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PART II 
 
7 Case in Old Icelandic and the          
 Development of Case in the  
 Germanic Languages 

 
 
 
7.1 Introduction 
 
In this chapter I consider morphological case from both a historical and a 
comparative point of view. I begin by comparing statistics on case for two 
periods in the history of Icelandic, namely, Old and Modern Icelandic. For 
that purpose I will carry out an investigation of Old Icelandic texts, 
identical to the one described in Chapter 4 above on Modern Icelandic 
(section 7.2). I discuss the established correlations between morphological 
case, syntactic functions and thematic roles in our material (section 7.3), 
and examine the differences in frequencies between Old and Modern 
Icelandic. I also consider the frequency differences which are due to 
stylistic factors. In section 7.4 I introduce theories on the development of 
morphological case and evaluate them against my material. Finally, I 
explore the predictions of a combined Construction Grammar and Usage-
based model analysis on the development of morphological case, and give 
a unified account of the development of case in the Germanic languages 
during their recorded periods. 
 
 
7.2 The Investigation 
 
In this section I report on the procedure of the investigation of the Old 
Icelandic texts. The literary genres of classical Old Icelandic are described 
in section 7.2.1, and an account is given of which texts were used and how 
they were chosen. Then, a short description follows on how the texts were 
tagged, focusing on differences in pronoun usage and orthographic 
differences between Old and Modern Icelandic (section 7.2.2). Section 
7.2.3 discusses the differences and similarities between the Old and 
Modern Icelandic vocabulary, and section 7.2.4 gives an account of the 
morphological differences and similarities between the two language 
stages. Finally, in section 7.2.5, I discuss two different theories of syntactic 



CASE IN ICELANDIC 

164 

relations that have been put forward for Old Icelandic. The first one claims 
that Old Icelandic was non-configurational and did not exhibit the syntactic 
categories subject and object, in the same way as the modern language 
does, hence it assumes radical differences between Modern and Old 
Icelandic. The other theory claims that the differences between the two 
language stages are minimal, which is supported by the finding that the 
evidence for configurationality in Modern Icelandic is present in Old 
Icelandic as well. 
 For the purpose of my study, the differences between the two 
theories have bearing only upon the question of oblique subjects and 
whether they existed in Old Icelandic as they do in Modern Icelandic. 
Section 7.2.5 thus gives an overview of the relevant constructions in Old 
and Modern Icelandic, and it is concluded that the alleged differences 
between Old and Modern Icelandic, assumed by the proponents of the non-
configurationality theory, cannot be justified by the data. Furthermore, the 
category of Dat-Nom verbs which can select either argument as the subject 
and either argument as the object is discussed and an outline is given of 
how they are treated in this investigation.  
 
7.2.1 The Text Material 
The genres used as text material for the corpus of Modern Icelandic were 
the following: 
 
(1) 1.  Icelandic  fiction 
 2.  Translated fiction 
 3.  Biographies and memoirs  
 4.  Non-fiction 
 5.  Teenage and children's literature 
 
Of these five written genres only four can possibly be matched for Old 
Icelandic, since it is impossible to find texts which match the genre 
Teenage and children's literature. Also, no records exist of spoken Old 
Icelandic, unless we consider the conversations in the sagas as evidence for 
spoken Icelandic, which I do not, since they are preserved as written texts 
and not as spoken material. The corpus I have compiled for Old Icelandic 
thus contains texts representative of the first four genres in (1) above. My 
comparison between Old and Modern Icelandic will thus mostly be 
restricted to these four genres (section 7.3 below). 
 However, it is not self-evident that the preserved texts can be divided 
into the genres I am working with. In fact, written genres and their 
development in Icelandic have not been the subject of much research (see 
however Hauksson and î skarsson 1994, and Gu!mundsson, Ibsen and 
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Nordal 1996). The Icelandic medieval prose literature can be crudely 
divided into the following genres (T—masson and Thorsson 1987:viii-ix): 
 
(2) Family Sagas 
 Tales of Icelanders 
 Sagas of Kings 
 Mythical Sagas 
 Romances 
 Legends/Religious Narrative 
 Contemporary Sagas 
      Sagas of Bishops 
      Sturlunga 
 Non-fiction 
 History  
 Annals 
 Law 
 
This traditional division into genres in Old Icelandic is first and foremost 
based on the content and literary structure of these texts, and not on any 
grammatical phenomena. The same holds for the Modern Icelandic genres. 
However, for the sake of my investigation I will use Old Icelandic texts 
that show the closest match to my genre definitions for Modern Icelandic. 
Hence, for the first genre, Icelandic fiction, I will use texts from the Family 
Sagas (êslendingasšgur) and Tales of Icelanders (êslendinga"¾ttir), since 
these are assumed to have been written in Iceland by Icelanders. The Tales 
are assumed to be either purely fictional or written in connection with the 
Sagas of Kings (Konungasšgur) as they are often preserved together with 
those. The Family Sagas are either stories of an Icelandic hero and his/her 
fate, a specific family, or the inhabitants of a particular area. The events 
described are supposed to have taken place in the period beginning around 
the settlement of Iceland and ending in the middle of the 11th century. 
Most texts in these genres are preserved in manuscripts from the 14th 
century, but are assumed to stem from the 12th and the 13th century. The 
sample of volumes used is a convenience sample, chosen according to 
availability at the John Ryland University Library of Manchester, my own 
home library and the home libraries of my fellow Icelanders in Manchester. 
However, within each volume, my extracts were randomly chosen. Five 
texts are Family Sagas (Egi, Gis, Gre, Hra and Njá) and five are Tales 
(Bra, Ill, Ing, Ótt and Ögm). 
 For Translated Fiction I have used texts from the genre Romantic 
Sagas (Riddarasšgur). These are translations from Latin, German or 
French, with romantic motifs from contemporary Europe. The Romantic 
Sagas were either translated in Norway or in Iceland, presumably during 
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the period of the late 12th century to the early 14th century. Norway and 
Iceland constituted a single language area during this period. The older 
sagas are preserved in Old Norwegian manuscripts and the younger ones in 
Icelandic manuscripts. The sagas I have used here are the following: Art, 
Cla, Elí, Íve, Kar, Möt, Par, Tri, Tró and Þið. 
 The texts used here as parallels to the genre Biographies and 
memoirs are basically from four medieval genres: Sagas of Bishops (Bis, 
Guð, Lau, Pál), Vitae activae (Þor), Biographies of secular chieftains 
(Hra) and other contemporary historical texts/biographies (origo gentis) 
that are presented in Sturlunga (Dýr, Kak, Ska, Stu). Notice that the extract 
from Guð used here was taken from Guðmundar saga A which is a 
conglomeration containing texts from a variety of written sources, such as 
Íslendingasaga, Hrafns saga Sveinbjarnarsonar, Annals and Prestsaga 
Guðmundar Arasonar (see the prologue in Guð). I have deliberately 
selected an extract which stems from Prestsaga Guðmundar Arasonar. The 
sagas in Sturlunga were written during the 13th century, the others in the 
13th and 14th century. 
 The non-fictional texts I have used are the following: Bló, Gam, Gyl, 
Jón, Kon, Lei, Nam, Psy, Stj and Ver. Bló is a text on the human anatomy. 
Gam is a physiognomic text. Gyl is a mythological text, written by Snorri 
Sturluson, and included in his textbook/handbook Edda, written for 
aspiring poets on the arts and skills of poetry. Jón is a law text from 1281. 
Kon is a philosophical text on ethics. Kon is not an Old Icelandic text but 
Old Norwegian. However, Kon is preserved in a number of Icelandic 
manuscripts and was presumably very popular in Iceland. It was most 
probably written at the beginning of the 13th century when Iceland and 
Norway still constituted a single language area. Lei is a travel document 
(Fararb—k) written by Nikul‡s Bergsson in the late 12th century. Nam is an 
anthropological text written by Ari fr—!i #orgilsson, on the settlement of 
Iceland. Phy is a zoological text from approximately 1200, translated from 
the Latin Physiologus. Stj is an astronomical text translated from Latin. Ver 
is a historical text. Since non-fictional texts from the Middle Ages were 
very seldom orginal works, I have been forced to include translated 
nonfictional texts in my corpus. 
 To sum up, the four genres I use for the Old Icelandic corpus are the 
following: 
 
 1.  Family Sagas and Tales of Icelanders 
 2.  Romantic Sagas 
 3.  Contemporary Sagas 
 4.  Non-fiction 
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When compiling the corpus I have generally used the same criteria as with 
the corpus of Modern Icelandic (section 3.4.1 above). However, since it is 
not generally known who the authors of the Old Icelandic texts are, I may 
not have been able to follow the criterion that the forty texts should 
represent forty authors. When the author of a text is known, as for instance 
in the case of Gyl which was written by Snorri Sturluson, I have not used 
other texts known to be written by him. All the texts were taken from either 
critical or diplomatic editions, and will be reproduced here with Modern 
Icelandic orthography. 
 
7.2.2 The Tagging of the Texts 
There are certain differences between the Modern Icelandic and the Old 
Icelandic text materials. For instance, the construction in which prononuns 
precede proper names (see (3) below) is very common in the Old Icelandic 
material while this construction is much less used in contemporary written 
Icelandic. 
 
(3) Þeir Guðmundur f—ru œt. 
 they Gu!mundur.nom went out 
 'Gu!mundur and the others went out.' 
 
I have consistently analysed the pronoun in this construction as a 
determiner and not as a personal pronoun. It is therefore excluded from the 
statistics on pronouns in section 7.3.1 below. 
 One graphic difference that exists between Old and Modern 
Icelandic is that compound words are sometimes written as two words in 
the diplomatic editions. This is problematic in the texts where the genitive 
attribute precedes the head noun since it thereby becomes impossible to 
distinguish between a head noun with a genitive attribute and a compound, 
since compounds often have the first stem in the genitive case in Icelandic. 
In these cases I have consistently used Modern Icelandic as a model; words 
that are compounds in Modern Icelandic have been analysed as compound 
words and words that would have the opposite word order in Modern 
Icelandic, i.e. with the genitive attribute following the head noun, have not 
been analysed as compounds. 
  
7.2.3 The Vocabulary 
There are, of course, some differences between the vocabulary of classical 
Old Icelandic and the Modern Icelandic vocabulary. The differerence, 
however, is mostly cultural, in that phenomena which belonged to the 
society of the Middle Ages do not necessarily exist today, and hence the 
words used to denote them are not high-frequency words in Modern 
Icelandic. Conversely, words used to denote modern phenomena which did 
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not exist in the Middle Ages are, of course, either new in the Icelandic 
language, or have gained a new meaning. However, according to  both 
Kvaran (1996) and Ršgnvaldson (1997), most of the vocabulary assumed 
to exist in classical Icelandic is still widely used in Modern Icelandic. My 
examination of this text material has further corroborated this. The 
differences I detected in the vocabulary were minimal.1 
 
7.2.4 The Morphological Analysis 
Because of the continuity in the history of the Icelandic vocabulary, it has 
not been very problematic to tag the Old Icelandic texts. The Old Icelandic 
case system with four morphological cases has not undergone any changes 
from classical to modern times. There is evidence of some verbs having 
changed their case frames but these examples are extremely few compared 
to the amount of verbs in the material, and many of these will be discussed 
in section 7.4 below. Also, some nouns have changed their declension 
class, yielding different endings for different cases. All this has been taken 
into consideration when tagging the texts. Syntactic arguments were tagged 
for morphological case according to their case forms. When a case form 
was identical to another case form, as for instance nom/acc of the neuter 
declension, verbs and predicates were assumed to assign the same 
morphological cases to their arguments as they do in Modern Icelandic.  
 
7.2.5 The Syntactic Analysis 
It has been a matter of debate whether the syntactic categories subjects and 
objects existed in Old Icelandic to the same extent as they exist in Modern 
Icelandic. Two main views are discernable in this debate:  
 
I  The structurally defined categories of subjects and objects seem 

to have existed in Old Icelandic, as they do in Modern Icelandic, 
irrespective of whether the behavioural properties of subjects vs. 
objects are the same in Old and in Modern Icelandic. That is, 
some of the properties typical of subjects in the modern language 
may not have been typical of subjects in Old Icelandic, but 
subjects and objects can still be distinguished from each other on 
structural grounds and on the basis of comparison with Modern 
Icelandic (Ršgnvaldsson 1991, 1995, 1996a, Bar!dal 1997, 1998, 
2000, Maling 1998, Haugan 1998, Bar!dal and Eyth—rsson 
2001).  

 

                                                
1 It is interesting in this context that my 11-year-old son has recently read Gylfaginning 
from Snorri's Edda without problems. It should be mentioned, however, that he is very 
interested in mythology and the subject is therefore not new to him. 
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II It is impossible to postulate that the categories subject and object 
existed in Old Icelandic/Norwegian on the basis of the data we 
have on this language stage. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume 
that these categories did not exist as we know them today. Hence, 
the subject is defined on morphological and not structural 
grounds as the argument in the nominative case, and the object is 
defined as the accusative, dative or genitive argument (Faarlund 
1990, 1999, Kristoffersen 1991, 1994, M¿rck 1992, Askedal 
1999).  

 
A consequence of this latter view is that the object is not independently 
defined, but defined a priori as non-nominative and hence case-marked as 
accusative, dative or genitive. Thus, the object is treated as a waste-paper 
basket category (see Bar!dal 2000b:100). 
 In this work, I assume that subjects and objects are structurally 
distinct from each other, and I refer the reader to my discussion in 3.2 
above on Modern Icelandic. As has repeatedly been shown in the literature 
(Ršgnvaldsson 1996a, Bar!dal 1997, Bar!dal and Eyth—rsson 2001), the 
first argument of an ordinary argument structure construction in Old 
Icelandic behaves very much in the same way as it does in Modern 
Icelandic. Many of the constructions that exist in Modern Icelandic were 
also found in Old Icelandic, and all of those listed in 3.2 above exist in Old 
Icelandic. Most of the verbs that exist in Old Icelandic, together with their 
verb-specific constructions, still exist in Modern Icelandic. The major 
difference between these language stages, of relevance to us, is that the 
inventory of word order constructions in Old Icelandic was larger than in 
Modern Icelandic. Old Icelandic could have OV word order within the VP. 
The OV construction differs from the VO construction in that the object 
precedes the main verb instead of following it (cf. Ršgnvaldsson 1996b, 
Hr—arsd—ttir 1996) However, this does not pose a problem for the analysis 
of Old Icelandic since the OV construction is easily recognizable as such. 
In this work I therefore assume that Old Icelandic has a subject category 
and an object category, and that these two are structurally different from 
each other, in roughly the same way as they are structurally different from 
each other in Modern Icelandic.  
 This brings us, however, to the analysis of the Dative experiencer 
first construction in Old Icelandic: 
 
(4) MŽr er kalt. 
 I.dat is cold 
 'I'm cold.' 
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In Modern Icelandic the dative experiencer is the first argument of an 
ordinary argument linking construction and it behaves accordingly. We 
find the dative experiencer in all the four subject positions listed in 3.2 
above for Modern Icelandic, in the relevant constructions. Consequently, 
the dative experiencer does not behave like an object, or like a second 
argument of an ordinary argument-linking construction.  
 In this work I assume that the dative experiencer in the Dative 
experiencer first construction is a subject in Old Icelandic on the following 
grounds: First, it has repeatedly been shown that the dative experiencer 
behaves like the first argument of an argument structure construction: since 
it precedes the verb in an ordinary argument structure construction; since it 
immediately follows it in the Inversion construction; since it occurs in first 
position in the Subject-to-subject raising construction; since it occurs 
between the verbs, and maintains its dative, in the Subject-to-object raising 
construction; and since it is the unexpressed argument in the Control 
construction. Examples illustrating this have been published in various 
papers by Ršgnvaldson (1991, 1995, 1996), Bar!dal (1997, 1998, 2000a), 
Maling (1998), Haugan (1998) and Bar!dal and Eyth—rsson (2001); some 
of these examples will be repeated here for the sake of the argument (a 
complete list of the verbs selecting for accusative, dative and genitive 
subjects are listed in Appendix B). I begin with the Subject-to-object raising 
construction: 
 
(5) a. ƒg lŽt Svein kaupa b’linn.   Modern Icelandic 
  I.nom let Sveinn.acc buy car-the.acc 
  'I made Sveinn buy the car.' 
 
 b. ƒg lŽt Sveini l’!a  illa. 
  I.nom let Sveinn.dat feel bad 
  'I made Sveinn feel bad.' 
 
In (5a) above, the nominative subject of kaupa 'buy' occurs in the position 
between the raising verb and the finite verb, and it is, thus, case-marked as 
accusative. However, dative subjects in Modern Icelandic are not case-
marked as accusative when they occur in the Subject-to-object raising 
construction. Thus, in (5b) the dative subject of líða illa 'feel bad' has 
dative case. The same holds for Old Icelandic; verbs selecting for 
nominative subjects occur in the Subject-to-object raising construction, as 
in (5a), whereas verbs selecting for datives as a first argument behave as in 
(5b) above. For instance, the predicate vera nær skapi 'be in the mood' 
selects for a dative as a first argument, and thus we get the same pattern as 
in (5b):  
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(6) Gunnar sag!i  sér "a!  vera n¾r skapi.  Old Icelandic 
 Gunnar.nom said himself.dat it be near mood.dat 
 'Gunnar said that this was what he wanted.' 
       (Ršgnvaldsson 1991:373) 
 
Also, in Subject-to-subject raising constructions in Modern Icelandic the 
nominative subject occurs as the subject of the raising verb. For verbs 
selecting for dative subjects, the dative subject also occurs as the subject of 
the raising verb: 
 
(7) a. Sveinn vir!i st vera a! kaupa b’l.  Modern Icelandic 
  Sveinn.nom seems be to buy car.acc 
  'Sveinn seems to be buying a car.' 
 
 b. Sveini vir!i st l’!a  illa. 
  Sveinn.dat seems feel bad 
  'Sveinn seems to be feeling bad.' 
 
In Old Icelandic the dative first selecting verbs display the same pattern: 
 
(8) En henni lŽst agasamlegt "ykj a og kva! eigi kvinna vist 
 but she.dat acted badly feel and said not women.gen place.nom  
 "ar vera 
 there be       Old Icelandic 
    
 'But she acted as though she felt that it was bad and said that this 
 was no place for women.'  (Ršgnvaldsson 1996a:62-63) 
 
In (8) the dative of the lower verb þykja 'feel' occurs in the position 
preceding the raising verb, as in (7b) in Modern Icelandic. 
 Regarding the Control construction, in Modern Icelandic the subject 
of the controlled infinitive is the argument which has been left 
unexpressed, as in (9) below: 
 
(9) a. Sveinn gerir r‡! fyrir a! kaupa b’linn. Modern Icelandic 
  Sveinn.nom makes assumption for to _____ buy car-the.acc 
  'Sveinn assumes that he will buy the car.' 
 
 b. Sveinn gerir r‡! fyrir a! l’!a  illa 
  Sveinn.dat makes assumption for to ______ feel bad 
  'Sveinn assumes that he will feel bad.' 
 
Similar examples have been documented for Old Icelandic: 
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(10) a. Hrafn kva!s t s$nast a! haldinn v¾ri. Old Icelandic  
  Hrafn.nom said _____ feel that held be 
  'Hrafn said that he felt that guard should be kept.' 
 
 b. Auðunn settist ni!ur  [...] og kva!s t "yr sta. 
  Au!unn.nom sat down and said ______ be-thirsty 
  'Au!unn sat down [...] and said that he was thirsty.' 
       (Ršgnvaldsson 1995:17) 
 
The examples in (10) show clearly that the dative in the Dative experiencer 
first construction in Old Icelandic behaves syntactically like a subject and 
not like an object since objects can never be left unexpressed in Control 
constructions (see examples 9-10 in section 3.2.1 above). These examples 
show beyond doubt that the evidence for dative subjects is no less in Old 
Icelandic than in Modern Icelandic. 
 Moreover, analysing the dative experiencer as a subject or an object 
makes certain predictions. Analysing them as objects predicts that they are 
not the first argument of an argument structure construction, but rather the 
second argument. Secondly it predicts that they should occur in the 
canonical object position which is the position following the verb in the 
VO construction. These predictions are not borne out. The dative 
experiencer is not the second argument of an ordinary argument 
construction, neither in the cases of monotransitive verbs (11a) nor of 
transitive verbs (12a). Secondly, the dative experiencer never immediately 
follows the non-finite verb (11b and 12b): 
 
(11)  a. *#‡ var kalt mŽr. 
      then was cold me 
 
 b. *#‡ haf!i  veri! (mŽr) kalt (mŽr). 
  then had been cold me 
 
(12) a. *#‡ b—kin leiddist mŽr. 
  then the-book bored me 
 
 b. *#‡ haf!i  b—kin lei!s t mŽr. 
  then had the-book bored me 
 
Examples like these, construed by me, are unattested in Old Icelandic 
(Ršgnvaldsson p.c). It seems strange if an object does not behave like an 
object. Thus, there is a reason not to analyse dative experiencers as objects: 
it yields incorrect predictions about their syntactic behaviour. Analysing 
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them as subjects, however, makes predictions about their behaviour which 
are borne out. That behaviour is well attested in the language of the 
classical Old Icelandic period (see examples (6), (8) and (10) above). 
 It is therefore not a concern whether Old Icelandic has subjects or 
not, or whether the dative experiencer is a subject or not. The interesting 
problem is how to analyse the syntactic functions of alternating verbs. 
Alternating verbs are a group of verbs which select for a human argument 
in the dative case and a nominative stimulus. These verbs were first 
discussed by Bern—dusson (1982) but the first detailed analysis of those is 
found in Bar!dal (1999a, 2001a). They behave in such a way that either 
argument can be the subject and either can be the object, but not at the 
same time: 
 
(13) a. Konunni haf!i  borist hundur. 
  woman-the.dat had gotten dog.nom 
  'The woman had received a dog.' 
 
 b. Hundur haf!i  borist konunni. 
  dog.nom had gotten woman-the.dat 
  'A dog had been received by the woman.' 
 
The same pattern has been noticed for passives of Nom-Dat-Acc 
ditransitive verbs (Zaenen, Maling and Thr‡insson 1985): 
 
(14) a. Konunni var gefinn hundur. 
  woman-the.dat was given dog.nom 
  'The woman was given a dog.' 
 
 b. Hundur var gefinn konunni. 
  dog.nom was given woman-the.dat 
  'A dog was given to the woman.' 
 
The following Modern Icelandic examples show that either argument can 
be left unexpressed in Control constructions: 
 
(15) a. #a! er ‡g¾tt a! berast hundur. 
  it is good to ____ get dog.nom 
  'It is good to receive a dog.' 
  
 b. #a! er ‡g¾tt a! berast konunni. 
  it is good to ____ get woman-the.dat 
  'It is good to be received by the woman.' 
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(16) a. #a! er ‡g¾tt a! vera gefinn hundur. 
  it is good to ____ be given dog.nom 
  'It is good to be given a dog.' 
 
 b. #a! er ‡g¾tt a! vera gefinn konunni. 
  it is good to ____ be given woman-the.dat 
  'It is good to be given to the woman.' 
 
Thus, an examination of the behaviour of these verbs in Modern Icelandic 
shows that the leftmost argument is the argument that behaves like a 
subject in any given instance, i.e. when the dative argument is the leftmost 
argument it passes all the subjecthood tests, whereas when the nominative 
argument is the leftmost argument it likewise passes all the subjecthood 
tests (see an examination and examples in Zaenen, Maling and Thr‡insson 
1985 for passives and Bar!dal 1999a, 2001a for alternating verbs). Such 
alternating verbs also exist in Faroese (see Barnes 1996), and it has been 
argued that they also existed in the earlier stages of the Germanic 
languages (see Bar!dal 1998 on Old Scandinavian, and Allen 1995, 1996 
for Old English).  
 For Old Icelandic, consider the following word order constructions: 
 
(17) a. X  Aux  Nom  Dat  V 
 b. X  Aux  Dat  Nom  V 
 c. Dat  Aux      V Nom 
 d. Nom  Aux      V Dat 
 e. X  Aux  Dat    V Nom 
 f. X  Aux  Nom    V Dat 
   
The word order patterns in (17) do not pose a problem since either both 
arguments occur between the finite and the non-finite verb, with the subject 
to the left and the object to the right, or one of the arguments is always in 
the rightmost position of the sentence, immediately following the finite 
verb, hence that argument behaves like the canonical object. However, 
there are more word order constructions available to Dat-Nom/Nom-Dat 
verbs in Old Icelandic : 
 
(18) a. Nom  V  Dat 
 b. Dat  V  Nom 
 c. Dat  Aux  Nom    V 
 d. Nom  Aux  Dat    V 
 
It is only in constructions like in (18) that it is impossible to know whether 
these are instances of the ordinary argument-linking construction or of the 
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topicalization construction. I have therefore, for these cases, categorically 
analysed the leftmost argument as the subject and the rightmost argument 
as the object. These examples are, however, not very frequent in our 
material. The instances of possible Dat-Nom/Nom-Dat verbs total 16. Out 
of 16 tokens 6 have some of the unambigous orders in (17), while 10 are 
ambigious. Of those 10, six have the Dat-Nom order (18b,c) and four have 
the Nom-Dat order (18a,d). Therefore, irrespective of which choice I would 
have made regarding the argument structure of these 10 verbs, our 
statistical results will not be affected to any great degree because the 
examples are so few. Dat-Nom/Nom-Dat verbs should therefore not 
constitute a major source of skewing. 
 
 
7.3  Frequencies 
 
In this section I present the frequencies that result from my investigation. I 
begin by examining the amount of nominatives, accusatives, datives and 
genitives across word category in the different genres and compare it to the 
corresponding figures for Modern Icelandic (7.3.1). Secondly, I will 
investigate the distribution of case across syntactic functions (7.3.2). 
Thirdly, I will examine the distribution of morphological case across 
thematic roles in subsection 7.3.3. Fourthly, in subsection 7.3.4, I will 
investigate the distribution of thematic roles across syntactic functions. 
Finally, in subsection 7.3.5, I will illustrate the co-occurrences of the three 
variables. Each section contains a comparison between Old and Modern 
Icelandic. 
 
7.3.1 Morphological Case and Word Category 
In Chapter 4 above, section 4.2.4, the frequencies of the different case 
forms across word category are discussed and compared between my 
corpus and a similar corpus, from 1991, of 500,000 words. This is done to 
establish that the distribution of case in my small corpus of 25,000 words is 
the same as the distribution in the larger corpus. The results of that 
comparison showed that my corpus is indeed very representative of 
Modern written Icelandic.  
 In the following, I present frequency figures for the different cases 
across the three word categories, nouns, personal pronouns and adjectives 
in my Old Icelandic corpus, comparing these with the corresponding 
figures for the Modern Icelandic sample. Since the two corpora are equal in 
size it is possible to compare the absolute figures; however, Table 7.1 also 
includes percentages for each morphological case: 
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Table 7.1: Morphological case of nouns across genres in Old and Modern Icelandic. 
      Genre  Case             MIce    OIce 
     f  %  f  % 
 1  Nom  326  28.5  418  38.2 
Family   Acc  411  35.9  303  27.7 
Sagas     Dat  327  28.5  244  22.3 
    vs.   Gen  81       7.1  129   11.8 
Icelandic      
fiction     1,145    1,094 
 
 2  Nom  330  32.4  352  33.5 
Romantic  Acc  311  30.5  321  30.6 
Sagas   Dat  303  29.8  262  24.95 
     vs.   Gen  74        7.3   115     10.95 
Translated  
fiction     1,018    1,050 
 
 3  Nom  381  26.2  482  38.0 
Contemporary  Acc  394  27.2  344  27.1 
Sagas   Dat  467  32.2  265  20.9 
     vs.   Gen  209    14.4  177    14.0 
Biographies  
and memoirs    1,451    1,268 
 
 4  Nom  477  31.4  513  37.8 
   Acc  306  20.1  308  22.7 
Non-fiction  Dat  476  31.3  363  26,8 
   Gen  261    17.2  172    12.7 
 
     1,520    1,356 
 
      Total  Nom  1,514  29.5  1,765  37.0 
   Acc  1,422  27.7  1,276  26.8 
   Dat  1,573  30.6  1,134  23.8 
   Gen  625     12.2  593  12.4 
 
     5,134    4,768 
 
The distribution of nominatives, accusatives and datives is relatively even 
across genres in Modern Icelandic, around 30%. In genre 3 Biographies 
and memoirs, and more so in genre 4 Non-fiction, the frequency of 
accusatives is lower, whereas datives are higher in frequency. This is also 
found in the Old Icelandic material; the rate of accusatives is lower than the 
rate of datives, but only in genre 4 Non-fiction. The main difference 
between Old and Modern Icelandic is, however, that the distribution of 
nominatives, accusatives and datives is not even across genres. 
Nominatives always rate higher in the Old Icelandic texts than in the 
Modern Icelandic texts, followed by accusatives, and datives rate lowest, 
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apart from in genre 4 Non-fiction, where we find the same pattern as in the 
Modern Icelandic texts, i.e. datives rate higher than accusatives. Regarding 
the frequency of genitives, it seems that the clear-cut three-part division for 
Modern Icelandic into Fiction, Biographies and Non-fiction (see 4.2.4 
above) does not apply for Old Icelandic. Genitives divide relatively evenly 
on all genres. Thus it seems that there are fewer differences between genres 
in Old Icelandic than in Modern Icelandic. 
 To sum up, a clear pattern is visible in the texts in both stages of 
Icelandic, in that in genres 1-3 Icelandic fiction, Translated fiction and 
Biographies and memoirs, the distribution of nominatives, accusatives and 
datives in Modern Icelandic is relatively even. For Old Icelandic, however, 
the nominative rates highest, followed by the accusative, with the dative 
rating lowest of the three. For genre 4 Non-fiction, however, both stages of 
Icelandic have accusatives rating much lower than datives. I will return to 
this below. 
 Let us consider the figures for adjectives in all four genres: 
 
Table 7.2: Morphological case of adjectives in Old and Modern Icelandic. 
      Genre  Case            MIce            OIce   
     f  %  f  % 
      Total  Nom  578     51.0  560  59.8 
   Acc  181     15.9  191  20.4 
   Dat  297  26.2  150  16.2 
   Gen  79       6.9  34     3.6 
 
     1,135    935 
 
The internal rating between case forms of nouns is also found for adjectives 
in Modern Icelandic; nominatives rate highest, followed by datives, with 
accusative adjectives rating lowest of the three. However, in Old Icelandic, 
the figures for the accusative and dative are reversed, with accusatives 
following nominatives, and datives rating lowest of the three.  
 Let us now consider personal pronouns: 
 
Table 7.3: Morphological case of pronouns in Old and Modern Icelandic. 
        Case            MIce    OIce   
     f  %  f  % 
      Total  Nom  873  58.2  1,059  58.5 
   Acc  212  14.1  256  14.1 
   Dat  327  21.9  445  24.6 
   Gen  88      5.8  51  2.8 
      
     1,500    1,811 
 
The proportional amount of pronouns and the internal ranking between 
them is the same for Modern and Old Icelandic, however with datives 



CASE IN ICELANDIC 

178 

rating 3% higher in Old Icelandic than in Modern Icelandic, at the expense 
of genitives which rate 3% lower in Old Icelandic. 
 Let us combine pronouns and nouns into one group and compare the 
two stages of Icelandic: 
 
Table 7.4: Morphological case of nouns and pronouns in Old and Modern Icelandic. 
        Case            MIce    OIce   
     f  %  f  % 
      Total  Nom  2,387  36.0  2,824  42.9 
   Acc  1,634  24.6  1,531  23.3 
   Dat  1,900  28.7  1,579  24.0 
   Gen  713    10.7  644  9.8 
      
     6,634    6,579 
 
It is interesting that accusatives and genitives rate very similarly in the two 
periods, while nominatives rate much higher in Old Icelandic and datives 
rate much lower.  
 I will discuss the differences in the proportion of case forms, 
between Old and Modern Icelandic in the following subsections.  However, 
first I will consider the results of Table 7.3, which shows that datives rate 
higher than accusatives, for personal pronouns. Let us examine the 
distribution of pronouns across syntactic functions in order to try to explain 
this. Consider Table 7.5: 
 
Table 7.5: Nouns/pronouns across syntactic functions in Old and Modern Icelandic. 
Case  Acc     Dat      
        MIce OIce MIce OIce  MIce OIce MIce OIce  
  N N P P  N N P P 
 
Sub  7 8 11 8  32 29 51 111 
Obj  475 561 131 177  136 154 89 88 
IObj  5 2 0 2  8 34 33 69 
Prep  682 499 64 64  1181 763 137 152 
 
 
When comparing the real figures for our material, Table 7.5 reveals that the 
distribution of accusative subjects is relatively even across word category, 
i.e. 7 instances were nouns and 11 instances were pronouns in Modern 
Icelandic, while of 16 instances in Old Icelandic 8 were nouns and 
pronouns. The distribution, however, is not as even for dative subjects, they 
more often occur as pronouns than as nouns in both Old and Modern 
Icelandic. This most likely reflects the fact that a higher portion of dative 
subjects than accusative subjects is human. It is interesting, however, that 
dative subjects are proportionally more often pronouns in Old Icelandic 
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than in Modern Icelandic (compare 111 instances vs. 51). This may in part 
be due to the fact that the distribution between nouns and pronouns in Old 
and Modern Icelandic is not even. A higher proportion of arguments in the 
Old Icelandic texts are pronouns while the proportion of noun arguments is 
lower. For Modern Icelandic the proportions are different, as is evident 
from Table 7.6. 
 
Table 7.6: Nouns and pronouns in Old and Modern Icelandic. 
              MIce     OIce 
      f   %      f   % 
 
Pronouns  1,500  22.6   1,811   27.5  
Nouns   5,134  77.4   4,768  72.5  
  
Total   6,634  100   6,579  100 
 
Let us return now to Table 7.5. Approximately 22-24% of accusative 
objects are pronouns, while 36-40% of dative objects occur as pronouns, 
perhaps because dative objects are more often human than accusative 
objects (compare verbs like hjálpa 'help' and others which select for a 
dative object). However, since the real figures for dative objects are lower 
than the real figures for accusative objects this does not affect the internal 
ranking of ratings in favour of datives. Regarding Indirect objects, they are 
almost always datives and pronouns. Finally, the amount of prepositional 
phrases in dative case occurring as pronouns is higher than the 
corresponding figures for accusatives. The percentages are not very 
different, 9-11% for accusatives and 11-16% for datives, but since dative 
prepositional phrases are more frequent than accusatives, this yields higher 
real figures. This examination has shown that the higher amount of dative 
pronouns over accusative pronouns is due to dative subjects being more 
frequent than accusative subjects, dative indirect objects being more 
frequent than accusative indirect objects, and finally because dative 
prepositional phrases are more frequent as pronouns than accusative 
prepositional phrases. This is true for both Old and Modern Icelandic. 
Further, the higher frequency of dative pronouns in Old Icelandic than in 
Modern Icelandic is thus due to the fact that dative subjects and indirect 
objects are more frequent in Old than Modern Icelandic. 
 As already stated above, an interesting feature of Table 7.5 is that 
dative subjects are proportionally more often pronouns in Old Icelandic  
than in Modern Icelandic. A more detailed investigation of the distribution 
of pronouns across syntactic functions, verb classes and genres is needed to 
properly account for this.  
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7.3.2  Morphological Case and Syntactic Functions 
I now consider the distribution of morphological case across syntactic 
categories for my four Old Icelandic genres. Due to limitations of space I 
will not reproduce long tables of statistics for Modern Icelandic but refer 
the reader to the corresponding tables in Chapter 4 above and in Appendix 
A: 
 
Table 7.7: Morphological case forms across syntactic functions in the four Old 
Icelandic genres.  
     Nominative       Accusative     Dative       Genitive 
  
 1 Subject 613  5  64  1  
  Object  28       185  66  28 
Family  IObject     36 
Sagas  Prep.         152       205        68 
  Attrib.         11  32 
  Adv.    23  7  5 
  Pred.  108  4  2 
 
  
 2 Subject 566  1  29  1 
  Object  14        237  65  13 
Romantic IObject   2  47   
Sagas  Prep.          141       222      51 
  Attrib.      11  53 
  Adv    15  3  3 
  Pred.  78  5  1  2 
  
 3 Subject 556  6  31  6 
  Object  20     160  51  9 
Cont.  IObject   1  13   
Sagas  Prep.         179         231         73 
  Attrib.      7  73 
  Adv    20  5  2 
  Pred.  90  9    1 
 
  
 4 Subject 568  5  19  2 
  Object  9         193  70  6 
Non-fiction IObject   1  10 
  Prep.           112         286         58  
  Attrib.      7  97 
  Adv    8  5 
  Pred.  165  19    2 
 
 
It is interesting to note that the figures for subject and object in Old 
Icelandic seem to have the closest correspondence in Modern Icelandic in 
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the figures of genre 6 Spoken Icelandic. In general, genre 6 in Modern 
Icelandic has the highest amount of subjects compared to the other genres, 
a high rate of dative subjects compared to the other genres, and a high rate 
of nominative objects compared to the other genres. These are 
distinguishing properties of the spoken Icelandic material. This is also a 
characteristic of the Old Icelandic material. Therefore, the Old Icelandic  
material, as a whole, shows greatest resemblance to genre 6 Spoken 
Icelandic of all the genres in Modern Icelandic. This may indicate that the 
sentences in the Old Icelandic texts are shorter than in the corresponding 
Modern Icelandic texts.   
 Let us compare the distribution of morphological case across 
syntactic functions for Old and Modern Icelandic. I begin with the subject: 
Table 7.8: Subjects in different case forms in genres 1-4. 
      MIce                OIce                 
              f           %         f   %     
 Nom  1,969  94.4   2,305   93.1   
 Acc  20  1.0   18       0.7   
 Dat  88  4.2   143       5.8   
 Gen  9       0.4   10           0.4   
  Total 2,086  100   2,477       100      
 
The difference between Old and Modern Icelandic regarding the case of the 
subject is that dative subjects are comparatively more frequent in Old 
Icelandic than in Modern Icelandic, at the expense of nominative subjects. 
However, the figures for Old Icelandic are very similar to the figures for 
spoken Modern Icelandic (93.1% nominative subjects and 6% dative 
subjects, see Table 4.10 above). The relative frequency of accusative 
subjects has been stable, and so has the relative frequency of genitive 
subjects. The type frequency of accusative subjects in our material is 13 for 
Old Icelandic and 14 for Modern Icelandic. These figures clearly do not 
support any claims that accusative subjects are disappearing in Icelandic 
(see J—nsson 1997-98). Also, the dative subjects in Modern Icelandic are 
represented by 48 types, while the corresponding figure for Old Icelandic is 
72. This is therefore a real difference in our statistics, which might suggest 
a real difference between the two stages of Icelandic. Finally, it is amazing 
that genitive subjects have remained so stable, considering how rare they 
are. The 10 vs. 9 examples from both Old and Modern Icelandic are 
represented by only 7 types. 
 To sum up, if we consider the relative percentages in Old and 
Modern Icelandic in Table 7.8 and compare these with the percentages for 
different genres of Modern Icelandic in Table 4.10 we see that genre 6, the 
spoken material, gives the closest match to the Old Icelandic  material. 
 Let us now consider the statistics for objects: 
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Table 7.9: Percentages of objects in different case forms in Old and Modern Icelandic. 
   MIce (1-6)  MIce (1-4)      OIce       
             f  %      f %  f %  
 Nom  110 5.8  28 3   71  6.2   
 Acc  1,268 67  660 69.4  776 67.2     
 Dat  478 25.3  238 25  252 21.8      
 Gen  38 2  25 2.6  56   4.8        
 Total  1,894   951   1,155         
 
A clear difference between the two corpora of genres 1-4 we are comparing 
in Table 7.9 is that nominative objects and genitive objects are more 
common in Old Icelandic, whereas both accusative and dative objects are 
less common in Old Icelandic. However, comparing the object statistics 
with the total figures for all genres (not only 1-4) in Modern Icelandic (the 
first column), we see that the only difference between Old and Modern 
Icelandic is that dative objects have been on the increase and genitive 
objects on the decrease. 
 Let us now compare the amount of prepositional phrases in the two 
stages of Icelandic: 
 
Table 7.10: Percentages of prepositional phrases in different case forms. 
    MIce     OIce           
     f         %       f  %   
 Acc  772  33   584  32.8   
 Dat  1,357  58   944  53.1   
 Gen  210  9   250  14.1   
 Total  2,339  100      1,778  100   
 
The proportional rate for accusative prepositional phrases has remained 
stable while dative prepositional phrases have increased at the expense of 
genitives. However, if we compare with the total figures for Modern 
Icelandic and not only genres 1-4 (see Table 3.14 above) it seems that both 
accusative and dative prepositional phrases have become proportionally 
more frequent (35,4% acc, and 56,6% dat) at the expense of genitive 
prepositional phrases (8%).  
 Considering the frequency of subjects, objects and prepositional 
phrases in general, the following figures emerge: 
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Table 7.11: Subjects, objects and prepositional phrases across genres (1-6) and language 
stages. 
  Subj    Obj    Prep 
 MI  OI  MI  OI  MI  OI 
1 560  683  260  307  574  456 
2 625  597  280  329  513  425 
3 454  599  245  240  643  414 
4 447  594  166  278  609  483 
5 700    223    520 
6 1,715/572   720/240   1,001/334 
 
The general tendency seems to be that objects are more frequent on a per 
word basis in Old Icelandic than in Modern Icelandic (except in genre 3 
Biographies and memoirs vs. Contemporary Sagas), and that prepositional 
phrases are fewer in Old Icelandic than in Modern Icelandic, on a per word 
basis.  
 However, there is a simple explanation for the tendencies just 
reported: they are presumably due to stylistic factors. Consider Diagram 
7.1. The square line in the diagram shows the frequencies from genres 3-4, 
i.e. the non-fiction Modern Icelandic genres. The diamond line shows all 
other Modern Icelandic genres, while the triangle line shows the Old 
Icelandic material. 
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Diagram 7.1: The relation between real frequencies of subjects, objects and 
prepositional phrases in different genres. 
 
The diagram clearly shows that there is a relation between the amount of 
subjects, objects and prepositional phrases, in that the higher the amount of 
subjects and objects, the lower the amount of prepositional phrases. 
Conversely, the fewer subjects, the more prepositional phrases we find in 
the text. Obviously, in a text with many subjects, there are also going to be 
many verbs and predicates, and therefore many sentences/clauses. In 
contrast, in a text with fewer subjects, we might expect fewer predicates, 
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and hence longer and more complicated sentences, since the amount of 
words is the same in both texts. Therefore it is expected that texts with 
fewer subjects display more prepositional phrases than a text containing 
more subjects. Such a text will, again, have fewer prepositional phrases. 
Therefore, the low amount of prepositional phrases in the Old Icelandic 
material is presumably due to shorter sentences than in the Modern 
Icelandic material. This difference is therefore stylistic and does not reflect 
a real difference between different stages of Icelandic.  
 The real differences that seem to exist between Old and Modern 
Icelandic are the following: Dative indirect objects are used less often in 
Modern Icelandic (42 tokens) than in Old Icelandic (106 tokens), which 
again may show that the ditransitive construction has become less 
productive in Icelandic. Also, dative objects and dative prepositional 
phrases have increased at the expense of genitive objects (Table 7.9 above) 
and genitive prepositional phrases (Table 7.10). Further, dative attributes 
are less used in Modern Icelandic (11 instances) than in Old Icelandic (36 
instances). These seem to be the differences between my two corpora that 
either cut through all our genres or cannot be explained by stylistic factors, 
and thus seem to genuinely reflect differences in the use of case between 
Old and Modern Icelandic.  
 The other differences that exist between the two corpora seem to be 
stylistically motivated; these are the high real figures for subjects in 
general, the high frequency of dative subjects, the high frequency of 
nominative objects on a per word basis in Old Icelandic compared to 
Modern Icelandic, and finally the high frequency of direct objects in Old 
Icelandic, at the expense of prepositional phrases.  
 I now proceed to explore the correlation between morphological case 
and thematic roles in Old Icelandic. 
 
7.3.3  Morphological Case and Thematic Roles 
The statistical correlation between morphological case and thematic roles is 
shown in Table 7.12 below for the Old Icelandic material. A division into 
genres is found in 7.12 in Appendix A. For an overview of the thematic 
roles used in this survey I refer the reader to Chapter 3 above: 
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Table 7.12: Morphological case across thematic roles and genres in Old Icelandic. 
        Nom          Acc             Dat              Gen 
Agent    1,052     
Cause    19 
Theme    147  361  103  18 
Content   122  570  210  84 
Station    772  1  5  6 
Experiencer   105  5  67  
Cognizer   66  2  14 
Perceiver   51    2 
Beneficiary   28  7  204  4   
Goal      104  41  106 
Reason     2  6  9 
Source    6   1  163  1   
Instrument       39  
Comitative     22  50 
Location     78  295  19 
Path      66  12  4 
Manner     12  88 
Measure     2  4  3   
Time    6  143  55  9   
 
The general tendencies outlined in section 4.3.1 above on Modern Icelandic 
are by large also valid for old Icelandic. That is, there is a strong tendency 
for Agents, Causes, Stations and Perceivers to be encoded as nominatives, 
and Instruments and Sources to be encoded as datives. Furthermore, in the 
majority of cases Beneficiaries, Comitatives, Locations and Manners are 
encoded as datives, and Contents, Paths and Times are in a clear majority 
of cases in accusative case. However, Themes, Experiencers and Cognizers 
are more evenly distributed among the morphological cases. One difference 
between Old and Modern Icelandic, detectable in our material, is that Goals 
are in the majority of cases encoded as accusatives in Modern Icelandic 
while in Old Icelandic they are more evenly distributed amongst accusative 
and genitive case. This observation might explain the findings in the 
preceding sections that genitives are more commonly used in Old Icelandic 
than in Modern Icelandic.  
 Another difference between Old and Modern Icelandic is that a 
higher proportion of nominatives are Agents in the Old Icelandic material 
at the expense of the amount of Stations. Station subjects are more 
common than Agent subjects in Modern Icelandic. It therefore seems to be 
the case that the Old Icelandic genres are more "actional" than the 
corresponding Modern Icelandic genres. It is also clear from Tables 4.14 
and 7.12 in Appendix A that Experiencers, Cognizers and Perceivers rate 
higher in the fictional material of both Old and Modern Icelandic and the 
spoken material of Modern Icelandic, and lower in the non-fiction material. 
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Finally, there are generally fewer Locatives in the Old Icelandic material 
than in the Modern Icelandic material. 
 
7.3.4 Syntactic Functions and Thematic Roles 
I now proceed to investigate the correlation between syntactic functions 
and thematic roles in Old Icelandic and the possible differences between 
Old and Modern Icelandic. Consider Table 7.13: 
 
Table 7.13: Thematic roles and syntactic functions in Old Icelandic. 
Genre 1      Subject      Object         IObject     PrObject  Adv.  
Agent  1,052       
Cause  18  1 
Theme  180  350  6  93   
Content  65  690    231 
Station  784 
Exp.  177 
Cognizer 82 
Perceiver 53      
Ben.  52  69  104  18 
Goal        251 
Reason      77 
Source  6       165    
Instrument   13    26 
Comitative       72 
Location   10    378  4 
Path        70  12   
Manner       100 
Measure       2  7 
Time  6      26  22 
 
Generally speaking, the distribution of thematic roles across syntactic 
functions is similar for Old and Modern Icelandic. However, there are 
some differences to comment on. Beginning with the similarities, Agents, 
Causes, Stations, Experiencers, Cognizers and Perceivers are always 
subjects (the very few examples of the Agent expressed as a prepositional 
phrase in the passive voice are here encoded as Source). Reasons, Goals, 
Comitatives, Sources, Locatives, Manners and Paths are most often 
prepositional phrases. The role Content divides into subjects, objects and 
prepositional phrases. The Themes and Beneficiaries divide into subjects, 
objects, indirect objects and prepositional phrases. Instruments are 
distributed on objects and prepositional phrases. Times, Measures and 
Paths are distributed on prepositional objects and adverbs.  
 Turning now to the differences between the Old and Modern 
Icelandic material, the Beneficiary is most frequently an indirect object in 
Old Icelandic while it is most frequently a direct object in Modern 
Icelandic (see Table 4.16 in Chapter 4). As noted in 7.3.2 above, indirect 
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objects are in general more common in Old Icelandic than in Modern 
Icelandic, and since indirect objects are most often Beneficiaries, it is to be 
expected that Beneficiaries most often link to indirect objects in Old 
Icelandic.  
 Another difference, noticeable in my material, is that Agents are 
more common in Old Icelandic than in Modern Icelandic (see Tables 4.16 
and 7.13 in Appendix A; compare the figures in Table 7.14, where E/C/P 
stands for Experiencers/Cognizers/ Perceivers). 
 
Table 7.14: The amount of subjects across thematic roles and genres in Old and Modern 
Icelandic. 
Role   Agents   Stations   E/C/P         Others 
MIce  
G f %  f %  f %  f Total  
1 225 40.3  179 32.1  95 17  59 558  
2 231 37  181 29  151 24.2  62 625 
3 143 31.5  202 44.5  55 12.1  54 454 
4 71 15.9  254 57  27 6  94 446 
5 277 39.6  167 23.9  163 23.3  93 700 
6 458 25.4  703 39  458 25.4  181 1,800 
OIce f %  f %  f %  f Total  
1 322 47  175 25.6  109 15  78 684  
2 317 53.1  125 20.9  89 14.9  66 597 
3 280 46.7  166 27.7  67 11.2  87 600 
4 133 22.4  318 53.5  47 8  96 594 
 
Comparing the frequencies of Agent subjects vs. Station subjects for the 
two periods of Icelandic, we find that Agents rate higher than Stations in 
the Old Icelandic material, while Stations rate higher than Agents in the 
Modern Icelandic material, except for in genre 4 Non-fiction, where the 
frequencies are reversed. For the Modern Icelandic material Agents rate 
higher than Stations in the fictional and spoken genres. I conclude that 
Agent subjects generally rate high in fictional texts, and low in non-fiction. 
In this respect, therefore, genre 3 Contemporary Sagas in Old Icelandic 
resembles the fictional genres more than the non-fictional genres. Also, 
comparing the frequencies of Experiencers/Cognizers/Perceivers in the 
different genres in Old and Modern Icelandic, we find that they generally 
rate higher in Modern Icelandic than in Old Icelandic. They rate lowest in 
genre 3 and 4, which are the non-fictional genres. Similar tendencies are 
observable for the Old Icelandic genres in that Experiencers/Cognizers/ 
Perceivers rate highest in genres 1 Family Sagas and 2 Romantic Sagas, 
lower in genre 3 Contemporary Sagas and lowest in genre 4 Non-fiction. 
These figures show clearly that there are certain contentual similarities 
between the genres in Old and Modern Icelandic, even though the figures 
for the distribution of the morphological cases across word category, in 
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section 7.3.1, were not identical to the corresponding figures for Modern 
Icelandic. 
 
7.3.5  Morphological Case, Syntactic Functions and Thematic Roles 
I now summarize my results for all the three variables, morphological case, 
syntactic functions and thematic roles, in the four genres of the Old 
Icelandic material. Consider Table 7.15 (comparable to Table 4.18 in 
Chapter 4). 
 Most of our conclusions for Modern Icelandic also hold for Old 
Icelandic. In short, there is a correlation between syntactic functions and 
morphological case, in that most subjects are nominative, most objects are 
accusative, most prepositional phrases are dative and most attributes are 
genitive. Also, there exists a correlation between syntactic functions and 
thematic roles in that Agents, Causes, Stations, Experiencers, Cognizers 
and Perceivers are almost always subjects. Goals, Sources, Comitatives, 
Reasons, Times, Locations and Paths are almost always prepositional 
phrases. The Instrument is evenly distributed among objects and 
prepositional phrases. However, Themes, Contents and Beneficiaries are 
more evenly distributed among syntactic functions. They can be subjects, 
objects, prepositional phrases, and indirect objects. Finally, there is a 
correlation between thematic roles and morphological case. Agents, 
Causes, Stations are mostly nominatives, presumably a consequence of the 
fact that they are always subjects. Instruments are always dative, and 
Beneficiaries are almost always dative. Both of these last two correlations 
exist across syntactic functions. Locations are dative in the majority of 
cases.   
 There are, however, certain differences between the Old and Modern 
Icelandic material: the most frequent nominative is an Agent in the Old 
Icelandic material and not a Station as in Modern Icelandic. Dative indirect 
objects are also more frequent in the Old Icelandic material, and genitive 
objects are generally fewer. Finally, the groups of accusative subjects and 
genitive subjects are more heterogeneous in Old Icelandic than in Modern 
Icelandic, in that they are distributed among more thematic roles in Old 
Icelandic. Table 7.15 reveals that accusative subjects are distributed 
amongst five thematic roles in Old Icelandic while they represent only 
three roles in Modern Icelandic (Table 4.18 in Chapter 4). Similarly, 
genitive subjects are distributed amongst three roles in Old Icelandic, 
whereas they are only found with one role in Modern Icelandic. Thus, it 
seems that these two groups have become semantically more uniform. 
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Table 7.15: Morphological case, syntactic functions and thematic roles. 
NOMINATIVE  
subject  Agent  1,052   Object  Content 68 
  Station  772     Theme 1  
  Theme  145     Cause  1 
  Exp  105 
  Cogn  66     
  Content 54      
  Perceiver 51    
  Ben  28     
  Cause  18  
  Time  6 
  Source 6 
ACCUSATIVE 
Subject Theme 7    Prep. Obj Goal  104  
  Exp  5     Content 94 
  Content 3     Time  89 
  Cogn  2     Loc  78  
  Station 1      Theme 59   
         Path  56 
Object  Content 473     Comitative 22 
  Theme 291      Manner 12 
  Ben  3     Reason10  
         Ben  4 
Adv  Time  54     Source 1 
  Path  10     Measure 1 
  Mesure 1    
       IObject Theme 4 
DATIVE 
Subject Exp  67   Prep. object  Loc  283 
  Theme 27      Source  163 
  Ben  24     Content 104 
  Cogn  14     Manner 88 
  Content 5     Com  50 
  Station 5      Time  45 
  Perc  2     Goal  41 
         Reason 29 
Object  Content 101     Instr  26 
  Ben  66     Theme  22 
  Theme  52     Path  12 
  Instr  13     Ben  10 
  Loc  10     Measure 1 
        
IObject Ben  104   Adv  Time  10 
  Theme  2     Measure 3 
         Loc  2 
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GENITIVE 
Subject Station  6   Object  Content 47 
  Content 3     Theme 5 
  Theme  1 
       Prep. object  Goal  106 
Adv  Measure 3     Reason 38 
  Loc  2     Content 33 
  Path  2     Loc  17 
  Time  1     Theme  12 
         Time  8 
         Ben  4 
         Path  2 
         Source  1 
 
7.3.6 Conclusions 
The major differences between case in Old and Modern Icelandic are the 
following: Modern Icelandic has fewer genitive objects, fewer genitive 
prepositional phrases, fewer dative indirect objects, fewer dative attributes, 
more dative prepositional phrases, and dative objects have also increased in 
frequency. The material also shows that dative subjects are less frequent in 
Modern Icelandic. Whether this is due to stylistic factors or whether it 
reflects a real change from Old to Modern Icelandic is not clear from this 
statistical investigation. 
 There is, thus, a clear tendency in the material for some of the 
morphological cases to become functionally more uniform; genitives are 
used less as objects and prepositional objects and more as nominal 
attributes; datives are used less as nominal attributes and more as direct 
objects and prepositional objects. Datives are also less used as indirect 
objects and more as direct objects and objects of prepositions. 
  
 
7.4  Theories on the Development of Case   
 
In this section I will discuss the different theories on the diachronic 
development of morphological case, and I will measure them against my 
material. I begin by examining the traditional theory that the Germanic 
languages have developed from being synthetic to becoming analytic, and 
that this has ultimately caused the case system to break down (subsection 
7.4.1). I will investigate whether there may be a relation between rigidity of 
word order and morphological case (subsection 7.4.2). I discuss a 
hypothesis concerning the relation between morphological case and the 
emergence of the definite article in Scandinavian (subsection 7.4.3). Then, 
I will investigate whether a change from lexical case to structural case is 
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detectable in our Icelandic material (subsection 7.4.4). Finally, I will 
explore the predictions of Construction Grammar and the Usage-based 
model and give a unified account of the development of case in the 
Germanic languages (subsection 7.4.5), together with a Usage-based 
account of the "blended" construction (subsection 7.4.6). In subsection 7.5 
I summarize my conclusions. 
 
7.4.1  Synthetic to Analytic 
A change from a synthetic stage of a language to an analytic stage entails 
that morphological or synthetic structures are replaced by periphrastic 
structures. For case and argument structure this change should, for 
instance, imply that the dative indirect object is replaced by a prepositional 
phrase, and that direct objects are replaced by prepositional objects. More 
generally it is assumed that morphological case is a synthetic property and 
the lack of it is an analytic property. Such a change, from synthetic to 
analytic, is assumed to have taken place in the Scandinavian languages (see 
Jahr 1994, 1995, Faarlund 1999, Askedal 1999), with the subsequent loss 
of morphological case in Mainland Scandinavian.  
 This analysis makes certain predictions about changes in case and 
argument structure from Old Icelandic to Modern Icelandic, or more 
generally from Old Scandinavian to Modern Scandinavian. These are listed 
below: 
 
(19) ¥ Morphological case should be lost. 
 ¥ Ditransitive constructions should have decreased in frequency. 
 ¥ Objects should have been replaced by prepositional objects. 
 
These predictions are not uniformly borne out for the Scandinavian 
languages. Morphological case has not been lost in either Icelandic or 
Faroese. It has, however, been lost in the other languages in the 
Scandinavian language family. The Ditransitive construction has, indeed, 
decreased in frequency in Icelandic, and has in many cases been replaced 
by the prepositional variant (i.e. the Transfer construction): 
 
(20) a. [...] ef "œ skyldir skera VŽsteini br—!ur m’num skyrtuna. 
  if you.nom should cut Vesteinn.dat brother my shirt-the.acc 
  '[...] if you were to make a shirt for my brother VŽsteinn.' 
        (G’s 1987: 859-860) 
 
 b. Ef "œ ¾ttir a! skera skyrtu handa VŽsteini br—!ur m’num. 
  if you.nom should to cut shirt.acc for VŽsteinn.dat brother  
  my.dat 
  'If you were to make a shirt for my brother VŽsteinn.' 
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The Modern Icelandic corresponding sentence to (20a) would be (20b) with 
a prepositional variant instead of an indirect object. Also, the frequencies in 
Table 7.14 and 4.18 above show clearly that indirect objects have 
decreased drastically in frequency from Old to Modern Icelandic. However, 
that is not true for the other Germanic languages. Swedish seems to have 
more verbs occurring in the ditransitive construction than Icelandic has, 
and English also seems to have a much more productive ditransitive 
construction than Icelandic: 
 
(21) a. I just made you some food.    English 
  
 b. I'll throw you the ball. 
  
(22) a. Och jag som har precis lagad dig lite mat!  Swedish 
  and I that have just made you some food 
  'And I just made you some food.' 
  
 b *Jag kastar dig bollen. 
  I throw you boll-the 
  'I'll throw you the ball.' 
 
(23) a. *ƒ g elda!i  "Žr sm‡ mat.     Icelandic  
  I.nom cooked you.dat some food.acc 
 
 b. *ƒ g henti "Žr boltann/boltanum. 
  I.nom threw you.dat ball-the.acc/ball-the.dat 
  
Given that the development from synthetic to analytic entails loss of 
morphological case and the replacement of the ditransitive with a 
prepositional variant, it is predicted that Icelandic should have a more 
productive ditransitive construction than both Swedish and English. It is 
also predicted that Swedish and English should behave in the same way, in 
this respect, since both languages have lost their morphological case. These 
predictions are not borne out. 
 The examples above show clearly that morphological case and 
analytic/synthetic structures must not be in complementary distribution in 
languages or language stages.   
 There are, however, examples of verbs occurring with direct objects 
in Old Icelandic but with prepositional objects in Modern Icelandic: 
 
(24) a. [...] "v’  a! engu hefur hœn bergt "ann dag. 
  ... because nothing.dat has she.nom tasted that day.acc. 
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  '[...] because she had not tasted anything that day.' 
        (Cla 1951:45-47) 
 
 b. Hœn hefur ekki bergt ‡ neinu.   Modern Icelandic  
  she.nom has not tasted on anything 
  'She has not tasted anything.' 
 
In Old Icelandic, the verb bergja 'taste' was constructed either with a direct 
object or with a prepositional object, but in Modern Icelandic only the 
prepositional variant exists. Things are, however, not so simple, as state of 
affairs can be the reverse in the history of Icelandic, such that verbs which 
could occur with a prepositional phrase in Old Icelandic only select a direct 
object in Modern Icelandic. One such verb is heilsa 'greet': 
 
(25) a. Hann heilsa!i  ‡ konung.   
  he.nom greeted on king-the.acc 
  'He greeted the king.'   (î tt 1987:2205-2206) 
 
 b. Hann heilsa!i  konungi.    Modern Icelandic  
  he.nom greeted king-the.dat 
  'He greeted the king.' 
 
 c. *Hann heilsa!i  ‡ konung. 
  he.nom greeted on king.acc 
 
Finally, as was pointed out in section 7.3.2, there are no differences in 
frequency between Modern and Old Icelandic regarding the amount of 
prepositional phrases and direct objects that cannot be shown to be related 
to stylistic factors. That is, prepositional phrases do not seem to have been 
less common in Old Icelandic than in Modern Icelandic. These facts 
seriously undermine any claims that Icelandic has undergone a change 
from synthetic to analytic. If Modern Icelandic is of the analytic type it 
must also have been of the analytic type during the Middle Ages. Further, 
since some languages, like Swedish and English, have lost their 
morphological case but retained the Ditransitive construction to a higher 
degree than Icelandic, the loss of morphological case in these languages 
cannot be attributed to a change from synthetic to analytic either. 
 Moreover, convincing evidence has been put forth against a 
diachronic relation between synthetic and analytic language stages. 
Schwegler (1990) shows that in the Romance languages both types of 
changes can be found, from more synthetic to periphrastic and from 
periphrastic to synthetic. Such evidence further sustains my claim that a 
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development from synthetic to analytic cannot be assumed for the 
Scandinavian languages. 
 
7.4.2  Case and Word Order 
It is a widely assumed hypothesis, ever since, at least, Falk and Torp 
(1900), that there is an inherent causal relation between the rigidity of a 
word order in a language, and whether the language has a morphological 
case system or not (Sapir 1921, Venneman 1974, Kemenade 1987, 
Lehmann 1985). That is, the more morphological cases the freer the word 
order, and the fewer (or no) morphological case distinctions the more rigid 
the word order in the language: 
 
(26) ¥ The word order becomes more rigid. 
 ¥ Morphological case is lost. 
 
Many researchers have suggested that the loss of case marking in 
Scandinavian is related to the word order becoming more rigid in these 
languages (Faarlund 1987, 1990, 1999, Askedal 1999, Anward and 
Swedenmark 1997). There are, however, two languages within the 
Germanic language family that pose serious problems for such an account, 
and these are Icelandic and Dutch. Icelandic has certainly undergone a 
change from Old to Modern Icelandic, similar to the other Scandinavian 
languages, in that the word order has become more rigid, despite the fact 
that Icelandic has not lost its case system. This change is most clearly 
manifested in lack of OV in Modern Icelandic. Moreover, Dutch has a 
much freer word order than Icelandic, it has for instance retained the OV 
word order, and various scrambling possibilities, which are non-existent in 
Modern Icelandic, but Dutch has nevertheless lost its case system. My 
conclusions are, therefore, that while there may very well be a typological 
tendency for case languages to have freer word order than caseless 
languages, that cannot, however, be regarded as a direct causal relation. 
Hence, the development into more rigid word order in Scandinavian 
causing the loss of the case system does not seem like a feasible 
explanation for the break-down of the morphological case system in 
Scandinavian and West-Germanic. 
 
7.4.3  Case and the Definite Article 
It has also been proposed that the loss of morphological case in 
Scandinavian is related to the emergence of the definite article (Holmberg 
1994, Anward and Swedenmark 1997): 
 
(27) ¥ A definite article emerges. 
 ¥ Morphological case is lost. 
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This hypothesis is partly based on the typological fact that many case 
languages do not exhibit a definite article, such as the Finno-Ugric 
languages, and it is in part based on the fact that the emergence of the 
definite article in Scandinavian seems to have taken place at the same time 
as the case marking disappears.  
 There are, however, two languages within the North Germanic 
language family that pose a serious problem for this analysis, and these are 
Icelandic and Faroese. Icelandic and Faroese have both acquired a definite 
article, presumably at roughly the same time as the definite article was 
acquired in Mainland Scandinavian. Hence, the emergence of the definite 
article seems to be a common Scandinavian innovation. However, neither 
Icelandic nor Faroese has lost its case system, thus it cannot be assumed 
that there is a direct causal relation between the emergence of the definite 
article and the break-down of the case system in Mainland Scandinavian, 
despite the fact that these changes seem to occur at roughly the same time.  
 It certainly seems that language changes take place in bundles, in that 
many changes have been shown to take place simultaneously (Delsing 
1995, Falk 1997, Platzack 1987). To me it seems a reasonable assumption 
that language changes occur gradually but that they are documented as 
more abrupt changes because of the reluctance of the writing system to 
immediately reflect innovations and/or changes. It is a plausible scenario 
that conservative features of the written language can be maintained by 
scribes to certain extents, but that at some point, the residues found in 
writing are going to be too remote in time for a new generation of scribes 
to carry the tradition on. At that point, the conservative tradition will be 
broken and the writing system will reflect a more synchronic system (cf 
Allen 1995:212). This hypothesis is, in my view, worth some further 
research. 
 
7.4.4. Structural vs. Lexical Case 
Many scholars have argued that the break-down of the case system in 
Germanic is a manifestation of structural case replacing lexical case (see 
Askedal 1999 for Scandinavian, Falk 1997 for Swedish, Delsing 1991 for 
Swedish, Allen 1995 and Lightfoot 1999 for English, Eyth—rsson 2000 for 
case changes in Icelandic). Such an analysis can have the following 
manifestations in the modern languages: 
 
(28) ¥ Loss of morphological case. 
 ¥ Structural case forms replace lexical case forms: 
  Acc/Dat/Gen Subj > Nom Subj 
  Dat/Gen Obj > Acc Obj 
 ¥ PPs replace morphological case 
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The replacement of lexical case by structural case can involve a complete 
break-down of the morphological case system, with case distinctions, at 
best, only present in pronouns (English, Dutch, Mainland Scandinavian). It 
can also entail nominative becoming the subject case, accusative becoming 
the object case, dative becoming the case for indirect objects and genitive 
the case for nominal attributes (German). It is also predicted that direct 
objects should be replaced by prepositional phrases. 
 These predictions are not borne out for Icelandic, nor for Faroese 
(see Malmsten 2001 for Faroese). There are plenty of examples in the 
history of Icelandic of accusative subjects changing into dative subjects 
(Dative substitution), there are also examples of nominative subjects 
changing into dative subjects (see 5.3.4.1.1 above for examples). 
Furthermore, verbs which could occur together with either accusative or 
dative objects in Old Icelandic can only occur with dative objects in 
Modern Icelandic, and verbs which could occur with either accusative or 
dative objects can only occur with accusative objects in Modern Icelandic: 
 
(29) a. [...] en fyrir "v’  a! [...], glata!i  hann hšfu! sitt, 
        but for it that ... lost he.nom head his.acc 
  '[...] but because of that [...] he lost his head,'  
        (Phy 1991:46-48) 
 
 b. Hann haf!i  glata! hšf!i  s’nu.   Modern Icelandic  
  he.nom had lost head his.dat 
 
 c. *Hann haf!i  glata! hšfu! sitt. 
  he.nom had lost head his.acc 
 
(30) a. [...] er Žg hefi gjšrla athugt "eirra si!um. 
  which I.nom have thoroughly examined their habits.dat 
  '[...] whose habits I have thoroughly examined.' 
        (Kon [no year]:75-76) 
 
 b. ƒg hef athuga! "essa si!i .   Modern Icelandic 
  I.nom have examined these habits.acc   
 
 c. *ƒ g hef athuga! "essum si!um. 
  I.nom have examined these habits.dat 
 
(31) a. [...] a!  enginn riddari stenst honum. 
  that no knight.nom withstands he.dat  (êve 1979:95-99) 
  '[...] that no knight is his equal.' 
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 b. Enginn riddari stenst hann.   Modern Icelandic  
  no knight.nom withstands he.acc 
 
 c. *Enginn riddari stenst honum. 
  no knight.nom withstands he.dat 
 
(29) is an example of alleged structural accusative being replaced by 
alleged lexical dative with the verb glata 'lose', in Icelandic. With the verbs 
athuga 'examine' and standast 'withstand' in (30-31) it is the opposite.   
 Moreover, on the structural vs. lexical case account genitive objects 
are expected to be replaced by accusative objects because genitive on 
objects is lexical whereas accusative on objects is structural. Such 
examples exist. Examples as in (32) are well known from the history of 
Icelandic.  
 
(32) a. ƒg "arf "ess.    Old/Modern Icelandic  
  I.nom need it.gen 
 
 b. ƒg "arf "etta.     Modern Icelandic  
  I.nom need this.acc 
 
However, it is not expected that genitive objects change into nominative 
objects. Such a change is also found from Old to Modern Icelandic 
(examples 32a and 33a are constructed by me): 
 
(33) a. Henni batna!i  veikinnar.    Old Icelandic  
  she.dat got-better illness-the.gen 
  'She recovered from the illness.' 
 
 b. Henni batna!i  veikin.    Modern Icelandic  
  she.dat got-better illness-the.nom 
  'She recovered from the illness.' 
 
On a structural vs. lexical case account it is expected that this lexical 
genitive would change into a structural accusative (cf. Falk 1997:77-78), 
but that is not the case in the history of Icelandic. Hence, the predictions of 
the structural vs. lexical case account are clearly not borne out in Icelandic. 
 It should be pointed out here that ways have been developed within 
Generative Grammar to account for the fact that objects can be case-
marked as nominative (see Yip, Maling and Jackendoff 1987, Sigur!sson 
1989 and subsequent work, J—nsson 1996). Such an explanation is needed 
as it is predicted that nominative objects do not exist, since allegedly 
nominative is the structural case for subjects and accusative is the structural 
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case for objects. These accounts rely on the idea that structural case has 
been assigned to the first argument in the clause which is not lexically 
case-marked. Thus, in order to be able to account for the existence of 
nominative objects, the concept of structural case as being divided into 
nominative on subjects and accusative on objects has been abandoned. Yip, 
Maling and Jackendoff (1987:224) make a note of this themselves. The 
problem with their account is that it predicts that constructions with 
lexically case-marked subjects should not receive structural accusative case 
on their objects. As we shall see in 7.4.6 below, this prediction is not borne 
out in the history of the Germanic languages. 
 Finally, since Icelandic has retained its case system, while Modern 
Scandinavian and English have not, it is predicted that Icelandic should 
have direct objects to a higher degree than Scandinavian and English, 
which again should have a higher degree of prepositional objects. 
However, there are plenty of examples of the opposite: 
 
(33) a. ƒg hringi í þig.      Icelandic 
  I.nom ring in you.acc 
  'I'll phone you.' 
 
 b. ƒg horf!i  á sjónvarpið.    
  I.nom watched on television-the.acc 
  'I watched television.' 
 
(34) a. Jag ringer dig      Swedish 
  I ring you 
  'I'll phone you.' 
 
 b. I watched television     English 
 
Thus, the prediction that morphological case will be replaced by 
prepositional objects does not seem to be borne out for Icelandic, Swedish 
and English. 
 
7.4.5 The Predictions of Construction Grammar and the Usage-based 
 Model 
On a Construction Grammar account syntactic constructions are assumed 
to have a meaning of their own. According to the Usage-based model it is 
expected that syntactic schematic constructions, higher in type frequency, 
will attract new and already existing verbs, resulting in high type frequency 
constructions increasing in frequency. The reason is that the syntactic 
constructions highest in type frequency are also the constructions that are 
most open semantically. Thus, verbs occurring in low-frequency schematic 
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constructions may be attracted by high-frequency schematic constructions, 
resulting in low-frequency constructions decreasing in frequency.  
 Low type frequency constructions are semantically more restricted 
and should therefore either exist as verb-class-specific constructions or as 
verb-specific constructions, but not as semantically open, syntactically 
schematic constructions. Low-frequency verb-class constructions may 
gradually disappear unless they are high in token frequency. If they are 
they might be preserved as verb-specific constructions, and if they attract 
new items this should be on the basis of similarity. Therefore, if two low-
frequency constructions exchange items between themselves, it is to be 
expected that the construction lower in type frequency will lose items to the 
construction higher in type frequency, and again this is expected to happen 
on the basis of similarity. 
 Case structure is a part of a syntactic form (SYN-part) of a schematic 
construction. Syntactic schematic constructions are, for instance, Nom-
Acc, Nom-Dat, Nom-Gen, Acc-Acc, Dat-Nom etc. in Icelandic. Thus, in a 
language with many alternative case constructions, if a verb is attracted by 
a construction which has higher type frequency it is expected that this verb 
does not necessarily replace one morphological case with another, but 
rather that the verb exchanges the whole syntactic case frame for another 
case frame.  
 It has been noted by various scholars that morphological case seems 
to have been lost at the same time as massive lexical borrowing is found, 
due to contact situations. This is discussed for Old English by Allen (1995), 
for Old Swedish by WessŽn (1929, 1992), and for Scandinavian in general 
by Jahr (1994, 1995). WessŽn argues that the case system was lost because 
the loan-words could not easily adjust to the inflectional system. However, 
Norde (1994) shows that the morphophonemic structure of the loan-words 
cannot have constituted a problem for the noun inflection. It is a fact, 
however, that the break-down of the case system in both English and 
Scandinavian coincides in time with massive lexical borrowings and, thus, 
that the correlation between the loss of morphological case and the contact 
situation has not been satisfactorily accounted for in the literature. 
 On a Construction Grammar/Usage-based model approach, it is 
predicted that a rapid change in the vocabulary may speed up the 
development, precisely because the bulk of new verbs will be attracted by 
the high type frequency constructions, thereby lowering the type frequency 
of the low-frequency constructions, increasing the chances of them 
becoming extinct. 
 To sum up, the predictions of Construction Grammar and the Usage-
based model for the development of case in Icelandic are the following: 
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(35) ¥ The high type frequency constructions will attract new verbs. 
 ¥ The high type frequency constructions will attract verbs from the     
    low frequency constructions. 
 ¥  Rapid changes in the vocabulary will speed up the development. 
 ¥ In the course of time, the low-frequency constructions will                 
    decrease in their proportional type frequency because they will              
   not attract new verbs, precisely because of their low type                  
    frequency and their restricted semantics. 
 ¥ If a low type frequency construction attracts new items, it will be          
    on the basis of similarity alone. 
 ¥ If a construction disappears from the language, it will be the             
    construction lowest in type frequency. 
 ¥ The Dat-Gen construction will disappear first from Icelandic,   
    because it is lowest in type frequency.  
 
I will now consider the predictions of Construction Grammar and the 
Usage-based model in the light of the development of case in the Germanic 
languages. I will begin with Icelandic (7.4.5.1), then account for the 
development in Swedish (7.4.5.2), next English (7.4.5.3) and finally in 
German (7.4.5.4). 
 
7.4.5.1 Icelandic  
The construction lowest in type frequency in Old Icelandic must be the 
Dat-Gen construction, as I only know of two verbs that occurred in it in 
Old Icelandic; these are the verbs batna 'get better' and létta 'abate (of 
illness)'. This construction is also the only case construction that has 
disappeared. Not surprisingly, batna and létta were subsumed by the more 
common Dat-Nom construction, which had much higher type frequency. 
This has presumably happened because of these two case constructions 
being similar in both form and meaning. The Dat-Gen construction can be 
regarded as a subconstruction of the more general Dative subject 
construction: 
 

 
Figure 7.2: The Dative subject construction and its subconstructions. 
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Examples of the verb-specific construction in Figure 7.2 are shown in (35) 
below: 
 
(35) a. MŽr l’kar þessi matur. 
  I.dat like this food.nom 
  'I like this food.' 
  
 b. Honum batna!i  veikinnar. 
  he.dat got-better illness-the.gen 
  'He got better from the illness.' 
 
 c. MŽr ge!j ast að Guðmundi. 
  I.dat like at Gu!mundur.dat 
  'I like Gu!mundur.' 
 
 d. MŽr vir!i st [Guðmundur líta vel út]. 
  I.dat seems Gu!mundur.nom look well out 
  'To me it seems that Gu!mundur looks fine.' 
 
In contemporary Icelandic, the Dat-Gen construction does not exist, 
therefore a corresponding figure for Modern Icelandic would not contain 
the Dat-Gen construction. It is also a fact that verbs which occur in one of 
these subconstructions readily occur in some of the other sub-constructions. 
The verb líka 'l ike' is one example; it can both occur in the Dat-Nom 
construction and in the Dat-PP construction: 
 
(36) a. MŽr l’kar Guðmundur. 
  I.dat like Gu!mundur.nom 
  'I like Gu!mundur.' 
 
 b. MŽr l’kar við Guðmund. 
  I.dat like with Gu!mundur.acc 
  'I like Gu!mundur.' 
 
More generally, examining changes in object case from Old to Modern 
Icelandic (extracted from Tables 4.18 and 7.14), it turns out that the 
Genitive object construction is the least common object construction in Old 
Icelandic, and it is also the one that that has shrunk in frequency from Old 
to Modern Icelandic.2 The same is true for the Genitive prepositional 

                                                
2 In this section, my discussion of frequency is mostly based on the token frequency 
figures in Tables 4.18 and 7.14 above. However, I have studied the instances of the low 
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construction. When considering the subject constructions. the constructions 
lowest in frequency, i.e. the Genitive subject construction and the 
Accusative subject construction have remained stable from Old to Modern 
Icelandic. However, an examination of the verbs occurring in these 
constructions reveals that both of these constructions have become 
semantically more uniform, in that the verbs that occur in them, in Modern 
Icelandic, form a semantically more coherent group than in Old Icelandic 
(again compare Tables 4.18 and 7.14). These groups may have decreased in 
type frequency over the centuries, but since the material used here is so 
small it is difficult to detect changes in the type frequency of these 
constructions. However, a glance at the verbs that occur in the Genitive 
subject construction in Old Icelandic reveals that at least three of the seven 
types have fallen into disuse. This might suggest that this construction has 
lower type frequency in Modern Icelandic than in Old Icelandic.  
 Furthermore, the Accusative object construction has remained stable 
in Icelandic while the Dative object construction has increased in 
frequency. According to a count reported by Maling (1999), there are 
approximately 750 verbs that select for dative objects in Modern Icelandic. 
This has to be viewed in the light of the fact that the single-language 
Icelandic dictionary, Íslensk orðabók (1988), contains approximately 8,500 
verb entries (Krist’n Bjarnad—ttir, p.c.). Given that the type frequency of 
the Dative object construction is relatively high in Icelandic, we might 
expect it to show some degree of productivity (see also Chapter 5 above). It 
may seem strange that the Accusative object construction has remained 
stable while the Dative object construction shows an increase in frequency. 
However, for a group as large as dative objects (30-35%) we may expect 
some degree of productivity (see Ragnarsd—ttir, Simonsen and Plunkett 
1999 on the differences in the productivity of the different past form 
constructions of verbs in Icelandic and Norwegian correlating with their 
type frequency).  
 It has been noticed that verbs conventionally occurring together with 
the Accusative subject construction have started occurring in the Dative 
subject construction (usually called either Dative Sickness or Dative 
Substitution), see subsection 5.3.4.1.1 above. This change started taking 
place in the late 19th century (Halld—rsson 1982). This is expected given 
that the Accusative subject construction is both much lower in type 
frequency than the Dative subject construction, and it can be divided into 
two subconstructions, i.e. one subconstruction for Experiencer verbs (37a) 
                                                                                                                                          
token frequency constructions in my material and found that there is a correlation 
between token frequency and type frequency in this investigation, in that high token 
frequency reflects high type frequency and vice versa. This is, however, only true for 
the written material and not the spoken material. Therefore, the discussion of frequency 
in this section indicates both token and type frequency. 
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and another one instantiated by predicates denoting changes in nature 
(37b): 
 
(37) a. Mig dreymdi šmmu. 
  I.acc dreamt grandma.acc 
   
 b. ç na lag!i . 
  river-the.acc froze 
   
On a Construction Grammar account we would expect the Experiencer 
verbs to be attracted by the Dative subject construction, precisely because 
these two constructions (partly) share the same semantics. This is further 
sustained by the fact that the Dative subject construction is not simply 
subsuming the Accusative subject construction, together with all its verbs, 
rather that the nature verbs have been attracted by the Nominative subject 
construction (see J—nsson 1997-98, and Eyth—rsson 2000). Since the Dative 
subject construction is not primarily a construction for verbs denoting 
changes in nature we would obviously not expect these verbs to start being 
associated with the Dative subject construction. Also, we would expect 
these Experiencer verbs to be attracted by the Dative subject construction 
and not the Nominative subject construction, precisely because the Dative 
subject construction is much more restricted in its semantics than the 
Nominative subject construction, and these two constructions have very 
similar semantics, in that the Dative subject construction is a construction 
primarily used for non-agentive verbs, while the Nominative subject 
construction is a semantically open construction, which can be instantiated 
by verbs from all semantic fields.  
 Finally, both the Dative IObject construction and the Dative subject 
construction have decreased in frequency from Old to Modern Icelandic, 
both in type and in token frequency. Given that the Dative subject 
construction is a low-frequency construction compared to the Nominative 
subject construction, this is not unexpected. Also, the function of the 
indirect object has not necessarily been taken over, but is at least being 
shared with some independent PP constructions, containing the 
prepositions til 'to', fyrir 'for' and handa 'for', depending on verb classes. 
The Dative IObject construction is certainly not a high-frequency 
construction in Old Icelandic. These constructions are verb-class-specific 
constructions, which occur only with certain groups of verbs. 
 To conclude, Construction Grammar together with the Usage-based 
model can easily account for changes in case marking from Old to Modern 
Icelandic. 
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7.4.5.2 Swedish 
If a language has argument structure constructions that are synonymous or 
very similar in meaning, there are, logically, two ways for the language to 
deal with that: either by eliminating one of the two case constructions from 
the language, or by merging them into one. Icelandic seems to have taken 
the former way in that the Dat-Gen construction has fallen into disuse, and 
the verbs in the Accusative subject construction have a tendency to occur 
either with the Dative subject construction or the Nominative subject 
construction. However, Swedish, and Mainland Scandinavian in general, 
have gone the other way. In those languages the case constructions have 
merged and consequently disappeared. 
 According to Delsing (1991, 1995), the first constructions to 
disappear in Swedish were the infrequent Genitive subject and Genitive 
Object constructions. This had already taken place before 1350. Next to 
disappear is the now lowest type frequency Accusative subject 
construction. That happens around 1400. Around 1450 all case endings 
have been lost, entailing that the case distinction between nominative and 
dative subjects is lost for nouns, and the case distinction between 
accusative and dative objects is also lost for nouns. At this point in time, 
Swedish only exhibits two case forms on pronouns, namely, nominative 
and non-nominative. The only case frames that are now left in Swedish are 
the Nominative subject construction and the former Dative, now Oblique, 
subject construction, although this is only visible on pronouns. According 
to Falk (1997) the number of different verbs occurring in the Oblique 
subject construction is less than 40, while the Oblique passive construction 
is much higher in type frequency. Thus, the 38 verbs occurring in the 
Oblique subject construction either become associated with the Nominative 
subject construction or fall into disuse during the 16th and 17th century. 
The last group to become associated with the Nominative subject 
construction is the ditransitive verbs in the Oblique passive construction. 
That happens around 1800. 
 It is interesting to note, however, that despite the low type frequency 
of the Oblique subject construction, there are still documented cases of it 
being mildly productive. Falk (1997:51) reports on such examples: 
 
(38) a. € n sidhan honom iŠfwadhe tok han til at sionka (ca. 1420) 
  but since he.obl doubted took he to sink 
  'But since he doubted he started sinking' 
  
 b. ty ¾r thz sa som mik t¾nker            (ca. 1500) 
  therefore is that such as I.obl think 
  'That is why it is as I think' 
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The verbs iäfwa 'doubt' and tænka 'think' are conventionally associated 
with the Nominative subject construction in Old Swedish. That these verbs 
occur with the Oblique subject construction is presumably due to the 
lexical meaning of these verbs, and the fact that they are compatible in 
meaning with the semantics of the Dative subject construction.  
 To sum up, Swedish, and Mainland Scandinavian in general, have 
dealt differently with synonymous argument structure constructions than 
Icelandic has. Swedish has merged the argument structure constructions, 
with the subsequent loss of the morphological case system, while in 
Icelandic the relevant argument structure constructions have fallen into 
disuse (compare the Dat-Gen construction). 
 To conclude, according to the predictions of Construction Grammar 
and the Usage-based model, the constructions lowest in type frequency 
should be the ones in most danger of disappearing. This prediction is borne 
out in Swedish, in that the most infrequent constructions disappeared first 
and the least infrequent constructions disappeared last. 
 
7.4.5.3 English 
According to Allen (1995:211-220) the first case construction to disappear 
in English was the Genitive object construction. That happened in two 
stages: first the genitive of the impersonal Acc/Dat-Gen disappeared, then 
the genitive of the Nom-Gen construction. Notice that this is identical to 
the development in Icelandic where the Dat-Gen construction has already 
disappeared while the Nom-Gen has decreased in frequency from Old to 
Modern Icelandic. 
 Secondly, the distinction between accusative and dative is 
completely lost around 1200 for nouns. It is, however, maintained for 
pronouns. This is the situation for both objects and subjects. Thirdly, the 
Oblique passive construction has become very unusual in the late 14th 
century. Finally, the Oblique subject construction remains in use until the 
14th century, starts declining in the 15th century and is completely lost in 
the 16th century.  
 The productivity of the Oblique subject construction has been amply 
documented in Middle English (see Allen 1995, Seefranz-Montag 1983), in 
that the construction attracts both borrowed and already existing verbs. 
Allen (1995:250) reports on a modal verb occurring in the Oblique subject 
construction instead of the Nominative subject construction3: 
                                                
3 I have also come across similar things with the modal verb mega 'may' in Old 
Icelandic texts. In some cases the Dative subject is clearly due to the lower verb being a 
Dative subject verb, but that is not true for all examples. Consider for instance: 
 
 i) [...] fyrir ßv’ aÝ m‡ mŽr ßaÝ er yfir margan gengur [...] 
  ... for it that may I.dat that.nom which over many.acc goes 
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(39) Wherefore us oghte [...] have pacience.  Middle English 
 why we.obl should ... have patience 
 
There is one difference between the development of case in Swedish and 
English; that is the internal order of the loss of the Oblique subject 
construction and the Oblique passive construction. In Swedish, the loss of 
the Oblique subject construction precedes the loss of the Oblique passive 
construction while the order is reversed in English (this reverse order of 
events has also been reported by Knudsen 1956:36-41 for Danish). On a 
Usage-based model account we will expect this to be a manifestation of 
differences in type frequency of those groups in the two languages, that the 
Oblique passive construction with ditransitives had higher type frequency 
in Swedish than in English, and vice versa for the Oblique subject 
construction. Apart from that, the internal order of distinctions being lost is 
the same. That is consistent with an overall assumption that the type 
frequency of the different verb groups may have been relatively similar in 
the different Germanic languages, with some minor deviations to be 
expected.  
 A possible explanation for differences in type frequency of a  
construction in two languages might be that the vocabulary is not replaced 
by a new vocabulary at the same rate in the two languages. Obviously, 
extensive borrowing will increase the type frequency of the most 
productive construction, and hence reduce the type frequency of other less 
productive constructions. Another explanation for differences in type 
frequency of constructions in different languages might be that verbs may 
be borrowed or coined in a particular language for one semantic field at a 
higher rate than for another semantic field. That may result in differences 
in type frequency between constructions. 
 
7.4.5.3 German 
German differs from Swedish and English in that it has maintained its 
morphological case, like Icelandic and Faroese. However, the development 
detected in Icelandic, that the constructions lowest in type frequency 
disappear from the language, and the other constructions, also low in type 
frequency, become fewer in the language, is also evident in German. 
However, the development has gone much farther than in Icelandic. 
                                                                                                                                          
  '[...] because I have to endure what many others have had to [...] 
        (Hra 1987:1405-1406) 
 
In this case, it appears that the verb mega 'may' behaves like a main verb which selects 
for a Dative subject. The question arises, of course, whether such instances of mega 
should be regarded as modal or not. 
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 The Nom-Acc, Nom-Dat and Nom-Gen constructions still exist in 
Modern German, but the Nom-Dat construction is only instantiated by 
approximately 140 verbs, while the corresponding figure for Modern 
Icelandic is 750 verbs (Maling 1999). 
 According to Seefranz-Montag (1983) the genitive object of the 
Acc/Dat-Gen construction merged with the nom/acc forms in the 13th 
century. Furthermore, most of the verbs occurring in the Accusative subject 
and Dative subject constructions have either fallen into disuse in German 
or they have been attracted by the Nominative subject construction. 
However, during the Middle High German period there was a considerable 
variation between the different constructions, in that the impersonal verbs 
could readily occur with the Accusative, Dative and the Nominative subject 
construction. The Dative subject construction attracted many verbs from 
the Accusative subject construction, and the Accusative subject 
construction has, likewise, attracted (somewhat fewer) verbs from the 
Dative subject construction (1983:162). These facts clearly show that the 
Accusative and the Dative subject constructions must have been very 
similar in meaning since verbs were so easily exchanged between them. 
Finally, German has maintained the Dative passive construction. This is 
parallel to the Swedish situation in that the Dative subject construction 
disappears first, and then the Dative passive construction, while the order is 
the opposite in English and Danish. 
 The situation in Modern High German is such that the Accusative/ 
Dative subject construction has more or less fallen into disuse. Thus, 
subjects in German are in the nominative case, objects in German are in the 
accusative case, indirect objects in German are in the dative case and 
nominal attributes are in the genitive case. Hence, all the high-frequency 
case constructions have been maintained in Modern High German, at the 
expense of the low type frequency constructions which have more or less 
disappeared. It therefore seems that the development in German is similar 
to the development in Icelandic, except for the fact that in German the 
development has gone farther. 
 
7.4.6 The "Blended" Construction 
In the process of morphological case being lost, many Germanic languages 
develop the so-called "blended" construction, where the nominative object 
of the former Dat-Nom construction (realized as Obl-Nom at this point in 
the development) turns up in the accusative. The following examples serve 
to illustrate this: 
 
(40) for "i  !a t him areowe ow    Middle English 
 for that that him.obj pity you.obj 
 'so that he would pity you' (Allen 1996:10) 
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(41) Honom thykte sik wara j enom lystelikom stadh 
 he.obl thought himself.obl be in an pleasing place.obl 
 'He felt as if he was in a pleasant place.' Old Swedish (ca. 1440) 
          (Falk 1995:77) 
 
(42) Mær d‡mar v¾l hasa bókina.     Modern Faroese 
 I.dat like this book.acc 
 'I like this book.'       (Barnes 1986:33) 
 
Allen reports that traditionally this blend has been regarded as an accident 
in the prevalent language material. She argues, however, and quite 
convincingly so in my opinion, that the blend deserves a better explanation 
than that. Given that the blend seems to arise independently in the 
Germanic languages, it certainly does not seem like an accident, but 
requires a systematic explanation. Allen herself argues that the blend 
emerges when the case-marking hierarchy disappeared, assuming that the 
case-marking hierarchy disappeared on the basis of the existence of the 
blend, thus her account is not independently motivated. Falk (1997:77-78), 
however, argues that the blend is a consequence of structural case being 
assigned to objects. Thus, she does not assume that the first argument of a 
clause not lexically case-marked receives structural nominative. 
 The problem with both these analyses is that they do not address the 
question why only the object should be "structurally" case marked and not 
the subject. In other words, why should subjects retain their "lexical" case 
marking longer than objects? Since the case of the subject and the object 
does not change at the same time, why doesn't a Nom-Nom construction 
emerge instead of an Obl-Obl? I will return to the matter below. 
 It may seem as if the "blended" construction is predicted not to arise 
on a Construction Grammar account since it entails a mixture of 
constructions, i.e. Dat-Nom and Nom-Acc. Thus, it may seem as if the 
emergence of the "blend" speaks against the assumption that case frames 
belong to the SYN-part of constructions, or that constructions like Dat-Nom 
and Nom-Acc should be assumed to exist at all. It should, however, be 
pointed out that the "blend" does not exist in a case language like Modern 
Icelandic, it has only been documented in languages in which the 
morphological case distinctions are in the process of being lost, i.e. in the 
relevant languages there are only a couple of choices for subjects and a 
couple of choices for objects. The morphological case distinctions are, 
however, not being lost in Faroese, but the facts of Faroese are even more 
complicated than this because the subject of the Dat-Nom has also been 
documented to appear in the nominative case: 
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(43) Ég d‡mi v¾l hasa b—kina.    Modern Faroese 
 I.nom like this book.acc 
 'I like this book.'         (Barnes 1986:33) 
 
It is thus not clear whether the object has independently taken on the 
accusative or whether the verb is simply occurring in another case frame. 
 However, as I have already stated in Chapter 2, there are basically 
two ways of looking at morphological case within Construction Grammar: 
first, as a case pattern which constitutes a part of the form of the 
construction, such as Nom-Acc and Dat-Nom. Secondly, morphological 
case can be regarded as a construction of its own, such as a Nom subject 
construction and an Acc object construction, nested within a larger 
construction, namely, the Nom-Acc construction. Thus, the fact that one of 
the case forms changes first and then the other, instead of these changing 
simultaneously, is not incompatible with Construction Grammar, since 
subjects and objects are also regarded as independent constructions. 
However, within Radical Construction Grammar, where subjects and 
objects are assumed not to exist as constructions of their own, the "blend" 
would be treated as a change of form due to semantic similarities. In other 
words, the Dat-Nom construction has taken on the Acc of the Nom-Acc 
construction because of the semantic similarities of the lower arguments in 
the Nom-Acc and Dat-Nom, since Acc is a structural property of the 
Content/Theme in a Nom-Acc construction.  
 I now return to the question why the Nom object of the Dat-Nom 
construction is replaced with an Acc object while the Dat subject remains 
unaffected. This is a legitimate question as it is not a priori given that the 
object changes its case form first and the subject later, since the reverse is 
true for many other languages (John Payne, p.c). On a Usage-based model 
account it is predicted that the case form which is lower in type frequency 
will be replaced first, whereas the case form higher in type frequency may 
be replaced later. As I have already outlined for Icelandic in section 7.5.4.1 
above, the Nom object only exists in the Dat-Nom constructions whereas 
the Dat subject construction can select for different types of complements. 
Thus, the Dat subject construction is higher in type frequency than the 
Nom object construction and is thereby predicted to maintain its case form 
longer. That prediction is borne out for the "blended" construction in the 
history of the Germanic language, thus sustaining the validity of the Usage-
based model. 
 
7.4.7 Conclusions 
In this section I have given an overview of different theories on the 
development of case in Germanic. First, I have examined the hypothesis 
that loss of case is due to a development from synthetic to analytic. The 
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predictions of that theory have here been shown not to be borne out for 
Scandinavian. Also, I have discussed theories that assume that the loss of 
morphological case in Scandinavian/Germanic is due to the word order 
becoming more rigid and hence taking over the function of signalling 
grammatical relations. However, I have found that the predictions of that 
theory are not borne out either, since Icelandic and Dutch do not conform 
to the predicted pattern. I have also investigated whether the loss of 
morphological case may be due to the emergence of the definite article in 
Scandinavian and have found that both Icelandic and Faroese constitute 
counterexamples to such a claim. The theory that loss of case is due to 
lexical case being replaced by structural case is not borne out either for 
Icelandic, since I have found changes in case structures of verbs in both 
directions, i.e. lexical case seems to replace structural case and structural 
case seems to replace lexical case in the history of Icelandic.  
 Finally, I have outlined a Construction Grammar/Usage-based model 
approach to the loss of morphological case and given a coherent analysis of 
the development in four Germanic languages: Icelandic, Swedish, English 
and German. My analysis is based upon the idea that different case 
constructions are either synonymous or very similar in meaning, and that 
logically there are two ways for languages to eliminate this synonymy: 
either by the high frequency constructions attracting the verbs 
conventionally occurring in the less frequent constructions, thereby causing 
the less frequent constructions to fall into disuse, or by merging two 
synonymous constructions into one, with a subsequent loss of 
morphological case. English, Dutch and Mainland Scandinavian have taken 
the latter alternative, while Icelandic, Faroese and German have gone the 
former way. Also, German (and perhaps Faroese?) have developed much 
farther in this direction than Icelandic.  
 Moreover, there seems to be a correlation between the rate of 
vocabulary replacement and the case development. That is also predicted 
on a Construction Grammar/Usage-based model account, since it relies 
heavily on the type frequency of the constructions in question. English 
leads the development with the most extensive borrowings of all the 
languages being considered here, beginning in the 10th century. Swedish 
has also been involved in much language contact, with massive Low 
German influence beginning in the late 13th century. German has not had 
the extensive replacement in the vocabulary that both English and Swedish 
have, but it has nevertheless been more influenced than Icelandic, which is 
the least influenced language of the four. Obviously, the faster the 
vocabulary is replaced, the sooner the high type frequency constructions 
will increase in type frequency, and the sooner the low-frequency 
constructions will decrease in type frequency. Thus, on a Construction 
Grammar/Usage-based model account it is predicted that the language 
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which has been subject to most foreign influence will lead the 
development, and it is expected that the language which has been the least 
influenced will lag behind in the development. That prediction is borne out 
for Germanic.  
 Finally, I have discussed the emergence of the "blended" 
construction in the history of the Germanic languages, a construction which 
is formally a mixture of the Dat-Nom and Nom-Acc constructions. 
Hitherto, the explanations offered in the literature for the blend have either 
assumed that it is an accident in the prevalent language material, or that it 
demonstrates that "lexical" case is being replaced by "structural" case. 
These explanations, however, have not offered any systematic explanation 
as to why the case of the object should be replaced but not the case of the 
subject, or why the case of the object was replaced first, since "lexical" 
case was being replaced by "structural" case anyway. I have proposed an 
analysis based on the Usage-based model where it is predicted that the 
argument containing a case form which is lower in type frequency will be 
replaced first and then the case form of the other argument higher in type 
frequency. This prediction is borne out for the blend in the history of 
Germanic, thus sustaining the validity of the Usage-based model. 
 
 
7.5 Summary 
 
In this chapter I have examined case from a diachronic and a comparative 
point of view. I started by carrying out an investigation on the frequency of 
morphological case in an Old Icelandic text corpus. The investigation is 
described in section 7.2.  
 I have examined the correlations of morphological case, syntactic 
functions and thematic roles in Old Icelandic (section 7.3) and compared 
the figures with corresponding figures from Modern Icelandic. My main 
conclusions are that, by and large, my results for Modern Icelandic also 
hold for Old Icelandic, although with some minor differences. I have 
detected differences that seem to be real differences between Old and 
Modern Icelandic, and differences that are due to stylistic factors. The main 
differences between Old and Modern Icelandic are that in Modern 
Icelandic the amount of genitive objects is lower, the amount of genitive 
prepositional phrases is lower, the amount of dative attributes is lower, the 
amount of dative objects is higher, the amount of dative prepositional 
phrases is higher, and the amount (or frequency) of dative subjects is 
(presumably) lower. The amount of accusative and genitive subjects has 
remained stable. However, these last two groups have become more 
uniform semantically. 
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 The differences due to stylistic factors are the following: there is a 
higher frequency of subjects in general on a per word basis, nominative 
objects were more common, and prepositional phrases were less common 
in Old Icelandic. This is clearly correlated with sentences being shorter and 
simpler in the Old Icelandic texts, resulting in a larger amount of subjects, 
more objects and fewer prepositional phrases. 
 Also, the Old Icelandic genres show greatest resemblance to the 
fictional genres of Modern Icelandic, and resemble the non-fiction genres 
least. Moreover, the Old Icelandic genres are more "actional" than the 
Modern Icelandic genres, containing more agentive predicates and fewer 
Experiencer and stative predicates. 
 In section 7.3 I examined different theories of the development or the 
loss of morphological case in Scandinavian and/or Germanic. I have 
discussed and rejected the theories that the loss of case is due to a 
development from synthetic to analytic, due to the word order becoming 
more rigid and taking over the role of signalling grammatical relations, that 
loss of case is due to the emergence of the definite article, or due to lexical 
case being replaced by structural case. Instead I have outlined a 
Construction Grammar/Usage-based model approach where loss of 
morphological case is assumed to have its roots in the synonymy of the 
different argument structure constructions. In such a case, there are 
logically two ways for languages to evolve:  
 
¥ High frequency constructions attract verbs from low-frequency 

constructions, thereby gradually causing low-frequency 
constructions to fall into disuse. 

¥ The morphological case distinctions disappear with a subsequent 
merging of the case constructions. 

 
Icelandic, Faroese and German have evolved in the former way, whereas 
Mainland Scandinavian, English and Dutch have moved along the latter 
path. Furthermore, the predictions of the Construction Grammar/Usage-
based model that the low-frequency constructions disappear first and the 
high-frequency construction disappear last have here been shown to be 
borne out for all the languages I have examined, namely, Icelandic, 
Swedish, English and German. 
 Moreover, on a Construction Grammar/Usage-based model account 
it is predicted that the language that has had the highest rate of vocabulary 
replacement will lead the development and the language that has replaced 
the vocabulary least will lag behind in the development. This is predicted 
because the faster the vocabulary has been replaced the more opportunities 
the high type frequency constructions have had to increase in type 
frequency, and the higher the chances are for the items occurring in the low 
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frequency constructions to fall into disuse. This prediction is, furthermore, 
borne out for Germanic. 
 Finally, I have discussed the "blended" construction which has been 
documented in the history of all the Germanic languages that have lost their 
case distinctions. A Usage-based model account makes correct predictions 
about which of the two arguments, the subject or the object, changes its 
case form first, i.e. the case construction lower in type frequency will 
change its case before the case construction higher in type frequency. For 
the Germanic languages, it is the Dat subject construction which is higher 
in type frequency, thus it has also retained its case for a longer time. 
 
 
 
 
 


