
 

	  

 
The paper proposes to explore several structural tendencies at work 
in the first stages of the decline of impersonal constructions as 
reflected in the texts of the copies of homilies by Ælfric as well as of 
some of the anonymous Old English homilies preserved between 
1066 and 1220 and catalogued and analysed now, along with other 
texts, as the so-called Updated Old English.  
Proceeding by the method of manual collation of the Old English 
originals and their copies, the analysis will focus on the incipient 
demise of impersonal verbs but will also take into consideration 
some of the conditions, circumstances and consequences of category 
and marker loss in the English of the day related to this central issue, 
such as case marking (with a focus on the dative and on the variation 
in its formal representation as related to the syntactic and semantic 
complexity of the context), the functional rise of prepositions, and 
changes in syntactic and lexical representation of the “inherited” 
phrases, clauses and constructions.  
Though this approach may appear, by objective necessity, 
methodologically antiquarian, it allows us to open up useful new 
perspectives on one of the decisive periods in the typological 
transformation of English over time, when so much happened 
offstage, and on the subtle quasi-synchronic mechanics of language 
change generally. 
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