


Verbal Polysemy Across Languages:
Comparing pa7ern-based resource for Italian and Croa=an

Elisabe(a Jezek, Costanza Marini

Phrasalex II - Workshop on Phraseological Approaches to 
Learner’s Lexicography, July 22-23 2021



Outline of the talk

• Investigating regular polysemy in the verbal domain
• Pattern resources for Italian and Croatian
• Quantitative and qualitative data analysis
• Concluding observations and future prospects



Theore0cal background

• As noted in the seminal paper of Apresjan 1973, polysemy may 
appear to be an accidental phenomenon, especially when evaluated 
in relation to single words and in different languages. 
• However, when we shift our attention from single words to the entire 

lexicon, it is possible to identify clear polysemy patterns, that is, 
systematic alternations of meaning that apply to classes of words 
instead of single words.
• Regular (or Systematic) polysemy.



Polysemy alternations in the nominal domain

• Container / Content
• I broke two glasses/ I drank two glasses.
• institution/place/people
• Pavia university was founded in  1361 / The university is close to the 

station / The university hired a new professor / This is a friendly 
university. 
• process/result 
• The building was beginning to take place/The building was burned 

down. 



Verbs and polysemy

• Polysemy in verbs appears to be less regular than polysemy in nouns.
• Polysemy in verbs is related to valency and argumenthood.
• The relaNon between meaning variaNon and valency change is not

biunivocal: one can have meaning variaNon with or without valency
change, or valency change with or without meaning variaNon. All this
possibiliNes are aPested.
• However, it is possible to idenNfy at least two polysemy macro-

paPerns, that are widespread in the languages of the world (Jezek
2016, 60-61).



Polysemy pa;erns in the verbal domain

• Literal / Figurative
• The patient swallowed a pill
• The ATM swallowed my card
• He swallowed my story

• Causative / Inchoative 
• The therapy healed the wound
• The wound healed quickly.



Tradi0onal Approaches to Polysemy
• In traditional approaches to the lexicon, polysemy is conceived as a list of 

pre-defined established senses stored in the lexical entry.
• checklist theory of lexical meaning (Fillmore 1975) 
• sense enumeration lexica (Pustejovsky 1995)
• This is the standard way dictionaries and resources used for NLP tasks (i.e. 

WordNet for word sense disambiguation etc.) are put together.
• This conception has proved to be uneconomic (they require long lists of 

meanings for each word), incomplete (words in context can potentially take 
on an infinite number of meanings), and inadequate (the boundaries 
between meanings are not rigid and tend to overlap).
• I don’t believe in word senses. (Kilgarriff 1997)
• Meaning potential (Hanks 2013)



Innovative Approaches to Polysemy
• Words have a core meaning.
• Core meaning is flexible, that is, it varies from occurrence to occurrence as 

a function of the interaction with the other words it combines with, and of 
the situation of utterance (Recanati 2012)
• Polysemy results from the contextual adjustments/modulations that occur 

in semantic composition.
• Word meanings do not only compose, they co-compose (Pustejovsky 

2012). That is, they influence each other’s meaning in composition.
• In the case of verbs, polysemy is the result of the influence of the semantic 

type of the argument on the core meaning of the verb.
• Variation in the semantics of arguments co-causes variation in verb 

meaning.
• Take a pill/a train/a beer….



Italian resource: T-PAS



Italian resource: T-PAS



Croa5an resource: CROATPAS



Croatian resource: CROATPAS



Verb sample

• 100 Italian/Croatian verb triples or verb pairs:
- Most Croatian verbs have both a perfective and an imperfective variant
! to drink: IT bere, CRO piti & popiti
- Others have only a biaspectual form 
! to park: IT parcheggiare, CRO parkirati
- A few have only a perfective or an imperfective form
! to drive: IT guidare, CRO voziti

• Overall number of Croatian entries = 181 
• Overall number of Italian entries = 98



Methodology

• What did we annotate/extract?
- Presence of a core meaning
- Presence of at least one figurative meaning
- Presence of another non-figurative meaning other than the core one
- Presence of valency change associated with a change of meaning
- Which Semantic Types trigger the figurative uses

• Homonymic forms have not been considered as “other non-figurative 
meanings”: 

e.g., avanzare1 (to move forward) ≠ avanzare2 (to leave some leftovers)



Example of annotated data



Some examples from lanciare (to throw)

• Core meaning



Some examples from lanciare (to throw)

• Core meaning

• Another non-figurative meaning 



Some examples from lanciare (to throw)

• Core meaning

• Another non-figurative meaning 

• Figurative meaning



Figurative meaning by co-composition 
• Figura've meaning: “lexicaliza+on of a metaphorical use as a separate pa6ern”

[Human] throws                [Speech Act]

u4ers

• Some+mes more argument slots are involved

[Fire]                    devours                  [Physical En=ty]                        Core meaning

destroys



Quan0ta0ve and qualita0ve analysis

1) Figurative behaviour: comparing presence/absence of figurative 
meanings across Italian-Croatian verb pairs and triples

2) Semantic Types: identifying the most frequent Semantic Types 
triggering figurative patterns



1) Figura0ve behaviour 
Comparing the presence/absence of figurative meanings across verb pairs and triples, e.g. 
• IT bere, CRO piti & CRO popiti ! triple
• IT parcheggiare, CRO parkirati ! pair

Five IT-CRO scenarios:

1. YES-YES (at least 1 figurative pattern in each of the entries of the pair/triple) 
2. NO-NO (no figurative pattern in any of the entries of the pair/triple) 
3. YES-NO (at least 1 figurative pattern in the Italian verb entry, but no figurative patterns 

in its Croatian equivalent or equivalents)
4. NO-YES (no figurative pattern in the Italian verb entry, but at least 1 in all of its 

Croatian equivalents)
5. MIXED (the two Croatian aspectual variants behave differently)



1) Figurative behaviour: yes - yes



1) Figurative behaviour: yes - yes
• to hide: IT nascondere, CRO kriti & CRO sakriti ! triple

Čini se kako Tom doista krije tajnu iz prošlos5.
It seems Tom is really hiding a secret from the past.

Dakle, neke is5ne treba sakri(, a neke laži ustoliči5 kao is5ne, ne?
So, some truths should be hidden, while some lies should be given as truths, right?

Nascondevo tutti i problemi dietro a una bottiglia perché volevo apparire più forte di tutti.
I used to hide all my problems behind a bottle to look stronger than everyone. 



1) Figura0ve behaviour: no - no



1) Figurative behaviour: no - no

• to contact: IT contattare, CRO kontaktirati ! pair

Ukoliko imate bilo kakva pitanja ili tražite savjet slobodno nas kontaktirajte.
In case you have any questions or need advice, feel free to contact us.

Per ulteriori informazioni, contattare il direttore del programma.
For further information, please get in touch with the director of the programme.



1) Figura0ve behaviour: yes - no



1) Figura0ve behaviour: yes - no
• to count: IT contare, CRO brojiti & CRO izbrojiti ! triple

U ratu živote treba spašava5, a ne tek naknadno broji( mrtve.
During a war lives should be saved, one should not just count the dead aBerwards.

Sada izbrojite rupe koje vidite na njoj.
Now count the holes you see on it.

Questo è quello che conta.
This is what counts.



1) Figurative behaviour: no - yes

1) Figurative behaviour: aspectual variation



• Triples ≠ pairs (in terms of 
figura+ve behaviour):



• Triples ≠ pairs (in terms of 
figura+ve behaviour):

- Triples > yes-yes % than pairs
- Pairs > yes-no % than triples



• Triples ≠ pairs (in terms of 
figura+ve behaviour):

- Triples > yes-yes % than pairs
- Pairs > yes-no % than triples

! Croatian verbs that do not make up an 
aspectual pair (mostly biaspectual verbs) 
appear to be less prone to figurative 
uses than those making up aspectual 
pairs (thus appearing in triples).



2) Semantic Types triggering figurativity



2) Semantic Types triggering figurativity



2) Seman0c Types triggering figura0vity





Concluding Observa0ons
• We investigated polysemy in verbs crosslinguistically with the help of 

two pattern-based resources, starting from the theoretical 
assumption that arguments play an active (i.e. functional role) in 
triggering figurative uses of verbs. 
• The theoretical framework of co-composition has proven effective in 

accounting for meaning shifts involving figurative uses.
• Both in Italian and Croatian, semantic types triggering figurative 

patterns are first and foremost ABSTRACTS and EVENTS
• Croatian verbs that do not make up an aspectual pair (mostly 

biaspectual verbs) appear to be less prone to figurative uses than 
those making up aspectual pairs (thus appearing in triples).



THANK YOU!
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