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Abstract 

 
The paper focuses on one type of the information-packaging constructions: inversion. Its subtypes are discussed on 

the basis of their formal properties. The two basic types of inversion, i.e. subject-verb and subject-operator inversion, are 
presented with regard to the nature of the initial element. Some restrictions on English inversion and sentences with 
optional inversion are also outlined. The occurrence of the subtypes of inversion has been tested in a written corpus of 
50,000 words, and the majority of the examples in this paper are obtained from this corpus. 
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Introduction 
The sentences with inversion are described in 

the three voluminous English grammar books: The 
Cambridge Grammar of the English Language, A 
Comprehensive Grammar of the English Language 
and Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written 
English. This study focuses on a systematical 
presentation of the subtypes of inversion with 
regard to the formal properties of the preposed 
element. In addition the occurrence of these 
subtypes has been tested in a written corpus of 
50,000 words, and the examples in this paper, 
unless stated otherwise, are obtained from this 
corpus (see Appendix 1). 

 
1. Inversion as an information-packaging 
construction 

This study focuses on inversion in declarative 
sentences and excludes the inversion in 
interrogative clauses, which is one of the 
grammatical principles of unmarked word order [1]. 
According to Green [3] inversion characterizes 
those declarative constructions in which “the 
subject follows part or all of its verb phrase”. Biber 
et al. [3] explain that historically inversion is closely 
connected with fronting because English used to be 
a verb-second language regardless of whether the 
subject or another element appeared in initial 
position. In present-day English both fronting and 
inversion involve placement of core functional 
elements in unusual positions: in fronting an 
element is placed before the subject; in inversion – 
the verb or only the operator of the VP is before the 
subject. 

Considering this, whether the whole verb or only 
the operator is positioned before the subject, the 
authors distinguish two types of inversion: subject-
verb and subject-operator inversion; however “both 
types are triggered by some element other than the 
subject being placed in clause-initial position” [1]. 
As we will see in the description of the inversion 

subtypes, only two rare subtypes are examples of 
untriggered inversion. Therefore, it can be claimed 
that the inversion in English is always accompanied 
by fronting. 

In the examples of the two basic types of 
inversion below the verb phrase is single underlined, 
the subject double underlined, and the fronted initial 
elements, a locative adverbial and a negative 
adverbial, respectively, are given in bold.  
(1) Beneath the stone was a box containing a list 

of those expected to call at the house each day. 
subject-verb inversion 

(2) Not only would it endanger the already fragile 
movement and their aim of a velvet revolution, 
but it would encourage its leaders to become 
dependent on America for aid. 

subject-operator inversion 
 
In Huddleston and Pullum [4] the one type of 

inversion which is regarded as an information-
packaging construction is called subject-dependent 
inversion, which is the subject-verb inversion above 
(example (1)). The subject-operator inversion, 
termed subject-auxiliary inversion by these authors 
(example (2)), is not discussed in the chapter on 
information packaging. With regard to it, Biber et al. 
[1] remark that subject-operator inversion is 
“syntactically obligatory with particular elements in 
initial position” whereas “subject-verb inversion 
varies with the complexity and information value of 
the subject and the verb”. However, Biber et al. [1] 
describe both types of inversion in the chapter on 
marked word order; in Quirk et al. [6] again these 
constructions are in the chapter on grammatical 
highlighting. 

 
2. Types and subtypes of inversion 
2.1. Subject-verb inversion (also termed full 
inversion) occurs, according to Biber et al. [1], most 
typically in the following circumstances: 
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a) the clause begins with an adverbial, most often 
a locative one, or a subject predicative 
complement; 

b) the verb is intransitive or copular, and, as 
Huddleston and Pullum [4] remark, “the great 
majority of inversions have be as the verb… 
[which] has little if any semantic content”. Biber 
et al. [1] define the verbs in the sentences with 
subject-verb inversion as “light-weight verbs”; 

c) at the end of the clause is the heavy subject 
carrying new information. Huddleston and 
Pullum [4] note that “the preposed phrase must 
not represent information that is less familiar in 
the discourse than that represented by the 
postposed NP” i.e the subject. 

The subtypes of subject-verb inversion are given 
below using the classification by Dorgeloh [2] based 
on the formal syntactic category of the preposed 
constituent: 
- PP-inversion. This was the most common type 

of subject-operator inversion in the corpus data 
used. The fronted element is a prepositional 
phrase most frequently indicating location, and 
the subject is a long and heavy NP double 
underlined in the example below:  

(3) On the desk was a photograph of her with her 
mother and her sister, Bella, taken a few years 
ago when Mother was in good health. 

 
- VP-inversion. In this type the preposed 

constituent is either an ing-participial or an ed-
participial subjectless clause.  

(4) Standing beside Captain Watkins was Alex 
Rivers. 

(5) Propped against a cupboard is his guitar in 
its case. 

Dorgeloh [2] notes that the VP-inversion and the 
PP-inversion are very similar in the sense that the 
predicatives (examples (4) and (5)) often include a 
PP with locative meaning as in example (3) above. 
The author, however, remarks that the co-
occurrence is not a necessary condition for the VP-
inversion but there is rather a functional affinity 
related to the denoted locativity. 

 
- AdvP-inversion. This type is characterized by a 

preposed adverb phrase, which is given in bold 
in the examples below: 

(6) Then came the long delayed explosion, the 
disreputable assault on postwar normalcy and 
the cultural consensus. 

(7) Below was the river, and beyond the river was 
the aging industrial city in the anemic haze of 
dawn, with its concentration of high-rise 
buildings and spires amid squat rectangular 
shapes and old, abandoned flour mills on the 
river, like a mirror-replica of the cemetery 
above. 

The two fronted AdvP, then and below are 
examples of temporal and locative adverbials. 
Another type of adverbial which is found in 
sentences like these are the adverbials indicating 
direction as in: 
(8) So at last, when he could not bear it any longer, 

he stopped and split one of the reeds with his 
dagger. Out came a beautiful girl, fair as a 
pearl. 

 
- AdjP-inversion. It is characterized by a 

preposed adjective phrase. Dorgeloh [2] notes 
that comparative and superlative forms are 
most often found in the sentences with AdjP-
inversion as in example (9) though simple 
forms followed by a PP are also observed as in 
(10): 

(9) Even more dramatic were differences in 
perception between parents and staff about 
informing parents where a child needs help.  

(10) Central to this definition is the concept of the 
removal of dirt by the application of energy. 

 
- NP-inversion. The final type is the NP-inversion 

which, as Dorgeloh [2] explains is difficult to 
identify on purely syntactic grounds though 
syntactic evidence may be the use of an 
indefinite article as in (11) or no article as in 
(12).  

(11) It enables adaptation of plants and animals to 
human purposes that would be beyond the 
reach of traditional breeding techniques; an 
example is the insertion of toxin genes from 
bacteria into plants to give them an in-built 
system for poisoning pests. 

(12) Common deciduous trees are oak, beech, 
elm, walnut, maple, chestnut, and hickory. 

Dorgeloh [2] states that, due to the difficulties in 
the analysis of NP-inversion into subject and 
complement, this type of inversion was excluded 
from the research she conducted, and, similarly, 
NP-inversion is not included in this study with one 
exception. Dorgeloh [2] provides an example of NP-
inversion characterized by a plural form of the 
copular be after an initial singular NP. This lack of 
agreement with the initial NP and the agreement 
with the NP following the copular be is considered a 
syntactic signal of the subject, and examples of this 
type will be discussed in this research:  
(13) An exception to this rule are the wealthy 

merchants, Ministers and senior Government 
officials who have invested in cattle (=[2])  

A similar example is also provided by Kreyer [5]:  
(14) A rather unusual example are the boias-frias 

in Brazil. (=[5]) 
 

2.2. Subject-operator inversion, also called partial 
inversion, is the second basic type of inversion, and 
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it may involve both transitive and intransitive verbs, 
and “is obligatorily triggered by the thematic fronting 
of certain type of element” [7] or it occurs without a 
triggering phrase in initial position [4]. Biber et al. [1] 
note that “the opening elements triggering subject-
operator inversion are much more restricted” than 
the opening elements found in sentences with 
subject-verb inversion: 

Dordeloh [2] identifies four subtypes of subject-
operator inversion: pro-form inversion (So do I), 

correlative inversion (so/such … that, no sooner… 
than etc.), additive inversion (using additive 
adverbs) and negative inversion. 

Huddleston and Pullum [4] summarise the 
following types of subject-operator inversion 
presented in Table 1. The types involving the 
obligatory inversion in interrogative sentences are 
not included. 

 
Table 1. Types of untriggered and triggered inversion after Huddleston & Pullum [4] 

TRIGGERED INVERSION 
UNTRIGGERED INVERSION 

obligatory optional 

Conditional inversion 
Optative may 

Initial negative 
Initial only 

Initial so/such 

Exclamatives 
Other fronted elements 

 
The classification used in this paper follows the 

subtypes of Huddleston & Pullum beginning with 
the most central type of the subject-operator 
inversion: the obligatory inversion triggered by an 
initial negative element.  

 
(i) Triggered obligatory subject-operator inversion 
- After initial negative. The inversion occurs after 

an initial negative non-subject element such as 
negative coordinators, adverbials, or 
complements. Markers are: neither, nor, never, 
nowhere, on no condition, not only, hardly, no 
sooner, rarely, scarcely, seldom, little, and etc.  

(15) Janie wasn't Bernadine Dohrn or Kathy Boudin. 
Nor were the Betty Friedans speaking to her. 

 fronted negative coordinator 
(16) Never had she climbed these stairs or been 

allowed to sit down on them to catch her breath 
on a hot day, (…)  

fronted negative adverbial 
(17) Not a word had she received from Pilade's 

father as to his son's welfare all this long time 
and if she had given him cause, as he might 
argue, to abandon her she had given him no 
such leave to forget his child. 

fronted negative direct object 
 
- After initial only. Huddleston and Pullum [4] 

note that initial only as a trigger of inversion 
bears a close connection with negation in the 
sense that it entails ‘not before, not more than, 
etc’.  

(18) Only then did he look back at Mariana. (BNC)  
(19) Only once did he seem really surprised. (BNC) 
 
- After initial so/such. Initial so/such followed by 

inversion are similar to initial only i.e. they have 
the same restrictive meaning.  

(20) So little time did we have that we had to cut 
corners. (=[4])  

(21) Such a fuss would he make that we’d all agree. 
(=[4])  

Inversion occurs after the pro-form so (similarly 
to coordinators nor, neither). The clauses of this 
type of inversion are often elliptical: they consist of 
the opening element, the operator and the subject:  
(22) ‘I saw Michael playing Horatio in Hamlet and 

thought ‘If he can do it, so can I’. 
 

(ii) Untriggered subject-operator inversion.  
- Conditional inversion is restricted to clauses 

introduced by had, should and were.  
(23) Had they not lived so far apart, they would have 

been best friends. 
 
- Optative may inversion for expressing strong 

wishes and hopes.  
(24) May each one have clarity of mind, honesty of 

speech and a willingness to rise above 
stereotyped ideas and seek a lasting peace. 

 
(iii) Triggered optional subject-operator inversion 
- Exclamatives 

Exclamatives can be expressed in a range of 
structures, both clausal and non clausal [1], and the 
special exclamative structures are only one of these 
ways. Huddleston and Pullum [4] note that 
exclamatives are marked by the exclamative words 
how and what which form an exclamative phrase in 
a preposing position (example (25)), though the 
authors claim that exclamatives like this may occur 
with inversion (example (26)) with the uninverted 
construction being much more common [4]. 
(25) What a dirty face you've got!  
(26) What a dirty face have you got!  

 
3. Restrictions on inversion 
3.1. Light-weight subjects 

According to Biber et al. [1] subject-verb 
inversion is excluded with a light-weight pronoun as 
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subject, although ordinary subject-verb order is 
often possible:  
(27) Out he went, head shaking briefly, slowly and 

sadly (…) 
no inversion with a light-weight subject 

(28) After a week of fevered speculation, John Major, 
Britain's prime minister, shuffled his cabinet. 
Out went Norman Lamont, the unpopular 
chancellor.   

inversion with a heavy subject 
(29) How she must fret for the King. Fortunate you 

are to have your man with you, my lady. 
no inversion with a light-weight subject 

(30) It was that connection and that relationship, 
claims Morris, which has made all the 
difference in his life. Fortunate are they who 
find such a situation and friend when in need! 

inversion with a heavy subject 
 

3.2. Inversion in comparative constructions 
- Subject-verb/operator inversion in than and as 

comparative clauses.  
Comparative clauses introduced by than or as 

can have, according to Biber et al. [1], “inversion 
involving an operator”. Example (31) below shows a 
sentence with subject-verb inversion which is 
possible only with the copular be, the other verbs 
are used with subject-operator inversion as in 
example (32).  
(31) Although he was more in control of his temper 

than had been his predecessor, Miloš was 
cruel, greedy, corrupt, devious and also 
illiterate.  

(32) After thirty years of marriage to Tom McBride, 
Beryl McBride sounded more Irish than did her 
husband.  

At the same time no inversion may occur even 
with the copular be as in example (33), or with an 
operator as in example (34): 
(33) Although hibernation can be dangerous and 

some creatures never awaken from it, it is less 
lethal to the animals which opt for it than the 
rigours of a harsh winter would be.  

(34) He seemed to press the other man for 
knowledge which he himself knew far better 
than Birkin did. 

Again with light-weight pronouns as subjects 
inversion is not possible as in example (35): 
(35) You find it difficult enough yourself, and she is 

several skins thinner than you are.  
Huddleston and Pullum [4] note that 

comparative clauses of this type with inversion 
have “something of the character of a blend 
between subject postposing and subject-auxiliary 
inversion”.  

As-comparatives occur with similar patterns of 
inversion: 

(36) The founder of Tiron, preaching celibacy in 
Normandy about 1100, was nearly lynched by 
the clergy's wives, as had been the archbishop 
of Rouen, no less, when promulgating a decree 
against them in 1072.  

inversion with copula be 
(37) Income levels rose, as did prices. 

inversion with an operator 
 
- More-the-merrier-constructions (called 

correlative comparative constructions in 
Huddleston and Pullum [4] and examples of 
correlative subordination in Biber et al. [1] are 
characterized by preposing of the elements in 
bold below:  

(38) And the faster I danced and the longer I went 
on, the more pennies I got.  

As example (38) shows, the construction can 
show no inversion. The subject-verb inversion is 
possible with copular verbs as in examples (39) and 
(40): 
(39) But the earlier you do so, the greater are your 

prospects of success. 
(40) The more she heard, the greater became her 

respect for his views, and the lower her spirits 
sank.  

The subject-operator inversion in these 
constructions seems to have an emphatic effect as 
in examples (41) and (42): 
(41) The arrangement of the signs and symbols is 

designed to encourage a deepening awareness 
of their " pointing-towards " character; the 
deeper we penetrate behind the scenes as it 
were of the various words and actions, the 
closer can they be seen to become because all 
alike are pointing towards that Mystery which is 
beyond straightforward conceptual 
understanding.  

(42) The greater the amount of planning control, 
the greater did the gap become.  

 
3.3. Inversion in reporting clauses.  

Reporting clauses occur both without and with 
inversion:  
(43) ‘I'm sure it's right,’ Matilda said. 

no inversion 
(44)  ‘That will be no soft journey,’ said Ratagan. 

BNC 
with inversion 

Inversion in reporting clauses is possible with 
light-weight subjects as in example [45] though the 
uninverted version is more common as in example 
[46]:  
(45) ‘It didn't do any harm,’ said he. 

with inversion 
(46) ‘I'll tell you tomorrow,’ he said. 

no inversion 
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4. Inversion after multiple preposed elements 
The examples of inversion with multiple 

preposed elements have been identified in the 
corpus data. All of these are examples of subject-
verb locative inversion with a combination of 
formally alike or of formally different fronted 
elements: 
- fronted AdvP and VP: 
(47) The door swung open, and there, framed by 

the light summer rain, was Will. 
 
- fronted AdvP, PP and VP: 
(48) There, in two boxes, carefully layered in 

newspaper, was a series of Native American 
relics. 

 
- fronted three PPs: 
(49) To Joey, from far away, through a fine tear 

in his otherwise tough bubble of madness, 
came a pang of regret about Jenna. 

 
Conclusions 
1. Subject-verb inversion occurs with a fronted PP, 

VP, AdvP, AdjP or NP with the PP being the 
most common type. The semantics of the 
subject or verb does affect this type of 
inversion; 

2. Subject-operator inversion is triggered by a 
limited group of elements such as negative 
elements or elements denoting restrictive 
meaning. The semantics of the subject or verb 
does not affect this type of inversion; 

3. Light-weight subjects does not permit subject-
verb inversion; 

4. Inversion in comparatives is optional; 
5. Multiple fronted elements may occur with 

subject-verb inversion. 

 
Appendix 1. Literary sources for the examples used in the paper 

N Example N Source 
1 1 Forsyth, F. The Day of the Jackal. Penguin Books Ltd. 1971. 
2 2 Lustbader, E. The Bourne Deception. Grand Central Publishing. 2009. 
3 3, 23 Follet, K. Whiteout. The Dutton Publishing Group. 2005. 
4 4, 47, 48 Picoult, J. Picture Perfect. Berkley Books. New York. 1995. 
5 5 McEwan, I. Saturday. Jonathan Cape. London. 2005. 
6 6, 15 Roth, P. The Dying Animal. Jonathan Cape. London. 2001. 
7 7 Oates, J. The Tatooed Girl. Ecco. 2003. 
8 8-11, 17-19, 22, 24-25, 27-33, 36-46 British National Corpus. [http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/]. 
9 12 [http://quizlet.com/4508871/1-100-slides-flash-cards/]. 
10 16 Patchett, A. Run. HarperCollins. 2007. 
11 34, 35 Lawrence, D. Women in Love, CRW Publishing Limited. London. 2005. 
12 49 Franzen, J. Freedom. Farrar, Straus and Giroux. New York. 2010 
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