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This investigation proposes a corpus-driven description of partially filled constructions 

(PFCs), a subtype of phraseological units characterised by a low degree of lexical 

specification and a high degree of semantic predictability. PFCs contain both fixed and empty 

slots, showing different levels of productivity, and may be associated with different syntactic 

structures (either at the phrase-level or at the sentence-level). In (1) the PP alla mano (‘at 

the ready’, lit. at the hand) represents the fixed slot acquiring the peculiar meaning of ‘ready 

to be used’ only in combination with nouns denoting ‘devices’:  

  

(1)   [XNOUN<Device> + alla mano]=‘X ready to be used’  

armi alla mano  ‘weapons ready’  

pistola alla mano  ‘guns ready’  

documenti alla mano ‘documents at the ready’  

carte alla mano  ‘papers at the ready’  

  

As prototypical constructions, PFCs are pairings of form and function, since their 

semantic/syntactic configuration can convey particular semantic/pragmatic values. PFCs are 

language-specific, but the phenomenon occurs in several languages and deserves special 

attention from both theoretical and applied viewpoints.  

Through the analysis of authentic data extracted from an Italian corpus, this contribution 

aims at i) identifying and analysing a set of PFCs, ii) classifying them according to syntactic 

and functional criteria, as well as the degree of predictability, lexical variation and 

schematicity, iii) providing a lexicographic representation of such syntactic-semantic 

patterns.  
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