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Verbless predicative structures across Romance1
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This article develops an analysis of a verbless predicative structure attested throughout
Romance: in this type of reduced clause the predicate linearly precedes the subject and is
separated from it by a clear intonational break, while the missing verb is interpreted as a
silent copula. I argue that this structure should be viewed as the result of three movement
steps: the first step is to be identified with predicate inversion, that is, extraction of the
predicate from the complement position of the predicative small clause to a higher specifier
position thanks to phase extension, followed by raising of the predicate to the specifier of
SubjP to check the EPP feature, and finally to the specifier of the left-peripheral projection
FocusP in order to check a focus feature. The present analysis is based on the crucial,
and independently motivated assumption, that the process of phase extension, produced by
raising of the small clause internal relator R◦ to a higher functional head F◦, is limited to
small clauses associated with individual-level predicates. The verbless predicative structure
is then compared to an analogous construction in which the preposed predicate is preceded
by a wh-item, arguing that, despite their apparent similarity, the two structures should be
clearly distinguished.

1. INTRODUCTION

In this article I focus on the prosodic, syntactic and semantic properties of a
particular type of predicative clause attested in Romance (and other languages)
and exemplified in (1a).2

(1) (a) Noioso,
boring

il tuo
your

collega!
colleague

(Italian)

(b) Il tuo
your

collega
colleague

è
is

noioso!
boring

It is a kind of reduced clause where the missing verb is interpreted as a silent
copula; the predicate linearly precedes the subject and is separated from it by
a very neat change in the intonational curve, rendered graphically by means of

[1] I would like to thank three anonymous Journal of Linguistics referees for their insightful
comments and interesting suggestions on previous versions of this article; the usual disclaimers
apply. A first, mainly descriptive version of this work has appeared as Munaro (2006) in the
University of Venice Working Papers in Linguistics.

[2] Since only some of the Romance examples in this article correspond to grammatical English
verbless sentences, for most of the Romance examples I report the corresponding English
glosses only, so as to avoid questions of the grammaticality of the English translations.
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a comma. From an interpretive point of view, the structure in (1a) corresponds
roughly to a canonical predicative clause like (1b), although the linear order of the
elements entering the predication relation is inverted with respect to the canonical
one.3

In structures like (1a) the preposed predicate is primarily, though not exclu-
sively, represented by a specific class of adjectives and nouns which have a strong
affective connotation; the subject must be a referential expression and has topic-
like properties. Prosodically, the preposed predicate in (1a) bears stress, while the
subject is destressed.

The article is organized as follows: Section 2 presents the relevant crosslin-
guistic properties of verbless predicative structures; Section 3 discusses two
possible analyses of verbless predicative clauses and Section 4 presents the
technical details of the syntactic derivation I propose for the relevant structure;
in Section 5 I discuss the derivation of the structure in which the predicate is
fronted along with an overt copula; in Section 6 I argue for a distinction between
the verbless predicative structure and an apparently related construction in which
the preposed predicate is preceded by a wh-item; finally, Section 7 is devoted to
some concluding remarks.

2. CROSSLINGUISTIC PROPERTIES OF THE VERBLESS PREDICATIVE STRUC-
TURE

In this section I present some relevant properties of the predicate in verbless
predicative structures. The crosslinguistic syntactic and interpretive hallmarks
of this kind of structure will be described mainly on the basis of data from
Italian, Spanish and French. Throughout, I will not discuss the properties of the
subject, as they appear to be constant across languages: in speech the subject
is prosodically destressed, separated from the predicate by a slight intonation
break and characterized by a falling intonational contour; moreover, the subject is
generally represented by a referential expression.4

2.1 General remarks

As pointed out by Benincà (1995), the preposed predicate in Italian can be a bare
adjective or a noun modified by an adjective, as in (2), or a noun introduced by
the indefinite article, as in (3).

[3] The linear order found in (1a) is generally analyzed as deriving from the preposing of the
predicate to a structural position higher than the one occupied by the subject (see e.g. Vinet
1991, Hernanz & Suñer 1999); that conclusion is forced when adopting Kayne’s (1994)
antisymmetric framework.

[4] In this article I will not offer an account of these crosslinguistic properties of the subject,
limiting myself to noting that the destressing of the subject is arguably a straightforward effect
of the focus fronting of the predicate.
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(2) (a) Triste,
sad

questa
this

storia!
story

(Italian)

(b) Storia
story

triste/triste
sad/sad

storia,
story

quella
the.one

che
which

mi
me

racconti!
you’re.telling

(3) (a) Un
a

divertimento,
fun

questo
this

gioco!
game

(b) Un
a

imbroglione,
cheat

il tuo
your

collega!
colleague

These sentences tend to be temporally bound to the time of the utterance, as in
(4), but they can also be used to express a generic present in statements of general
validity, as in (5).5

(4) (a) Avvincente,
enthralling

questo
this

romanzo!
novel

(Italian)

(b) Invadente,
intrusive

il tuo
your

amico!
friend

(5) (a) Seccante,
annoying

perdere
to.miss

una
a

coincidenza!
connection

(b) Rilassante,
relaxing

passare
to.spend

una
one

giornata
day

al
by

mare!
the.seaside

An infinitival clause can appear as subject, as in (5) above, or as predicate, as
in (6):

(6) (a) Assolutamente
absolutely

da
to

vedere,
be.seen

quel
that

film!
film

(Italian)

(b) Da
to

bocciare
be.failed

senza rimorsi,
remorselessly

quello
that

studente!
student

In this last case, the infinitive is preceded by the preposition da ‘from’ and has a
deontic interpretation.

Also in French, as pointed out by Vinet (1991: 81–84), the predicate can be
represented by an adjective, as in (7), by a noun preceded by the indefinite article,
as in (8), or even by a deontic infinitival clause used with an adjectival function,
as in (9):

[5] However, as Benincà points out, the background knowledge shared by the speaker and the
addressee may allow a temporal interpretation different from the present indicative, as in the
following examples:

(i) (a) Gentile,
kind

Carlo,
Carlo

ad
to

accompagnarti
accompany.you

a
to

casa!
home

(Italian)

(b) Lunga,
long

la
the

commedia,
play

ieri
last

sera!
night
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(7) Formidable,
fantastic

cette
this

viande!
meat

(French)

(8) Un
a

génie,
genius

ce
this

petit!
child

(9) (a) A
to

surveiller,
be.watched

cet
this

jeune
young

homme!
man

(b) A
to

suivre,
be.followed.up

cette
this

affaire!
business

The structure under analysis has been described for Spanish by Hernanz &
Suñer (1999), who stress that these sentences have a default deictic temporal
interpretation – referring to the speaker and the utterance time – as they are
generally uttered as a reaction to a given situation. The preposed predicate can
be adjectival or nominal. Adjectival predicates can appear alone, as in (10), or
be modified by the emphatic article un ‘a’, as in (11), or, as in (12), by lexical
elements favouring an evaluative reading:

(10) (a) ¡Simpático,
nice

tu
your

amigo!
friend

(Spanish)

(b) ¡Genial,
fantastic

tu
your

nuevo
new

apartamento!
flat

(11) ¡Un
a

listillo,
cunning.person

tu
your

primo!
cousin

(12) (a) ¡Valiente
brave

miedica,
chicken

este
this

amigo
friend

tuyo!
of.yours

(b) ¡Muy
very

ricos,
rich

estos
these

calamares!
squids

When the preposed predicate is a noun, it is generally accompanied by a
quantificational element, like the indefinite article un:

(13) (a) ¡Un
a

tirano,
tyrant

tu
your

jefe!
boss

(Spanish)

(b) ¡Un
a

bocazas,
foul-mouthed.person

el
the

capitán
capitan

Haddock!
Haddock

2.2 On the evalutative nature of the predicate

As anticipated in the previous section, in this particular structure adjectives and
nouns of the evaluative class are often used in Italian:6

[6] I refer the reader to Milner (1978) for an extensive discussion of the properties of evaluative
predicates; note that evaluative adjectives coincide with (a subset of) the adjectives which are
defined as PREDICATIVE (as opposed to REFERENTIAL) in Giorgi & Longobardi (1991).
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(14) (a) Straordinario,
extraordinary

questo
this

vino!
wine

(Italian)

(b) Geniale,
brilliant

questa
this

idea!
idea

(c) Eccitante,
exciting

la
the

prospettiva
perspective

che
which

mi
to.me

descrivi!
you.are.describing

(15) (a) Un
a

pigrone,
lazy.animal

il tuo
your

gatto!
cat

(b) Un
a

genietto,
little.genius

quel
that

bambino!
child

(16) Un
a

vero
real

idiota,
idiot

Gianni
Gianni

(ad
to

accettare
accept

quella
that

proposta)!
proposal

Vinet (1991: 77) observes that also in French the predicate – adjectival or
nominal – must express a personal evaluation of the speaker:7

(17) (a) Etonnante,
astonishing

cette
this

histoire!
story

(French)

(b) Un
an

imbécile,
imbecile

ce
this

Rodolphe!
Rodolphe

Vinet (1991: 82–83) also points out that nouns indicating a function or a
profession are generally unacceptable in these constructions as they do not express
a personal judgement unless they are accompanied by an adjective or a relative
clause expressing a form of appreciation:

(18) (a) *Une
a

linguiste,
linguist

cette
this

femme!
woman

(French)

(b) Une
a

linguiste
linguist

étrange,
strange

cette
this

femme!
woman

As pointed out by an anonymous JL referee, some nouns, even though not properly
evaluative in themselves, can have an evalutative usage, due to some prototypical characteristics,
as in the following example:

(i) Un
a

velluto,
velvet

la
the

discussione!
discussion

(Italian)

Non-gradable adjectives, like relational adjectives, are instead excluded from this construction:

(ii) (a) *Cranica,
cranial

questa
this

scatola!
box

(Italian)

(b) *Fotografica,
photographic

la
the

macchina
device

che
that

hanno
they

comprato!
have.bought

(c) *Tedesca,
German

quell’invasione
that.invasion

dell’Austria!
of.Austria

[7] For a description and an analysis of this construction in French see also Laurens (2008).
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(19) (a) *Le
the

directeur,
director

ce
this

type!
guy

(b) Le
the

directeur
director

qu’il
that

nous
we

fallait,
needed

ce
this

type!
guy

An ungrammatical structure can be made acceptable also through the addition of
a degree modifier:8

(20) (a) *Claire,
clear

cette
this

eau!
water

(French)

(b) Beaucoup
much

trop
too

claire,
clear

cette
this

eau!
water

According to Hernanz & Suñer (1999), the pattern is similar in Spanish, where
ungrammatical examples become acceptable through the addition of an evaluative
modifier to a nominal predicate indicating a function or a profession:

(21) (a) *¡Una
a

soprano,
soprano

la
the

Callas!
Callas

(Spanish)

(b) ¡Toda
all

una
a

soprano,
soprano

la
the

Callas!
Callas

‘An excellent soprano, Callas!’

[8] Again, according to Vinet (1991: 80–81) we do not find adjectives which cannot be used
predicatively, as shown by (i), or classifying adjectives describing objectively a state of things,
as in (ii):

(i) (a) *Solaire,
solar

ce
this

système!
system

(French)

(b) *Présumé,
presumed

ce
this

voleur!
thief

(ii) (a) *Marocaine,
Moroccan

cette
this

guerre
war

contre
against

l’Algerie!
Algeria

(b) *Cassé,
broken

ce
this

verre!
glass

(c) *Dénombrable,
enumerable

cet
this

ensemble!
set

Vinet (1991: 86–87) also correctly observes that the silent verb can be interpreted not only as
‘be’, but also as ‘have’. However, even in this case, an evaluative interpretation must be induced
through the insertion of appropriate lexical items:

(iii) (a) (Elle
she

a)
has

la
the

réplique
retort

vive,
quick

cette
this

femme!
woman

(French)

(b) (Il
he

a)
has

un
a

dynamisme
dynamism

incroyable,
incredible

ce
this

type!
guy

(c) Un
a

nez
nose

extraordinaire,
extraordinary

ce
this

Cléopâtre!
Cleopatra

Adopting Benveniste’s (1966) and Kayne’s (1989) analysis of avoir ‘have’ as an abstract form
of être ‘be’, it is not surprising that the auxiliary ‘have’ – qua copular verb – can remain
phonetically unrealized in some contexts.
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(22) (a) *¡Un
a

lingüista,
linguist

Chomsky!
Chomsky

(b) ¡Un
a

lingüista
linguist

excepcional,
exceptional

Chomsky!
Chomsky

(23) (a) *¡Una
a

mesa,
table

este
this

mueble!
piece.of.furniture

(b) ¡Una
a

señora
lady

mesa,
table

este
this

mueble!
piece.of.furniture

‘An excellent table, this piece of furniture!’

On the other hand, predicates not expressing an evaluation – in particular
relational adjectives and adjectives denoting objective properties – are excluded
from this construction.9

2.3 The individual-level vs. stage-level predicate distinction

Vinet (1991: 85) emphasizes that in French only predicates expressing permanent
or inherent properties can occur in a verbless predicative clause, and not predicates
referring to a transitory situation; the two types reflect the distinction between
INDIVIDUAL-level and STAGE-level predicates, first proposed by Kratzer (1995).
The predicate can acquire a character of permanence – thereby making the sen-
tence acceptable – through the insertion of a lexical element which – functioning
as an aspectual marker – triggers a generic interpretation:

(24) (a) *Disponible,
available

ce
this

papa!
dad

(French)

(b) Jamais
never

disponible,
available

ce
this

papa!
dad

(25) (a) *Les
the

m `̂emes,
same

ces
these

mecs!
guys

(b) Tous
all

les
the

m `̂emes,
same

ces
these

mecs!
guys

[9] As witnessed by the following examples (the ones in (ii) are taken from Hernanz 2001):

(i) (a) *¡Eléctrica,
electric

tu
your

máquina
meat

de afeitar!
slicer

(Spanish)

(b) *¡Mineral,
mineral

esta
this

agua!
water

(ii) (a) *¡Románicas,
Romanic

las
the

iglesias
churches

de
of

Segovia!
Segovia

(b) *¡Jurásico,
Jurassic

este
this

parque!
park
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Similarly, Hernanz & Suñer (1999) point out for Spanish that the predicate must
express properties not undergoing change or evolution, so that no stage-level
predicates are admitted; still, the insertion of elements which can modify or limit
the transitory character of the predicate can make the sequence grammatical:

(26) (a) *¡Cansado,
tired

tu
your

jefe!
boss

(Spanish)

(b) ¡Eternamente
eternally

cansado,
tired

tu
your

jefe!
boss

(27) (a) *¡Averiado,
out.of.order

el
the

maldito
damned

ascensor!
lift

(b) ¡Siempre
always

averiado,
out.of.order

el
the

maldito
damned

ascensor!
lift

The same restriction seems to hold for Italian, where non-evaluative predicates
can appear provided that an adequate lexical item is added which turns the stage-
level predicate into a permanent (i.e. individual-level) property:

(28) (a) *Di
in

corsa,
a.hurry

i
the

giovani
young

di
of

oggi!
today

(Italian)

(b) Tutti
all

di
in

corsa,
a.hurry

i
the

giovani
young.people

di
of

oggi!
today

(29) (a) *Spento,
turned.off

questo
this

computer!
computer

(b) Sempre
always

spento,
turned.off

questo
this

computer!
computer

Evaluative adjectives are generally interpreted as expressing inherent properties of
the subject, in particular if there are lexical elements favouring that interpretation,
as in (30b):

(30) (a) Gentile,
kind

Carlo!
Carlo

(b) Sempre
always

gentile
kind

con
to

tutti,
everybody

Carlo!
Carlo

2.4 A restriction on degree

As expected in an evaluative context, the adjectival predicate can appear in the
(absolute) superlative form:

(31) (a) Simpaticissimo,
extremely.nice

tuo
your

cugino!
cousin

(Italian)

(b) Molto
extremely

gustosa,
tasty

questa
this

minestra!
soup
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Rather surprisingly though, if the adjective is in the relative superlative or in
the comparative form, there is a considerable degradation in the acceptability:

(32) (a) ??Il
the

più
most

simpatico,
nice

tuo
your

cugino!
cousin

(Italian)

(b) ??Più
more

gustosa,
tasty

questa
this

minestra!
soup

According to Hernanz & Suñer (1999), a consequence of the fact that verbless
predicative clauses are interpreted on the basis of contextual factors is that the
degree quantification of the predicate must be grammatically fixed (otherwise
it would not be appropriately limited). The superlative is therefore grammatical
because in this case it is possible to fix the right degree of the relevant property.
This conclusion is supported by the fact that adjectives which are normally
not admitted in this structure can appear in the absolute superlative form or
be preceded by adverbs functioning as degree quantifiers which contribute an
affective component:10

(33) (a) *¡Limpias,
clean

las
the

copas!
glasses

(Spanish)

(b) ¡Limpı́simas,
extremely.clean

las
the

copas!
glasses

(34) (a) *¡Pequeñas,
small

las
the

iglesias
churches

de
of

Segovia!
Segovia

(b) ¡Super
super

pequeñas,
small

las
the

iglesias
churches

de
of

Segovia!
Segovia

(35) (a) *¡Largo,
long

el
the

discurso
speech

del
of.the

decano!
dean

(b) ¡Espantosamente
awfully

largo,
long

el
the

discurso
speech

del
of.the

decano!
dean

[10] According to the authors, this is true also of relative superlatives, as witnessed by the following
examples:

(i) (a) ¡De
the most

lo más interesante
interesting

que
that

he
I.have

visto,
seen

esta
this

pelı́cula!
film

(Spanish)

(b) ¡La
the

mejor
best

del
of.the

verano,
summer

esta
this

novela!
novel

As we will see below, this may be due to the fact that in (i) the relevant background of reference
is overtly expressed.

However, for some speakers the relative superlative does not yield fully grammatical
structures when the subject is not heavy enough:

(ii) (a) (?)?¡El
the

más
most

interesante
interesting

de
of

tus
your

libros,
books

este!/este trabajo!
this/this work

(Spanish)

(b) (?)?¡El
the

más
most

simpático
nice

de
of

tus
your

compañeros,
friends

Juan!/este chico sevillano!
Juan/this guy from Sevilla
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The ungrammaticality produced by the comparative is explained by the hypothesis
that it does not permit to fix the exact degree of the property expressed by the
predicate:

(36) (a) *¡Más
more

interesante,
interesting

esta
this

pelı́cula!
film!

(Spanish)

(b) *¡Mejor,
better

esta
this

novela!
novel

As for French, as we have seen above, the adjectives most readily used in this
structure are the evaluative ones:11

(37) (a) Admirable,
admirable

son
his

film!
movie

(French)

(b) Incroyable,
incredible

ce
this

spectacle!
show

However, the restriction holds also for French comparatives and relative superla-
tives:

(38) (a) ??Plus
more

interessant,
interesting

cet
this

article!
article

(French)

(b) ??Plus
more

long,
long

ce
this

roman!
novel

(39) (a) *Le
the

plus
most

intéressant,
interesting

cet
this

article!
article

(b) *Le
the

plus
most

long,
long

ce
this

roman!
novel

The two interpretive restrictions on verbless predicative structures discussed
here can be easily accounted for within the analysis that I put forth in the next
section. In particular, I would like to propose that the ban on comparatives
and relative superlatives can be reduced to a more general ban on stage-level
predicates, in that the property expressed by predicates in the comparative and
superlative form is always evaluated with respect to a reference set which is
temporally limited, hence has an intrinsically transitory (i.e. stage-level) character.

[11] They can be possibly modified by intensifiers like si ‘so’ and tellement ‘so’, as noted by Vinet
(1991: 78):

(i) (a) Si
so

merveilleuse,
marvellous

cette
this

Hélène!
Helene

(French)

(b) Tellement
so

adorable,
adorable

cet
this

enfant!
child
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3. TWO POSSIBLE DERIVATIONS OF VERBLESS PREDICATIVE CLAUSES

In this section I address the question of the derivation and the internal structure of
verbless predicative constructions in an attempt to account for the crosslingustic
properties noted in the previous sections.

As indicated in connection with example (1) above, repeated here as (40), the
interpretation of (40a) is roughly equivalent to that of (40b), where the predication
relation between the subject DP and the adjective is expressed by an overtly
realized copula, which is absent in (40a).

(40) (a) Noioso,
boring

il tuo
your

collega!
colleague

(Italian)

(b) Il tuo
your

collega
colleague

è
is

noioso!
boring

From the theoretical point of view, the grammaticality of the structure in (40a)
raises two major questions: How is the linear order of predicate and subject
derived? and How is the empty copula licensed? Following previous proposals
on this topic, and consistently with Kayne (1994), I will argue in what follows
that the surface linear order is derived from the basic order – in which the subject
precedes the predicate – by raising the predicate across the subject. As for the
non-overt realization of the copular verb, I will be led to conclude that the copula
spells out the agreement features of the AgrS◦ head only when the subject raises
overtly to the corresponding specifier position, which is arguably not the case in
the structure under discussion. However, first, in the present section, I focus on
two previous analyses which deal with the above questions.

3.1 Against a bare small clause approach

A first possible approach to the internal structure of verbless predicative clauses
is based on the traditional analysis according to which predication relations can
be structurally represented as bare small clauses as in (41) (see the seminal work
of Williams 1975 and Stowell 1981).

(41) [SC NP XP]

This kind of approach has been pursued by Moro (1997) in his analysis of copular
constructions, where he proposes that the structure in (41) can be embedded under
a copular predicate and that the surface linear order of canonical and inversed
copular constructions is derived by raising either the subject NP or the nominal
predicate respectively to a small clause external position:12

(42) (a) [these pictures]i are [SC ti [the cause of the riot]]
(b) [the cause of the riot]i is [SC [these pictures] ti]

[12] Vinet (1991: 91) proposes an analysis of non-verbal predicative clauses along these lines, with
the predicate XP in (41) moving across the subject.
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Moro (2000) develops further the analysis of copular constructions in terms of
dynamic antisymmetry. Building on Kayne’s (1994) antisymmetry approach to
syntactic structure, Moro claims that the trigger for the raising of the subject or
the predicate lies in the necessity to break the structural symmetry between the
two constituents inside the small clause and to produce an asymmetric structure
exactly by raising either noun phrase to the precopular position.

Assuming that subject and predicate of a verbless predicative structure can
be base-generated inside a small clause not selected by a copular verb, as in
(41), such a proposal might at first sight provide us with an immediate answer
for the obligatory displacement of the predicate around the subject, as (43b)
(= (40a) above) could be derived from (43a) by preposing the AP to a small clause
external position in order to restore the asymmetrical character of the structural
configuration. However, under this analysis, we would expect to move also the
subject to a small clause external position, deriving the linear sequence in (43c),
which is ungrammatical without an overt copula.

(43) (a) [SC [DP il tuo collega][AP noioso]]

(b) [AP noioso]i [SC [DP il tuo collega] ti]]

(c) [DP il tuo collega]i [SC ti [AP noioso]]

Moreover, this approach has nothing to say about the individual-level vs. stage-
level predicate distinction discussed in Section 2.3 above. Finally, it would
leave completely unexplained the possibility of leaving the copula phonetically
unrealized in this kind of structure.

On the basis of these shortcomings, I therefore reject the analysis of verbless
predicative structures in terms of bare small clauses and turn to a different
analysis.

Instead, as a working hypothesis, I adopt an approach to predicative structures
defended by various scholars over the last two decades, according to which every
predication relation is mediated by an intervening functional element working as
a connective between the subject and the predicate (see e.g. Bowers 1993, Adger
& Ramchand 2003, Baker 2003, den Dikken 2006). Within this approach, den
Dikken (2006: 11) proposes that the basic template for predication relationships
is syntactically represented by the following structural configuration, where R◦ is
the small clause internal RELATOR, which heads the maximal projection RP
hosting the subject XP and the predicate YP in the specifier and in the complement
position respectively:

(44) RP
Q
QQ

�
��

XP R′
ll,,

R◦ YP
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Starting from the nuclear predicative structure in (44), a copular sentence like
(45a) can be derived as seen in (45b), that is, by raising the subject XP to Spec,TP
to satisfy the EPP feature:

(45) (a) Brian is the best candidate.
(b) [TP [XP Brian]i [T◦ is][RP ti [R◦][YP the best candidate]]]

In the minimalist framework, this is the most economical solution towards a
converging derivation, as the subject XP is closer to T than the predicate YP.

Predicate inversion, that is, raising of the predicate YP to Spec,TP across the
subject, as provisionally sketched in (46b), is forced, according to den Dikken
(2006: 95), by the need to license a null pro-predicate located inside YP, a need
which overrides least effort considerations:

(46) (a) The best candidate is Brian.
(b) [TP [YP the best candidate]i [T◦ is][RP [XP Brian][R◦] ti]]

A more detailed analysis of the derivation of predicate inversion in Romance will
be provided in Section 4 below.

3.2 An instance of predicate inversion?

The structure under analysis has been viewed by Paul (2006) as an instance of
predicate inversion, in the sense of den Dikken (2006), with the predicate YP in
(44) raising out of RP to a higher structural position.13

According to Paul, the predicate moves to Spec,TP in order to license the null
copula head; if the copula is overtly realized, then movement is blocked. The
syntactic representation of (47a) would be as in (47b):

(47) (a) Smart woman, your mom.
(b) [TP [YP smart woman]i [T◦][RP [XP your mom][R◦] ti]]

However, this analysis is confronted with three problems. First, as noted by den
Dikken (2006: 82–83), predicate inversion is typically associated with the lack of
focus on the predicate, whereas in (47a) the predicate is focused and receives
the most prominent stress, while the subject is obligatorily destressed. Secondly,
predicate inversion is possible even when the copula is overtly realized, as, for
example, in (48), where the preposed predicate is an evaluative one:

(48) (a) The best candidate is Brian.
(b) An excellent doctor is Brian.

[13] A rather inconclusive analysis of the structure exemplified in (47) is also provided by Paul
& Stainton (2006). For an alternative proposal concerning the structure under discussion in
Brazilian Portuguese, which I will not discuss here, I refer the reader to Sibaldo (2013).
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In fact, predicate inversion leads precisely to the obligatory overt realization of
the copula, as witnessed by (49b):

(49) (a) I consider Brian (to be) the best candidate.
(b) I consider the best candidate *(to be) Brian.

Thirdly, according to Paul, only predicative adjectives are allowed in the structure
in (47b) above. This prediction is not borne out, since stage-level adjectives can
be used predicatively but are not allowed in the relevant structure:

(50) (a) The doctor is available.
(b) *Available, the doctor.

Gonzàlez-Rivera (2011) discusses in detail the properties of verbless clauses
in Spanish, among which the structure analyzed here. Following Paul (2006),
he proposes to view it as an instance of predicate inversion, albeit caused by a
different trigger (though the exact landing site of the predicate is not explicitly
identified). Thus, the derivation in (51a) would be parallel to the one of the
English example in (51b), modulo the overt realization of the copula in the second
example:

(51) (a) [[YP muy guapa]i
extremely attractive

[RP [XP esa mina][R◦] ti]]
that girl

(Spanish)

(b) [[YP the best candidate]i is [RP [XP Brian][R◦] ti]] (English)

In particular, Gonzàlez-Rivera proposes that the raising of the predicate is due
to the necessity of discharging the strong semantic feature EVALUATIVITY [+E]
in the course of the syntactic derivation; the relator head R◦ is not empty, as it
accommodates the tense feature.

This analysis, despite its prima facie attractiveness, faces a number of short-
comings, which I quickly review in what follows. First, unlike in genuine
predicate inversion structures like (51b), in (51a), the subject is not interpreted
as a focus, but as a topic, as Gonzàlez-Rivera explicitly recognizes by noting that
the topic nature of the subject imposes strong referential constraints on the subject
itself, which must be specific. Secondly, it is not at all clear that the landing site
of the predicate (presumably Spec,TP if the small clause is headed by a tense
feature) is a suitable one for discharging the relevant semantic feature. Thirdly,
this analysis does not account for the fact that, unlike (51b), the structure in (51a)
cannot be embedded under a matrix predicate like considerar ‘consider’; only a
DP marked for accusative case can appear there, as shown by (52b).

(52) (a) *Considero
I.consider

un
a

tarado
jerk

Pepe.
Pepe

(Spanish)

‘I consider Pepe a jerk.’
(b) Considero

I.consider
un
a

tarado
jerk

a
to

Pepe/este chico.
Pepe/this guy

‘I consider Pepe/this guy a jerk.’
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Finally, the analysis does not account for the fact that in pro-drop languages a
copular verb can be optionally realized at the left of the raised predicate:

(53) (a) ¡(Es)
is

muy
very

inteligente,
intelligent

ese
that

profesor!
professor

(Spanish)

(b) (E’)
is

noioso,
boring

il tuo
your

collega!
colleague

(Italian)

Given these shortcomings, I discard the possibility of identifying the structure
under analysis as an instance of predicate inversion and put forth an alternative
proposal.

4. AN ALTERNATIVE ANALYSIS

4.1 Movement to Spec,FocP

In this section I suggest an alternative analysis of verbless predicative clauses,
showing that it can account for the attested properties without the drawbacks of
the analyses presented in Section 3.

I assume, following Benmamoun (2008) and Hazout (2010), that verbless
sentences are not reduced clauses, in the sense that they project at least a
Tense node (although, according to Benmamoun, Tense does not necessarily
cooccur with a verbal head). In fact, I would like to defend here an even more
radical assumption, strictly related to the cartographic approach to syntactic
structure fostered primarily by Cinque (1999), namely that the whole functional
endowment of the clause is always projected, including the functional skeleton
usually associated with the left periphery of the clause.

In particular, I propose that the verbless predicative structure analyzed here
results from the fronting of the predicate YP in (44) to a left-peripheral specifier
position motivated by the need to check a discourse-related focus feature: I
suggest that the final landing site of the predicate is the specifier of FocusP, the
left-peripheral functional projection postulated by Rizzi (1997) among others.

This hypothesis provides us with a straightforward account of the prosodic
pattern instantiated in this kind of construction, that is, for the strong prominence
of the predicate (resembling the one associated with contrastively focalized
constituents), and for the consequent destressing of the following constituent, the
subject, which is therefore associated with an abrupt falling of the intonational
curve.14

[14] Interestingly, the verbless predicative structure cannot be embedded, not even under epistemic
predicates:

(i) *Dico/Penso/Ritengo
I.say/think/consider

che
that

interessante,
interesting

questo
this

libro!
book

(Italian)

As for epistemic predicates such as ritenere ‘consider’, this could be due to the independently
motivated assumption that the small clause selected by these predicates is in fact a functionally
reduced clause, lacking a left periphery (on this see e.g. Williams 1975, Stowell 1981, Heycock
1994, Kreps 1994, Svenonius 1996, Tanaka & Yokogoshi 2010), but the question remains open
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In Section 4.2 I will spell out the technical details of the syntactic derivation
of verbless predicative structures, showing how they can account for the other
properties displayed by this construction.

4.2 Phase extension and predicate inversion

On the assumption that small clauses such as the RP in (44) qualify as phases
(see den Dikken 2006), an obvious question is how the predicate YP in (44)
can be accessible to an external probe, given the PHASE IMPENETRABILITY
CONDITION as defined in Chomsky (2001: 14):

(54) Phase Impenetrability Condition
In a phase α with a head H, the domain of H is not accessible to operations
outside α, but only H and its edge.

My answer to this question will rely on den Dikken’s (2006: 115) treatment
of predicate inversion in terms of A-movement of the predicate facilitated by
‘domain extending head-movement’, or phase extension, defined as follows
(italics in the original):

(55) Movement of the head of a phase to a higher head F extends the phase
to FP.

On the basis of (55), he assumes that movement of the R◦ head up to an external
functional head F◦ extends the RP phase up to FP. Merging a functional head
outside the small clause RP in (44) provides a landing site both for the R◦ head
of the small clause and for either phrasal constituent of the small clause (in the
corresponding specifier position Spec,FP).

Given (55), movement of the predicate YP to Spec,FP will not illegitimately
cross a phase boundary, as movement of R◦ up to F◦ shifts the phase up to FP,
which dominates the first available landing site of the raised predicate.15

for the other predicates. The structure in (i) with ritenere turns out to be grammatical only if the
complementizer is omitted and the adjectival predicate is contrastively focalized, independently
of the relative order of subject and predicate:

(ii) (a) Ritengo
I.consider

INTERESSANTE,
interesting

questo
this

libro,
book

non
not

noioso!
boring

(Italian)

(b) Ritengo
I.consider

questo
this

libro
book

INTERESSANTE,
interesting

non
not

noioso!
boring

The sequence in (iib) could represent the basic word order, with the adjectival predicate
receiving the main (contrastive) stress as the most embedded constituent, along the lines of
Cinque (1993).

[15] According to den Dikken (2006: 116), A-movement of the predicate across the subject does
not incur a minimality violation because “there is some minimal domain such that it contains
both the small clause subject and the first available landing site for the moved small clause
predicate. Being members of the same minimal domain, those two positions would then be
EQUIDISTANT, so that movement of the predicate around its subject complies with the Minimal
Link Condition”.
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The functional head F to which the ‘relator’ R◦ raises is referred to as the
‘linker’, the head that provides the LINK between the raised predicate and the
small clause it comes from. Raising the ‘relator’ to the ‘linker’ creates a minimal
domain that includes Spec,FP and Spec,RP, thereby enabling the predicate to raise
to Spec,FP in conformity with the minimalist locality theory.

After A-movement of the predicate YP to Spec,FP, the predicate, being at the
edge of the (extended) phase FP, becomes visible to external probes, among which
Foc◦; it then A’-moves to Spec,FocP to check its discourse related feature:

(56) [FocP [YP noioso]i Foc◦ [TP T◦ [FP ti F◦ [RP [XP il tuo collega] R◦ ti]]]]
boring your colleague

Under this view, in verbless predicative structures, predicate inversion is only
the first step of a more complex movement operation extracting the predicate
constituent from the small clause.

Note that, as pointed out by den Dikken (2006: 117), raising of the predicate
to Spec,FP has the effect of trapping the subject of the small clause inside the
newly extended phase, as it ends up being embedded within a phase as a result of
predicate inversion, and will not be visible to any outside probes, including T◦.

At this point a natural question arises as to the EPP feature, which might be
checked by the predicate YP moving through Spec,TP on its way to Spec,FocP. I
will suggest that this is indeed the case.

A crucial assumption in this respect is that the projection TP can in fact
be decomposed into different functional projections encoding different formal
features, as proposed by Cardinaletti (2004: 116) among others. Cardinaletti
identifies at least two preverbal subject positions, the specifiers of two functional
projections, SubjP, associated with a ‘subject of predication’ feature (which can
be easily identified with the EPP feature), and AgrSP, encoding phi-features
and nominative case assignment (and, I will assume, the overt realization of the
copula).

If the EPP is checked by the raising predicate on its way to Spec,FocP, we
expect the predicate to be able to occupy Spec,SubjP, as shown by (57b), where the
postcopular subject must be contrastively focalized, witness the ungrammaticality
of (57a) with flat intonation:

(57) (a) *Noioso
boring

è
is

il tuo
your

collega.
colleague

(Italian)

(b) Noioso
boring

è
is

IL TUO
your

COLLEGA,
colleague

non
not

Gianni!
Gianni

Furthermore, Spec,TP can also be occupied by predicates such as relative superla-
tives or comparatives, which, as noted above (see Section 2.4 above), cannot
normally appear in the corresponding verbless structure:

(58) (a) Il
the

più
most

noioso
boring

(dei
among

tuoi
your

colleghi)
colleagues

è
is

Roberto.
Roberto

(Italian)
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(b) *Il
the

più
most

noioso
boring

(dei
among

tuoi
your

colleghi),
colleagues

Roberto!
Roberto

This could be due to the fact that the verbless predicative structure under
discussion is typically uttered in ‘out of the blue’ contexts, while comparative and
superlative predicates always require a background of reference against which
the relevant property is evaluated. Hence, they are intrinsically discourse-bound
which makes them incompatible with the Focus feature activated in verbless
predicative clauses while making them perfectly compatible with the ‘subject of
predication’ feature encoded in Spec,SubjP.

On the basis of this evidence, I admit that the predicate raising from Spec,FP to
Spec,FocP has Spec,SubjP as its second, intermediate landing site. As represented
in (59) below, I crucially assume that the raising predicate skips the specifier of
the AgrSP projection, which is the canonical position of the overt realization of
the copula, hence the absence of the copula in this particular structure:

(59) [FocP [YP noioso]i Foc◦ [SubjP ti Subj◦ [AgrSP pro [FP ti F◦

boring
[RP [XP il tuo collega] R◦ ti]]]]]

your colleague

I propose that Spec,AgrSP is inaccessible to the raising predicate because the
predicate (which in most cases is adjectival) does not qualify as a suitable checker
for the relevant formal features associated with AgrS◦ (that is, phi-features and
nominative case).16

As an alternative, after phase extension has taken place, we may choose to move
the subject XP to Spec,FP (leaving the predicate YP stuck inside the small clause),
where it becomes accessible to the EPP feature of T◦, and raises subsequently to
Spec,TP (or, more precisely, to Spec,AgrSP and Spec,SubjP) for that reason:

[16] I will tentatively speculate that in the case of predicate raising, Spec,AgrSP is occupied by an
expletive null pronominal element pro which tansmits nominative case to the inverted subject.
Note that subject and predicate may not share the same features, like in (ia); in this case, if the
copula is overtly realized in clause-initial position, it agrees with the subject, and not with the
predicate, as witnessed by (ib):

(i) (a) Un
a

grave
serious

problema,
problem

i tuoi
your

incubi notturni!
nightmares

(Italian)

(b) Sono
are

un
a

grave
serious

problema,
problem

i tuoi
your

incubi notturni!
nightmares

Incidentally, this also shows that at some level there must be spec–head agreement between
subject and copula, as will be proposed below.

As for examples like (iia), where the preposed predicate has topic-like properties, I suggest
the same analysis as that proposed by den Dikken (2006) for (iib), namely with the predicate
directly generated in Spec,TopP and a pro sitting in Spec,TP:

(ii) (a) Un
a

grave
serious

problema
problem

sono
are

i tuoi
your

incubi notturni.
nightmares

(Italian)

(b) A big problem is the fascist propaganda. (English)
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(60) [SubjP [XP il tuo collega]i Subj◦ [AgrSP ti [AgrS◦ è] [FP ti F◦

your colleague is
[RP ti R◦ [YP noioso]]]]]

boring

Raising of the subject to Spec,SubjP through Spec,AgrSP will have as immediate
consequence the overt realization of the copula as the spell out of the agreement
features codified in AgrS◦.

4.3 On the individual-level vs. stage-level predicate distinction

We have seen in Section 2.2 above that the prototypical predicates appearing in
verbless predicative structures are the evaluative ones:

(61) Noioso,
boring

il tuo
your

collega!
colleague

(Italian)

However, it has also been observed that even stage-level predicates can appear
in the relevant structure, as long as there are lexical elements turning them into
individual-level predicates:

(62) (a) *Stanco,
tired

il
the

tuo
your

collega!
colleague

(Italian)

(b) Sempre
always

stanco,
tired

il tuo
your

collega!
colleague

Given that evaluative predicates are a subset of the individual-level predicates, we
can generalize by saying that only individual-level predicates can appear in the
relevant structure. How can we account for this descriptive generalization?

I think that a suitable answer to this question can be provided by the proposal
put forth by Park (1997). In order to account for the restrictive distribution of
individual-level (IL) predicates within small clauses compared with the relatively
free distribution of stage-level (SL) predicates, he suggests that IL predicates
and SL predicates are grammatically distinguished by two different types of the
selecting head Pred, which functions as a mediator between a predicate and its
associated subject. Park argues that the Pred which selects an IL predicate raises
to a higher Tense position to undergo temporal interpretation, whereas the Pred
selecting an SL predicate does not have to raise, hence it does not raise.17

Capitalizing on this analysis, I suggest that the Pred discussed by Park (1997)
should be assimilated to the head R◦ in den Dikken (2006), as they both function

[17] An anonymous JL referee notes that, if anything, just the opposite assumption would be more
plausible, since SL predicates are episodic, that is, temporally restricted, whereas IL predicates
express permanent properties, holding generically irrespective of time; moreover, both IL and
SL predicates can occur with any tense value, suggesting that raising to Tense must occur for
both types of predicates. I acknowledge the correctness of these objections and refer the reader
to Park (1997) for empirical and conceptual arguments in favour of the hypothesis presented in
the text.
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as mediators between the predicate and its associated subject. This amounts to
saying that whenever in (44) R◦ selects an IL predicate, R◦ is bound to raise
to a higher functional head (probably Tense◦), thereby extending the phase RP
up to (at least) FP and providing a possible landing site for the predicate YP,
which becomes then eligible by an external probe, as discussed in the previous
section. Alternatively, if the subject raises to Spec,FP, we get the standard copular
structure, as represented in (60) above.

If, on the other hand, R◦ selects a stage-level predicate, no raising of R◦ will
obtain, hence no phase extension will take place, and no possible landing site
for the predicate will be provided; the only possible derivation will be the one
represented in (45b) above, with raising of the subject.18

5. ON THE OVERT REALIZATION OF THE COPULA

We still have to account for the possibility of realizing overtly the copula before
the preposed predicate. This possibility is attested with both IL and SL predicates,
as exemplified in (63a) and (63b), respectively:

(63) (a) E’
is

noioso,
boring

il tuo
your

collega!
colleague

(Italian)

(b) E’
is

stanco,
tired

il tuo
your

collega!
colleague

My proposal is that in this case what raises to Spec,FocP is a larger chunk of
structure, including both the copula and the predicate, and excluding the subject.

Adopting Cardinaletti’s (2004) view presented in Section 4.2 above, a canonical
copular sentence like (45a) should be assigned the following structure:

(64) [SubjP [XP Brian]i [AgrSP ti [AgrS◦ is][RP ti R◦ [YP the best candidate]]]

Here the subject XP raises to Spec,AgrSP in order to check nominative case and
phi-features, triggering agreement with the copula, and raises subsequently to
Spec,SubjP to check the ‘subject of predication’ feature.

Let us consider first the case of SL predicates, where no raising of R◦ obtains;
the subject XP, situated at the left edge of RP, raises to Spec,AgrSP and sub-
sequently to Spec,SubjP to check the relevant features, as represented in (65a).
Suppose, however, that the predicate is associated with a discourse-related focus
feature, to be discharged in the appropriate Spec–head agreement configuration
with the left-peripheral head Foc◦: after raising of the small clause subject XP, the
only way for the predicate YP to enter the relevant structural configuration will be

[18] Relating to what has been discussed in the previous footnote, an anonoymous JL referee points
out that it is not clear why R◦ cannot raise to F◦ when R◦ selects a SL predicate if one assumes
that the whole functional endowment of the clause is always projected. I speculate that, since
phase extension of RP to FP only takes place when R◦ raises, hence with IL predicates, there
will be no category F◦ (hence no FP) in case R◦ selects an SL predicate. I leave to future
research a more detailed account of this issue.
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to pied-pipe the AgrSP projection containing the copula to Spec,FocP, as in (65b),
which is the structural representation of (63b):

(65) (a) [SubjP [XP il tuo collega]i Subj◦ [AgrSP ti [AgrS◦ è] [RP ti R◦

your colleague is
[YP stanco]]]]

tired
(b) [FocP [AgrSP ti [AgrS◦ e’] [RP ti R◦ [YP stanco]]]j Foc◦

is tired
[SubjP [XP il tuo collega]i Subj◦ tj]]

your colleague

In the case of IL predicates, we have R◦ raising to F◦, with phase extension: if
the subject XP raises to (Spec,FP, Spec,AgrSP and) Spec,SubjP we get (66a); if
the predicate has a focus feature to check, being trapped inside the small clause
as a consequence of subject raising, it must pied-pipe AgrSP to Spec,FocP, as in
(66b), the structural representation of (63a):19

(66) (a) [SubjP [XP il tuo collega]i Subj◦ [AgrSP ti [AgrS◦ è] [FP ti F◦

[RP ti R◦ [YP noioso]]]]]
(b) [FocP [AgrSP ti [AgrS◦ e’][FP ti F◦ [RP ti R◦ [YP noioso]]]]j Foc◦

[SubjP [XP il tuo collega]i Subj◦ tj]]

Differently from den Dikken (2006), I assume that the copula spells out the
AgrS◦ head, and not the lower F◦ head, that is, overt realization of the copula,
at least in Romance, should not be seen as an automatic consequence of raising
a small clause constituent to Spec,FP, otherwise we would expect it to be overtly
realized even when predicate inversion obtains (and the predicate YP raises alone
to Spec,FocP), contrary to fact:20

(67) (a) *Noioso,
boring

è
is

il tuo
your

collega!
colleague

(Italian)

(b) [FocP [YP noioso]i Foc◦ [TP T◦ [FP ti [F◦ è][RP [XP il tuo collega]
R◦ ti]]]]

Note furthermore that we must also exclude the possibility for the predicate YP to
pied-pipe only RP (with SL predicates) or only FP (with IL predicates), stranding
the copula in AgrS◦:

[19] As pointed out by an anonymous JL referee, there is an alternative analysis according to which
Spec,AgrSP contains a pro and not the trace of the subject, which might raise directly from
Spec,FP to Spec,SubjP; this analysis has the obvious advantage of predicting the grammaticality
of (53a–b) with the overt copula in Italian and Spanish, which are pro-drop languages, as
opposed to the ungrammaticality of the same sequence in English and French, which are not
pro-drop languages.

[20] Moreover, in the case of SL predicates, we would be forced to assume that the copula spells out
the lower predicative head R◦, contrary to den Dikken’s generalization.
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(68) (a) *Noioso,
boring

il tuo
your

collega
colleague

è!
is

(Italian)

(b) *Stanco,
tired

il tuo
your

collega
colleague

è!
is

In fact, the hypothesis that the copula occurs in AgrS◦ as the spell out of the
agreement features with the clausal subject straightforwardly accounts for the
ungrammaticality of (68): the extraction of the predicate (through Spec,FP) traps
the subject inside the small clause preventing its raising to Spec,AgrSP and the
overt realization of the copula; conversely, if the subject raises first (to Spec,FP
and) to Spec,AgrSP, triggering the overt realization of the copula, this results in
the impossibility for the predicate to escape from the small clause, so that (68) is
doomed to crash in any case.21

6. A SEEMINGLY RELATED STRUCTURE

In this section I compare the verbless predicative construction discussed so far,
which I have analyzed as a structure involving focus fronting of the predicate,
with the corresponding exclamative structure in which the preposed predicate is
preceded by a wh-item.

The relevant minimal pair is exemplified in (69) by Italian sentences; if the
preposed predicate is an adjective, the overt realization of the introductory wh-
element che ‘how’ is optional:

(69) (a) Interessante,
interesting

questo
this

libro!
book

(Italian)

(b) Che
how

interessante,
interesting

questo
this

libro!
book

On the other hand, if the preposed predicate is a bare noun, the omission of
che requires either the insertion of adjectives like gran(de) ‘big’ and bel(lo)

‘beautiful’ or the presence of the indefinite article:22

[21] The hypothesis that the overt realization of the copula, and, eventually, even the morphological
shape of the copula is somehow intimately connected with the basic distinction between IL and
SL predicates is confirmed by Bochnak, Grinsell & Yu (2011), who discuss relevant data from
Washo.

[22] It is tempting to surmise that the relation between (70a)/(71a) and (70b)/(71b) reflects the one
between (69a) and (69b), with the adjectives gran ‘big’ and bel ‘beautiful’ performing the
same function as che ‘how’; this hypothesis is confirmed by the fact that (70) and (71) can
be rephrased as follows:

(i) (a) (Che)
how

divertente,
amusing

guardare
to.watch

la
the

TV!
TV

(Italian)

(b) (Che)
how

antieconomico,
uneconomical

usare
to.use

questa
this

carta!
paper

Incidentally, this also shows that the semantic contribution of the nominal predicate can be
reduced to that of the corresponding adjective (though the reverse is not always true).
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(70) (a) Che/Gran
what/big

divertimento,
fun

guardare
to.watch

la
the

TV!
TV

(Italian)

(b) Un
a

divertimento,
fun

guardare
to.watch

la
the

TV!
TV

(71) (a) Che/Bello
what/beautiful

spreco,
waste

usare
to.use

questa
this

carta!
paper

(b) Uno
a

spreco,
waste

usare
to.use

questa
this

carta!
paper

As for Spanish, Hernanz (2001: 94) correctly underlines that the structure under
analysis reveals the existence of an – a priori unexpected – correlation between
the semantic properties of evaluative adjectives and the syntactic behaviour of
wh-elements, as both these types of elements can introduce a verbless predicative
structure:

(72) (a) ¡Fantástica,
fantastic

esta
this

pelı́cula!
film

(Spanish)

(b) ¡Qué
how

fantástica,
fantastic

esta
this

pelı́cula!
film

According to the author, the well-formedness of (72) is due to semantic factors
(Hernanz 2001: 101–102); more precisely, it is the evaluative character of the
predicate that licenses its presence in initial position in these constructions, as
witnessed more clearly by (73).

(73) (a) ¡Increı́ble/impresionante,
incredible/upsetting

esta
this

historia!
story

(Spanish)

(b) ¡Sorprendente/terrible,
surprising/terrible

el
the

discurso
speech

del
of.the

decano!
dean

(c) ¡Fantásticas/maravillosas,
wonderful

las
the

iglesias
churches

de
of

Segovia!
Segovia

Hernanz (2001: 102–103) assumes that evaluative terms encode semantically
what in other cases is expressed through explicit morphological markings; their
syntactic behaviour in verbless predicative structures is therefore motivated by
the same factors which underlie the preposing of constituents endowed with an
exclamative feature codified by the wh-element qué ‘how’:23

(74) (a) ¡Qué
how

largo,
long

el
the

discurso
speech

del
of.the

decano!
dean

(Spanish)

[23] Thus, according to Hernanz, the fact that the predicate occurs in initial position has the same
explanation in (73) and (74), the only difference being that in (74) the relevant feature manifests
itself in the morpheme -qu- of qué ‘how’, while in (73) it is induced by the affective character of
the evaluative term. This view is rejected by Alonso-Cortés (1999), who claims that the simple
preposing of the predicate in (73) is not sufficient to express an evalutation or a quantification;
therefore the examples in (73), unlike the ones in (74), cannot be considered exclamative
clauses.
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(b) ¡Qué
how

pequeña,
small

la
the

iglesia
church

de
of

tu
your

pueblo!
village

(c) ¡Qué
how

limpias,
clean

las
the

copas!
glasses

As for French, unlike Italian and Spanish, it does not allow the preposed
adjective to be preceded by any wh-modifier, as noted by Vinet (1991: 77–78):24

(75) (a) *Qu"étonnante,
how.astonishing

cette
this

histoire!
story

(French)

(b) *Comme
how

merveilleux,
wonderful

cet
this

enfant!
child

Despite the apparent similarity between the two constructions, there are some
sound empirical reasons to believe that when the wh-item is realized we have to
do with a different kind of structure. Looking closer at the Italian minimal pair in
(69) above, it is easy to recognize that the difference between (69a) and (69b) does
not simply lie in the overt phonetic realization of the wh-item; on the contrary,
there are prosodic, syntactic, semantic and pragmatic differences distinguishing
the two structures.

A first crosslinguistic argument in favour of the hypothesis that the similarity
between (69a) and (69b) is only superficial is the fact that French admits the
structure with bare predicate preposing while disallowing the corresponding
structure with overt realization of the wh-item, which would be completely
unexpected if the two constructions were indeed minimal variants of each other.

A second argument is based on the prosodic properties of the two constructions,
which are clearly different: the preposed bare predicate is associated with a rising
prosodic curve followed by an abrupt falling on the subject, while the presence of
a wh-item imposes a more straight intonation with a regular degradation towards
the end of the clause.

A third argument comes from the fact that the two examples in (69) can be
paraphrased – modulo the overt realization of the copula – as in (76a) and (76b),
respectively:

(76) (a) E’
is

interessante,
interesting

questo
this

libro!
book

(Italian)

(b) Che
how

interessante
interesting

che
that

è
is

questo
this

libro!
book

[24] The same holds for nominal predicates:

(i) (a) *Combien
how

un genie,
genial

ce
this

Charlie!
Charlie

(French)

(b) *Ce
what

qu’un
that.an

excellent
excellent

artiste,
artist

ce
this

Renoir!
Renoir

632

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022226715000201 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022226715000201


V E R B L E S S P R E D I C AT I V E S T RU C T U R E S AC RO S S RO M A N C E

Interestingly, in the two cases, the copular verb surfaces on different sides of the
preposed predicate; that is, the copula can be preposed along with the predicate
only when the predicate itself is not modified by a wh-item. This syntactic
difference has interesting interpretive consequences, which I will turn to next.

A fourth argument for drawing a clear distinction between (69a) and (69b) is the
fact that the structure with the wh-item is not limited to individual-level predicates,
while, as we have seen above, stage-level predicates are systematically banned
from canonical verbless predicative structures:

(77) (a) *Sporco,
dirty

quel
that

tavolo!
table!

(Italian)

(b) Che
how

sporco,
dirty

quel
that

tavolo!
table

A final argument for a distinct analysis of (69a) and (69b) is the fact that
the two sentences are by no means synonymous. Here a short digression on
the interpretation of exclamative clauses is in order. Obenauer (1994) identifies
a basic semantic property of exclamative wh-phrases: differently from what
happens in wh-interrogatives, in wh-exclamatives the value of the variable is
determined, and situated outside the pertinent domain. This view has been further
developed by Zanuttini & Portner (2003), who identify, among the defining
properties of exclamative clauses, the SCALAR IMPLICATURE, i.e. the fact that
exclamatives indicate that some entity has a property which falls at the extreme
end of some contextually given scale of properties. This EXTREME QUALITY may
give rise to the feeling that the fact expressed is surprising or noteworthy in some
way. Given this notion, in (69b) the scalar implicature effect is much stronger than
in (69a); in this sense, (69b) is closer to (78) than (69a):25

(78) Interessantissimo,
very.interesting

questo
this

libro!
book

(Italian)

In (78), the extreme nature of the property expressed by the predicate is conveyed
by the prototypical morphological template of high degree, the superlative,
thereby triggering the scalar implicature effect induced in (69b) by the wh-item.
This effect is minimally present in (69a), where it is due to the mere presence
of an evaluative predicate, which is compatible with the scalar component of the
semantics of exclamatives.

Indeed, what characterizes (69b) – as opposed to (69a) – is the fact that the
speaker shares with the addressee a previous common evalutation of the relevant
property, that is, they share a generic appreciation and agree on the fact that the
book is interesting to some extent; uttering (69b) the speaker intends to express an

[25] The hypothesis that the wh-item and the superlative perform the same function in this structure
gains support from the fact that che is not compatible with an adjective in the superlative degree:

(i) *Che
how

interessantissimo,
very.interesting

questo
this

libro!
book

(Italian)
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emphatic confirmation of this judgement. In contrast, in (69a), by using the bare
adjective, the speaker introduces a property of the subject, involving the addressee
in a first evalutation, that the addressee may not share.

That the pragmatic function of the structure with the bare adjective is to submit
the relation between subject and predicate to the attention of the addressee,
encouraging his approval, is confirmed by the fact that only in this case a question
tag like vero ‘true’ can be added:26

(79) (a) Interessante,
interesting

questo
this

libro,
book

vero?
isn’t.it

(Italian)

(b) #Che
how

interessante,
interesting

questo
this

libro,
book

vero?
isn’t.it

Summarizing, in a verbless predicative structure in which the predicate is not
modified by a wh-item, the speaker is simply interested in stating a predication
relation between the entity functioning as subject and an evaluative predicate.
This entails that unlike in canonical exclamative clauses, in verbless predicative
structures there is no real commitment on the part of the speaker as to the degree to
which the relevant property is present, and that such property is situated at a point
just above the standard one in a contextually given scale of default expectations.

7. SUMMARY

In this paper I have provided a formal account for the prosodic, syntactic and
interpretive properties of a predicative structure attested throughout Romance (as
well as in other languages), in which the predicate precedes the subject and the
predicative link between the two constituents is determined by a phonetically

[26] This contrast might be interpreted as suggesting that (79a), unlike (79b), is not a real
exclamative, as claimed by Alonso-Cortés (1999). As for the exact landing site of the preposed
predicate, as suggested above, it could be identified with the left-peripheral specifier position of
FocusP; on the idea that this position can be activated in wh-exclamatives the reader is referred
to Gutiérrez-Rexach (2001) and Munaro (2010).

In fact, it should be pointed out here that the verbless structure under investigation can also
be associated with an interrogative interpretation, given the appropriate prosodic contour; the
IL–SL predicate distinction seems to be relevant again, as shown by the ungrammaticality of
(ib), while elative predicates are excluded in this case, as witnessed by (ic):

(i) (a) Interessante,
interesting

quel
that

libro?
book

(Italian)

(b) *Aperto,
open

quel
that

libro?
book

(c) *Interessantissimo,
very.interesting

quel
that

libro?
book

I speculate that the ungrammaticality of (ic) – as opposed to the grammaticality of (78) – may
be due to the fact that the strong evaluative import of elatives is intrinsically incompatible with
the semantics of questions, leaving to future research a detailed investigation of the relation
between this interrogative structure and the verbless predicative structure discussed in the text.
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unrealized (but interpretively relevant) copular verb. The analysis developed here
crucially relies on the assumption that the functional skeleton of the clause
is always fully projected and potentially active, even in what appears to be a
structurally reduced syntactic object.

The syntactic derivation that I have proposed for this structure is based on den
Dikken’s (2006) analysis of predicative constructions, and in particular on the
process of PREDICATE INVERSION, which in turn exploits the notion of PHASE
EXTENSION. On the basis of several empirical arguments, I have rejected the
hypothesis that verbless predicative structures are the result of the application
of predicate inversion, arguing that in this kind of structure predicate inversion
is in fact only the first step of a more complex derivational process by which the
predicate raises – across the subject – from its basic, small clause internal, position
to a left-peripheral functional specifier in order to check a discourse-related
feature. Predicate raising from the predicative small clause, an instance of A-
movement, is made possible by prior raising of the small clause relator head R◦ to
a higher functional head F◦, thereby extending the phase domain and providing
a possible landing site for the predicate in the corresponding specifier position.
From this intermediate landing site, the predicate is attracted by the external
probe Subj◦ to satisfy the EPP feature of the clause, and subsequently by the
left-peripheral head Foc◦, and A’-moves finally to the specifier of FocusP in order
to check a Focus feature. I have proposed that, crucially, raising of R◦ to F◦, hence
phase extension, is only possible in small clauses associated with individual-level
predicates, which straightforwardly accounts for the fact that verbless predicative
structures are crosslinguistically limited to this kind of predicates. The exclusion
of comparatives and relative superlatives from the relevant structure is traced back
to the same restriction, on the assumption that in this case the property expressed
by the predicate is evaluated with respect to a transitory situation, hence has a
stage-level character.

Finally, several arguments have been presented which suggest that the structure
under analysis should be clearly distinguished from the minimally different
construction in which the preposed predicate is preceded by a wh-modifier, despite
their superficial similarity.
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