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Syntax/semantics interface 

¡  A deeper understanding of ontology has become 
crucial for the study of syntax and how it relates to 
semantics. 
l  what ontological primitives are manipulated by 

grammar?  
l  What can a better understanding of ontology tell us 

about the underlying logic behind “cartographic” 
approaches, which map out the backbone of 
grammatical structure?  
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Syntax/semantics interface 
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¡  Conceptual / grammatical divide 
l  Conceptual : encyclopedic, lexical roots 
l  Grammatical : structurally derived, morphosyntax Ontology As Structured by the Interfaces with Semantics

semantics
syntax cognition

Formal semantics, generative syntax, psycholinguistics, 
language acquisition, pragmatics, cognitive psychology, 
philosophy, computational modeling of language/cognition...

grammatical semantics conceptual semantics

empty?



Syntax/semantics interface 
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Ø  We are used to answer the question of the 
division of labor between conceptual and 
grammatical domains for the structuralist-
lexicalist debate (meaning of lexical items) 

¡  However there is a similar debate to be had about 
the conceptual/grammatical division of labor for 
non-lexical items, 

 e.g., variables, relations. 



Syntax/semantics interface 
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¡  non-lexical conceptual meaning: 
l  the conceptual interpretations of variables (such as 

event, time, individual variables) and relational terms 
(such as mereological relations) 

Ø  that is meaning that is not related to lexical roots,  
Ø  nor to semantics (i.e., the lambda calculus),  
Ø  nor to any structure contributed by the syntax, 
Ø  but which must be interpreted in order to understand 

the conditions a denotation expresses. 
= the non-lexical ontology  (Copley & Roy, 2017 ms.) 



Locus of complexity 

¡  Complexity is in the grammar 
ü  .g., Maienborn 2005, Rothmayer 2009 : two different 

states types in the formal system (Kimian-states and 
Davidsonian states)  

¡  Complexity is at the conceptual level 
ü  E.g., Leslie 2007: Genericity as a cognitive default 

primitive 

¡  Complexity is in the mapping between the 
conceptual and the grammatical domains 
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Ø  Complexity in the mapping 

¡  Complexity in the mapping:  
l  either the very fact of mapping makes the 

meaning look complex (because the grammatical 
and conceptual elements being mapped to each 
other have different properties);  

l  or the mapping itself is more complex than would 
initially be expected.  

 

Ø  the event-related meaning of derived 
nominals is an example of the first type of 
mapping complexity. 
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Event-related derived nominals 

This presentation is based on results from  
Roy & Soare 2013; 2014; 
Roy et al. 2016 
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Event-related derived nominals 
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¡  Nominals expressing ‘events’ at some level 

l  Complex event nominals (Grimshaw 1990) 
 e.g., The frequent destruction of the city by the enemy 

l  Simple event nominals (Grimshaw 1990) 
 e.g., a meeting, a party 

l  Phrasal –er nominals (agents) 
 e.g., the cutter of branches, the peeler of potatoes 

Ø  Can we define ‘event-related’? 
Ø  How many ways are there to be ‘event related’? 



1.Complex event nominals (CENs) 

¡  Complex Event Nominals (Grimshaw 1990) 
Ø  Argument-Structure Ns (AS-Ns) (Borer 1999, 

2005)   

(1)  a. the destruction of the city by the enemy  
      b. the examination of the students by the teacher  
         
¡  Syntactic properties correlated to the complex event 

interpretation: temporal/aspectual modifiers and 
argument structure realization - Grimshaw (1990). 

(2)  a. They destroyed the city in two hours.  
 b. The destruction *(of the city) in two hours 
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Complex event nominals  

AS-Ns / CENs 
(3)  a. the examination of the students by the teachers  

 b. the examination *(of the students) (by the teachers) (in 
     three hours) 
 c. the (frequent) examination of the students by the   
    teachers 
 d. * The examination of the students by the teachers was 
        on the table. 

Result-Ns (R-Ns) 
(4)  a. the form; the exam  

 b. the exam (*by the teachers) (*in three hours) 
 c. the frequent exam*(s) 
 d. The exam was on the table. 

  OASIS 1 conference  
Paris 28-30 Nov. 2018  11 



Complex event nominals 
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○ some of them at least are interpreted in association with an actual eventuality – cf. 
Alexiadou & Schäfer (2010) and Roy & Soare (to appear), arguably related to their 
phrasal status (6a): 

 
(6) a. a saver of lives  (has saved lives)  
 b. a life-saver   (has not necessarily saved lives) 
 
Still, as for SENs, ‘eventive’ -er nominals do not take event modifiers otherwise possible with 
AS-Ns (compare (7) with (3)): 
 
(7) a. He drove the truck (for two hours).  
 b. the driver of the truck (*for two hours) 
 
● Aim of this paper  

○ to gain some understanding into the semantic relationship derived nominals 
entertain with their verbal base 

○ to provide a principled analysis of AS-Ns, SENs and (eventive) -er nominals that 
accounts for the different flavors in which the interpretation of a deverbal nominal 
is said to be ‘event-related’. 
 

● Overview 
○ Section 2 - ‘event’ nominals and strong/grammatical vs. lexical/conceptual event 
○ Section 3 - eventive -er nominals and strong/grammatical eventivity 
○ Section 4 - type semantic analysis of derived nominals using two inter-related 

distinctions: individual vs event nominals and grammatical vs. conceptual events 
○ Section 5 - extending the proposal to SENs 
○ Section 6 - conclusion + Appendix on event-related adjectival modification 

 
 

2. Event nominals  
 

2.1. AS-nominals 
 

 AS-Ns R-Ns 

(i)  
(ii) 
(iii) 
 
(iv)  
 
(v) 

event reading   
obligatory arguments  
compatible with aspectual modifiers (in 
three hours) 
constant, frequent with the singular 
 
by-phrase is an argument 

no event reading 
arguments not obligatory 
not compatible with aspectual modifiers 
 
constant, frequent possible only with the 
plural  
by-phrase is not an argument 

Table 1: properties of AS-nominals and R-nominals 
 
(8) AS-Ns 
 a. the examination of the students by the teachers  
 b. the examination *(of the students) (by the teachers) (in three hours) 
 c. the (frequent) examination of the students by the teachers 
 
 
 



Complex event nominals 

v  eventivity and argument structure:  
inherited from the verbal / aspectual structure in AS-Ns;  
cf. Borer (2003, 2005); Alexiadou (2001); Van Hout & Roeper (1998).  

 
v  syntactic approaches to word formation: 
eventivity in AS-Ns is correlated with syntactic functional 
layers and the presence of a verbal base.  
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(9) R-Ns 
 a. the form; the exam  
 b. the exam (*by the teachers) (*in three hours) 
 c. the frequent exam*(s) 
  
(10) a. *The examination of the patients was on the table.  
 b. The exam was on the table. 
  
For ambiguous nominals, such as assignment, painting, building, manifestation, the 
compatibility with be on the table excludes the presence of arguments: 
 
(11) a. *The assignment of the tasks to the participants was on the table. 
 b. The assignment was on the table. 
 
Syntactic approaches to the AS-N / R-N ambiguity: Marantz (1997), Borer (1999), Alexiadou 
(2001), among others. Here, we will adopt Borer’s framework; but see Alexiadou (2001); Van 
Hout & Roeper (1998) among others for alternative implementations.  
 
(12)      DP/NP       (AS-Ns) 
  3 
  N       AspEvP 
    3 
       AspEv               AspQP 
     -ation  3 
       ev             AspQ        XP 
                     4 
               form- 
 
 
(13)   DP/NP               (R-Ns) 
  3  
  N             XP 
  -ation 4 
              form- 
 
Strong/grammatical eventivity”: the presence of the event is structure-related and results from 
the presence of dedicated verbal functional projections in the structure of the nominal. 
 
2.2. Simple Event nominals 
 
● Mixed properties – pattern with eventive nominals by some tests but with RNs by 

others: 
 
(14) a. The concert/ the movie/ the game took place at nine    (SENs) 
 b. The concert / the movie/ the game lasted three hours. 
 c. The concert/ the movie/ the game has been interrupted. 
 
(15) a. The examination of the papers by the committee took place today at 5pm.  (AS-Ns) 
 b. The examination of the papers by the committee lasted three hours. 
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Complex event nominals 
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Ø  CENs / AS-Ns are ‘semantically’ associated with an event 

interpretation 

Ø  They are also associated with grammatical event–related 
properties (shared with verbal predicates) 

Ø  Grammatically derived event interpretation: event variable 
ev introduced by the structure 



2. Simple event nominals (SENs) 

¡  Simple Event Nominals (Grimshaw 1990) 

(5)  a. a complete destruction  
 b. a difficult exam 
 c. an impressive building 

Ø  SENs are ‘semantically’ associated to an event 
interpretation but lack common event related properties of 
As-Ns : 

(2b) the destruction *(of the city) in two hours 
(6)  a. They met / played for two hours.  

 b. the meeting / the play (*for two hours) 
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Simple event nominals 

¡  `Semantic’ eventivity - cf., Haas et al. (2008): 
take place, compatible with both AS-Ns and SENs 
subjects, while incompatible with R-Ns: 

  
(7)  a. The destruction took place at noon.  (CENs/AS-Ns)  

 b. The movie / meeting took place at noon.     (SENs)  
 c. *The table / form took place at noon.          (R-Ns) 

¡  SENs like AS-Ns cannot be the subject of be on the 
table 

(8)  *The party / the meeting is on the table.  
  vs. the book is on the table.          

 
OASIS 1 conference 

Paris 28-30 Nov. 2018  17 



Simple event nominals 
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Ø  SENs share certain properties with CENs/AS-Ns but 

not all 
 
Ø  They are ‘semantically’ associated with an event 

interpretation 

Ø  They are NOT associated with grammatical event –
related properties ; no grammatical source for the 
event interpretation. 



Grammatical vs. Conceptual event 
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2.3. Interim conclusion 
 

Tests for underlying eventuality Strong/ 
Grammatical 
eventuality 

Weak/ 
Conceptual 
eventuality 

(i) subject of be on the table 
(ii) subject of take place, be interrupted 
(iii) during the N 
(iv) obligatory arguments 
(v) constant, frequent possible with the singular 
(vi) compatible with aspectual modifiers like in/for three 
hours 

- 
+ 
+ 
+ 
+ 
+ 

- 
+ 
+ 
- 
- 
- 

Table 2: Tests for strong/grammatical eventuality vs. weak/conceptual eventuality 
 
 

3. Further issue: individual nominals 
 
3.1. Eventive -er nominals 
 

● Denote individuals (rather than events), but have a strong/grammatical eventuality that 
can be linked to an AS-Ns structure (Alexiadou & Schäfer 2010; Roy & Soare (to 
appear)). 

● Participation in an event is involved, cf. pairs in (6) - Rappaport Hovav & Levin 1992, 
Van Hout & Roeper 1998, among others.  

● Animacy restriction: instrument -er nominals (grinder, blender) never involve a 
participation in an event (cf., Rappaport Hovav & Levin 1992; Roy & Soare to 
appear), while animate -er nominals have properties of strong/grammatical events 
rather than weak/conceptual events. – cf. the tests (iv) and (v) in Table 2.  

● Frequency adjectives are possible with the singular (24b). Compare with AS-Ns in (8c) 
above. 

 
(24) a. the constant defenders *(of human rights)  
 b. this frequent consumer *(of tobacco) 
 
● Alexiadou & Schäfer (2010), dispositional -er nominals have event-related properties 

and share the same syntactic structure as episodic -er nominals.  
 
(25) a. Dispositional -er Ns 
  i. fire-fighter, live-saver, baker, teacher (educated but not necessarily experienced) 
  ii. [nP -er [AspP-DISPO [VoiceP x [vP ev [RootP    √  ]]]]]  
 
 b. Episodic -er Ns 
  i. saver of lives, fighter of the fire (necessarily experienced in action)  
  ii. [nP -er [AspP-EPISO [VoiceP x [vP ev [RootP    √   ]]]]] 
 
● Roy & Soare (to appear): dispositional and episodic -er Ns involve a full verbal 

structure akin to the one found in AS-Ns, and differ by the type of quantification on 
the event variable, namely existential vs. generic: 

 

 

 



An ontological explanation 

Ø  grammatical event: event variable introduced by a 
dedicated position in the structure  

Ø  conceptual event: no event variable, not realized in the 
structure, not grammatical 
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3. Further issue : -er nominals  

¡  -Er nominals (Rappaport Hovav & Levin 1992, 
Alexiadou & Schäfer 2010, Roy & Soare 2014) 

l  they can denote individuals (agents);  
¡  e.g., driver, teacher, scuba-diver;  

l  or instruments;  
¡  e.g., blender, mixer, cutter 

 
¡  As agent denoting nominals they can be phrasal or 

compound:  e.g., a saver of lives 
   e.g., a life-saver 

¡  Instruments are only compound 
   e.g., a branch cutter  
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-er nominals  

¡  Phrasal agent nominals are interpreted in 
association with an actual event, arguably related 
to their phrasal structure – cf. Alexiadou & Schäfer 
(2010) and Roy & Soare (2014) 

 
(9)  a. a saver of lives   

  =has saved lives 
 b. a life-saver   
  =has not necessarily saved any lives 
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-er nominals 

¡  Levin & Rappaport (1992): only phrasal –er 
nominals have an underlying event, which is 
associated with the presence of an agent. 

 
(10) a. the constant defender *(of the government’s policies)           

 b.  a frequent consumer *(of tobacco) 
 
(11) a. *a constant policy defender 

  b. *a frequent tobacco consumer 
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-er nominals 

¡  Alexiadou & Schäfer (2008, 2011, 2012):  
-er nominals are always eventive, and either 
episodic or dispositional (includes instruments) 
 
Episodic –er N  Dispositional –er N   
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-er nominals 

¡  Roy & Soare (2014):  

 
non-event-related  : 

 
 
episodic –er:      
 
dispositional –er: 



-er nominals 

¡  Event-related properties 
Ø  phrasal agent–er nominals show some strong/

grammatical event properties (e.g., frequent / 
AS)     à cf. CENs/AS-Ns 

(12)  a. the constant defenders *(of human rights) 
 b. this frequent consumer *(of tobacco) 

Ø  Compound agent nominals and instruments 
nominals never do   à cf. SENs 

(13)  a. *the constant mixer ; *the frequent branch-cutter 
 b. *the constant life-saver 
 c. *the big blender (=meaning: which blends much) 
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(30) a. L’aspirateur (*de la poussière) n’a pas bien fonctionné. 
  the aspirator (of the dust) not-has well worked 
  "The vacuum-cleaner (of the dust) didn’t work well" 
 b. Le photocopieur (*de l’article) a été très efficace. 
  the photocopier  (of the paper) has been very efficient 
  "The copy-machine (of the paper) has been very efficient" 
 
(31) a. broyeur de végétaux vs. dresseur de lions 
  blender of vegetables  tamer     of  lions 
  "vegetable blender"   "lion tamer" 
 b. broyeur    à    végétaux  vs. *dresseur à lions 
  blender at/to vegetables        tamer  at/to lions 
  "vegetable blender" 
 
● We implement these correlations by assigning the two classes of eventive (animate) -eur 

Ns, the structure of AS-Ns in (12), and the structure of RN-s in (13) to instruments: 
 
(32)     NP       (Eventive -er Ns)  
     3 
        N            AspEvP 
    -eur      3 
           -eur        AspEv’  
         x          3 
         AspEv        AspQP 
          ev       3 
           DP    AspQ’ 
         3 
         AspQ       RootP 
                  4 
                       √ 
 
(33)    NP       (Instrument Ns)  
 3 
 N    RootP 
 -eur  4 
      √ 
 
 
3.2. Some unexplained differences 
 
● Baker & Vinokurova (2009): evidence against a unified treatment of process As-Ns and 

individual -er Ns?  
Adverbials 
(34) a. finding the wallet quickly  
 b. *the finder of the wallet quickly 
 
(35) a. the enemy found/destroyed the city quickly 
 b. the finding/destruction of the city by the enemy (*quickly) 
 

à Cf. CENs/AS-Ns 

à  Cf. SENs 
here not associated with a conceptual event 



Some unexplained contrasts 

¡  ‘eventive’ (phrasal) -er nominals do not take all 
event modifiers otherwise possible with CENs/ AS-
Ns: 

 
l  For/in x time 

(14)  a. He drove the truck (for two hours).  
 b. the driver of the truck (*for two hours) 

 
(15)  a. le domptage / la vente du chien (en cinq minutes)  

     the taming      the sale of.the dog in five minutes  
 b. le dompteur / le vendeur du chien (*en cinq minutes) 
     the tamer      the seller of.the dog in five minutes  
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Some unexplained contrasts 

This contrast was originally noted for Greek by Alexiadou et 
al. (2000) (reported in Alexiadou 2001) and taken as an 
indication of a diminished verbal character for -er nominals, 
even in their eventive meaning.  
 
(16) a. *i damastes ton fotonion mesa se/ gia enan eona  
             the tamers  the.gen photons within for a century  
       b. *o katharistis tu ktiriu epi ena mina telika apolithike  
            the cleaner the.gen building for a month finally got.fired  
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Some unexplained contrasts 

l  Adverbials : 
 
Baker & Vinokurova (2009): further evidence against a 
unified treatment of process CENs/AS-Ns and individual 
phrasal -er Ns  

 
(17)  a. finding the wallet quickly  

 b. *the finder of the wallet quickly  
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Ø  About the contrast between CENs 
and phrasal –er Ns 

¡  Both involve a strong/grammatical event; 
 however, only CENs accept temporal and  
 aspectual modifiers. 

¡  Roy & Soare (2014): modifiers combine with the 
nominal they modify via the rule of Predicate 
Modification (PM) (Heim & Kratzer 1998: 65). 

¡  This is related to locality constraints on Predicate 
Modification (Heim & Kratzer 1992) 
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§  PM is a conjunction operation. It amounts to 
‘intersective modification’ and captures the intersective 
reading of predicate modifiers.  

§  PM predicts that the intersective reading of an adjunct 
modifier and the nominal is only possible at the level 
where they merge.  

§  PM is only applicable when the two constituents β and γ 
are of the same semantic type.  
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(40)         NP <v,t>  
  3 
   N                    AspEvP <v,t>  
 –ation              3   
    <<v,t>,<v,t>>      DP            AspEv’ 
      3   
         AspEv           AspQP 
       -ation  3   
               DP             RootP 
                  4 
                   √ 
 

● Process AS-Ns and eventive -er nominals involve an event variable, and hence share a 
strong/grammatical eventuality interpretation. They only differ in the type of the 
outcome nominal.  

● Non-eventive instruments do not involve an event variable at all. We assume a 
homophonous -er suffix that is noneventive and takes a bare root as complement; the 
resulting nominalization is consequently of type <e,t> only: 

 
(41)         NP <e,t> 
  3 
   N    RootP       
  -er     4 
           √ 
 
4.2  Locality of Predicate Modification 
 

● The puzzling difference between As-Ns and eventive -er nominals concerning 
temporal/aspectual adjunct modifiers, has sometimes been taken as evidence that -er 
Ns are never eventive. We argue instead that they mark the type difference between 
<e,t> and <v,t> nominals, rather than the absence of underlying eventuality itself. 

● Temporal and aspectual event modifiers are adjuncts: we assume that they combine with 
the nominal they modify via the rule of Predicate Modification (PM) (Heim & Kratzer 
1998: 65). 

 
(42) Predicate Modification  

If α is a branching node, {β, γ} is the set of α’s daughters, and [[β]] and [[γ]] are both 
in D<e,t>, then [[α]] = λx ∈ De . [[β]](x) = [[γ]](x) = 1. 

 
● PM is a conjunction operation. It amounts to ‘intersective modification’ and captures 

the intersective reading of predicate modifiers: 
 
(43) [[city in Texas]]  
  a. λx ∈ De. [[city]](x) = [[in Texas]](x) = 1  
  b. λx ∈ De. x is a city and x is in Texas 
 

o PM predicts that the intersective reading of an adjunct modifier and the nominal is only 
possible at the level where they merge.  
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o PM is only applicable when the two constituents β and γ are of the same semantic type. 
In the original proposal, β and γ elements are of type <e,t>.  

o We extend the system to include a type difference between <v,t> and <e,t> type 
predicates. True to the basic principle, PM is only possible between two expressions 
of the same <v,t> or <e,t> type. 

 
● Issue: if modifiers are adjoined at the AspEvP level (i.e., associated to the underlying 

grammatical eventuality; cf. (39)-(40)), PM should be applicable in both eventive -er 
Ns and AS-Ns alike, and both classes of nominals should be equally compatible with 
the relevant aspectual PPs. Event modifying PPs are possible with AS-Ns but not with 
-er nominals, however.  
 

● We propose that adjunction takes place at the NP level, i.e. “after” nominalization rather 
than before nominalization. 

o Basic intuition is that driver (type <e,t>) is not compatible with for two hours modifiers 
(type <v,t>) simply because it is a predicate of individual and not of event. With 
process AS-Ns, the type of the PP modifier matches the type of the nominal and the 
rule of compositionality can be applied: 

 
(44) a. the destruction of the city by the enemy in three days 
 
 b.            NP 
                 qp 
                NP <v,t>               PP <v,t> 
   3                4 
  N                  AspEvP             in three days 
  –ation          3   
           DP        AspEv’ 
       3   
         AspEv          AspQP 
        -ation  3   
                DP              RootP 

          4 
            √ 
(45) a. *the painter of the room in three days  
 
 b.          #*NP 
        qp 
             NP <e,t>       PP <v,t> 
        3             4 
         N      AspEvP               in three days 
      –er  3 
            -er                   AspEv’ 
      3 
         AspEv          AspQP 
        3 
              DP                 RootP 
                 4 
                         √ 
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(44) a. the destruction of the city by the enemy in three days 
 
 b.            NP 
                 qp 
                NP <v,t>               PP <v,t> 
   3                4 
  N                  AspEvP             in three days 
  –ation          3   
           DP        AspEv’ 
       3   
         AspEv          AspQP 
        -ation  3   
                DP              RootP 

          4 
            √ 
(45) a. *the painter of the room in three days  
 
 b.          #*NP 
        qp 
             NP <e,t>       PP <v,t> 
        3             4 
         N      AspEvP               in three days 
      –er  3 
            -er                   AspEv’ 
      3 
         AspEv          AspQP 
        3 
              DP                 RootP 
                 4 
                         √ 
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¡  Only reported cases of event modifiers with –er 
nominals (French; Kerleroux 2007) behave in a 
systematic manner:  
l  they are intersective with respect to the inner event,  
l  but non-intersective (may include a variety of 

interpretations; e.g., subsective) with respect to N 
itself.  

(19)  les pêcheurs sous    la   glace 
 the  fishers  under  the ice 
 "under-ice fishers"  (=subset of fishers)  
    (due to Kerleroux 2007) 
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An ontological explanation 

Ø  Whether the outcome of the nominalization denotes 
an individual or an event matters. 

 
Ø  An individual denoting nominal may contain a 

(grammatical) event variable (or not) 

Ø  An (complex) event denoting nominal 
necessarily contains a (grammatical) event variable 
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(40)         NP <v,t>  
  3 
   N                    AspEvP <v,t>  
 –ation              3   
    <<v,t>,<v,t>>      DP            AspEv’ 
      3   
         AspEv           AspQP 
       -ation  3   
               DP             RootP 
                  4 
                   √ 
 

● Process AS-Ns and eventive -er nominals involve an event variable, and hence share a 
strong/grammatical eventuality interpretation. They only differ in the type of the 
outcome nominal.  

● Non-eventive instruments do not involve an event variable at all. We assume a 
homophonous -er suffix that is noneventive and takes a bare root as complement; the 
resulting nominalization is consequently of type <e,t> only: 

 
(41)         NP <e,t> 
  3 
   N    RootP       
  -er     4 
           √ 
 
4.2  Locality of Predicate Modification 
 

● The puzzling difference between As-Ns and eventive -er nominals concerning 
temporal/aspectual adjunct modifiers, has sometimes been taken as evidence that -er 
Ns are never eventive. We argue instead that they mark the type difference between 
<e,t> and <v,t> nominals, rather than the absence of underlying eventuality itself. 

● Temporal and aspectual event modifiers are adjuncts: we assume that they combine with 
the nominal they modify via the rule of Predicate Modification (PM) (Heim & Kratzer 
1998: 65). 

 
(42) Predicate Modification  

If α is a branching node, {β, γ} is the set of α’s daughters, and [[β]] and [[γ]] are both 
in D<e,t>, then [[α]] = λx ∈ De . [[β]](x) = [[γ]](x) = 1. 

 
● PM is a conjunction operation. It amounts to ‘intersective modification’ and captures 

the intersective reading of predicate modifiers: 
 
(43) [[city in Texas]]  
  a. λx ∈ De. [[city]](x) = [[in Texas]](x) = 1  
  b. λx ∈ De. x is a city and x is in Texas 
 

o PM predicts that the intersective reading of an adjunct modifier and the nominal is only 
possible at the level where they merge.  
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PP-modifiers 
(36) a. le domptage des    chiens    (pendant    des années) 
  the     taming of.the dogs      for many years  
 b. la vente du    chien (en cinq minutes) 
  the sale of.the dog     in five minutes 
 
(37) a. le dompteur   des     chiens  (*pendant des  années) 
  the tamer        of.the  dogs    for   many   years  
 b. le vendeur du chien  (*en cinq minutes) 
  the seller of.the    dog     in five minutes 
 
● This contrast was originally noted for Greek by Alexiadou et al. (2000) (and reported in 

Alexiadou 2001) and taken as an indication of a diminished verbal character for -er 
nominals, even in their eventive meaning. 

 
(38) a. *i damastes ton    fotonion mesa se/ gia enan eona  
    the tamers the-gen  photons within    for a century 
 b. *o    katharistis tu        ktiriu     epi ena mina telika apolithike  
    the cleaner the-gen building  for a    month finally got.fired 
 
● Alexiadou et al. (2000), Alexiadou (2001): a difference in terms of aspectual heads?  

-er Ns would lack an Asp(ectual) projection, relating to the semantics of -er nominals, which 
denote individuals, while process nominals denote events.  
 

4. Event nominals and semantic types 
 
4.1. Event vs. individual argument 
 
● Implementing the difference between eventive -er Ns (individual-denoting) and process 

AS-N (process-denoting) in structural terms: this difference has structural 
consequences and is associated to the semantic properties of the nominal suffixes 
themselves (-er vs. -ation, -ing, etc.).  Cf. the representations in (32) vs. (12).  

 
● A semantic difference between nouns of individuals and nouns of events: the former 

take an individual argument, hence are of type <e,t> (39); whereas the latter take an 
event argument, hence are of type <v,t> (40): 

 the driver = the person who drives 
 the driving of the car = the event of driving the car 

 
(39)             NP <e,t>  
  3 
   N                  AspEvP <v,t>  
 –er   3 
<<e,<v,t>>, <e,t>>   -er         AspEv’ 
      3 
        AspEv         AspQP 
        3 
        DP       RootP 
                   4 
                    √ 
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(40)         NP <v,t>  
  3 
   N                    AspEvP <v,t>  
 –ation              3   
    <<v,t>,<v,t>>      DP            AspEv’ 
      3   
         AspEv           AspQP 
       -ation  3   
               DP             RootP 
                  4 
                   √ 
 

● Process AS-Ns and eventive -er nominals involve an event variable, and hence share a 
strong/grammatical eventuality interpretation. They only differ in the type of the 
outcome nominal.  

● Non-eventive instruments do not involve an event variable at all. We assume a 
homophonous -er suffix that is noneventive and takes a bare root as complement; the 
resulting nominalization is consequently of type <e,t> only: 

 
(41)         NP <e,t> 
  3 
   N    RootP       
  -er     4 
           √ 
 
4.2  Locality of Predicate Modification 
 

● The puzzling difference between As-Ns and eventive -er nominals concerning 
temporal/aspectual adjunct modifiers, has sometimes been taken as evidence that -er 
Ns are never eventive. We argue instead that they mark the type difference between 
<e,t> and <v,t> nominals, rather than the absence of underlying eventuality itself. 

● Temporal and aspectual event modifiers are adjuncts: we assume that they combine with 
the nominal they modify via the rule of Predicate Modification (PM) (Heim & Kratzer 
1998: 65). 

 
(42) Predicate Modification  

If α is a branching node, {β, γ} is the set of α’s daughters, and [[β]] and [[γ]] are both 
in D<e,t>, then [[α]] = λx ∈ De . [[β]](x) = [[γ]](x) = 1. 

 
● PM is a conjunction operation. It amounts to ‘intersective modification’ and captures 

the intersective reading of predicate modifiers: 
 
(43) [[city in Texas]]  
  a. λx ∈ De. [[city]](x) = [[in Texas]](x) = 1  
  b. λx ∈ De. x is a city and x is in Texas 
 

o PM predicts that the intersective reading of an adjunct modifier and the nominal is only 
possible at the level where they merge.  

Entity denoting 
(individual / object) 



Ø  About the distinction between SENs 
and R-Ns 

¡  SENs are entity denoting nominals 

Ø  it just happens that the entity they refer to is 
conceptually an event. 
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5. Extension to simple event nominals (SENs) 
 
● SENs are interpreted as related to an event (e.g., movie, meeting, concert), yet they do 

not pass the tests for a strong/grammatical eventuality, but only the tests for a 
weak/conceptual eventuality (cf., Table 2). 

● We assume that they are simply formed from a root (whether they are morphologically 
complex as in the case of meeting or not, as in concert, movie, attack). They pattern 
structurally with R-Ns (including instrument -er Ns) rather than AS-Ns. Cf. (41). 

 
(50)       NP <e,t>      (SENs) 
     3   
 N          RootP       
     -ation/Ø         4   
           √ 
 

● The difference between SENs and AS-Ns boils down to the (same) semantic type 
difference between <e,t> and <v,t> nominals.  

 
o Conceptual eventuality is found with nominals that are of the <e,t> type. SENs 

differ from AS-Ns in that they take an individual as argument (rather than an 
event); it just happens that for SENs that individual variable is an abstract 
entity, conceptually an event (rather than a concrete object as with table, book, 
and so on). 

o Grammatical eventuality is found with event denoting nominals (type <v,t>).  
 

o SENs share properties with other R-Ns that are associated with reference to 
individual entities (including abstract ones):  

o they are count and allow discrete quantification (three movies, many 
concerts; cf. (22a)),  

o they do not take frequency adjectives in the singular (*the frequent 
concert; cf. (21))  

o they do not take aspectual in/for PPs (52b).  
o They differ, however, from other R-Ns in appearing with predicates like took 

place, last x time, which seek an event-denoting subject.  
 
(51) a. On a construit la cathédrale (en 100 ans).  
  one has built       the cathedral  in 100 years 
 b. La construction de la cathédrale (en 100 ans)    
  the building      of the cathedral   in 100 years 
 
(52) a. Les membres du     projet    se sont réunis (pendant 3 heures).  
  the members of.the project refl have met    for 3 hours 
 b. La/une réunion des membres     du projet     (#pendant 3 heures)    
  the/a    meeting of.the members of.the project  for 3  hours   
 

● The incompatibility of SENs with in/for PPs derives from a type mismatch between 
<e,t> nominals and <v,t> type adjuncts.  
 

● As expected, SENs accept frequency adjectives when in the plural only, and thus pattern 
with R-Ns. 

 



Conclusion 
q  A fundamental difference exists between 

conceptual vs. grammatical event 

Ø  Grammatical event  
Ø  is built in the structure; variable introduced by a 

dedicated projection 
 
Ø  Conceptual event 
Ø  Only accessible at the conceptual level 
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Conclusion 

  
q  The semantic type (<e,t>; <v,t>) of the outcome 

of nominalization plays a crucial role in 
understanding the properties of “event”-related 
nominals.  

q  Both notions interact in a very straightforward way, 
leading to the attested typology of derived nominals  

      (Table 3) 
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6. Conclusion  
 

! A fundamental difference exists between grammatical eventuality, associated to the 
structural projection of VP/AspP and hence a verbal syntactic base, and conceptual 
eventuality that is expressed lexically on roots.  

 
! The semantic type (<e,t>; <v,t>) of the outcome of nominalization plays a crucial 

role in understanding the properties of “event”-related nominals.  
 

! Both notions interact in a very straightforward way, leading to the attested typology 
of nominals (Table 3).   

 
 
" Nominals of type <e,t> come in three flavours:   
o They involve no event whatsoever (and are thus interpreted as concrete 

entities); 
o They involve an underlying conceptual eventuality (SENs); 
o They involve a grammatical underlying eventuality (eventive -er Ns).  

 
"  For nominals of type <v,t> the logically possible combinations are much more 

restricted, however:  
o Since <v,t> nominals are eventive in the strong/grammatical sense (i.e., they 

involve an event variable that is introduced, by assumption, structurally), they 
require a grammatical event: <v,t>. They cannot involve a conceptual event or 
no event at all.  

 
 

NP types Underlying eventuality Nominal form 

<e,t> conceptual eventuality SENs:  
movie, play, concert 

<e,t> grammatical eventuality:  
AspEvP <v,t> 

eventive -er Ns: 
driver, consumer 
(e.g., the driver of the truck to Paris) 

<e,t> no eventuality R-Ns (concrete individual entities): 
table; exam; boy  

<v,t> conceptual eventuality **impossible 

<v,t> grammatical eventuality: 
AspEvP <v,t> 

process AS-Ns: 
destruction, examination, forming 
(e.g., the destruction of the city by the enemy) 

<v,t> no eventuality **impossible 

Table 3: Typology of eventive and noneventive nominals 
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Conclusion 

Ø  Complexity stems from the mapping between 
grammatical and conceptual content: 

 
Ø  Underlying grammatical event — 

Ø  Outcome of nominalization :  
Ø  event  
Ø  entity (individual) 

Ø  No underlying grammatical event — 
Ø  Outcome of nominalization :  

Ø  (conceptual) event 
Ø  entity 
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l  A conceptual event is an event at the conceptual 

level but is an entity at the grammatical level: 

¡  grammars treats it as an entity;  
¡  no event-related grammatical properties  
¡  only a ‘semantic’ notion of eventivity (intuition that 

it is related to an event ‘at some level’) 
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Non-lexical ontology 
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Ø  There exists such a thing as non-lexical conceptual 
content  

Ø  The conceptual meaning of entity variable can be an 
individual, an object, but also an event! 
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Thank you! 


