
INVERSIONS 

 

We use inversions to make a sentence more emphatic, dramatic, or formal. 

In normal English, information is usually presented neutrally: 

“I had never seen anything like it.” 

By moving a negative or restrictive expression to the beginning, we highlight that idea and 
signal to the listener: Pay particular attention to this. 

“Never had I seen anything like it.” 

 

Why does the word order change? 

English uses word order to signal emphasis. When we put expressions such as never, 
rarely, only then, or not until at the beginning, inversion creates a noticeable change in the 
sentence structure. 

It's similar to saying: 

• Normal: I was extremely surprised. 

• Emphatic: Never before had I been so surprised! 

The second version makes the experience feel more significant. 

Think of it as a spotlight         

Inversion puts the important or limiting information first, then uses unusual word order to 
make it stand out. 

Neutral Emphatic 

I rarely complain. Rarely do I complain. 

We understood it only later. Only later did we understand it. 

You should never do that. Under no circumstances should you do that. 

In short: We use inversion because English speakers sometimes want to draw attention to 
a particular idea rather than simply communicate information neutrally. 



FORMS: 

Inversion means changing the normal word order Subject + Verb to something like 
Auxiliary + Subject + Verb. 

Normal: I had never seen anything like it. 
Inversion: Never had I seen anything like it. 

When do we use it? 

We mainly use inversion in two situations: 

1. For emphasis, especially when a negative or restrictive expression comes at the
beginning:

o Never have I seen this before.

o Rarely does she complain.

o Under no circumstances should you do that.

o Not until later did I understand.

o Only then did he realize the truth.

2. For a more formal, dramatic, or literary style.

o Normal: I had never experienced anything so strange.

o More emphatic/formal: Never before had I experienced anything so
strange.

The Basic Rule: 

When a negative/restrictive expression is fronted: 

Negative/restrictive expression + auxiliary + subject + main verb 

Rarely + does + she + complain. 

If there isn't already an auxiliary, use do/does/did: 

She rarely complains. 
→ Rarely does she complain.



Inversion is not mainly about changing the meaning — it's about changing the 
emphasis. 

Compare: 

I had never seen anything like it. → neutral 
Never had I seen anything like it. → emphatic, more formal/dramatic 

Common inversion words include: never, rarely, seldom, hardly, no sooner, not until, not 
since, only when, under no circumstances, on no account, at no time, no longer, in no 
way, and not only. 

 

Compare these sentences: 

1. I had never experienced such a difficult interview before. 
→ Never before had I experienced such a difficult interview. 

2. She rarely complains about her workload. 
→ Rarely does she complain about her workload. 

3. We didn't realize how serious the problem was until later. 
→ Not until later did we realize how serious the problem was. 

• Which sentence in each pair sounds more emphatic? 

• Which sounds more formal/literary? 

• What happens to the word order after the opening expression? 

 

Key observation 

When a negative or restrictive expression is placed at the beginning of a sentence for 
emphasis, English often uses inversion: 

Negative/restrictive expression + auxiliary/modal + subject + main verb 

Compare: 

She rarely complains. 
Rarely does she complain. 

The word order becomes similar to a question, but the sentence is not a question. 

 



Normal word order: 

Subject + auxiliary + verb 

She has never seen anything like it. 

Inverted word order: 

Negative/restrictive expression + auxiliary + subject + verb 

Never has she seen anything like it. 

If there is no auxiliary in the original sentence, we use do / does / did: 

He rarely visits us. 
→ Rarely does he visit us. 

She seldom complained. 
→ Seldom did she complain. 

They never understood the situation. 
→ Never did they understand the situation. 

With be 

Use be directly: 

He was never particularly interested in politics. 
→ Never was he particularly interested in politics. 

With a modal 

Put the modal before the subject: 

You should under no circumstances reveal the password. 
→ Under no circumstances should you reveal the password. 

 

Common inversion structures: 

A. “Not only … but also” 

Not only + auxiliary + subject + verb, but also… 

Not only did she miss the meeting, but she also forgot to apologise. 

Not only has the company reduced costs, but it has also increased productivity. 



Not only can he speak four languages, but he can also negotiate in them. 

Important 

If not only introduces the subject itself, inversion is not necessarily used: 

Not only John but also Maria attended the meeting. 

 

B. “Never before” 

Never before had I encountered such a complicated problem. 

Meaning: This had never happened to me before. 

More examples: 

Never before have we faced such intense competition. 

Never before had she felt so confident. 

 

C. “Under no circumstances” 

This means "in no situation / never" and is particularly common in formal instructions. 

Under no circumstances should you share your password. 

Under no circumstances are employees allowed to enter this area. 

Under no circumstances must this information be disclosed. 

 

D. “On no account” 

Similar to under no circumstances, but somewhat formal. 

On no account should you open the package. 

On no account must the documents be removed from the building. 

 

E. “Hardly / scarcely / barely” 

These expressions can trigger inversion when they have a negative/restrictive meaning. 

Hardly ever do I watch television these days. 



Hardly had we arrived when the phone rang. 

Scarcely had the meeting begun when the fire alarm went off. 

Barely had she sat down when someone called her name. 

Pattern: 

Hardly/scarcely/barely + had + subject + past participle + when… 

Hardly had I finished dinner when my boss called. 

 

F. “Seldom / rarely” 

Seldom do we see such a dramatic change. 

Rarely does he complain about anything. 

Seldom have I heard such an interesting explanation. 

These structures sound formal and emphatic. 

 

G. “At no time” 

At no time did the manager admit responsibility. 

At no time was I informed about the change. 

At no time should confidential information be shared. 

Meaning: never / not at any point 

 

H. “No sooner … than” 

This structure describes two events happening almost immediately one after another. 

Pattern: 

No sooner + had + subject + past participle + than + clause 

No sooner had I arrived than the meeting started. 

No sooner had she left than he called her. 

No sooner had they announced the decision than people began to complain. 



     Remember: 

No sooner … than 
not 

    No sooner … when 

 

I. “Never again…” 

Never again will I make that mistake. 

Never again would she trust him. 

Compare: 

I will never make that mistake again. 

The inverted version is much more emphatic. 

 

J. “No longer” 

No longer do people expect to stay in the same job for their entire career. 

No longer is the company dependent on a single supplier. 

Meaning: not anymore 

 

K. “In no way” 

In no way does this mean that the project has failed. 

In no way can we justify the decision. 

In no way was he responsible for what happened. 

 

L. “Little did I/you/he/she/it/we/they know…” 

This is a particularly useful fixed expression. 

Little did I know that this conversation would change my life. 

Little did she know what was waiting for her. 



It means: I didn't know at the time, but… 

It is often used when telling a story. 

 

M. “Not until…” 

Normal: 

We didn't understand the problem until we examined the data. 

Inverted: 

Not until we examined the data did we understand the problem. 

Notice: 

Not until + clause + did + subject + verb 

More examples: 

Not until later did I realise how serious the situation was. 

Not until the following morning did they discover what had happened. 

Not until she explained everything did I understand her decision. 

Important 

The inversion happens in the main clause, not inside the not until clause: 

    Not until we examined the data did we understood the problem. 

     Not until we examined the data did we understand the problem. 

 

N. “Not since…” 

Compare: 

I haven't felt this relaxed since I went on holiday. 

→ 

Not since I went on holiday have I felt this relaxed. 

Pattern: 

Not since + past event + have/has + subject + past participle 



Examples: 

Not since 2019 have we experienced such strong growth. 

Not since I was a child have I enjoyed a book so much. 

Not since they moved abroad has she been this happy. 

 

O. “Only when…” 

This is slightly different because only + expression creates the inversion in the main 
clause. 

Normal: 

I understood the situation only when he explained it to me. 

Inverted: 

Only when he explained it to me did I understand the situation. 

More examples: 

Only when the results were published did we discover the truth. 

Only when I started working there did I realise how demanding the job was. 

Only when she arrived did everyone relax. 

Other "only" expressions 

The same principle applies to: 

Only after… 

Only after reading the report did I understand the problem. 

Only then… 

Only then did I realize my mistake. 

Only later… 

Only later did she discover what had happened. 

Only by… 

Only by working together can we solve the problem.

 



                         Reference Table 

 

Expression Example 

Not only… Not only did she complain, but she also wrote a letter. 

Never before Never before had I seen anything like it. 

Under no circumstances Under no circumstances should you open it. 

On no account On no account must you tell anyone. 

Hardly ever Hardly ever do I watch television. 

Seldom Seldom do we encounter such problems. 

Rarely Rarely does he complain. 

At no time At no time did she admit responsibility. 

No sooner…than No sooner had we arrived than it started raining. 

Never again Never again will I make that mistake. 

No longer No longer does the company rely on that system. 

In no way In no way can we justify this decision. 

Little did… Little did I know what would happen. 

Not until… Not until midnight did they finish. 

Not since… Not since 2020 have I seen him. 

Only when… Only when she arrived did we start. 

 

 

 

 



PRACTICE 

 

Exercise 1: Rewrite the sentences 

Rewrite each sentence using the expression in brackets. 

1. I had never seen such an impressive performance before. 

(Never before) 

2. She rarely speaks in meetings. 

(Rarely) 

3. You must not reveal this information under any circumstances. 

(Under no circumstances) 

4. I didn't realize how expensive it was until I received the bill. 

(Not until) 

5. We hadn't experienced such high demand since 2015. 

(Not since) 

6. He will never make that mistake again. 

(Never again) 

7. We can only solve the problem by working together. 

(Only by) 

8. I didn't know that I was about to meet my future business partner. 

(Little did I know) 

 

Exercise 2: Error correction 

Find and correct the mistake in each sentence. 

1.     Rarely she goes to the cinema nowadays. 



2.     Never have I saw anything like it. 

3.     Not until he arrived did we realized what had happened. 

4.     No sooner we had arrived than the meeting began. 

5.     Under no circumstances you should give them your password. 

6.     Only when did she arrive we start the meeting. 

 

Exercise 3: Invert the sentences below. 

1. I had never considered leaving my job before. 

2. She rarely gets angry with customers. 

3. We didn't understand the consequences until much later. 

4. He didn't realize how difficult the task was. 

5. You shouldn't share this information under any circumstances. 

6. They had barely started the presentation when the fire alarm went off. 

7. I haven't seen such a dramatic change since I joined the company. 

8. We can only appreciate the problem when we look at the data. 

9. He won't make the same mistake again. 

10. The company doesn't depend on traditional advertising anymore. 

 



ANSWER KEY 

Exercise 1 

1. Never before had I seen such an impressive performance. 

2. Rarely does she speak in meetings. 

3. Under no circumstances must you reveal this information. 

4. Not until I received the bill did I realize how expensive it was. 

5. Not since 2015 have we experienced such high demand. 

6. Never again will he make that mistake. 

7. Only by working together can we solve the problem. 

8. Little did I know that I was about to meet my future business partner. 

Exercise 2 

1. Rarely does she go to the cinema nowadays. 

2. Never have I seen anything like it. 

3. Not until he arrived did we realize what had happened. 

4. No sooner had we arrived than the meeting began. 

5. Under no circumstances should you give them your password. 

6. Only when she arrived did we start the meeting. 

Exercise 3 

Possible answers: 

1. Never before had I considered leaving my job. 

2. Rarely does she get angry with customers. 

3. Not until much later did we understand the consequences. 

4. Little did he realize how difficult the task was. 

5. Under no circumstances should you share this information. 

6. Hardly had they started the presentation when the fire alarm went off. 

7. Not since I joined the company have I seen such a dramatic change. 



8. Only when we look at the data can we appreciate the problem. 

9. Never again will he make the same mistake. 

10. No longer does the company depend on traditional advertising. 

 

 

 

 







