said the fire should not be allowed to die out, he goes on to say that 

this should not happen at night or at any time.  Furthermore, the two sentences in (38) 

are chiastic [caueto - intermittas - x - intermittatur caueto] which arguably focuses 

attention on the content of those sentences.   Following this digression, he resumes the 

instructions on how to build the kiln. 

 

This instance of the F3 construction is very similar to those instances involving a topic or 

subtopic shift: it involves discontinuity with the previous text and introduces a small, but 

coherent, section of text.  However, as the previous topic (i.e. how to construct a kiln) is 

resumed after this section of text, I hesitate to label it a topic shift; it is rather more like 

an aside or digression, which I define as being where an established topic (T) is 

interrupted by a sentence or sentences giving information on a related topic (R), then the 

previous topic (T) is resumed. 

 

4.2.3 Switching from one active referent to another 

 

There are three further examples of the F3 construction which I label switching between 

active referents.  They occur in chapter 32 in which Cato gives instructions on how to 

care for the vineyard trained on trees, following a chapter which ends with instructions 

on when to fell timber.  There are three elements to which these instructions relate: the 

vines, the trees and the vine canes.163 The chapter is as follows (the bold headings have 

been added to indicate what the section of text is about and the underlined nominals 

indicate instances of the F3 construction; nominals which are underlined and italicised 

indicate elements which are fronted in the F3 construction but not sentence-initial). 

 

                                          
163 These were canes from the mother vine which were bent down under the soil and covered so that a 

new vine would grow to fill a gap or to replace a poor vine.  These were cut from the mother vine after 
a number of years (Brehaut 1966:55-56). 
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Vineyard trained on trees 
(a) The vines and trees, see to it that you begin to prune at the right time, 
and layer vine canes in ditches.   
Vines 
(b) The vine, see that you lead as straight up as you can.   
Trees 
(c) The trees are pruned in this way: let the branches which you leave be 
spread out, and cut perpendicularly and not too many left.   
Vines 
(d) The vines should be tied carefully along the branches. Be careful lest 
the vine hangs down and lest you tie [them] too much so as to constrict 
them. 
Trees 
(e) The trees, see that [they] are well united... 
Vines 
(f) and the vines that [they] are planted near in sufficient numbers.  If 
needs be, let them [the vines] be taken down from the tree so they may 
be pressed into the soil and two years later, cut down the old ones. 

 

The chapter begins with sentence (a) in which uineas arbores-que ‘vines and trees’ is 

placed before a governing present imperative verb.   

 

(39) uineas arboresque mature face incipias putare 

 vines:acc trees:n/a on.time see.to.it:PI begin:subj:2ps prune:inf 

 uites propages sulco 

 vines:acc layer:subj:2ps ditch:abl 

 ‘See that you begin to prune vines and trees on time, and layer vines in ditches.’ (32.2) 

 

Given that this chapter deals with the care of the vineyard trained on trees, we have the 

familiar situation where the fronted nominals coincide with a topic shift.  Throughout the 

chapter Cato gives various instructions relating to the vines or the trees/branches.  

However, rather than dealing first with one element and then another, Cato moves from 

instructions dealing with the vines, to instructions relating to the trees, then back to the 

vines and so on, as indicated by the bold headings.  In other words, the trees and vines 

having been activated in sentence (39), Cato then switches between these active 

referents during the course of the chapter.  At each point where Cato moves from one 

active referent to another, the ‘new’ topic of discussion is either fronted using the F3 

construction ((b) above/40 below164 and (e) above/41 below) or, as the subject of the 

main verb, is placed in the canonical preverbal position and in the first position of the 

sentence ((c) and (d)).165   

 

                                          
164 Note that in this instance, the fronted nominal uitis is not sentence-initial. 

165 In these sentences, arbores ‘trees’ is the first word in sentence (c) and uites ‘vines’ is the first word in 
sentence (d). 
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(40) susum uorsum quod eius facere poteris uitis facito uti ducas 

 upwards which it:gen do:inf can:fut:2ps vines:acc see.to.it:FI that lead:subj:2ps 

 ‘See that you lead the vines as straight upwards as you can.’ (32.1) 

(41) arbores facito uti bene maritae sint 

 trees:n/a see.to.it:FI that well united:nom be:subj:3pp 

 uites-que uti satis multae adserantur 

 vines:n/a-and that enough many:nom plant.near:subj:pass:3pp 

 ‘See that the trees are well united and that the vines are planted near in sufficient numbers.’ (32.2) 

 

In sentence (41) we have an interesting construction where the sentence begins with the 

F3 construction: arbores ‘trees’ is the subject of the indirect command introduced by 

facito ‘see to it’ and comes before that verb.  However, there is a second indirect 

command dependent on the governing facito, whose subject is placed before the 

subordinator uti ‘that’.  Thus although uitesque ‘and vines’ is not fronted before the 

governing verb, it is placed in a marked position before the subordinator. 

 

In this chapter, the author ranges from one topic to another: from the trees to the vines 

and so forth.  The switches from one topic to another very often coincide with a form of 

the F3 construction, be it sentence initial or not, or the fronting of a nominal before the 

subordinator uti (i.e. in 41 above).  Interestingly, on the one occasion where a nominal is 

NOT fronted in a facito ut construction, there is no switch between active referents.  In (d) 

above, of which sentence (42) below is the first sentence, we have two sentences both 

relating to the vines.  In the first, uites 'vines' appears in sentence-initial position and is 

the subject of the verb nodentur ('be furnished with nodes'; in the next sentence 

(sentence 43) the word uitem is not fronted, even though this is an example of the facito 

ut construction: 

 

(42) uites bene nodentur per omnes ramos166 

 vines:nom well furnish.with.nodes:subj:pass:3pp along all:acc branches:acc 

(43) diligenter caueto ne uitem praecipites 

 carefully beware lest vine:acc hang.down:subj:2ps 

 et ne nimium praestringas 

 and lest too.much tie.so.as.to.constrict:subj:2ps 

 ‘Let the vines be well noded along the branches. Carefully beware lest the vine hangs down and lest you tie [them] 

too much so as to constrict them.’ (32.2) 

 

                                          
166 There is some disagreement over the parsing of this sentence.  Brehaut (1966) treats the PP as part of 

the following sentence.  I follow Goujard (1975) in treating per omnes ramos as part of the first 
sentence. 
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In these cases, I hesitate to suggest that we have topic shifts.  Rather, we have 

switching from one active referent to another, viz, from the trees to the vines.  This is in 

keeping with Lambrecht’s suggestion that “...the left-detachment construction is often 

used to mark a shift in attention from one to another of two or more already active topic 

referents” (Lambrecht 1996:183).  Both the vines and the trees are activated by the first 

instance of F3 in (39) above; the switching between the two active referents often 

coincides with instances of the F3 construction. 

 

4.2.4 The F3 construction with a pronoun 

 

There is one instance of the F3 construction involving the fronting of a pronoun.  This 

occurs in chapter 8 in which a list is given of the things which should be grown on a 

suburban farm; it is an example of the F3 construction in a list environment.  The 

relevant sentence begins with an adverbial (sub urbe ‘near the city’), followed by a list of 

suitable products (hortum...Graecas) which are given in the form of a theme.  The 

resumptive pronoun haec ‘these things’ occurs before the governing imperative facito uti 

‘see to it that’: 

 

(44) sub urbe hortum omne genus coronamenta omne genus 

 near town:abl garden:acc all:n/a type:n/a flowers.for.garlands:n/a all:n/a type:n/a 

 bulbos megaricos murtum coniugulum167 et album et nigrum 

 hyacinth:acc myrtle:n/a wedding:n/a and white:n/a and black:n/a 

 loream Delphicam et Cypriam et siluaticam nuces caluas 

 laurel:acc Delphic:acc and Cypriot:acc and of. woodland:acc nuts:n/a bald:acc 

 Abellanas Praenestinas Graecas haec facito uti serantur 

 of.Abella:acc of.Praeneste:acc Greek:acc these:n/a see.to.it:FI that sow:subj:pass:3pp 

 ‘Near a town, garden[stuff] of all types, flowers for garlands of all types, hyacinth, wedding myrtle and white 

[myrtle] and black [myrtle], Delphic laurel and Cypriot [laurel] and woodland [laurel], bald nuts, Abella [nuts], 

Praeneste [nuts], Greek [nuts], these things see to it that they are sown.’ (8.2) 

 

As we will see, themes typically occur in lists and list-like environments.  It is also the 

case that the resumptive pronoun typically appears immediately after the theme, as is 

the case in (44) above.  It may be for this reason that the pronoun haec is fronted before 

the governing verb facito.  As this is the only example of a pronoun being used with the 

F3 construction, we can only note that this is a possible explanation.  

 

                                          
167 Glare (1992) only notes that the adjective coniugulus denotes a species of myrtle.  I take the gloss 

‘wedding’ from Brehaut (1966). 
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4.3 Conclusion 

 

The distribution of the F3 construction is as follows: 

 

Table 3: Distribution of F3 construction 

Topic shift/subtopic shift 5 

List/list-like environment 10 

Aside 2 

Switch between active referents 3 

None of above 2 

Total 22 
 

As can be seen, many of the instances of the F3 construction occur in lists, list-like and 

topic-shift environments (15 out of 22).  In addition, the construction is used where 

there is switching between active referents, which Lambrecht (1996) has cited as one of 

the functions of left-dislocations, and in asides. 

 

5. Themes 

 

The final construction I wish to examine is that involving themes (defined in 5.1 below).  

Note that themes are not strictly speaking fronted.  Indeed, given that in most cases a 

theme's referent has a subject or object role in the main clause, we have nouns in the 

canonical preverbal position, although the resumptive element in the main clause can 

also be a locative.  However, these nouns are given special or marked treatment as 

discussed below. 
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5.1 Extra-clausal constituents: an overview 

 

Within the framework of Functional Grammar, it is assumed that a text (spoken or 

written) may be exhaustively divided into clauses, clause fragments168 and extra-clausal 

constituents (“ECCs”), constituents which are structurally external to, but associated 

with, a given clause. Although current FG does not (and does not claim to) identify cross-

linguistic criteria by which one can determine the structural status of a constituent, the 

following properties of ECCs are used (along with any language-specific indicators 

available) to identify them: 

 

They may precede, interrupt, or follow the clause proper; 
They are typically “bracketed off” from the clause by pause-like inflections 
in the intonation pattern; 
They are not sensitive to the clause-internal grammatical rules, though 
they may entertain relations of coreference, parallelism (e.g. same case 
marking), or antithesis (e.g. negative Tag with positive clause) with the 
clause they are associated with. 
They are not essential to the integrity of the internal structure clause: 
when they are left out, the remaining clause structure is complete and 
grammatical.  

(Dik 1997 1:311) 

 

Dik notes that the ways in which ECCs are ‘associated with’ their clause are best 

described by reference to the pragmatic functions they perform.  These functions can be 

divided into the following four categories: (i) those relating to interactional management; 

(ii) those relating to the specification of speaker attitude; (iii) those relating to discourse 

organisation and (iv) those relating to discourse execution.  ECCs belonging to the third 

category can be further subdivided according to their pragmatic function: those marking 

a boundary, tails, and those relating to orientation.  It is this latter category which is of 

concern to us here. 

 

Dik identifies a number of ECCs whose purpose is to anchor or frame the information 

contained in their associated clause by indicating such parameters as time, place, 

circumstances, discourse topics, participants and the like.  These ECCs thus present 

“information which orients the addressee to the information to be presented in the 

clause” (Dik 1997 2:388).  Themes are a type of orientating ECC whose function is to 

                                          
168 Speakers often produce clause fragments when the context allows the omission of the rest of the 

clause, as illustrated by the following exchange: 

Where are you going? 

[I am going] To the library. 

Here, To the library is the fragment and I am going is the omitted portion of the clause. 
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indicate the discourse topic or participants “with respect to which the following clause is 

going to present some relevant information” (Dik 1997 2:389).  Dik construes the 

structure of theme+clause as follows: 

 

...here is something (...) with respect to which I am going to produce some 
information; and here is what I want to say about it. 

(Dik 1997 2:389) 

 

By way of illustration, the following sentences each begin with a theme: 

 

(45) As for my brother, he’s at sea again. 

(46) My brother, he’s at sea again.169 

 

In these examples, the theme is resumed by a coreferential nominal in the associated 

clause (he). However themes also occur without such a coreferential mention: 

 

(47) As for shape, balls are round. 

 

In summary, themes are elements whose pragmatic function is to frame the subsequent 

discourse by indicating the discourse topic or entities about which the associated clause 

presents some relevant information.  Syntactically, they are extra-clausal, optional, and 

are often found in absolute or the unmarked form.170  Prosodically, they are often 

separated from the associated clause by a pause. 

 

5.2 Themes in Latin 

 

In her discussion of themes in Latin, Hoffmann maintains that constituents with a theme 

function take one of the following (syntactic) forms: (a) noun phrase; (b) prepositional 

phrase; (c) relative clause; (d) subordinate clause with quod; or (e) infinitive 

construction (Hoffmann 1989:188). 

 

Hoffmann and other researchers have noted the difficulty in distinguishing on pragmatic 

grounds between themes and displaced elements, including fronted topics:  with both 

                                          
169 Terminology for this construction differs among linguists.  Chafe (amongst others), for example, uses 

the term ‘topic’ (1976:49-51); Givón (1990) and Prince (1997) label this construction left-dislocation. 

170 That is to say, in languages which mark syntactic or semantic roles, themes are found unmarked for 
such roles or are in the ‘citation form’.  That is not to say, however, that NPs with a theme function are 
not found which take the marking they would have had were they internal constituents of the 
associated clause. 
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fronted topics and themes, the fronted element is in an ‘aboutness’ relation with the 

information contained in the clause.  Themes and fronted topics can, however, be 

distinguished on syntactic grounds, with the former being extra-clausal and the latter 

intra-clausal.  When there is an element which is coreferential with the fronted 

constituent in the associated clause, then the fronted element is clearly extra-clausal and 

clearly a theme constituent. However, when there is no resumption, the extra- or intra-

clausal status of a fronted element is unclear, especially in a language such as Latin, 

which freely permits zero coding of arguments. 

 

Somers acknowledges this difficulty and focuses attention on the relationship between 

fronting in general and the discourse in Cicero’s letters (Somers 1994).  She concludes 

that fronted constituents combine two discourse functions: they function much like a 

connector by structuring the text (i.e. the fronted element “...indicates that the next 

paragraph will deal with subjects that have not been dealt with so far” (Somers 

1994:155)) and function like a topic by ‘framing’ the ensuing text (i.e. “give the ‘domain’ 

that frames the validity of the main clause” (Somers 1994:153)).  These two functions 

can be paraphrased as “Attention, the last item has been dealt with and now a new issue 

is going to be the main one” and “Attention, from now on [x] is the main issue” 

respectively (Somers 1994:156).  These functions Somers describes as complementary: 

“...the ‘structuring function’ [is] more prominent whenever the ‘domain’ is too wide to 

put a relevant frame around the main clause” (Somers 1994:156). 

 

Returning to the issue of theme versus fronted topic, Somers concludes that the 

difference between the two pragmatic functions is one of degree, with themes being the 

most extreme form of fronting.  However, she maintains that the use of theme rather 

than fronted topic is influenced by a number of factors as follows: 

 

Syntax: the use of resumptive elements within the clause (and thus the use of 

themes) is more common when the main clause is syntactically complex.  If the 

main clause is syntactically simple, resumptive elements typically only occur if the 

fronted constituent cannot be a complement.171 

Focus: themes occur more frequently when the focus of the main clause is 

‘strong’.  This observation is based on Dik’s (1989) six-way division of focus into 

the following categories, where the higher categories are weaker (i.e. the 

                                          
171 This parameter really only considers the presence versus absence of a resumptive element within the 

main clause rather than the distribution of themes.  Granted, the presence of a resumptive element 
clearly marks the fronted element as a theme; however, this does not address the question of the 
impact of syntactic complexity on themes with no coreferential element within the main clause. 
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information gap between hearer and speaker is relatively small) and the lower 

categories are stronger: 

 

 Info H. Info S.Expression 
Confirming Focus X  X! definitely X 
Additive Focus -  X X 
Expanding Focus X  X + Y Y too 
Selective Focus X or Y X X! 
Restrictive Focus X and Y X only X 
Replacive Focus X  Y not X but Y 

 

(Somers 1994:159) 

 

Topic chain: new (i.e. brand-new) topics and resumed (i.e. reactivated) topics 

more often occur as themes than fronted topics; fronted topics are usually 

subtopics (i.e. inferable) or given (i.e. active).  Somers’ figures however indicate 

that fronted topics occur as new topics as often as they occur as given topics. This 

point is taken up when she states that both themes and fronted topics prefer to 

take the first position in the topic chain, but themes are restricted to that position 

although other factors (i.e. syntax and focus of main clause) can override this 

restriction.172 

Text type: Somers suggests that fronting (and therefore the number of themes) 

is more common in certain text types, including technical manuals such as De 

agricultura, and the plays of Plautus.  Their occurrence in manuals follows from 

the fact that manuals are typically “clearly structured texts”.173 

 

It should be noted that the claim that themes are restricted to the initial position of a 

topic chain is contrary to Hoffmann’s tentative suggestion that themes rarely introduce 

brand-new elements.174  Rather, Somers suggests that themes can contain brand-new 

information if (a) the context is fictional and/or (b) the information contained in the 

                                          
172 “The topic chain consists of all places where the same topic is mentioned. The first position of a topic 

chain is the first time a topic is mentioned, the second position the second time, etc” (Somers 
1994:160).  It is not clear to me, however, whether a topic chain consists only of those instances 
where a discourse referent has the function of topic or whether the term ‘topic’ in this instance follows 
Givón’s terminology where a topic is simply a mention of a discourse referent. Given that Somers uses 
the term ‘topic chain’ with reference to themes, I assume the latter. 

173 I would take exception to the idea that these manuals are generally “clearly structured”, but agree 
that manuals by definition cover a large number of individual (though related) topics, each of which 
must be introduced and discussed. This would certainly give rise to the common use of discourse 
strategies which involve such structuring, however effectively. 

174 Somers claims that, “Hoffmann states that Themes cannot contain Brand New information except in a 
fictional context (like for example Plautus or Petronius, where the unexpected is to be expected by the 
hearer/reader)” (Somers 1994:154-55). I have been unable to find anything to this effect in 
Hoffmann’s article, other than Hoffmann’s claim that themes rarely introduce brand-new discourse 
referents.  
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theme constituent relates to the text’s structure rather than its contents. Given that she 

then claims that text structuring is one of the discourse functions of themes, this 

effectively cancels out this condition on the information status of themes.  In other 

words, themes must be freely able to introduce brand-new elements. 

 

5.3 Themes in De agricultura 

 

In chapters 1-53 of De agricultura, we only find themes consisting of a noun phrase (or 

multiple noun phrases) or relative clauses.  I restrict this discussion to themes which 

occur with a coreferential element within the main clause (i.e. the clear-cut examples of 

themes). 

 

Somers, as mentioned above, has proposed that the use of theme is more common 

where the main clause is syntactically complex or has strong focus, when the element is 

in the first position of a topic chain and in certain genres of writing. I examine below the 

first three parameters with respect to clear-cut examples of theme in De agricultura.  As 

for the final parameter, this simply predicts that as De agricultura is a technical manual, 

themes will be more common than in other genres. 

 

5.3.1 Syntax of main clause 

 

Although Somers does not define what she considers a complex main clause, her 

example of a simple main clause consists of a main clause and one subordinate clause 

and her example of a complex main clause consists of a main clause plus several 

subordinate clauses.  Erring on the side of caution, I shall consider a sentence to be 

complex if it consists of a main clause plus two or more subordinate clauses (Somers 

does not distinguish between different types of subordinate clause).  Even with this 

rather conservative definition of complexity, there is no positive correlation between the 

use of theme and syntactically complex main clauses: of the 27 examples of themes, 24 

occur with simple main clauses.  Clearly, Somers’ generalisation does not hold in De 

agricultura.  It is notable that she bases her research on texts written by Cicero, whose 

style is often described as ‘periodic’, viz, complex;  Cato’s language in De agricultura, by 

contrast, is typically brief and simple. Hence the differences in text type and author style 

may account for the discrepancy between Somers’ findings and my own.  

 



 

 191

5.3.2 Focus of main clause 

 

The purpose of De agricultura is to provide the reader with information on various 

aspects of agriculture.  The communicative point of much of the text can therefore be 

seen as filling an information gap in the knowledge of the reader.  This type of focus is 

labelled ‘completive’ in Dik’s latest work on focus (Dik 1997 1:332) or ‘additive’ in 

Somers’ terminology, a focus type on the weak end of the scale.  Alternatively, one could 

argue that the communicative point of the text is to replace the readers’ assumptions 

and beliefs about agriculture with Cato’s own.  In this case, the communicative function 

of the text is contrastive: “the information is presented as opposed to other, similar 

information which S presupposes to be entertained by A” (Dik 1997 1:332).  This type of 

focus, labelled ‘counter-assertive’ by some researchers, need not involve explicit contrast 

of information; it is enough merely for the speaker to presume that the addressee 

entertains the information which the speaker’s assertions serve to replace.  In this case, 

we can properly speak of ‘replacive focus’ which is the strongest form of focus in Somers’ 

classification of focus type.  If we assume that Cato’s communicative intent was to 

inform, then each of the examples of theme occur with main clauses whose focus type is 

weak, contra Somers’ claim. On the other hand, if we assume Cato’s intent was to 

replace, the occurrence of themes in De agricultura does indeed correlate with strong 

focus type.  However, it is not possible to determine Cato’s intent.  In favour of the 

informative analysis is the fact that instructions of the type ‘do not do X, do Y’ are very 

rare.  However, this is scant evidence given that counter-assertive focus need not involve 

the overt mention of the information to be replaced.  In conclusion, this parameter 

cannot be applied to this text with confidence. 

 

5.3.3 Position in the topic chain 

 

In the first two lines of Table 4, we have Somers' figures for the correlation between 

theme, fronted topic and topic function for book 7 of Cicero’s ad Familiares.  In the third 

line, we have the figures showings the correlation between topic function and theme 

elements in De agricultura: 
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Table 4: Topic function and themes in De agricultura 

 Total New Top Sub Top Given Top Resumed Top Resumed & new top175 
Fronted Top (ad Fam) 14 5 3 5 1 n/a 

Theme (ad Fam) 10 9 (90%) 1 (10%) 0 0 n/a 

Theme (De agr) 27 15 (55%) 7 (25%) 0 4 (15%) 1 (4%) 

 

As can be seen from the above table, the majority of themes in De agricultura involve 

new topics (i.e. brand-new discourse referents) as predicted by Somers.  However, 

although 80% of themes are in fact found in the first position of the topic chain (i.e. new 

topics and sub topics), themes in De agricultura differ from those in Cicero in not being 

restricted to this position. 

 

5.3.4 Conclusion 

 

Clearly the factors which Somers claims influence the use of themes in Cicero’s letters 

are not true of themes in De agricultura ─ or are not easily applied to this text. Many 

themes in De agricultura  do, however, behave in a manner similar to those in Cicero in 

terms of their discourse function, and occur in the environments in which the F1, F2 and 

F3 constructions discussed above occur.  These environments are discussed below. 

 

5.4 Distribution 

 

Themes in De agricultura typically occur at the now familiar points in the text where 

there is a topic or subtopic shift, in lists and in list-like environments.  This holds both for 

examples involving the sentence-initial placement of the theme nominals and those 

where another element precedes the theme.  In sentence (48) below, for example, we 

have a theme coinciding with a topic shift.  In the context prior to this sentence, Cato 

gives the instructions for building a pressroom for pressing olives (chapter 18), followed 

by instructions in chapter 19 for building a wine press. In chapter 20, of which (48) is the 

first sentence, there is a shift in topic to the question of how to set up an olive mill: 

 

(48) columellam ferream quae in miliario stat  

 pivot:acc of.iron:acc which:nom in column:abl stand::3ps  

 eam rectam stare oportet in medio ad perpendiculum 
 it:acc upright:acc stand:inf should:3ps in middle:abl at perpendicular:acc 
 ‘The iron pivot which stands on the column, it should stand upright in the middle perpendicularly.’ (20.1) 

 

                                          
175 This category involves instances where the theme consists of multiple NPs, where some are brand-new 

(i.e. new topic) and others are reactivated (i.e. resumed topic).  
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This is the first mention of the iron pivot in the text, thus the theme constituent 

comprises inferable information and is the discourse topic of the section of text this 

sentence introduces. 

 

As for the list environment, an example of such an environment is found in chapter 6 

where Cato introduces a new discourse topic with sentence (49) below. 

 

(49) agrum quibus locis conseras sic obseruari oportet 

 field:acc which:abl places:abl sow:subj:2ps thus observe:inf:pass should:3ps 

 ‘In which places you sow your fields, it should be observed thus.’ (6.1) 

 

There follows a number of sentences which provide the answer to the indirect question 

‘in which places you should sow your fields’.  These sentences first identify a type of soil 

or field location and then indicate which crops should be sown in that soil/field type.  For 

example, in sentence (50), we find the soil/field type presented as a theme and in (51) 

the crops are presented as a theme.  

 

(50) qui ager frigidior et macrior erit   
 which:nom field:nom rather.cold:nom and rather.poor.nom be:fut:3ps   
 ibi oleam Licinianam seri oportet 

 there olive:acc Licinian:acc sow:pass:inf should:3ps 

 ‘Which field is rather cold and poor, there Licinian olives should be sown.' (6.2) 

(51) idem ager si nebulosus est, rapa raphanos 

 same:nom field:nom if misty:nom be:3ps turnips:n/a radishes:acc 

 milium panicum id maxime seri oportet 

 millet:n/a Italian.millet:n/a this:n/a in.particular sow:inf:pass should:3ps 

 ‘The same field, if it is misty; turnips, radishes, millet, Italian millet, this in particular should be sown.’ (6.1) 

 

As an example of the list-like environment, in chapter 34 Cato gives information on what 

to plant where.  This section begins with an introduction (redeo ad sementim ‘I return to 

[the question of] sowing’).  He instructs the reader on the order in which land should be 

planted (i.e. cold, wet soil first and hotter places later) then indicates the crops which are 

suitable for various types of soil.  The structure is thus very similar to that in chapter 6 

above although in this case there is no overt question being answered.  In a number of 

cases, we again find themes: 

 

(52) ubi quisque locus frigidissimus aquosissimus-que erit ibi primum 
 where each:nom place:nom coldest:nom wettest:nom-and be:fut:3ps there first 
 serito 

 sow:FI 
 ‘Where places are coldest and wettest, there sow first.’ (34.1) 
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There are three examples, however, where the themes do not coincide with a topic shift 

or a list.   In each case, they coincide with the first step of a procedure, which procedure 

has been ‘introduced’ by a sentence such as ‘Do x in this way:’ (sentences 53 and 54) or 

by an ECC (sentence 55) as follows (the theme elements are in bold): 

 

(53) medicamentum in dolium hoc modo facito: cerae p I, resinae p I, sulpuris p ĊĊ, haec omnia in calicem nouum 

indito,.. 

 Make the mending material for storage jars in this way: 1lb of wax, 1lb of resin, 2 100ths of a pound of sulphur, put 

all this in a new pot. (39.2) 

 

(54) seminarium ad hunc modum facito: locum quam optimum et apertissimum et stercorosissimum poteris  et 

quam simillimum genus terrae eae ubi semina positurus eris,  et uti ne nimis longe semina ex seminario 

ferantur,  eum locum bipalio uertito, 

 Prepare a nursery in this way: the best place possible, as open and as manured as possible, as similar to the type 

of soil where you are about to put the seeds as possible, and such that they are not carried too far from the 

nursery, dig this place with a spade. (46.1) 

 

(55) propagatio pomorum, aliarum arborum: ab arbore abs terra pulli qui nascentur, eos in terram deprimito 

 Layering of flesh-fruit and other trees: the shoots which grow from the tree at ground level, press these into the 

ground. (51.1) 

 

In these cases, we cannot say that the purpose of the fronting is to warn of a shift in 

discourse topic; this function is performed by the introductory statement.  However, the 

referents of the themes are highly relevant to the instructions in question.  In (53), these 

ingredients are the main ones for the making of the mending material; to this is added a 

single further ingredient, gypsum. In (54), the referent of the theme (i.e. the location for 

the nursery) is clearly very important to the question of preparing a plant nursery and 

the first three instructions in this chapter involve preparing that soil.  In (55), again the 

referent is highly relevant to the instructions and is an argument of all four instructions in 

this section. 

 

5.5 Conclusion 

 

The distribution of themes is as follows: 
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Table 5: Distribution of themes 

Shift to new discourse topic or subtopic 2 

List or list-like environments 16 

Topic shift and list-like176 4 

First step in procedure 4 

None of the above 1 

Total 27 
 

Somers, as noted above, suggests that the discourse function of fronted elements is a 

combination of framing the subsequent text and structuring the text in order to alert the 

reader to the fact that attention is being switched to a new discourse subject, with “the 

structuring function being more prominent whenever the ‘domain’ is too wide to put a 

relevant frame around the main clause” (Somers 1994:156).  This would seem to be the 

case with the majority of examples of themes in De agricultura: they coincide with a shift 

in attention to a new discourse topic or to a new list item in the listing environments.  In 

each case one could argue that the themes are indicating “Attention, the last item has 

been dealt with and now a new issue is going to be the main one” and “Attention, from 

now on [x] is the main issue”.  Or, put another way, we could say that the themes’  

referents are either a new discourse topic or the most salient element in a new list item 

(i.e. the list item organiser).   

 

However, what the vast majority of themes in De agricultura (21 of 24 or 87.5%) have in 

common is that the themes consist of (a) multiple nouns; (b) a noun plus relative clause; 

or (c) a noun with several modifying adjectives, a point which Somers does not make.  

Rather than having ‘structurally heavy’ nouns, we have what we may call ‘structurally 

heavy themes’, as, in those cases where a theme involves multiple nouns, the individual 

NPs themselves are not necessarily structurally heavy at all; however, taken together we 

have a complex theme involving several NPs.   

 

                                          
176 These are examples involving the first list-like item; that is, there is a change in topic to a new list, 

with these being the first items on the list. 
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6. Discussion of fronted nominals 

 

In chapters 1-53 of De agricultura we have 92 examples of fronting;177 these examples 

coincide with a number of discourse environments, as shown in the table below.  Given 

that the majority coincide with topic shifts and listing, these are discussed in detail before 

turning to the other environments. 

 

Table 6: Environments 

 F1 F2 F3 Theme Total 

Topic shift/subtopic shift 14 7 5 2 28 

Listing 7 7 10 16 40 

Topic shift & listing  1  4 5 

Aside   2  2 

Switch between active referents  1 3  4 

First step in a procedure    4 4 

Shift  1   1 

Contrast 1    1 

None of the above  4 2 1 7 

Total 22 21 22 27 92 
 

6.1 Topic shift, subtopic shift, lists and list-like environments 

 

As discussed above, most instances of F1, F2, F3 and themes coincide with a shift in 

discourse topic or occur in lists or list-like environments.  Indeed these environments 

account for some 73 (79%) of the 92 instances of these four constructions.  The figures 

are as follows: 

 

Table 7: Topic shift and listing 

 F1 F2 F3 Theme Total 

Topic shift or list/list-like 21 15 15 22 73 

Percentage of total 95% 71% 68% 81% 79% 

Total instances of 
construction 

22 21 22 27 92 

 

This raises the question of whether (a) it suffices to say that these structures occur for 

the most part in these two discourse environments; or (b) whether the environments 

                                          
177 In this discussion, although themes are not strictly an example of fronting, for convenience the term 

'fronting' also includes reference to themes. 
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themselves have something in common which perhaps triggers the fronting of the 

nominals.  It is arguable that they do in fact share a feature, viz, discontinuity: in the 

case of shift in topic/subtopic, discontinuity with the previous discourse topic; and in the 

case of listing, discontinuity with the previous list item.  Or, put another way, they could 

be argued to involve ‘novelty’: a new discourse topic or a new list item. 

 

The next question to be addressed is what the pragmatic function of this fronting is.  Is 

it, for instance, that these constructions indicate discontinuity and, if so, are nominals 

always fronted at such points in the text?  Or is the fronting triggered by the 

discontinuous environment for some other pragmatic purpose? 

 

Constructions involving the preclausal positioning of NPs have received a great deal of 

attention in functional linguistics, although discussions on preclausal NPs in Latin are 

scarce.  The literature typically discusses constructions similar to those discussed here 

under the labels left-dislocation and topicalisation.178  Left-dislocation involves a 

preclausal noun with a coreferential pronoun within the associated clause (i.e. what I 

have termed ‘themes’).  Topicalisation, on the other hand, is structurally similar to left-

dislocation, but there is no coreferential pronoun (or lexical NP or other pronoun) 

marking the fronted NP’s referent’s role in the clause (Prince 1997).  In English, 

topicalisation typically involves placing an object NP in a marked position at the 

beginning of a clause where the unmarked sentence structure would have that object NP 

in a later position (Lambrecht 1996:31).  For example, the unmarked sentence structure 

‘I like sailing’ has a topicalised variant with the object NP in sentence-initial position, 

‘Sailing I like’. 

 

Although it is clear that what I have been labelling ‘themes’ are structurally identical to 

left-dislocations179 with the added proviso that in the vast majority of cases here we are 

dealing with ‘structurally heavy themes’ (see section 5.5 above),  it is not at all clear 

where the F1, F2 and F3 constructions fit in discussions of fronted elements. There is a 

similarity with topicalisation, in that there is the fronting of an element which normally 

occurs later in the clause, but no coindexed constituent marking that element’s role in 

                                          
178 The term ‘topicalisation’ is considered by some to be controversial.  There has been a long-held 

assumption since that the function of topicalisation involves topichood. This assumption is challenged 
by Prince in How not to Mark Topics: ‘Topicalization’ in English and Yiddish (unpublished MS), who 
argues that under the Centering Theory, the referents of ‘topicalised’ NPs are not topics. 

179 Note that in Functional Grammar a coindexed pronoun within the associated clause is not necessary for 
the preclausal element to be labelled a ‘theme’.  As discussed in 5.3, I have only investigated those 
instances with do have such a coreferential pronoun, in line with the definition of left-dislocation 
adopted by (amongst others) Prince (1997), Gregory and Michaelis (in press), Lambrecht (who notes 
that left-dislocations usually contain such a pronoun (1996:182)) and Givón (1990). 
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the clause.  However, I am wary of identifying these constructions with topicalisation 

purely on the basis of the presence or absence of a coindexed element in the associated 

clause in a language like Latin which freely allows zero anaphora.  Given that the F1, F2 

and F3 constructions do have some similarity to topicalisations, it is nonetheless 

worthwhile investigating whether they do in fact behave functionally like topicalisations 

(or left-dislocations for that matter) in other languages or not. 

 

Recent studies on topicalisation and left-dislocation in (mainly) English have given 

contradictory accounts of the function of these constructions.  Lambrecht, for example, 

argues that the basic pragmatic function of dislocations is topic promotion.  He defines 

dislocations as follows: 

 

...a lexical noun phrase which is placed in a syntactically autonomous or 
“detached” position to the left or, less commonly, to the right of the clause 
which contains the propositional information about the topic referent.  The 
semantic role of the referent of such a lexical noun phrase as an argument 
in the proposition is usually indicated via an intra-clausal “resumptive” 
pronoun or other unaccented pronominal which is construed as 
coreferential with the detached lexical constituent.  

(Lambrecht 1996:182) 

 

He proposes the Topic Acceptability Scale (“TAS”) which correlates the activation of 

clausal topic referents and the pragmatic acceptability of sentences containing them:180 

 

 (Lambrecht 1996:165)181 

 

Those sentences whose topic referents are highest on the TAS are the most acceptable 

cognitively speaking, whereas those whose topic referents are lower on the scale are less 

                                          
180 Recall that these activation levels are taken in part from Chafe (1987).  Active referents are those 

which are “currently lit up, a concept in the person’s focus of consciousness at a particular moment.”  
Accessible referents (aka semi-active) are those which are “in a person’s peripheral consciousness, a 
concept of which a person has a background awareness, but one that is not being directly focused on.”  
Finally, the category ‘unused’ are those entities which are identifiable but have ‘inactive’ status, where 
inactive concepts are those that are “currently in a person’s long-term memory, neither focally nor 
peripherally active.”  Finally, brand-new referents are those which are unidentifiable to the hearer. 

181 Recall that Lambrecht adopts some of Prince's (1981) terminology, specifically 'unused' is 'inactive', 
and 'brand-new' is 'unidentifiable'. 

The Topic Accessibility Scale
Active Most acceptable
Accessible
Unused
Brand-new anchored
Brand-new unanchored Least acceptable
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acceptable.182  Given that active referents are typically coded as unaccented pronominals 

(including zero or inflectional morphemes), Lambrecht extrapolates that these are the 

preferred topic expressions.183  To this end, dislocations are a means of promoting a not-

yet-active discourse referent to active status, thereby allowing the subsequent 

pronominal (or zero) coding of that referent (i.e. preferred topic coding).  Thus 

dislocations can be seen as a means of setting up a discourse referent for subsequent 

clausal topic status in much the same way that presentational constructions do: that is, 

in both constructions “a referent is promoted from non-active to active status, and both 

constructions serve to establish a new topic” (Lambrecht 1996:183), a “new topic” being 

the “new coding of an active or accessible referent as a topic expression” (Lambrecht 

1996:353 note 40).  The difference between dislocations and presentational 

constructions relates to the activation of the discourse referent prior to this ‘special’ 

treatment.  Although there may be some overlap with respect to accessible discourse 

referents, presentational constructions typically involve brand-new or unused (i.e. 

inactive) discourse referents, whereas the referents found in dislocations are accessible 

or active.  In other words, the two constructions are “in complementary distribution as 

far as referents at the extreme ends of the Topic Accessibility Scale are concerned” 

(Lambrecht 1996:184).  

 

Notwithstanding the fact that Lambrecht considers promotion of not-yet-active referents 

to active status to be the basic function of dislocations, Lambrecht’s characterisation 

allows for already active referents to undergo left-dislocation, in order (a) to avoid 

ambiguity between two or more potential active referents (i.e. to mark a shift of 

attention from one active referent to another)  or (b) to mark a shift in the topic of 

discourse (Lambrecht 1996:182).  As an example of (b), Lambrecht cites an argument 

put forward by Enç (1986).  Enç argues that in the following excerpt, “the detachment 

construction is appropriate ... because it signals a SHIFT in what she calls the ‘topic of 

discourse’, here a change from the general description of the wizard to his plans to 

conquer the world”: 

 

Context: Once there was a wizard. He was very wise, rich, and was 
married to a beautiful witch. He lived in a magnificent mansion by the lake, 
had forty-nine servants, and owned an impressive collection of rare books. 
 

                                          
182 Note that the scale does not exclude the possibility of non-active topics; rather it attempts to account 

for the cognitive difficulty of interpreting such sentences compared with sentences whose topics are 
readily available. 

183 He notes, however, that not all unaccented pronominals are in fact topic expression.  For example, 
non-referential pronouns such as it in It is raining and those whose referents are not salient enough to 
be in an ‘aboutness’ relation. 
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Topic shift: Now, the wizard, he was very ambitious. He had been planning 
for years to conquer the world and finally he was ready. 

(Lambrecht 1996:184, original emphasis) 

 

Lambrecht’s definition of dislocations in principle does allow for instances of fronting with 

no coreferential element within the associated clause (i.e. topicalisation).  For instance, 

he notes that “The semantic role of the referent of such a lexical noun phrase as an 

argument in the proposition is usually indicated via an intra-clausal 'resumptive' pronoun 

or other unaccented pronominal” (emphasis added).  Furthermore, zero coding of an NP 

in the associated clause (which may be the case in the F1, F2 and F3 constructions) is 

one of the preferred topic expressions.  However, elsewhere he gives the following as the 

function of the English topicalisation construction: 

 

...the relevant function of topicalization ... [is] to mark the referent of an 
NP as a (particular kind of) TOPIC in the proposition in which it is an 
argument and, as a corollary, to mark the proposition as being about the 
referent of this topic.  Such syntactic marking is necessary because in 
[English] sentences with unmarked presuppositional structure accented 
object NPs are not topics but focus constituents.  

(Lambrecht 1996:161, original emphasis) 

 

Clearly, dislocations and topicalisations, according to Lambrecht, crucially involve the 

notion of topic: the former introduce an NP whose referent is about to be the topic of a 

clause; the latter to mark a non-subject as a topic. 

 

Prince (1997) on the other hand argues that there is no overarching function that can 

account for all left-dislocations and topicalisations in English.  She argues against earlier 

researchers’ conclusion that left-dislocations are a topic-establishing or topic-marking 

device by applying various ‘topic tests’ to examples of the construction and showing that 

these fail in many cases.184   

 

Prince claims that left-dislocations can be divided into three categories, each with a 

different function.  The first type are ‘simplifying’ left-dislocations.  These involve 

preclausal NPs whose referents are discourse-new  (or possibly new in the current 

segment of the discourse model), irrespective of their status with respect to the hearer, 

and whose position in the clause is one which is “strongly disfavoured” for discourse-new 

                                          
184 The tests applied are, for example, Gundel’s ‘as for’ test, where the preclausal noun is recast in the 

phrase ‘as for x’ (i.e. ‘The guy, he went home’ becomes ‘As for the guy, he went home.’) However, if 
the function of both left-dislocations and ‘as for’ phrases  involves topic-establishment or marking, 
there is a strong possibility that they have their own conditions of use and distribution, thus are not 
necessarily always interchangeable.  This being the case, it is the test which is flawed, not the notion 
that topichood is involved in both constructions. 



 

 201

entities: possessives and subjects.  The function of these simplifying left-dislocations is 

to: 

 

...simplify the discourse processing of Discourse-new entities  by removing 
them from a syntactic position disfavoured for Discourse-new entities and 
creating a separate processing unit for them.  Once that unit is processed 
and they have become Discourse-old, they may comfortably occur in their 
positions within the clause as pronouns. 

(Prince 1997:124) 

 

The second set of left-dislocations are those which evoke a so-called poset relation.  

Prince gives the following as the function of poset left-dislocations: 

 

A ‘Poset’ Left-Dislocation serves to trigger an inference on the part of the 
hearer that the entity represented by the initial NP stands in a salient 
partially-ordered set relation to some entity or entities already evoked in 
the discourse-model.185 

(Prince 1997:126) 

 

The final set of dislocations are those whose function is to avoid ungrammatical gaps.  

These are essentially topicalisations gone wrong, which are the “...result of an attempt to 

produce a syntactically impossible Topicalization, where the pronoun is of the 

‘resumptive’ type, occurring instead of the illicit gap” (Prince 1997:132).  Sentence (56) 

below is an example: 

 

(56) There are always guestsi who I am curious about what theyi are going to say. 

(Prince’s example 22(a)) 

 

According to Prince, topicalisations186 have the same function as poset relations, but with 

the added proviso that they attribute a “‘focus/presupposition’ or ‘focus/focus frame’ (...) 

information structure to the proposition conveyed by a Topicalization...”: 

                                          
185 Posets are defined as “a partial ordering R on some set of referents b, such that, for all b-1, b-2, and 

b-3 that are elements of b, R is either reflexive, transitive, and antisymmetric or, alternatively, 
irreflexive, transitive, and asymmetric.” (Ward and Prince 1991).  An example of the former relation is 
‘is as tall or taller than’ and an example of the latter is ‘is taller than’.  Further examples of the types 
of ordering relations are ‘is a member of’, ‘is part of’, ‘is a subtype of’, ‘is equal to’. 

186 According to Prince, topicalisations and focus-movement are identical in surface structure except that 
in the former the tonic stress falls on an element within the clause whereas in the latter it falls on the 
leftmost constituent. In the examples below, the tonic stress element is in bold: 

Topicalisation: And the third, she’ll feed junk food. (Prince’s (1997) example 
(12)). 

Focus-Movement:  Five semesters she was here. (Prince’s (1998) example 16c). 

The discourse function of Focus-movement is discussed in Prince (1998). 
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double discourse function of topicalization 
1.  Topicalization triggers an inference on the part of the hearer that 

the entity represented by the initial NP stands in a salient partially-
ordered set relation to some entity or entities already evoked in the 
discourse-model. 

2. First, if the entity evoked by the left-most NP represents an element 
of some salient set, make the set-membership explicit.  Then, in all 
cases, the open proposition resulting from the replacement of the 
tonically stressed constituent in the clause with a variable is taken 
to represent information saliently and appropriately on the hearer’s 
mind at that point in the discourse, the tonically stressed 
constituent representing the instantiation of the variable and the 
new information. 

(Prince 1997:128) 

 

The above characterisation of left-dislocations certainly appears to provide a thorough 

account of the conditions under which left-dislocations and topicalisations occur in 

English.  However, the ‘discourse functions’ given for these constructions do not give an 

account of their distribution.  For example, if the discourse function of ‘simplifying’ left-

dislocations is to avoid introducing a discourse-new referent in, say, subject position, we 

must still account for when left-dislocations are used to perform this function and when 

they are not, unless of course ALL discourse-new subject referents are so treated, which 

is unlikely.  Similarly, if the discourse function of poset left-dislocations is to TRIGGER an 

inference on the hearer’s part that the preclausal NP’s referent is in a poset relationship, 

one might wonder why all referents in such a relationship are not so dislocated.  

Furthermore, it seems to me that such an inference could also be triggered if the 

referent’s NP is in a canonical position.  Consequently, it is not necessarily the case that 

the fronting itself is the trigger or catalyst for the inference.  Thus although Prince’s 

‘functions’ may state the conditions under which the various types of left-dislocation 

occur, I question whether these conditions are in fact sufficient to account for the 

distribution of this construction. 

 

Gregory and Michaelis (in press) question Prince’s claim that there is no single function 

which accounts for English left-dislocations, and go on to show that under a different set 

of topichood tests from those used by Prince, the referents of the first two types of left-

dislocations in Prince’s model do exhibit features associated with topic-establishment 

(viz, low anaphoricity and high persistence187) whereas their topicalised counterparts do 

                                          
187 Anaphoricity relates to whether or not an NP’s referent is mentioned in the prior discourse.  A referent 

which is new to the discourse has 0 anaphoricity; a referent which is a member of a previously 
mentioned set has a score of 1 and a referent which has already been mentioned has a score of 2.  
Persistence, on the other hand, relates to the number of times the referent is mentioned in the 
subsequent discourse.  
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not.  Their findings do support Lambrecht’s position on the function of left-dislocations; 

however, they also corroborate Prince’s division of English left-dislocations into different 

subtypes and add a further functional difference between left-dislocations and 

topicalisations (i.e. the former are topic-establishing, the latter are not). 

 

Turning now to the constructions under consideration in De agricultura, having 

established the discourse positions in which the various constructions occur, we have yet 

to determine the properties of the preclausal NPs and the function of the fronting.  In the 

next sections, I will investigate whether or not these constructions have a topic-

establishing function as per Lambrecht’s (1996) claim for dislocations and Gregory and 

Michaelis’ (in press) claim for English left-dislocations, or whether there is evidence that 

these constructions should be divided into categories, each with their own function as 

Prince argues for English left-dislocations and topicalisations. 

 

6.2 Measurement of topicality of fronted NPs’ referents in topic shift and 
listing environments 

 

Givón considers topicality to involve not only an ‘aboutness’ relation in a given clause, 

but a referent’s status in the preceding and subsequent discourse: “...the topic is only 

‘talked about’ or ‘important’ if it remains ‘talked about’ or ‘important’ during a number of 

successive clauses” (Givón 1990:902).  Givón assumes that topicality at the clause level 

can be measured by both referential accessibility (i.e. the accessibility of the topic’s 

referent in terms of the preceding discourse) and thematic importance or ‘persistence’ 

(i.e. its importance in the subsequent discourse).  If the constructions under 

consideration have a topic-establishing function, one would expect that the preclausal 

NPs’ referents have low/no referential accessibility (i.e. be discourse-new) but be 

thematically important, in addition to being in an ‘aboutness’ relation with their clause.  I 

deal with these features in turn. 

 

6.2.1 Referential accessibility - relationship with prior discourse 

 

To measure referential accessibility, I will adopt Lambrecht’s (1996) model which 

combines measures of both the activation and identifiability of referents188 (see chapter 

5).  The model is repeated below.189 

                                          
188 Givón’s measures for referential accessibility relate only to whether the referent is present in the 

discourse, but take no account of identifiability to the hearer by other means such as inference. 

189 Inferability is measured according to the formula if x then y such that an entity ‘y’ is inferable if the 
presence of ‘x’ (all things being equal) entails the presence of ‘y’.  For example, ‘a hull’ can be inferred 
from ‘a boat’ because if there is a boat then there is hull. 
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The accessibility of fronted referents in topic shift and listing environments is as follows: 

 

Table 8: Activation status of fronted nominals in topic shift and list 

environments 

Activation status F1 F2 F3 Themes Total 

active 1 1 1 - 3 

accessible      

textually 9 3 5 4 21 

inferentially 4 3 8 4 19 

situationally - - - - - 

inactive (unused) - - - - - 

brand-new anchored190 - - - - - 

brand-new unanchored 7 8 - 13 28 

mixture   1 1 2 

Total 21 15 15 22 73 
 

As the figures show, the referents of the preclausal NPs cover the entire spectrum of 

activation/identifiability states and discourse statuses:  

                                          
190 Recall that I adopt Prince's term 'brand-new' to denote the category 'unidentifiable'. 

Identifiability

Unidentifiable Identifiable

Unanchored Anchored Activation

Active Accessible Inactive

SituationallyTextually Inferentially
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Discourse-old (active, textually accessible) 24 (33%) 

Discourse-new (brand-new, inactive, inferentially accessible) 47 (64%) 

Hearer-old (active, accessible, inactive) 43 (59%) 

Hearer-new (brand-new) 28 (38%) 
 

A third of the referents are discourse-old (24 out of 73) whereas two-thirds (47 out of 

73) are discourse-new.  Fifty-nine percent (43 out of 73) are hearer-old and 38% (28 out 

of 73) are hearer-new.  In terms of identifiability, 59% are identifiable and 38% are 

unidentifiable. 

 

The F1 and F2 constructions pattern similarly; however, the F3 construction never occurs 

with brand-new referents and themes never occur with active referents.  Note that this is 

contrary to Lambrecht’s claim that dislocated referents are typically accessible or active; 

themes in De agricultura pattern more like the referents of NPs in presentational 

constructions, being accessible or brand-new. 

 

In spite of the fact that the referents do in fact cover the entire spectrum, it is clear that 

the vast majority of the referents (95%) are not active: they are either discourse-new or 

accessible (i.e. discourse-old but not active, or “currently lit up” to use Chafe’s term).  

Thus the referents of all of the constructions here are patterning much like the left-

dislocations in Gregory and Michaelis’ spoken English data in having what they term ‘low 

anaphoricity’.  We can conclude that in terms of referential accessibility, the properties of 

the referents are consistent with a topic-establishing function for the constructions in 

which they occur. 

 

6.2.2 Persistence/continuity - relationship with subsequent discourse 

 

In table 7 below are the figures showing whether the referents of preclausal NPs in topic 

shift and listing environments are mentioned again. 
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Table 9: Continuity of referents in topic shift and list environments 

Continuity191 F1 F2 F3 Theme Total 

No subsequent mention 7 5 9 16 37 (50%) 

Zero/pronominal subsequent mention 4 7 3 2 16 (22%) 

Lexical NP subsequent mention 10 3 3 2 18 (25%) 

Mixture - - - 2 2 (2.7%) 

 21 15 15 22 73 
 

As noted above, Givón and Gregory and Michaelis argue that a measurement of topicality 

is the continuity or persistence of a referent in the subsequent discourse, such that (all 

other things being equal) newly-established topic referents should exhibit high 

persistence.  However, the figures above show that half of the referents of preclausal NPs 

in De agricultura are not mentioned again, thus exhibit low thematic importance (in 

Givón’s parlance).  In conjunction with the figures for referential accessibility, the above 

suggests that these constructions are often used for one-off referents - that is, referents 

which are mentioned only once.  Furthermore, even when there is a subsequent mention, 

nearly half are coded as lexical NPs; in all cases, between the preclausal instance and the 

lexical instance there intervene other referents, thus precluding the possibility of using a 

pronominal or zero mention without there being ambiguity as to the exact referent of 

that pronoun or zero mention.  Thus, the subsequent lexical mention would more 

accurately be an instance of a resumed topic or reactivated referent. 

 

However, when we take into account the discourse environment, it becomes clear that 

the majority of instances involving no subsequent mention occur in list and list-like 

environments.  Indeed, it is not surprising that the referents in these environments are 

not mentioned again as the purpose of a list is to introduce a series of items, rather than 

to discuss a single item at length.  Perhaps the topic-establishing hypothesis can be 

saved if we suggest that it only applies to those fronted NPs’ referents which occur at 

topic shift boundaries, but does not apply to those in lists (or in a IS-A-MEMBER-OF poset 

relation in Prince’s terminology).  In the table below, the figures for continuity involving 

only instances of topic shift are given: 

 

                                          
191 Note that I am counting mentions beyond the sentence in which the fronting occurs. 
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Table 10: Continuity of referents in topic shift environment 

Continuity of referents in the topic shift 
environment 

F1 F2 F3 Theme Total 

No subsequent mention 2 1 1 4 8 

Zero/pronominal subsequent mention 4 7 1 1 13 

Lexical subsequent mention  8 0 3 1 12 

Total 14 8 5 6 33 
 

Even here, having differentiated between instances of topic shift and listing/poset 

relationships, eight (24%) of the preclausal referents are not mentioned again.  

However, five of the referents which are not mentioned again at a topic shift are the first 

item in a list-like environment, thus a conflation of both listing and topic shift.  If we 

remove these from the reckoning (and from the total) only three out of 28 (10%) of 

preclausal NPs' referents are not mentioned again.192  Where there is a subsequent 

mention, nearly half of those next mentions are coded as lexical NPs, which as discussed 

above, are more correctly termed resumed or reactivated referents. 

 

Clearly the referents of the preclausal NPs are not uniform in terms of persistence.  

Those which occur in lists and list-like environments exhibit low persistence; indeed the 

use of these constructions in lists argues against their being devices for introducing 

'persistent' referents.  The referents of preclausal NPs in the topic shift environment 

exhibit higher persistence.  In both environments, however, many of the subsequent 

mentions are lexically coded and at some distance from the preclausal mention.  On this 

measure, the preclausal NPs do not consistently support the topic-establishment theory.  

 

6.2.3 Pragmatic status of preclausal NPs 

 

As mentioned earlier, the pragmatic relation of ‘topic’ involves the concept of ‘aboutness’ 

such that a proposition is said to provide information about its topic. Unlike features such 

as topic persistence and accessibility, however, there are no simple measures for this 

feature.  Rather, the question of which entity a proposition is about (if any) relies a great 

deal on intuition.  However, using Gundel’s definition of a topic, it is fairly clear in the 

majority of cases that the preclausal element is indeed what a given sentence is about: 

 

                                          
192 It is possible that when Givón suggested that persistence is a feature of topics, he had in mind entities 

in narrative texts rather than procedural texts such as De agricultura, which tends not to elaborate 
greatly on subjects under discussion. 
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TOPIC.  An entity E is the topic of a sentence, S, iff in using S the speaker 
intends to increase the addressee’s knowledge about, request information 
about, or otherwise get the addressee to act with respect to E. 

(Gundell 1988:210) 

 

A notable exception is those preclausal NPs in the F1 construction, in which the fronted 

nominal belongs to a subordinate clause, but not to the main clause.  This very situation 

is described by Lambrecht with reference to the following sentence, where a main clause 

is preceded by a scene-setting adverbial clause: 

 

(57) (John was very busy that morning.)  After the children went to school, he 

had to clean the house and go shopping for the party. 

(Lambrecht 1996:121) 

 

Lambrecht suggests that the subject of the subordinate clause the children is not “clearly 

the topic” of its clause, as it is “the argument of a proposition which itself is pragmatically 

presupposed (or to be accommodated as such)” (Lambrecht 1996:125).  Consequently, 

as the information contained in the clause (i.e. that they went to school) is not relevant 

new information about the referent, the referent of the children is not a topic.  However, 

as the clause is ABOUT the children, on this level the phrase’s referent is topical.  

Lambrecht then considers this phrase to be a “non-topical or ‘semi-topical’ expression” 

(ibid). 

 

This sentence is very similar to examples of the F1 construction in which a scene-setting 

subordinate clause precedes the main clause.  The fronted element is not an argument of 

that main clause and thus clearly not the topic of the matrix clause; however, as the 

fronted nominal belongs to a pragmatically presupposed clause in which information is 

not asserted of a referent, the nominal is not clearly the topic of the clause to which it 

belongs. 

 

With the other fronting constructions for the most part, the referent of the fronted 

nominal can be analysed as the clausal topic of the main clause (F2 and themes) or the 

subordinate clause (F3).  

 

6.2.4 Conclusion 

 

The constructions appear to be something of a mixed bag in terms of topicality 

measures.  Recall that if these constructions are topic-establishing, one would expect the 

referents of the preclausal NPs to be predominantly discourse-new, exhibit persistence 
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and be in a pragmatic relation of ‘aboutness’ with their clause.  The F1 construction 

involves referents which are typically discourse-new/reactivated; however, a number of 

these referents exhibit low persistence and the referents are not clearly topics in their 

clause nor are they topics in the main clause.  The F2  and F3 constructions and themes 

similarly involve mainly discourse-new/accessible referents of which some exhibit low 

persistence, but these referents are more clearly topics of the main clause.   

 

However, if we make a distinction between those instances of fronting that involve a 

poset relationship (i.e. IS-A-MEMBER-OF list and list-like examples) and those that do 

not as per Prince’s typology of English left-dislocations, the figures for the various 

constructions are as follows: 

 

Table 11: Continuity of referents 

 Topic shift 

+persistence 

Topic shift -

persistence 

Listing 

+persistence 

Listing -

persistence 

Listing 

±persistence 

F1 12 2 2 5  

F2 7 0 3 4  

F2 - first item in list-like 

environment 

   1  

F3 4 1 2 8  

Themes 1 1 2 12 2 

Themes - first item in list-like 

environment 

  1 3  

Total 24 4 10 33 2 

 

The table above shows clearly that for the F1, F2 and F3 constructions, there is a strong 

tendency for the referents of preclausal NPs to exhibit persistence when they occur at a 

topic shift boundary, and for all of the constructions to show lower persistence when they 

are in a poset relation (i.e. in a listing environment).  The figures also show clearly that 

themes occur predominantly in the listing environment, and pattern like Prince’s account 

of poset left-dislocations in English, with the proviso that in the vast majority of cases 

this construction is used with ‘structurally heavy themes’.   

 

We are therefore faced with the possibility that at the topic shift boundary, all but the F1 

construction have a topic-establishing function (recall that the fronted NPs’ referents are 

not clearly topics of their clause), and when these constructions occur in a poset relation 

with the prior text (i.e. the listing environments), there is some other function, perhaps 

to mark an entity as being in a poset relation with other entities in the prior discourse.  

However, I would argue that in fact there is an underlying pragmatic function which 

unifies the properties of the fronted nominals in all of the constructions.  All of the 
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fronted nouns share one feature with clausal topics: clausal topics are what the clause is 

‘about’ and to which the proposition contained in the clause gives relevant new 

information.  In a similar vein, the referent(s) of the fronted nominals are what the 

portion of text they introduce is ‘about’, whether that portion of text is a sentence (in a 

list) or a section of text (in a topic shift). 

 

6.3 Fronted nominals as discourse topics in the topic-shift environment 

 

Dealing first with the topic shift examples involving the F1 and F2 constructions, the 

subordinate clauses in these constructions are all non-obligatory, non-complement 

clauses and predominantly if-clauses, temporal and locative clauses: in other words, 

clauses which provide the setting for the ensuing set of instructions.  Dik has described 

the pragmatic function of extra-clausal constituents like themes as presenting 

“information which orients the addressee to the information to be presented in the 

clause” (Dik 1997 2:388).  Here, we could argue that the subordinate clauses similarly 

present a “proposition which orients the addressee to the information to be presented in 

the ensuing section of text” by giving the conditions under which the instructions should 

be heeded.  For example, in sentence (1), repeated below as (58), the proposition 

contained in the subordinate clause, ‘when you are thinking of buying a farm’, provides 

the setting for, or orients the addressee to, the information contained in the chapter, viz 

what properties to look for in a farm. 

 

(58=1) praedium, quom parare cogitabis, sic in animo habeto 

 farm:n/a when buy:inf Think:fut:2ps thus in mind:abl have:FI 

 ‘When you are thinking of buying a farm, keep this in mind :’ ( 1.1) 

 

Within the proposition contained in the subordinate clause, and within the context of 

‘what properties to look for in a farm’, clearly the farm is highly relevant. In other words, 

while the subordinate clause’s proposition provides the setting for the list of instructions, 

the fronted nominal’s referent indicates the entity to which the instructions primarily 

relate.  It is arguable that the fronted nominal’s referent in this sentence (and indeed in 

all other instances of the F1 and F2 construction) is what that portion of text is ‘about’ or 

relevant to, and hence the overall discourse topic.193    Dik’s characterisation of the 

function of themes (see 5.1 above) appears to equally characterise the function of the 

fronted nominals here: themes indicate the discourse topic or participants “with respect 

                                          
193 This is in keeping with Somers’ notion that one of the functions of fronted constituents is to ‘frame’ the 

subsequent discourse, like a topic.  This is also in keeping with Marouzeau’s observation in section (1) 
above that the fronted element provides a ‘title’ so to speak. 
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to which the following clause is going to present some relevant information” (Dik 1997 

2:389).  Here the fronted nominals indicate the topic or participants with respect to 

which the following SECTION OF TEXT presents some relevant information.   

 

Lambrecht has stated that “What is presupposed in a topic-comment relation is not the 

topic itself, nor its referent, but the fact that the topic referent can be expected to play a 

role in a given proposition due to its status as the 'center of interest or matter of concern 

in the conversation'” (1996:151).  I propose that the purpose of the fronting of these 

nominals is to create the expectation that the nominal’s referent will be “the center of 

interest or matter of concern” of the section of text the fronting construction introduces; 

in other words, the discourse topic of that section of text. 

 

If this were in fact the case, then we would not expect the fronted nominals’ referents to 

already be the “center of interest or matter of concern”.  When we examine the instances 

of the F1 and F2 constructions involving topic shift, this turns out to be the case: the 

fronted nominal’s referent is never the clausal topic (i.e. “center of interest”) of the 

previous sentence, nor is that referent the discourse topic of the previous section of 

text.194  It should be noted, however,  that the referent can be focal in the previous 

sentence.  If we examine those places where the F2 construction does NOT occur (i.e. 

where a common argument is not fronted at a topic-shift boundary), we find that often 

the candidate noun’s referent IS the clausal topic of the previous sentence (i.e. not focal) 

or is the discourse topic of the previous section of text, and therefore is already a current 

centre of interest.  Similarly, in those places where the F1 construction could potentially 

occur, we often find that the candidate nominal’s referent is either the topic of the 

previous clause or is not what the section of text is ‘about’ (i.e. is not the discourse topic 

of that section of text). 

 

Turning now to the F3 construction and themes, the same can be said of the relationship 

between the fronted/thematised nominals and the section of text they introduce: these 

referents are in an ‘aboutness’ relationship with that section of text and are never the 

current centre of attention at the point at which they occur.  Unlike the F1 and F2 

constructions, there is no subordinate clause giving the setting for the section of text the 

fronted NPs introduce.  Rather, the proposition in the main clause (in the case of themes) 
                                          
194 As noted in section 3.2.1, there is one counterexample to this in chapter 7 involving the F2 

construction.  Recall that chapter 7 gives a list of things to be planted on a suburban farm, including 
orchites and poseas olives. Following the introduction of these olive types in a list item, the next 
sentence begins a four-sentence discussion of orchites olives; note that this discussion does NOT 
involve poseas olives.  The point at which the discussion relating to orchites begins, we have the 
fronting of the NP orchites in the F2 construction.  Hence we have a new discourse topic, orchites, 
which is a subset of the previously established topic, orchites AND poseas. 
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and in the indirect command or purpose clause (in the case of the F3 construction) 

typically gives the first of a set of instructions which relate to the referent(s) of the 

fronted NP(s).  Thus the referent of the fronted nominal is highly relevant to the 

instructions and interpretable as what the section of text is about. 

 

When we examine instances where a candidate nominal in the facito ut construction is 

not fronted, we find that these examples typically occur in the middle of a coherent 

section of text (‘mid-section’), ie, where there is no discontinuity with the prior context: 

 

Table 12: Non-fronting with facito ut construction 

F3 non-fronted nominals Total 

Mid-section (i.e. not a position of discontinuity) 15 

Topic shift 2 

Total 17 
 

As shown in Table 3, 15 (68%) of the 22 F3 fronted instances occur at a position of 

discontinuity (i.e. listing or topic shift).  By contrast, Table 12 shows that only 2 (11%) of 

the 17 non-fronted instances occur in positions of discourse discontinuity.  In both cases, 

the candidate nominal's referent is not what the section of text is about.  Furthermore, 

the discourse referents which are not fronted are either already the current centre of 

interest (i.e. currently under discussion) or are discourse-new but not mentioned again 

and not in an aboutness relation to the subsequent discourse.195 

 

As mentioned in chapter three, section 4.2, Dik has identified a number of types of 

clausal topic: new topics, given, subtopics and resumed topics.  In addition to clausal 

topics, there are discourse topics which he describes as follows: 

 

A discourse, taken in the wide sense of any kind of coherent text ... is 
“about” certain entities.  For example, this book is “about” Functional 
Grammar, this chapter is “about” pragmatic functions, and this subsection 
is “about” Topic and topicality.  For those entities about which a certain 
discourse imparts information we may use the term Discourse Topic (D-
Topic).  One discourse may have different D-Topics, some more central to 
the discourse than others. D-Topics may be hierarchically organized, as in 
the example given: the D-Topic “Topic and topicality” is part of the D-Topic 
“pragmatic functions”, which is in turn part of the overall D-Topic of the 
book, “Functional Grammar” ... If a discourse is to be about a certain D-
Topic, that D-Topic will, at some point, have to be introduced for the first 
time.  Such a first presentation of a D-Topic will be called a New Topic...  

                                          
195 In the one instance where a discourse referent is introduced mid-section but mentioned again, the 

next mention is at quite some distance and does not relate directly to the instruction in which the 
referent is mentioned. 
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(Dik 1997 1:313-314) 

 

As Table 8 above shows, a number of the fronted NPs at topic shift boundaries introduce 

brand-new referents, thus qualify as D-topics and new topics, in Dik’s terminology.  

However, rather controversially, new topics combine elements of topicality AND focality: 

 

They are topical in that they introduce a topical entity into the discourse, 
focal in that they introduce this entity into the discourse. 

(Dik 1997 1:316) 

 

Dik goes on to say that new topics can also introduce referents which are identifiable to 

the addressee; in this regard, he gives the example of a new topic introducing an unused 

(i.e. inactive) referent: 

 

(59) Yesterday in the pub I met your sister Mary. (Dik 1997 1:316, example 13a) 

 

Dik makes a distinction between new topics and (amongst others) subtopics, being those 

NPs whose referents are inferentially accessible.  However, it seems to me that if a 

topical, unused referent is labelled a new topic on first mention, the same can be said of 

a topical, inferentially accessible one: in both cases, the entity is identifiable, but in order 

to become a topic expression, they need to be introduced into the text as an argument of 

some proposition.  If we accept this position, then we can say that those fronted NPs in 

De agricultura whose referents are discourse-new (i.e. brand-new or inferentially 

accessible) qualify as new topics, and, as Dik suggests,  exhibit a mixture of topical and 

focal features.  

 

To conclude, there is a clear pattern whereby the fronting constructions occur in a 

position of discontinuity and non-fronting occurs where there is no such discontinuity.  

Couched in Lambrecht’s terminology, we could say that the discourse referents  these 

fronted and thematised NPs establish are not topical, given that they are not, at the point 

at which they are mentioned, the current “center of interest”, but the reader is alerted to 

the fact that they are about to be that centre of interest. 

 

As noted above, Lambrecht considers dislocations as (clausal) topic-promoting and topic-

establishing devices.  The notion of ‘topichood’ is clearly relevant for the fronted nominals 

coinciding with topic shifts in De agricultura.  However, whereas Lambrecht restricts his 

discussion to clausal topics, the examples here involve discourse topics.  Thus the 
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notions of topic-promotion and topic-establishment are relevant, provided that the 

domain of topichood is understood to be a section of text, rather than just a clause. 

 

6.4 Fronted constituent in lists and list-like environments 

 

Turning now to the listing environment, the fronted nominals’ referents are ‘highly 

relevant’ in that they provide the answer to the question or statement posed.  In this 

sense, they are focal.  For example, in the following sentences, the fronted nominal cicer 

‘chickpea’ in (61) provides the answer to the question posed at the outset of the section 

‘Which [things] are bad for the grainfield’ (60): 

 

(60) quae mala in segete sint 

 which:nom bad:nom in grainfield:abl be:subj:3pp 

 ‘Which [things] are bad for the grainfield:’ (37.1) 

 

(61) cicer quod uellitur et quod salsum est 

 chickpea:n/a because pull.up:pass:3ps and because salty:n/a be:3ps 

 eo malum est 

 for.that.reason bad:n/a be:3ps 

 ‘The chickpea, because it is pulled up and because it is salty, is bad for that reason.’ (37.1)  

 

However, not only does the referent of the fronted nominal answer the question, but the 

sentence in which the fronting occurs gives further information about that fronted NP's 

referent.  This is a pattern seen in all list examples.  For example, in each of the 

sentences below, the fronted argument provides the answer to a question or statement 

posed at the outset.  However the question is answered by a sentence which gives 

information about that fronted argument: in (62) the information is that that type of field 

should be planted with turnips, radishes, millet and Italian millet; in (63) the information 

is that a hay field is necessary in order that hay is not lacking; in (64) the information is 

that dry oak, elm, etc, should be stored in dung or water so that crosspieces can be 

made as and when required.  

 

(62) idem ager si nebulosus est, rapa raphanos 

 same:nom field:nom if misty:nom be:3ps turnips:n/a radishes:acc 

 milium panicum id maxime seri oportet 

 millet:n/a Italian.millet:n/a this:acc in particular sow:inf:pass should:3ps 

 ‘The same field, if it is misty; turnips, radishes, millet, Italian millet, this in particular should be sown.’ (6.1) 
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(63) pratum si inrigiuum habebis si non erit siccum 

 meadow:n/a if irrigated:n/a have:fut:2ps if neg be:fut:3ps dry:n/a 

 ne fenum desiet summittito 

 lest hay:nom lack:subj:3ps allow.to.grow:FI 

 ‘Let a meadow grow - irrigated if you have it, if not, dry - lest hay should be lacking.’ (8.1) 

 

(64) fibulae unde fiant aridae iligneae ulmeae 

 crosspieces:nom whence be.made:subj: 3pp dry:nom of.holm.oak:nom of.elmwood:nom 

 nuceae ficulneae fac in stercus aut in aquam coniciantur 

 of nutwood:nom of figwood:nom do:PI in dung:acc or in water:acc throw:subj:pass 

 inde ubi opus erit fibulas facito 

 thence when be.needed:3ps crosspieces:acc make:FI 

 ‘Whence crosspieces may be made, see to it that  dry [wood] of holm-oak, of elmwood, of nutwood, of figwood is 

thrown into dung or water.  from there, when there is need, make crosspieces.' (31.1) 

 

Thus although the fronted nominals’ referents are focal on one level, in that they answer 

a question, they are also topical in that the rest of the sentence conveys information 

‘about’  that referent.196  Once again, Dik’s description of the function of themes more or 

less characterises the fronting here: they indicate the discourse topic or participants 

“with respect to which the following clause is going to present some relevant information” 

(Dik 1997 2:389).  In the case of topic shift, the domain of 'aboutness' is a coherent 

section of text; in the case of lists, the domain is the sentence (or sentences) which 

relate to that list item. 

 

In summary, the fronted elements are ‘highly relevant’ on two levels: as the answer to a 

question posed and as that which the rest of the sentence conveys information about.  It 

should be noted, however, that the restriction against fronting nominals whose referents 

are already the centre of interest may not hold in the listing environment.  In sentences 

(12) and (13) above, repeated as (65) and (66) below, we have an example of what 

looks like a topical element being fronted in a list: 

 

(65=12) ubi ager crassus et laetus est sine arboribus 

 where field:nom heavy:nom and fertile:nom be:3ps without trees:abl 

 eum agrum frumentarium esse oportet 

 it:acc field:acc corn-producing:acc be:inf should:3ps 

 ‘Where a field is heavy and fertile, without trees, that field should be corn-producing.’ (6.1) 

 

                                          
196 This point is also made by de Jong (1994:98). 
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(66=13) idem ager si nebulosus est, rapa raphanos 

 same:nom field:nom if misty:nom be:3ps turnips:n/a radishes:acc 

 milium panicum id maxime seri oportet 

 millet:n/a Italian.millet:n/a this:n/a in.particular sow:inf:pass should:3ps 

 ‘The same field, if it is misty; turnips, radishes, millet, Italian millet, this in particular should be sown.’ (6.1) 

 

At first blush, idem ager ‘the same field’ in (66) appears to be coreferential with eum 

agrum ‘that field’ in (65).  However, it is arguable that idem ager in this instances 

indicates ‘the same type of field’ (i.e. ‘If heavy, fertile soil is also misty,...’).  In this case, 

the mentions are not coreferential and thus we do not have the fronting of a referent 

which is already “lit up” (to use Chafe’s terminology).  If one argues that these mentions 

are in fact coreferential, we would have to conclude that on the basis of this example, the 

fronted nominals in list environments can in fact be already topical. 

 

Turning to the list-like environment, we typically have a series of sentences which give 

information on a topic, such as ‘care of livestock’ (see section 2.1.1 above), 'when timber 

is ready to be cut' and so on.  I repeat a portion of the list-like section of chapter 5: 

 

See that you have the oxen cared for with the greatest diligence. 
Be a little deferent to the oxherds so that they will more willingly care for 
the oxen.  
See that you have good ploughs and ploughshares.  
... 
If bedding is lacking, pick oak leaves and spread it out [as bedding] for the 
sheep and oxen. 

 

In this portion of the text, four items are dealt with: oxen (take care of them); oxherds 

(be deferent to them); ploughs and ploughshares (have good ones); bedding (what to do 

if it is lacking).  Each of these items about which information is given occurs first in its 

clause, which is the pattern seen in lists.  Thus once again we have the fronting of 

elements which are ‘highly relevant’.  Just as the list-like environment is intermediate 

between listing and topic shift, the domain of relevance of the fronted nominal is not 

uniform.  When the list item involves a single sentence, the domain is the clause.  In this 

case, we have a situation akin to the list environment, which typically (although not 

uniformly) involves a single sentence.  However, when the list item involves more than 

one sentence on the same subject, the domain is wider and thus more similar to an 

instance of topic shift.  In each case, the fronted nominal's referent is what the portion of 

text it introduces is ‘about’, with the concomitant mixture of focal and topical properties 

discussed for those occurring in list environments above. 
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6.5 Summary of fronted nominals as discourse topics in the topic-shift 
environment 

 

In the discussion so far, I have argued that the fronting coincides with a position of 

discontinuity (viz topic shift and listing) and that the referents of the fronted NPs are 

about to be topical in that they present the entity or entities about which the next section 

of text presents information, be that section a chunk of text in the case of topic shifts or 

a sentence(s) in the case of listing.  I have further suggested that the fronting creates 

the expectation that the referent of the fronted NP is about to become the centre of 

attention or interest.  In other words, the constructions are indeed topic-establishing.   

 

As noted above, 73 of the 92 instances of fronting coincide with a topic shift or listing 

environment.  This raises the question, is the function of the fronting to establish a new 

topic at a topic shift or list item position?  If this were the case, one would expect there 

to be a significant statistical relationship between these discourse environments and the 

instances of fronting.  In the table below, we have the results of a chi-square goodness-

of-fit test for each of the constructions.  This test seeks to establish whether the number 

of instances coinciding with a topic shift or listing environment is significantly greater 

than one would expect were there no relationship between fronting and these 

environments: 

 

Table 13: Chi-square goodness-of-fit test 

 F1 F2 F3 Theme Total 

Raw data 21 out of 22 15 out of 21 15 out of 22 22 out of 27 73 out of 92 

Chi-square 

significance 

p <0.005 p <0.05 not significant p <0.005 p < 0.005 

 

When we examine the total figures ─ 73 coincide with topic shift/listing out of a total of 

92 instances of fronting ─ we find that there is a significant relationship between fronting 

and these environments (p<0.005).  However, when we examine the figures for the 

individual constructions, the results are not uniform.  All but the F3 construction show a 

relationship between fronting and the environments, while F1 and themes show a 

stronger relationship than the F2 construction (p<.005 and p<0.05 respectively).  Hence 

the statistics could be interpreted as supporting our hypothesis that the function of the 

fronting is to establish a new topic at a topic shift or new list item position for the F1 and 

F2 constructions and themes, but not for the F3 construction (even though the figures for 

the F3 construction are very similar to those for F2).  We are therefore faced with the 

possibility that the F1 and F2 contructions and themes have one function and F3 has 
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some other.  Alternatively, there may be some other function which would account for all 

of the constructions.  And indeed, when we examine the examples of fronting which do 

not coincide with these environments, a clear pattern emerges: the examples of fronting 

do, as suggested above, involve the fronting of NPs whose referents are about to be the 

topic of a section of text; however, what unifies them is that they occur at points 

exhibiting a particular type of discontinuity, namely, where there is a break in the thread 

of discourse. 

 

6.6 Breaks in the thread of discourse 

 

Topic shift and listing are clearly discontinuous environments.  They herald a shift in 

attention to a new topic of discussion, hence they are positions where there is a break in 

the thread of discourse or flow of information: one topic of discussion or list item has 

been dealt with, and the next begins. 

 

The same can be said of many of the other environments in which fronting occurs: 

asides, shifts, and the first step in a procedure.  In the case of asides, a series of 

instructions are interrupted to give some related information, then the flow of 

instructions resumes.  For example, recall that in chapter 38 the following instructions 

are given for grafting.  The sequence of instructions below is interrupted or broken by the 

underlined sentence, which gives information relevant to the operation but not following 

on from the previous instruction.  Following this, the sequence of instructions resumes.  

The underlined sentence is an example of the F3 construction, and is given as sentence 

(67) below. 

 

The third [method of] grafting is: with a gimlet, drill the vine which you will 
graft. 
Into that, wedge into the pith two vine scions which variety you wish, cut 
on the slant.  
See that you join the pith of these [scions] with the pith [of the vine].  
Wedge [them] into that [vine] which you have drilled, one on each side. 
These scions, see that they are 2ft long.  
Press them into the ground.  
Bend them back to the head of the vine.  
Tie the middle of the vines under the soil, cover with soil.   
All these smear with kneaded mixture, tie up and cover in the same way as 
for olives. 

 

(67) eos surculos facito sint longi pedes binos 

 them:acc scions:acc see.to.it:FI be:subj:3pp long:nom feet:acc two:acc 

 ‘These scions, see that they are 2ft long.’ (41.3) 

 



 

 219

Note that the referent of the fronted NP eos surculos 'these scions' is active; clearly, 

there is no requirement that the referent be non-active, as appears to be the case with 

the majority of instances of fronting at topic shift boundaries and in list environments.  

Note too that the referent of the fronted NP is clearly the topic of the underlined 

sentence. 

 

This is also the case in the environment which I label a shift (there are further examples 

in chapters 54-162).  Recall that a shift is where, within the overall discussion of a given 

referent or set of referents, there is a shift in attention from one question or proposition 

under discussion to another, as exemplified by the excerpt below.  Here we have 

instructions on how to plant an olive cutting in a nursery.  Following these, there is a 

sentence displaying the F2 construction which asserts when the cuttings are ready to be 

transplanted; this sentence is underlined and given as (68) below.  Note that where the 

instructions relate to planting a cutting (singular), the underlined sentence gives 

information about cuttings (plural); clearly, the underlined sentence coincides with a 

break from the established matter of concern (i.e. instructions on how to plant a cutting) 

to a related statement about when cuttings are mature; note too that the referent of the 

fronted NP taleae 'cuttings' is what its sentence is about: 

 

When you insert the cutting [in the ground], press it into the ground with 
your foot. If it doesn't go down far enough, drive it in with a mallet or 
maul.  Beware lest you break the bark when you drive it in. Do not first 
make a hole in which to put the cutting.  If you plant like this so the 
cutting stands up, it will have a better chance to live. The cuttings, when 
they are three years old, then finally they are mature when their bark 
turns. 

 

(68) taleae ubi trimae sunt tum denique maturae sunt 

 cuttings:nom when three.years.old:nom be:3pp then finally mature:nom be:3pp 

 ubi liber sese uertet 

 when bark:nom itself turn:3ps 

 'The cuttings, when they are three years old, then finally they are mature when their bark turns.' (45.3)  

 

Finally, in the case of the environment which I have labelled a 'first step in a procedure', 

we again have a break in the thread of discourse.  In each of the cases where we have 

fronting coinciding with the first step in a procedure, that step is preceded by an 

introductory statement.  Hence we have a shift in mode from introductory information to 

a procedural step or instruction.  Sentence (69) below illustrates the point.  Note that the 

fronted NPs' referents are coded as a pronoun haec 'these' (i.e. a preferred topic 
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expression) in the clause, and that the instructions in the clause relate primarily to ─ and 

are 'about' ─ the referents of this pronoun. 

 

(69) medicamentum in dolium hoc modo facito: 

 mending.material:acc for jars:acc this:abl way:abl make:FI 

 cerae pI resinae pI sulpuris p!! pĊĊ haec  omnia in calicem nouum 

 wax:gen 1lb resin:gen 1lb sulphur:gen 2/100ths this:acc all:acc in pot:acc new:acc 

 indito 

 put.in:FI 
 'Make mending material for jars in this way: 1lb of wax, 1lb of resin, 2/100ths of sulphur, put all this in a new pot.' 

(39.1-2) 

 

In conclusion, in all of these environments, topic s hift, listing, asides, shifts and first 

step in a procedure, we have a combination of two factors: they occur at a point of 

discontinuity ─ specifically, where there is a break in the established thread of discourse 

─ and the fronted NP's referent is topical, being the topic of a stretch of discourse and/or 

a clause.  

 

We are now in a position to answer the question posed at the outset: what is the function 

of the fronting?  We can conclude that these fronting constructions are indeed topic-

establishing devices as Lambrecht (1996) has suggested for dislocations (although here 

we are dealing with both dislocations and what might be analysed as topicalisations); the 

addressee is warned that the referent of the fronted NP is about to become the centre of 

attention.  However, we must add that these devices are used in discontinuous 

environments, where there is a break in the thread of discourse.  In other words, the 

addressee is warned that the referent is about to become the centre of attention of a 

section or a block of text which is in some way discontinuous with the previous block.  

Note that although in those environments involving topic shift and listing, which we 

might call prototypical examples of discontinuity, the referents of the fronted NPs tend 

strongly to be non-active; in asides and shifts, which are a more subtle form of 

discontinuity, we also find active referents. 

 

However, recall Lambrecht's suggestion that topic-promotion is the basic function of 

dislocations, but that the same devices are used with active referents where there is 

switching between active referents, which is itself a form of discontinuity.  The same is 

true in De agricultura: there are four instances where fronting coincides with a switch 

from one active referent to another.  Once again, however, the fronted referent is what 

the clause is about and hence topical. 
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If the proposal above is correct, we would expect there to be a significant statistical 

relationship between discontinuous environments (i.e. where there is a break in the 

thread of discourse) and switching between active referents on the one hand, and the 

instances of fronting on the other.  In the table below, we have the results of a chi-

square goodness-of-fit test for each of the constructions, measuring the difference 

between the number of instances of a construction coinciding with discontinuity/switching 

between active referents and the number of instances that do not: 

 

Table 14: Chi-square goodness-of-fit test 

 F1 F2 F3 Theme Total 

Raw data 21 out of 22 17 out of 21 20 out of 22 26 out of 27 84 out of 92 

Chi-square 

significance 

p <0.005 p <0.005 p<0.005 p <0.005 p < 0.005 

 

As the figures clearly show, for each of the constructions, there is a significant 

relationship between these environments and fronting. 

 

7. Fronting patterns in chapters 53-164 

 

Having established the circumstances under which fronting occurs in the first third of the 

book, I turn now to the second two-thirds of De agricultura.  When we examine the 

fronting of nominals in sentence-initial position in this section, we find that they occur in 

the same environments as those in the first third of the book (the F4 construction is 

discussed below): 

 



 

 222

Table 15: Fronting in chapters 53-164 

 F1 F2 F3 F4 Theme Total 

Topic shift/subtopic shift 20 10 1 3 4 38 

Listing 2 2 1  2 7 

Topic shift & listing 1  1   2 

Aside  1    1 

Switch between active 
referents 

      

First step in a procedure 2 2   4 8 

Shift 3 2    5 

Contrast       

Emphasis   1   1 

None 2 2 2  1 7 

Total 30 19 6 3 11 69 
 

Although the constructions occur in the same environments as their counterparts in the 

first third of the book, there are some differences in the distribution of these 

constructions.  Firstly, there are a number of prepositional themes of the form de x 

‘concerning x’, all occurring in the cabbage chapters (156 and 157), whereas PP themes 

are absent in the first third of the book.197  The PP themes all coincide with a topic shift, 

and indicate the entity to which the information contained in that section relates.  

 

There is also a construction which is similar to the F2 construction in that the fronted 

element is an argument of both the subordinate and main clause.  Unlike the F2 

construction, however, in this case the argument is overt in both clauses.  Sentence (70) 

below is an example of this construction, which is referred to as “F4” in the table above: 

 

(70) bos si aegrotare coeperit dato continuo ei unum gallinaceum 
 oxen:nom if sicken:inf begin:fqp:3ps give:FI immediately he:dat one:acc of.a.hen:acc 
 crudum 

 raw:acc 
 ‘If an oxen begins to sicken, give him immediately a raw hen’s egg.’ (71.1) 

 

In terms of the environments in which the individual constructions appear, there are a 

number of differences between the first third of De agricultura and the second two-thirds.  

Firstly, there are no examples of fronting coinciding with a switch between active 

referents in the latter part of the book; recall that there were four examples in the first 

                                          
197 Bolkestein suggests that PP themes of this form are the more frequent in Latin (Bolkestein 1981:65).  

In De agricultura, by contrast, these are exceedingly rare and only occur in two chapters.  
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third.  Secondly, whereas in the first third of De agricultura only themes coincided with 

the first step in a procedure, in the second two-thirds, the F1 and F2 constructions are 

also found in this environment.  Thirdly, shifts are more common in this part of the book 

than in the first part, and involve both the F1 and F2 constructions (there was but one 

example of a shift in the first third, and it involved the F2 construction).  Fourthly, there 

are no examples which can be clearly classified as contrast, but there is one in which the 

fronted NP's referent is emphatic.  Fifthly, perhaps the most obvious difference between 

the two sections of text relates to the F3 construction: these are relatively rare in 

chapters 54-162 and only half (three out of six) appear in the discontinuous 

environments.  Finally, whereas in the first third of the book, the fronted NP's referent 

has the role of subject or object of the associated clause with the F1, F2 and F3 

constructions, in the second two-thirds there are two examples where the role of the 

fronted NP's referent is that of an oblique. 

 

In spite of these differences, the constructions still appear in discontinuous 

environments, where there is a break in the discourse structure, and the fronted 

nominals are about to be topical.198   In the table below, we have the results of a chi-

square goodness-of-fit test for each of the constructions, measuring the difference 

between the number of instances of a construction coinciding with discontinuity/switching 

between active referents and the number of instances that do not: 

 

Table 16: Chi-square goodness-of-fit test 

 F1 F2 F3 F4 Theme Total 

Raw data 28 of 30 17 of 19 3 of 6 3 of 3 10 of 11 61 of 69 

Chi-square significance p < 0.005 p < 0.005 n/a199 n/a p < 0.01 p < 0.005 

 

The figures show that there is a significant relationship between F1, F2 and themes and 

the discontinuous environments identified above.  The F3 construction, on the other 

hand, appears in these constructions only 50% of the time.  It should be noted, however, 

that there are so few examples of this construction ─ or the F4 construction ─ that it is 

difficult to draw conclusions from this figure. 

 

                                          
198 There is one counterexample to this: in one instance we have a theme coinciding with a topic shift; 

however, the referent of the fronted nominal is not what the section of text is about. 

199 The chi-square goodness-of-fit is not appropriate when the expected cell count is less than five, which 
is the case with both the F3 and F4 constructions. 
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8. Conclusion: fronting in De agricultura 

 

As can be seen, we have two main constructions coinciding with the topic shift, list and 

list-like environments in which the fronted nominals share pragmatic features: firstly,  we 

have three constructions involving the placing of a nominal before a subordinator (F1 and 

F2) or before a governing main verb (F3); secondly, we have a construction involving a 

theme plus a resumptive element in the main clause.  In each case, we have the placing 

of a nominal or group of nominals in a position which is linearly (at the very least) 

outside, and to the left of, the clause with which they are associated.  These nominals 

thus typically occur in the first position (or at least very near the first position) of their 

clause. The four constructions not only have a similar structure, but also occur in the 

same discourse environments and involve nominals whose referents share the same 

properties.  

 

As noted above, the first position of the clause has often been described as one of prime 

importance in the Latin sentence.  When a word is taken from its 'normal' position and 

placed at the beginning of the clause, it is often claimed that this is done to emphasise it: 

 

In der Gesamtvorstellung des Satzes, die dem Geiste des Redenden oder 
Schreibenden schon mehr oder weniger unbewußt vorschwebt, ehe er sie 
wirklich zum Ausdruck bringt, drängen sich die Begriffe, die für Sinn und 
Zusammenhang am wichtigsten sind, unwillkürlich vor; und so kommt es, 
daß betonte Begriffe jeder Art, ohne Rücksicht auf die hergebrachte 
Wortfolge, an den Anfang des Satzes rücken. 

(Kühner-Stegmann 1955:591) 

 

In the general presentation of a sentence, which is already more or less 
unconsciously in the mind of the writer or speaker before he actually 
expresses it, the concepts which are most important in terms of sense and 
coherence involuntarily push themselves forward; and so it happens that 
stressed concepts of every sort move to the front of the sentence without 
consideration for the time-honoured word order. 

(Translation) 

 

In terms of the position of the subject, the authors express the commonly held belief that 

the normal position for subjects is at the beginning of the sentence, unless dislodged 

from that position by a stressed element (Kühner-Stegmann 1955:597).  Walker argues 

that explanations such as these are inadequate; he suggests that the first position of the 

clause can be accounted for by two principles: 

 

...the great majority [of sentences in Caesar] begin with whatever word 
links the thought of the sentence with that of the preceding sentences, (...) 
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But when the thread of the narrative is broken, as, for example, by turning 
to the actions of the enemy, the reader will find a new actor or topic put 
first to warn him of the break. (...) These two principles will be found to 
account for the position of nearly all of Caesar’s initial words.  Occasionally 
in Caesar and very often in Cicero’s speeches emotion, genuine or 
calculated, leads to the apparent blurting out first of the important word in 
violation of the principles just stated: and we may then say fairly that the 
word is “put first for emphasis.”  

(Walker 1918:645-646) 

 

In summary, Walker suggests that the first position is reserved for linking elements or 

for elements which warn of a new actor or topic; an exception to these rules is when 

occasionally a truly emphatic word is placed in this position.  These principles, according 

to Walker, also account for the distribution of the F2 construction in Latin: 

 

I must content myself with saying that in Caesar the words which precede 
the connective are chiefly linking words and words introducing a new topic, 
with an occasional merely emphatic word; and in Cicero they are chiefly 
linking, emphatic, and contrasting words. 

(Walker 1918:655) 

 

Recall that in the first third of the book, there were four examples of the F2 construction 

which did not coincide with one of the discontinuous environments; in three of these 

cases, the fronted element was a pronoun.  Further, there are two examples of this 

construction in the latter two-thirds of De agricultura which do not appear in a 

discontinuous environment of which one involves the fronting of a pronoun.  Hence the 

distribution of this construction in De agricultura is more or less as Walker has proposed 

for Caesar's prose: the F2 construction is occasionally used for elements which link to the 

previous discourse (i.e. pronouns), but in the vast majority of cases it is used when there 

is a “break” in the thread of discourse and it introduces a new topic.200  It is interesting 

to note that the same functions are identified in texts which are dissimilar in genre and 

era: Caesar's prose is narrative and belongs to the Classical Latin era, while Cato's work 

is prescriptive/procedural and belongs to the archaic era. 

                                          
200 That these constructions are used with both continuous and discontinuous entities may seem counter-

intuitive.  The same argument has been raised with respect to the topic first principle, familiar in 
Prague School and Functional Grammar perspectives.  Lambrecht rejects this argument as follows: 

Given that sentence-initial position is cognitively speaking an eminently salient position, it 
would be a priori surprising if the prominence associated with this position could only be 
exploited for a single function, such as the marking of the topic relation.  

(Lambrecht 1996:201) 

Perhaps we need not be concerned that a language can code both continuous and discontinuous 
elements using the same construction.  When a highly continuous, pronominal referent occurs in initial 
position in a sentence or clause, the addressee cannot fail to assume continuity; when a discontinuous 
element occurs in this position, it is reasonable to expect that the addressee likewise is able to 
recognise that discontinuity. 
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However, as we have seen, it is not only the F2 construction which is used to warn of a 

new topic at a position of discontinuity, or where there is a break in the thread of 

discourse.201  The referents of the fronted nominals in all of the constructions discussed 

are “important in terms of sense and coherence” as Kühner-Stegmann state; one might 

even argue that they are somehow stressed.  However, their importance lies in the fact 

that the referent is about to be a new discourse and/or clausal topic and the fronting 

appears in a position of discontinuity.  

 

The results of this study corroborate Pinkster's assertion concerning the F1 and F2 

construction that the postposition of the subordinator generally occurs to allow a topic or 

focus constituent to take the first position in the clause.   However two qualifications 

must be made.  Firstly, as we have seen, it is not only with these constructions that a 

topical element is taken from its normal position and placed clause-initially, but also with 

the F3 construction and themes.  Secondly, Pinkster argues that topic or focus 

constituents appear in this position; this study has found that it is either topic 

constituents or those which exhibit a mixture of topical and focal properties which are 

fronted (i.e. discourse-new referents at topic shift boundaries, and the referents of all 

fronted NPs in lists and list-like environments). 

 

The foregoing discussion can be seen as a contribution to the debate on whether the F1 

and F2 constructions are relics with no expressive value, as suggested by Marouzeau 

(1949), or whether this is a marked construction used for a particular discourse purpose.  

Given that these constructions are not as common in De agricultura as Marouzeau has 

suggested and given that when they do occur, they occur in predictable, principled 

environments, we can conclude that the constructions are employed deliberately for a 

specific purpose.  In other words, subordinators are not automatically placed in the 

second position in their clause, behaving like enclitics in accordance with Wackernagel’s 

Law; rather, a nominal is placed in a marked position before the subordinator and 

thereby indicates discontinuity,corroborating Marouzeau’s observation that, “It is very 

frequently the case in De agricultura that each exposition commences with the word 

which furnishes it so to speak with a title” (Marouzeau 1949:129).   

                                          
201 In addition, in De agricultura there are examples of fronted NPs whose referents are contrastive and 

emphatic, just as Walker has found in Caesar and Cicero's prose. 
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Chapter IX 

 Conclusion 
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Introduction 

 

The results of this study show that main clause objects and subjects typically precede their 

verb in De agricultura. Indeed, 95.3% of pronominal objects, 86% of lexical objects and 

91.6% of subjects appear before their verb.  Recall Givón's assertion that the dominant 

word order pattern in rigid word-order languages appears in 80%-90% of cases; recall 

further Whaley's suggestion that “if [an order] occurs, for example, 70% of the time and no 

other type occurs more than 15% of the time, [that order] is almost certainly the basic 

order” (Whaley 1997:100).  These figures not only show that SV and OV are basic orders for 

De agricultura, but that their predominance is high enough to be comparable with rigid 

word-order languages.  In other words, the relative order of main clause subjects and 

objects vis-à-vis the verb is arguably fixed in this text. 

 

We have examined two sets of exceptions to the basic order: those in which subjects and 

objects appear after the verb, and those in which subjects and objects (amongst other 

elements) appear in a marked construction early in the clause.  In both sets, we have 

established that the notions of topicality and/or focality are involved.  In the case of 

postverbal objects, this order is  particularly associated with clauses in which the object is 

'heavily focal' and where the verb is semantically relatively light or predictable in its context; 

note, however, that there were a few cases where the verb was not light, but nonetheless, 

the object was heavily focal.  This gives rise to the following two word order templates: 

 

Table 1 : Objects 
 
Basic: O  V 

Nonbasic: V O 

 ⎡+light or       ⎤ ⎡+heavily focal or       ⎤  

 ⎣+predictable ⎦     and/or ⎣+multiple object NPs ⎦ 

 

For postverbal subjects, the results were less conclusive, however, the postposing of 

subjects was associated with semantically light verbs (particularly esse 'to be') and heavily 

focal subject NPs: 
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Table 2: Subjects 
 
Basic: S  V 

Nonbasic: V S 

 [+light]      and/ or [+heavily focal]  

 

Turning now to the fronting of elements, we have discussed four structures which all involve 

the marked treatment of nominals appearing early in the clause.  These constructions 

involved the preposing of a nominal before a subordinator in the case of F1 and F2, or 

before a governing verb and subordinator, in the case of F3.  Themes involve the positioning 

of nominals outside and to the left of the whole sentence.  In chapter eight, I argued that 

these constructions occurred in positions of discontinuity and that the fronted NP's referent 

is about to become the centre of attention ─ or topic ─ of either a section of text and/or the 

clause.  In other words, these are topic-announcing constructions, and there is a special 

position before a subordinator/finite verb+subordinator or the sentence in which NPs with a 

topic-announcing function appear in positions of discontinuity: 

 

Table 3: Fronting 
 
x    [(Vf) subordinator] 

x   [sentence] 

[+topic announcing] 

 

Let us now see how the results of the current study compare with those of other researchers 

mentioned in chapter 3. 

 

1. Comparison with other researchers 

 

1.1 Pinkster 

 

Recall that Pinkster (1990) posited a basic structure of SOV for the Latin clause, with a 

special position, P1, which is reserved for topic or contrastive focus elements: 

 

(conn) - P1 - (conn) - (S) - (sat) - O/C - (sat) - Vf 

 



 

 230

This can be read to mean that P1 is reserved for topics and elements displaying contrastive 

focus, and is often occupied by the subject when it exhibits these pragmatic functions.  The 

arguments of the finite verb appear in the order subject-object/complement and precede the 

final verb.  Finally, it is not yet clear whether there is a special position at the end of the 

clause reserved for focal elements; however, those sentences which contain all new 

information, viz presentational sentences, often have subjects in final position.  Although he 

does not give a schema for these types of predicates, I assume that the above schema is to 

be amended to the effect that, optionally, the element indicating the newly presented entity 

in such sentences may appear after the final verb: 

 

(conn) - P1 - (conn) - (S) - (sat) - O/C - (sat) - Vf - (Focus?) 

 

This schema is roughly consistent with the findings from the current study: both OV and SV 

are the canonical orders; however, as indicated in Tables 1 and 2 above, we optionally find 

heavily focal objects appearing after the finite verb, particularly when that finite verb is light 

or predictable in the given context.  Similarly, postverbal subjects appear with light verbs 

and/or are heavily focal. 

 

As for fronting, Pinkster's schema gives a special position at or near the beginning of the 

sentence, P1, which is reserved for topics or contrastive focus elements.  He further notes 

that subordinators can be ousted from clause-initial position by elements with a topic or 

focus function.  This is also true in De agricultura, with two provisos: firstly, these elements 

are about to become a topic of a section of text and/or clause, and secondly, these elements 

may combine features of both topicality and focality. 

 

1.2 De Jong & Cabrillana 
 

De Jong (1989) tested the hypothesis that initial subjects have a topic function and non-

initial subjects have a function other than topichood.  He assumed that there are 'priority' 

factors which cause an element to appear in a marked position early in the clause and 

'posteriority' factors which cause an element to come in a marked position later in the 

clause.  He took as a working hypothesis that subjects appear in the first position of the 

clause unless (a) they are ousted from that position by an element having priority or (b) the 

subject itself has posteriority.  His study showed that the most common priority factors are 

anaphora, contrast, emphasis and setting, and that subjects appearing late in the clause are 
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typically focal or highly topical.  He concludes that topichood itself is not a priority factor; 

that is, topichood has no particular claim to the first position of the clause.  However, “the 

tendency for Topics to take the initial position is more pronounced in the case of Topic-shift, 

especially where there is a contrastive relationship between Subjects” (de Jong 1989:537). 

 

The results of the current study support de Jong's conclusions: postverbal subjects in De 

agricultura are also associated with focal subjects, but in this case they are 'heavily focal' 

and the verb is typically light.  Furthermore, as we have seen, the fronted NPs, many of 

which are subjects, often appear in the first position of the clause ─ although not obligatorily 

─ and we have argued that these are about to become the topic of a stretch of discourse 

and/or the clause; these 'topic-like' elements often coincide with a topic shift, as de Jong 

suggests.  However, to say that the tendency for topics (or more correctly referents which 

are about to become a topic) to appear in initial position correlates positively with topic 

shifts is a little too restrictive in De agricultura; rather, these elements appear first or early 

in the clause if there is a form of discontinuity, whether a topic shift, subtopic shift, listing, 

aside, switch between active referents, a shift or the first step in a procedure.  In addition, 

we found elements fronted in the F1, F2, F3 and theme constructions which were 

contrastive, emphatic or anaphoric, just as de Jong's results would predict. 

 

Similarly, Cabrillana's (1996) conclusion that postverbal subjects are typically focal is borne 

out here;  further, she shows that to explain the VO order, recourse must be made to 

various factors including syntactic factors, communicative dynamism, focality and so on.  

The rules posited to account for verbs of adding and do 'give', and indeed for postverbal 

objects generally, similarly take into consideration various factors including the position of 

the clause within the structure of the discourse, the lightness of the verb, the relative 

focality of the object NP and so on. 

 

1.3 Somers 
 

As discussed at length in chapter eight, Somers examines fronted topics and themes, and 

concludes that themes are the most extreme form of fronting.  There are some difficulties in 

comparing the current results with Somers', as I have counted as themes only those 

instances where there is a resumptive element within the associated clause, whereas 

Somers examines those where there is no such resumptive element.  Somers notes that 

distinguishing between theme and fronted topic is difficult when the fronted element could 
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be an argument of the associated clause (as is the case with the F1, F2 and F3 

constructions).  However, her study shows that both fronted topics and themes have the 

same double function: they indicate that “the last item has been dealt with and now a new 

issue is going to be the main one” (i.e. a discourse structuring function) and they indicate 

that “from now on [x] is the main issue” (i.e. a topic-like function) (Somers 1994:156). 

 

Turning now to the distribution of theme versus fronted topic, Somers argues that the choice 

of theme rather than fronted topic depends on (a) the syntactic complexity of the main 

clause such that the more complex, the more likely a resumptive element is used, hence the 

more likely the use of a theme; (b) the focus of the main clause, such that the stronger the 

focus type, the more likely the use of a theme; (c) the position of the element in a topic-

chain, such that themes prefer to appear early in the topic chain; and (d) text type, such 

that themes are more common in manuals and Plautus' plays than in historical narrative, 

and exceedingly rare in poetry. 

 

The results of this study are very similar to Somers': I too have argued that the fronted 

nominals are topic-announcing.  Further, I have argued that they appear in discontinuous 

environments hence have a similar function to Somers' discourse structuring function.  

However in this respect, a small, rather pedantic, point of difference must be made.  Somers 

suggests that the fronting indicates that the last item has been dealt with.  This is certainly 

true of many instances in De agricultura; however, in the case of asides, the last item is 

resumed after the interruption.  Hence, I prefer to label the discourse structuring function 

one of 'discontinuity' such that the fronting indicates discontinuity with the previous item, 

whilst remaining silent on the question of whether the last item will or will not be taken up 

again.  It should be noted, however, that as there are so few examples of asides, this is a 

very minor point of difference. 

 

When we examine the distribution of themes versus the other forms of fronting, however, 

the point of difference is slightly larger.   As suggested above, the factors which favour 

themes over fronted topics in Somers' data do not consistently apply in De agricultura.  

Rather, the use of themes is strongly associated with lists and list-like environments, in 

which I have argued that the referents of the NPs combine both topical and focal features.  

They are also often used in the first step in a procedure, where we could similarly argue that 

the referents are discourse-new and focal as well as about to be the topic of their clause.  

Indeed, these two environments account for 79% (30 out of 38) of examples of this 
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construction.  Furthermore, the vast majority of themes in De agricultura consist of either 

multiple NPs, an NP with relative clause or the NP consists of a head plus several modifiers; 

recall that I labelled these 'structurally heavy themes'.  In summary, themes in De 

agricultura are typically structurally heavy and strongly associated with positions where they 

are both topical and focal. 

 

1.4 Summary 
 

The use of fronting at topic shifts has clearly been noted by several researchers working on 

Latin.  However, the use of fronting in De agricultura is best described as occurring at 

positions of discontinuity, thereby capturing its use in the various environments described in 

chapter eight: topic shift, listing, shifts, asides, switches between active referents and in the 

first step in a procedure.  It is interesting to note that similar conclusions have been reached 

by researchers working on different texts and from different periods of Latin: from Cicero's 

letters, to Caesar's narrative prose, to Cato's manual, the fronting of topics ─ or in the case 

of De agricultura topic-announcing NPs ─ has  been noted.202  Hence, the results of this 

study suggest that this is a phenomenon which was not limited to a particular genre nor 

period, but a feature of Latin from at least the archaic era until the Classical era.  Similarly, 

many researchers have suggested that focal elements may appear after the verb, and the 

results of this study support this notion; however, in terms of the postposing of subjects and 

objects, in De agricultura this typically occurs when the subject or object contains 

information which is relatively more newsworthy than the verb itself. 

 

2. Word order in De agricultura and word order universals 

 

2.1 Focal position in SOV languages 
 
As we have seen, the SV and OV orders are overwhelmingly predominant in De agricultura. 

Those objects and subjects which come after the verb are typically more newsworthy than 

their verb and/or heavily focal.  Pinkster has made the tentative suggestion that the final 

position in the Latin sentence may be reserved for elements with a focus function 

(1990:178-179).  This would be consistent with the cross-linguistic tendency for languages 

to have a special focus position at the end of the sentence (Herring and Paolillo 1995:163).  

                                          
202 Recall that in chapter two, section 2, I made a similar argument for the arrangement of words in the to the 

legal text Senatus Consultum de Bacchanalibus, a legal text from ca186BC. 
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This sentence-final positioning of focal elements is attested in languages of different word 

order types, but is potentially negated in strict V-final languages.  Hetzron (1975 cited in 

Herring and Paolillo 1995) maintains that focused information nonetheless appears after the 

verb in erstwhile strict SOV languages, while Kim (1988) maintains that the focus position 

for harmoniously head-final, strict SOV languages is in the immediately preverbal position.  

Herring and Paolillo (1995), noting that these hypotheses are contradictory,  attempt to 

ascertain which is correct.  One reason for Hetzron and Kim coming to different conclusions 

is that the former examines presentational constructions while the latter examines the 

position of wh-words.  Hence Herring and Paolillo examine both presentational focus and wh-

word focus in two SOV languages, Sinhala (Indo-Aryan) and Tamil (Dravidian), both head-

final, SOV languages. They base their study on written and oral narratives.  The authors 

conclude that in Sinhala postverbal position is used for introducing entities which are salient 

or central to the narrative plot, in keeping with Hetzron's predictions.  As for wh-words, only 

those which introduce thematising rhetorical questions (such as What did he do then? 

(1995:176)) prefer postverbal position, whereas true information-seeking wh-words prefer 

sentence-initial position and classical rhetorical questions (“[implying] a universally 

quantified negative response ('Where would a bird learn stories? = 'A bird wouldn't learn 

stories anywhere')” (1995:176)) prefer initial or preverbal position.  Tamil, a strict V-final 

language, too has a presentational focus strategy in which the presented NP appears 

sentence-finally, but this appears in a verbless construction, thereby circumventing the V-

final rule.  As for Tamil wh-words, however, the claim that these prefer the immediately 

preverbal position is only evident with wh-adverbs in true information-seeking questions.  

The moral of the story here is that “'focus' cannot be treated as a homogenous category in 

studies in word order variation” (Herring and Paolillo 1995:193).  The authors' conclusions 

show that different strategies are employed for different focus types, viz presentational and 

wh-word, and even within the category of wh-word, distinctions needed to be made between 

different rhetorical functions.  It is perhaps only when we have distinguished the various 

types and sub-types of focus exhibited by the languages of the world that we can begin to 

test the validity of the sentence-final focus hypothesis.  To this end, we might contribute the 

findings of this study.  The postposing of objects and subjects is associated with constituents 

which are heavily focal and/or more newsworthy or salient than their verb. 
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2.2 The topic-first principle 
 

One principle of word order that has been claimed to be universal is, put simply, that old 

information precedes new information.  At a simplistic level, this principle is encoded in the 

Prague School notion of theme-rheme ordering or in the topic-first principle, according to 

which topical information precedes focal information.  Lambrecht notes that the topic-first 

principle has been challenged by some researchers on the basis of, for example, the 

existence of V-initial languages (i.e. languages in which the unmarked order has a non-

topical element in first position) and the fact that in languages like English and German non-

topical subjects appear freely in the clause-initial position.  Lambrecht suggests that the 

topic-first principle can nonetheless be saved if the principle is restricted to topic expressions 

which have a topic-announcing function: 

 

Since [accented topic expressions] have the primary function of announcing a 
new topic or marking a shift from one topic to another, it is cognitively 
speaking important for such topic expressions to occur AT THE BEGINNING OF, or 
preferably BEFORE, the sentence which expresses the information about their 
referents.  It is difficult to imagine an effective topic-coding strategy whereby 
the pragmatic establishment of a topic referent would always take place 
simultaneously with, or subsequent to, the conveying of information ABOUT this 
referent.  (...) I conclude that the topic-first principle can be maintained as a 
universal ordering tendency, as long as it is only applied to accented lexical 
and pronominal topic expressions with a topic-announcing function. 

(Lambrecht 1996:202, original emphasis) 

 

We might add that, in order to account for the topic-announcing constructions in De 

agricultura, Lambrecht's revised principle must be widened to include topics which are not 

clearly clausal topics, but are clearly discourse topics (recall that topic-establishing NPs in 

the F1 construction are not clearly clausal topics, but do introduce discourse topics).   

 

As more and more pragmatically based studies on word order become available, it is 

becoming increasingly clear that word order variation is one of the means available to 

speakers and writers for structuring discourse.  In many of these studies, particularly those 

involving free word-order languages, analysts report the use of clause-initial (or near clause-

initial) position for topic-announcing or 'foundation laying' information and where there is 

some form of discontinuity, irrespective of the structure of the language in terms of basic 

word order, in keeping with Lambrecht's claim as to the universality of the fronting of NPs 

whose referents are topic-announcing.  For example, Payne reports that in many 

Austronesian verb-initial languages, phrases which indicate a concept onto which other 
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information is mapped (“thematic” information) are placed before the verb.  This thematic or 

foundation-laying information “may be mildly contrastive in that the speaker is saying “I am 

no longer going to talk about X as theme (as you might expect), but Y” (Payne 1995:479).  

As shown in Mithun's (1992) study of Cayuga, Coos (both languages of Oregon) and Ngandi 

(an Australian aboriginal language), word order is determined primarily by pragmatic not 

syntactic factors, with the most newsworthy information coming first in the clause; the class 

of elements which are 'newsworthy' includes those which introduce a new topic in a topic-

shift environment.  If we assume, along with Payne, that the “foundation or 'anchor' of a 

new discourse unit ... would surely be a discourse-important concept, likely to persist 

throughout some portion of the text” (1992a:7), then the fronting of topic-announcing 

information is consistent with Givón's notion that importance is a controlling factor in word-

order flexibility.  As we have seen, for Givón, importance is one aspect of topicality:  

 

Two distinct functional aspects of 'topic', when applied to nominal referents, 
may be extracted out of the traditional literature.  One pertains to the 
predictability or accessibility of a referent; the other to its importance.  Thus 
(Givón 1988): 

 

a. Referential predictability 
Topical referents are old, known, predictable, accessible or 
presupposed information. 
b. Referential importance 
Topical referents are important or central information, about which the 
predication is given. 

(Givón 2001:277, original emphasis) 

 

Predictability is measured in terms of referential distance, being the number of clauses since 

a referent was last mentioned, and referential importance is measured in terms of 

persistence, being the number of times the referent is mentioned in the subsequent text ─ 

the higher the number of mentions, the more important the referent.  According to this 

treatment, topical entities are both accessible and important in the subsequent text.  In his 

study of the pragmatics of word order, Givón (1988) illustrated that in a number of (mainly) 

flexible word-order languages, both aspects of topicality exert an influence on word order: 

subjects and objects appeared before the verb/comment when they exhibited a high 

referential distance (i.e. were relatively unpredictable) and appeared after when they 

exhibited low referential distance (i.e. were relatively predictable); referents which exhibit 

high persistence (i.e. are important) appear before their verb/comment and those exhibiting 
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low persistence came after.  He suggests that the two factors can be subsumed under the 

principle of task urgency: “attend first to the more urgent task” (1988:252), where: 

 

Principle of task urgency 
A communicative task is more urgent when the information to be 
communicated is either less predictable or more important. 

(Givón 1988:275, original emphasis) 

 

In a subsequent paper, Givón notes that the fact that fronting coincides with NPs whose 

referents exhibit low predictability or high thematic importance is no accident: “...what 

unifies the two contexts is the psychological dimension: Pre-posing a constituent is a 

cognitively-transparent device for attracting attention to them” (Givón 1992:311).   

 

When the two principles (i.e. predictability and importance) are in conflict, there is evidence 

that the importance factor overrides the predictability factor.  In other words, when a 

referent is both predictable and important, although the predictability factor would favour 

postposing, the importance factor favours preposing and it is this latter factor which causes 

the preposing of the referent's NP.  Although in his earlier work it remained to be seen 

whether the primacy of importance is a universal tendency or not (Givón 1988:275), in 

Givón (2001:287), he suggests that this is indeed the case, “The convergence of all this 

evidence thus suggests that the pragmatic principle that controls word-order flexibility has 

more to do with the importance ─ cataphoric attentional activation  ─ aspect of topicality ... 

than with accessibility in pre-existing memory.”  He cites as further evidence of this the 

existence in all languages of topicalising or contrastive constructions which bring about the 

fronting of important or cataphorically persistent referents. 

 

Turning now to the fronting constructions discussed here, we have the fronting of NPs 

denoting important referents in positions of discontinuity; in other words, the fronting of 

important entities whose status as the up-and-coming topic is unpredictable or where, within 

the overall discussion of a given referent or set of referents, there is an unpredictable shift in 

attention from one question or 'proposition under discussion' to another.  However, recall 

that in section 6.2.2 we saw that in terms of persistence, the fronted NPs' referents are not 

necessarily mentioned again, hence exhibit low persistence and, by this measure, low 

importance.  This points to a problem with identifying importance with persistence.  For 

example, imagine a speaker A reporting an accident to an addressee B as follows: There was 

an accident yesterday. This guy was driving across the intersection, lost control and hit a 
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fence. The ambulance arrived and there was a great hoo-ha.  The whole unit is about an 

accident, but the word 'accident' only appears in the initial, presentative sentence.  Further 

imagine that a third person asks what A and B are talking about. Of all the potential 

referents, an accident, this guy, the intersection, a fence, the ambulance and a hoo-ha, it 

seems intuitively that the most likely answer would be A is telling me about an accident 

rather than A is telling me about this guy/the intersection/a fence/the ambulance/a hoo-ha.  

Hence, although persistence is useful as an independent measure of importance, it will fail to 

assign the correct importance to entities which are important in terms of framing the 

subsequent text, but not mentioned again. 

 

As mentioned above, Givón suggests that fronting is a device for attracting the addressee's 

attention to the referents in question.  We might wonder whether it is the initial placement 

of these referents which attracts attention or whether it is because they appear in a marked 

construction.  The answer to that question is beyond the scope of this thesis; however, the 

cross-linguistic evidence could be interpreted as pointing to the former, namely, the fact  

that so many unrelated languages have marked constructions which place NPs with 

thematically important referents in the first or early position, as opposed to elsewhere in the 

clause.  Certainly, experimental data abounds which shows that the first position in the 

sentence or clause is one to which hearers and readers pay particular attention.  For 

example, in Gernsbacher and Hargreaves' 1992 study, the authors claim that 

“Comprehenders spend more cognitive capacity processing initial words and initial sentences 

than later-occurring words and sentences” (1992:86).  Gernsbacher and Hargreaves suggest 

that: 

 

...comprehension involves building coherent, mental representations or 
structures.  These structures represent phrases, clauses, sentences, passages, 
and so forth.  Building mental structures involves several cognitive processes.  
The first cognitive process is laying a foundation for their mental structures.   
The next cognitive process is mapping: Incoming information that coheres or 
relates to previous information is mapped onto the developing structure.  
However, if the incoming information is less coherent or less related, a 
different cognitive process is engaged: Comprehenders automatically shift and 
a new substructure is developed.  Therefore, more mental representations of 
discourse comprise several branching substructures. 

(Gernsbacher and Hargreaves 1992:87) 

 

Hence, readers spend more time reading words which appear at the beginning of a 

sentence, clause or phrase because they are simultaneously laying the foundations for the 
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mental representation of that information.  In addition, the authors give compelling 

experimental evidence for the Advantage of First Mention: the first-mentioned participant in 

a sentence is more easily remembered than later-occurring participants.  They propose that 

the reason for this is that “First-mentioned participants are more accessible both because 

they form the foundations for their sentence-level structures, and because it is through this 

foundation that subsequent information is mapped onto the developing mental structure” 

(Gernsbacher and Hargreaves 1992:89).  Although this may explain comprehension, what of 

production?  In terms of discourse production, the authors propose that  “those parts of the 

message that occur to the speaker first ─ for whatever reason ─ are most likely to be placed 

first in the sentence” (1992:108) and that “important, focused or newsworthy items are 

likely to be more accessible in speakers' mental representations; therefore, they are likely to 

be mentioned first” (1992:109).  Curiously, this is almost exactly what Kühner-Stegmann 

noted almost 100 years ago (note that Kühner-Stegmann (1955) is the reprint of the 1912-

1914 edition): 

 

In the general presentation of a sentence, which is already more or less 
unconsciously in the mind of the writer or speaker before he actually 
expresses it, the concepts which are most important in terms of sense and 
coherence involuntarily push themselves forward; and so it happens that 
stressed concepts of every sort move to the front of the sentence without 
consideration for the time-honoured word order. 

(Kühner-Stegmann 1955:591) 

 

It is possible that just as hearers/readers base their mental structures on the first-

mentioned participant, speakers/writers, when producing a linear utterance to represent 

propositional information, also begin with the participant whose file card ─ in Heim's 

terminology ─ the propositional information most clearly pertains to.  Hence the above 

suggests that the first or early position of the sentence is one which is cognitively salient, 

and it is in this position that many languages place important, topic-announcing or discourse 

structuring information. 

 

3. The integrity of De agricultura 

 

In chapter two, we noted that the language patterns examined here were largely consistent 

throughout the whole text, and that the traditional division of the work into the first third 

and second two-thirds did not coincide with significant differences in the language.  Having 

said that, there are some distributional differences between the two sections.  Firstly, we 
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noted that postverbal objects were far more frequent in the second two-thirds than in the 

first part of the book.  However, it was also suggested that the VO order is particularly 

associated with verbs of the semantic field of adding, the verb do 'give', sumo 'take' and 

facio 'make'.  These verbs are more prevalent in the second part of the book: they appear 

with overt lexical objects 29 times in chapters 1-53, and 106 times in chapters 54-162.  

Further, the rules of postposing with verbs of adding and do 'give' make crucial reference to 

measurement NPs, perhaps reflecting the fact that these verbs appear mainly in recipes and 

recipe-like chapters; in the first third of the book, conversely, recipes are relatively rare.  

Hence the prevalence of the VO order in the latter two-thirds may simply reflect the fact that 

the verbs with which this order is associated are more prevalent, as are recipe 

environments. 

 

As for the fronting constructions, these were used fairly consistently in both sections of the 

book.  Exceptions to this are (a) switching between active referents did not appear in the 

last two-thirds (but was not very common in the first third either); (b) there were no clear 

instances of contrast, although there was one involving emphasis; and (c) the F3 

construction was not as common in the latter section of the text as in the first third.  In 

addition, there were two constructions which did not appear in the first third of the book: 

the F4 construction and the use of themes coded as PPs of the type de x 'concerning x'.  

Clearly, in terms of the fronting constructions, there were differences, but I am not 

convinced that these differences are significant enough to suggest that the two parts of the 

book are substantially different.  However, these results might be construed as pointing to 

chapters 156 and 157 in particular as being anomalous.  Firstly, postverbal objects are 

particularly prevalent in these chapters; secondly, in these chapters and nowhere else do we 

find themes of the type de x 'concerning x'; and thirdly, these chapters are much longer 

than any others in the text. However, even here, I am not convinced that these differences 

provide anything approaching conclusive proof that they were written by another hand or 

taken from another source: firstly, the use of PP themes may simply be a writer's tic ─ the 

same could perhaps explain the prevalence of the VO order; alternatively, the use of PP 

themes might result from the fact that, as these chapters are much longer than others in the 

book, the author resorted to a wider range of topic-announcing constructions, including PP 

themes.  However, as stated in the beginning of this thesis, I leave it to others to ascertain 

the implications of these findings for the question of the coherence, structure and unity of 

the text. 
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APPENDICES 
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I ) Authors of antiquity cited 

 

Periods of Latin 
Early Latin : up to 100BC 

Classical Latin : 100BC – 14AD 
Silver Latin : 14AD – 150AD 

 

Author Flourished 
Apicius 1st century BC- 1st century AD 
Caesar 102BC - 44BC 
Cato 234BC - 149BC 
Cicero 106BC - 43BC 
Curtius Rufus ca 1st century AD 
Gargilius Martialis 3rd century AD 
Gellius, Aulus 2nd century AD 
Hirtius 1st century BC 
Livy 59BC - 17AD 
Nonius 4th century AD 
Pelagonius 4th century AD 
Plautus 254BC - 184BC 
Pliny the Elder ca23AD-79AD 
Quintilian 35AD - ca95AD 
Sallust 86BC - 35BC 
Suetonius 70AD - ca160AD 
Tacitus ca55AD - ca117AD 
Terentianus, Claudius early 2nd century AD 
Varro 116BC - 27BC 
Xenophon (Greek) ca430BC - ca355BC 
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II ) Ancient texts cited 

 

Twelve Tables “Code of Roman law drawn up by a commission of ten 
... and published in 451-450BC” (Harvey 1951:441). 
 

Senatus Consultum de 
Bacchanalibus 

A decree of the Senate forbidding the rites of Bacchus 
dated 186BC. 
 

Pliny the Elder'sNaturalis 
Historia (Nat. Hist.) 

A 37-book work covering a variety of topics in natural 
history, from physics, geography, zoology, the medicinal 
properties of plants, and so on. 
 

Rhetorica ad Herennium “A treatise on oratory in four books, written about 86-82 
BC, usually attributed to one Cornificius” (Harvey 
1951:363) 
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Glossary of Latin terms 

 

 

 

Singular Plural (if used) Description 

acetabulum  A measure equivalent to around 67.5ml. 

amurca  A watery fluid which is found in olives, in 

addition to the oil. 

argilla  A type of clay. 

commentarius commentarii A notebook. 

congius congii A measure equivalent to around 3.25 litres. 

creta  A type of clay. 

culleus  A measure equivalent to around 520 litres. 

cyatus cyati A measure equivalent to around 45ml. 

dominus  Master, farm owner. 

drachma  A Greek measure equivalent to around 4.33g. 

mina minae A Greek measure equivalent to around 433g. 

modius modii A measure equivalent to around 8.5 litres. 

quadrantal  A measure equivalent to around 26 litres. 

sestertius  A Roman coin. 

sextarius sextarii A measurement equivalent to around 540ml. 

siligo  A variety of wheat, Triticum vulgare. 

vilica  The housekeeper on a farm. 

vilicus  The overseer on a farm; the foreman. 

 

All weights and measures taken from Richardson (1985). 

 

 


