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The variable positioning of personal pronouns in Old English prose remains something 

of a mystery. In the role of prepositional object, for example, personal pronouns are 

found on either side of the preposition, as in (1) and (2), and sometimes even further to 

the preposition’s left, as in (3).   
 

(1) Ac  þa  hundas comon to him 

 But the dogs     came   to him 
 ‘But the dogs came to him’ 

(cogregdC,GDPref_and_4_[C]:34.310.6.4623) 
 
(2) and  se   hælend  sylf       of     heofonum com   him to 

 and the  Saviour Himself from heaven     came  him to 
 ‘and the Saviour Himself came to him from heaven’ 

(coaelive,ÆLS_[Thomas]:13.7546) 
 
(3) ond misenlico wilddeor    him  þær  comon to 

 and various    wild beasts him there came   to 
 ‘and various wild beasts came to him there’ 

(comart3,Mart_5_[Kotzor]:Ju2,A.6.887) 

 

Leading analyses predict such variation to be freely available (van Kemenade 1987, 

1999; Pintzuk 1991), but although a number of constraints have been identified        

(e.g. Taylor 2005; Wende 1915), there has been no detailed analysis of relevant data 

specifically for the purpose of establishing to what extent, and on what basis, leftwards 

movement of pronominal prepositional objects can actually be predicted. 
 
In this paper I defend the treatment of grammatical person as an independent variable in 

my ongoing research into the predictability of pronoun placement in Old English. Using 

data drawn from the York-Toronto-Helsinki Parsed Corpus of Old English Prose 

(Taylor et al. 2003), and guided by a seldom-noted observation reported by Wende 

(1915: 76), I reveal evidence of a statistically significant correlation between pronoun 

movement and third person reference. By demonstrating that this correlation defies 

independent explanation, I argue that the pronoun’s specification for person is an 

important aspect of its syntax. 
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