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1 Introduction

The speculative grammarians of the High Middle Ages are remembered
today for two major achievements; they formulated the theory of modi
significandi, which comprises an elaborate attempt to explain linguistic
structure in terms of the structure of cognition and of reality, and they
developed an elaborate theory of syr.iax from which some concepts, such
as government and dependency, have survived to the present day. The
former has been studied extensively in modern times, while the latter has
been neglected.

This book deals with the origins and development of the theories of
syntactic structure used by a group of grammarians and logicians who
flourished at Paris between about 1270 and 1310 and who were later called
‘Modistae’ because of their emphasis on modi significandi. 1 am focusing on
roughly the period from Martin of Dacia (c. 1270), who was, as far as we
know, the first to construct a fully modistic theory of syntax, to Radulphus
Brito (c. 1300), the last major contributor to modistic theory before the
rise of nominalism diverted grammarians’ attention to methodological
matters.

The primary goal of my study is exegesis. I am concerned more with
explicating the conceptual content of the medieval theory than with pre-
senting its complete history. In so doing, I am consciously writing for two
audiences — linguists who may know little about medieval philosophy, and
medievalists who may know little about linguistics — and I hope readers in
each group will forgive me for having done certain things purely for the
benefit of the other. Linguists wanting to know more about medieval
thought should look at books such as Lindberg (1978) and Lewis (1964)
(which is of much more general relevance than its title suggests); medieval-
ists may want to consult Matthews (1981) on points of linguistics.
Moreover, two important reference works — Bursill-Hall’s Census of
Medieval Latin Grammatical Manuscripts (1981) and the Cambridge
History of Later Medieval Philosophy (1982) — have been published since
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