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CHAPTER 1

Introduction
The present study is devoted to a construction which defies generalisations about the
prototypical English noun phrase (NP) to such an extent that it has been termed the Big
Mess Construction (Berman 1974). The construction is illustrated by typical examples in
(1)-(3) below.
(1)

NoS had not been hijacked – that was too strong a .word. (BNC: CHU 1766)

(2)

He was prepared for a battle if the porter turned out to be as difficult a customer as
his wife. (BNC: CJX 1755)

(3)

Given a new name, she got a new nationality, new passport – a new life that was
far more fundamental a change than she had managed just by defecting. (BNC: H86
2965)

The italicised NPs in these examples deviate from the canonical order of constituents in
the English NP in that, in each case, an adjective phrase (AP) functioning as premodifier
of the head of NP (too strong, as difficult, far more fundamental) precedes the element
realising the determiner function (the indefinite article a) rather than following it. To be
precise, whereas the complete AP is located in predeterminer position in (1), the APs in
(2) and (3) include a complement which follows the head noun (as his wife, than she had
managed just by defecting) and are thus discontinuous; in examples with discontinuous
APs, the first part of the AP only is of course in predeterminer position. Compare the noncanonical word order of the NPs in (1)-(3) to the NPs a strong word, a difficult customer, a
fundamental change, in which the determiner is placed in its prototypical position before
the modifier. As the examples suggest, the possibility for the APs to occur in this fronted
position is dependent on the fact that the head adjectives are, in their turn, premodified
by an adverb phrase (AdvP) headed by one of a range of degree adverbs, including the
comparative adverbs more and less (in the examples above: too, as, more). Consider the
ungrammatical versions of these NPs without the degree expressions (*strong a word,
*difficult a customer, *fundamental a change). It should further be noted that, in cases with
discontinuous APs of the type illustrated in (2) and (3), the complement which is
separated from the first part of the AP is licensed by this degree modifier (e.g. by as and
more above) rather than by the head adjective.
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In accordance with these examples, the following preliminary generalisation
concerning the Big Mess Construction can be made: In NPs containing 1) the indefinite
article a(n) as determiner and 2) an AP as premodifier of the head noun which, in turn,
contains an adjective modified by an AdvP headed by one of a set of degree items, (parts
of) the premodifying AP can precede the determiner. The range of degree items which can
introduce the Big Mess Construction and the optional feature of a discontinuous AP will
be discussed in more detail later (see Chapters 2 and 3.2 and Chapter 4.4.1, respectively).
Despite the puzzling departure of the Big Mess Construction from English NP
structure, the attention which the construction has received in the linguistic literature
needs to be regarded as fragmentary at best. Accounts in reference grammars or
descriptions of the English language tend to be cursory or incomplete, if not completely
absent. Accounts in the secondary literature, on the other hand, have focused on specific
and often highly theoretical issues relating to the construction rather than on a
comprehensive description of its characteristics and uses. What is more, no firmly corpusbased investigation of the construction has as yet been conducted. It is the principal
purpose of this study to begin to remedy these shortcomings by means of an exhaustive
investigation of the Big Mess Construction on the basis of authentic language data
retrieved from the British National Corpus (BNC).
The corpus-based approach will allow me to investigate questions which are
immediately raised by the construction but which have largely been left unanswered by
existing research. The formal realisations of the construction will naturally be one of the
principal topics of my study. Regarding research questions in this area, previous studies
have tended to focus on the possible realisations of the degree modifier slot while ignoring
other components of potential variability. Furthermore, they have tended to limit their
attention to the possible realisations of Big Mess NPs, showing little to no interest in their
most typical uses. The present work aims to examine the constraints on the formal
realisation of the construction on a much wider basis. For instance, I will analyse the
variability of the construction by asking whether the internal structure of the NPs in
question is limited to a fixed frame; additionally, I will investigate the existence of
constraints on the lexical realisations of its variable slots. Importantly, the BNC data will
make it possible to differentiate between realisations which may be possible but rather
rare on the one hand and those which are highly frequent and thus prototypical of the Big
Mess Construction on the other hand. My work will consequently cast light on questions
such as whether Big Mess NPs represent a fully productive pattern: Do the NPs under
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study display a tendency to be used with specific types of adjectives or nouns? How
frequently are its obligatory components enriched by optional items?
Another focus of attention will be the distributional properties of the construction.
I will analyse whether the construction tends to be used in certain text types and/or
syntactic contexts only or whether its use is of a more general nature.
A set of additional research questions, which have been ignored entirely in the
large share of studies stemming from the realms of theoretical syntax, concern the
functions of the construction. Is the non-prototypical order of constituents triggered more
or less ‘automatically’ under certain structural conditions or is there evidence that the
structure is chosen by language users in order to fulfil specific functions in discourse? The
limited hypotheses which previous research has formulated in this regard mostly centre
on the assumption that Big Mess NPs serve rhythmic functions in line with the Principle
of Rhythmic Alternation (see in particular Bolinger 1972; Schlüter 2005). My study will
provide a thorough examination of this hypothesis. Beyond potential prosodic functions,
I will investigate the discourse-pragmatic functions of the construction. While a small
number of authors have made speculations regarding functions of Big Mess NPs in the
structuring of information (de Mönnink 2000; Hillert 2011; Aniya 2016), almost none of
these assumptions have thus far been tested in a systematic analysis of data.
The wide range of analyses of the formal and functional characteristics of the
construction shall further shed light on intriguing questions concerning the status of the
individual versions of the construction. Do the distinct versions (for example those
initiated by too, as, more, as illustrated in (1)-(3) above) all share the same formal and
functional profiles, or is it possible to detect distinct patterns of usage for the
constructional versions and/or at other levels of abstraction?
I will use the term “construction” throughout my work to refer to the NPs under
investigation. In the bulk of my study, the term will be used in its general, theoryindependent sense. Additionally, a separate chapter will be devoted to the question of
whether Big Mess NPs may also be regarded as “constructions” in the Construction
Grammar (e.g. Goldberg 1995, 2006) sense of the term. In this context, I will show that Big
Mess NPs raise issues of relevance to the corresponding family of theoretical frameworks.
On the basis of my findings on the forms and functions of the construction, it will be
argued that Big Mess NPs in fact represent a well-suited case to illustrate a number of core
claims underlying Construction Grammar more generally and the usage-based model of
Goldbergian Construction Grammar in particular. Against this theoretical background, I
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will revisit, above all, the findings which were reached on the distinct constructional
versions in order to provide a more systematic discussion of the extent to which these
versions can be regarded as separate constructions.
Besides exploring questions of relevance to the framework of Construction
Grammar, my study incorporates other, entirely unrelated, theoretical approaches, such
as the approach of Metrical Stress Theory (e.g. Liberman and Prince 1977; Selkirk 1984;
see Chapter 6). The focus of the study is not, however, on theory building. As previously
emphasised, I will take a firmly descriptive approach to the issues under study. Although
my work does not propose to find definitive answers to all of the questions just outlined,
it shall set the necessary basis for an understanding of the construction by providing a
sound account of its synchronic use.
Organisation of the study
The study is structured as follows. Chapter 2 offers an overview of previous work on the
Big Mess Construction. Most attention is given to accounts of the construction in reference
grammars or other descriptions of English. Additionally, I give a brief overview of studies
stemming from the theoretical realms of Generative Grammar and Head-Driven Phrase
Structure Grammar. Next, I provide an insight into the limited work which has been
conducted on its diachrony. The presentation of previous work is completed by an
indication of the few existing studies which make use of corpus methods to study the
construction.
In Chapter 3, I formulate a detailed definition of the construction to be investigated
in my work and delimit it from a set of related structures. I then proceed to outline a
number of key points concerning the general corpus-based methodology employed in my
study. This is followed by an introduction of the corpus which was selected for the study,
viz. the BNC. I discuss the queries devised to retrieve the Big Mess Construction from the
corpus as well as the heuristics used to reach decisions concerning the further
delimitation of the phenomenon. The chapter concludes with an overview of the
individual versions of the construction which I was able to retrieve from the BNC together
with their frequencies.
Chapter 4 is devoted to a comprehensive description of the forms of the
construction and its distributional properties. While the analyses conducted within this
chapter cover a wide range of levels, they are united by their focus on the discussion of
descriptive findings as opposed to interpretations of the functions of Big Mess NPs. I begin
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by investigating the distribution of my Big Mess instances over text categories in order to
examine whether or not the use of the construction is limited to, or associated with,
specific text types. Next, I study its distribution over syntactic functions to inspect
potential restrictions or preferences in terms of the roles played by the construction
within the clauses in which it occurs. Subsequently, I examine the existence of constraints
on the internal complexity of the construction. I query to what extent the obligatory items
of the construction can be enriched by optional modifiers. In addition to investigating
constraints on the forms and the distribution of the construction as a combined set, each
section of Chapter 4 includes data comparing distinct versions of the construction to one
another. This allows me to analyse whether the different versions all behave like instances
of one and the same construction or whether they are associated with distinctive patterns.
In Chapter 5, the study of the forms of the construction is complemented with an
investigation of the lexical realisation of the obligatory but lexically variable slots of Big
Mess NPs, viz. the head noun and the head of the predeterminer AP. First insights into the
overall productivity of the construction are gained on the basis of type-token ratios. The
bulk of the chapter then makes use of the methodology of Collostructional Analysis
(Stefanowitsch and Gries 2003, 2005; Gries and Stefanowitsch 2004a, 2004b) to enable
an examination of those lexical realisations which can be regarded as most typical of each
of the slots in question. In addition to the most characteristic items of each slot, I analyse
the most typical adjective-noun combinations. The combined findings on the prototypical
uses of the construction make it possible to arrive at generalisations concerning the
semantics of the construction. For this purpose, the quantitative analyses are
complemented with qualitative interpretations. As in Chapter 4, the analyses conducted
in Chapter 5 include both generalisations regarding all Big Mess instances and
comparisons between its individual versions.
Chapters 6 and 7 shift the focus to attempts at interpreting the functions which the
construction typically serves within its concrete contexts of usage. Chapter 6 begins with
an examination of the claim that the non-canonical word order of the Big Mess
Construction serves prosodic functions. I introduce the Principle of Rhythmic Alternation
and the effects which previous research has revealed it to have on different levels of
linguistic structure. On this basis, I test Bolinger’s (1972) hypothesis that the indefinite
article within Big Mess NPs functions as a prosodic “buffer” (Bolinger 1972: 139), which
helps circumvent a stress clash between adjective and noun that would ensue in the
canonical order (and hence avoids a violation of the Principle of Rhythmic Alternation).

6
For this purpose, I focus mainly on a comparative prosodic analysis of the version of the
construction with too with its postdeterminer alternative ‘a + too + ADJ(ECTIVE) +
N(OUN)’ (e.g. too big a mess versus a too big mess). In addition to this analysis, large parts
of the chapter are devoted to a discussion of methodological problems associated with the
investigation of the rhythmic hypothesis by means of the available data.
In Chapter 7, I turn my attention to discourse-pragmatic functions of the
construction. The chapter first scrutinises roles played by Big Mess NPs in the area of
information structure. I test and enrich a number of previous hypotheses on its
information-structural properties in a systematic analysis of my data, concentrating in
particular on the construction’s functionality in highlighting the clausal focus. The
findings are complemented with an in-depth analysis of how these functions work
together with more specific functions in the fields of evaluation and text organisation. I
argue that the Big Mess Construction can be regarded as a contrastive focus construction
which serves to highlight evaluations of both text-external and text-internal entities.
Chapter 8 incorporates the results yielded on the possible and most typical
characteristics of the Big Mess Construction and its individual versions against the
background of (Goldbergian) Construction Grammar. I argue the findings to indicate that
Big Mess NPs can be conceptualised as “constructions” in Goldberg’s (1995, 2006) sense,
i.e. as form-function pairings. In particular, I demonstrate how the constructionist view of
the organisation of linguistic knowledge into inheritance networks helps us integrate
findings on the Big Mess Construction as a larger construction with findings which hold
for its distinct versions and for semi-fixed units at yet lower levels. The constructionist
view enables us to interpret these findings against the background of the question of the
levels of abstraction at which speakers form generalisations concerning the structures
under study. Furthermore, the chapter highlights the valuable means which a
constructionist approach offers for the study of research questions which the present
work has to leave unresolved; most specifically, this concerns questions regarding the
diachrony of the construction.
Chapter 9 concludes the study by highlighting the central generalisations
concerning the Big Mess Construction which can be drawn on the basis of my findings. I
further formulate perspectives for future research.

7

CHAPTER 2

Previous work
2.1

Introduction

The present chapter intends to give an overview of previous work on the Big Mess
Construction. It needs to be noted at the outset that those studies investigating the
construction within the context of more specific research questions, which are pursued in
later chapters, will not be covered in this overview. Instead, I have opted to integrate a
fuller review of these contributions than the current chapter would allow into each of the
chapters to which they are of relevance. Note further that my study relies on a wide range
of theoretical and methodological approaches, each of which deserves a detailed
treatment of its own. The theoretical introductions to the specific approaches, too, are
thus postponed to the chapters which make use of the respective frameworks. In each of
these chapters, the discussion of the theoretical approach and the review of previous
work on the Big Mess Construction with regard to the relevant research questions will
precede the presentation and discussion of my own findings. This shall also make it easier
for the reader to follow the argumentation.
Within the current chapter, most detail will be devoted to existing accounts of the
construction in standard reference grammars and descriptive studies of the English
language (Section 2.2). An in-depth survey of these contributions is necessary in that it
will also provide the basis for the thorough definition and delimitation of the phenomenon
under study here (see Chapter 3). Section 2.3 will then be concerned with contributions
on the construction stemming from the realm of theoretical syntax. The construction has
received most attention in the two frameworks (or groups of frameworks) of Generative
Grammar and Head-Driven Phrase Structure Grammar (HPSG). In fact, with the sum of
these studies, theoretical syntax represents the field of enquiry in which the construction
has been investigated most. Be that as it may, the interests and aims pursued in these
studies of course provide a stark contrast to the corpus-based approach underlying my
own work. No extensive review of the theoretical investigations will thus be offered here.
Instead, I will restrict myself to giving a brief overview of the kinds of questions which
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have motivated an analysis of the construction from a theoretical syntactic perspective.1
For this purpose, I will sketch a selection of key issues dealt with in a choice of
representative studies. Section 2.4 will present a similarly brief outline of previous work
on the diachrony of the construction. Section 2.5 will be devoted to the small number of
existing corpus-based investigations of the construction.
2.2

Treatment of the construction in reference grammars and descriptions of the
English language

Naturally, Big Mess NPs have found some attention in modern reference grammars. As
indicated, however, the descriptions of the phenomenon which are included in grammars
need to be seen as incomplete. The clearest and most systematic account of the Big Mess
Construction is that provided by Huddleston and Pullum (2002). The grammar refers to
the construction under the heading “Adjectival predeterminers” (p. 435) in the chapter
on the NP and under the heading “Predeterminer AdjPs” (pp. 550-51) in the chapter on
the AP. The former chapter identifies three different types of AP which can occur before
the indefinite article, two of which coincide with the phenomenon under study in the
present work.
The first of the two types of AP which correspond to Big Mess NPs are labelled
“AdjPs introduced by the degree modifiers as, so, how, too, this, and that” (p. 435). It is
emphasised that NPs containing these APs can neither contain realisations of the
determiner other than the indefinite article nor, as a consequence, plural nouns as
realisation of the head of NP. See Huddleston and Pullum’s examples repeated here as (1).
(1)

i

a.

It’s [as fine a show as I’ve

b.

seen].
ii

a.

It’s [so good a bargain I

seen].
b.

can’t resist buying it].
iii

a.

[How serious a problem] is

*They’re [as fine shows as I’ve
*They’re [so good bargains I can’t
resist buying them].

b.

*[How serious problems] are they?

it?

Since the group of studies from the realm of Generative Grammar also includes Berman’s (1974) study,
this incidentally also means that no comprehensive review can be offered of the study to which the structure
under investigation owes its name, “Big Mess Construction”.
1
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The authors further mention that “[t]he degree modifier need not be modifying the
adjective itself: it may also be part of an AdvP modifying the adjective, as in It was so
blatantly biased a report that no one took any notice of it” (p. 435).
The second type of Huddleston and Pullum’s predeterminer APs which overlap
with the Big Mess Construction are “AdjPs introduced by the degree adverbs more and
less” (p. 435). It is stated that these APs can occur both before or after the determiner, as
in Huddleston and Pullum’s examples included as (2a) and (2b), respectively.
(2) a. This is [more serious a problem

b.

than the other].

This is [a more serious problem
than the other].

The analytic comparatives with more and less are contrasted to synthetic comparatives,
which are maintained to be restricted to the more regular postdeterminer position; see
the authors’ examples in (3) below.
(3) a. *Kim is [better a player than Pat.]

b.

Kim is [a better player than Pat.]

The third type of AP noted by Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 435) to precede the
indefinite article corresponds to APs headed by such or exclamative what. This type falls
outside the scope of my study, which focuses only on predeterminer APs including
adverbial premodifiers of the adjectival head. The two structural patterns are frequently
discussed side by side and should clearly be seen as interrelated, however. For this related
pattern, compare Huddleston and Pullum’s examples repeated as (4), which lack
adverbial modification.
(4)

EXTERNAL MODIFIER

INTERNAL MODIFIER

i

a.

It was [such a disaster].

b.

She had shown [such promise].

ii

a.

[What a disaster] it was!

b.

[What promise] she had shown!

The description of predeterminer APs inside Huddleston and Pullum’s chapter on the NP
(pp. 550-51), on the other hand, is limited to APs including how, as, so, too, this, that and
APs headed by such and what, making no mention of the comparative APs listed in the
chapter on the AP. To illustrate the claim that the predeterminer position of APs including
degree modifiers is restricted to the six items specified in both chapters, the chapter on
the NP additionally includes asterisked examples with excessively and quite (*They have
[quite big a house], *It’s [excessively big a risk], p. 551).
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The account of the phenomenon offered by Quirk et al. (1985) is much less
systematic. The authors neither devote a separate section to the phenomenon nor do they
introduce a term for it. Instead, the construction is mentioned more or less in passing in
three distinct chapters. In the chapter on subordinate clauses, attention is given to
comparative constructions involving “a word or phrase expressing the notion of
sufficiency [usually enough] or excess [usually too] followed by a to-infinitive clause of
purpose, result, or condition” (p. 1140). In this context, one of the examples introduced in
order to illustrate a completely different point gives rise to a side note on Big Mess NPs:
“As we see from the last example, when an adjective phrase modified by too in turn
modifies a singular count noun, the phrase precedes the indefinite article” (p. 1141). The
example in question is included as (5) (emphasis added).
(5)

He is too good a person

(for others)

to swindle

(for him)

(him)
(others)

The entry hence conveys the impression that the predeterminer position of the AP in
these cases is a lexical idiosyncrasy of the modifier too, and of too alone. Within the same
chapter, the construction is further mentioned as part of the section on the functions of
comparative more (pp. 1134-36), the section on the as…as construction expressing
comparisons of equivalence (pp. 1137-39) and the section on the correlative so…(that)
and such…(that) constructions (pp. 1142-44). In isolation of one another, each of the
comments points towards the unusual position of the AP in the specific structure under
study in the individual section. By way of illustration, the respective examples are
reproduced as (6)-(8) (emphasis added).
(6)

It was more heated a discussion than we thought it would be.

(7)

It was as lively a discussion as we thought it would be.

(8)

It’s so good a move that we mustn’t miss it.

As part of the chapter on adjectives and adverbs, Quirk et al. (1985: 420) additionally
observe the possibility for APs to occur in predeterminer position in the section on
adjectives with complementation. It is stated that “[a]n adjective modified by too or so can
be separated from its complementation if placed before the indefinite (or zero) article of
the noun phrase”. This note indicates again that not only too but also so can introduce the
construction. The examples illustrating this observation then also include an instance
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containing enough, displayed as (9).2 This appears to be particularly surprising in that no
mention is made of this possibility in the section on too and enough mentioned above.
(9)

She is brave enough a student to attempt the course

In the chapter on the NP, the construction is mentioned in the section on premodification
by adjectives, which incorporates the remark that “in rather formal contexts, so plus
adjective can be placed before the indefinite article” (p. 1323). The example given by the
authors is shown in (10). Once more, then, no reference is made to the other lexical items
which can introduce the construction, the sole focus this time being on so.
(10)

so beautiful a daughter

The section on discontinuity between head and modifier makes further mention of the
construction in connection with AP modifiers which have their own complements. It is
remarked that, in NPs which contain APs with the adverbial premodifiers as, so, too plus
a clausal complement, the indefinite article “always immediately precedes the noun head”
(p. 1348). See the examples in (11)-(13) (emphasis removed).
(11)

as strange a fact as anything you’ve ever heard of

(12)

so odd an idea as to be unbelievable

(13)

too serious an accusation to be left unanswered

As has become apparent, a consistent account of the conditions under which a
predeterminer AP can occur is missing from Quirk et al. (1985). What is more, their focus
appears to be on discontinuous APs rather than on predeterminer APs. In the section on
adjectives with complementation and the section on discontinuity between head and
modifier inside the NP, the latter structure is mentioned only as a condition for the
occurrence of the former. In fact, a discontinuous modifier is part of all structures cited by
the authors except for the example given for so in the section on adjectival premodifiers,
included as (10) above. This example is the only usage which implicitly indicates that a
predeterminer AP can occur on its own.
The account of the phenomenon given in Leech and Svartvik (2002) is much briefer
and similarly incomplete. As part of the section on adverbs in their “Grammar A-Z”, the
As will be noted, in opposition to other degree items, enough functions as a postmodifier rather than as a
premodifier of the adjectival head. The scope of my study is restricted to predeterminer APs including
degree items which function as premodifiers of the adjectival head (see Chapter 3.2).
2
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authors note that “[w]hen too and how modify an adjective in a noun phrase, the indefinite
article is placed after the adjective” (p. 246). No mention is made of any of the other items
which can initiate the construction. The Collins COBUILD English Grammar (2011: 100)
includes the note that “[w]hen you are using the as…as… structure you sometimes put a
noun after the adjective and before the following phrase or clause. This noun must begin
with a or an”; as an example, they add the use of This is as good a knife as that one instead
of This knife is as good as that one. Once again, no reference is made to any of the other
items which can be found in predeterminer position. The section describing the use of
other comparative constructions or the section on too constructions, for example,
incorporate no comparable comments. Collins COBUILD English Usage (2012: 547), on
the other hand, features a note on too, specifying that “too is sometimes used with an
adjective in front of a noun in formal or literary English” (On the question of whether the
construction is associated with formal usage, see Chapter 4.2). To my knowledge, other
reference grammars, such as Biber et al. (1999), provide no discussion of the phenomenon
at all.3
Let us turn next to descriptive accounts of the English language or of selected
structures of English beyond those found in standard reference grammars. In this context,
the accounts by Aarts and Aarts (1988: 108-110), Kruisinga (1932: 227-28) and Nida
(1966: 83-84) deserve mention (de Mönnink 2000: 129-30 also lists these three
contributions). Each of the brief descriptions draws attention to a list of items which can
introduce predeterminer APs. Aarts and Aarts (1988: 109-10) label APs which precede
the item functioning as determiner as cases of “shifted premodification”. Like Huddleston
and Pullum (2002), they offer a useful distinction between different conditions under
which the structure can occur plus a range of examples to illustrate each of these
conditions. See (14).
(14)

i.

the adjective phrase contains one of the following intensifying adverbs:
as, so, how, however, ever so, that, this, too, enough, more and less;

ii.

the head of the adjective phrase is in the comparative degree and preceded
by no, much and far.

For a list of additional grammars from which the construction is entirely absent, see the references in
Seppänen et al. (2002: 100, footnote 3).
3
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Examples:
how strange a story
however brave a soldier
ever so slight a foreign accent
too hot a day
no worse a plan
far cheaper a method
As is apparent, Huddleston and Pullum’s first two conditions are united under Arts and
Aarts’s condition (i). What is more, Aarts and Aarts list three additional degree items
which are not discussed by Huddleston and Pullum (enough, also mentioned by Quirk et
al. 1985, and however, ever so). In contrast to Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 435), who
rule out predeterminer APs with inflectional comparatives, Aarts and Aarts’s condition
(ii) further identifies the possibility of shifted premodification in cases in which the
comparative AP includes premodification by no, much or far.
The fullest description of the structure and its variant realisations is offered by
Seppänen et al. (2002). The authors base some of their observations on the earlier studies
by Christophersen (1974) and Seppänen (1978), who, in their turn, refer to the entries in
Poutsma’s (1928: 534-37) and Jespersen’s ([1954] 1961: 364-66) grammars.
Surprisingly, however, few contributions appear to make mention of these three studies
in their discussions of previous work. The studies are all concerned with APs occurring in
front of the indefinite article, and they all depart from what Seppänen et al. (2002: 100)
call “the traditional view that the pre-article position of the AdjP is a variant introduced
in place of the normal structure a(n) – AdjP – Noun under certain conditions”. The
following will summarise the descriptions of the construction offered by Christophersen
(1974), Seppänen (1978) and Seppänen et al. (2002) in turn.
Christophersen’s (1974) description of the construction “adjective + a + noun”
distinguishes itself from previous contributions by the observation that not all types of
this structure contain the kind of degree modifier (or, in his notes, “intensifier”) which is
held to represent an obligatory component of the structure by previous descriptions.
Christophersen differentiates between four main variants of the structure, depending on
the presence or absence of an intensifier and on the form which the adjective takes inside
each of them. See the overview of his variants enriched by my own, constructed examples
in (15).
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(15)

Type A:

Intensifier + Adjective (base) + a + Noun
e.g. so big a mess

Type B:

Intensifier + Adjective (comparative: inflexional or periphrastic) + a
+ Noun
e.g. no bigger a mess, no more serious a mess

Type C:

Adjective (periphrastic comparative) + a + Noun
e.g. more serious a mess

Type D:

Adjective (base) + a + Noun, followed by as (or though) + Subject +
Linking Verb
e.g. big a mess as it might be, …

Type A contains an intensifier and an adjective in the base form rather than a comparative
adjective; the intensifiers noted to occur in this type are as, so, how, however, ever so, too
as well as (all) that in colloquial language and, more rarely, sufficiently and post-adjectival
enough, quite and rare. Type B combines an intensifier and a comparative adjective, either
a synthetic form (e.g. no bigger a mess) or an analytic form with more/less preceded by
the intensifiers no, (all/none) the or, more rarely, much or far (e.g. no more/less serious a
mess). Type C, on the other hand, contains no such additional intensifier in front of the
comparative adjective and is stated to be restricted to analytical comparatives with
more/less (e.g. more/less serious a mess); that is to say, according to Christophersen,
synthetic comparatives cannot occur before the article without the additional intensifier
(e.g. no bigger a mess versus *bigger a mess). As indicated, the structure corresponding to
Type D is particularly noteworthy in that it tends to go unmentioned outside the studies
by Christophersen (1974), Seppänen (1978) and Seppänen et al. (2002). The structure is
characterised by including a fronted AP despite the absence of a preceding intensifier or
a comparative adjective, the special condition for its occurrence being that the head noun
is, in this case, followed by a particular type of as- or though-clause. See Christophersen’s
(1974: 540) examples in (16) and (17).
(16)

Pusey … ventured to say that great a man as Luther might have been he could not
absolutely submit his judgement to that of a man who had not only broken his own
vows but had induced a nun to break hers (J. A. Froude, about 1856, in W. H. Dunn,
James Anthony Froude, 1961)

(17)

The State Department is not satisfied … that mutual peril – powerful a cohesive
though it is – is sufficient (Times leader, 1957)

15
Seppänen (1978: 524-25) likewise discusses this structure and notes that this special case
without an intensifier can be assumed to be related to an older use containing as in
concessive clauses, illustrated by (18). The NP in the example in (16) is accordingly
regarded to represent a variant of the corresponding older structure in (19) and, as such,
a reduced variant of a form which does include the typical intensifier.
(18)

As Pet. Ramas (as great a clerk as he was) …. hath most vainly told us. (Quoted from
the OED, s.v. as B I 3 b; the quotation dates from 1622)

(19)

as great a man as Luther might have been

As further indicated by Seppänen (1978: 525), however, no such relation appears to be
given in cases like (17), which involve a special type of though-clause. The author notes
this structure to be a variant of though it is a powerful cohesive rather than of a form
containing the intensifier as (*as powerful a cohesive though it is). The former type of
example only is therefore regarded as a “surface” variant of a structure from which the
usual intensifier has been dropped. For an extended discussion of these structures, see
Seppänen et al. (2002: 126-27.) Note also that, in the context of variants of fronted APs
without an intensifier, Seppänen (1978: 525-27) draws additional attention to the
structures including such and what, mentioned by Huddleston and Pullum (2002) and
others.
In addition to the types A-D described above, Christophersen (1974: 538, 540-41)
notes the existence of a class of infrequent, “freakish” uses (e.g. what better a man to find)
which, according to him, may be regarded as “mistakes”. He does remark, however, that
they are usually of recent origin, which could be taken to indicate that the structure is
generally on the increase and may continue to be extended to additional variants as a
consequence of ongoing language change.
Let us turn next to Seppänen’s (1978) classification. Seppänen (1978: 524)
emphasises the structure to be even more widespread than was assumed by
Christophersen (1974: 524). He distinguishes between three main cases, displayed in (20)
in the form of his overview, again enriched by constructed examples.
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(20) a, wh-words: Adj

what

(e.g. what a mess)

how + Adj,

(e.g. how big a mess, however

however + Adj

big a mess)

Adj

such

(e.g. such a mess)

Int + Adj

so + Adj, as + Adj

(e.g. so big a mess, as big a

Int + Adj

b. s-words:

mess)
c.

others:

Adj

---

---

Int + Adj

too + Adj, more +

(e.g. too big a mess, more

Adj, far + Adj, …

serious a mess, far bigger a
mess)

Seppänen (1978: 527) differentiates between types in which the fronted AP depends on
the presence of a particular intensifier (how/however in the case of his “wh-words”, so/as
for his “s-words”, and “others” such as too or more) and cases in which the fronted word
order depends on the particular form of the adjective itself in the absence of any preceding
intensifier (what and such for his “wh-words” and “s-words”, respectively). Importantly,
he considers the variants including “wh-” or “s-words” to be “central cases” whilst the
“other” cases are labelled as “marginal” (p. 530). The most crucial difference between the
three cases noted by the author is that the intensifiers in the “other” group, unlike those
in the first two groups, are not restricted to a limited set; with the inclusion of this type,
the author thus diverts from almost all descriptions in the literature, which hold the
structure to depend on a specified number of degree items (p. 530). Seppänen (1978: 53031) refers to Christophersen’s (1974) extended list, to which he adds the forms any the (+
comparative), thus, this, that, but more generally notes the list to be “open” (p. 530,
footnote 14). Moreover, he argues the fronted word order to be obligatory in the cases in
(20a) and (20b) while it is held to represent an optional variant existing alongside the
more regular order in the cases in (20c) (e.g. too serious a mistake alongside a too serious
mistake, p. 530). Speakers are further noted to vary in terms of their judgements of
acceptability regarding individual cases of the “other” structures (p. 530).
The main focus of Seppänen’s (1978) study rests on the formulation of a
transformational rule which may account for the derivation of the fronted structures (pp.
527-31) as well as on observations on the early history of the introduction of this rule into
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the grammar of English (pp. 531-35). In brief, he identifies the existence of the fronted
position in Middle English sources for each of the three cases, noting in addition the
presence of variation in Middle English between the fronted and the non-fronted
structure for his “s-words”. See his examples repeated as (21), where (21a) conforms to
the order ‘a + so + ADJ + N’, which is very rare in Present-day English (see Chapter 3.8),
while (21b) includes a Big Mess NP. Furthermore, Seppänen (1978: 535-36) compares the
structures in English to similar forms in modern German, which allows fronted APs with
some “wh-words” and “s-words” either optionally or obligatorily. Compare his examples
from German in (22)-(24).
(21)

a.

Þat he it wan of an so heie kinge (RGlouc. 1129; ca. 1300)

b.

So swete a Þing was neuer in boure (Flor. & Bl. 272; ca. 1440)

(22)

welch ein großer Künstler/ *ein welch(er) großer Künstler

(23)

solch ein (kleiner) Hund/ ein solch (kleiner) Hund

(24)

so ein Hund/ *ein so Hund

In view of this similarity, Seppänen (1978: 536-37) interprets the fronting operation to
represent the result of some general “psychological mechanism”. This mechanism is
stated to correspond to the tendency to front items which play a crucial semantic role, in
this case, interrogative or exclamatory wh-items as well as his s-words, which can fulfil
similar exclamatory functions. This factor is seen to explain not only the fronting of the
semantically “crucial” items to the beginning of a sentence (e.g. How carefully he had done
it! versus He had done it very carefully.) but also the fronting of the relevant item inside
NPs (e.g. *a what fine hat versus what a fine hat, where the wh-item is in initial position,
pp. 536-37). The extension of the operation to other intensifiers, such as too, in English
(and not in German), on the other hand, is assumed to represent the result of an additional
process of generalisation (p. 537).
The studies by Christophersen (1974) and Seppänen (1978) are further extended
by Seppänen et al. (2002). The three main aims pursued in their contribution are 1) to
compile a comprehensive list of the existing variants of the fronted structure, 2) to
distinguish cases in which the fronted pattern is obligatory from cases in which it is an
optional variant of the more regular, non-fronted structure and 3) to identify factors
which can be argued to motivate the fronting in the different cases (pp. 97, 101).
Following Seppänen (1978), the authors emphasise that, in contrast to the closed list of
versions presented in most previous descriptions of the structure, the phenomenon needs
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to be seen as “a pattern which is more generally available as an alternative to the regular
a(n) – AdjP – Noun structure”.4
Seppänen et al.‘s (2002) classification of the versions of fronted APs into different
types relies on the question of whether the fronted structure is or is not an optional
variant co-existing with the more regular structure as well as the question of how
frequent it is in relation to that potential variant. As will become apparent in the
description of Seppänen et al.’s types below, this question is, in turn, brought into
connection with the factors proposed to motivate the different types of fronting. As an
overview, see the authors’ classification as summarised in (25).
(25)

i

AP fronting is always obligatory: how, however, quasi-relative the

ii

AP fronting is obligatory with certain exceptions:

ii

a.

Obligatory fronting, with marginal exceptions:
demonstrative the, intensifier the, complex
premodifiers such as a good deal, a (whole) lot, a (little) bit

b.
iii

Obligatory fronting, with established exceptions: this, that, any, so, as
AP fronting always optional

iii

a.

AP fronting as an established part of the language: no, too

iii

b.

AP fronting as an occasional variant of a non-fronting structure:
enough, sufficiently, quite, equally, similarly, and more

Within the cases of obligatory fronting, Seppänen et al. (2002) distinguish between two
subtypes, the first of which includes the well-attested fronted APs with the wh-words how
and however but also APs including what they identify as the “quasi-relative intensifier”
the (p. 106), illustrated by their example repeated as (26).5

The authors claim to have identified no fewer than 33 different intensifiers which can occur inside fronted
APs. Although their description certainly stands out for its comprehensiveness and for the emphasis placed
on the important point of the more general availability of the pattern, the figure itself needs to be seen as
problematic. The reason for this is that the study treats fronted APs combining analytic comparative forms
of adjectives with additional premodifiers (e.g. far more important a means of distribution; hardly more
impressive a place than Chichester) as being dependent on the individual premodifiers. I would like to argue
that this misses a possible generalisation, viz. the observation that analytic comparative APs in general can
be fronted, whether or not they include an additional modifier and independently of the form of that
modifier (see Chapter 3.2).
4

Seppänen et al. (2002: 104-6) point out that the structure in (26) is a special case of a more general
correlative construction which joins two clauses, each of which usually starts with the. For an additional
example of the construction outside of NP structure, see their BNC example repeated here as (i).
5

(i)

The further the Government depart from that line, the more their fate is sealed. (BNC: HHX 2542)
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(26)

The more outrageous a film you produce, the more likely is the critical accolade.
(from Seppänen et al. 2002: 103; no source indicated)

As mentioned by the authors, this construction has been subject to different analyses in
the grammatical literature (see the references in Seppänen et al. 2002: 105-6). The cases
of the construction which are of interest to Seppänen et al.’s (2002) study are described
by them as quasi-relative clauses in which the intensifier the modifies an adjective inside
an NP, as is the case in (26) above.
Similar to Seppänen’s (1978) interpretation concerning the psychological
mechanism underlying AP fronting, Seppänen et al. assume the motivation behind this
type of obligatory fronting to rest in a duplication at the phrasal level of the well-known
fronting procedure at the clausal level; clause-level fronting for example shifts focal
elements inside interrogative, exclamative or relative clauses to the clause-initial position
(p. 132). According to this view, the phrase-level fronting of how big inside the NP how big
a mess, for instance, would thus correspond to clause-level fronting inside the
interrogative structure how big is the mess. Seppänen et al. (2002: 106-7) point out that
clause-level fronting is usually held to occur with wh-items but that the process further
applies to equivalent non-wh elements such as the relative item that. Their fronted APs
with the quasi-relative the are consequently grouped in the same category as those with
how and however.
The second subtype of (near-)obligatory fronting contains APs with the
demonstrative adverb the, the definite article the used as intensifier, grammaticalised
multi-word premodifiers which have the form of NPs (e.g. a good deal, a great deal, a
(little) bit) as well as the intensifiers this, that, any, so, as. As an example of fronting
including the demonstrative the, see (27). Seppänen et al. (2002: 108-9) explain that, in
contrast to the quasi-relative the mentioned before, the fronting of demonstrative the is a
case of topicalisation rather than of wh-movement.
(27)

It was all the more flagrant a departure from any genuine democratising purpose
since there already existed a model. (The Guardian, 12 June 1999, p. 22)

The infrequent use of the as intensifier, a structure also known as the “absolute
superlative” (Seppänen et al. 2002: 109-10), is illustrated by (28). For fronted APs
including multi-word premodifiers, see (29) and (30). Examples containing the
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intensifiers this, that, any, are given in (31) and (32) (all examples from Seppänen et al.
2002: 109-14).
(28)

Food. I’d have fresh coffee, orange juice, croissants and honey, muesli and the most
perfect a nectarine for breakfast. (CFC today/11)

(29)

John, in the role of Sir Wilfrid Robarts, has to be a little gentler a character (CDC
oznews/01)

(30)

Britain is … a good deal more exciting a place than it was when the Arts council was
first formed (The Observer, 28 March 1999, p. 33)

(31)

… it was not my expectation necessarily that it would be this great a difference.
(CFC npr/07)

(32)

Not that the Livvy midfield can expect any easier a ride (CDC sunnow/17)

Note also that Seppänen et al. (2002: 114) mention any to be used as premodifier of
comparative adjectives only; as previously indicated (see footnote 4), it is thus more likely
to be the comparative structure rather than the premodifier which triggers the fronting.
The factor which is seen to motivate fronting in these semi-obligatory cases is the
structural requirement of avoiding either uninterrupted sequences of two determiners or
sequences of a determiner and an intensifier the form of which can function as determiner
in other contexts (Seppänen et al. 2002: 113-17) (e.g. *a the more accurate weapon, *a the
most perfect nectarine, *an a little gentler character, *a this great difference, *a that big
mortgage). While this explanation does not apply to so and as, which cannot function as
determiners, these two items are claimed to be associated with items like how on the basis
of their related exclamative functions (pp. 117, 132). In support of the hypothesised
motivation of avoiding sequences of determiner-(like) elements, Seppänen et al. (2002)
point out that the items in this group regularly occur in the non-fronted word order in
cases where the two determiner(-like) elements are interrupted by another element (e.g.
in their examples ?an all the more flagrant departure, an all that important issue, an exactly
this long piece, a not so hot credit, pp. 109, 114-15).
Within the group of optionally fronted APs, the authors distinguish between cases
which regularly occur in the fronted structure (no, which can again only be used as
premodifier of comparative adjectives, and too) and cases which are very rarely found as
alternatives of the more regular, non-fronted pattern, some of them being attested only
once in their data (e.g. enough, sufficiently, quite, equally, similarly, very, pretty, absolutely,
positively, really, clearly; plus – as modifiers of synthetic comparative adjectives – much,
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and – as modifiers of analytical comparative forms with more or less – far, rather, hardly,
marginally, slightly). In these cases, there is seen to be no independent functional or
structural motivation for the fronted structure, which is also identified as the reason of its
less regular occurrence. In line with Seppänen (1978), the authors assume these uses to
have arisen, and to continually arise, on the basis of an analogical generalisation process,
which is “not tied to any particular intensifiers” (Seppänen et al. 2002: 97, 132). The
authors describe these variants as presenting rare alternatives to the more regular
postdeterminer structure, which are not accepted by all speakers of the language as
“grammatical”. As is further explained, this status of the structure is indicative of ongoing
language change, meaning it could in principle be expected to occur with any other
intensifier (pp. 123-25). Although this observation certainly distinguishes Seppänen et
al.’s (2002) study from others, it should be noted again that many of the examples given
by them to illustrate cases of optional AP fronting include combinations of analytical
comparative forms with more/less preceded by a range of additional modifiers (e.g. hardly
more impressive a place, slightly more diverting an issue), which can actually be covered by
the more general observation that fronting is possible with analytical comparative
constructions (preceded by an optional premodifier), as well as examples from spoken
language; this may be taken to throw some doubt on the relevance of the full range of their
examples.
Seppänen et al. (2002: 127-28) further go beyond other descriptions of the
structure in that they additionally discuss cases of fronted APs which do not contain the
typical element of the degree item. Besides the special structure with concessive as- or
though-clauses already mentioned by Christophersen (1974) and Seppänen (1978), they
add examples of synthetic comparatives with no preceding modifier, all of which contain
the form better (e.g. better a time to go), as well as a restricted number of examples
containing neither a degree item nor a comparative adjective (e.g. contagious a virus).
However, as stated by the authors, it is difficult to evaluate how many of these instances
represent some form of a production error. In this context, they further refer to Zwicky’s
(1995: 114) comparison of the analytic form more handsome a dog, which is clearly
grammatical, to the synthetic form *handsomer a dog, which Zwicky marks as
ungrammatical. Seppänen et al. (2002: 128-29) thus emphasise the difficulty of drawing
any firm conclusions concerning the status of these fairly infrequent cases without an
intensifier.
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For a good overview of additional brief accounts of the construction in
grammatical descriptions and in more theoretically oriented contributions, see also the
references given by Seppänen et al. (2002: 98, footnote 1 and 2002: 100, footnote 4,
respectively).
2.3

Work in theoretical syntax

The area of linguistic research in which most detailed attention has been devoted to NPs
containing a predeterminer AP is the field of theoretical syntax. Most studies of the
construction have originated from the realms of either Generative Grammar or HPSG and
its “offspring”, Sign-based Construction Grammar (see e.g. Boas and Sag 2010). The
following will provide insights into work from the two frameworks in turn.
As previously mentioned, the field of generative syntax is the context in which the
name “Big Mess Construction” was coined (Berman 1974). The name itself represents an
unambiguous expression of generativists’ bewilderment in view of the construction’s
drastic departure from the syntax of the English NP. The principal aim of Berman’s study,
as well as that of analyses conducted within Generative Grammar more generally, is to
give an account of the syntactic structure underlying predeterminer APs. Each of the
analysts strives to deduce from more general rules and principles those uses of
predeterminer APs which, according to their intuition, are well-formed, while disallowing
those uses which are regarded as ungrammatical; at the same time, the specific account
needs to remain in line with the particular version of generative syntax adopted by each
of the researchers. More specifically, generative analyses aim to account for the structural
origin of predeterminer APs. In this context, a central debate resolves around the question
of whether the phrases under study are base-generated, i.e. whether they originate in
their non-prototypical position (e.g. Abney 1987), or whether they originate in some
other structural position and land in the predeterminer position only after the application
of more general movement operations (e.g. Bresnan 1973; Kennedy and Merchant 2000;
Matushansky 2002; Wood 2002; Wood and Vikner 2011; see also Matushansky 2002: 3543 for an overview of these two perspectives). Within the group of movement approaches,
additional questions are raised as concerns, for example, the exact position in which the
structure originates before it is moved (e.g. Wood and Vikner 2011; Berman 1974) and as
to the factors which trigger the movement process (e.g. Matushansky 2002). All in all,
then, generative studies focus more on finding ways to fit the non-prototypical, “messy”
type of NP into their pre-given theory and model of grammar (or to introduce adjustments

23
to that model which appear necessary in light of the structure under study). In other
words, the model of grammar is at the forefront of attention in these contributions, and
not so much the exhaustive description of the construction and its properties itself.
In studies placed in an HPSG or Sign-based Construction Grammar framework,
generativist movement analyses are rejected in favour of approaches which posit specific
“phrase types”, or “constructions”, to account for the idiosyncratic nature of the structure
under analysis. The two frameworks of HPSG and Sign-based Construction Grammar
share common roots, the latter having evolved out of HPSG and Berkeley Construction
Grammar, as is outlined e.g. in Fillmore et al. (1988).6 The group of studies of the Big Mess
Construction originating from these models is most notably represented by Van Eynde
(2007) and Kay and Sag (2009).7 An adequate account of the proposals made by the
authors would require the clarification of what exactly is meant by constructions in each
context as well as the exposition of a wide range of additional concepts and representation
systems underlying these frameworks. Suffice it to say here that the authors strive to split
up the Big Mess Construction into the constructions (roughly, the component parts) which
need to be posited in order to grasp all generalisations which the authors’ observations
concerning the use of the structure allow. As in the case of generative work, these
observations are not, however, based on the systematic analysis of representative sets of
data. In a next step, specific combinatorial patterns at the phrasal level are formulated in
order to explain how these individual components are combined to form the larger
structure (see Kim and Sells 2011: 353). Some of the combinatorial patterns or “phrase
types” invoked in this context are of a more general nature, meaning they underlie more
structures than just the Big Mess Construction. Others are posited to be highly specific
and restricted to the Big Mess Construction alone. Van Eynde (2007), for instance, posits
a specific “big-mess-phr(ase)”, held to represent a sub-type of his more general “headindependent” and “head-adjunct” phrase types. Van Eynde’s “big-mess-phr” is postulated
to model the combination of an AP like too big and an NP like a house. Kay and Sag’s (2009)
analysis, on the other hand, introduces the so-called “Complex-Pre-determiner Construct”
to license a phrase such as so big, which selects a singular indefinite NP; the resulting AP
and NP are assumed to then be combined by the more general “Head-Functor
6 For an exposition of the framework of Sign-based Construction Grammar, see also Fillmore

contributions in Boas and Sag (2010).

(2013) and the

For a discussion of the two studies, see also Aniya (2016). On the related approach taken by Kim and Sells
(2011), see below.
7
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Construction” (Kay and Sag 2009: 237, 240). In other words, for Kay and Sag the
introduction of a special construction is necessary only for building the AP, while Van
Eynde’s “big-mess-phr” works at the higher level of the NP (Kay and Sag 2009: 236-37).
Beyond these differences, the approach taken to the construction in both studies deviates
sharply from generative movement approaches, in that the structure is not argued to
result from the application of general movement operations only.8
Another in-depth study of the construction originating from this realm is Kim and
Sells’s (2011) contribution. The authors depart from the claim that both movement
approaches and the previous HPSG and Sign-based Construction Grammar approaches
just mentioned fail to take account of the Big Mess Construction and, most particularly, of
its variability. According to Kim and Sells (2011), the structure has its roots not in specific
phrase types licensing the combination of the parts which are involved (be it at the AP or
the NP level). Rather, the structure is held to be licensed by the special lexical properties
of the individual degree items which can introduce Big Mess NPs. The study differs from
previous theoretical accounts in emphasising that each of the degree items possesses
unique lexical properties. These lexical properties are, in turn, maintained to result in
distinct versions of the construction, which differ from one another in various respects.
Most importantly, the authors distinguish between elements which can introduce both a
predeterminer AP as well as a discontinuous modifier (p. 341) on the one hand and items
which can introduce only one of the two structures on the other hand (for a detailed
discussion of the optional component of and “indirect complement” inside the
predeterminer AP and the AP’s resulting discontinuity, see Chapter 4.4.1 and Chapter 8.4
of the present study). Against the background of such observations, Kim and Sells (2011)
argue for an approach which integrates more general constructional constraints and more
specific lexical constraints related to each of the degree items which can introduce the
structure. An appropriate description of this approach would again necessitate the
introduction of an array of terminology used in HPSG and Sign-based Construction
Grammar, which is not relevant to the corpus-based approach taken here. It should,
however, be noted at this point that the general idea of such an integrative perspective is
certainly of much wider importance. A less theoretically oriented approach to the Big
Mess Construction, such as the one taken in this study, shares the aim of disentangling
general properties of the larger construction on the one hand and more specific properties
See also Zwicky (1995) for a related, theoretically oriented account of the structure with reference to
specific “constructions” as opposed to universal principles.
8
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introduced by each of the items which can initiate it on the other hand. Similarly, it shares
with studies such as Van Eynde’s (2007) and Kay and Sag’s (2009) the aim of
distinguishing properties which Big Mess NPs have in common with other constructions
from the idiosyncratic features which are unique to the Big Mess Construction (compare
Van Eynde 2007: 428-29). For a discussion of this research question and relevant findings,
the reader is referred in particular to Chapter 8.
This brief overview is sufficient to indicate that, although the studies originating
from Generative Grammar and HPSG or Sign-based Construction Grammar involve drastic
differences of analysis, they resemble one another in their firmly theoretical focus. Both
groups of study make use of a very limited number of instances of the Big Mess
Construction (attested or constructed) in order to draw conclusions which are largely
directed at their models of language.
2.4

Diachronic work

The historical evolution of the Big Mess Construction appears to have received even less
attention than its synchronic description. Few histories of the English language or other
general descriptions seem to make mention of the construction. A noteworthy exception
is Rissanen (1967: 266-67), who traces the version of the construction with so back to the
13th century and versions with other degree items to the 14th century (see also Jespersen
[1954] 1961: 364-66; Fischer 1992: 215-16). There are almost no studies which focus
more specifically on the history of this particular construction outside of general
historical overviews. As mentioned, Seppänen (1978: 531-35) collects some observations
on the early history of the construction; he lists instances of the predeterminer structure
from Middle English sources as well as Middle English instances of the postdeterminer
variant containing degree items which, in Present-day English, appear to be (almost
completely) restricted to the Big Mess order. Compare again the examples attesting to a
variation between pre- and postdeterminer structures including so, repeated for
convenience as (33). As will be discussed in more detail later (see Chapter 3.8), in Presentday English, postdeterminer APs containing so are, at the very least, markedly less
frequent than is the predeterminer structure.
(33)

a.

Þat he it wan of an so heie kinge (RGlouc. 1129; ca. 1300)

b.

So swete a Þing was neuer in boure (Flor. & Bl. 272; ca. 1440)

26
Van der Horst and Van de Velde (2003), Van de Velde and van der Horst (2013)
and Van de Velde et al. (2013) propose an original hypothesis concerning the historical
emergence of the structure in 13th century Dutch.9 Although their work focuses on the
Dutch counterpart of the construction (e.g. zo groot en man ‘so great a man’), Van de Velde
et al. (2013: 481) posit a parallel development for the English construction. In brief, van
der Horst and Van de Velde (2003) suggest that the predeterminer AP structure (zo groot
en man) arose out of an earlier form (zo groten man) in which the article was not yet
obligatory and in which the adjective carried an inflectional ending. It is assumed that this
inflectional morpheme (-en) was reanalysed as an enclitic indefinite article. Van de Velde
and van der Horst (2013) use this hypothesis of the origin of the construction as one of
their case studies to illustrate the application of the concept of “homoplasy” to
morphosyntactic change. Originating from evolutionary biology, homoplasy refers to “the
recurrence of similar traits in unrelated lineages” (p. 2), where “perceived phenotypic
similarity hides etymological disparity” (p. 30). An example from biology is the emergence
of wings in birds and insects (pp. 2, 4). In Van de Velde and van der Horst’s (2013) case
studies, the concept is applied to language-internal changes, meaning that the different
“sources” in these cases are not different languages but different morphosyntactic
constructions within a single language. Regarding the case of the Big Mess Construction,
the authors distinguish between the “normal” indefinite article and the indefinite article
inside Big Mess NPs. Although the two types of indefinite article share phenotypic and
functional similarities, they can be traced back to different source constructions (the
article in the Big Mess originating from the reanalysed adjectival inflection). The different
sources are, in turn, held to explain structural differences between the constructions, such
as the puzzling position of the article inside Big Mess NPs, which deviates from the
position of the “normal” indefinite article (p. 15). As concerns the English counterpart of
the construction, Van de Velde et al. (2013: 481) argue that, as in Dutch, the indefinite
article here derives from an “erstwhile adjectival inflection (big a(n) < big-ɘ(n))”. Both the
English and the Dutch case are thus labelled as so-called “multiple source constructions”.

I am grateful to Teresa Fanego for pointing this group of studies out to me at the 35th ICAME conference
in Nottingham.
9
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2.5

Corpus-based studies

Almost completely missing from the linguistic literature are corpus-based investigations
of the Big Mess Construction. Although a few studies of the construction make use of data
from computer-readable corpora, almost none of them attempts to systematically exploit
these resources in order to conduct quantitative analyses. For instance, while Kim and
Sells (2011) employ no fewer than three large-scale electronic corpora, their data are
used only to give a few illustrative examples of the construction. Seppänen et al. (2002:
102), too, place emphasis on having made use of corpus data. Although, for a small number
of versions of the construction, their study integrates figures in order to compare the
frequencies of the predeterminer and the postdeterminer structure to one another, these
attempts need to be regarded as fairly sporadic. Furthermore, the authors give no account
of their methods of data retrieval, which makes it impossible to assess issues such as the
rates of precision and recall underlying their datasets. In fact, Seppänen et al. (2002: 102)
mention themselves that they do not aim to “follow the usual corpus linguistic approach
with full statistics of the frequencies of all the attested forms”.
To my knowledge, the only investigations of the Big Mess Construction which
adopt a corpus-based approach in the narrower sense are the studies by de Mönnink
(2000), Schlüter (2005) and Hillert (2011). Neither Schlüter nor Hillert aspire to arrive at
a general description of the Big Mess Construction, however, both of them concentrating
on more specific research questions instead. Schlüter explores the potential effect of a
general rhythmic principle on the variation between attributive constructions involving
quite (e.g. She is a quite unusual person versus She is quite unusual a person; Schlüter 2005:
113). Hillert’s analysis, on the other hand, is restricted to the investigation of informationstructural functions fulfiled by NPs containing predeterminer APs. A discussion of these
two contributions is postponed to the chapters devoted to the respective research
questions (Chapters 6 and 7). Although de Mönnink’s (2000) study likewise contains the
discussion of information-structural functions related to Big Mess NPs (for a review of
this discussion, see Chapter 7.2.2), the author does indeed aim at a more extensive
description of the construction as part of her study of mobility inside the English NP. Her
work shall hence be presented in some more detail here.
The point of departure of de Mönnink’s (2000) study is an abstraction concerning
the structure of the prototypical English NP (pp. 17-24). Having formulated this
prototypical structure, the author proceeds to test it against a fully parsed 170,000-word
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corpus of British English. The purpose of this corpus search is to identify distinct types of
“variant” NPs, i.e. types of NPs which deviate from the prototypical structure. Included
amongst these are NPs containing a predeterminer AP (a “fronted premodifier”, in de
Mönnink’s terminology) as well as NPs containing a discontinuous modifier. On the basis
of the corpus data gathered for these types of variant NPs, a number of hypotheses
concerning, amongst others, the internal structure of these NPs or their distribution over
syntactic functions and text types are formulated. In a second step, the hypotheses are
tested by means of an elicitation experiment combining performance and judgement
tests. Next, the combined results for NPs containing a fronted premodifier are subjected
to a more specific corpus analysis on the basis of the BNC.10
This “multi-method approach”, as de Mönnink terms it, may be argued to offer
advantages over a purely corpus-based study such as the present one. This is primarily
due to the well-known observation that the absence of a particular structure even from a
large corpus does not entail that the structure is ungrammatical (see de Mönnink 2000:
29). For example, whereas neither de Mönnink’s first corpus study nor her second study
based on the BNC yields instances of the construction functioning as an indirect object (p.
81), her elicitation experiment suggests that this kind of use is, in fact, acceptable (pp. 9394). De Mönnink’s multi-method study therefore certainly counts amongst the most
valuable contributions to the description of the Big Mess Construction. Still, it needs to be
pointed out that the quantitative analyses of her first corpus study are based on a total of
no more than 17 instances of the construction under study here (p. 66). Furthermore, NPs
containing a fronted premodifier are only one type of variant NP covered by de Mönnink’s
investigation, and her study is not least concerned with a methodological discussion of
the “multi-method approach” as such. The contribution to the study of the Big Mess
Construction which can be made within the scope of her work is thus naturally limited.
The present chapter has given an overview of how the construction has been dealt
with in previous work. In the next chapter, I will offer an account of the approach taken
to the exploration of the construction in the current study. I will provide a description
both of the method of my study and the data on which the following investigations are
based.
10 The reason why the BNC was not used for the initial corpus study is that the aim of arriving at an inventory

of different types of “variant” NPs and their possible realisations necessitated a fully parsed corpus. The
search in the BNC, which only contains POS-tags, depended on the possibility of formulating a more specific
query. De Mönnink’s (2000) BNC query includes the lexically specified items so, as, too and is thus designed
to retrieve only the variants of the construction introduced by these three degree items.
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CHAPTER 3

Delimitation of the construction, data and methodology
3.1

Introduction

As has become obvious in the preceding discussion of existing research on the Big Mess
Construction, there is quite some variation regarding the definition of the construction
and its variants. Although the descriptions agree on a core of common characteristics, the
boundaries drawn to delimit the phenomenon from related structures differ quite
markedly from contribution to contribution. My discussion of previous work naturally
focused more on the presentation of these individual contributions. In order to offer a
detailed definition and delimitation of the phenomenon at focus, it thus seems necessary
to recapitulate in the present chapter the core characteristics which are highlighted in
most previous accounts and to distinguish them from areas of disagreement; against this
background, I will outline how I delimited the object of study in my work prior to the stage
of data retrieval (Section 3.2). Next, I will continue with a few general notes concerning
the corpus-based methodology (Section 3.3) as well as with a brief presentation of the
corpus which was chosen for the study, the BNC (Section 3.4). The next section will be
devoted to the collection of my data: I will explain how the data were retrieved from the
BNC (Section 3.5) and discuss a number of additional questions concerning the
delimitation of the phenomenon which were raised during the process of the manual
inspection of the hits retrieved by the queries (Section 3.6). I will then give an overview
of the final dataset to be used for my analyses, including information on the distinct
constructional versions contained in my data and their frequencies (Section 3.7). The
presentation of my data and methods will be concluded by a discussion of the reasons
why my study refrains from conducting a large-scale comparison of the Big Mess data with
data representing structures which may be argued to represent “alternatives” to the Big
Mess Construction, such as the postdeterminer construction ‘a(n) + DEG + ADJ + N’ (e.g. a
too big mess). In opposition to what has been suggested in some previous contributions,
this comparison will be proposed to be neither necessary nor reasonably practicable
(Section 3.8).
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3.2

Definition and delimitation of the phenomenon I: Questions faced before the
data retrieval

Big Mess NPs as defined in the present study are NPs all of which contain as necessary
criteria 1) the indefinite article a(n) as determiner and 2) a premodifying AP in
predeterminer position. Accounts in the previous literature have identified different
conditions under which this structure may occur, depending on additional characteristics
of the AP involved. In the definition used here, the criterion which needs to be added to
1) and 2) above is that 3) the predeterminer AP either includes i) one of a range of degree
items occurring as premodifier at a lower syntactic level11 (e.g. as big a mess, too big a
mess, so big a mess) or ii) a comparative form of the predeterminer adjective, either in the
form of a) an analytic construction with more or less (e.g. more serious a mess, less serious
a mess) or b) a synthetic form under the condition that the comparative adjective is
premodified by a degree item (e.g. no bigger a mess, much bigger a mess).
Discrepancies to be found in the literature concern the more concrete formulation
of these conditions. As regards condition 3i), descriptions differ markedly with regard to
the degree items which are included amongst the forms that can occur in the structure.
While most contributions present a fixed set of items, a few studies assume the range of
possible degree items to be more open (Seppänen et al. 2002: 124-25; Seppänen 1978:
530; Christophersen 1974: 540-41). Concerning condition 3ii), there is wide-spread
agreement that the Big Mess word order is possible with the analytical comparative forms
including more or less (e.g. more serious a mess, less serious a mess). Descriptions vary, on
the other hand, in the status assigned to synthetic comparative forms inside Big Mess NPs.
Some contributions argue that the latter cannot occur in predeterminer position at all (e.g.
Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 435), whereas most accounts point towards this possibility
under the additional condition that they are premodified by specific degree items, as
specified in 3iib) above (e.g. no bigger a mess, much bigger a mess). It should be noted that,
in previous work, these premodifiers are then listed as a closed set in parallel to the items
under condition 3i) (e.g. no, much, far in Aarts and Aarts 1988: 109-10). In fact, Seppänen
et al. (2002) seem to make no differentiation at all between degree items co-occurring
with comparative or non-comparative adjectives, listing degree items of both types

In the vast majority of cases, the degree item is expected to head an AdvP which modifies the head of the
predeterminer AP. The definition is left more open here in order to account for Huddleston and Pullum’s
(2002: 435) observation that it may also function as modifier inside an AdvP premodifying the
predeterminer adjective, as in their example so blatantly biased a report that no one took any notice of it.
11
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alongside one another (e.g. so and too are listed alongside much and far). Importantly,
however, none of the contributions includes any examples of degree items which can cooccur with comparative adjectives in the non-fronted position only, as is usually done for
the combinations of degree items with non-comparative adjectives under condition 3i)
(e.g. *excessively big a risk in Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 551).12 On the basis of these
observations, the most reasonable working hypothesis to adopt here thus appeared to be
that synthetic comparatives can occur inside the Big Mess order if they are premodified
by a degree item more generally (rather than by a few specific degree items only).
Besides the conditions involving a particular degree item or a comparative
adjective formulated above, a minority of descriptions point towards rare uses of noncomparative adjectives (other than such and what, that is; on structures with such and
what, see below) which can occur in predeterminer position in the absence of a degree
item. These APs have been noted to include special as or though complements following
the nominal head (e.g. big a mess as it may be, big a mess though it is, Christophersen 1974:
540; Seppänen 1978: 524-25; Seppänen et al. 2002: 126-27). Seppänen et al. (2002: 12728) additionally mention an alternative version without such a complement, which they
note to be even less frequent and thus difficult to distinguish from production errors (e.g.
big a mess).
As previously indicated, NPs containing premodifying APs headed by such or what,
which precede the determiner but do not involve modification of the adjectival head (e.g.
such a mess, what a mess) are excluded from the scope of the study.
In order to make the task of retrieving the data more manageable, versions
including postmodifying rather than premodifying degree items were further dropped
from the analysis (e.g. big enough a phenomenon). Moreover, the study omits from its
scope NPs fulfiling the three defining criteria above but including, in addition, the form of
between the AP and the determiner (e.g. too big of a mess). This variant has received some

It should be noted that it does in fact seem possible to dispense with the differentiation between noncomparative and comparative APs which corresponds to the two conditions 3i) versus 3ii). As indicated,
some definitions of the construction treat the forms more and less as identical to other degree adverbs like
so, too, as. In view of the fact that the predeterminer position of synthetic comparatives may depend on their
premodification by degree items, the two conditions could thus be united under the criterion that the
adjective (comparative or not) is premodified by a degree item (comparative adverb or other). The reason
why the differentiation is still made here is that the list of degree items which can occur with noncomparative adjectives appears to be less open than the set of degree items which can occur with
comparative adjectives. As specified above, it thus seems possible to argue that comparative APs in general
are associated with the option of the Big Mess order. Generally speaking, however, the question of the exact
classification of the criteria appears to make no relevant difference to the delimitation of the phenomenon
and will therefore not be discussed any further here.
12
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attention in the literature as a dialectal variant associated above all with American English
varieties and seems to be of little relevance to this study, which is based on British data.13
Note further that the phenomenon as studied here includes, but is not limited to,
NPs with a discontinuous AP, i.e. it may but need not feature a complement which follows
the head noun in addition to the portion of the AP in predeterminer position (e.g. too big
a mess to ignore and too big a mess Æ). Following Huddleston and Pullum’s (2002)
terminology, I will refer to these optional components as “indirect complements”14 (on
this optional feature, see Chapter 4.4.1 and Chapter 8.4)
The constructions which are related to the Big Mess Construction but were
removed from the scope of the study will be mentioned wherever relevant.
3.3

A brief note on the corpus-based methodology

The present study aims to employ attested language data extracted from an electronic
corpus to arrive at a comprehensive description of the use of the Big Mess Construction.
Since corpus linguistics may by now be considered a mainstream methodology in
linguistic research, a detailed discussion of the motivation behind the choice of a corpusbased method no longer appears to be of necessity (for a comprehensive introduction to
the field of corpus linguistics, the reader is referred to e.g. McEnery et al. 2006, McEnery
and Hardie 2012 and the contributions in O’Keefe and McCarthy (eds) 2010).

Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of English Usage (1994) lists various attested instances of the Big Mess
variant with of under the entry on of a (p. 680) (e.g. that long of a speech, too radical of a theory, how big of
a carrier task force). The authors note that “[w]hat we have here is a fairly recent American idiom that has
nearly a fixed form: that or how or too, or sometimes as, followed by an adjective, then of a and a noun.” On
the basis of their examples, the authors further observe “the idiom to be almost entirely oral; it is rare in
print except in reported speech”. Allen (1989) and Rapp (1991) likewise mention the construction to be
much more frequent in spoken than in written language. Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of English Usage
argues the construction to be “just one of a group of idioms that are characterized by the presence of of as
the link between a noun and some sort of preceding qualifier”, other examples being kind of a or sort of a
constructions. Zwicky (1995: 113-14) interprets the construction to have resulted from the extension of the
structure underlying NP constructions with quantity modifiers (e.g. more of a mess, enough of a mess, a bit
of a mess) to NP constructions with degree modifiers (see also Bolinger 1972: 136; Allen 1989; Rapp 1991).
The optional occurrence of the item of in Big Mess NPs, which does not lead to any change in meaning, has
also been used to motivate structural analyses posited in generative work (e.g. Kennedy and Merchant
2000: 125-26; Abney 1987: 324-26; Bennis et al. 1998: 86). As regards the date of origin of the Big Mess
variant with of, Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of English Usage (1994) notes the earliest examples which
could be identified to be those contained in the American Dialect Dictionary from the years 1942 and 1943,
but it is added that the construction is “undoubtedly at least somewhat older”.
13

As will be explained in Chapter 4.4.1, Huddleston and Pullum (2002) use the term “indirect complement”
to refer to a complement which is licensed not by the head of the phrases to which it belongs, but by one of
its modifiers. For example, in too big a mess to ignore, the complement to ignore, which belongs inside the
AP, is licensed by the degree modifier too rather than by the head of AP big.
14
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In brief, the corpus-based approach is founded on the firmly established belief that
an empirically valid description of language structures requires evidence of how these
structures are actually used in authentic language data. My analyses will accordingly focus
on what can be observed to occur rather than on what might be imagined to occur.
Moreover, it is regarded to be a necessary characteristic of any comprehensive account of
language structures that they include characterisations of these structures in quantitative
terms; the use of an electronic corpus opens up the possibility of providing information
on the frequency of the phenomenon under consideration as well as on its distributional
characteristics. In contrast to earlier studies of the construction originating from the field
of theoretical syntax, the quantitative analysis of authentic data will allow me to draw
conclusions not only concerning the possible, but also concerning the most typical uses of
the construction. Where necessary, quantitative results will be combined with qualitative
analyses in order to arrive at meaningful interpretations of the use of Big Mess NPs. This
combined approach will be of particular relevance when it comes to the analysis of the
typical meanings and discourse functions of the construction, this type of analysis being
to a very large extent dependent on the additional qualitative interpretation of my
quantitative findings (see Chapter 5).
3.4

The corpus

The data for the study were extracted from the BNC via the BNCweb interface (see
Burnard 2007 and Hoffmann et al. 2008 for an account of the BNC and BNCweb,
respectively). The BNC is a large reference corpus comprising almost 100 million words
of Present-day British English. The corpus was specifically designed to act as a
representative sample of British English as used in the latter half of the 20th century. It
accordingly contains balanced proportions of samples from a wide variety of different
subjects and genres of both written language (approximately 90% of the total) and spoken
language (approximately 10% of the total) (see Burnard 2007). Moreover, the BNC is
richly annotated with grammatical and metatextual information.
The brief description of the BNC just given includes three of the main reasons for
which it was chosen for the present study. The first reason is to be found in the
comparatively large size of the BNC. Since the construction under investigation cannot be
assumed to represent a high-frequency phenomenon, a large corpus was required in
order to gain detailed and significant insights into the facets of its potential variability.
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The next reason concerns the question of representativeness: the corpus forms a
well-suited basis for a synchronic study of the Big Mess Construction as it does not, from
the outset, limit the investigation to a description of the construction as used, for example,
in certain text types only. On the contrary, as a “balanced” corpus (Burnard 2007), the
BNC raises the possibility of gaining information on the distribution of the construction
over different text types. On the other hand, the concomitant decision to focus on British
English only is largely a pragmatic decision to help make the study feasible.
A third reason for the choice of the BNC lies in the grammatical annotation of each
word in the corpus with a part-of-speech (POS) tag. This criterion is critical in that the
only lexically specified items inside the Big Mess Construction are the indefinite article
a(n) and the individual degree items which have been found to occur in predeterminer
position. Queries founded on a lexical search of these high-frequency items alone, i.e.
queries which make no additional recourse to more abstract grammatical patterns,
therefore necessarily result in an enormously large amount of noise. Furthermore, it will
be indicated that the set of degree items which can initiate the construction is not as
closed as most previous descriptions of the construction have suggested. A grammatically
annotated corpus was thus necessary for the retrieval of a representative dataset on
which to base the analyses. A description of the queries used for this purpose will be
offered in the following.
3.5

Data retrieval

In order to extract the Big Mess Construction from the BNC, a series of queries were
designed which aimed at matching a very high proportion of the instances of the
construction contained in the corpus even if this involved the retrieval of a large number
of unwanted instances and, with that, a lengthy process of manual post-editing. In other
words, much more emphasis was placed on recall than on precision. The strategy adopted
under this approach included, as a first step, a search for sequences of individual degree
modifiers followed by the indefinite article a(n) within a span of six words; the query
matched only sequences of items which are located inside one and the same sentenceunit.15 The set of items which was sequentially inserted into the degree modifier slot of
this general query in the first step of the data retrieval process consisted of items which
An example of the full query in CQP syntax is given for the version including that as degree item in (i)
below.
15

(i)

[word="that"%c] []{1, 6} [word="(a|an)" %c & pos="AT0"] within s
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have repeatedly been noted in this connection in previous work, viz. as, so, how, however,
rather, that, this, too (see condition 3i) above), the comparative adverbs more/less for the
retrieval of analytic comparative forms (see condition 3iia)) and sequences of far, much,
no plus adjectives carrying the inflection -er for the retrieval of synthetic comparative
forms which are premodified by specific degree items mentioned in the literature (see
condition 3iib); on the reasons for including lexically specified degree items into the query
for the retrieval of the comparative structure, see below).
A large span size of six items between the lexically specified elements of the degree
modifier and the indefinite article was chosen in order to cater for the potential presence
of optional intervening items. These include, amongst others, additional adverbs
modifying the predeterminer adjective, sequences of coordinated APs, and/or
punctuation symbols and hedges (see Chapter 4.4 for a description of the internal
complexity of the construction). The capacity of the query to match complex and variable
strings is illustrated by the examples of the construction in (1)-(4), all of which could be
extracted from the corpus by way of the single general query described above (for the
sake of clarity, the Big Mess NPs are cited in isolation from their surrounding co-text; the
arrows indicate the boundaries of the strings which are matched by the query).
(1)

<<< as easily analysable and comprehensive a >>> form as possible (BNC: BP5 578)

(2)

<<< how erm, simple or small a change >>> (BNC: HDX 46)

(3)

<<< too narrow (and unfortunately common) a >>> sense (BNC: FPC 1187)

(4)

<<< too eclectic, uncritical and almost deferential an >>> eye (BNC: EBX 357)
The decision to set the cut-off point for the maximal span size at six (and no more

than six) words was grounded on preliminary searches involving that as exemplary
degree item and a(n) within different span sizes: after a manual examination of 1,000
randomised hits of the query including a span size of seven words, which included not a
single instance of the Big Mess Construction, the span size of six items was chosen as what
seemed to be a useful trade-off between precision and recall for this first stage of data
extraction. As concerns the optional indirect complement inside the AP (e.g. too big a mess
to ignore) as well as potential postmodifiers or additional premodifiers of the head noun,
the query offers the advantage of retrieving all possible levels of complexity, as the
specified search string reaches only up to the indefinite article. Compare the instance
displayed in (5), which was matched by the query.
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(5)

<<< no more iconoclastic an >>> exponent of this form of criticism than Nizan’s
own grandson, Emmanuel Todd (BNC: FTW 914)
The lexical realisation of the individual degree items was not combined with a

specification of the corresponding POS-tag. In view of the frequent ambiguity of the
respective surface forms in terms of POS-categories, this of course drastically lowered the
precision of the query. To return to the example of that, it can be noted that this surface
form may function not only as degree adverb but also as a subordinating conjunction,
determiner, relative pronoun or demonstrative pronoun. The reason why the inclusion of
an adverb-tag was not regarded as a suitable option for the retrieval of the construction
(as was done, for example, by de Mönnink 2000) rests in what was evaluated to represent
a high danger of excluding sizable numbers of instances in which the degree item had been
assigned an incorrect POS-tag. In this context, a few remarks on the tagging procedure
underlying the BNC need to be made: As the corpus was tagged automatically on the basis
of the tagger CLAWS4 (see Garside and Smith 1997), with no additional post-editing
process, all errors made by the automatic tagging system remain uncorrected. These
errors account for no more than approximately 1.15% of the words in the BNC (Burnard
2007). In case of the Big Mess Construction, however, the errors amount to a much greater
problem. Observations based on a series of other, preliminary queries for the Big Mess
Construction in which I did make use of the adjective-tag had revealed that the nonprototypical position of the AP causes the tagger enormous trouble in identifying the head
of the phrase as what it is, i.e. as an adjective. As an illustration, consider the instances
displayed in (6) and (7).
(6)

Entirely too high_AV0-AJ0 a price for a bit of ham and bread. (BNC: H85 1655)

(7)

It’s too pretty_AV0 a day to mind about such things. (BNC: G0X 2294)

In (6), the adjective high has been assigned an ambiguity tag “AV0-AJ0”, indicating that
the tagger could not decide on the correct category to which to assign the item but
considered it to be more likely that the item is an adverb than that it is an adjective. The
adjective pretty in (7) has not even received an ambiguity tag, but has been wrongly
tagged as an adverb (“AV0”). In a way, then, this serves to show that the construction
under study can in fact be regarded as a big mess, or at least as too big a mess for an
automatic tagger to grasp. It was accordingly concluded more generally that a strong
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reliance on POS-tags at this crucial first stage of the data extraction process should be
avoided.
In the second stage of the process, I made use of a series of PERL scripts in order
to increase the precision of the results of the query just described. For each version of the
query (i.e. for each degree item inside the general query), the script generated a list which
sorted the hits according to the most frequent patterns of underlying POS-tag
combinations. Each POS-sequence which occurred in the data above a frequency
threshold of 500 was then evaluated for its potential to represent or include a Big Mess
NP. This made it possible to identify and delete from the results of the query a number of
patterns which were frequent in the data but which do not (or are, at least, very unlikely
to) represent or include a Big Mess Construction and would have thus unnecessarily
slowed down the subsequent process of manual inspection. The choice of sequences
which were to be removed was further informed by an inspection of a randomised subset
of the results of the query for frequently occurring grammatical patterns as well as by an
examination of the instances of the version of the Big Mess Construction with too resulting
from the use of the earlier queries including the adjective-tag which were mentioned
above (for more details on these queries, see Section 3.8 below). The latter set of hits
enabled me to gain information on the kinds of POS-tags which the tagger has wrongly
assigned to predeterminer adjectives. As an example of patterns which were deleted from
the results by means of these scripts, consider again the that-set: I removed from the hits
for this version of the query, amongst others, instances in which that is immediately
followed by an item tagged as a personal pronoun, instances of that’s, or instances in
which that is followed by there/this/it. With the help of these and other exclusions, the
overall number of hits for the query involving that could be considerably reduced from
132,681 to 30,056. In a final step, the reduced version of each dataset was then manually
inspected for instances of the respective version of the Big Mess Construction.
It should be emphasised again that the first set of queries included as lexically
specified degree items those forms which have been listed as licensors of the construction
in previous work. As mentioned in Chapter 2, the studies by Christophersen (1974),
Seppänen (1978) and Seppänen et al. (2002) draw attention to the fact that additional
items can be found to be used inside the construction (if with much lower frequencies),
probably as the result of analogical processes. Nonetheless, due to the lengthy periods of
manual inspection made necessary by the reliance on the general query, it was not
manageable as part of my study to insert all of the individual items listed as examples by
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the authors into my query. I did, however, cater for instances of the construction with
these or other degree items by formulating an additional query which, in comparison to
the general query, increases precision at the expense of recall. This query searched for
sequences of any item other than the individual degree items which had already been
covered by the general query followed by an adjective + a(n) + a singular noun + any word
not tagged as verb (the inclusion of this last component of the query again aiming to
increase precision at the possible expense of recall); as before, the query retrieved only
sequences of items contained within a single sentence-unit.16 Given the problems
associated with the use of POS-tags for the retrieval of the Big Mess Construction
mentioned above as well as the limited potential of this query to find Big Mess NPs
including additional optional modifiers, the recall rate of this query is certainly not ideal.
Still, the query offered a good trade-off between the aims of optimising precision and
recall.
As regards predeterminer APs including synthetic comparative forms preceded by
a premodifier, the general query (which specified the items no, much and far as
premodifiers) matched a very low number of Big Mess hits. Sizeable amounts of Big Mess
instances could be extracted only for the version with no17 (81 instances). Due to the very
low number of hits containing much (4) and the (0), no additional query without a lexically
specified degree item was formulated for predeterminer APs with synthetic comparatives
although, as mentioned above, the set of degree items which can precede synthetic
comparatives in the structure under study appears to be fairly open. Again, this is of
course a decision which was reached to make the process of data retrieval more
manageable. Although the strategy is thus not optimal, it seems to be very unlikely to have
impinged in any relevant sense on the aims of the study.
The combination of the queries described above is estimated to have resulted in a
very high level of recall. For some degree items, the process of manually inspecting the
results for instances of the Big Mess Construction included additional difficulties related
to the identification of the NP boundaries involved in subsets of hits. In the following, the

16

The full query in CQP syntax is specified in (ii).

(ii)

[word!="(AS|so|how|too|however|less|more|that|and)"%c] [pos="AJ0"] [word="a"%c]
[pos="NN1"] [class!="VERB"] within s

The structure including the negator no should naturally be seen as a separate case from those including
degree items like much. For the present purpose, it seemed legitimate to regard the cases as variant
realisations of a single more abstract structure, however.
17
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concomitant complexities regarding the delimitation of the construction which were
encountered in these cases shall be explained in more detail.
3.6

Delimitation of the phenomenon II: Questions faced during the process of the
manual inspection of the hits

The constructional versions which gave rise to most difficulties during the process of
manual inspection are the versions including less (e.g. no less a mess) and however (e.g.
however big a mess). For these versions, the aim of identifying Big Mess NPs gave way to
a number of systematic problems in locating the boundaries of the respective NPs under
study. The issues faced in the analysis of the two sets will be discussed in turn.
No Less a Mess
The form less can be used as an adjective, but it is more frequently used as an adverb or
determinative (see Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 1122-26 and Quirk et al. 1985: 1134 on
more). Due to the multiple uses of the form less, the structural analysis of instances of the
surface sequence ‘no + less + a(n) + N’ raised the question of whether the specific uses of
less at hand are adjectival in nature and whether the combination no less can accordingly
be analysed as forming part of the NP under investigation.
As became clear during the stage of the manual inspection of the hits already, the
overwhelming majority of instances of this constructional version (51 out of 66 instances)
represent realisations of what appears to be a semi-fixed phraseological unit; the unit is
structured around the core items ‘no less a(n) + person/figure/authority/personage/
another semantically related noun + than + name/title of the person referred to’. For
illustrative examples, see (8) and (9) below. In this unit, less is clearly an adjective,
although it here conserves an archaic, adjectival use of less which has otherwise become
rare (OED Online, less adj., adv., pron., and n., and prep., A adj. and determiner, 1b). The
specification of the sense given in the respective OED entry is ‘Of lower degree, rank,
gravity, importance, etc.; inferior’; the quotations cited range from ca. 1175 to 2005. For
an occurrence of this adjectival use outside of the idiomatic use which freezes this sense
in Present-day English, compare one of the OED quotations added here as (10).
(8)

No less a figure than James I himself also published several works on the subject.
(BNC: CLM 685)
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(9)

This may seem a somewhat fanciful proposition, but no less a person than Chomsky
has suggested such a possibility. (BNC: CBR 274)

(10)

It was a less woman incomparably painted. (OED, 1845, N. P. Willis Dashes at Life
with Free Pencil I. 16; less adj., adv., pron., and n., and prep., A adj. and determiner,
1b)

The BNC additionally contains one example which forms part of this phraseological
category with the difference that less is, in this case, replaced by lesser; see (11).
(11)

It was at this point in Morse’s recapitulation that the forensic brigade arrived; and
soon afterwards a royal-blue BMW carrying no lesser a personae than Chief
Superintendent Bell from the City Police. (BNC: HWM 2192)

The “double comparative” form lesser is introduced by Huddleston and Pullum (2002:
1126) as an alternant to adjectival less. The authors note the form to express the meaning
‘smaller’, as in their example a lesser risk, or ‘less worthy, significant’, as in their example
a lesser man/journal as well as in the Big Mess instance in (11).
According to Huddleston and Pullum, the occurrence of lesser is generally
restricted to attributive uses. As regards adjectival less, on the other hand, Huddleston and
Pullum (2002: 1126) note an almost exclusively predicative use, claiming that attributive
uses of less are “virtually restricted to the particular phrase a greater or less extent”. Any
Big Mess instances featuring less would thus represent exceptional cases in this regard.
The two additional examples given by Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 1126) to illustrate
adjectival less are reproduced as (12) and (13).
(12)

Is Soviet influence throughout the world greater or less than it was ten years ago?

(13)

They can employ apprentices provided they pay rates which are not less than those
of the other workers.

Note further that adjectival less is analysed by the authors as contrasting semantically
with greater rather than with more, which is in turn held to represent the counterpart to
determinative less. In non-comparative terms, the Soviet influence in (12) is accordingly
paraphrased adjectivally as quite small or not very great/considerable rather than with
determinative much. Similarly, the pay rates in (13) are paraphrased with the adjective
low rather than with determinative little. How, then, do the remaining Big Mess
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candidates, which do not realise the phraseological unit discussed above, fit these
descriptions?
In the next subgroup of three instances, less is fairly clearly in line with Huddleston
and Pullum’s (2002: 1126) notes on the semantics of adjectival less: in the example in (14),
reference is made to a transformation which is equally great/considerable/significant as
the one with which it is being compared; example (15) refers to an equally high degree
and (16) to a sum which is no lower than $700,000 to £1,000,000.
(14)

No less a transformation has been undergone by the front seats, which now enjoy
much better lateral support, thanks to substantial side bolsters, and have
electronic memory adjustment for reach, height, tilt and lumbar support. (BNC:
A6X 369)

(15)

yet such reasoning, whether poverty, self-expression, financial regard, national
pride, political statement or simply as a means to shift the black man’s burden,
exists to no less a degree in England to day. (BNC: FT9 1003)

(16)

The support for the Express in 1912"provides for the introduction of £50,000 or
$60,000 to retain the only half-penny paper the Party possesses in London, and no
less a sum than $700,000 to £1, 000,000 would be necessary to start a similar paper
if the Daily Express were allowed to go. (BNC: EW1 126)

In the example in (17), which serves to illustrate another subgroup of three related uses,
and in the example in (18), on the other hand, it may be argued to be less clear whether
no less is part of the NP or whether less is here being used adverbially in the sense of ‘not
any less than/ no less so than/ to the same extent as…’. An adjectival reading was assessed
to be more appropriate, however. In (17), a possible paraphrase would seem to be ‘an
equally

great

guardian’,

whereas

(18)

appears

to

extend

the

‘equally

considerable/significant’ reading of (14) in the direction of ‘equally meaningful/
important’.
(17)

Holy though he may have been, Pius X, abetted by the English-born Cardinal Rafael
Merry del Val, waged a vigorous and not always clean campaign against the
dangers of modernism. His successor was determined to be no less a guardian of
the strictest orthodoxy. (BNC: CRK 387-88)
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(18)

A nineteenth-century drunkard sobbing at the penitents’ bench found no less an
‘answer’ in the cross of Christ than the twentieth-century philosopher with his
carefully articulated questions. (BNC: C8V 1166)

Another subgroup of six instances is exemplified by (19) and (20). In this group, the Big
Mess NP is followed by a because-clause or, in (20), by a for-PP. Some type of concessive
element appears to underlie these uses, which may accordingly be paraphrased along the
lines of ‘I am a woman and still find the article amusing/ although I am woman, I can still
find the article amusing’. The uses of no less hence seem to achieve a similar effect as
concessive adverbs or conjunctions such as still, although or nonetheless. Interestingly,
however, the choice of (no) less in this construction accomplishes this effect by
additionally turning categories discrete which would usually be conceptualised as
gradable (e.g. the categories of ‘women’ or ‘Princes’): ‘I am a woman to the same degree
as those who find the article problematic/ I am as much a woman as those who find the
article problematic’.18 Since less here seems to modify the noun, these uses of less were
classified as heads of predeterminer APs.
(19)

[...] I did find the article amusing and am no less a woman because I did. (BNC: AAF
283)

(20)

His Hal would be a truant Prince, perhaps, a man disobedient to his father and
contemptuous of the popular expectation, but no less a Prince for that, always
watching, always using the lines to cut out a space for himself. (BNC: CL2 1824)

Excluded from the Big Mess set, on the other hand, were instances such as (21). In this
example, the most appropriate paraphrase of no less was concluded to be ‘not (any) less
than/ as much as’ rather than any adjectival substitutes functioning as degree adjunct
which modifies the verb. Still, it is clear that the phenomenon under investigation needs
to be interpreted as gradient in nature: the distinction between examples such as (21) and
examples such as (18), for instance, cannot possibly be regarded as clear-cut. In both, the
surface sequence ‘no + less + a(n) + N’ follows the copula, but only in (18) was it analysed
as part of the NP functioning as subject complement. In contrast, instances such as (21)
Compare Huddleston and Pullum's (2002: 415) notes on the much/more/less/enough of a construction,
in which less and the other items are identified as “degree quantifiers” of properties which are normally
non-gradable. In their example Ed isn't much of a husband, the authors “understand the quantification to
apply to the degree to which Ed has the properties that are taken to characterise a good husband". In
contrast to the uses exemplified by (12) and (13), less in this construction is not an adjective but a
determinative.
18
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were interpreted as being structurally parallel to examples like (22) and (23), which
feature more rather than less. Realisations of this structure were not treated as adjectival
uses of more, meaning they were not counted as Big Mess instances (parallel to e.g. no
more a mess) either.
(21)

But for de Man the difference between literature and criticism is delusive, and
writing about a book is no less a process of invention than writing about an
imaginary world. (BNC: J86 28)

(22) ‘You’re becoming utterly ridiculous. Miss H. is no more a lesbian than you are, so
stop being silly and just thank your lucky stars that she’s teaching Constance so
much.’ (BNC: CEY 859-860)
(23)

Stavrogin is no more an atheist than Raskolnikov was, but his belief – all his beliefs
– are weak, as the suicide letter to Dasha Shatov makes plain, and their weakness
corresponds to the instability (shatost) of Raskolnikov’s. (BNC: A18 924)

Again, this decision is to some extent debatable. Quirk et al. (1985: 1136-37) discuss
examples such as She is no more a fool than you (are), which appear to realise exactly the
same structure as that found in (22) and (23) above. The authors note that, just as in
examples such as Rachel is no more courageous than Saul (is), the sequence no more […]
than here indicates that both subjects referred to are not fools, that both are not
courageous. In that sense, no more […] than is argued to carry different implications from
not more […] than and not any more […] than. This observation also applies to the BNC
examples in (22) and (23): what the speakers/writers seem to wish to communicate is
that neither Miss H. nor the addressee are lesbians, and that neither Stavrogin nor
Raskolnikov are atheists, one no more so than the other. Note that, whereas the example
Rachel is no more courageous than Saul (is) is identified by Quirk et al. as an adverbial use
of more, the example She is no more a fool than you (are) is labelled as a use in which “more
modifies a gradable noun”. It thus remains unclear whether Quirk et al. would really
regard these uses of more as adjectival in nature and whether they would consequently
treat the instances in question as examples of predeterminer APs. Quirk et al. (1985:
1136) proceed to remark that “[t]he rhetorical effect of the construction is not so much to
make a comparison as to intensify the negation”. Furthermore, according to the authors,
similar, if less clear-cut implicational distinctions hold for no less […] than, not any less […]
than and not less […] than (p. 1137). Huddleston and Pullum’s (2002: 1122-26) section on

44
comparative constructions involving more or less, which introduces adjectival less,
contains no corresponding note on an adjectival use of more.
Besides the issue of which instances to count as cases of the Big Mess set
exemplified by no less a mess, another question to raise is whether these instances should
be regarded as examples of a separate set or whether they should, instead, be
conceptualised as realisations of the version of the construction including synthetic
comparative forms of the adjective preceded by no (e.g. no bigger a mess). As noted by
Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 1126), although adjectival less seems to be a comparative
form, it remains unclear which form exactly may be taken to be its non-comparative
counterpart. The occurrence of less as head of a predeterminer AP supports the view of
less as a comparative form to the extent that there appears to exist no non-comparative
equivalent to the Big Mess set exemplified by no bigger a mess (?/*no big a mess). For the
present study, the “No Less a Mess” set was thus generally included within the “No Bigger
a Mess” set, although separate reference will at times be made to this special subset.
However Big a Mess
The uncertainties faced in the classification of instances of the surface sequence ‘however
+ ADJ + a(n) + N’ as examples of the version of the construction with however chiefly
concerned a subset of nine hits, which may be taken to involve some form of a reduced,
verbless clause. To varying degrees, these examples gave rise to the question of whether,
in the respective cases, the AP containing however functions as premodifier in NP
structure or whether it belongs, instead, outside the NP. For the sake of comparison,
consider first the examples in (24) and (25), which do not involve any structural
reductions, both clauses under study containing an overtly realised copula: the instance
in (24) is a clear example of a Big Mess NP fulfiling the syntactic function of subject
complement; in (25), the AP (however knowledgeable) is not part of NP structure and
functions as subject complement on its own.
(24)

But I would not have Alida need friends or be lonely in any way, however difficult a
person she may be. (BNC: AD1 3208)

(25)

However knowledgeable a surveyor may be, his skills will be limited unless he can
communicate. (BNC: BME 298)
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Consider next instances such as (26), which were analysed as involving a parenthetically
inserted reduced clause. In this case, the analysis is relatively straightforward, too: a Big
Mess NP here functions as subject complement in the reduced clause, which could be
completed in parallel to (24) as ‘however humble a cog in the wheel of industry or commerce
it is/may be’.
(26) Any girl, after attending these, should find her job, however humble a cog in the
wheel of industry or commerce, more interesting and more understandable. (BNC:
J54 1544)
(27) Jane could not bear to give up for, although she knew nothing so harrowing as the
run-up to a match or a medal, she knew nothing to compare with the excitement
which lay on the other side of the 1st tee: “However tight a match, I never believed
that anyone was going to beat me […].” (BNC: HJG 837)
While the usage in (26) can thus fairly safely be counted as a Big Mess instance, the
analysis of reduced clausal structures typically involves some degree of speculation. The
example in (27), for example, seems to represent a reduced version of the structure in
(25), in which the AP functions as subject complement (‘However tight a match was, …’).
Theoretically, however, other additions are possible, and, in some of these, the AP would
in fact be part of NP structure (e.g. ‘However tight a match it was’, ‘However tight a match
I played’, ‘However tight a match I found myself in’). The categorisation of the nine
instances involving reduced clauses into Big Mess and non-Big-Mess instances therefore
depended to some extent on subjective, intuitive judgements. To counteract the
associated problems, my own judgements were complemented by those of two native
speakers.
In the next section, I will present some initial statistics on my final dataset and its
distribution over the individual constructional versions.
3.7

The final dataset

In total, 3,815 instances of the Big Mess Construction could be retrieved from the BNC.
Table 3.1 displays the distribution of the instances over the different versions of the
construction. In Table 3.1 and throughout the rest of the study, I will refer to the
constructional versions with labels which add the individual degree item involved to the
general label Big Mess Construction, e.g. As Big a Mess Construction for the version with
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as, Too Big a Mess Construction for the version with too, (No) More/Less Serious a Mess
Construction for the versions with analytic comparative structures which typically
include adjectives with three or more syllables (hence the substitution of big by serious in
the corresponding labels) and so on. The set termed “Fancy Messes” includes all
alternative realisations of predeterminer APs, i.e. instances of predeterminer APs which
are not introduced by any of the degree items or comparative structures specified in the
other sets. No instances of Big Mess NPs containing this or rather as degree items were
found in the BNC. The remainder of this section will first make a few observations
concerning the relative frequencies of the individual versions and then discuss the form
of the alternative or “fancy” realisations in more detail.
Table 3.1

Distribution of the instances of the Big Mess Construction in the BNC over
the different constructional versions

Version of the Construction

n

As Big a Mess

1,264

Too Big a Mess

1,231

So Big a Mess

870

How Big a Mess

223

However Big a Mess

46

That Big a Mess

36

No Bigger a Mess

81

Much Bigger a Mess

4

(No) More Serious a Mess

38

(No) Less Serious a Mess

11

Fancy Messes

11

Total

3,815
As Table 3.1 reveals, the instances of the construction are distributed fairly

unevenly over its different versions. Three versions clearly stand out for their high
frequency of use, viz. the As Big a Mess (1, 264), Too Big a Mess (1,231) and So Big a Mess
Constructions (870). Together, these three sets make up 88.20% of the total number of
instances. To guarantee reliable findings, some of my analyses which specifically aim at
scrutinising potential differences between individual versions of the construction will
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therefore be restricted to a comparison of these three high-frequency versions of the
construction. For those cases in which results will be offered for all versions of the
construction, I introduce a collective group of what will be termed “Comparative Messes”,
which subsumes the small sets of the No Bigger a Mess, Much Bigger a Mess, (No) More
Serious a Mess and (No) Less Serious a Mess Constructions.19
The 11 alternative instances in the set of “Fancy Messes” include 6 instances in
which the AP is modified by an alternative degree item, some but not all of which are
contained in the lists offered by Christophersen (1974), Seppänen (1978) or Seppänen et
al. (2002). The 5 alternative degree items in my data are almost, equally, such, very in (28)(30) and sufficiently in (31) and (32). In one instance, given in (33), the predeterminer
adjective is preceded by the negator no, which otherwise occurs only in combination with
a comparative form of the adjective (compare the No Bigger a Mess set and the (No)
More/Less Serious a Mess sets.
(28)

Aphrodisias as a centre of sculpture spanned close to six centuries, almost
unprecendented [sic!] a period in the history of ancient art. (BNC: HSG 778)

(29)

Equally important a factor in measurement is reading a scale. (BNC: EVV 495)

(30)

It was reported that a small altar dominated his room, decorated with the withered
heads of animals forensics could not identify, its centre-piece an idol of
such explicitly sexual a nature no newspaper dared publish a sketch of it, let alone a
photograph. (BNC: CRE 1431)

(31)

In other cases a plan is desirable, provided that the plan is drawn on sufficiently
large a scale not to be merely confusing. (BNC: J6R 155)

(32)

To this it might be replied that it is not simply the case that the evaporation/solarflares analogy is not sufficiently strong an analogy to justify our using the term
‘afternoon’ on the Sun; it is no justification at all. (BNC: CK1 1547)

(33)

It was therefore very useful a tool for the Party to adopt during this period of
experimentation of how to achieve successful <unclear> reconstruction of the
countryside. (BNC: KM6 4)

The name Comparative Messes derives from the fact that all of these sets involve comparative forms of
predeterminer adjectives (synthetic or analytic variants). As will be explained in Chapter 4.4.1, all of them
can further involve expanded comparative complements (e.g. no bigger a mess than mine), yet this also
applies to the As Big a Mess and So Big a Mess Constructions. Whenever the term Comparative Messes is
used, it will refer to the group of small subsets including comparative forms of adjectives only.
19
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(34)

Goldstein in the United States, a strong advocate of the patient’s right to selfdetermination, argues that a person involuntarily incarcerated in a mental
hospital, for example, is in no different a position from a free person, except
that incarceration affects volition, not the patient’s capacity to make a
choice. (BNC: ASK 1580)

The remaining 4 instances, included as (35)-(38), contain predeterminer adjectives which
are not themselves premodified by any degree item (or other element). The examples in
(35) and (36) resemble instances of the As Big a Mess Construction or instances of the So
Big a Mess Construction with an as-complement (e.g. so big a mess as that) but contain no
(explicitly realised) form of the degree items as or so (nor of any other degree item). The
instance in (37) contains though following the head noun; the item is not, however, to be
interpreted as part of NP structure but rather as subordinator of the concessive clause.20
The three instances containing an as- or though-clause thus correspond to the special type
of structures discussed by Christophersen (1974), Seppänen (1978) and Seppänen et al.
(2002). The example in (38), which contains no such additional as- or though-clause, is
from spoken language; the potential presence of transcription or performance errors
consequently cannot be ruled out (as is also suggested by the subject-verb disagreement
in the preceding clause, it might be added).
(35)

And proof that an informant had indeed reached Edward from the town was
provided by the fact that the emissaries now demanded that the required hostage
should be none other than Seton’s own son, a young man whom he had brought
with him to Berwick on his first military venture, unfortunate a start as this had
turned out to be. (BNC: CD8 1620)

(36)

[P]risons, being regarded by most planners and politicians as ‘nonproductive’ (short-sighted a view as this may be), did not until very recently achieve
even token inclusion in a Five Year Plan, and this came only after a lengthy battle
by individuals within the Ministries of Home Affairs and Welfare to include a
meaningful package for development in the correctional field. (BNC: CRT 713)

(37)

Yet, obvious a performance though it was, behind it lay a real anguish and he knew
it, and knew he couldn’t help it. (BNC: AN8 94)

Compare Quirk et al.’s (1985: 1097) example of concessive clauses introduced by though and as with
fronted predication, given in (iii) below.
20

(iii)

Genius though she was, she was quite unassuming.
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(38)

Now echoes of the great turbines has [sic!] faded and new a workforce starts to earn
its living. (BNC: F8H 92)

It should be emphasised again, then, that not all of these alternative types of realisation
have previously been mentioned amongst the “rarer” elements listed by Christophersen
(1974), Seppänen (1978) or Seppänen et al. (2002). This observation lends initial support
to their view that the set of items which can introduce the construction should be seen as
being open to the extension to other degree items. In this context, it should also be
highlighted that the example with very in (33) and the example containing no degree item
in (38) are the only instances from the spoken component of the BNC; all other instances
represent written language uses.
The next section will conclude the chapter with the discussion of another
methodological question raised by the object of study: I will explain why my analyses will
largely focus on the Big Mess data on their own rather than including comparisons of the
construction to other constructions which may be regarded to represent structural
“alternatives”.
3.8

No comparison of the Big Mess Construction to potential structural
alternatives

The present study aims to analyse the Big Mess Construction as a structure on its own
terms. That is to say, it does not intend to arrive at conclusions concerning the forms and
functions of the Big Mess Construction by comparing it to structures which arguably
represent alternatives to it. As has been mentioned in the overview of previous work,
Seppänen et al. (2002: 100), for example, maintain that the predeterminer position of the
AP needs to be seen as an alternative to the more prototypical postdeterminer position
‘a(n) + DEG + ADJ + N’, the former replacing the latter under specific conditions. It could,
in consequence, be contended that meaningful insights concerning the characteristics of
the Big Mess Construction can only be drawn by conducting quantitative analyses which
compare the Big Mess data against data of this alternative. This type of approach would
resemble variationist studies, which depart from a definition of the variable under study
as a set of variants and which focus on a systematic quantitative comparison of data
representing each of these variants. In the present study, a comparative analysis of this
type will only be included in the Chapter scrutinising the potential rhythmic functions of
the Big Mess Construction (Chapter 6). In this context, my data of the Too Big a Mess
Construction will be compared to data of the postdeterminer alternative (e.g. a too big
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mess) in order to test the hypothesis that the indefinite article is shifted to the
predeterminer position to circumvent a stress clash which would be present in the
postdeterminer order. The comparative prosodic analysis appeared to be an integral part
of testing this specific hypothesis. Other than that, my study refrains from such
comparative analyses. Instead, it may be seen to follow a principle stressed in Goldbergian
Construction Grammar, viz. the view that the forms and functions of linguistic
constructions are best studied on their own terms (see Goldberg 2006: 19; see also
Chapter 8).
However, it should be emphasised at this point that my decision against the
inclusion of comparative analyses was primarily motivated by the observation that there
really appears to be no such thing as a straightforward structural alternative to Big Mess
NPs. Since this may be seen to involve a fairly drastic departure from previous views of
the construction, this point deserves to be treated in more detail in the following.
Let us first throw some more light on the structure just mentioned, viz. the
postdeterminer structure ‘a(n) + DEG + ADJ + N’, which conforms to the canonical order
of NPs containing an attributive AP in English. The literature on the Big Mess Construction
tends to compare Big Mess NPs to this structure, and usually to this structure only. To
different extents, these comparisons include discussions of the question of whether or not
the more prototypical structure really does represent an alternative to the Big Mess order.
Seppänen et al.’s (2002) study offers the most comprehensive discussion in this respect.
As indicated (see Chapter 2.2), the authors classify the Big Mess Construction into
different groups of versions on the basis of estimations of the frequency of the
predeterminer structure as compared to that of the postdeterminer structure. Their study
does not, however, include a large-scale comparison of actual frequency figures on the
basis of systematically retrieved corpus data. As regards other contributions, the set of
degree items which is included in previous descriptions of the Big Mess Construction
tends to be much more limited than that offered by Seppänen et al. (2002). Huddleston
and Pullum (2002: 435, 552) mention that APs including analytic comparative
constructions with more or less regularly occur both in post- and in predeterminer
position (e.g. This is more serious a problem than the other versus This is a more serious
problem than the other) whereas no such postdeterminer variant is held to exist for APs
with as, so, how, too, this and that. In a number of other studies, the prototypical
postdeterminer order is maintained to be downright ungrammatical for this latter group
of items (or for the subset that is discussed in each contribution; see e.g. Bresnan 1973:
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287; Abney 1987: 335-36, 342; Sadler and Arnold 1992: 30; Matushansky 2002: 27;
Haumann 2004: 183). Elsewhere, the postdeterminer structure is treated as a highly
unusual choice (e.g. Collins COBUILD English Usage 1992: 731). What is more, a number
of authors explicitly condition the acceptability of the structure on the presence of an
additional modifier of the degree item (e.g. Abney 1987: 342; Lorenz 1999: 148-49;
Matushansky 2002: 34, 45, 59). For example, Delsing (1993: 141) holds a too big house to
be ungrammatical whereas a far too big house is judged to be acceptable. Even so, yet
other authors provide authentic instances of the structure which indicate that the
postdeterminer structure can after all be found to occur without an additional modifier
(see e.g. de Mönnink 2000: 131; Kim and Sells 2011: 339).
To gain corpus-based insights into the use of the postdeterminer structure, I
conducted a series of BNC-based queries to retrieve potential instances of the structure
including each of the degree items which had previously been found to initiate Big Mess
NPs in the corpus. In the case of the variant with too, viz. ‘a + too + ADJ + N’, data were
already available from the previously mentioned queries which were used at an earlier
stage of my study in order to retrieve instances of both the predeterminer and
postdeterminer structures with too. In brief, this set of queries was designed to search for
instances of too inside an AP.21 The queries did not retrieve spellings in which the degree
modifier is linked to the preceding and/or the following item with a hyphen. To
additionally cater for instances including the hyphenated spelling, which is in fact quite
common (see below), I made use of the frequency list feature offered by BNCweb. The
frequency lists of all items in the BNC beginning with “too-”, ending in “-too” or involving
“-too-” were checked manually.
As concerns the postdeterminer structure including any of the other degree items
besides too, the simple query “(a|an) (_{ADV})* as” was used for instances with as, “(a|an)
(_{ADV})* so” was used for instances with so, and so on. These queries specify the optional
occurrence of an item tagged as adverb between determiner and degree modifier. In view
In more detail, I used CQP Syntax to search for instances of too followed by one or more repetitions of a
substring which itself consists of three substrings, viz.: zero or more adverbs, an obligatory adjective, an
optional coordinating conjunction or an optional comma. The full query in CQP syntax is added as (iv).
21

(iv)

((longest)) [word="too"%c] (([pos="AV0"])* [class="ADJ"] ([pos="CJC"] | [word=","%c &
pos="PUN"])?)+

To cater for tagging errors, this version of the query was supplemented by three more versions. In a first
step, the simplified tag “ADJ” was exchanged by one of the ambiguity tags "AV0-AJ0", "NN1-AJ0", "VVD-AJ0",
"VVG-AJ0", "VVN-AJ0"; in a second step, it was exchanged by each of the POS-tags "AV0", "NN1", "VVD",
"VVG", "VVN". In a third step, it was exchanged by any other POS-tag which had not been covered by those
described before.
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of potential tagging problems or the potential occurrence of additional items such as
punctuation symbols, a more flexible query would of course have been desirable. For the
version with so, which together with too is most frequently mentioned in the literature as
occurring inside the postdeterminer structure, I therefore additionally searched for
occurrences of a(n) and so in a span of up to two words in complex query mode
(“[word=”(a|an”] []{1,2} [word=”so"]”). The 5,752 hits matched by this query were
subsequently checked manually for instances of the structure in question. Of course, recall
is still not optimal, yet the use of a longer span would have obviously increased the
number of irrelevant hits matched by the query quite tremendously. The same type of
query involving a(n) and too in a span of up to 2 words would have matched 115 out of
the 122 instances in my dataset for the A Too Big Mess structure which do not involve
hyphenation. The query was thus seen to achieve a good balance between precision and
recall. Only a single instance of the structure under study including so in postdeterminer
position could be retrieved by means of this more open query which had not already been
matched by the query “(a|an) (_{ADV})* so”. For all other degree modifiers, I consequently
skipped this additional procedure, making use only of the respective initial queries as
specified before. As in the case of too, I additionally used frequency lists to search for
spellings including hyphenation for all degree items.
For each degree item which has been found to introduce a Big Mess NP in the BNC,
Table 3.2 lists the number of instances of the postdeterminer variant which could be
retrieved from the same corpus. A glance at the frequencies with which each degree item
occurs in pre- and postdeterminer position immediately indicates that items which can
occur inside a Big Mess NP are generally speaking highly unlikely to occur in the more
prototypical postdeterminer structure. Only for more and less is the “messy”
predeterminer structure less frequent than the postdeterminer structure. For most Big
Mess triggers (how, however, that, no + inflectional comparative form) not a single
postdeterminer instance could be identified. As regards the highest frequency versions of
the Big Mess Construction, the frequency figures of the attributive alternative can be
noted to be neglectable for as (1) and very low for so (22); the version with too, on the
other hand, stands out with a relatively high number of 202 instances of the
postdeterminer structure.
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Table 3.2

Frequency of pre- and postdeterminer uses of different degree modifiers
inside attributive structures in the BNC

Version of Big Mess Construction

n

Postdeterminer Structure

n

Too Big a Mess

1,233

A Too Big Mess

202

As Big a Mess

1,265

An As Big Mess

1

So Big a Mess

870

A So Big Mess

22

How Big a Mess

223

A How Big Mess

0

However Big a Mess

46

A However Big Mess

0

That Big a Mess

36

A That Big Mess

0

No Bigger a Mess

81

A No Bigger Mess

0

Much Bigger a Mess

4

A Much Bigger Mess

~2,48722

(No) More Serious a Mess

38

A More Serious Mess

~11,666

(No) Less Serious a Mess

11

A Less Serious Mess

1,116

Fancy Messes

11

---

---

In the case of the structures with too, corpus evidence consequently does not
support the introspective evaluation of the postdeterminer construction as
ungrammatical which is frequently found in the literature. Still, the corpus data confirm
that the structure is an unusual choice as compared to the Big Mess variant (202 versus
1,233 instances). Attested examples of the structure are displayed in (39) and (40).
(39)

Sweeney is a weapon against a too hopeful view of history. (BNC: A6B 67)

(40)

Martin’s always said I’ve got a too active brain many’s the time. (BNC: KBB 7156)

The examples in (39) and (40) further serve to illustrate that the structure can occur
without the additional modifier of too which is claimed to be obligatory by Delsing (1993)
and others. However, it needs to be emphasised that out of the 202 instances, 95 examples
(47.03%) do in fact contain this additional component. This figure shows that, although
the version without a modifier is not categorically excluded, the structure is fairly strongly
associated with this extra slot. Among the lexical realisations of the slot, 3 stand out for
their high frequency, namely all (46 instances) as well as the negative items not (19

For more and much, high numbers of instances were matched by the queries specified above (12,891 for
more and 3,786 for much). In these two cases, the manual inspection was restricted to a random subset of
1,000 instances each. The figures given in Table 3.2 are based on a projection of the percentage in the
random subset to the overall number of hits.
22
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instances) and none (20 instances).23 The most frequent variants are exemplified by (41)(43).
(41)

It is an all too common situation that the advisor miscalculates or simply forgets
the relevant time limit within which the application must be made. (BNC: HP3 650)

(42)

Just prior to Twelfth Night in the January of 1483, Anne went down with a not too
serious attack of the prevalent sweating sickness. (BNC: CCD 442)

(43)

‘I’ll tell you what’s going on, mate,’ he said, slapping a none too friendly arm around
the other’s shoulders. (BNC: FR0 1954)

Combinations with any of these three items are often spelled with hyphens, which
appears to indicate that they may be regarded as a closed unit, more so perhaps than other
combinations. Spellings including a hyphen between too and the adjective are overall
remarkably frequent in the postdeterminer structure, with or without the additional
modifier, that is (40 instances); spellings combining the hyphen between these elements
with an additional hyphen linking too to the additional modifier are found only for all, not
and none (40 additional instances). Examples of the hyphenated spellings are displayed
in (44) and (45).
(44)

If the son is psychologically castrated by a too-close tie to the phallic mother, then
the symbolism of this myth is very transparent. (BNC: HTP 400)

(45)

Jesus’s words are intended to put a stop to liberal divorce practices, and an all-tooeasy acceptance of failure when more can be done. (BNC: CGE 2475)
Note further that the additional modifier preceding the degree item is also part of

all of the 22 instances of the attributive alternative with so. Similar to the alternative
attributive structure with too, these instances mostly include uses involving the negator
not (18 instances). The 4 remaining uses consist of 1 instance involving the combination
oh so and 3 instances including the combination ever so. See (46)-(49) for examples.
(46)

We also once had a not so young horse who took a while to understand the
requirements of turn on the forehand. (BNC: KS9 303)

Whether or not the instances involving a negator should be subsumed under the category of instances
featuring a modifier of too is of course debatable. In contrast to clauses containing a Big Mess NP featuring
not in the position immediately preceding too, these instances are unambiguously cases of local rather than
clause negation. Hence, I decided to include all 19 instances in the group containing an additional modifier.
23
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(47)

all observation is to some extent determined by theory – a very old theme in a notso-new guise. (BNC: G1G 393)

(48)

David Stubbs, in the reliably rude Melody Maker said Gedge sounded like ‘an
existentialist garden gnome’ and Andy Hurt in Sounds described it as having
‘hapless vocals, an oh-so-ordinary melody line and limp-wristed production.’ (BNC:
AT1 1601)

(49)

Mr Major fidgeted, and took an ever-so sneaky glance at his watch at 4:00pm to find
to his dismay that only 30 minutes of the one hour, 53 minute-long drone had
passed. (BNC: K5L 873)24

In the case of the degree modifier as, the single instance of the postdeterminer structure
which could be identified in the BNC likewise involves the additional modifier before as.
Note, however, that the example in question is from the spoken context-governed
component of the corpus (an unscripted speech); see (50).
(50)

England were nearly as grateful when they dislodged anchor man Shaoib, whose
solid batting played an almost as important part in Pakistan’s efforts to take a
stranglehold on this Test. (BNC: CH7 3617 )

I will return to a discussion of the uses of the postdeterminer structure with too in the
context of the rhythmic analysis (see Chapter 6.3).
All in all, the evidence from the BNC reveals that the attributive alternative is, in
actual fact, no “real” alternative to the Big Mess Construction for the majority of its
versions.25 At this point, it needs to be added that, even if for most versions there exists
no such (seemingly) straightforward structural alternative, there are of course other ways
of phrasing the same proposition. As an illustration, consider the structures exemplified
The remaining two instances featuring ever so – or, to be precise, ever so slightly + ADJ + N – each involve
coordination with an adjective which is not itself modified by so (or any other degree modifier). See (v)
below. Whether or not these uses should be counted among the instances of the structure 'a(n) (+
MODIFIER) + so + ADJ + N' and to what extent they are transformable into a Big Mess NP is thus open to
discussion.
24

(v)

Her long face, with thick eyebrows, is that of a pleasant and ever-so-slightly bored horse, but she also
has long legs, and no bottom to speak of, and wears her hair long, straight and black to her
shoulders. (BNC: H0F 1126)

In a way, then, the “prototypical” or “canonical” postdeterminer order is, in cases such as these,
prototypical or canonical only as regards more abstract generalisations concerning the structure of the
English NP. Where comparisons between pre- and postdeterminer structures are made, the postdeterminer
order will (even in these cases) be referred to as the “prototypical” or “canonical” order in this sense of the
term throughout the paper.
25
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in (51), most of which go completely unmentioned in previous work on the Big Mess
Construction.
(51) a.

So interesting a topic should not be
ignored.

(Big Mess Construction)

b.

*(?) A so interesting topic should not be
ignored.

(NP containing attributive AP)

c.

A topic so interesting should not be
ignored.

(NP containing postpositive
AP26)

d.

A topic that/which is so interesting
should not be ignored.

(NP containing full relative
clause)

e.

This topic is so interesting that it should
not be ignored.

(Predicative AP)

Importantly, the list in (51) does not represent all structures which could be regarded as
potential variants to the Big Mess order. In addition, it is unclear whether the structures
included therein can actually be regarded as variants which realise one and the same
“variable” at all.
These observations concerning the question of the “alternatives” of the Big Mess
Construction raise important methodological issues, which may be formulated along the
lines of the Principle of Accountability as stated by Labov (1982: 30) in the context of
variationist sociolinguistics. In its strict version, Labov’s principle requires studies set in
a variationist framework to account for all variants of the variable under study; in order
to gain insights into linguistic or extralinguistic factors which constrain the use of a
specific variant, the researcher needs to take account not only of each occurrence of this
variant but also of its non-occurrence in contexts where it could have occurred but where
another variant was chosen instead. Comparisons between the Big Mess order and the
attributive alternative would violate this principle in that they focus on two potential
structural variants while ignoring other possible alternatives. Any such comparison could
accordingly be argued to give partial insights only. Incorporating all variants into one
extensive analysis, on the other hand, does not seem to be a feasible task. As already
mentioned, the list of potential variants in (51) is not comprehensive, yet it simply does
not seem possible to identify all structures which could be argued to represent an
Postpositive APs of the type illustrated in (37c) are frequently interpreted as reduced relative clauses
(see e.g. Quirk et al. 1985: 418, 420). For arguments against this view, see e.g. Blöhdorn (2009: 113-18).
26

57
alternative to the Big Mess Construction. In any given context, the speaker/writer has a
wide range of different options as to how to express a certain proposition, and some of
these alternatives may be structurally highly different from one another. In the structure
illustrated by (51e), for example, the AP (and its complement) occur outside of the NP in
predicative position. Compare further the constructed examples in (52), which are
structurally even more dissimilar but may still be argued to express very similar ideas.
(52a) They did so good a job at advertising the show that it’s sold out already.
(52b) They did extremely well at advertising the show. It’s sold out already.
What is more, ‘alternative ways of saying things’ will naturally include different
possibilities in each individual context. All in all, then, it seems to be next to impossible to
define a variable in the form of a “closed set of variants” (Labov 1982: 30), one of which
is the Big Mess Construction (see Labov 1982: endnote 10). On the basis of the insights
concerning the absence of a straightforward alternative to the Big Mess Construction and
the structural diversity of all its potential alternatives, I consequently decided against a
large-scale comparison of my Big Mess data to data on structural alternatives.
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CHAPTER 4

Distributional and formal analyses of the Big Mess
Construction
4.1

Introduction

The present chapter will present a range of analyses of the Big Mess Construction which
span diverse levels of description. The analyses are united by the shared aim of arriving
at a profound descriptive account of the construction: Throughout the chapter, the focus
will rest on the presentation and discussion of descriptive results rather than on attempts
at functional interpretation (on the functions of the construction in language use, see
Chapters 6 and 7). The organisation of the chapter is as follows. Section 4.2 will begin by
investigating the distribution of the Big Mess Construction over text categories in order
to examine whether the use of the construction is restricted to or associated with specific
text types. Section 4.3 will be concerned with the distribution of the construction over
syntactic roles. It shall be investigated whether the construction tends to fulfil a limited
number of syntactic roles only or whether it is, instead, distributed over a wide range of
roles. Section 4.4 will then shift the focus to the components of which the construction
consists and present data on each of these components. This series of analyses will
address the internal structural flexibility of the construction by examining to what extent
the obligatory parts of the construction can be enriched by optional elements.
As the overview suggests, all three sections of the current chapter attempt to
uncover potential constraints on the use of the construction as well as regularities
underlying its most typical instances. What is more, each of the sections will distinguish
between a general survey of the construction in all its versions on the one hand and
comparisons between different variants of the construction on the other hand. The
chapter will consequently also be concerned with the question of whether the individual
constructional versions closely resemble one another in their realisations and uses or
whether they are associated with distinct patterns of their own.
4.2

Distribution over text categories

As mentioned, a total number of 3,815 instances of the Big Mess Construction were
retrieved from the BNC. This figure relates to the overall frequency of occurrence of the
construction in the entire corpus. In order to discover how general or wide-spread its use
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is, the present section will investigate how evenly the instances are spread across the
different sections of the corpus. In Section 4.2.1, I will first make use of the metatextual
annotation of the BNC files in order to perform a number of distributional analyses on the
entire set of instances of the construction. In Section 4.2.2, I will proceed to conduct an
additional examination at the level of the different versions of the construction.
4.2.1 Distribution of the complete set of instances over text categories
The distribution of the Big Mess instances over the written and spoken components of the
BNC at first sight suggests a fairly clear preference for the occurrence in written texts: The
data comprise 3,645 hits in the written component (41.47 hits pmw) and 170 hits in the
spoken component (16.33 pmw). The next question to raise is how evenly the hits are
distributed over the different text types which jointly make up each of the two major
components of the corpus. Figure 4.1 displays the distribution of the construction over
the eight derived text types of the BNC.27
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Figure 4.1

Distribution of the instances of the Big Mess Construction over the derived
text types of the BNC

As is apparent, the distribution within the spoken component is characterised by
quite a sharp division between the demographically sampled subcomponent (“Spoken
conversation”), with no more than 36 hits (8.5 pmw), and the context-governed
subcomponent (“Other spoken material”), with 134 hits (21.7 pmw). Within the written
The text categories are “derived” in the sense that they were formed by categorising the 70 genres
determined for the text files in the BNC by David Lee according to 8 superordinate groups. For a detailed
description of the genres, see Lee (2001).
27
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component of the corpus, the distribution of the instances over the constituent text types
is remarkably even. The hits do not cluster in a few text types; instead, the normalised
frequencies with which the construction is found in each text type are all fairly similar to
one another. The differences in frequency between the top four text types, “Fiction and
verse” (732 hits, 45.34 pmw), “Non-academic prose and biography” (1,069 hits, 45.33
pmw), “Academic prose” (672 hits, 42.59 pmw) and “Other published written material”
(736, 41.06 pmw), are particularly slight. Although the figures for the two remaining
written text types, “Newspapers” (297 hits, 31.55 pmw) and “Unpublished written
material” (112 hits, 25.07 pmw), are somewhat lower, no marked gap in frequency can be
argued to become visible here either. What is more, the figure for “Unpublished written
material” closely approaches the frequency in the spoken context-governed
subcomponent (134 hits, 21.7) pmw.
The overall frequency of the construction was found to be too low for a detailed
discussion of the distribution of the instances over the seventy genres into which the BNC
files were categorised by Lee (2001) due to the fact that these genres include a number of
very small groups of texts. It can be noted, however, that a glance at the results of this
more fine-grained breakdown confirmed the finding of a wide rather than a specialised
distribution. No patterns spanning across text type boundaries (for example as concerns
a distinction between argumentative and other genres) could be discerned. Consequently,
“Spoken conversation” appears to be the only category which stands out for its infrequent
use of the construction.
At this point, it needs to be emphasised that the notably less frequent use of the
Big Mess Construction in spoken conversation as compared to that in other text categories
could be hypothesised to represent an artefact of the distributional characteristics of
complex NPs more generally. It is a well-founded observation that NPs containing one or
even multiple modifiers are less frequent in spontaneous conversation than in text types
which are characterised by production circumstances that allow for the careful planning
and revision of linguistic output (see e.g. Biber et al. 1999: 578-79). This observation could
be argued to relativise not only the difference between the frequency of the Big Mess
Construction in conversation and that in written text types but also the discrepancy
between the two spoken subcomponents. The reason for this is that a large number of text
types included in the context-governed component do in fact allow for substantially more
advance planning and revision than spontaneous conversation. The sole reliance on a
frequency per million words count was accordingly regarded as insufficient for the
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purpose of the present analysis: it essentially leaves open the question of whether the
higher frequency of the construction in some text types as compared to that in others
reflects a genuine association of the construction with these text types or whether it is
rooted in the higher propensity of these text types for the use of complex NPs more
generally.
In order to address this question, I attempted to gain reference values for the
number of all NPs and certain subgroups of NPs in the BNC with which the distributional
patterns of the Big Mess Construction could be compared. More specifically, my aim was
to approximate the frequency and dispersion in the BNC of four sets of NPs of differing
complexity. The four sets are 1) all NPs, 2) NPs which are not headed by a pronoun, 3)
NPs containing one/more modifier, and 4) NPs containing an AP which in turn contains
an AdvP. While being increasingly specific, these sets are all superordinate to the group
of Big Mess NPs. The inclusion of the first three sets intends to cater for the finding from
previous research that NPs in general are highly frequent in conversation: this frequency
is to a significant extent rooted in the more frequent use of personal pronouns in
conversational language than in, say, academic prose. NPs containing one or even multiple
modifiers, on the other hand, tend to be comparatively infrequent in conversation (see
e.g. Biber et al. 1999: 578-79). Additionally, the fourth set aims to embody a more specific
reference value for the particular type of complex NPs which is represented by Big Mess
NPs in that all Big Mess NPs contain an AP which obligatorily includes an AdvP.
To generate the corresponding reference figures, I relied on a file including a
parsed version of the sentences contained in the BNC.28 The format of parsing underlying
the file corresponds to the output of the Penn Treebank corpora of parsed sentences
(Marcus et al. 1993). In more detail, the file was parsed with Stanford CoreNLP 3.5.2 using
English Shift-Reduce Constituency Parser with beam search as the parser model (see
Stanford NLP Group and Manning et al. 2014 for details on the Parser and CoreNLP,
respectively).29 No inspection of the reliability of parsing was conducted. On the basis of
the entirety of parse trees, it was, in a next step, possible to create subcorpora which
match the derived text types of the BNC. With the help of Tgrep2 (Rohde 2005), a tool
28

I am grateful to Peter Uhrig for making the file available to me.

It should be noted that the final file represents a format exported from the data base of treebank.info
rather than a direct output out of CoreNLP. This exported version does not include sentences containing
more than 200 words or 1,500 signs. Due to the fact that only 0.01% of the s-units in the BNC contain more
than 200 tokens, the conclusions which can be drawn on the basis of the resulting figures will not be skewed
by the omission of these sentences.
29
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developed for the search of structures in corpora of parse trees, each of the subcorpora
was then searched for four patterns, which are intended to approximate the four different
sets of NPs described above. The patterns chosen to approximate the respective sets are
as follows: 1) for “all NPs”: all maximal NPs, 2) for “NPs which are not headed by a
pronoun”: all maximal NPs, excluding those that immediately dominate a personal
pronoun, 3) for “NPs containing one/more modifier”: maximal NPs that dominate any of
the following: an S-node, an AP, an AdvP, a PP, a possessive, a present participle, a past
participle, a noun-noun sequence, 4) for “NPs containing an AP which in turn contains an
AdvP”: maximal NPs that dominate an AP at any lower level which in turn dominates an
adverb at any lower level. Although the approach has its potential drawbacks and the
resulting figures can only act as rough estimates for the phenomena under study, the
findings should give valuable insights into the frequency of these four interrelated groups
of NPs. This in turn makes it possible to reassess the patterns identified for the Big Mess
Construction for obvious cases of bias.
The distribution of the instances of each of the four sets of NPs over the derived
text types of the BNC is displayed in Table 4.1. To ease comparison, Table 4.1 contrasts
the results with those yielded for the Big Mess NPs in the preceding step. As Table 4.1
suggests, NPs in general are substantially more frequent in “Spoken conversation”, i.e. in
the demographically sampled subcomponent (114,258.70), than in “Other spoken
material”, i.e. in the context-governed subcomponent (58,496.78 pmw). This also holds
true for the set of NPs which are not headed by a pronoun, although the difference is
slightly less marked in this case (90,926.65 pmw versus 52,959.28 pmw). The set
encompassing all modified NPs is dispersed surprisingly evenly over the individual text
types, the relativised frequency figures for the two spoken components here being almost
identical (30,537.12 pmw in “Spoken conversation” versus 30,35948 in “Other spoken
material”). What is more, the two figures are remarkably similar to those found for
written text types, such as “Fiction and verse” (34,920.28 pmw), which can be expected
to include, amongst others, language modelled after spoken registers but also “Academic
prose” (35,643.93 pmw) and “Non-academic prose and biography” (36,336.81 pmw). As
expected, the pattern of dispersion displayed by the Big Mess NPs is most similar to that
of the set of NPs modified by an AP which in turn contains an AdvP. However, the results
also reveal clear differences between these two sets. Most importantly, while the category
of NPs with AdvPs inside APs patterns with the Big Mess NPs in being least frequent
overall in “Spoken conversation” (1,406.48 pmw), the frequency difference between this
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text type and those text types in which the superordinate category is used most often is
much less distinct than in the case of the subgroup of Big Mess NPs (3,192.10 pmw in
“Academic prose”, 3,017 pmw in “Other published written material” and 2,827.04 pmw in
“Non-academic prose and biography”). It may further be noted that NPs with AdvPs inside
APs are more common in these three categories than in “Fiction and verse” (2,190.67),
whereas the Big Mess NPs display similarly high frequencies for all four text types. On the
other hand, the superordinate category, just like the set of Big Mess NPs, is less frequent
in the remaining written text types, “Newspapers” (2,013.03 pmw) and “Unpublished
written material” (2,057.46 pmw).
Table 4.1

Distribution of Big Mess NPs and four superordinate categories of NPs over
the derived text types of the BNC

Derived text type

NPs

NPs excl.
pro-NPs

NPs with
modifier

Big
Mess
NPs

34,920.28

NPs with
APs
containing
AdvPs
2,190.67

Fiction and verse

79,602.76

70,725.42

Non-academic prose
and biography

46,356.68

45,797.55

36,336.81

2,827.04

45.33

Academic prose

43,523.94

43,350.98

35,643.93

3,192.10

42.59

Other published
written material

55,742.35

54,966.25

39,583.78

3,017.00

41.06

Newspapers

53,628.31

52,975.43

39,725.36

2,013.03

31.55

Unpublished written
material

64,299.76

63,253.79

41,393.22

2,057.46

25.07

Other spoken material 58,496.78

52,959.28

30,359.48

2,741.95

21.70

Spoken conversation

90,926.65

30,537.12

1,406.48

8.50

114,258.70

Total

45.34

38.81
All in all, the comparison of the Big Mess findings with equivalent findings for the

four superordinate sets of NPs strongly suggests that the distributional patterns found for
the Big Mess Construction represent specific characteristics of usage of this construction
rather than being an artefact of more general preferences of complex NPs.
Since the categorisation according to a total of eight text types is of course fairly
broad, the results presented thus far could potentially obscure idiosyncratic tendencies
at a lower level. It is therefore worth investigating how widely the instances are
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distributed over the files contained within these broad categories. Table 4.2 contains
information on the dispersion of the hits over the constituent files of each of the eight
derived text types. As can be seen, the individual instances are not restricted to the
occurrence in a few files only, the hits instead being spread over a fairly large number of
files. For example, the 452 hits in “Fiction and verse” are dispersed over 283 files, the 744
hits in “Non-academic prose and biography” over 424 files. Altogether, the 3,815 instances
of the construction are dispersed over 1,620 text files, the construction thus being used in
over a third of the 4,048 corpus files.
Table 4.2

Distribution of the instances of the Big Mess Construction over the
constituent files of each text type category of the BNC

Derived text type
Fiction and verse
Non-academic prose and biography
Academic prose
Other published written material
Newspapers
Unpublished written material
Other spoken material
Spoken conversation

n
732
1,096
672
736
297
112
134
36

Dispersion over files
283/452
424/744
266/497
317/710
131/486
69/251
102/755
28/153

Total

3,815

1,620/4,048

An additional inspection of the results for file frequency extremes (i.e. the
individual files with the highest numbers of instances of the construction) demonstrates
that there are a number of texts in which the construction recurs various times (e.g. file
FU4: 11 hits, 497.7 pmw; file AN8: 17 hits, 481.8 pmw; file HRB: 16 hits, 393.5). To some
extent at least, the use of the construction may thus be argued to be influenced by
individual speaker preferences. Alternatively, repeated uses of the construction may be
interpreted as being primed by previous uses (I will return to this question in Chapter
8.3.3).
In sum, the results of the distributional analyses indicate that the Big Mess
Construction does not represent a specialised structure which is restricted to the
occurrence in particular text types or individual texts. On the contrary, the construction
has been found to display a notably balanced dispersion over the different sections and
files of the corpus, its use thus being of a general and wide-spread nature. An important
exception which was highlighted concerns the less frequent use of the construction in
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spoken as compared to written language. In particular, Big Mess NPs have been found to
be much less typical of (spontaneous) spoken conversation than they are of written texts
or of spoken text categories which allow for more options of advance planning and
revision.
Nonetheless, the results of the analyses do not provide a sufficient basis for
maintaining that the construction is, for example, associated with formal or literary usage.
As was mentioned in Chapter 2, such claims can be found in Collins COBUILD English
Usage (2012: 547) and Quirk et al. (1985). It needs to be emphasised, however, that these
notes are concerned with selected versions of the construction only, namely
predeterminer uses of ‘too + ADJ’ and ‘so + ADJ’, respectively. To investigate whether these
or related claims hold true with regard to specific versions of the construction, I will now
turn my attention to an examination of distributional differences between individual
variants of the construction.
4.2.2 Distribution of the different versions of the construction over text categories
The dispersion of the individual versions of the Big Mess Construction over the eight
derived text types of the BNC is presented in Figure 4.2. In parallel to Figure 4.1 above,
Figure 4.2 exhibits, for each version, the frequencies in the different text types; as before,
the frequencies are relativised per one million words in order to cater for the different
sizes of the text types. Since the different versions of the construction differ considerably
in their absolute frequency, the ranges within which the figures are located vary between
the versions to a very large extent. Figure 4.3 thus provides an additional means of
illustrating the distributional profiles of the versions: While it is otherwise based on the
same normalised frequency figures as Figure 4.2, the latter figure “edits out” the
frequency differences between the versions and represents the differences between the
normalised frequencies in the text types in terms of proportions. All horizontal bars have
consequently been stretched, which makes comparisons between the versions more
straightforward.30

In more detail, the procedure adopted to illustrate these proportional differences was to calculate, for
every version, a factor by choosing the frequency pmw figure which corresponds to the highest normalised
frequency count out of the eight text types and to divide that figure by 100 (e.g. for the As Big a Mess
Construction, 17.02 pmw in “Other published written material” divided by 100). Each of the normalised
frequency counts of the version in the remaining seven text types was then multiplied by this factor.
30
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The two Figures expose a number of differences in terms of the dispersion over
text categories for the individual Messes. As regards the three high-frequency versions of
the construction, the dispreference for the occurrence in “Spoken conversation” is
noticeably more marked for the So Big a Mess Construction than for the variants with too
and as. This also applies to the less spontaneous, “context-governed” subsection of the
spoken component, “Other spoken material”. Following Quirk et al. (1985), the version
with so could hence be argued to carry certain associations with formal, literary usage.
Contra Collins COBUILD English Usage (2012), this seems to hold true to a lesser extent
for the version with too.
For the group of Comparative Messes and the However Big a Mess Construction,
the BNC contains not a single occurrence in “Spoken conversation”. For the However Big
a Mess Construction in particular, frequencies in “Other spoken material” can be observed
to diverge less from those for written text categories, although the small size of this set
(46 instances in total) generally does not allow for definite conclusions.
In sharp contrast, The That Big a Mess Construction departs from the overall
dispreference for spoken language by being most frequent in “Spoken conversation”,
followed by “Other spoken material”. While detailed observations for this similarly small
set are equally difficult to make, this pattern appears to be more straightforward: It seems
possible to interpret the association of this version with spoken language as a
consequence of the colloquial nature of uses of that as a degree item.
The figures for the How Big a Mess Construction correspond to the general
observation of a notably less frequent use in “Spoken conversation”; still, the construction
is more frequent in “Other spoken material” than in any of the written text types. The
preference for this spoken category may cautiously be hypothesised to be related to the
subtype of interrogative uses included within the How Big a Mess set (e.g. How big a mess
did you make?), as interrogative structures may in general be expected to be more
frequent in spoken language. The infrequent usage in “Spoken conversation”, on the other
hand, conflicts with this interpretation.
Apart from these differences regarding the strength of association with written
rather than (conversational) spoken language, Figures 4.2 and 4.3 clearly confirm the
overall picture of a wide distribution of the construction over different text types: none of
the versions appears to be specialised in its usage to a restricted number of text
categories. As was observed for the complete set of instances, all individual versions
except for the That Big a Mess Construction are clearly less frequent in “Spoken
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conversation”, however. Out of the three high-frequency versions of the construction, this
was found to apply in particular to the So Big a Mess Construction.
4.3

Distribution over syntactic functions

This section will turn to an analysis of the syntactic functions which the Big Mess NPs fulfil
inside the clauses of which they form a part. As in the preceding investigation of the
distribution over text categories, the aim of the analysis is to investigate whether the
construction exhibits a specialised or wide distribution over syntactic functions (Section
4.3.1). The attested distributional patterns will be compared to those found for more
canonical NPs, i.e. NPs which do not involve the type of deviation from prototypical phrase
structure characterising the Big Mess Construction. For this purpose, I will resort to
findings from de Mönnink’s (2000) study of NP structures in English, which was outlined
in Chapter 2.5. De Mönnink’s (2000: 80-81) data on prototypical complex NPs (i.e.
instances of NPs in her corpus which consist of more than a head noun only and conform
to her description of the prototypical English NP) allow her to draw comparisons between
the distribution over functions of these prototypical NPs versus her “variant” NPs. In the
following, her figures for prototypical complex NPs will be used to make similar
comparisons between canonical complex NPs and my set of Big Mess NPs. Since my
functional categorisation is of course unlikely to be comparable to de Mönnink’s in all its
details, the procedure is certainly not unproblematic. Nonetheless, the comparison should
greatly facilitate a distinction between syntactic characteristics of NPs more generally and
characteristics of Big Mess NPs more specifically. In a next step, the different versions of
the Big Mess Construction will be investigated for their distributional preferences
(Section 4.3.2).
4.3.1 A comparison of Big Mess NPs and prototypical complex NPs
My syntactic analysis of the Big Mess Construction is based on a manual categorisation of
all 3,815 instances of the construction. It is an obvious fact that the sets of functions which
are used to categorise phrase and clause functions and their individual definitions can
differ quite sharply from one grammar or descriptive study to the next. For the sake of
consistency and comparability, I therefore tried to adhere as closely as possible to the
categorisation scheme offered in a single grammar only; for this purpose, Quirk et al.’s
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(1985) categorisation was chosen. Table 4.3 contrasts the results of the analysis with de
Mönnink’s results for prototypical complex NPs.
Table 4.3

Distribution of the Big Mess Construction and “prototypical” complex NPs
over syntactic functions
Big Mess NPs

Subject Complement

35.4% (1,350)

“Prototypical” complex NPs
(de Mönnink 2000)
6.6%

Direct Object

28.2% (1,076)

18.6%

Prepositional Complement

23.3% (889)

39.1%

Subject

6.1% (232)

20.1%

Object Complement

1.3% (48)

0.2%

Adverbial

0.3% (12)

1.7%

Indirect Object

0% (0)

0.1%

Reduced

4.1% (157)

N/A

Other/unclear

0.1% (2)

15.3%

Total

3, 815

24, 274

The data presented in this overview immediately give rise to a number of
interesting observations. First of all, it is evident that the Big Mess Construction is notably
flexible in the sense that it can serve most of the functions typically associated with NPs
more generally. It is equally apparent, however, that the frequencies with which each of
these functions is realised by the group of Big Mess NPs differ from those expected for
prototypical NPs in a number of respects. The discussion will proceed by considering each
of the functions listed in Table 4.3 in turn.
As is visible, the Big Mess Construction has a strong tendency to perform the
function of subject complement. What is more, with 35.4% of all occurrences (1,350
instances) serving this function, Big Mess NPs seem to be much more closely associated
with the role of subject complement than prototypical complex NPs. According to de
Mönnink’s data, the latter are used as subject complements in no more than 6.6% of the
cases. A typical Big Mess example serving this function is given in (1) below.
(1)

So you can actually move it about a bit, but it’s not that flexible a contract. (BNC:
G4H 761)
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In line with this example, an additional observation which can be made is that in roughly
half of the instances in which the construction functions as subject complement (50.9%),
the subject is realised in the form of a pronoun (most typically it, this or that). It may be
noted in this context that the findings of the frequent use of Big Mess NPs (which are by
definition complex NPs) as subject complement and the frequent realisation of the
corresponding subject slot as a pronoun are also in line with the Principle of End Weight
(e.g. Quirk et al. 1985).
With 28.2% of all occurrences (1,076 instances), the function of direct object is the
syntactic function served by the construction second most frequently. The figure of 28.2%
is again higher than that given by de Mönnink for prototypical NPs (18.6%), although the
discrepancy between the two figures is not as high as in the case of the function of subject
complement. See (2) and (3) for two examples.
(2)

Financial considerations played as important a role as ideological dogmas. (BNC:
ALM 294)

(3)

Try to give him as laid-back a lifestyle as possible – don’t punish him if you catch
him spraying, or he’ll feel even more insecure. (BNC: ED4 2072)

In the majority of these instances, the construction functions as the direct object of a
transitive verb (1,011 instances). Still, as example (3) illustrates, it is also possible for Big
Mess NPs to act as the direct object of a ditransitive verb (65 instances).
The third function which accounts for a high proportion of the Big Mess instances
is that of prepositional complement, served by the construction in just under a fourth of
all cases (889 hits or 23.3%). Nonetheless, compared to the figure of 39.1% presented by
de Mönnink for prototypical NPs, this proportion is actually relatively low. A few clarifying
notes on this category are in order: As the name “prepositional complement” indicates,
the group comprises all cases in which a Big Mess NP functions as the complement of a
preposition and is consequently embedded inside a PP. The category thus represents
quite a heterogeneous set, which could be further subdivided according to the function
performed by the higher-level PP. Although a comprehensive categorisation according to
such lower-level categories is beyond the scope of the present chapter, a few examples
may help to strengthen the finding of the construction’s remarkable flexibility in terms of
its syntactic uses. Consider the examples in (4)-(6) below.
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(4)

The enemy army could be upon them at any time, in however disorganised a state.
(BNC: CD8 600)

(5)

But presented as historical fact, they rest on too improbable and tenuous a basis.
(BNC: EDY 218)

(6)

That is the view of no less an authority than novelist Barbara Cartland, perhaps the
Royals biggest admirer. (BNC: CBC 12534)

In (5), the higher-level PP functions as an adjunct. This also applies to the PP in (4), with
the difference that the Big Mess NP here functions as complement of a preposition which
is part of a prepositional verb construction.31 Example (6) additionally demonstrates that
the Big Mess NP can be embedded inside a PP which serves as postmodifier inside a
higher-level NP.
To return to the overview presented in Table 4.3, another striking result concerns
the low frequency with which Big Mess NPs perform the function of subject. The
percentage of 6.1% (232 instances) is markedly lower than the figures given for the three
functions discussed so far. What is more, it is much lower than the figure of 20.1% listed
for prototypical NPs by de Mönnink. A typical instance is presented in (7).
(7)

Almost instinctively, people worried that so outstanding a year might tempt Helen
to switch at once to the professional circuit. (BNC: HJG 704)

There is some disagreement as to the syntactic analysis of structures involving a prepositional verb
followed by an NP. The first possible analysis treats the preposition and the following NP as a constituent
functioning as an adverbial; the NP is accordingly treated as the complement of the preposition which is
selected by the verb, but it is not regarded as forming a constituent with it (they [rest] [on [too improbable
and tenuous a basis]]). The PP is here seen to function as an adjunct. The second alternative, on the other
hand, treats the combination of verb + preposition as a constituent; the NP is thus analysed as object of the
verb + preposition combination (they [rest on] [too improbable and tenuous a basis]). Most reference
grammars list arguments in support of both of the two analyses (see e.g. Biber et al. 1999: 149-50, 404-5,
413-14; Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 274-77; Quirk et al. 1985: 1155-56, 1163-66). Whereas Huddleston
and Pullum (2002: 277) outwardly reject the second analysis, Quirk et al. (1985. 1165-66) refer to a “scale”,
i.e. to a gradient phenomenon, while likewise voicing a preference for the first analysis (pp. 1155-56). My
allocation of instances such as (22) to the larger functional category of prepositional complements, too,
follows the first analysis. Since the structural analysis of structures including prepositional verbs here runs
parallel to that of free combinations of a verb and a PP functioning as an adverbial (e.g. [used] [in [too great
a quantity]), no distinction between prepositional verbs and free combinations had to be made in my
categorisation process. It goes without saying that clear-cut boundaries are difficult to draw in this area
(Biber et al. 1999: 403; Quirk et al. 1985: 1165-66). It may further be noted that less disagreement
surrounds the analysis of another type of multi-word construction, namely phrasal verbs (or the related
category of “verb-particle-object construction” in Huddleston and Pullum 2002), in which the sequence of
a particle and a following NP clearly does not form a constituent ([carry out] [as wide a range of functions]
rather than *[carry] [out [as wide a range of functions]). The Big Mess NPs in such instances were thus all
classified under the functional category of object. For criteria distinguishing between phrasal and
prepositional verbs, see e.g. Biber et al. (1999: 404-5), Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 280-83, 273-74),
Quirk et al. (1985: 1156-57, 1166-67).
31
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The function of object complement is served by the construction in 1.3% of the instances
(48 hits). As a case in point, consider (8).
(8)

Although also a shire town and centre of a big diocese, the absence of truly rich
citizens made it hardly more impressive a place than Chichester, which was much
smaller (Table 2.8). (BNC: CTW 776)

As confirmed by the figure of 0.2% presented by de Mönnink for prototypical NPs, this
function is infrequent in general.
Additionally, there are 12 instances of Big Mess NPs (0.3%) functioning as an
adverbial (an adjunct, to be more precise). See (9).
(9)

I knew her so short a time. (BNC: HGV 2918)

The low number of instances serving this function is again comparable to the percentage
of 1.7% indicated by de Mönnink for prototypical NPs.
As Table 4.3 further reveals, there is not a single instance of an indirect object being
realised in the form of a Big Mess NP. Once again, de Mönnink’s percentages show that
this function is infrequently performed by prototypical complex NPs, too (0.1%).
Consequently, my findings do not imply that such uses of the construction are impossible,
but they do suggest that they should be very rare indeed (see de Mönnink 2000: 93-94 for
a presentation of experimental results which indicate that native speakers evaluate such
uses as acceptable).
The ‘supplementary/reduced’ category combines a number of different instances
involving Big Mess NPs which are not overtly integrated into higher-level clause structure.
More specifically, the category largely consists of what Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 6667, 1350-62) term “supplements”, i.e. “elements which occupy a position in linear
sequence without being integrated into the syntactic structure of the sentence” (p. 1350).
According to the authors’ definition, supplements are semantically related to an “anchor”,
from which they are set apart prosodically in speech or via punctuation marks in writing.
Supplements thus mostly represent interpolations or appendages and can usually be
omitted without any impact on the grammaticality of the overall structure (Huddleston
and Pullum 2002: 66-67, 1361). For example, in (10) below, the anchor is represented by
Bronze, the Big Mess NP here presenting supplementary information in the form of an
interpolation which is loosely added to, but not integrated within, the larger sentence.
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Besides such ascriptive NP supplements (Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 1358), the
authors’ concept of supplement comprises a whole range of other realisations. Included
therein is the category of appositives, exemplified by the Big Mess NP in (11); the anchor
in (11) is represented by that first documentary.
(10)

Bronze – as traditional a material as you might imagine – continues, of course, to
fascinate legions of artists. (BNC: CKX 1464)

(11)

‘A Winter Too Many’ was the elegiac end of a besieged life … the enthralling thing
about Hannah, when Barry Cockcroft made that first documentary, ‘Too Long A
Winter’, was not the things she managed without: warmth, water, company, money.
(BNC: G39 1409)

In addition to Huddleston and Pullum’s (2002) supplements, my supplementary/ reduced
category includes instances such as (12), in which an unintegrated Big Mess NP connects
to some adjacent stretch of discourse but where there is no clearly identifiable single
anchor. It further comprises a few other instances which do not fit the definition of
supplements but which could be interpreted as reduced structures (as could most
supplements, see Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 1356-57) or as other forms of more or
less unintegrated or isolated NPs; consider (13)-(15). In (13), the NP is preceded only by
the discourse marker well, but it is not syntactically integrated within a clause (e.g. How
stupid a thing is that). The Big Mess NPs in (14) and (15) appear to be part of larger
constructions associated with specific discourse-pragmatic functions.
(12)

Cole says, first and simply, that after 1850, ‘Co-operation became respectable but
that trade unionism remained much longer an outlaw. So the two movements
drifted further and further apart.’ Too simple a judgment perhaps: it might better
be said that, manifested as the Consumers’ Movement, Co-operation had become
an alternative presentation of the rights of ownership against the rights of labour,
while trade unionism existed to assert the rights of labour against those of
ownership. (BNC: EF4 418-420)

(13)

Open communication and they can say something like well why not kill off half the
population, and you think well how stupid a thing. (BNC: JJH 471)

(14)

Too strong a foam and there can be difficulty in rinsing (BNC: APV 605)
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(15)

As fine a piece of gritstone jamming as any, this fist-width fissure gives a short but
sweet pitch of HV4S 5a, coming complete with the type of finish which will stump
the out and out thug. (BNC: CG2 250)

All in all, 157 (4.1%) instances were allocated to the supplementary/reduced category.
Whereas most of these (broadly) fit the definition of supplements, the category certainly
forms a mixed set of uses and is therefore not entirely unproblematic. Although no
comparison with de Mönnink’s (2000) data on prototypical NPs is possible in this case, it
may be noted that she finds 2.8% of prototypical complex NPs to represent appositive
uses.
Nested Big Mess NPs
It should further be added that my data contain various examples of nested Big Mess NPs,
i.e. examples in which a Big Mess NP is itself embedded inside some higher-level NP. In
these cases, the superordinate NP, too, may of course play a range of different functions
in the overall clause or sentence structure. The example in (16) shall serve to illustrate
the fact that the construction can occur very deep down in the hierarchy of NP structure.
(16)

This suggestion of subfecundity among young girls who marry at too early an age
is notable in some other countries as well, and the condition may be temporary or
long lasting. (BNC: H0P 139)

Whereas the underlined NP functions as subject of the first clause, the Big Mess NP
functions as prepositional complement inside a PP which in turn functions as an adjunct
inside the VP of a relative clause. The head of the NP to which the relative clause attaches
is itself deeply nested inside the superordinate subject NP. Examples such as these
reinforce the conclusion that the Big Mess Construction is notably flexible as regards the
syntactic environments in which it can occur.
4.3.2 Distribution of the different versions of the construction over syntactic
functions
I will now turn my attention to the question of whether the distributional patterns
outlined above are shared amongst the individual versions of the construction or whether
the different Messes are associated with distinctive functional preferences. Figure 4.4
presents the distributional patterns displayed by the individual variants.
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Distribution of the individual versions of the Big Mess Construction over
syntactic functions

Overall, the data presented in Figure 4.4 suggest a picture of similarity between the
individual constructional versions. The preference for the functions of subject
complement, direct object and prepositional complement is shared across all variants
with a few deviations for the version initiated by that and the group of Comparative
Messes. All versions involve considerably higher amounts of subject complement
instances than the 6.6% found by de Mönnink for prototypical complex NPs. Similar to
that, all of them involve considerably lower amounts of subject instances than the 20.1%
noted for de Mönnink’s prototypical realisations. Except for the striking preference for
the subject complement category, none of the Messes shows a preference for functions
which are comparatively infrequently realised by prototypical NPs, such as the functions
of object complement or adverbial.
Despite the overall impression of similarity, a number of deviations from the
pattern presented in Table 4.3 for the entire Big Mess Construction are clearly visible. The
marked preference for uses as subject complement (over 40% for the variants with too,
as, how and that, 35.1% for the group of Comparative Messes) is clearly less pronounced
for the versions with so (16.7%) and however (21.7%). The dispreference for subject uses,
too, is less distinct for the version with so (10.9%), but also for the versions with how
(6.3%) and the Comparative Messes (16.4%). Additionally, it may be noted that the role
of prepositional complement is by far the most frequently realised function in the case of
the version with however (58.7%), but does not occur at all for the version with that. Still,
in view of the low frequencies of the latter two versions, generalisations are possible to a
very limited extent only (46 and 36 instances in total, respectively). The So Big a Mess
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Construction, on the other hand, does seem to involve genuine differences from other
versions as concerns its typical syntactic functions. This version of the construction can
accordingly be concluded to be associated with more specialised characteristics as
regards the distribution over both text types and syntactic functions. I will return to an
interpretative discussion of the results of the typical syntactic functions of the Big Mess
Construction as part of the analysis of its discourse-pragmatic functions (see Chapter
7.2.4.1)
4.4

Internal structural complexity of the construction

In the preceding sections, I considered the Big Mess Construction in its entirety and
analysed it in its textual and syntactic surroundings. In the remainder of the chapter, I will
examine the internal structural complexity of the construction by dissecting it into its
component parts and by investigating the possible and typical realisations of each of these
components. More precisely, I will inspect how frequently optional elements occur within
Big Mess NPs in addition to its obligatory components. First, I will focus on the optional
feature of an indirect complement which turns the AP inside the construction into a
discontinuous modifier (Section 4.4.1). In the form of a case study of the Too Big a Mess
Construction, Section 4.4.2 will then investigate other optional components of the
construction. In a next step, the findings presented for the version of the construction with
too will be compared to equivalent results for the two other high-frequency versions As
Big a Mess and So Big a Mess in order to investigate variation at the level of the
constructional versions (Section 4.4.3).
4.4.1 The optional feature of an indirect complement and a discontinuous
modifier
As previously mentioned, some versions of the Big Mess Construction can optionally
contain a discontinuous AP. In these versions, the AP-internal degree item licenses a
complement which together with the part of the AP in predeterminer position forms a
discontinuous modifier. Following Huddleston and Pullum’s (2002) terminology, I will
refer to these complements as “indirect complements”, “indirect” here signifying that the
complements in question belong to the AP, but that they are licensed by a modifier (the
degree item) rather than by the head of the AP. Too Big a Mess NPs containing a
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discontinuous modifier are illustrated in the examples in (17). The underlined element
corresponds to the indirect complement, which is licensed by too.
(17a) This unique combination is of too great a value to be wasted. (BNC: EV4 1471)
(17b) He’s too important a client for me to tell you. (BNC: H84 154)
(17c) It was too fine a day for the car. (BNC: A73 1900)
The examples show that the indirect complement explicitly states a relation which is left
implicit in versions without a complement. As noted by Huddleston and Pullum (2002:
585), “[t]he primary sense of too is to indicate a higher degree than the maximum that is
consistent with meeting some condition, achieving some purpose, actualising some
situation”, and the indirect complement explicitly “indicates the condition, purpose, or
potential situation, but does not have to be overtly expressed”. In fact, in the case of the
Too Big a Mess Construction, the complement is left implicit in almost three quarters of
the cases (891 out of 1,231 instances occur without an indirect complement, which
corresponds to 72.38%).
As examples (17a)-(17c) indicate, the instances of the Too Big a Mess Construction
which feature a discontinuous modifier can further be subdivided according to the three
possible types of structural realisation of the indirect complement: The most frequent
formal realisation of the complement is a to-infinitive clause including no overt subject of
its own, as is the case in (17a) and in 17.14% of the total number of instances of the Too
Big a Mess Construction. If an indirect complement in the form of a to-infinitive clause
does contain an explicit subject of its own, the infinitive clause is introduced by the
subordinator for (3.25%); see (17b). The third possibility, illustrated in (17c), is a
realisation in the form of a PP headed by for (7.23%).
As exemplified by (18)-(21), a discontinuous modifier can also be included in As
Big a Mess NPs, So Big a Mess NPs as well as the NPs subsumed under the category of
Comparative Messes.
(18)

The turtles and tortoises have almost as long a history as the crocodiles. (BNC: AMM
1385)

(19)

For a start, there is a clear answer to the question of where thoughts and feelings
take place, if not so fine an answer as we might like. (BNC: EVX 1543)

(20)

It’s no dafter an idea than yours. (BNC: G1S 308)
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(21)

But in the small towns of Castile and the north the local hidalgo was no more an
absentee than his peasants. (BNC: FB7 435)

In Huddleston and Pullum’s terminology, the adverbs as (i.e. the first as in (18)), so,
more/less and the comparative inflection -er here act as comparative governors which
license a comparative complement. The comparative complement is expanded by the
prepositions as (the second as in (18) and the only as in (19)) or by than (in (20) and
(21)), respectively. It may be realised in the form of a clause, as in (19), or in the form of
a phrase, as in the remaining examples. In parallel with the complements licensed by too,
the expanded comparative complements can be conceptualised as indirect complements.
For instance, in as silly an idea as it sounds, the complement as it sounds is licensed by the
first as (the adverb), not by the head of AP silly.
For each version of the construction which can involve a discontinuous AP, Table
4.4 displays the number of instances with and without this feature. If, as in the case of the
Too Big a Mess Construction, different structural realisations of the indirect complement
have been found to occur, the former group is further separated according to the attested
formal realisations of the complement.
Table 4.4 reveals that the different versions of the construction vary quite
considerably in the degree to which they are associated with the component in question.
In contrast to our initial example (the Too Big a Mess Construction), other Messes include
this element in the majority of their instances. As regards the combined set of all versions
of the construction, a discontinuous modifier is featured by roughly half of the instances
(1,871 out of the complete set of 3,815 instances, corresponding to 49.94%).
As the results demonstrate, the most frequent version of the construction (As Big
a Mess) displays an overwhelming tendency to occur in combination with a discontinuous
modifier (in 94.86% of its instances). The comparative complement is here almost always
expanded by the adverb as, as in (18) above. There is only one instance of a complement
expanded by than, added in (22) below. In the rare uses without an explicitly realised
complement, exemplified by (23), the item or person to which a comparison is drawn is
clear from the larger context. For example, an expanded comparative complement in the
form of as John Ruskin could be added to (23). In two instances, the comparative
complement precedes the nominal head, the AP thus involving an indirect complement
without being discontinuous; see (24).
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Table 4.4

Versions of the Big Mess Construction with an indirect complement and
thus a discontinuous AP
Total

As Big a Mess

1,264

Without dis-

With indirect complement/

continuous AP

discontinuous AP

65 (5.14 %)

1,199 (94.86 %)
as-phrase/clause:

1198
(94.78%)

than-clause:
Too Big a Mess

1,231

891 (72.38%)

1 (0.08%)

340 (27.62%)
to-infinitive clause with no 211 (17.14%)
overt subject of its own:
to-infinitive clause with

40 (3.25%)

overt subject of its own,

(3.25%)

introduced by subordinator
for:
for-PP:
So Big a Mess

870

643 (73.91%)

227 (26.09%)
that-phrase/clause:

127 (14.60%)

as-phrase/clause:

100 (11.49%)

How Big a Mess

223

223 (100%)

0 (0%)

However Big a Mess

46

46 (100%)

0 (0%)

That Big a Mess

36

36 (100%)

0 (0%)

No Bigger a Mess

81

11 (13.58%)

69 (85.19%)
(all than-phrases/clauses)

More Serious a Mess

38

15 (39.47%)

23 (60.53%)
(all than-phrases/clauses)

Less Serious a Mess

11

6 (54.55%)

89 (7.23%)

5 (45.45%)
(all than-phrases/clauses)

Much Bigger a Mess

4

4 (100%)

0 (0%)

Fancy Messes

11

4 (36.36%)

7 (63.64%)

Total

3,815

1,944

1,871
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(22)

Government, employers and educators alike are now convinced that higher
education should be expanded radically during the next decade, to include perhaps
twice as high a proportion of school leavers and others than has traditionally been
the case in the UK. (BNC: A44 87)

(23)

We have all heard of John Ruskin, only a minor artist, but a self-appointed and
probably most influential overseer of Victorian aesthetics. But who has heard of
David Brewster, minor scientist and in his own way at least as powerful a visionary
of the new age of science and industry? (BNC: B7D 12-13)

(24)

Such a position would be quite incomprehensible if the main thrust of US policy
was an attempt to run as large as possible a balance of payments deficit (on current
and long-term capital account) in order to grab real resources from the rest of the
world in exchange for paper dollars. (BNC: K8U 1827)

Like the Too Big a Mess Construction, the So Big a Mess Construction is more frequently
realised without an explicit indirect complement (73.91%), such as is the case in (25).
Besides the realisation of the comparative complement in the form of as (11.49%),
illustrated in (19), the complement may also be expanded by that (14.60%); compare
(26).
(25)

Annunziata, who had so personal a reason for resentment, made no such criticisms.
(BNC: FSC 1099)

(26)

He had spoken in so low a tone that only the few near to them had heard him. (BNC:
HGE 3636)

For the Comparative Messes, the comparative complement is again highly likely to be
realised explicitly on the surface. In these uses, exemplified by (20) and (21) above, the
complement is expanded by than. The very small set of four instances of the Much Bigger
a Mess Construction in the BNC contains no example with an explicit comparative
complement, but it appears to be possible to add than-complements to these instances.
This impression was confirmed by a search for the sequence ‘much + comparative ADJ +
a(n) + N’ in the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) (Davies 2008), which
yielded four instances containing the component under investigation. Instances of the
That Big a Mess Construction featuring an indirect complement, of which the BNC includes
no examples either, could likewise be retrieved from COCA. As examples, see (27) and
(28).
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(27)

Beauty was so much finer a thing than convenience! (COCA: 2005 FIC Analog)

(28)

I’m not a -- you know, that good a consumer that I know what police work’s supposed
to look like. (COCA: 2002 SPOK Ind_Oprah)

With just under half of the instances of the Big Mess Construction occurring with an
explicitly realised indirect complement, the construction seems to be strongly associated
with this component and (in the vast majority of these cases) consequently also with the
structure of a discontinuous AP. As has been demonstrated, the component is clearly not
obligatory, however. Even those versions of the construction which display a strong
preference for the variant with an indirect complement/discontinuous AP have been
found to occur without this component. This is noteworthy in that previous work on the
Big Mess Construction has at times placed a strong or even exclusive focus on the
discontinuous version of the construction. For example, Berman’s (1974) analysis, from
which the name Big Mess Construction originates, makes not a single mention of the
possibility for predeterminer APs to occur without a non-adjacent indirect complement.
In a next step, the identification of the group of instances containing a
discontinuous AP also makes it possible to test the adequacy of one of the few remarks
made on the Big Mess Construction by Quirk et al. (1985). As previously indicated, Quirk
et al. (1985: 420-21) note in their section on adjectives with complementation that
adjectives modified by too can be separated from their complement32 if the AP precedes
the indefinite article. In this context, the authors claim that this structure can occur only
if the AP is part of the subject complement or object complement. The distribution of the
construction over syntactic functions was discussed in detail in Section 4.3. Still, Quirk et
al. explicitly focus on those instances which contain a complement and do not include in
their discussion instances without a discontinuous AP. In order to adequately test their
observation regarding the distribution over functions, it is thus necessary to redo the
syntactic calculation, this time focusing only on the group of 340 instances which contain
this element. In brief, the following results can be noted: in addition to the instances of
Even though in the example given by Quirk et al. (1985: 421), It was too boring a book to read, the
complement to read might in fact be interpreted as representing a complement of the adjective (compare
The book is boring to read), I would argue that the construction described by Quirk et al. is the version of the
Big Mess Construction featuring a discontinuous AP the second part of which is a complement licensed not
by the head of AP, but by too. I have found no instances in my data in which the second part of a
discontinuous modifier can unambiguously be interpreted as a complement of the head adjective. However,
in most instances, the complement can unambiguously be interpreted as a complement licensed by too. As
an example, consider the ungrammaticality which arises when the licensor too is removed from the instance
in (17b) above (He's too important a client for me to tell you), e.g. *He's an important client for me to tell you;
*The client is important for me to tell you.
32
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the subgroup which serve the predicted functions of subject complement (252 instances,
74.12%) and object complement (7 instances, 2.06%), there are 81 instances (23.82%)
which fulfil a wide variety of other functions. Therefore, Quirk et al.’s prediction proves to
be inaccurate. The same holds for Berman’s (1974: 61-62) claim that the Big Mess
Construction can occur only in predicate (post-copula) position, i.e. as subject
complement. As mentioned above, Berman’s (1974) analysis, too, focuses exclusively on
those instances of the construction which contain a discontinuous AP.
4.4.2 Internal complexity of the remaining components of the construction: A case
study of the Too Big a Mess Construction
Having presented data on the optional feature of an indirect complement/discontinuous
AP, I will now turn my attention to the internal make-up of the remaining components of
the construction. The focus will first be laid on the predeterminer AP33 (Section 4.4.2.1).
As it is the non-prototypical position of the AP which makes the superordinate NP a “Big
Mess”, the predeterminer AP of course forms a necessary part of the construction. The
purpose of the analysis is to investigate to what extent the obligatory elements inside the
predeterminer AP, viz. the degree modifier34 and the head of AP, can be supplemented
with optional components. The focus will then shift to the structural components outside
of the AP (Section 4.4.2.2). The two other elements which are minimally required to form
a Big Mess NP here are 1) the indefinite article as determiner and 2) the head noun (‘a(n)
+ N’). It will be examined how frequently different types of optional modifiers of N are
added to this core frame.
Due to the low frequency with which specific (combinations of) optional elements
can be expected to occur in NPs in general, the present analysis will be restricted to the
three largest sets of the construction, i.e. As Big a Mess, Too Big a Mess and So Big a Mess.
In order to permit a less repetitive discussion, a detailed presentation of all findings will
be given for the Too Big a Mess Construction only. The findings will then briefly be
compared to those gained for the As Big a Mess and So Big a Mess Constructions to

33 To be

precise, in those instances in which the AP is discontinuous, the component under study next is the
part of the AP in predeterminer position (i.e. the first part of the discontinuous AP). In those cases without
an indirect complement, the complete AP is found in predeterminer position and the data that will be
presented therefore relate to the entire AP. Despite the difference, I will combine the two datasets and use
the term predeterminer AP to refer to both types of components.
On exceptional instances of predeterminer APs without a degree item, compare Chapter 2.2 and Chapter
3.2.
34
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investigate whether any striking differences between the individual versions can be noted
(Section 4.4.2.3).
4.4.2.1

The (part of the) AP in predeterminer position

Coordination of APs
Besides the core frame consisting of head adjective and degree modifier as well as the
optional indirect complement, one additional possibility for the enrichment of the AP was
mentioned in connection with the description of my queries (see Chapter 3.5). As noted,
the predeterminer AP can itself consist of a sequence of coordinated APs. Consider again
the examples in (29a)-(29d).
(29a) too solid and inflexible a manner (BNC: ED6 1387)
(29b) too sunny or too warm a place (BNC: FEB 1202)
(29c) too jellied, viscous, floating a condition (BNC: HP1 463)
(29d) too sharp, too rich a mixture for her shrunk lungs (BNC: H9G 211)
As the examples demonstrate, the component APs can be coordinated with or without an
explicit coordinating conjunction, and the modifier too can either be repeated before each
adjective or it can occur only once. Altogether, my data contain 59 instances of the
construction which involve a sequence of coordinated APs (4.79% of the total set of Too
Big a Mess NPs). Of these, 56 instances involve a sequence of 2 APs, 2 instances involve a
sequence of 3 APs and 1 instance even involves a sequence of 4 APs. The last-mentioned
example is displayed in (30).
(30)

Something was happening … a drifting, wafting hallucinatory journey towards
a crazily peaceful and lovely, truthful climax that was far too cosmic and private
and delicious and graceful a moment ever to write about. (BNC: ECT 514)

Premodifier of ADJ
The next optional component is represented by an additional adverb between too and the
head of the predeterminer AP. It must be stressed, however, that there are remarkably
few instances of the construction which exhibit this feature. In fact, my data of the Too Big
a Mess Construction contain no more than two relatively straightforward examples of the
component; the two examples are listed in (31) and (32).
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(31)

Concentration on the issue of the divisions of the kingdom, however, runs the risk
of presenting the Merovingian civil wars in too exclusively royal a fashion. (BNC:
HY0 1563)

(32)

The European operation is too damned big a slice of the corporate business to be left
to the locals. (BNC: AC2 1132)

In (31), too seems to modify the underlined adverb, the resulting AdvP (too exclusively) in
turn modifying the head of the higher-level AP (royal). In (32), the underlined adverb
might be argued to modify the adjective, the resulting AP (damned big) in turn being
modified by too. In either case, the extraordinarily low number of instances which feature
the component suggests that additional adverbs in this position (or these positions) are
apparently remotely possible but by no means likely to occur. In other words, there
appears to be a probabilistic restriction on the options which would exist if the NP were
assembled on the basis of free syntactic choices.35
Before I move on to an investigation of the next optional component, it should be
pointed out that there are two additional instances of the construction which combine the
feature of an extra adverb following too with the feature of coordination in rather peculiar
ways. The examples in question are shown in (33) and (34).
(33)

Some of the social processes we are now coming to consider can be seriously
reduced in significance if we take the ‘sociological’ emphasis in too narrow (and
unfortunately common) a sense. (BNC: FPC 1187)

(34)

Even Pacquement admits that, in recent times, contemporary art has been viewed
with too eclectic, uncritical and almost deferential an eye. (BNC: EBX 357)

Despite the surface similarity of the presence of an additional adverb following too, these
examples clearly differ from those presented in (31) and (32). It could be claimed that
both instances can be rephrased with too repeated after (rather than before) the
additional adverb: ‘in too narrow (and unfortunately too common) a sense’, ‘with too
eclectic, too uncritical and almost too deferential an eye’. However, I would argue that the
intended meaning of (33) is that the narrow sense in which the sociological emphasis
To gain a rough estimate of the number of instances which could be expected to include a premodifying
adverb, the BNC was searched for instances of the sequences ‘ADV ending in -ly + ADJ + N’ and instances of
‘ADJ + N’ (using the queries “*ly_AV0 _AJ* _{N}” and “_AJ* _{N}”). The queries retrieved 69,861 and 4,792,273
instances, respectively, meaning that 1.45% of the instances of the sequence ‘ADJ + N’ are preceded by an
adverb. For the 1,231 instances of the Too Big a Mess Construction, this would translate into an expected
number of 18 instances.
35

86
referred to might be taken is, unfortunately, common (rather than too common).
Similarly, the claim made in (34) appears to be that contemporary art has been viewed
with an almost deferential eye (rather than with almost too deferential an eye). One
difference between (33) and (34) is that almost in (34) directly modifies the adjective
deferential, whereas unfortunately in (33) functions as a stance adverbial which might be
interpreted as having scope over more than just the adjective narrow (‘…in too narrow
and – unfortunately – common a sense’). Leaving aside these differences, an interesting
point to note is that, in both examples, it would not seem possible for the additional
adverb to be directly modified by too (*too unfortunately common a sense, *too almost
deferential an eye). Still, the predeterminer position of the adjectives common and
deferential may be held to depend on the occurrence of too: According to previous work
and my corpus data, almost does not count among those adverbs which can introduce a
predeterminer AP; it is thus not clear whether the part of (34) under scrutiny could stand
on its own (?Contemporary art has been viewed with almost deferential an eye). The same
applies to (33), which involves no degree adverb (?if we take the ‘sociological’ emphasis
in, unfortunately, common a sense). It might therefore be argued that, in each case, it is the
initial too which licenses the construction.
Premodifier of too
The next observation which can be made on optional slots within the predeterminer AP
is that there is another position in which additional modifiers occur much more readily,
namely the position immediately preceding the obligatory degree item (in this case study,
too). Consider the examples in (35) and (36).
(35)

He’s far too good a diagnostician. (BNC: CK0 2424)

(36)

The destruction of Amazonian forest is all too familiar a story. (BNC: HE4 96)

Altogether, my data contain 98 instances (7.96%) in which too is premodified by a degree
adverb or one of the multi-word degree modifiers a bit and a little. The adverb which most
frequently fills this optional slot is far (59 instances).
The count of 98 instances containing a premodifier of too does not include cases in
which too is immediately preceded by the negative particle not. Note that, in cases of local
negation, it is in fact possible for not to modify too (or the complete AP). The instance in
(37) serves as an example. However, in those cases in which the Big Mess NP functions as
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subject complement, local negation is difficult to distinguish from clause negation. As a
case in point, consider (38).
(37)

He liked a steady business, moving up rather than down, operating in not too
competitive a climate, and able as a result to maintain a paternal relationship with
the workpeople. (BNC: EFN 142)

(38)

This is not too frightening an idea: we have already come across it in terms of the
ever-expanding Universe. (BNC: CET 1614)

In these cases, it is difficult to decide whether not should be considered a part of the
construction or not. For the sake of consistency, I therefore decided to exclude all
instances containing not from the count above.
Table 4.5 summarises the quantitative findings on the occurrence of optional
elements inside the predeterminer AP. The overarching result to emerge from the
analysis is that even though it is possible for the AP to contain optional features, most of
these elements are rare. Table 4.5 indicates that the overwhelming majority of
predeterminer APs in my data consist of nothing but the obligatory components, i.e. too
and a single adjective only (1,072 instances, 87.08%). The frequency with which different
optional components are combined with one another will be discussed in Section 4.4.2.3.
Table 4.5

Internal structure of (the part of) the AP in predeterminer position:
frequency of occurrence of different components and illustrative examples

Specification of internal components
‘too + ADJ’ only:
too easy an assumption (BNC: HGS 1850)

n
1,072

% of all
instances
87.08

+ coordination of APs:
too solid and inflexible a manner (BNC: ED6 1387)

59

4.79

+ premodifier of too:
far too good a diagnostician (BNC: CK0 2424)

98

7.96

2

0.16

+ premodifier of ADJ:
too damned big a slice of the corporate business to be left to
the locals (BNC: AC2 1132)
Total
4.4.2.2

1,231

100

Determiner, head noun and additional modifiers of the head noun

In addition to the degree modifier and the head of the predeterminer AP, the core frame
of the Big Mess Construction involves its head noun as well as the indefinite article. The
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determiner is obligatorily realised in the form of the indefinite article a(n); no other
element can function as determiner (see e.g. Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 435; see de
Mönnink 2000: 96-97 for a discussion of experimental results which confirm this
observation). By way of illustration, see the constructed examples in (39).
(39)

a.

*too big the mess

b.

*too big this mess

c.

*too big that mess

d.

*too big no mess

e.

*too big one mess

f.

*too big each mess

g.

*too big every mess

It can further be noted that there are no instances which involve a second determiner in
addition to the indefinite article a(n) (e.g. ?any too big a mess/this too big a mess).
Moreover, there are no instances which involve a second predeterminer besides the
predeterminer AP (e.g. ?such/what too big a mess). The head noun, on the other hand, can
be preceded and followed by a number of additional modifiers. I will inspect premodifying
elements and postmodifying elements in turn and end with a brief section on the
coordination of NPs.
Premodification
The predeterminer AP is an obligatory component of the Too Big a Mess Construction, yet
in terms of phrase structure, it is of course an optional modifier of the head noun.
Accordingly, every Big Mess NP contains at least one phrase which functions as
premodifier of the head of NP. Additionally, there are 56 instances of the construction
(4.55%) in which the predeterminer AP co-occurs with another premodifier in the
canonical position for premodifiers, i.e. between determiner and head noun (compare de
Mönnink 2000: 69). Consider the examples in (40)-(42).
(40)

There were other problems which would remain because they were to a large
extent independent of the problems caused by too restrictive a sexual morality.
(BNC: ECY 188)
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(41)

Such a weapon would be particularly useful when dealing with a school, because
the myriad moving bodies produce too confusing an echolocation picture for the
dolphin to be able to single out a victim. (BNC: FEV 1247)

(42)

The assumption here is that ‘when [a driver] happens to feel subjective risk or fear
he often tends immediately to eliminate this feeling by certain behavioural
changes’ (Summala, 1976, p.239), a major cause of accidents is thus that drivers
have too high a ‘subjective risk threshold’. (BNC: HPM 219)

In (40), the head noun is preceded by another premodifying AP, which applies to 22
instances (1.79%). Example (41) is one of 36 instances (2.92%) which contain an N+N
sequence. In these cases, I analysed the first noun as an NP which premodifies the head
noun (see de Mönnink 2000: 55-56).36 The instance in (42) is the only example of the
construction which combines a premodifying NP with a premodifying AP (to be precise,
the AP premodifies the N+N sequence).
In her search of a parsed 170,000-word corpus, de Mönnink (2000: 69) finds no
such instances of NPs containing both a predeterminer AP and another premodifier in
prototypical position. Accordingly, one of the hypotheses she tested by means of an
elicitation experiment is the assumption that the two types of modifier are mutually
exclusive (p. 99). The sentence given here as (44) is found amongst the data presented to
the informants of her experiment.
(43)

John is far too arrogant a cold person. [emphasis added]

Interestingly, this sentence is judged to be unacceptable by all 15 informants.
Nonetheless, since de Mönnink, too, finds instances of the type given in (40) and (41)
above in her second, BNC-based corpus study (p. 113), she is led to analyse the factors
that influence the choice of an additional modifier in more detail. De Mönnink detects two

36 Of course, not all N+N sequences grammatically and semantically behave the same. Actually, it would thus

have been necessary to draw a distinction between those instances of N+N sequences which represent
lexical compounds and those instances which represent more or less free syntactic combinations (i.e.
instances in which a head noun is premodified by an NP in much the same way as by a premodifying AP; see
Quirk et al. 1985: 1330-32; 1567-70). Compare, for example, the N+N sequence in too short a time frame
(BNC: A6M 958) to the N+N sequence in too large a gravel size (BNC: C96 1022). However, given the
gradience between these two poles, it proved extremely difficult to allocate each individual case to one of
the two categories. I therefore decided to treat all N+N sequences as ‘premodifying NP + head N’ sequences,
except for those instances in which the semantic and grammatical unity of an N+N sequence is mirrored in
an orthographic unity (e.g. loophole, subject-matter). I am, however, fully aware of the fact that orthographic
conventions are prone to be unreliable and that the decision therefore to some extent represents an
oversimplification.
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tendencies (pp. 113-14), which are corroborated by my data on the Too Big a Mess
Construction: First, it is notable that in more than half of the instances which contain an
additional premodifier, the modifier is realised in the form of an NP (62.5% of the
premodifiers in my data). De Mönnink notes that this normally applies to less than 30%
of premodifying elements, APs generally representing the more common type of
premodifier. She goes on to explain that premodifying NPs have a general tendency to be
classifying whereas premodifying APs tend to be descriptive. The second observation
made by de Mönnink in connection with Big Mess NPs containing an additional
premodifier is that, in this group of instances, not only premodifying NPs but also
additional premodifying APs are almost exclusively classifying. Recall instance (26) above
(too restrictive a sexual morality), where the function of the adjective sexual is to pick out
the kind or type of morality which is being talked about, rather than to provide a
description of its qualities. In accordance with her observation, the AP is classifying rather
than descriptive in 19 out of the 21 instances in my data involving an additional
premodifying AP. This finding lends support to de Mönnink’s proposal that “not just any
adjective can co-occur with a fronted premodifier” (p. 113).
Postmodification
A different picture emerges when optional postmodifiers of the head noun are examined.
Altogether, a notable number of 293 instances (23.8%) contain this component.37 It can
further be demonstrated that the postmodifier function may be served by a wide variety
of different structures and that it is possible for different layers of postmodification to be
embedded inside one another.
In the clear majority of cases, the head of the Big Mess NP is postmodified by a PP
(270 instances; 21.93% of all occurrences). These uses can further be subdivided
according to the formal realisation of the PP: In 198 instances (16.08%), the prepositional

An additional 12 instances (0.97%) were classified as unclear cases with regard to the occurrence of a
postmodifier. This category was introduced in view of the difficulties involved in deciding whether the
phrase or clause under study should be analysed as a postmodifier inside NP structure or as a VP adjunct.
This concerned in particular the As Big a Mess set. Consider (i), where it seems to be possible to analyse the
PP in Gillray’s 1793 output as modifying the head noun subject or as a higher-level adjunct (Compare: In
Gillray’s 1793 output, the sansculotte was as familiar a subject as had been the inadequacies of the British
Royal Family in the previous year).
37

(i)

The sansculotte was as familiar a subject in Gillray 's 1793 output, as had been the inadequacies of
the British Royal Family in the previous year. (BNC: FA9 1693)
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complement is realised in the form of an NP which does not itself contain further layers
of postmodification. An example is given in (44).
(44)

With the passing of time, he began to think that he’d taken far too glum a view of
the situation. (BNC: H7A 568)

In 32 instances (2.60%), the head of the NP which functions as prepositional complement
is itself postmodified by a PP; in 14 instances (1.14%), it is postmodified by a clause. The
uses are exemplified by (45) and (46).
(45)

Suicide was not too remote a consequence of the breach of duty. (BNC: HXV 444)

(46)

It has been argued that the present law pays too great a regard to the need to
preserve public order and does too little to facilitate peaceful protest [...] (BNC: EVK
1555)

Additionally, there are 18 instances (1.46%) in which the head of the Big Mess NP is
postmodified by a PP which contains a clause as prepositional complement. See (47).
(47)

In the first place, we should not paint too pessimistic a view of what was happening
to the landed classes, since the experiences of this group varied considerably from
region to region. (BNC: HY9 972)

In 8 cases (0.65%), the Big Mess head is postmodified by more than one PP, all of which
can be interpreted to occur on the same hierarchical level. Consider (48).
(48)

CATS, wrote London’s Daily Star, ran up the curtains when the BBC broadcast
too realistic a warning to pet-owners against the use of fireworks. (BNC: CRC 429)

In the 15 instances in which the postmodifier of the head noun is not realised as a PP, it is
realised in the form of a clause. There are 12 examples (0.97%) of non-finite clauses and
3 instances (0.24%) of finite clauses serving this function. Examples are displayed in (49)
and (50).
(49)

Over-stimulation, too much unpredictability in the environment, too complex a
world which you cannot deal with – that again can be associated with poor welfare.
(BNC: B04 1252)

(50)

His uncle, the Duke of Albany, was content to act as Regent after Robert III’s death
without making too strenuous an effort to liberate the rightful king. (BNC: EF2 677)

92
Table 4.6 provides a summary of the frequencies with which different structures function
as postmodifier of the head of a Big Mess NP. It needs to be made explicit that the list in
Table 4.6 only takes account of at most one embedded level of postmodification. In
addition, it is possible for further levels of postmodification to occur lower down in the
hierarchy; the respective examples were then subsumed under the category which
provides a description of the higher levels of postmodification. As examples, consider (51)
and (52).
Table 4.6

Postmodifiers of the head noun: frequency of occurrence of different
structural realisations and illustrative examples

Structural realisation of the postmodifier

n

% of instances
containing a
postmodifier
67.58

% of all
instances

PP: prepositional complement = NP
far too glum a view of the situation (BNC: H7A 568)

198

PP: prepositional complement = NP which contains
postmodification of head noun (N) by PP
too remote a consequence of the breach of duty
(BNC: HXV 444)

32

10.92

2.60

PP: prepositional complement = NP which contains
postmodification of N by clause
too great a regard to the need to preserve public
order (BNC:EVK 1555)

14

4.78

1.14

PP: prepositional complement = clause
too pessimistic a view of what was happening to the
landed classes (BNC: HY9 972)

18

6.14

1.46

PP + PP (on the same hierarchical level)
too realistic a warning to pet-owners against the use
of fireworks (BNC: CRC 429)

8

2.73

0.65

Finite clause
too complex a world which you cannot deal with
(BNC:B04 1252)

3

1.02

0.24

12

4.10

0.97

8

2.73

0.65

293

100

23.80

Non-finite clause
too strenuous an effort to liberate the rightful king
(BNC: EF2 677)
Other structural realisations

Total

16.08
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(51)

A preoccupation with the unification of England, however, in which the desire to
unify was perceived as a guiding factor in a succession of early but powerful kings
has channelled much of the study of pre-Viking history into too narrow an
appreciation of political activity in the several kingdoms of the Anglo-Saxon
heptarchy. (BNC: G0G 787)

(52)

For children, it is too short a time during which they have to build their bodies to the
strength and size of an adult and learn all the skills they will need to survive without
help. (BNC: F9F 326)

As is apparent, the instance in (51) contains a third postmodifying PP at a lower
hierarchical level; the example in (52) involves multiple embedded clauses and phrases
which function as postmodifiers at different levels of NP hierarchy. Examples such as
these make it particularly clear that Big Mess NPs can be highly complex and that this
complexity arises above all from elements postmodifying the head of NP.
Coordination of NPs
There are no more than three instances of the construction which involve the
coordination of two NPs. A sequence of coordinated NPs thus does not seem to be part of
the structural frame which typically underlies the Too Big a Mess Construction. The
example given in (53) is still particularly interesting in that it also involves the repetition
of the article.
(53)

But Mr Utterson was too honest a man and a lawyer to do that. (BNC: GV7 476)

Combined findings on the internal complexity of the component
Combining the findings reached in the present section, it can be noted that it is much more
likely for Big Mess NPs to contain postmodifiers of the head noun than additional
premodifiers or a sequence of coordinated NPs. Table 4.7 summarises the results gained
on the presence of optional elements outside the predeterminer AP. The substantial
majority of instances (853 instances, 70.55%) consist of nothing but the obligatory
elements ‘a(n) + N’ only.
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Table 4.7

Internal structure of the component consisting of determiner, head noun
and additional modifiers of the head noun

Specification of internal components
‘a(n) + N’ only
too beastly a time (BNC: FSC 996)
+ premodifier of N in postdeterminer position: premodifying AP
too restrictive a sexual morality (BNC: ECY 188)
+ premodifier of N in postdeterminer position: premodifying NP
too restrictive a sexual morality (BNC: ECY 188)
+ postmodifier of N
far too glum a view of the situation (BNC: H7A 568)
+ postmodifier of N: unclear

n
868
22

1.79

36

2.92

293

23.80

12

0.97

2

0.16

+ coordination of NPs
too honest a man and a lawyer to do that (BNC: GV7 476)
Total

4.4.2.3

% of all
instances
70.51

1,231

100

Combined findings on the structural complexity of the Too Big a Mess
Construction and comparison to the As Big a Mess and So Big a Mess
Constructions

In the preceding analyses, it was demonstrated that the AP consists only of ‘too + ADJ’ in
87.84% of all occurrences and that the remaining component contains nothing but ‘a(n)
+ N’ in 70.55% of all occurrences. A combined count considering only those instances in
which the complete Big Mess NP consists exclusively of the core frame ‘too + ADJ + a(n) +
N (+ INDIRECT COMPLEMENT)’ reveals that this applies to the clear majority of uses of
the construction (744 instances, 60.44%). The results of the analysis are listed in Table
4.8. The overview also contains data on the frequencies with which different optional
items co-occur with one another. It is immediately obvious that several different
combinations can be found, the construction thus clearly not being limited to any fixed
frames. On the other hand, all of the combinations of two optional elements – and in
particular combinations of three items – are highly infrequent, which suggests that a
mixture of different layers of optional components is unlikely to occur.
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Table 4.8

Combined findings on the internal complexity of the Too Big a Mess
Construction: co-occurrence of different optional items

Specification of internal components

n

‘too + ADJ + a(n) + N (+ INDIRECT COMPLEMENT)’ only
too easy a trick to miss (BNC: EFN 1968)

744

% of all
instances
60.94

+ postmodifier of N + coordination of APs
too neat or speedy a conclusion about another person’s main and
natural form of mental functioning (BNC: BNF 1252)

10

0.81

+ postmodifier of N + premodifier of too
far too large an amount of turn for many situations (BNC: FEH
110)

12

2.03

+ postmodifier of N + premodifier of ADJ
too damned big a slice of the corporate business to be left to the
locals (BNC: AC2 1132)

1

0.08

+ postmodifier of N + premodifier of N: AP
too rigid a mental outlook on what may be a very exploratory field
of research (BNC: B25 1295)

3

0.24

+ postmodifier of N + premodifier of N: NP
Too fast an approach speed, with very fierce braking to stop and
give way (BNC: EE7 18)

1

0.08

+ premodifier of N: AP + NP
too high a ‘subjective risk threshold’ (BNC: HPM 219)

1

0.08

+ coordination of APs + premodifier of too
10
far too difficult and serious a matter to be done in a cosy way (BNC:
EA8 438)

0.81

+ coordination of APs + premodifier of N: N+N
too low or too high an illumination level (BNC: HGX 1422)

2

0.16

+ premodifier of N: AP + coordination of NPs
too sensitive a poet and human being to be blind to such a reader
reaction (BNC: CRV 535)

1

0.08

+ premodifier of too + premodifier of N: NP
much too steep a blade angle (BNC: EFH 404)

1

0.08

+ postmodifier of N + coordination of APs + premodifier of too
far too random and amateurish a fashion, based at best on a kind
of inspired guesswork (BNC: EW7 234)

1

0.08

Total

1,231

100
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The remainder of this section will be devoted to the question of whether any major
differences can be detected regarding the internal makeup of different Big Mess versions.
Table 4.9 combines the findings presented thus far for the Too Big a Mess Construction
with equivalent data for the two other high-frequency variants, As Big a Mess and So Big
a Mess.38 Overall, the three versions show highly similar patterns, suggesting that the
results given for the Too Big a Mess Construction are not unique to this version but instead
represent patterns which are characteristic of the Big Mess Construction more generally.
The majority of instances of all versions of the construction are realised in the form of the
basic frame ‘DEG + ADJ + a(n) + N (+ INDIRECT COMPLEMENT)’ without any optional
components (60.44% for too, 61.39% for as, 67.93% for so). Clearly, none of the versions
is limited to this frame, however. Rather, for each variant, a range of different optional
elements has been found to occur. While most of these elements are highly infrequent,
one optional component does occur fairly readily in all versions of the construction,
namely postmodifiers of N (23.80% of the cases for too, 24.13% for as, 22.07% for so).
The only additional structural element for which examples have been found in the
As Big a Mess and So Big a Mess sets but not for the version with too is a complement of
the head of the predeterminer AP. In (54), for instance, the PP from an ordinary punter is
a complement licensed by the adjective different. Be that as it may, with two and three
instances for as and so, respectively, examples containing this element are extremely rare.
(54)

The ‘whump’ of Clement’s boot as it strikes the ball is as different a noise from an
ordinary punter as Domingo is from Kylie. (BNC: A40: 222)

In Tables 4.8 and 4.9, the instances which contain combinations of different optional elements were
included not only in the counts for the respective combinations but also in the separate counts for the
individual options of structural enrichment. The same applies to the counts for instances such as (42) above
(too high a 'subjective risk threshold') which contain both a premodifying NP and a premodifying AP.
Instances which include more than one premodifying AP or more than one premodifying NP in coordination
or in sequence were not counted separately here but were simply included in the counts for adjectival or
nominal premodifiers or for their combination. See (ii)-(v) for examples of more complex patterns of
premodification.
38

(ii)
(iii)
(iv)

(v)

As one correspondent notes, handbells provide ‘as good a practical and possible evangelistic tool as
a church can have’. (BNC: FPY 1096)
Most often associated with the school of functional sociology, these ideas have as axiomatic a
pluralist integrative approach to political development, in which the centre is synonymous with
authority; (BNC: G1G 1238)
For this writer it began when, shortly after stepping off the plane in Johannesburg, it became
apparent that a few stitches sustained by the All Black winger Terry Wright in a training accident
was deemed as worthy a front page news story as the continuous blood-letting in the Natal townships
between rival ANC and Inkatha factions. (BNC: CHW 685)
Which is a shame, because ‘The World Is Turning On’ is as dandy a catchy guitar pop record as
anything the Teenage Fannies have concocted. (BNC: CK4 1111)
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Table 4.9

Internal complexity of the three highest frequency versions of the
construction (Too Big a Mess, As Big a Mess and So Big a Mess)
Too Big a Mess

As Big a Mess

So Big a Mess

‘DEG + ADJ + a(n) + N
(+ INDIRECT COMPLEMENT)’
only

744 (60.44%)

776 (61.39 %)

591 (67.93%)

+ coordination of APs
+ premodifier of DM
+ premodifier of ADJ
+ complement of ADJ

56 (4.55%)
98 (7.96%)
2 (0.16%)
0

67 (5.30%)
20 (1.58%)
13 (1.03%)
2 (0.16%)

46 (5.29%)
5 (0.57%)
12 (1.38%)
3 (0.34%)

+ premodifier of N: AP
+ premodifier of N: NP
+ postmodifier of N
+ postmodifier of N: unclear
+ coordination of NPs

21 (1.71%)
35 (2.84%)
293 (23.80%)
12 (2.03%)
3 (0.24%)

42 (3.32%)
49 (3.88%)
305 (24.13%)
16 (1.27%)
2 (0.16%)

20 (2.30%)
12 (1.38%)
192 (22.07%)
4 (0.46%)
2 (0.23%)

+ postmodifier of N
+ coordination of APs

10 (0.81%)

13 (1.03%)

7 (0.80%)

+ postmodifier of N
+ premodifier of DM
+ postmodifier of N
+ premodifier of ADJ
+ postmodifier of N
+ complement of ADJ
+ postmodifier of N
+ premodifier of N: AP
+ postmodifier of N
+ premodifier of N: N+N
+ postmodifier of N
+ coordination of NPs
+ coordination of APs
+ premodifier of N: AP
+ coordination of APs
+ premodifier of DM
+ coordination of APs
+ premodifier of N: N+N
+ premodifier of N: AP
+ premodifier of ADJ
+ premodifier of N: AP +
coordination of NPs
+ premodifier of N: AP
+ complement of ADJ
+ premodifier of N: AP + N+N
+ premodifier of N: N+N
+ coordination of NPs
+ premodifier of DM
+ premodifier of N: N+N

12 (2.03%)

4 (0.32%)

1 (0.11%)

1 (0.08%)

3 (0.24%)

2 (0.23%)

0

0

2 (0.23%)

3 (0.24%)

2 (0.16%)

1 (0.11%)

1 (0.08%)

2 (0.16%)

0

0

0

1 (0.11%)

0

3 (0.24%)

1 (0.11%)

10 (0.81%)

2 (0.16%)

1 (0.11%)

2 (0.16%)

3 (0.24%)

0

0

0

1 (0.11%)

1 (0.08%)

0

1 (0.11%)

0

0

1 (0.11%)

1 (0.08%)
1 (0.08%)

5 (0.4%)
0

1 (0.11%)
0

1 (0.08%)

0

0
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+ premodifier of ADJ
+ coordination of NPs
+ premodifier of ADJ
+ premodifier of N: AP + N+N

0

1 (0.08%)

0

0

1 (0.08%)

0

+ postmodifier of N
+ coordination of APs
+ premodifier of ADJ
+ postmodifier of N
+ coordination of APs
+ premodifier of DM

1 (0.08%)

0

1 (0.11%)

1 (0.08%)

0

0

Total

1,231 (100%)

1,264 (100%)

870 (100%)

Alongside the similarities between the individual versions, a number of differences again
become apparent. For example, as in the case of the distributional properties described in
Sections 4.2 and 4.3, the So Big a Mess Construction can be noted to behave slightly
differently from other versions of the construction: The version with so shows an even
stronger tendency than the other variants to be used in the core form ‘so + ADJ + a(n) + N
(+ INDIRECT COMPLEMENT)’ without any optional elements (67.93% for the version
with so as compared to 60.44% for too and 61.39% for as); combinations of different
layers of optional modification occur particularly infrequently in this version of the
construction.
Another difference is that the comparatively high frequency with which the degree
modifier too is itself premodified cannot be generalised to the other two versions (7.96%
for too, 1.58% for as, 0.57% for so). Whereas too can readily be preceded by adverbs which
further specify the degree to which the quality denoted by the adjective holds (e.g. far, all,
rather, much), most of these adverbs cannot precede so or as, which is, of course, to be
expected on the basis of the semantics of the items involved. In my set, so co-occurs only
with quite and nearly, as in (55). Like (56) below, most instances of premodifiers of as are
realised in the form of degree modifiers such as half, twice or five times.
(55)

But many people wondered why Mr Peairs had used quite so powerful a weapon,
and why he had not simply fired it into the air; or why, living as he did in a relatively
safe middle-class suburb, he had been so scared. (BNC: CRC 1232)

(56)

So if Jimi hadn’t come along when he did, the guitar might not be half as popular an
instrument as it is today. (BNC: C9N 1287)
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Table 4.9 further indicates that the tendency for premodifiers of N to be realised in the
form of another NP rather than a premodifying AP, which is specified by de Mönnink
(2002: 113-14) as a characteristic of Big Mess NPs as opposed to prototypical NPs, is less
marked for the versions with so and as than for that with too. The as set shows a fairly
even distribution over nominal and adjectival premodifiers (3.32% of the instances
contain an adjectival modifier and 3.88% a nominal modifier), whereas the so set even
reveals a preference for adjectival premodifiers (2.30% adjectival versus 1.38% nominal
premodifiers). Nonetheless, these versions still contain proportionally more nominal
premodifiers than is noted by de Mönnink for prototypical NPs: according to de Mönnink
(2000: 113), less than 30% of the premodifiers of N in complex NPs are nominal, while
53.85% and 37.5% of the premodifiers are nominal in the As Big a Mess and So Big a Mess
sets, respectively. Furthermore, the second observation made by de Mönnink for
premodifiers of N in Big Mess NPs – viz. the strong tendency for premodifying APs to be
classifying rather than descriptive – is confirmed by my data for the other two sets:
93.88% of the APs for as and 90.0% of the APs for so are classifying. The distributional
patterns of premodifiers of the head noun consequently have a more general validity as
regards unique structural characteristics of Big Mess NPs.
It needs to be noted that, in order to fully investigate the extent to which Big Mess
NPs deviate from other types of NPs in their openness to structural enrichment, the data
gathered for the Big Mess Construction would ideally have to be analysed against the
background of comparable data on NPs more generally. Is the infrequency of certain
components, or of their combinations, really a characteristic of Big Mess NPs or do these
elements occur with comparably low frequencies in NPs in general? While previous
analyses in this chapter integrated attempts to gain approximate figures for
superordinate groups of NPs and to disentangle general NP characteristics from more
specific features of the Big Mess Construction, this remains beyond the scope of the
present section. It needs to be stressed in that context that the choice of a suitable dataset
which would allow meaningful comparisons poses serious challenges. Bear in mind, for
example, that every Big Mess NP already includes at least three components which are
syntactically optional to NP structure (a determiner as well as an AP, the head of which is
itself modified by an AdvP). In consequence, a comparison against a general ‘all NPs’ or
‘all canonical NPs’ set (as used by de Mönnink 2000) may not be an ideal choice. After all,
it is to be expected that NPs which already contain three syntactically optional slots will
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less frequently involve a specific additional component than an NP which is less complex
to begin with.
Although an integration of a comparative analysis cannot be offered here, the
conclusions gained in the present chapter still remain valid. It could be shown that the
construction is notably flexible in terms of possible types of structural enrichment; at the
same time, some of the optional structural elements were demonstrated to be much less
frequent and typical of the construction than others. What is more, a number of
candidates for unique characteristics of the construction could be highlighted, including,
for example, the distributional patterns underlying premodifiers of the head noun which
are noted by de Mönnink (2000) or a strikingly low number of instances containing the
coordination of NPs.
4.5

Summary and conclusion

The current chapter has presented a series of descriptive findings on the realisations and
uses of the Big Mess Construction, including surveys of potential differences between the
individual versions of the construction. The focus of the analyses was on the distribution
of the construction over both text types and syntactic functions as well as on the internal
structural make-up of Big Mess NPs. An overarching conclusion which can be drawn on
the basis of the different analyses is that the Big Mess Construction is remarkably flexible
as concerns the range of its possible realisations and uses. At the same time, the
quantitative results have clearly revealed some of these uses to be much more typical of
the construction than others.
As regards the distribution of the construction over text categories, it could be
shown that the construction is not limited to the occurrence in specialised text types, but
that it is regularly used in a wide range of text categories. Still, Big Mess NPs are, overall,
more typical of written than of spoken language; more specifically, they were revealed to
be especially infrequent in spontaneous conversation, which allows for fewer
opportunities concerning the planning and revision of linguistic output than the text types
contained in the “context-governed” spoken component of the BNC. With the help of a
comparison of the Big Mess data to data for different superordinate groups of NPs, this
pattern could be emphasised to represent a genuine characteristic of the construction
rather than a mere artefact of the distributional behaviour of NPs more generally.
As far as syntactic functions are concerned, Big Mess NPs were demonstrated to be
able to serve a wide range of possible syntactic roles in the clauses inside which they
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occur. While the construction is, in that sense, similarly flexible as canonical NPs, the data
also uncovered clear differences regarding the most typical functions of the Big Mess
Construction as compared to those of canonical NPs. In particular, the function of subject
complement was highlighted to represent the most typical syntactic role of the
construction. What is more, while functioning considerably more frequently than
prototypical NPs as subject complement, the construction was shown to be used much
more rarely than these NPs as clausal subject.
The investigations of the internal structure of Big Mess NPs have revealed that the
construction can be of variable complexity rather than being limited to set structural
frames. The inventory of elements which can optionally be combined with the obligatory
components was highlighted to be remarkably wide. As in the case of canonical NPs, the
internal complexity of Big Mess NPs can thus be increased on the basis of the rules of
syntax. Besides the indirect complement, which is strongly associated with most versions
of the construction, postmodifiers of the head noun in particular can turn Big Mess NPs
into highly complex phrases containing multiple levels of embedding. On the other hand,
the quantitative analyses indicated that most of the optional types of elements which have
been found to occur in my data – and in particular combinations of these elements – are
highly infrequent. For example, a sequence of coordinated NPs is attested in no more than
seven instances of the construction. In the clear majority of uses, the construction occurs
in the basic frame ‘DEG + ADJ + a(n) + N (+ INDIRECT COMPLEMENT)’.
To summarise a major finding concerning differences between the individual
versions of the construction, it can be noted that the versions share similarities in many
core aspects of their usage while at the same time displaying more idiosyncratic
characteristics at lower levels of description. For example, almost all versions are
dispersed over a wide range of text types, most of them being least frequent in
spontaneous conversation. Still, the discrepancy in the frequencies of occurrence in
written versus spontaneous spoken language more specifically as well as the discrepancy
between written versus spoken language more generally could be shown to be much more
marked for the So Big a Mess Construction than for other versions; this makes the version
with so the only candidate for a structure which is genuinely associated with more formal,
written text types. Furthermore, the That Big a Mess Construction was observed to display
an equally strongly marked pattern in the opposite direction, in that it exclusively occurs
in spoken language. As regards the internal structure of Big Mess NPs, the different
versions could be shown to differ to a considerable extent in the degree to which they are
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associated with the feature of an indirect complement/ a discontinuous AP. In addition to
this component, all high-frequency versions were demonstrated to exhibit a range of
other optional elements with which their basic structural frame can be expanded; this
flexibility notwithstanding, all of them most typically occur in the basic frame ‘DEG + ADJ
+ a(n) + N (+ INDIRECT COMPLEMENT)’ only. Again, it was possible to detect differences
in the extent to which this tendency applies to the different versions; and, once more, it
was the So Big a Mess Construction which differed from the other high-frequency versions
in displaying an even stronger predisposition towards occurring without any optional
items.
Besides having contributed to the aim of arriving at a comprehensive description
of the Big Mess Construction, the results presented in the current chapter can be argued
to motivate a study of Big Mess NPs from the point of view Construction Grammar. For
example, it has been shown that even though Big Mess NPs can vary in terms of their
complexity, most of the optional elements, let alone their combinations, are remarkably
rare. This indicates that the internal structure of Big Mess NPs does seem to be governed
by certain probabilistic constraints, which in turn suggests the possibility of
conceptualising the Big Mess Construction as a “construction” in the sense of Construction
Grammar as propagated e.g. by Goldberg (1995, 2006). A construction-based approach to
Big Mess NPs seems equally relevant when it comes to the results regarding differences
between individual constructional versions. The Construction Grammar framework
allows systematic attention to be given to the question of whether the different Messes
represent formal realisations of one construction or whether they need to be regarded as
separate constructions (i.e. separate form-meaning pairings) which are connected to
some more abstract, higher-level construction via specific links. These and other
questions related to the possibility of a systematic integration of the findings gained in the
present and in the following chapters into the framework of Construction Grammar will
be discussed in detail in Chapter 8.
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CHAPTER 5

The semantics of the Big Mess Construction:
Productivity measures & collostructional analysis of the head
of AP and the head noun slot
5.1

Introduction

In the preceding chapter, I investigated the internal structural complexity of Big Mess NPs.
In the present chapter, I will direct my attention to the lexical realisation of those items
which are obligatory but lexically variable, viz. the head of the predeterminer AP and the
head noun. The ultimate aim of the chapter is to examine whether the Big Mess
Construction can be argued to have a typical semantics. To answer this question, it will be
analysed whether the form of an NP containing a predeterminer AP is a structural frame
which sanctions a wide array of semantically diverse items or whether it is, instead,
associated with specific meanings. The chapter will hence be devoted to an exploration of
those realisations which can justifiably be argued to represent typical uses of the Big Mess
Construction. As before, I will additionally study potential differences between individual
versions of the construction: it will be investigated whether it is possible to formulate
semantic generalisations which hold true for all versions of the Big Mess Construction or
whether each version is associated (on top of that) with more specialised, distinct niches
of uses and meanings of their own.
Evidently, issues such as these evoke central tenets of constructionist approaches
to grammar, which regard language as consisting of networks of constructions (see e.g.
Goldberg 2003: 219; Fillmore 2013: 144). It was already indicated that, in these
approaches, “constructions” are conceptualised as form-meaning pairings to be found at
various levels of abstraction (see e.g. Goldberg 1995, 2006). As mentioned in the last
chapter, a thorough discussion of the findings of my study from the point of view of
Construction Grammar is postponed to Chapter 8.
The structure of the current chapter is as follows. Section 5.2 sets the scene with a
brief presentation of type-token ratios, which will make it possible to gain initial insights
into the productivity of the Big Mess Construction. The bulk of the chapter will then be
devoted to a semantic analysis of the most typical realisations of the construction’s
variable slots (Section 5.3). For this purpose, I will make use of the methodology of
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Collostructional Analysis (Stefanowitsch and Gries 2003, 2005; Gries and Stefanowitsch
2004a, 2004b). Section 5.3.1 provides a general introduction to the family of
collostructional methods, including an overview of their advantages and disadvantages in
comparison to alternative approaches which are based solely on relative frequency
figures. The remainder of the chapter will present and discuss the findings which were
gained with recourse to two different collostructional methods, viz. Collexeme Analysis
and Co-varying Collexeme Analysis: I will first conduct collexeme analyses of the head of
AP slot (Section 5.3.2) and the head of NP slot (Section 5.3.3) in order to examine the items
which are most strongly associated with the respective slots. The quantitative findings on
the most typical lexical realisations will be used to make generalisations concerning the
semantics of each slot. To investigate semantic differences between the individual Big
Mess variants, the analysis of the entire set of Big Mess instances will, in each case, be
enhanced by a comparative analysis of the results for the three highest frequency versions
of the construction. In section 5.3.4, I will then perform a co-varying collexeme analysis to
inspect interrelations between the lexical choices in the two slots. The most typical pairs
of predeterminer adjectives and head nouns will again be scrutinised for the entire
construction and for its three most frequent versions to arrive at generalisations
regarding the semantic frames which are associated with the Big Mess Construction and
with its different variants. Section 5.4 will provide a summary of the results and draw a
conclusion.
5.2

Measures of constructional productivity

While in and by itself telling us little about the semantics of a construction, measures of
productivity offer first insights into the question of how wide the range of items is which
can fill the lexically variable slots of a construction. The question to be addressed in this
section is thus whether the obligatory but lexically variable slots of Big Mess NPs are
restricted in their realisation to a fairly small number of recurrent lexemes or whether
the construction represents a productive pattern which speakers and writers creatively
fill with a wide array of elements according to their communicative needs.
Productivity as a linguistic phenomenon has been defined and operationalised in
multiple ways, the diversity of approaches highlighting the multi-faceted nature of the
concept and the range of aspects which play into it. A variety of different corpus-based
measures targeted in particular at morphological productivity have been proposed (see
e.g. Baayen 2009; Hilpert 2013: 38-42, 127-33; Traugott and Trousdale 2013: 17-19). The
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concept of productivity becomes increasingly complex when applied to the area of
grammatical constructions – especially in the case of constructional schemas with
multiple variable slots. The adaptation of measures of morphological productivity to the
study of a construction such as the Big Mess Construction is therefore not without its
problems. Nonetheless, as is emphasised by Traugott and Trousdale (2013: 87), the
aspects which form the basis of measures of productivity in the area of derivational
morphology can be regarded as being relevant to complex constructions in general. In
fact, morphological categories such as derivational morphemes are routinely integrated
into constructionist views of language, where they are viewed as “constructions” just like
syntactic and other patterns. The corpus-based measures should consequently help us
gauge the degree to which the two lexically variable slots of the Big Mess Construction are
constrained in their realisation. Furthermore, they provide a numerical basis with the
help of which different versions of the construction may be contrasted to one another,
thereby allowing us to investigate whether some versions are more fixed or repetitive in
their realisations than others. In the following, I will make use of the concepts and
measures of “realised productivity” and “potential productivity” (Baayen 2009) as well as
of type-token ratios.
The realised productivity of a construction corresponds to its type frequency, i.e.
to the sum total of its types in a corpus. To allow meaningful conclusions, type frequency
figures are usually calculated hand in hand with token frequency figures and the
corresponding ratio of types to tokens. To give an example, Hilpert (2013: 110-54)
conducts a diachronic study of the V-ment construction, i.e. the construction
corresponding to the nominalising derivational suffix -ment as used e.g. in achievement,
refreshment, etc. The token frequency in that case corresponds to the overall number of
instances of the suffix in a corpus, while the type frequency corresponds to the number of
distinct combinations of the suffix with different stems in the same corpus. Comparing
different stages of the language, Hilpert finds the construction to display a growing variety
of formal realisations, its type frequency or realised productivity thus being concluded to
have increased over time.
In addition to type and token frequency figures and type-token ratios, modern
corpus-based measures of productivity place special emphasis on the occurrences of
hapax legomena, which represent types occurring only once in an entire corpus (Hilpert
2013: 127). The so-called potential productivity of a construction is calculated as the ratio
of hapaxes to the token frequency of all realisations of the construction in a corpus. As
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such, it is meant to reflect a construction’s “potential for expansion” (Baayen 2009: 7). As
is explained by Hilpert (2013: 128), “[i]f the usage of a construction displays relatively
many of such hapaxes, it is to be expected that more new types, that is, neologisms, will
be created in the future on the basis of a constructional schema.”
It was already remarked that, since the Big Mess Construction contains more than
one obligatory but lexically variable slot, the present chapter focuses not so much on types
and tokens of the entire construction as on the realisations of two different constructional
slots. In this context, the concept of type frequency is adapted so as to measure the
number of different adjective or noun lexemes (i.e. types) filling the two slots in my data.
The type-token ratio compares these figures against the overall number of predeterminer
adjectives and Big Mess heads in the data, respectively. Recall in this connection that my
set of 3,815 Big Mess instances includes several instances containing sequences of
coordinated predeterminer APs and a few examples containing the coordination of NPs.
In these cases, I counted each of the coordinated lexemes as separate tokens, meaning that
the sum of all adjectival or nominal tokens is higher than the total number of Big Mess
instances.39 Table 5.1 displays the realised productivity/type frequency, token frequency,
type-token ratio and potential productivity for both variable slots in the Big Mess
Construction.
Table 5.1

Measures of productivity for the head of AP slot and the head noun slot in
the Big Mess Construction
Type

Token

frequency

frequency token-

(= realised

Type-

n hapax

Potential

legomena productivity

ratio

productivity)
head of

966

4,011

0.24

574

0.14

1,240

3,821

0.32

669

0.18

predeterminer AP
head noun

As revealed by the type and token frequencies, there is a large amount of variation in the
realisation of both slots. In total, the 4,011 predeterminer adjective tokens are dispersed
over 966 different adjective types, 574 of which represent hapax legomena. The 3,821
This might not be completely unproblematic, but the rationale behind my decision is the view that if there
were a tendency for certain kinds of adjective (not) to occur inside the construction, this tendency should
apply independently of whether the item is to occur inside a sequence of coordinated phrases or on its own.
39
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head noun tokens were found to correspond to no fewer than 1,240 types and 669
hapaxes. The concept of the realised productivity or the type-token ratio and the concept
of the potential productivity operationalise different facets of the productivity of a
construction, and the Big Mess Construction can certainly be argued to be productive in
both respects: There is quite a large degree of variability among the items which realise
the two slots; the relatively high numbers of hapax legomena further suggest that
additional or future uses of the construction are likely to contain yet other, novel
realisations (see Hilpert 2013: 129).
The ratios invite a comparison between the productivity measures of the adjectival
versus the nominal slot; it needs to be noted, however, that the differing overall token
frequencies represent a clear caveat, as token frequencies should ideally be held constant
in meaningful and valid comparisons of ratios such as that of types to tokens. Since the
difference between 4,011 predeterminer adjective tokens and 3,821 head noun tokens is
overall fairly small (the difference corresponding to no more than 5% of the adjectival
token frequency figure) it nonetheless appears possible to cautiously compare the figures.
With a type-token ratio of 0.24 for the adjectives versus 0.32 for the nouns and a potential
productivity of 0.14 for the adjectives versus 0.18 for the nouns, the figures suggest even
more variability to exist among the head nouns; what is more, the nominal slot appears
to be even more open to further innovative realisations.
Having established that the two constructional slots are not limited to a set of
recurring items and that the Big Mess can thus be regarded as a productive schema, the
next section will proceed to investigate whether generalisations concerning typical
realisations can be made on the basis of an inspection of those items which occur more
frequently inside the construction than expected. The investigations are methodologically
based on the approach of Collostructional Analysis, an introduction to which shall be
provided in the following.
5.3

Collostructional analysis of the Big Mess Construction and its most frequent
versions

5.3.1 General introduction to the collostructional methodology
Collostructional Analysis is a family of methods developed by Gries and Stefanowitsch
(Stefanowitsch and Gries 2003, 2005; Gries and Stefanowitsch 2004a, 2004b) for the
analysis of associations between a given construction and the lexical items found to occur
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in it. The theoretical framework underlying the methods is that of Construction Grammar:
Just like lexical items, syntactic structures are viewed as signs in the sense of formmeaning pairings. In consequence, lexically variable slots in syntactic constructions are
expected to be filled not just by any word but by items which are semantically compatible
with the meaning of the overall construction in general and the meaning associated with
the particular slot more specifically (Stefanowitsch and Gries 2003: 213).
Collostructional Analysis aims to investigate such constructional meanings via an
expansion of methods used for the quantitative study of lexical collocations. Instead of the
collocates of a specific node word, the method analyses the collocates of constructions40,
which can be of varying degrees of abstraction. What is more, whereas traditional
collocational analysis investigates words which co-occur with the node in a linear span
(e.g. four words to the left and right of the node), Collostructional Analysis aims to identify
the most typical realisations of specific slots in constructions of variable length
(Stefanowitsch and Gries 2005: 6). One of the most important methodological procedures
shared with quantitative studies of lexical collocations is the reliance on statistical
association measures rather than on raw frequency counts alone. This way, the method is
able to distinguish items which may be frequent inside a construction because of their
overall high frequency in the language from items which are “attracted” to or “repelled”
by the specific construction under investigation.
The three individual methods subsumed under the label of Collostructional
Analysis at the time of writing – (Simple) Collexeme Analysis, Distinctive Collexeme
Analysis and Co-varying Collexeme Analysis – each scrutinise slightly different types of
associations between lexical items and syntactic structures. In the present study, a simple
as well as a co-varying collexeme analysis will be conducted with the help of a script for
the software R (Gries 2014a). The computational procedures involved in the two methods
shall be briefly introduced in turn.
Collexeme Analysis
Collexeme Analysis (Stefanowitsch and Gries 2003) identifies the associations between a
single construction and the words occurring in a specific slot of that construction.
Examples are the analysis of the nouns found to realise the N slot in the [N waiting to
happen] construction, as investigated by Stefanowitsch and Gries (2003), or the present

40

Hence the name Collostructional Analysis as a blend of collocational and constructional analysis.
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analysis of adjectives found to realise the head of AP slot in the Big Mess Construction.
The method works on the basis of a series of tables of co-occurrence frequencies; the
schematic version of the table is given by Gries et al. (2008: Table 1) and Gries and
Stefanowitsch (2010: Table 1) and is reproduced in adapted form as Table 5.2 below (see
also Stefanowitsch and Gries 2003: Table 3). The figures in bold are directly extracted
from the corpus data, while the remaining figures are calculated on the basis of the former.
Table 5.3 gives a concrete example from the present study showing the input frequencies
required to measure the degree to which the adjective great is attracted to the head of AP
slot in the Big Mess Construction, or – in the terminology of Collostructional Analysis –
the frequencies required to determine the “collostructional strength” of that adjective.
Table 5.2

Input data for a collexeme analysis of lexeme L in construction C (Gries et
al. 2008: Table 1; Gries and Stefanowitsch 2010: Table 1)
construction C

⌐construction C

Row totals

(other constructions)
lexeme L1

a

b

a+b

(frequency of L1 in C)

(frequency of L1 in all

(= overall lemma

other constructions)

frequency of L1)
c+d

⌐lexeme L1

c

d

(Other lexemes)

(frequency of C with

(frequency of all

lexemes other than

other constructions

L1)

with lexemes other
than L1)

Column totals

a+c

b+d

N= (a+b) + (c+d)

(= overall frequency

(= total number of

of C)

constructions in the
corpus)

Table 5.3

Input data for the collexeme analysis of great in the Big Mess Construction
Big Mess Construction

Other constructions

Row totals

great

237

63,112

63,349

Other lexemes

3,578

26,404,661

26,408,239

Column totals

3,815

26,467,773

26,471,588
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To conduct a collexeme analysis of one lexeme L in a construction C, the software requires
the frequency of the lemma inside the construction (e.g. the frequency of the Big Mess
Construction with great as head of AP), the overall frequency of the lemma (e.g. the overall
frequency of great in the BNC), the overall frequency of the construction (e.g. the total
number of instances of the Big Mess Construction in the BNC) and – the most problematic
figure (see the discussion of disadvantages of the method below) – an estimation of the
“total number of constructions” in the corpus (e.g. an estimation of the number of NPs in
the BNC). On that basis, it is possible to additionally calculate the frequency of the lemma
in “all other constructions”, the frequency of the construction with other lemmas, and the
frequency of other constructions with other lemmas (Stefanowitsch and Gries 2003: 218).
In order to determine the strength of association between the lemma and the
construction, the relevant co-occurrence frequencies and their ratios are then evaluated
statistically. The measure of association strength used by Stefanowitsch and Gries (2003)
for this purpose is the p value provided by the Fisher exact test; Gries et al. (2010) employ
the negative logarithm to the base of ten of that value, which is also the measure chosen
for my analysis. However, Stefanowitsch and Gries (2003: 217-18) take care to emphasise
that a range of other association measures is available to the researcher. For a discussion
of the advantages and disadvantages of different measures, see e.g. Stefanowitsch and
Gries (2003: 217-18), Gries et al. (2005: 10), Gries (2013: 508). A value such as the (logtransformed) p value is required to provide an indication of whether the observed cooccurrence frequencies are higher or lower than would be expected in the light of the
overall frequencies of the lexeme and the construction. On that basis, the relationship
between the lexeme and the construction can be interpreted as one of “attraction” or
“repulsion”, respectively.
The procedure illustrated above is carried out for all “collexemes”, i.e. all lexemes
which occur in the slot of the construction under study. This makes it possible to rank the
collexemes according to the size of the respective log-transformed p values and hence
according to their degree of attraction or repulsion.
Since the purpose of a collexeme analysis is to enable an assessment of the typical
meaning of a construction, the final step of the analysis necessarily involves some
qualitative work in the form of an investigation of the ranking of collexemes for semantic
patterns. In contrast to the previous steps of the collexeme analysis, the categorisation of
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the collexemes according to semantic fields is naturally influenced to some extent by
subjective decisions on the part of the researcher.41
Advantages and disadvantages of the collostructional approach in comparison to a simple
frequency approach
The qualitative semantic analysis which forms the final phase of the collexeme analysis is
of course also possible on the basis of a ranking according to the raw token frequencies of
the individual lexemes occurring in the construction. In fact, researchers such as Bybee
(2010) explicitly argue for this type of approach and against a collostructional one. Bybee
for example criticises that many collostructional analyses are based on an interpretation
of a fairly low number of the most significant collexemes only: usually, a table listing the
20 or 30 most strongly attracted items is used for this purpose (Gries 2012: 481).
According to Bybee, such an approach is problematic for the reason that many lexemes
which occur in a construction may do so very infrequently (thus showing low degrees of
attraction), but they may still share semantic similarities amongst each other. In other
words, added together, there may be many tokens from a specific semantic field although
the individual token frequencies for each type are not particularly high. Important
generalisations could therefore be missed by the researcher. As stated by Bybee,
low-frequency lexemes often show the productive expansion of the category of lexemes
used in the construction (Baayen 1993). Without knowing what the range of low frequency,
semantically related lexemes is, one cannot define the semantic category of lexemes that
can be used in a construction.42
(Bybee 2010: 101)

Nonetheless, although Bybee is right in that ignoring low frequency items may certainly
prevent a comprehensive analysis of the semantics of a construction, I would argue that
this is not really a problem inherent in the collostructional method: Researchers working
on the basis of raw co-occurrence frequencies could likewise focus on the most frequent
items only, and, as stated by Gries (2012: 496), the collostructional analysis itself always
See Gries and Stefanowitsch (2010) for a more objective approach to the identification of common
semantic patterns relying on cluster analytic techniques in the context of a co-varying collexeme analysis.
41

Bybee (2010: 97-101) emphasises that the cognitive importance of semantic similarity is supported by
the results yielded by a corpus study and an acceptability judgement experiment of adjectives in
constructions built around verbs meaning ‘become’ in Spanish (e.g. quedarse, ponerse) (see Bybee and
Eddington 2006). The experiment reveals that speakers rate adjectives which occur with low frequencies
in a construction but are semantically related to those found with high frequencies in the corpus as
significantly more acceptable than infrequent and semantically unrelated words. In the collexeme analysis
of the constructions, on the other hand, both these groups of adjectives achieve similarly low scores of
collostructional strength (Bybee 2010: 99).
42
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includes the full list of collexemes. Decisions regarding the number of collexemes on
which to base the semantic analysis are entirely up to the individual researcher.
A more immediately relevant point noted by Bybee (2010) as well as by Schmid
and Küchenhoff (2013) concerns the problems associated with finding a suitable figure to
use as the number of “all other constructions” (which in turn influences the figure to be
inserted into cell d of the co-occurrence table given as Table 5.2 above). It goes without
saying that the aim is not to arrive at a figure for the entirety of constructions in a corpus,
but rather at a figure for the sum of those constructions which are in some way
comparable to the construction under study (see Schmid and Küchenhoff 2013: 543) and
which are at a “level of granularity close to the one of the studied phenomenon” (Gries
2013: 488). For example, the bulk of studies employing the collostructional approach
have been concerned with specific argument structure constructions. A common practice
in these studies, introduced by Stefanowitsch and Gries’s (2003) analysis of the [N waiting
to happen] construction, is to aim for a count of the total number of argument structure
constructions in the corpus (in their case, the BNC). This value seems to be a reasonable
choice in that the construction at focus forms a subset of the higher-level set represented
by this figure (see Schmid and Küchenhoff 2013: 543). As pointed out by Schmid and
Küchenhoff (2013: 543, 544), this unit could, on the other hand, be argued to be too broad,
given the fact that a construction like the [N waiting to happen] scheme obviously involves
a number of highly specific, invariable characteristics. For instance, it requires the
presence of the lexemes wait and happen and a progressive verb form. Should the
construction therefore really be compared to all argument structure constructions or
main verb constructions? Then again, just how many specific characteristics should be
included when choosing a unit which is less broad?
Even when argument structure constructions are accepted as a reasonable choice,
the next question is of course how to actually count their frequency in a corpus like the
BNC. The solution taken by Stefanowitsch and Gries (2003, 2005) is to use the number of
sentence-tags (<s>) in the BNC as an approximation to this count. As emphasised by the
authors themselves, this choice clearly faces a number of problems (see Stefanowitsch
and Gries 2005: 23-24; Gries 2012: 487-88): For one thing, as a unit to approximate the
number of argument structure or verbal constructions, the clause would certainly be
more useful than the sentence, yet the BNC is not tagged for clauses. What is more,
constructions in the Construction Grammar sense of the term can be found at varying
degrees of specificity, and, as pointed out by Bybee (2010: 98), a single clause can of
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course involve more than one construction. This also implies that, even in a manual
analysis, it can be difficult to decide just how many constructions there are in a given
clause. Stefanowitsch and Gries (2005: 24) therefore admit their own solution to be an
oversimplification – yet one that is simply “necessary for practical purposes”. In their
criticism of the collostructional method, Schmid and Küchenhoff (2013: 544) highlight, on
the other hand, that the choice of an appropriate figure for the overall number of
constructions is a necessarily subjective decision with “far-reaching consequences” on the
results of the analysis: the size of the figure will, after all, influence the size of the p value
which serves as a means of quantifying the degree of attraction or repulsion. In his
detailed reaction to the points raised by Schmid and Küchenhoff, Gries (2012, 2013)
argues, to the contrary, that, although the size of the figure does influence the size of the
individual p values, the choice will not affect the actual ranking of the collexemes to any
considerable extent. Gries (2013: 511) emphasises that Bybee and Eddington (2006)
themselves conduct parallel collexeme analyses using different figures for the value in
question and that these result in highly similar rankings (compare Bybee 2010: 98). A
more systematic test of the potential effect of different figures on the resulting rankorderings is additionally provided by Gries (2012). His results demonstrate that even an
increase or decrease of the number in question by a full order of magnitude does not lead
to considerable differences between the rankings (Gries 2012: 487). To add further
support to his assessment of Schmid and Küchenhoff’s and Bybee’s point of criticism as
“toothless” (2013: 523), Gries argues, 43
[w]hile it is true that it is very difficult to determine one uniformly agreed-upon number of
constructions in a corpus, which means that it is difficult to determine what number to use
for d, this has not been problematic in any CA study I have ever seen.
(Gries 2013: 511)
Cell d constituting a problem could have manifested itself in different ways: authors might
have noted it as a problem or results could have been inexplicable for reasons that might
have to do with cell d (e.g., with unintuitively high/low expected cell frequencies for cell a).
(Gries 2013: footnote 4)

As mentioned above, for the present collexeme analysis of Big Mess NPs, I chose as figure
for “all other constructions” a count of all NP constructions in the BNC, in correspondence
with Stefanowitsch and Gries’s (2003) choice of a count of all argument structure

The cell names refer to the cells in the schematic distribution table reproduced as Table 5.1 above. The
figure which has to be chosen by the researcher is the total number of constructions (N= (a+b) + (c+d));
only with this figure, it is then possible to calculate the frequency required for cell d, i.e. the frequency of all
other constructions with lexemes other than L1.
43
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constructions for the study of one specific argument structure construction. It should be
mentioned, however, that I had additionally attempted to test alternative possibilities by
comparing to one another the results of two separate versions of a collexeme analysis
restricted to the adjective slot inside the Too Big a Mess Construction; the two versions
used different counts as figure for cell d, both of which may be argued to have their
advantages and disadvantages. To make it easier for the reader to follow the
argumentation, a discussion of the results of this comparative analysis will be postponed
until after the presentation of the results of my collexeme analysis of the head adjective
slot (see Section 5.3.2.2). It may be anticipated here, however, that the analysis cannot
confirm Gries’s (2012, 2013) assessment of the choice of the figure for cell d as being
irrelevant to the rank-orderings of the collexemes. The use of the different counts in my
analyses certainly did have some impact on the ranking.
For more points of criticism voiced against the collostructional method, a
comprehensive treatment of which is beyond the scope of the present study, the reader is
referred to Bybee (2010: 97-101) and Schmid and Küchenhoff (2013). For a substantiated
response to the individual problems raised therein, see Gries (2012) and Gries (2014b).
Let us now turn to the advantages of the collostructional approach over an
approach relying on token frequencies alone. The main benefits are neatly summarised
by Gries et al. (2005) as follows:
(i) collexeme analysis does not neglect the word’s and the construction’s overall
frequencies, (ii) collexeme analysis allows for identifying cases where a construction and a
word repel each other, and (iii) collexeme analysis allows for separating the wheat from the
chaff by distinguishing significant from random co-occurrence.
(Gries et al. 2005: 648)

As previously mentioned, collostructional analyses evaluate the observed co-occurrence
frequency of a lexeme and a construction against the backdrop of the overall frequency of
that lexeme in the corpus. Only by taking overall frequencies into account is it possible to
find out whether the observed co-occurrence frequency is significantly higher than could
be expected by chance. This makes it possible to distinguish between words which are
frequent inside the construction mainly due to their overall high frequency from those
which are more frequent inside the construction under study than in other constructions;
the latter only may be argued to represent typical realisations of the constructional
meaning (Hilpert 2008: 3). What is more, collostructional approaches can reveal that
some items which occur inside a construction actually do so significantly less frequently
than expected: these are the items which are “repelled” by the construction. Frequency
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approaches, on the other hand, do not implement any control of overall frequency effects;
they therefore cannot distinguish between (potentially) functional co-occurrence and cooccurrence that could be due to chance (Gries 2012: 486). For these reasons, the present
study relies on the collostructional method, which is seen to represent a “refinement of
relative frequency counts” (Hilpert 2008: 34).44
Co-varying Collexeme Analysis
Co-varying Collexeme Analysis (Gries and Stefanowitsch 2004b; Stefanowitsch and Gries
2005) is an extension of the collostructional approach to the investigation of
constructions which contain two or more lexically variable slots. As indicated by the name
of the method, its purpose is to investigate how the collexemes in the different slots covary with one another (Stefanowitsch and Gries 2005: 9). For example, in the present case,
the method will be used to discover to what extent the choice of the lexeme in the head of
AP slot and the choice of the lexeme in the head noun slot co-determine each other. What
kinds of semantic relations hold between the two slots of the construction?45
In order to uncover such interdependencies, Co-varying Collexeme Analysis, like
Collexeme Analysis, departs from a simple raw frequency approach. Instead of relying on
the most frequent combinations of lexemes only, the method determines whether a pair
of lexemes co-occurs within a construction more or less frequently than could be expected
on the basis of the overall frequency of each lexeme inside the construction. The input
required for the statistical analysis is illustrated schematically in Table 5.4 (adapted from
Stefanowitsch and Gries 2005: Table 5). Table 5.5 gives the values of the complete
distributional table for the example of a co-varying collexeme analysis of short and time
in the Big Mess Construction.

Note further that the choice of the collostructional approach is supported by experimental evidence. Gries
et al. (2005) compare the results of a collexeme analysis of the as-predicative construction to the results of
a frequency-based analysis. By means of a sentence-completion experiment, the authors are able to show
that in those cases where the two approaches make different predictions, the collostructional results are
significantly closer to the production choices of the informants than the frequency-based results. The same
finding is gained in a comprehension experiment in the form of a self-paced reading task conducted by Gries
et al. (2010).
44

An analysis which additionally considers the degree item slot would certainly be desirable. Although Gries
and Stefanowitsch (2004b: 235) indicate that the method of Co-varying Collexeme Analysis can be used to
investigate constructions with more than two lexically variable slots, this is not an option provided by the
script used to compute the collostructional analyses for this study (Gries 2014a). I therefore decided to
restrict the analysis to the co-variance of head adjectives and head nouns.
45
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Table 5.4

Input data for a co-varying collexeme analysis of lexeme L and lexeme M in
construction C (Stefanowitsch and Gries 2005: Table 5)

Lslot1 (lexeme L in slot 1)

Mslot2 (lexeme M in slot 2)

⌐Mslot2 (all other lexemes in slot 2)

Freq (Lslot1 + Mslot2)

Freq (Lslot1 + ⌐Mslot2)

⌐Lslot1 (all other lexemes Freq (⌐Lslot1 + Mslot2)

Freq (⌐Lslot1 + ⌐Mslot2)

in slot 1)

Table 5.5

Input data for the co-varying collexeme analysis of short and time in the Big
Mess Construction
time

Other lexemes

Row totals

short

54

41

95

Other lexemes

56

3,866

3922

Column totals

110

3,907

4,01746

In our example in Table 5.5, the figures (in bold) which are directly extracted from the
corpus data and entered as input are the overall frequency of the Big Mess Construction,
the frequency with which short occurs in slot 1 (the predeterminer AP slot), the frequency
with which time occurs in slot 2 (the head noun slot), and the frequency with which short
and time co-occur as realisations of slot 1 and slot 2. On that basis, the remaining
frequencies are again computed by subtraction (e.g. the frequency of instances with short
in slot 1 and nouns other than time in slot 2). The four frequencies listed in Table 5.4 are
subsequently subjected to the Fisher-Yates Exact test in order to test whether the pair cooccurs inside the construction more or less frequently than expected; alternative statistics
could again be chosen by the researcher for this purpose. As in a Collexeme Analysis, the
resulting plog10-value provides a means of quantifying the degree of association between
short and time in the Big Mess Construction. The ranking of co-varying collexemes forms
the input for a qualitative analysis of the potential semantic relations which hold between
the different slots of the construction.
Importantly, unlike the method of Collexeme Analysis, Co-varying Collexeme
Analysis does not take account of the overall frequencies of the lexemes in the corpus as
a whole (i.e. in this case, the frequency of short and time in the BNC). As pointed out by

Instances containing sequences of coordinated predeterminer APs were counted as separate instances
depending on the number of coordinated predeterminer APs, hence the number of 3,907, which exceeds
the overall number of Big Mess instances in my data.
46
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Stefanowitsch and Gries (2005: 23), the fact that the method therefore cannot take into
consideration whether the lexemes in question are attracted to or repelled by one another
outside of the construction can of course be seen as a drawback. It should be emphasised,
however, that the authors’ (2005) paper includes a comparison of the results of this “itembased” version of the approach to those gained in a “system-based” version, which does
include this information. They point out that, although the latter approach is thus clearly
more refined, it involves a considerable surplus of manual analysis and potential tagging
problems (for details concerning this approach and its advantages and disadvantages, see
Stefanowitsch and Gries 2005: 23-33). It is consequently concluded by the authors (2000:
34) that the original version cannot be dismissed as necessarily providing less valuable
results and that it, thus, remains a viable – and much more time-efficient – alternative.
The expectation underlying Co-varying Collexeme Analysis that there should be
semantic interdependencies between the slots of a single construction is explained by
Stefanowitsch and Gries (2005) with reference to what is labelled the “Principle of
Semantic Coherence”. This principle captures the idea that “since a word in any slot of a
construction must be compatible with the semantics provided by the construction for that
slot, there should be an overall coherence among all slots” (Stefanowitsch and Gries 2005:
11). In their case studies, Stefanowitsch and Gries (2005) further emphasise that the
semantic coherence which can be observed to hold among the different slots of a
construction is more than a purely topical coherence. Rather, they find different
constructions to display different types of coherence relations. For the into-causative, for
example, the authors note a coherence based on culture-specific knowledge of what
usually causes what (pp. 11-14). As highlighted by the authors (Stefanowitsch and Gries
2003: 236; 2005: 22, 34), the finding that there is an overall coherence between the
different slots of a construction is in line with the finding (derived from the application of
Simple Collexeme Analysis) that the items occurring in the individual slots of a
construction share semantic similarities. Importantly, both observations provide strong
support for the constructionist framework underlying the method: like lexical structures,
syntactic structures can be seen as form-meaning pairings rather than as “meaningless
templates waiting for the insertion of lexical material” (Stefanowitsch and Gries 2003:
236).
In the next section, I will first discuss the results of the simple collexeme analyses
which were conducted of the Big Mess Construction. I will begin by investigating the head
of the predeterminer AP slot.

118
5.3.2

Collexeme analysis of the head of the predeterminer AP slot

5.3.2.1

Methods

As mentioned, my collostructional analyses were all conducted with a script for the
software R (Gries 2014a). For the collexeme analysis of the items realising the head of AP
slot inside the Big Mess Construction, the software required as input a table listing all
adjectives which occur in this slot together with their observed frequency inside the
construction and their overall corpus frequency. For the first figure, the predeterminer
adjectives found in my data were manually lemmatised; this procedure included
conflating spelling variants (e.g. disorganised, disorganized) as well as morphological
variants of lexemes which occur in the synthetic comparative form as part of the No Bigger
a Mess and Much Bigger a Mess sets (so that, for example, bigger and big would not be
counted separately). The overall frequency of the adjectives in the BNC was retrieved by
means of a query searching for occurrences of the respective lemma tagged as adjective
(e.g. the query “{great/A}”)47. The use of the POS-tag and a lemma query rather than a
word-form query ensured the exclusion of homophonous forms tagged as belonging to
another word class and the inclusion of comparative variants, respectively. For items with
obvious spelling variants in the BNC, separate queries were conducted and the
frequencies

were

subsequently

added

together

(e.g.

“{disorganised/A}”

+

“{disorganized/A}”). In the case of instances of the construction involving coordinated
sequences of predeterminer APs, the occurrences of the individual adjectives were added
to their respective counts; the frequency of, for example, 237 instances of great inside the
construction thus includes instances in which great is coordinated with one or more other
predeterminer adjective(s) (e.g. so great and growing an evil). It will be remembered that,
since examples such as these were included in the counts of both (or all) coordinated
predeterminer adjectives involved, the number of collexemes is higher than the overall
number of instances of the construction.
As specified in Tables 2 and 3 above, the remaining figures required as input were
the corpus frequency of the construction (3,815 instances) and the total number of
constructions in the corpus. It was already mentioned that, for the latter score, I chose an

The simplified POS-tag actually comprises a number of tags for categories which are not relevant in the
present context, including e.g. cardinal numbers or determiner pronouns. Although the more specific tag
“_AJ0” from the full CLAWS5 set may thus be argued to have been a more accurate choice, the results are
not expected to be influenced to any notable degree by the use of the more general tag due to the extremely
slight overlap in homophonous forms.
47
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approximation of the number of NP constructions in the BNC, similar to Stefanowitsch
and Gries’s (2003) use of the frequency of sentence-tags (<s>) as an approximation of the
number of argument structure constructions in the BNC. However, instead of relying on
the simplified POS-tag for nouns (“_{N}”) or a selected combination of more specific tags
from the full CLAWS5 tagset, a more refined query using tag sequences was used for this
purpose. The query, given in CQP syntax in (1), is an adapted version of the query used by
S. Hoffmann (2013) to retrieve maximal NPs from the BNC. The queries differ only in that
Hoffmann’s version caters for both optional premodifiers and postmodifiers in the form
of PPs, while the adapted version used here covers premodification only. The presence of
optional postmodifiers was found to be irrelevant for the purpose of the present study as
my aim is not to retrieve maximal NPs but to arrive at an approximate count of the number
of NPs in the corpus. A total of 26,471,589 hits was retrieved by the query.
(1)

((longest)) (([pos="AT0"] | [pos="DT0"] | [pos="DPS"])* ((([pos="AV0"])*
[class="ADJ"] ([pos="CJC"] | [word=","%c & pos="PUN"])?)? ([class="SUBST"] |
[pos="POS"])*)* ([class="SUBST"] | [pos="PNI"])+ | [pos="PNP"] | [pos="PNI"] |
[pos="PNX"]) within s

As indicated, this score for the total number of constructions was compared to an
alternative score in a trial collexeme analysis restricted to the Too Big a Mess
Construction. In the present context, it is worth pointing out that the alternative score
represented a value which is more specific than that of “all NPs in the BNC”: to be precise,
the value used was a count approximating the number of too + ADJ constructions in the
BNC, retrieved by the query “too _{AJ0}”. The corresponding version of the analysis
consequently compared the occurrence of a given lexeme inside the Too Big a Mess
Construction to its occurrence in other too + ADJ constructions. As will be discussed in
more detail later, the use of a count for the value of “all other constructions” which
specifies the degree item does seem to have certain advantages over the use of the more
general count of all NP constructions. Above all, effects on the choice of the adjectives
which may be related to characteristics of degree items more generally rather than to
those of the Big Mess Construction more specifically are reduced by comparing the Big
Mess Construction to other constructions which obligatorily involve the degree item in
question. Consequently, it should be explained here why I decided against the use of this
more specific score for the final analysis. One central reason was that, while combinations
of too + ADJ can be retrieved fairly straightforwardly from the corpus, this is not the case
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for all degree modifiers which can initiate Big Mess NPs. For example, sequences of that +
ADJ will necessarily include uses of that as, for example, a subordinating conjunction or
determiner pronoun. A cursory investigation of the instances retrieved by the query “that
_AJ0” reveals that tagging seems to be fairly unreliable here.48 Another reason was that it
seemed to be useful to choose the same value as score for the total number of
constructions for both collexeme analyses, that of the predeterminer adjective and that of
the head noun slot. The fairly general value of all NP constructions thus appeared to be a
reasonable choice for both analyses, although the decision is clearly open to debate.49
5.3.2.2

Results and discussion

Table 5.6 provides the 30 adjectives which are most strongly attracted to the head of the
AP slot in the Big Mess Construction. All of these collexemes achieve highly significant
levels of attraction.50 A first observation to make is that the top collexemes do not appear
to be restricted to any highly specific semantic field. Rather, a large set of adjectives can
be found among the list which might be described as “core” or “nuclear” vocabulary items
(Carter 1998: 34-49; Stubbs 1986; see also Lorenz 1998: 56) with a very “wide
collocational range” (Stubbs 1986: 69). The majority of these collexemes are used in the
language to measure or scale a variety of different ‘dimensions’, such as size, weight,
volume, amount, extent, quality, intensity, the extent of the qualities or quantities denoted
by the respective nouns, etc. Examples are big, large, high, short, wide, small, long, narrow,
low, close. Upon examination of the Big Mess instances of great in their context, it can be
noted that this ‘dimension’ use is also the dominant use of great, which is the second most

Note, in that context, that in the examples of the That Big a Mess Construction itself, only 13 out of 36
instances of that are actually tagged as an adverb.
48

49 Another alternative strategy, chosen by Bybee and Eddington (2006), is to use the size of the entire corpus

(in my case, the BNC) as score for the total number of constructions. This value is of course the maximally
general one, which means that it also avoids the exclusion from the count of other potentially relevant
constructions, i.e. constructions which are not NP constructions but are still in one way or another
comparable to the Big Mess Construction. Nonetheless, for one thing, the vast majority of comparable
constructions would at least seem to involve an NP. Consider, for example, predicative adjective
constructions such as the one instantiated by This (topic) is too interesting to ignore. Here, adjective and
degree determiner are not part of an NP, but the larger construction still includes an NP and would thus be
included in the count for NP constructions, which was chosen for my study. For another thing, the choice of
the entire corpus size did not appear to meet the requirement of aiming for a “level of granularity close to
the one of the studied phenomenon” (Gries 2013: 488).
Values of collostruction strength larger than 3 correspond to a p value larger than 0.001, values larger
than 2 and 1.3 to a p value larger than 0.01 and 0.05, respectively.
50
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strongly associated adjective in the construction. Examples of the Big Mess Construction
with instances of the group of ‘dimension’ adjectives are given in (2)-(6).
Table 5.6

Predeterminer adjectives most strongly attracted to the Big Mess
Construction

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30

(2)

Collexeme
good
great
big
large
high
short
wide
less
small
long
strong
important
narrow
low
powerful
bad
close
fine
broad
serious
sharp
simplistic
simple
valuable
heavy
rigid
complete
difficult
drastic
potent

n in construction
321
237
178
128
131
95
89
66
100
91
69
79
36
53
33
44
36
34
24
27
19
10
24
15
20
11
19
26
9
9

Collostruction strength
276.34
240.96
208.54
112.5
107.05
105.16
105.15
83.35
75.53
73.08
69.17
60.72
46.53
39.27
37.2
31.13
30.54
28.48
25.21
22.32
21.47
19.46
16.3
16.24
15.74
15.33
15.3
15.12
14.77
14.24

A jug of icy water brought up from the yard was splashed on to her, from as great
a height as we could manage. (BNC: FPH 1920)

(3)

I marvel at the way so great a power is falling so gentle on the earth. (BNC: B1F
464)

(4)

Only she knew, as she ran off the stage a short while later, just how big a strain it
had been. (BNC: JY5 851)

(5)

‘My collections, I am happy to say’ he wrote, despite his own and prince’s fears,
‘have all arrived in safety and I can now scarcely tell how so large a mass was got
together in so short a time.’ (BNC: HRB 1464)
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(6)

It is possible to start with 1.2A after 1.1Z, but this is symptomatic of too long a
period between approvals. (BNC: HWF 472)
The second observation to arise from the list of top collexemes is a preference for

adjectives which can broadly be categorised as ‘evaluative’. The evaluation set comprises
adjectives with an evaluative core meaning, i.e. adjectives which are both subjective and
value-laden and the almost exclusive function of which seems to be to evaluate (see
Hunston and Sinclair 2000: 83; Mahlberg 2005: 149-51). Amongst this group is the
adjective achieving the highest degree of collostructional strength good as well as the
lexemes bad, simplistic, valuable. The category further includes adjectives which may be
less closely associated with value judgements of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ but which are
nonetheless used to subjectively evaluate or assess a wide variety of different situations,
entities, states of affair, etc. (e.g. strong, important, powerful, broad, serious, simple, rigid,
difficult, drastic, potent). For examples of both types in context, see (7)-(12).
(7)

And she’s not that good an actress. (BNC: G0A 3043)

(8)

So next time you’re stuck in your car behind that little old lady's Austin 1100,
remember, statistically, she’s probably no worse a driver than the 20-year-old in the
Porsche which is about to overtake you both. (BNC: A19 1523)

(9)

So simplistic an approach, and a body of ‘scholars’ that tolerated such flagrant
abuse of documentary evidence forfeited all credibility. (BNC: FB1 538)

(10)

In the past it has been thought that the fault was greed, but this is too simple a view.
(BNC: FEX 204)

(11)

Jakobson’s essay thus constitutes as strong a claim as can possibly be made for the
relevance of linguistics to literary study. (BNC: H8V 483)

(12)

This is so broad a definition that it could include almost any building, structure, or
site of archaeological interest made or occupied by man at any time. (BNC: J16 1457)

In many uses inside the Big Mess Construction, the two categories of typical adjectives are
difficult to distinguish from one another. For instance, similar meanings are expressed
when it is being stated that something plays ‘as great a role as something else’ or ‘as
important a role as something else’.
The high degree of collostruction strength achieved by less follows from the
instances subsumed in the present study under the subset of the No Bigger a Mess
Construction which was termed No Less a Mess. As mentioned in Chapter 3.6, this set
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includes 51 instances of a phraseological unit combining ‘no less a(n) +
person/figure/authority or another semantically related noun + than + name/title of the
person referred to’ (e.g. no less a figure than Sigmund Freud, BNC: B7B 205).
The two main findings to emerge from the collexeme analysis invite two
methodological comments. First, given the result that the predeterminer adjectives which
are most strongly associated with the construction are high-frequency items in the
language in general, the choice of the collostructional approach seems to be particularly
valuable. In a ranking according to raw frequencies inside the construction, it would have
remained less clear whether these items represent typical realisations of the slot or
whether their frequent occurrence is due to their overall frequency in the language.
Second, with regard to the association of the predeterminer AP slot with
‘evaluative’ adjectives, a note of caution seems to be in order; this point recalls the
attention to the question of the figure to choose for the “total number of constructions” in
the corpus. As previously remarked, the choice of “all NP constructions” does not cater for
the obligatory presence in the construction of specific items which could potentially leave
an influence on the results. In the case of the strong attraction of the AP slot to evaluative
words, the obligatory occurrence of degree items as premodifiers inside the AP certainly
appears to have such an influence. The reason for this is that degree items in general
display an association with evaluative functions (see e.g. Thompson and Hunston 2000:
21, who include adverbs of degree in their list of linguistic items signalling evaluation).
As an example of the associations of degree items with evaluative functions,
consider the functions served by the degree modifier too. Like other degree adverbs, too
indicates the degree to which the quality denoted by the adjective or adverb to be
modified holds. As has been noted in connection with the possibility of too to license an
indirect complement (see Chapter 4.4.1), Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 585) specify the
primary sense of too as indicating a degree that is higher “than the maximum that is
consistent with meeting some condition, achieving some purpose, actualising some
situation" (the indirect complement adding an explicit indication of that “condition,
purpose or potential situation”). Biber et al. (1999: 566) similarly state that “too + head
functions as a kind of comparative construction [...], describing the degree of a
characteristic as excessive relative to the requirements of a particular set of
circumstances“. Typically, this implies that the degree to which the quality signified by
the modified adjective holds is specified as being higher than “what is desirable or
acceptable” (Cobuild 1992: 731).
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Next, compare these functions of too with the characteristics of evaluation listed
by Thompson and Hunston (2000): According to the authors, evaluation involves
comparison, evaluation is subjective and evaluation is value-laden. Modifications by the
degree adverb too can be argued to be associated with at least the first two of these
functions: For one thing, modification by too involves the comparison against a certain
standard (see also Hunston and Sinclair 2000: 91). For another thing, the notion of ‘excess’
has a strong tendency to be based on subjective judgements on the speaker or writer’s
part. In Lorenz’s (1999: 71) words, too “introduces an element of judgement, the basis of
which is not inherent, or in any way fixed, but ultimately at the speaker’s discretion”. As
an illustration of the comparative and subjective nature of modifications of adjectives by
too, consider those instances in which the predeterminer adjective is realised not as an
‘evaluative’ adjective but in the form of what has primarily been classified as a ‘dimension’
adjective. See (13) and (14).
(13)

An excellent idea, but it does mean too high a reversing speed, even in low ratio, for
my liking with a trailer. (BNC: AN2 110)

(14)

The power of flight, the companionship of joy and dream had been bought at too
high a price. (BNC: A6J 1240)

A number of remarks can be made on the basis of these examples. First – and this is a
commonplace observation – even adjectives which do not have an inherently evaluative
meaning (in this case, high) can be used to evaluate something (see e.g. Mahlberg 2005:
157-58; Hunston and Sinclair 2000: 100). To what extent this is likely to be the case
depends significantly on the co-text, not only on the presence of a degree item but also on
the noun that is modified by the AP. For example, describing a speed as high is perhaps
less of an evaluative act than describing a price as high, especially if the latter collocation
is used in its metaphorical sense, as in (14) and many more instances of the construction.
Moreover, it is apparent that even in cases such as (13), concerned with speed, the
modification by too and by other linguistic items in the co-text (e.g. the PP for my liking
(with a trailer)) can signal a clear element of subjective speaker judgement.
These points suggest that the high strength of attraction of ‘evaluative’ adjectives
to the AP slot which was revealed by the collexeme analysis may be expected to be codetermined by the obligatory presence of degree items such as too. In that sense, it could
be argued that a more specific value which does cater for the obligatory degree item
would in fact be preferable as observational unit for the “total number of (other)
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constructions”. As indicated, in order to gain more insights into this question, I conducted
a test collexeme analysis limited to the adjective slot inside the Too Big a Mess
Construction in which I compared the results of two versions of the analysis, each of which
used different kinds of scores for “all (other) constructions”. The comparative analysis
shall be discussed in some more detail in the following.
Comparison of two versions of a test collexeme analysis of the Too Big a Mess Construction
employing different values for “all constructions”
While the first version of the analysis, like the final analysis of the entire construction
presented above, used the approximated count of NPs in the BNC for the “total number of
constructions”, the second took account of the obligatory presence of a degree modifier in
the construction under study (in this case, too). As noted, the value used for the total
number of constructions here was the frequency of too + ADJ combinations in the BNC
(retrieved by the query “too_AJ0”). Thus, rather than comparing the occurrence of a
specific lexeme L1 inside the Too Big a Mess Construction to its occurrence in other NP
constructions, this second version compared the occurrence of the combination too + L1
inside the Too Big a Mess Construction to that lexeme’s occurrence in other too + ADJ
constructions.
A comparison of the results of both versions of the collexeme analysis for too
revealed a number of differences which seemed unexpected in the light of Gries’s (2012,
2013) assessment of the question of which number to use for cell d as having no impact
on the resulting rank orderings of the collexemes. These differences mainly concern the
adjectives with a repulsion relation to the construction. A discussion of the adjectives
repelled by the Big Mess Construction in all its versions will be given at the end of this
section (see Table 5.8 and its discussion below). As regards the comparative analysis
involving the Too Big a Mess Construction and the two different values, a very general
observation could be made in connection with the repelled items: while the version
employing the more specific too + ADJ value returned 56 adjectives with a repulsion
relation to the construction, the version using the more general NP value resulted in only
3 such items – and there is zero overlap between these 2 sets. What is more, not only do
all of the 56 items which are identified as repelled collexemes by the more specific version
show attraction relations in the more general version. Some even involve surprisingly
high degrees of attraction in this version. In fact, 5 of these adjectives here feature in the
list of the top 50 collexemes (small: 29, bad: 34, early 39, easy: 41, weak: 50). The
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comparative results thus uncover considerable differences concerning the collexemes of
the construction, which undermines Gries’s (2012, 2013) evaluation of the choice of the
figure for cell d as irrelevant to the rank orderings.
Let us consider next the adjectives in an attraction relation which resulted from
the two versions of the comparative analysis. For a direct comparison of the results of
both versions of the collexeme analysis, Table 5.7 lists the 30 top collexemes of the too
subset as calculated with the more restricted too + ADJ value (column 2) and as calculated
with the more general NP constructions value (column 3). For an easier comparison with
the previous results, the top collexemes presented in Table 5.6 above for the entire Big
Mess Construction are repeated in column 1 of the table. Comparing the findings
presented in Table 5.7, a considerable amount of overlap surfaces between the top
collexemes which emerge from the individual analyses.51 Out of the 30 most significant
collexemes of the Too Big a Mess Construction as compared against other too + ADJ
constructions, no fewer than 19 also represent top collexemes of the entire Big Mess set
as calculated with the more general NP constructions value. The remaining 11 collexemes
occur with lower frequencies inside the construction, thus displaying lower degrees of
attraction52 (mild, literal, decent, expansive, flattering, just, rarefied, nice, detailed, firm,
parochial). The majority of these adjectives can fairly straightforwardly be classified as
evaluative, as confirmed by an inspection of the respective instances in context.
Comparing the results of both versions of the analysis for the too subset only (columns 2
and 3), a very similar picture emerges. Column 2 contains more ‘evaluative’ and fewer

51 For the

sake of completeness, it should be noted that a number of the top collexemes which resulted from
the analysis were removed from the list presented in column 2 of Table 5.7: These are words like achieved
or royal, which ended up as topmost collocates with “Infinite-values” of collostruction strength, i.e. values
signifying an infinitely small probability of error. All of these collexemes occur only once inside the Too Big
a Mess Construction, their occurrence being limited to coordinative constructions in which they are not
immediately preceded by too (e.g. too weighty and achieved a piece of writing for any such hasty response)
or cases involving an additional premodifier between too and the adjective (e.g. too exclusively royal a
fashion); some of them (e.g. achieved) are additionally mistagged with a tag other than “_AJ0”. The
corresponding query used to retrieve the overall frequency of constructions in which the lexeme is
preceded by too (e.g. “too achieved_AJ0”) here resulted in scores of 0 – for the reason that the actual
sequence too + L1 does not occur in the corpus, neither as part of a Big Mess NP nor inside any other
construction. According to the input file, the observed frequency of too + L1 inside the construction is thus
higher than the observed overall frequency of too + L1 in the corpus. As mentioned above, the method of
splitting up instances of the construction involving the coordination of predeterminer APs according to the
adjectives involved is debatable. However, since all of these items occur only once inside the construction,
the decision to dismiss these items from the list of top collexemes appeared to be fairly unproblematic.
52

The adjectives involved still achieve statistically significant degrees of attraction to the construction, but
the respective p values approach the level of p<0.05 (equaling a value of collostruction strength larger than
1.3).
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‘dimension’ adjectives, which can be explained by the limitation of the figure for “all other
constructions” to constructions involving too.
Table 5.7

Predeterminer adjectives most strongly attracted to the Big Mess
Construction and the Too Big a Mess a Construction (calculated with two
different sets of constructions as the figure for ‘all constructions’ in cell d)

Big Mess Construction –
NP constructions
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30

good (321)
great (237)
big (178)
large (128)
high (131)
short (95)
wide (89)
less (66)
small (100)
long (91)
strong (69)
important (79)
narrow (36)
low (53)
powerful (33)
bad (44)
close (36)
fine (34)
broad (24)
serious (27)
sharp (19)
simplistic (10)
simple (24)
valuable (15)
heavy (20)
rigid (11)
complete (19)
difficult (26)
drastic (9)
potent (9)

276.34
240.96
208.54
112.5
107.05
105.16
105.15
83.35
75.53
73.08
69.17
60.72
46.53
39.27
37.2
31.13
30.54
28.48
25.21
22.32
21.47
19.46
16.3
16.24
15.74
15.33
15.3
15.12
14.77
14.24

Too Big a Mess
Construction –
‘too + ADJ’
constructions
great (117)
high (85)
narrow (30)
fine (15)
sharp (13)
good (55)
big (61)
large (40)
mild (5)
wide (14)
drastic (6)
literal (4)
broad (8)
short (29)
strong (30)
simplistic (9)
valuable (7)
rigid (8)
simple (10)
decent (2)
expansive (2)
flattering (2)
just (2)
rarefied (2)
nice (8)
detailed (5)
firm (3)
parochial (3)
important (13)
low (30)

Too Big a Mess
Construction –
NP constructions
55.19
14.06
11.19
11.18
10.34
7.22
5.83
5
4.32
3.64
3.58
3.58
3.43
3.42
3.42
3.16
2.78
2.59
2.56
2.53
2.53
2.53
2.53
2.53
2.52
2.44
2.33
2.33
2.22
2.16

great (117)
high (85)
big (61)
narrow (30)
long (43)
large (40)
strong (30)
good (55)
short (29)
low (30)
small (35)
close (22)
simplistic (9)
heavy (17)
sharp (13)
fine (15)
rigid (8)
wide (14)
bad (16)
drastic (6)
early (17)
fast (9)
easy (13)
valuable (7)
broad (8)
tight (6)
simple (10)
crude (5)
literal (4)
mild (5)

141.37
95.16
73.78
51.22
41.93
35.34
34.42
33.85
32.1
29.61
28.26
24.89
21.59
20.36
19.1
14.97
14.12
13.03
12.63
11.93
11.72
11.39
10.79
9.03
8.99
8.29
8.25
8.04
7.91
7.63

The results of neither of the two versions suggest an association of the construction with
any additional semantic fields or any specific subsets of ‘evaluative’ adjectives. Although
the second column of Table 5.7 does include a number of items which are less frequent in
the language in general and more specific in meaning, they do not seem to belong to any
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distinct semantic field and, as mentioned, they achieve comparatively low degrees of
attraction.
In consequence, while the comparative analysis exposed unexpected differences
concerning the lexemes repelled by the construction, it did not refute the main findings
which had been gained concerning the semantics of the adjective slot of the Big Mess
Construction (or the version with too): All the analyses presented in Table 5.7 show a
clear association of this slot with ‘evaluative’ adjectives and ‘dimension’ adjectives. 53
What is more, the fact that the association of the AP slot with ‘evaluative’ adjectives is
influenced at least to some extent by their premodification in the form of degree adverbs
does not invalidate the finding that these are the prototypical realisations of the slot under
investigation or the resulting finding that a prototypical function of the construction
appears to be connected to the area of evaluation. Approaching the issue from the
opposite direction, it is an interesting observation to make that the structure of the
predeterminer AP depends for its occurrence on the presence of a more or less restricted
number of items and that all of these “licensors” are degree items, which by definition
have evaluative functions. It remains to be explained, however, why other degree items
with similar (evaluative) functions (e.g. very, excessively) cannot occur in the construction,
or at least do so much less regularly than others (see Chapters 6 and 7 and Chapter 8.4).
Adjectives repelled by the Big Mess Construction
Let us now have a look at the items which are repelled by the Big Mess Construction (i.e.
by all versions, not just the Too Big a Mess set). All in all, this applies to 29 out of the 966
predeterminer adjective types. It needs to be noted, however, that only the first three of
these achieve levels of statistical significance at p<0.05; the repelled items consequently
need to be interpreted with care. Table 5.8 is restricted to the ten adjectives which are
most strongly repelled by the Big Mess Construction.

It may also be mentioned that not only are some uses of too less immediately associated with evaluative
functions than others (in that they involve comparisons against less subjective conditions, standards, etc)
but also are some of the other degree items which have been found to introduce Big Mess NPs more
frequently used in more neutral contexts than is the case for too. The instances of the largest set, As Big a
Mess, as well as those of the Comparative Messes, for example, always involve comparative constructions,
numerous of which involve subjective judgements. However, unlike too, these items are not immediately
associated with the notion of ‘excess’, for example. The strong link between the slot and ‘evaluative’
adjectives on the other hand is a finding to emerge from the collexeme analysis of the complete Big Mess
set, and this result is mirrored in the separate analyses of the three high-frequency versions.
53
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Table 5.8

Predeterminer adjectives most strongly repelled by the Big Mess
Construction

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Collexeme

n in construction

Collostruction strength

new
little
national
political
able
particular
far
sure
international
white

3
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

4.22
2.08
1.54
(1.16)
(1.14)
(1.08)
(1.07)
(0.82)
(0.76)
(0.65)

One observation which may very cautiously be made is that national, political and
international could be grouped as one semantically related set. Secondly, many of the
items which occur in the list can be interpreted as non-gradable adjectives which do not
commonly co-occur with degree items; besides the set mentioned above, this applies in
particular to white. The full list of repelled collexemes contains more such items, including
other colour adjectives (e.g. green). While these adjectives occur less frequently inside the
construction than expected on the basis of their overall high frequency in the language,
their rare occurrence may therefore be argued not to be particularly surprising. In this
context, it could incidentally be surmised that a value for the total number of
constructions which caters for the obligatory occurrence of degree items inside the
construction would have provided different results in this regard. Furthermore, it may be
argued that this could be a reason why this type of value gave rise to noteworthy
differences in terms of the items repelled by the Too Big a Mess Construction in the two
versions of the comparative test analysis discussed above. An inspection of the results for
the repulsion relations of both versions of this analysis did not offer a clear confirmation
of this hypothesis, however: In fact, the repelled adjectives in the version using the more
specific value do not contain any straightforward candidates for non-gradable adjectives;
still, in the version using the more general “NP constructions” value, only one out of three
repelled items achieves a level of statistical significance, and this adjective (new, which
also heads the list in Table 5.8) does appear to be gradable.
It should further be noted that the list of collexemes which are attracted to the
construction also contains a few adjectives which probably would not be regarded as
prototypical examples of gradable adjectives if considered in isolation, but which still
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seem to be put to a gradable use inside the construction. As examples, consider (15) and
(16) below.
(15)

He was careful not to do too complete a job – that kind of thing was noticeable.
(BNC: AC3 380)

(16)

Software – Too vast a selection to mention here, ROMs, RAMs, [...] (BNC: BNX 945)

If considered in isolation (and in a simplistic manner), complete is actually quite a good
example of a non-gradable adjective: either something is complete or it is not complete.
Nonetheless, in the context of (15), the adjective is arguably put to a gradable use without
giving rise to any semantic clash.54 Vast does not seem to represent a typical gradable
adjective either, as, in and by itself, it denotes an extreme degree (see Allerton 1987: 26;
Schlüter 2005: 114). Nonetheless, as the example in (16) demonstrates, it is particularly
by means of the addition of a complement of too that the predeterminer adjective slot can
be opened up to an extremely wide range of adjectives. For instance, what is being stated
in (16) is simply that the selection of software offered by a specific company is vast and
that this makes it impossible to mention the full range of products within the space
available in this particular context; the selection is therefore described as too vast a
selection to mention here. As this brief discussion should have illustrated, the gradability
criterion is highly vague in nature.
All in all, the investigation of repulsion relations does not suggest the existence of
clear co-occurrence restrictions between the construction and specific groups of
adjectives.55
5.3.2.3

Differences between individual versions of the construction

While the previous collexeme analysis investigated all instances of the construction, the
following will explore potential differences between individual versions of the
construction. To gain significant results, the comparative study will again be restricted to
an investigation of the three most frequent versions, As Big a Mess, Too Big a Mess and So
It is a commonplace observation that even standard examples of non-gradable adjectives such as dead
can, in authentic language data, be put to gradable uses. Consider (i).
54

(i)

Tallis was raised up and five faces stared at her, some smiling, some too dead to show emotion.
(BNC: HTM 2536)

Note, however, that the analysis of repulsion relations only accounts for adjectives which do actually
occur inside the construction, if only once. A more comprehensive study may also consider adjectives which
are not found in the data at all.
55
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Big a Mess. Table 5.9 presents the 30 collexemes most strongly attracted to the
predeterminer adjective slot in each of the three variants. In the lists, the adjective
lexemes which were classified primarily as ‘dimension’ adjectives are highlighted in
green, those classified primarily as ‘evaluative’ in red. Adjectives classified as neither of
the two or those for which the classification differed to a large extent from instance to
instance are not highlighted. To give an example, complete was found to be used similarly
frequently with more neutral ‘dimension’ meanings and with evaluative meanings inside
the construction; consequently, it was not highlighted as only one or the other of the two.
The separate collexeme analyses for the three Messes mainly mirror the two
central findings presented for the entire set of instances above, viz. the prevalence of
‘dimension’ and ‘evaluation’ adjectives. In the As Big a Mess and So Big a Mess sets, the
number of ‘evaluative’ adjectives among the top collexemes is even higher than that of
‘dimension’ adjectives despite the fact that, with the exception of good for As Big a Mess,
the highest ranks amongst the 30 top collexemes are all headed by ‘dimension’ adjectives.
Overall, the proportion of ‘evaluative’ adjective lexemes amongst the 30 top collexemes is
53.33% for the As Big a Mess Construction and 56.67% for the So Big a Mess Construction,
as compared to 40% for Too Big a Mess Construction. ‘Dimension’ adjective lexemes
comprise 30% of the top collexemes for As Big a Mess, 26.67% of those for So Big a Mess
and 50% of those for Too Big a Mess.
Apart from the two predominant adjective groups, the top collexemes of the
individual versions do not appear to contain clusters of items from any specific lexical
field. The results for the individual variants do, however, make it possible to gain a slightly
more refined picture of the large and relatively wide group of ‘evaluative’ adjectives which
are associated with the construction. For instance, it can be observed that there is a
relatively wide range of adjectives describing the head of the construction as something
or someone that is of great importance, influence or intensity (e.g. important, powerful,
fundamental, serious, strong, radical, crucial, significant, potent, drastic). The comparative
analysis additionally reveals this cluster to be particularly strongly associated with the So
Big a Mess Construction. For examples in context, see (17) and (18).
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Table 5.9

Predeterminer adjectives most strongly attracted to the As Big a Mess
Construction, Too Big a Mess Construction and So Big a Mess Construction
(adjectives classified as ‘dimension’ and ‘evaluative’ adjectives highlighted
in green and red, respectively)

As Big a Mess
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30

good (218)
big (73)
wide (61)
great (56)
large (36)
full (24)
high (29)
strong (20)
normal (16)
broad (13)
varied (9)
fine (16)
important (22)
accurate (9)
short (15)
low (16)
complete (11)
comprehensive (7)
bad (13)
powerful (8)
thorough (5)
significant (9)
clear (11)
painless (3)
potent (4)
perfect (6)
natural (8)
near-normal (2)
effective (7)
close (8)

257.87
92.96
91.64
49.71
29.92
21.15
19.7
19.57
17.37
16.72
16.49
16.17
16.02
13.38
12.69
11.85
11.71
9.21
9.17
8.52
8.52
7.98
7.54
7.46
7.15
6.48
6.29
6.24
6.17
6.06

Too Big a Mess

So Big a Mess

great (117)
high (85)
big (61)
narrow (30)
long (43)
large (40)
strong (30)
good (55)
short (29)
low (30)
small (35)
close (22)
simplistic (9)
heavy (17)
sharp (13)
fine (15)
rigid (8)
wide (14)
bad (16)
drastic (6)
early (17)
fast (9)
easy (13)
valuable (7)
broad (8)
tight (6)
simple (10)
crude (5)
literal (4)
mild (5)

short (48)
large (40)
great (43)
small (33)
important (29)
powerful (16)
long (22)
fundamental (10)
vast (10/14)
serious (10)
strong (11)
simple (10)
wide (10)
prominent (5)
radical (5)
complete (6/19)
nauseous (2)
complicated (4)
young (9)
sensitive (4)
obvious (5)
unworthy (2)
perilous (2)
bold (3)
crucial (4)
big (8)
delicate (3)
grotesque (2)
narrow (4)
done-over (1)

141.37
95.16
73.78
51.22
41.93
35.34
34.42
33.85
32.1
29.61
28.26
24.89
21.59
20.36
19.1
14.97
14.12
13.03
12.63
11.93
11.72
11.39
10.79
9.03
8.99
8.29
8.25
8.04
7.91
7.63

70.2
41.21
40.39
30.66
28.65
23.63
18.91
14.97
14.85
10.76
10.07
9.68
9.55
7.75
6.74
6.09
5.56
5.52
5.33
5.14
5.01
4.88
4.85
4.82
4.79
4.76
4.58
4.55
4.51
4.48

(17) Thus Poland, which had played so important a role in the debates on the national
question, slipped into independence by courtesy of German arms without playing
any role in a revolution in Germany or in Russia. (BNC: ANT 1263)
(18)

In some subjects these new methods have led to so radical a change in the content
of the syllabus that the effects will necessarily be felt in the sixth form and in all
further and higher education. (BNC: ASY 1241)
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Another observation which may at least cautiously be made on the basis of Table 5.9 is
that the As Big a Mess set seems to be linked in particular to what may be classified as
‘positive’ evaluative adjectives (e.g. good, accurate, comprehensive, thorough, clear,
painless, perfect, effective), whereas the top adjectives for the other two versions are more
balanced between ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ evaluative lexemes. However, since the
collexeme analysis does not cater for the occurrence of negation, it cannot be concluded
from this that the construction is mostly used to refer to things, situations, individuals,
etc. which are positively evaluated by the speaker or writer. See (19) for an example
sentence combining negation56 with a use of good inside the As Big a Mess Construction.
(19)

He was a good person to be in the band in the early days but he might have held
them back later on because he is not as good a drummer as Simon, and that’s putting
it mildly. (BNC: AT1 1437)

To conclude, the comparative collexeme analysis suggests that the three individual
versions of the construction share the association with ‘dimension’ and ‘evaluation’
adjectives found for the Big Mess Construction as a whole. In fact, there is a considerable
degree of overlap between the individual lexemes to be found among the top collocates of
the different versions. Still, upon closer investigation a few tendencies become visible
which may be argued to indicate slight differences in the typical uses of the individual
constructions.
5.3.2.4

Complementary manual semantic analysis of the Too Big a Mess
Construction

As explained in the discussion of Bybee’s (2010) points of criticism levelled against the
collostructional method, it is potentially problematic to base the analysis of the semantics
of a construction on 30 top collexemes only. Although a comprehensive analysis of all
predeterminer adjectives occurring in the Big Mess Construction was found to be beyond
the scope of the present study, I alternatively conducted an additional classification for
the Too Big a Mess subset only, which did involve an inspection of the complete set of
adjective types occurring in this version. The aim of the analysis was to arrive at a
classification according to semantic categories which also takes account of adjectives with
As mentioned in Chapter 4.4.2.1, in cases such as (19), where the Big Mess Construction functions as
subject complement, it is difficult to distinguish between local and clause negation; it is thus debatable
whether not should be regarded as part of the construction.
56
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low token frequencies; this enables me to investigate whether the low frequency items
share any semantic similarities with each other (and with higher-frequency items). With
a total of 366 different adjective types occurring in the Too Big a Mess Construction, it was
not, however, possible to find a scheme according to which every single predeterminer
adjective could be usefully allocated to specific groups. The analysis is therefore limited
to a number of fairly broad categories; all adjectives which do not fall into any of these
categories were classified as ‘other’ (9.91%). Still, it should be stressed that my inspection
of the entire adjective set was not limited at the outset to these broad categories; rather,
the categories were used for the final classification for the reason that no other, more
specific semantic fields rose to repeated attention during the initial process of the manual
inspection of all adjectives. The classification is inspired by the semantic categorisation of
adjectives offered by Dixon (1982) and Biber et al. (1999: 508-9); the results of the
semantic categorisation are displayed in Table 5.10 below.
Before I turn to a discussion of the results, two general notes need to be made. First,
since the same adjective can, depending on the co-text, express different shades of
meaning, some adjective types were assigned to more than one semantic category. In
these cases, Table 5.10 indicates how many tokens out of the full number of tokens
realising the adjective type were allocated to the respective category. Second, it is an
obvious fact that meaning is inherently fuzzy in nature. Thus, even the extremely broad
categories used in my categorisation do not allow for clear-cut classifications. It should be
emphasised that the purpose of my categorisation is to find tendencies only; the figures
clearly have to be interpreted with due caution.
The findings presented in Table 5.10 first of all corroborate the results of the
previous collexeme analyses by showing that a considerable number of predeterminer
adjectives belong to the ‘dimension’ group. All in all, only 8.22% of the adjective types
were allocated to this group; yet amongst them are to be found the adjective types which
are realised by the highest numbers of tokens, such as great (117), high (85), big (61),
long (43), large (40). In total, nearly half of all adjective tokens were assigned to this
category (46.17%).
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Table 5.10

Manual semantic categorisation of all predeterminer adjectives found
inside the Too Big a Mess Construction

Semantic category

Adjectives

n of
types/
tokens

% of all adjective
types/ tokens

Dimension
(size, weight, volume,
amount, extent,
intensity, etc.)

great (117), high (85), big (61), long (43), large (40), small (35),
strong (30), low (30), narrow (30), short (29), close (22), heavy
(17), wide (14), broad (8), tight (6), weak (6), deep (4), thin (3),
expansive (2), loud (2), remote (2), vast (2), intense (1), light (1),
meagre (1), microscopic (1), scarce (1), significant (1), slender (1),
stark (1)

30/
596

8.22/
46.17

Evaluation

good (55), bad (16), fine (15), important (13), easy (13), difficult
(10), simple (10), hard (9), broad (8), rigid (8), simplistic (9), drastic
(6), nice (8), valuable (7), complex (6), crude (5), dangerous (5),
detailed (5), mild (5), severe (5), grand (4), restrictive (4), coarse
(3), complicated (3), cosy (3), expensive (3), harsh (3), lenient (3),
parochial (3), poor (3), clear (2), clearcut (2), daunting (2), dry (2),
favourable (2), flattering (2), gloomy (2), grandiose (2), kind (2),
lengthy (2), limited (2), minor (2), optimistic (2), pessimistic (2),
petty (2) , radical (2), random (2), rarefied (2), rigorous (2), slight
(2), sloppy (2), strenuous (2), sweeping (2) tempting (2) vague (2),
wild (2), accomplished (1) ,achieved (1), advantageous (1) ,
adventurous (1), amateurish (1), amorphous (1), bald (1), blunt (1),
foul (1), glum (1), imaginative (1), just (1/2), (1), attractive (1),
beastly (1), beautiful (1), calculated (1), cavalier (1), chancy (1),
charitable (1) , cheeky (1) clever (1), clinical (1), confusing (1)
considered (1) constricting (1) convincing (1) , credulous (1),
critical (1) crucial (1), dear (1), delicious (1), despairing (1),
disgusting (1), dreadful (1), earnest (1), easy-going (1), elaborate
(1), elusive (1), entrancing (1), exaggerated (1), facile (1), fanciful
(1), frightening (1), frivolous (1), frustrating (1), gory (1), graceful
(1), grim (1), gross (1), grudging (1), hellish (1) , horrendous (1), hot
(1), impressive (1), improbable (1), incredible (1), inflexible (1),
ingenious (1), intractable (1), joyless (1), kindly (1), lovely (1), major
(1), menial (1), miserable (1), mundane (1), neat (1), nervewracking (1), ominous (1), onerous (1), one-sided (1), ordinary (1),
particular (1), perfect (1), perfunctory (1), persuasive (1),
pleasurable (1), poignant (1) polished (1), polite (1/2), precious (1),
pretentious (1), pretty (1), primitive (1), prosaic (1), provocative (1),
realistic (1), risky (1), scandalous (1), sexist (1), solemn (1), solid
(1), sophisticated (1) , sound (1), straightforward (1), strident (1),
striking (1), stupid (1), subtle (1), surprising (1), sweet (1),
sympathetic (1), tenuous (1), terrifying (1), tiring (1), unacceptable
(1), uncritical (1), unpleasant (1), unprofessional (1), unreliable (1),
unsophisticated (1), unstructured (1), violent (1), vivid (1), watered
down (1), watery (1), weak-minded (1), weighty (1), wishy-washy
(1)

172/
417

47.12/
32.30

Character traits/
Descriptions of human
beings or higher
animals

cautious (2), confident (2), generous (2), gentle (2), keen (2/3),
ambitious (1), boisterous (1), careful (1), confused (1), contrived (1),
decent (2), deferential (1), experienced (1), expert (1), faithful (1),
good-natured (1), haughty (1) high-spirited (1), honest (1),
hysterical (1), intelligent (1), inward-looking (1), just (1/2), largehearted (1), lax (1), light-weight (1), loyal (1), maverick (1), modest
(1), moral (1), outspoken (1), party (1), passionate (1), patronising
(1), placid (1), polite (1/2), safe (1), self-conscious (1), sensitive (1),
sincere (1), tough (1/3), willing (1), wise (2)

43/
50

11.78/
3.87

Physical/ corporeal
property

rich (5), sharp (4 of 13), bright (3), coarse (2 of 3), steep (2),
vigorous (2), warm (2), brassy (1), crouched (1), damp (1), fatty (1),
floating (1), jellied (1), keen (1 of 3), mature (1), pale (1), quiet (1),
raw (1), shallow (1), slippery (1), splashy (1), sunny (1), viscous (1)

23/
36

6.30/
2.79

Time/ age/ frequency

early (17), late (5), old (5), frequent (3), short-term (2), young (2),
brief (1), dated (1), enduring (1), new (1), permanent (1)

11/
39

3.01/
3.02

Speed

fast (9), ready (5), slow (3), rapid (2), hasty (1), speedy (1), sudden
(1), swift (1), quick (1), vertiginous (1)

10/
25

2.73/
1.94

76/
128

20.82/
9.91

Other
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The strong association with ‘evaluative’ adjective is likewise confirmed by the
complementary categorisation: a broad range both of adjectives with an evaluative core
meaning and adjectives which are used within their context to provide subjective
evaluations was found; these also include lexemes with more specific meanings, such as
mundane (1) or prosaic (1). In fact, the majority of adjective types in the ‘evaluation’ group
are realised by a very low number of tokens, many of them representing hapax legomena.
The evaluation group thus comprises about a third of all adjective tokens (32.30%) but a
striking 47.12% of all types.
A third group to be noted is the category of predeterminer adjectives which are
concerned with character traits, such as gentle (2), honest (1) and large-hearted (1), or
those which are, more generally speaking, used to describe human beings (and higher
animals). Examples are intelligent (1), confused (1) or expert (1). Most of these adjectives
again occur only once in the dataset; this group correspondingly includes no more than
3.87% of all adjective tokens but 11.78% of all adjective types. Of course, the use of these
adjectives, too, frequently represents an act of evaluation. For example, describing a
person as gentle or large-hearted tends to represent a positive evaluation of their
character. Similarly, many of the adjectives with an evaluative core meaning are, amongst
other uses, employed to describe character traits (e.g. nice). The set may therefore be seen
as a subset of the ‘evaluation’ group.
Another observation to arise from the results is that there are relatively few
adjectives which denote concrete physical or corporeal properties (6.30% of all adjective
types, 2.79% of all adjective tokens); examples of this group are steep (2), warm (2) or
fatty (1). The ‘speed’ and the ‘time, age, frequency’ groups likewise comprise relatively
small proportions of the predeterminer adjectives (2.73% of all types and 1.94% of all
tokens in the case of the ‘speed’ group; 3.01% of all types and 3.02% of all tokens in the
case of the ‘time, age, frequency’ group). However, these sets may again be seen as subsets
of one of the main semantic fields in that time and speed can of course be conceptualised
as scalable ‘dimensions’.
All in all, the additional analysis thus fully confirms the picture which arose on the
basis of the collexeme analysis – a finding which may incidentally be argued to prove the
general value of the collostructional method, even when it is limited in its application to
the discussion of a fairly small number of top collexemes only. The head of the
predeterminer AP slot of the construction is above all associated with two fairly broad
semantic categories, viz. ‘dimension’ and ‘evaluation’. There appears to be no other highly
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distinct semantic field which did not emerge from the collexeme analysis for the reason
that it is represented by a large number of adjective types each of which involve low token
frequencies and thus achieved no significant measures of collostruction strength. Be that
as it may, the full categorisation does provide a refinement of the results gained
previously in that it offers an insight into the range of adjectives involved in each of these
groups. The ‘dimension’ group comprises a fairly low number of adjectives types, which
do however occur with high token frequencies. On the sole basis of the manual
categorisation, it may thus have been surmised that the large number of ‘dimension’
adjectives stems at least in part from the fact that the adjectives involved are part of the
most frequent adjectives in the English language in general. The additional recourse to
the collostructional method therefore proves to be particularly valuable: by means of this
method, it could be shown that the frequency of these adjectives inside the construction
is even higher than what could be expected on the basis of their overall frequency. Unlike
the ‘dimension’ class, the range of ‘evaluative’ adjective types is very wide, most of them
being realised by a single token only. This observation might be argued to further
corroborate the finding of a co-selection of this constructional slot and adjectives
belonging to the semantic field of evaluation.
5.3.3

Collexeme analysis of the head of the Big Mess NP slot

In this section, I will scrutinise the lexemes which are most typically used as heads of the
Big Mess NP. As before, the Big Mess Construction will first be investigated as one single
construction, which will be followed by a comparative analysis of the three most frequent
versions of the construction.
5.3.3.1

Methods

The computation of the collexeme analysis of the head noun slot involved the same basic
steps as were described for the adjectival collexeme analysis above. Two additional notes
need to be made. First, since Big Mess NPs never involve a plural head noun, I decided to
exclude plural forms from the counts for the overall frequency of the individual nouns in
the BNC, too (i.e. from the score for a+b in the co-occurrence table given as Table 5.2
above). The query used to compute this score consequently did not search for the
occurrence of the lemma but rather for the word-form. Second, cases involving N+N
sequences (e.g. too short a time frame) received the same treatment as in the analysis of
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the internal structural complexity of the construction (compare Chapter 4.4.2.2 and
footnote 36): the first N was considered a premodifying NP and was therefore not
included in the list, except for cases in which the sequences are orthographically treated
as a unit (i.e. where they are written as one word or where they are hyphenated, as e.g. in
loophole or subject-matter).
5.3.3.2

Results and discussion

The 30 nouns which are most strongly associated with the head of the Big Mess NP slot
are displayed in Table 5.11.57 All of the 30 items achieve highly significant values of
collostruction strength. Similar to the predeterminer adjectives, many of the head nouns
which are most typically associated with the Big Mess Construction represent nouns
which are highly frequent in the language in general. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that
almost all top collexemes are very general, if not vague in terms of their reference. Items
such as burden, place, word, task, man, etc. can be used in a wide variety of contexts to
refer to a wide variety of things, situations, persons, etc. As a consequence, each individual
use of these nouns requires some further specification of what or who exactly is meant
(which burden, which place, which word, which task, which man, and so on). In one way
or another, this kind of context dependency of course applies to almost all lexical items in
a language. Nonetheless, the linguistic literature offers a number of terms for groups of
items which are characterised by this generality and context-dependency to a
considerably large extent. Amongst these are Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) “general
nouns” as well as Mahlberg’s (2005) adaptation of the concept along slightly different
lines, Ivanič's (1991) “carrier nouns”, and concepts which are more specifically

As in the case of the findings displayed in column 2 of Table 5.6 above, a collexeme achieving an Infinitevalue of collostruction strength was not considered for inclusion in the list presented in Table 5.9 (see
footnote 51). The collexeme in question is the substitute pronoun one, which occurs 12 times inside the Big
Mess Construction (e.g. And there is a warren here, but not as big a one as we should like; BNC: EWC 1634).
The reason why it achieved an Infinite-value is that it is annotated with a noun-tag only once inside the
entire BNC, in a context outside the Big Mess Construction (the consequences of one’s behaviour, BNC: BNL
587). In the input file for the collexeme analysis, the overall frequency of the lemma in all constructions,
computed by means of the query “one_{N}”, is thus 1 – which means it is lower than its frequency inside the
construction (12 instances). Since this is the sole basis of its high degree of collostruction strength, I decided
to exclude the item from the list of top collexemes. It may be argued that the 12 Big Mess instances in
question do remain noteworthy in that they violate a restriction on the realisation of the head of Big Mess
NPs noted by de Mönnink (2000: 97), viz. that Big Mess heads cannot be realised in the form of pronouns.
It remains questionable, on the other hand, whether instances of the substitute pronoun one should be
regarded as violations of the more general co-occurrence restriction. Even though the combination a one is
in fact rather exceptional, its possibility of occurrence (outside of Big Mess contexts) is noted in standard
reference grammars (see e.g. Quirk et al. 1985: 387).
57
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metatextually oriented, such as Francis's (1986) “anaphoric nouns” or Hunston and
Francis’s (2000) “shell nouns” (compare Lorenz 1999: 206-7; Mahlberg 2005: 5-11).
Table 5.11
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30

Head nouns most strongly attracted to the Big Mess Construction

Collexeme
part
time
price
burden
place
range
word
period
task
fashion
role
figure
way
job
man
view
level
manner
picture
proportion
Winter
person
personage
scale
degree
gap
position
risk
chance
life

n in construction
74
112
46
22
52
38
37
38
27
20
31
30
63
32
48
32
32
19
22
18
17
25
5
15
16
11
22
16
17
33

Collostruction strength
45.72
42.1
40.05
30.82
29.21
29
28.44
25.71
25.56
22.69
22.23
22.13
21.6
20.67
20.29
20
19.86
18.87
17.99
16.69
14.86
12.98
12.84
12.19
11.5
11.26
11.23
11.18
10.82
10.65

All of these terms refer to slightly different phenomena. Although a comprehensive
account of the definitions that underlie each of the concepts would be beyond the reach
of this project, it still appears to be useful to make a few general remarks which seem to
apply to all of these mutually related concepts. For example, Halliday and Hasan (1976:
275-76) note that general nouns are “superordinate members of major lexical sets” which
are “very general in meaning, and [are] therefore often interpretable only by reference to
some element other than themselves”. The noun man, for instance, is of course a
superordinate term for all kinds of different persons. In any concrete context of use, the
interpretation of the definite NP the man, for example, is therefore dependent on further
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specifications. Ivanič (1991: 95-96) notes on her carrier nouns that they do of course have
something like a ‘constant’ dictionary meaning; yet, in each context of use, they gain a
more specific layer of meaning. This ‘variable’ meaning is specified either by reference to
the extralinguistic context or the linguistic co-text. As regards the specification by the cotext, Mahlberg (2005: 8) emphasises that general nouns can refer back or forth not only
to other NPs but also to longer portions of the text in which they occur. This “capacity to
encapsulate previous or ensuing text” is also the property which Hunston and Francis
(2000: 188) focus on in their treatment of shell nouns. For the purpose of illustration,
consider the example of the Big Mess Construction in (20).
(20)

‘Well, my husband’s been away for a while. He’s in New York. Studying. With a very
great scholar. Too good a chance to miss. (BNC: K1T 1454)

In this example, the situation depicted in the stretch of text preceding and following the
construction is picked up and described as a chance inside the construction. As is
apparent, in order to understand to what extent this situation is a chance (and a chance
for what), it would in fact be necessary to take even longer stretches of co-text into
consideration. Since concepts like that of general nouns by definition refer to highfrequency nouns (Mahlberg 2005: 3), the collostructional method is again particularly
useful in order to establish that such nouns are in fact typical of the construction rather
than being frequent in consequence of their overall frequency of occurrence. A more
detailed demonstration of pragmatic reasons underlying their use as heads of the Big
Mess Construction will be presented in Chapter 7.3.
Beyond the association with general nouns – a category which is by its nature
highly general and thus heterogeneous – the list of top collexemes suggests the possibility
of grouping individual nominal collexemes together according to shared meanings. Six
semantic sets which emerge from the list of collexemes will be introduced in the following.
First, the construction appears to possess a tendency to be used with nouns
roughly denoting factors which represent changes to or distinctive influences on some
situation/constellation or which represent noteworthy undertakings. Examples are task,
job, risk, chance, burden, role as well as a large number of uses of the top collexeme part
and metaphorical uses of price. While the classification of these items as one category is
not entirely straightforward, repeated inspections of the instances within their context
did suggest semantic similarities. See the instances in (21)-(27).
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(21)

Some scientists have argued that these tanks in themselves present as great a risk
of a catastrophic accident as any nuclear reactor. (BNC: AN9 313)

(22)

But a lot depends on how good a job Claris does when it comes to adding the final
gloss. (BNC: CTX 731)

(23)

For them it was too good a chance to miss. (BNC: CH2 2523)

(24)

The Holy Roman Emperor, the shah of Persia and the sultan in Constantinople
were honoured with large sheets (the fact that two of the three were non-European
illustrates how large a role Asia still played in Russian foreign policy), while the
kings of Sweden, Poland, England and Denmark had to be content with smaller
ones. (BNC: HY5 295)

(25)

These descriptions were vital to writing about these two artists in whose work
colour plays so important a part. (BNC: A04 714)

(26)

The quantitative and qualitative analyses of teacher-pupil interaction showed how
vital a part it can play in children’s learning, yet how easy it is to waste the very
limited time teachers have to interact with each child. (BNC: G1F 1492)

(27)

No doubt it would give Marguerite some comfort to be able to be warm and friendly
with Russell’s daughter, but it was too big a price to pay. (BNC: HGD 2870)

As illustrated by the examples, the nouns in this group are all concerned with the
impact/effect of some factor/constellation on some situation: something represents a
great risk, a high price to pay or a good chance for someone or something else, it plays an
important part or role in a certain constellation, and so on. These nouns, then, are used in
their contexts to assess factors/constellations and their influence on some larger situation
or their merit.
The second group of collexemes comprises nouns denoting intensity/extent or
other dimensions/divisions, examples being the items range, level, scale, degree and
another group of uses of the top collexeme part. See (28)-(30).
(28)

No preliminary academic qualification in Music is necessary, though it is an
advantage to have some practical experience of the subject at however modest a
level. (BNC: HTE 1652)

(29)

The exegesis of scripture by homily or commentary became Origen’s main life
work, the commentaries being on so vast a scale that none survives complete. (BNC:
ADC 537)

142
(30)

Today, it is settled entirely, and seems as ancient a part of the landscape as the sea
or the fells. (BNC: EX4 70)

While the first two groups may both appear to be fairly varied, an analysis of the use of
these instances in their context revealed the members of each of the two groups to express
related meanings.
Another set of nouns to be identified among the list of top collexemes contains
nouns denoting individuals/groups of individuals, such as figure, person, personage, man.
The majority of the instances of the construction containing the first three of these nouns
are instances of the No Less a Mess Construction, as illustrated in (31).58 Uses in other
versions of the construction are exemplified by (32) and (33).
(31)

At this rate they would both need no less a person than the pope! (BNC: HH1 2998)

(32)

Only now did they realise how enormous a man he was, for when fighting with his
staff he had been crouched with head forward and shoulders bent. (BNC: BMX 546)

(33)

Catherine II of Russia is almost as controversial a figure as Frederick. (BNC: H8C
476)
The next lexical set includes nouns denoting ‘temporal’ categories, including

period, winter, literal uses of time and extended uses including phraseological units such
as constructions built around ‘HAVE + DEG + ADJ + a time’.59 More literal as well as
extended uses of time are exemplified by (34) and (35), respectively. With regard to
winter, note that 14 out of the 17 instances containing this noun are references to the film
Too Long a Winter, originating from 2 text files only; the degree of attraction between the
noun winter and the construction more generally must hence be regarded as less high
(and less valid) than suggested by the results of the collexeme analysis.
(34)

The important thing is to ensure that you acquire at least one of these versions of
Rachmaninov 2 – if it’s a piece you’re still not familiar with, then now’s as good a
time as any to rush down to your local shop and do something about it. (BNC: BMC
1872)

To be exact, this applies to all instances of personage, 16 out of 25 instances of person, 9 out 30 instances
of figure, but also to 2 out of 48 instances of man.
58

59 It is,

of course, an oversimplification to lump all instances of time (or indeed other members of ‘temporal’
categories) together, as these nouns can be used to express very different shades of meaning. For an
overview of different (textual) functions fulfiled by “time nouns”, see Mahlberg (2005: 63-98). For
phraseological units including time, see Stubbs (2012).
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(35)

I’m having too good a time. (BNC: G16 454)
Similarly, the top collexemes contain a number of nouns broadly denoting

‘local/spatial’ categories, including literal uses of place, position, gap as well as, more
frequently, their metaphorical extensions. See (36) and (37) for a literal and non-literal
use of position.
(36)

Few hotels enjoy so enviable a position near the Rialto Bridge as this. (BNC: ECF
4293)

(37)

The board of directors is unlikely to be in as good a position as the manager to judge
on this. (BNC: EX2 879)
Lastly, it may be observed that the collexemes fashion and way are used with

related meanings (denoting ‘manner’) inside the construction. See (38) and (39).
(38)

But do the movements ‘convey information’ to fellow workers in the hive in any
more semantic a fashion than, say, a bruise on a child’s face conveys to his mother
the information that he has had a nasty bump? (BNC: CM2 397)

(39)

Perversely, by attempting to boost shares in so crude a fashion, Japan’s finance
ministry may have succeeded only in prolonging the bear market. (BNC: CRA 2631)

Nouns repelled by the Big Mess Construction
To round off the investigation of the most typical head nouns, it would appear to be useful
to examine whether there are nouns which are highly unlikely to head Big Mess NPs. The
results of the collexeme analysis for nouns which are repelled by the construction do not,
however, provide any valuable insights in this regard. The ten nouns which are most
strongly repelled by the construction are displayed in Table 12. Note first that only the
first three results are statistically significant, which means the list has to be interpreted
with caution. What is more, the occurrence of these ten items among the list of repelled
collexemes largely appears to reflect certain methodological decisions. This point shall be
briefly explained in the following.
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Table 5.12

Head nouns most strongly repelled by the Big Mess Construction

Collexeme
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

people
government
world
end
development
year
school
work
road
bit

n in construction

Collostruction strength

1
1
2
2
1
6
2
5
1
1

6.36
2.88
1.96
(1.27)
(1.25)
(1)
(0.99)
(0.99)
(0.98)
(0.92)

Beginning with the most strongly repelled item people, it can be noted how the
figures of collostruction strength may be influenced by the formulation of the query used
for the collexeme analysis: recall that, since the Big Mess Construction is never headed by
a plural noun, I attempted to dismiss plural forms from the counts used to approximate
the overall frequency of the individual nouns in the BNC. For this purpose, the query
which was employed to calculate this figure searched for the respective (singular) wordforms (capturing e.g. part but not parts); to evade the influence of tagging errors, the
query was not, on the other hand, restricted to specific tags like the tag for singular nouns
(“NN1”). As is well known, the noun people has numerous different uses and meanings
which are all identical in form. Uses containing the indefinite article as determiner, which
include the specific instance of the Big Mess Construction in question (so ‘primitive’ a
people), are much less frequent than other uses, in which people is mostly neutral for
number. The comparison between the low frequency inside the construction and the
overall very high frequency does not take account of this variety of uses, but rather
compares one use against a diversity of others. If this was not the case, the degree of
repulsion could be expected to be much lower. The same applies to school and work. In a
similar way, in the case of bit, the high overall frequency figure stems largely from the
variety of uses of the unit a bit, including e.g. adverbial uses, which are again not
comparable to the Big Mess use. End, too, is frequently used in phraseological units (e.g.
in the end, at the end) which are not comparable to the Big Mess use.60
In brief, the results of the collexeme analysis of the full set of Big Mess instances
have revealed a number of distinct tendencies in the typical realisation of the nominal
This case thus also illustrates the potential problems associated with comparing a construction which
obligatorily includes the indefinite article with all uses of a word-form, which, outside of the construction,
may have a higher tendency to be used definitely.
60
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head. Not only could a strong link between the construction and the large and diverse
group of general nouns be demonstrated. It was additionally possible to uncover a
number of semantic sets into which these general nouns or other top collexemes tend to
fall. In order to investigate whether these tendencies are reflected by all versions of the
construction, the next section will present the results of separate collexeme analyses
which were performed for the three most frequent constructional versions.
5.3.3.3

Differences between individual versions of the construction

Table 5.13 contrasts the lexemes which most typically realise the head noun in the
versions with as, too and so. The results firstly indicate that the strong association with
general nouns is a clear characteristic of all these versions of the construction: none of
them diverges from the general picture by being linked to nouns with more concrete or
context-independent meanings. As regards the semantic (sub)sets identified above, all of
them can be found in each of the three lists of top collexemes except for the ‘manner’
(fashion, way) category, which features among the top collexemes of the versions with as
and so only. In particular, the ‘changes, undertakings, distinctive influences’ set and the
‘intensity/extent and other dimensions/divisions’ sets can be observed to be strongly
characteristic of all versions. The results hence clearly demonstrate a large extent of
similarity in the typical uses of the different versions of the construction.
A careful comparison of the top collexemes of the versions does, however, reveal a
number of differences in the distribution of the semantic sets over the individual variants,
suggesting that each version may be viewed as having its own profile of most typical uses.
The As Big a Mess Construction, for example, is characterised by a large variety of
collexemes from the ‘changes, undertakings, distinctive influences’ set, many of which
achieve particularly high values of collostruction strength (job, chance, task, role, effect,
influence and many uses of part, factor, figure). This holds equally well for the
‘intensity/extent or other dimensions/divisions’ set (including the topmost collexeme
range and level, proportion, variety, piece, set or some uses of price, part, factor). The
members of the ‘manner’ group (way, fashion) both feature among the top 10 collexemes,
thus being most characteristic of this version of the construction. With two items from the
‘local/spatial’ group (place, birth), this set is equally strongly characteristic of the As Big
a Mess Construction as of other versions, while ‘temporal’ categories (time) are less
typical of the version with as.
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Table 5.13

Head nouns most strongly attracted to the As Big a Mess Construction, Too
Big a Mess Construction and So Big a Mess Construction

As Big a Mess
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30

range (31)
job (23)
way (38)
place (28)
part (28)
time (39)
life (24)
level (16)
picture? (12)
manner (10)
chance (11)
voice (10)
task (8)
excuse (5)
factor (7)
proportion (7)
commodity (4)
berth (3)
figure (9)
instrument (5)
role (9)
idea (9)
effect (9)
influence (6)
variety (6)
piece (6)
audience (5)
indicator (3)
predictor (2)
set (6)

Too Big a Mess
35.49
22.37
21.82
21.56
19.37
16.00
14.91
12.97
12.64
12.23
10.23
8.01
7.71
7.67
7.52
7.37
6.86
6.79
6.79
6.66
6.50
5.94
5.70
5.56
5.32
5.25
5.15
5.02
4.85
4.74

price (41)
burden (20)
word (29)
view (23)
winter (15)
opportunity (14)
task (12)
time (32)
reliance (6)
gap (8)
level (14)
point (16)
period (13)
priority (7)
risk (9)
step (8)
scale (8)
potency (4)
emphasis (7)
approach (9)
concentration (6)
speed (7)
angle (5)
politician (4)
sentence (6)
assumption (5)
proportion (6)
man (14)
dose (4)
distinction (5)

So Big a Mess
53.46
37.05
33.23
22.11
19.54
15.76
13.40
11.33
11.27
11.13
10.84
10.42
9.62
9.40
8.63
8.63
8.48
8.40
8.02
7.42
7.42
7.28
6.89
6.64
6.44
6.38
6.08
5.96
5.91
5.76

part (27)
time (37)
man (23)
period (15)
fashion (9)
role (11)
creature (6)
matter (8)
change (8)
character (6)
acquaintance (3)
feature (5)
place (10)
subject (7)
proportion (5)
space (6)
visitation (2)
undertaking (3)
scale (5)
effect (7)
blunder (2)
task (5)
diversity (3)
body (7)
degree (5)
figure (6)
audience (4)
manner (4)
upheaval (2)
age (6)

22.42
19.68
16.78
14.00
13.22
10.37
10.27
6.65
6.36
6.30
5.94
5.92
5.58
5.58
5.50
5.39
5.38
5.28
5.26
4.90
4.83
4.83
4.82
4.66
4.66
4.65
4.48
4.48
4.25
4.07

Apart from an additional group of nouns to be introduced below, the Too Big a
Mess Construction is especially strongly associated with the ‘changes, undertakings,
distinctive influences’ set, the members of which achieve high rankings (burden,
opportunity, task, risk, step and many uses of the top collexeme price). The
‘intensity/extent or other dimensions/divisions’ group is represented by a wide range of
nouns in this version. Nonetheless, these appear lower down in the ranking (level, scale,
potency, concentration, speed, angle, proportion, dose). ‘Temporal’ categories are
represented three times (winter, time, period), yet the strength of association here is again
skewed by the repeated references to the film “Too Long a Winter”. ‘Individuals/groups
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of individuals’ and ‘spatial’ categories are less characteristic of this version of the
construction (politician, man and gap, respectively).
For the So Big a Mess Construction, the results reveal notably strong links with
‘individuals/ groups of individuals’ (man, creature, character, acquaintance, audience,
some uses of figure) and with ‘temporal’ categories (time, period, age, uses of space as in
space of time). The version with so further shows the largest variety of lexemes belonging
to the ‘changes, undertakings, distinctive influences’ group, although not all of them
display particularly high rankings (role, change, undertaking, effect, blunder, task,
upheaval and many uses of the top collexeme part and of figure). The ‘manner’ items
(fashion, way) are likewise linked to this version, if not as tightly as to the As Big a Mess
version. As in the version with as, there are two representatives of ‘local/spatial’
categories

(place,

some

uses

of

space).

The

‘intensity/extent

or

other

dimensions/divisions’ set appears to be less characteristic of this version of the
construction than of others, the fairly low number of six lexemes mostly appearing further
down the list of collexemes (proportion, scale, diversity, degree, some uses of part).
In the following, an additional set of nouns which the comparative collexeme
analysis could reveal to be especially tightly associated with the Too Big a Mess
Construction shall be discussed in some more detail.
‘Discourse’ nouns and metatextual uses of the Big Mess Construction
The supplementary results from the comparative analysis point towards a set of nouns
which is represented only twice among the top collexemes of the entire construction, but
which is highly characteristic of the Big Mess Construction in general and of the version
with too in particular. Broadly speaking, these are nouns which fall into the semantic field
of ‘discourse’ (e.g. word, sentence, view, approach). The nouns can (but need not) be used
metadiscursively, in the sense that they point to or “encapsulate” portions of the discourse
in which they occur. Accordingly, many of the nouns under investigation can be regarded
as what Hunston and Francis (2000: 185-88) term “shell nouns”61. In line with Hunston
Two defining criteria for shell nouns listed by Hunston and Francis (2000: 186) are 1) that they require
lexicalisation in their co-text and 2) that this lexicalisation is prototypically found to be realised in the form
of a that-clause following the noun (e.g. The motto that one's home is one's castle is engraved on my heart).
Most of the ‘discourse’ nouns inside the Big Mess Construction can receive their lexicalisation in the form of
such a clause, but this does not apply to all of them. What is more, in the context of their uses as head of a
Big Mess NP, they are in fact rarely followed by a that-clause. However, since most of these ‘discourse’ head
nouns do function like that in other contexts of use outside of the construction and since most of them are
indeed used to encapsulate portions of the developing discourse within the construction, it still appeared
to be useful to draw the parallel to Hunston and Francis's (2000) shell nouns.
61
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and Francis’s (2000: 186) semantic subdivision of shell nouns into “nouns referring to
something that is written or spoken” and nouns referring to “beliefs, ideas, wishes, and
thought processes”, the group of ‘discourse’ nouns associated with the Big Mess
construction consists both of ‘linguistic’ and ‘cognitive’ concepts, even though it needs to
be emphasised that the nouns which fall into these categories are actually located on a
cline (see Francis 1986: 9-10 for a discussion of the classificatory problems related to a
similar subdivision of her anaphoric nouns).
Examples of the ‘linguistic’ category which rank among the top collexemes of the
Too Big a Mess Construction are word, which also occurs at rank 7 among the top 30
collexemes of the entire Big Mess Construction, and sentence (occurring in its legal use
only). Examples in context are given in (40) and (41).
(40)

Irony is perhaps too harsh a word for an incongruous and humorous awareness that
things are not as they seem, for either of these characters. (BNC: EWA 1203)

(41)

If the judge makes a mistake by imposing too severe a sentence, then the accused
can, and often does, appeal to a higher court. (BNC: K5C 487)
Typical examples of the ‘cognition’ category are view, which features among the

top collexemes of the entire construction as number 16, priority, emphasis, approach,
assumption, distinction. Consider the examples in (42)-(46) below.
(42)

In the past it has been thought that the fault was greed, but this is too simple a view.
(BNC: FEX 204)

(43)

They felt that the press laid too great an emphasis on the frailty of older people and
situations where they were in danger, rather than showing them as active members
of the community. (BNC: B01 385)

(44)

Heavy reliance on negotiating to solve problems will sometimes provoke the
criticism from them that too easy-going an approach leads to inefficient
enforcement. (BNC: FA1 632)

(45)

The ATB records indicated that as much as 70% of all training was undertaken
during the winter and it was therefore assumed that winter was the most suitable
season for training. However, Table 25 shows that this is too general an assumption
to make […]. (BNC: ALC 963)
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(46)

Wall (1986) argues that some historians have drawn too sharp a distinction
between the ‘family economy’ and the ‘family wage economy’ and that, in
circumstances which offered possibilities for both, family production coexisted
with waged work. (BNC: CRF 1126)

The metatextual type of use of the ‘discourse’ nouns is illustrated by the examples in (42),
(43) and (44). For instance, view in (42) encapsulates at the minimum the clause (that)
the fault was greed. Despite the fact that the ‘discourse’ nouns are particularly strongly
associated with the Too Big a Mess Construction, corresponding uses do appear among
the top 30 of the As Big a Mess Construction (idea, indicator, predictor, some uses of
picture) and the So Big a Mess Construction (subject, some uses of matter). Examples are
displayed in (47)-(50).
(47)

Try to read the feedback and get as definite a picture as you can. (BNC: ADK 163)

(48)

Despite almost a decade of critical review and the existence of alternative formulas
for identifying deprivation the Jarman index remains as good an indicator of
potential demand for general practitioner services as exists. (BNC: FT1 97)

(49)

I need hardly say I have found it difficult to hold my tongue on so important a
matter over the last eighteen months. (BNC: HYG 270)

(50)

Sad that so important a subject should be so turgid for most of us. (BNC: J2B 243)

I will return to a discussion of the associated text-organising functions of the Too Big a
Mess Construction in Chapter 7 (see in particular Section 7.3.2.4).
In brief, the results of the comparative analysis have demonstrated that there is a
considerable degree of overlap in the typical realisations of the head nouns of the three
versions of the construction: the main finding of a remarkably strong association between
the construction and the class of general nouns is clearly reflected in the collexeme
analyses of all three versions, and so are the majority of generalisations concerning the
six semantic fields typically represented by the collexemes. This notwithstanding, the
comparison between the top collexemes of each version has revealed a number of
differences in the distribution of these semantic sets over the distinct versions, thereby
suggesting that not every set is equally characteristic of all versions. Rather, different
versions of the construction are linked with different sets of nouns which are
prototypically found to realise their head of NP slot. Additionally, the collexeme analysis
at the level of the different versions enabled a generalisation which had evaded the
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analysis of the collexemes of the entire construction, namely the fact that the Big Mess
Construction is associated with ‘discourse’ nouns; these nouns could be observed to
represent the prototypical realisation of the head noun in the version of the construction
with too. In the following section, I will now report the results yielded by the co-varying
collexeme analysis of the Big Mess Construction.62
5.3.4 Co-varying collexeme analysis of the Big Mess Construction
While the collexeme analyses have uncovered tendencies in the typical realisation of the
head of the predeterminer AP slot and the head of the Big Mess NP slot, a co-varying
collexeme analysis of the construction under study can additionally reveal
interdependencies which hold between the choice of the lexemes in these two slots. The
present section will take recourse to this method to investigate the most typical
combinations of collexemes and to trace semantic relations between the different
constructional slots.
5.3.4.1

Methods

To examine which pairs of lexemes co-occur more frequently than could be expected on
the basis of the separate overall frequencies of the individual lexemes in the construction,
the software required the overall frequency of the construction as well as a table listing
all attested pairs of lexemes in my data; pairs which occur more than once had to be
included in the list as often as they are found in the data. To prepare the file, I manually
went through my dataset (in alphabetical order of the realisation of the head noun) and
noted down all the individual combinations of adjective and noun lexemes (e.g. big – mess
for so big a mess). Spelling variants and morphological variants of adjectives occurring in
the synthetic comparative form were again conflated during this procedure. Instances
involving coordinated sequences of APs or NPs were treated as separate pairs (e.g. so
remote and irrelevant a place was listed twice, as remote – place and irrelevant – place).
The information calculated by the software on the basis of this input as well as the
subsequent statistical procedure were outlined in Section 5.3.2.1 above. The resulting
Note that no additional manual inspection in parallel to the semantic categorisation of the entire set of
predeterminer adjectives (see Section 5.3.2.4) will be presented for the head noun slot. The reason for this
is that, even more so than in the case of the adjectives, it proved to be extremely difficult to find a set of
semantic categories according to which large proportions of the different head noun types could be
classified. Since no valuable generalisations appeared to be possible on the basis of a categorisation of a
negligible proportion of the noun types only, I decided against the integration of this type of supplementary
analysis for the head nouns.
62

151
output represented a ranking of all pairs of collexemes ordered according to the degree
to which their members are attracted to one another.
5.3.4.2

Results and discussion

The 30 most significant co-varying collexemes in the Big Mess Construction are presented
in Table 5.14. For all pairs, the degree of mutual attraction involved is statistically
significant. Before I turn to a discussion of the semantic frames typically associated with
the construction, a number of observations have to be made concerning fixed phrases and
the distribution of the top collexeme pairs over different versions of the construction.
These observations rose to attention during the inspection of the individual instances of
the top collexeme pairs within their context.
The first generalisation to make is that, whereas some pairs appear to combine
freely with different degree items (e.g. the top pair short – time), others are characterised
by a notably narrow distribution over different versions of the construction. It was
already mentioned that less features among the top adjective collexemes for the reason
that the No Less a Mess Construction includes a large number of realisations of the semifixed phraseological unit ‘no less a(n) + person/figure/authority/personage/ another
semantically related noun + than + name/title of the person referred to’, such as (quite
fittingly in this context) no less a person than Firth. The top collexeme pairs less – person,
less – authority, less – figure, less – personage are all instances of this unit, which is
restricted to a specific version of the construction.
Interestingly, as concerns the remaining combinations displaying narrow
distributions over different versions of the construction, it is in the clear majority of cases
the Too Big a Mess Construction with which these pairs are so closely associated: long –
winter, fine – point, good – opportunity, valuable – asset, old – hand occur only with too, the
second most significantly attracted pair high – price in 32 out of its 34 instances, strong –
word in 13 out of 14, early – age in 5 out of 8, heavy – burden in 7 out of 8, early – stage in
6 out of 7, difficult – task in 4 out of 7, low – priority in 4 out of 6 and close – relationship in
4 out of 5 instances. The reason for the repeated co-occurrence of too long a winter has
already been identified as lying in repeated references to a film title. The pair old – hand
derives from the idiomatic expression old hand ‘A person who has been employed for a
long time or who has experience in a business, or who is skilful in doing something’ (OED
Online, “old hand, n.”). As in (51), this expression is used inside the Too Big a Mess
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Construction to convey that some subject is an old hand at a specific field and hence
cannot (or would not normally) be expected to act in a certain (unprofessional) way.
(51)

‘That’s another thing,’ Candy continued, far too old a hand at the game to be
distracted by such a blatant bid to change the subject, ‘I’ve seen him deep in
conversation with quite a few people in the club recently.’ (BNC: JY5 3011)

Table 5.14

Most strongly attracted co-varying collexeme pairs in the Big Mess
Construction

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30

Collexeme1
(predeterminer
AD)
short
high
wide
normal
less
long
long
important
fine
good
less
strong
early
good
low
heavy
early
good
high
broad
short
high
difficult
valuable
less
low
close
less
old
full

Collexeme2
(head of NP)
time
price
range
life
person
winter
period
part?
point
job
authority
word
age
chance
level
burden
stage
opportunity
level
range
period
standard
task?
asset
figure
priority
relationship
personage
hand
life

n in
construction
54
34
24
14
16
15
18
21
11
22
9
14
8
15
12
8
7
13
14
8
12
8
7
4
9
6
5
5
4
5

Collostruction
strength
64.22
40.86
30.86
28.25
23.25
22.84
19.72
19.5
18.37
16.95
16.37
15.46
15.06
14.52
14.48
14.05
13.62
13.25
12.16
10.61
10.61
9.78
9.67
9.2
9.18
9.1
9.05
9.02
8.61
8.47

The exclusive occurrence of the pair old – hand with too in my data is notable as the
corresponding idiomatic expression can (in non-Big-Mess structures) certainly be used
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with other degree items, too.63
The pair fine – point originates more clearly from what is a highly fixed
phraseological unit involving the Too Big a Mess Construction only: this unit, in which the
construction functions as object NP of put, is almost always realised as not to put too fine
a point on it or in slightly varied format, as in (52) and (53), respectively.
(52)

‘Not to put too fine a point on it, your Emily is a liar,’ said Chase. (BNC: CD2 818)

(53)

And er, without putting too fine a point on it, er there, there were quite a few moans
coming from the bedroom, from the lady, and er, my son said, er, er, I don’t think
she’s very well daddy. (BNC: HM4 447)

As is apparent, the unit functions as a metatextual comment roughly signifying ‘to be
blunt’. In contrast to the not to put too fine a point on it and the too old a hand phrases, the
other collexeme pairs which occur in most or all of its attested instances with too have
more compositional meanings.
Another, smaller group of top collexeme pairs displays a more or less marked
tendency to occur as part of the As Big a Mess Construction: the 4th most strongly
attracted pair normal – life is combined in all of its 14 instances with as, the 3rd-ranking
pair wide – range in 21 out of 24 instances, good – job in 16 out of 22, good – chance in 11
out of 15, low – level in 7 out of 12 and broad – range in 7 out of 8 instances. Of course, the
fact that a majority of instances of the top pairs is found inside the versions with too and
as is to a large extent due to the high frequency of these versions. Still, the observation
that no fewer than 13 out of the 30 top combinations display a strong or exclusive
tendency to be used inside the Too Big a Mess Construction remains noteworthy.
For this reason, it also appears to be useful to incorporate the results of the
separate co-varying collexeme analyses which were conducted for the three most
frequent versions of the construction into the general discussion of the typical semantics
of the Big Mess Construction, rather than postponing them to a separate section. The
comparative results are presented in Table 5.15.

63

A quick and informal internet search revealed that uses inside the As Big a Mess Construction, such as
(ii), do in fact occur regularly. Other versions besides that with too and as appear to be very rare, however.
(ii)

“The merger definitely provoked a mix of emotions,” says Docter, who’s about as old a hand as Pixar
has.” (Collin, Robbie: How pixar found the secret of happiness, The Telegraph, 29 June 2015,
<http://www.telegraph.co.uk/film/inside-out/meaning-pete-docter-interview/> (accessed 22
September 2017)
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Table 5.15

Most strongly attracted co-varying collexeme pairs in the As Big a Mess
Construction, Too Big a Mess Construction and So Big a Mess Construction

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30

As Big a Mess
normal
life
wide
range
short
time
low
level
high
proportion
good
chance
broad
range
good
job
important part
full
life
good
place
finepreservative
grained
open
mind
large
share
gentle
knight
tender
knight
high
standard
voluntary basis
high
level
large
sample
critical
factor
strong
claim
difficult
year
good
time
long
history
great
distance
small
package
wide
berth
satisfying experience
tough
instrument

24.9
22.26
14.3
9.85
9.38
8.75
8.56
7.89
6.96
6.28
6.13
5.95

Too Big a Mess
high
price
long
winter
fine
point
good
opportunity
short
time
strong
word
early
stage
valuable
asset
heavy
burden
early
age
old
hand
sharp
distinction

30.83
23.34
19.84
17.34
14.81
14.57
10.87
9.52
9.34
8.91
8.82
7.51

So Big a Mess
short
important
long
dim
grotesque
young
large
biased
marked
brief
fundamental
small

time
part
period
star
blunder
age
proportion
source
degree
acquaintance
change
thing

34.85
9.35
8.03
5.62
5.62
5.06
4.87
4.85
4.85
4.67
4.49
4.46

5.95
5.66
5.17
5.17
5.04
4.95
4.76
4.74
4.63
4.55
4.5
4.22
4.21
4.16
4.13
4.04
4.03
3.95

long
high
ready
big
close
remote
difficult
small
good
great
short
high
confident
literal
easy
low
nice
large

7.39
7.22
6.95
6.65
6.51
5.92
5.9
5.71
5.53
5.5
5.35
5.18
5.14
5.14
5.1
5.1
5.07
4.99

high
short
vast
central
prominent
powerful
early
large
perfect
long
long
short
large
public
Mediterranean
true
absolute
abundant

standard
space
multitude
position
feature
neighbor
age
part
body
absence
stretch
period
scale
place
city
fool
silence
display

4.18
4.04
3.97
3.63
3.63
3.54
3.45
3.41
3.4
3.26
3.26
3.19
3.17
3.11
2.96
2.96
2.96
2.96

period
level
acceptance
step
relationship
consequence
task
number
chance
emphasis
period
concentration
book
spirit
assumption
priority
day
proportion

A glance at Tables 5.14 and 5.15 indicates that the results gained in the simple collexeme
analyses concerning semantic sets typically associated with the head noun and the
predeterminer adjective slot are united in the most significantly attracted collexeme
combinations. Recall the six semantic sets into which the top noun collexemes were
categorised in Section 5.3.3.2. For example, a large group of typical uses of the Big Mess
Construction was demonstrated to refer to ‘changes, undertakings, distinctive influences’.
As Tables 5.14 and 5.15 reveal, these nouns are typically combined with ‘evaluative’
adjectives signifying ‘importance’ (important part, fundamental change), ‘valuation’ (good
opportunity/chance/job, valuable asset), ‘effort’ (difficult task) or with ‘dimension’
adjectives referring to either end of a scale of measurement (e.g. high price, heavy burden,
big step, large part, low priority, small thing). The analysis of these pairs in their context
enabled a much more refined investigation of the typical uses of the nouns in question. It
emerged that the construction here typically functions either to more or less neutrally
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rate/state or to explicitly evaluate the importance of a certain event/change/factor/etc.,
the effect which it has in a given context, or its value/merit in a given context. Judging
from the results of the co-varying collexeme analyses, this semantic frame is associated
most typically with the Too Big a Mess Construction, which was already found to be tightly
linked to the respective set of nouns. As can now be seen, the top pairs of this version of
the construction include the combinations high – price, good – opportunity, valuable –
asset, heavy – burden, big – step, remote – consequence, difficult – task, good – chance, which
all tend to be used to express such meanings. As a first example, consider high – price, the
second most strongly attracted pair of the entire Big Mess Construction, which almost
always co-occurs with too and represents the most significant collexeme pair of the Too
Big a Mess Construction. Typically, this combination is used to communicate that some
situation/consequence/change/etc. may have a certain value, but that it has many
negative side effects and is therefore not ‘worth it’: it is thus too high a price (for that other
something). Consider the examples in (54)-(56) below. The example in (54) illustrates the
group of no fewer than 10 instances of this collexeme combination which additionally
include to pay as an indirect complement inside the AP.
(54)

Now at last Maggie had realised that something had gone wrong. The power of
flight, the companionship of joy and dream had been bought at too high a price.
(BNC: A6J 1239-40)

(55)

The United States decided that isolation with Israel from the consensus of the
whole world community was too high a price to pay. (BNC: APD 338)

(56)

After her husband’s death Valerie Eliot declared, “He felt he had paid too high a
price to be a poet, that he had suffered too much”. (BNC: EFX 1418)

Although too high a price (to pay) is the most typical form used to express this kind of
meaning, it appears to be associated with a more abstract pattern which is partly variable;
this pattern may thus again be regarded as a type of semi-fixed unit, of which too high a
price (to pay) is the most frequent realisation. For example, similar meanings are
conveyed in my data by combinations such as too great a price to pay or too heavy a price
to pay; see (57).
(57)

In some cases, and especially where the witness has no interest in the outcome of
the case, the lost opportunity to assess demeanour is of no great significance; in
others it is too great a price to pay. (BNC: EDL 1107)
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Notice that, as in (58) and (59) below, this structural unit is frequently used in a literal
sense, too. In these instances, the construction refers to an actual amount of money rather
than to some more abstract value/merit/etc. Still, the interconnection between the
different types of uses is clearly apparent; in fact, there are also cases, exemplified by (60),
in which the two senses may be argued to co-exist.
(58)

If a buyer has access to a seller’s cost structure then he is in a powerful position to
negotiate a cheaper price, or at least avoid paying too high a price. (BNC: K94 232)

(59)

The food there didn’t taste too different and we were spared a cabaret but I reckon
£30 isn’t too high a price for eating in a beautiful, traditional-style Moroccan room
with the well heeled jet set, being served by obsequious waiters in costumes that
would put to shame Aladdin’s chorus at the Palladium. (BNC: A89 681)

(60)

But because exploration costs represent barely a fifth [sic!] the total North Sea
spending of about £10 billion, this may not be considered too heavy a price to pay
for an attempt to switch activity towards developing some of the finds already made
or maximising the returns from fields already in production. (BNC: K5H 3663)

As (59) and (60) further demonstrate, via the addition of negative items, it is of course
also possible to express that something is, rather than is not, worth its (literal or nonliteral) price. A similar meaning is communicated by the combination heavy – burden,
ranking 9th in the separate results for the Too Big a Mess Construction; uses of the pair
are illustrated in (61) and (62) below.
(61)

All my life, he wrote, I have been preparing myself for this moment, but if I have
prepared myself correctly then it is so that when the moment came I should not be
encumbered with the sensation of having waited for it all my life, for such a
sensation, wrote Harsnet, is too heavy a burden for anyone to carry. (BNC: A08 21)

(62)

In particular, the group discussions we held show that at the extremes of poverty
and limited awareness, credit can become too heavy a burden for the family budget
and even for emotional stability. (BNC: CCT 885)

The pair big – step, too, is employed in a closely related sense, usually to describe some
action as inappropriate or not worth its negative consequences. See (63) and (64).
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(63)

She knew that Sean found her attractive. She would have liked to have made the
truth plain – that the feeling, though not one to be taken too seriously, was mutual.
But that was too big a step for convention to allow. (BNC: CB5 2311)

(64)

He then, after missing, goes on to say how he could of killed it but it was too big a
step to be taking. (BNC: KA1 803)

The pair good – opportunity, exclusively found inside the Too Big a Mess Construction and
representing its 4th strongest collexeme combination, points to another example of a
fairly fixed unit, which is used with a related meaning: as in (65) and (66), as well as in all
other instances in my data, the Big Mess NP here functions as subject complement and
includes the indirect complement (for X) to miss. Except for the optional realisation of the
subject of the clause in the indirect complement, there is zero structural variation in the
use of this collexeme pair in my data. On the other hand, the four instances of good –
chance with too could be seen as realisations of a related unit, which would again suggest
the existence of a semi-fixed phraseological unit at a more abstract level. The latter pair
is shown in context in (67).
(65)

It was too good an opportunity to miss. (e.g. BNC: BP7 2922)

(66)

A golf tournament with royal patronage was too good an opportunity for a publicityminded company to miss. (BNC: HTJ 1585)

(67)

Of course, she missed her family, but her father’s promotion to foreign
correspondent had been too good a chance for him to miss. (BNC: HA6 196)

In these cases, the Big Mess NP is used to refer to some situation/event/etc. and to
positively assess the value it has for some individual/group of individuals/etc., this
positive evaluation often being reached in the face of or despite (potential) negative side
effects (such as the negative feelings which are related to the positive event of the father’s
promotion to the role of foreign correspondent in (67)). The positive evaluation can be
carried out by the speaker/writer or it can be attributed to some other individual/party,
which is often explicitly named as referent of the subject in the indirect complement (e.g.
for a publicity-minded company in (66)). The pair valuable – asset, illustrated by (68), is
likewise used in a very similar way to assess the merit of some situation/person, again
possibly in the face of or despite certain negative traits.64

64

Note, however, that the three remaining instances of this combination all originate from a single text file.
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(68)

The possibility of using it as a tactical weapon against the king-duke was too
valuable an asset to be abandoned. (BNC: EBP 822)
A second group of typical uses broadly to do with ‘changes, undertakings,

distinctive influences’ is concerned with placing special emphasis on the importance of
some characteristic/(group of) individual(s)/development/action/etc. or the influence it
has/had in a given context. A pair repeatedly used to realise this type of meaning is
important – part, ranking 8th in the results for the whole construction and occurring in 5
different versions of the construction. The combination is associated in particular with
the So Big a Mess Construction, representing its 2nd most strongly attracted pair, and the
As Big a Mess Construction, where it ranks 9th. See (69)-(72) below. The same function
can be fulfiled by the combination of part with the ‘dimension’ adjective large, as in (73).
(69)

These descriptions were vital to writing about these two artists in whose work
colour plays so important a part. (BNC: A04 714)

(70)

No wonder that the winning of the French crown became so important a part of
Edward III’s war policy. (BNC: EDF 216)

(71)

The war thus became very much a joint concern, with the nobility playing as
important a part as the king in recruiting and commanding armies and conducting
campaigns. (BNC: ENV 779)

(72)

The continued argument about transport development shows how important a
part it still plays in the economy of the US. (BNC: B7K 1440)

(73)

HOW did Grigori Yavlinsky, an economist who works as informal adviser to Boris
Yeltsin, come to play so large a part in the aid-for-economic-reform debate? (BNC:
ABG 739)

Other pairs linked with this group of typical meanings are fundamental – change (number
11 for so), prominent – feature (number 17 for so), critical – factor (number 21 for as). The
examples in (74)-(77) serve to illustrate the shared semantic frame connected to these
and the preceding combinations.
(74)

‘ … no convincing intellectual case is to be found in the White Paper for so
fundamental a change in the structure of local government. (BNC: GXJ 1758)
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(75)

Given a new name, she got a new nationality, new passport – a new life that was
far more fundamental a change than she had managed just by defecting. (BNC: H86
295)

(76)

All these reasons serve to explain why this study concentrates mainly upon the
attitudes to death that prevailed in the middle-class, whose irresistible rise was so
prominent a feature of the nineteenth century. (BNC: ACA 105)

(77)

The number of their supporters, if not activists, was enormously enhanced by the
way in which the Vichy régime had mobilized the country’s youth in patriotic but
hitherto innocuous associations which now underpinned the revolution, perhaps
even to the point where youth was as critical a factor in the Vietnamese revolution
as it was, at the same time, in Indonesia. (BNC: EFA 295)

Conversely, the construction is also used to emphasise the triviality or insignificance of
some action/characteristic/etc., as mirrored in uses of the pair small – thing (number 12
for so), exemplified here by (78) and (79).
(78)

What face could possibly be lost by Iran, doing so small a thing? (BNC: ADL 1604)

(79)

“Break off the match because of so small a thing? What a goose you are.” (EVC 142021).
Let us now turn to the second category of nouns introduced in the discussion of

nominal collexemes, viz. nouns broadly denoting ‘intensity/extent or other
dimensions/divisions’. As Tables 15 and 16 indicate, combinations of such nouns with
‘dimension’ adjectives count among the most typical collexeme pairs of the Big Mess
Construction (wide – range ranks 3rd, low – level 15th, high – level 19th, broad – range
20th). The combinations are especially closely associated with the As Big a Mess
Construction, which includes 8 such pairs amongst its most strongly attracted
combinations; what is more, 3 of the 8 pairs even belong to its top 5 (wide – range at 2,
low – level at 4, high – proportion at 5, broad – range at 7, large – share at 14, high – level
at 19, large – sample at 20, great – distance at 26). This result is again in line with the
previous finding of a close association of the As Big a Mess Construction with the group of
‘dimensions/divisions’ nouns. A closer look at the respective instances in context reveals
that, although this group is fairly heterogeneous, the instances share a number of
underlying similarities. Since it is difficult to phrase generalisations which accurately
encompass all instances, the following formulations need to be regarded as rough
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approximations only. Most frequently, the construction is, in these cases, employed to
express that some company/institution/(group of) individual(s)/product/project/etc. is
either 1) characterised by maximising or attempting to maximise some desirable
property/quality/characteristic/condition/etc. or 2) some other party emphasises that
this would be desirable or necessary. On the formal level, it can be observed that this
group of uses always contains an explicitly realised indirect complement, which is
consistently expanded by as and most typically comes in the form of possible or a
semantically related phrase/clause. To illustrate these abstract formulations of the
underlying similarities of usage, a range of examples is offered in (80)-(87).
(80)

The reading materials provided should include a range of fiction, non-fiction and
poetry, as well as periodicals suitable for children of this age. School and class
libraries must provide as wide a range as possible. (BNC: ANS 601-2)

(81)

It is designed to test the breadth of the student’s knowledge in as wide a range of
skills as possible, as they will shortly be facing the even greater demands of the real
world outside college. (BNC: HX3 668)

(82)

The timetable is arranged so that they can sample as wide a range of dance styles
and theatre skills as possible. (BNC: K5F 1899)

(83)

We were provided, therefore, with as broad a range of contacts as is possible within
one station (although this breadth does not approach that which comes from
survey research) while still becoming close to one section, as is necessary in
ethnographic research. (BNC: A5Y 78)

(84)

Medical and legal expenses, public liability and cancellation should all be included
at as high a level as possible. (BNC: CBC 12324)

(85)

Record these background effects tapes at as high a level as possible to minimise
tape hiss, and go for longish recording runs to give yourself plenty of margin at
editing. (BNC: CBP 1589)

(86)

For example, researchers may […] attempt to obtain a series of lengthy in-depth
interviews with senior buyers or decision-makers in industrial organisations,
whilst consumer market research might concentrate on getting a limited amount
of specific information from as large a sample as possible from the relevant
population. (BNC: G3F 121)

161
(87)

She expects to find Minna and Becky sitting in a huff in the coffee lounge, keeping
as great a distance as they can manage from their ridiculously costumed sisters and
brother-in-law. (BNC: HGN 1983)

As the examples demonstrate, the construction is used to place special emphasis on the
(successful) attempts at increasing or maximising the desirable property/feature/quality,
which is presented as a distinctive characteristic or positive quality. For example, in (82)
a wide range of dance styles and musical skills is presented as a characteristic which
distinguishes the Scottish Youth Dance Festival; in (83) the broad range of contacts in
combination with the close quality of the contacts is highlighted as an advantage of the
method under discussion. Alternatively, the construction can be used to give emphasis to
the need to increase whatever property/feature/quality is at focus, the construction in
these contexts frequently co-occurring with modal verbs, as in (80) and (84). By the same
token, the construction can also be used to refer to undesirable properties/qualities/etc.
and to emphasise some attempt or desire to decrease or minimise them; see the examples
of low – level in (88) and (89).
(88)

And this implies that efforts should be made to see that the risks are brought to as
low a level as reasonably practicable’. (BNC: ALW 752)

(89)

We’re going to make a lot of effort to ensure the noise is kept to as low a level as
possible. (BNC: K1C 1611)

Another, less frequent group of uses of the As Big a Mess Construction featuring this set
of collexeme pairs focuses on a direct comparison of a member of some category against
other members of the same category, rather than placing emphasis on maximal or
minimal intensities/extents/etc. The other members of the category are here usually
explicitly named in the indirect complement. Consider (90)-(92), which include
references to any other professionally-defined group, any guitar magazine in the world, her
competitors, respectively.
(90)

They have as wide a range of political opinions as any other professionally-defined
group, with, one would like to think, some extra tinge of willingness to examine
new ideas. (BNC: B7J 2078)
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(91)

We offer, I think, as broad a range of interview matter as any guitar magazine in the
world. But musical style does come into it, and whereas we tend to stick to ‘popular’
rather than classical guitar styles (hence no Bream, as yet), we do talk jazz and
rock’n’roll, hence the very occasional upright bassist, like Danny Thompson, or Lee
Rocker of the Stray Cats. (BNC: C9H 1345-46)

(92)

The decline is not directly attributable to the structure of trade: in broad terms, at
least, Britain has had as large a share in the growth sectors of world trade as her
competitors [Batchelor et al., 1980; Prest and Coppock, various edns]. (BNC: C97
401)
Uses of the pairs under investigation in other versions of the construction involve

a different semantic focus. Instances with so and too place considerable emphasis on the
size/scope/extent/etc. of the property/quality/etc. involved; in addition to this, uses with
too in particular highlight negative impacts/problems stemming from this noteworthy
size/scope/extent/etc. For example, (93) emphasises that the proportion of broken
marriages is much larger as it used to be; (94) underlines a very high level of training
which results in fatigue.
(93)

Erm , in these days when [pause] er, so large a proportion of marriages breaks down
(BNC: KC0 7850)

(94)

If it seems you are training hard – perhaps you are fatigued all the time – you are
probably training at too high a level. (BNC: AR7 1143)
The third category of head nouns, viz. those denoting ‘temporal’ categories, can

also be found among the most typical collexeme pairs of the Big Mess Construction. Like
the previously discussed category, these nouns are combined with ‘dimension’ adjectives.
The group includes the pair short – time, which is the most strongly attracted pair of all.
Other examples are long – period at rank 7, early – age at 13, early – stage at 17, short –
period at 21 (and long – winter at rank 6). The combinations establish references to
periods of time or stages of time and could potentially be regarded as subcategories of the
group of nouns concerned with measures and dimensions. In fact, the respective pairs
fulfil similar functions as mentioned for this more general group above: Uses with so and
too give heavy emphasis to what is regarded, in the context at hand, as a particularly
long/short period or a particularly early/late stage of time, uses with too in particular
pointing in addition to that to negative impacts/problems related to this. Uses with as are
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again typically involved with an increase/decrease or the minimisation/maximisation for
example of the length of the period involved. For instance, (95) and (96) refer to what is
presented as a remarkably short period of time; in (96), this short period is described as
having prevented the positive effects of the medication at focus, and in (95) it is presented
as being an unusually short time span in which to truly fall in love; (97) refers to the desire
to minimise the period of time which an activity regarded as undesirable will take.
(95)

Could one fall in love in so short a time? (BNC: HHB 2853)

(96)

Some children had received a laxative, and when given, it was either given in
minimal dose or given for too short a time. (BNC: HU3 6011)

(97)

I decided that I would have to get to the Butcher’s office first or at least early on in
the queue so that I would be barefoot for as short a time as possible. (BNC: ASN 199)

It is a notable finding that, while short – time shows a wide distribution over all three
versions, this is not the case for other combinations in this group, which are clearly less
typical of the As Big a Mess Construction than of the other two versions. As Table 5.15
reveals, and as was already indicated by the close association of the So Big a Mess
Construction with ‘temporal’ head nouns, the version with so is the version of the
construction which is most typically used in this sense. In fact, most of its top 30 collexeme
pairs belong to this group (short – time at 1, long – period at 3, young – age at 6, short –
space (of time) at 14, early – age at 19, long – absence at 22, long – stretch at 23, short –
period at 24). A range of examples illustrating this group of uses are presented in (98)(105).
(98)

This is a tremendous response in so short a time. (BNC: C8J 225)

(99)

Wexford wondered how long since anyone had made so many damaging
admissions in this office in so short a space of time. (BNC: A73 3122)

(100) Never had so many children developed weak bladders in so short a period. (BNC:
EEV 397)
(101) After so long a period of remorseless manufacturing decline in the UK, to hope for a
reversal might seem wishful thinking. (BNC: CBU 1022)
(102) Liza, while delighted at last to be in the company of Freddie Nash for so long a
stretch, was nevertheless sorry to have to share him with this senior fellow officer,
however much she had hitherto enjoyed driving Brigadier Smithson. (BNC: CDE
1031)
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(103) An unsettled child who had already lost a father, I was not ready for such a drastic
break at so young an age. (BNC: G2V 1520)
(104) It is quite remarkable that from so early an age with so short a track record he
should have inspired such an industry of interest. (BNC: CL2 1946)
(105) But the last thing she had expected was that John would take advantage of it,
especially after so long an absence from her, and even more especially after the
crisis they had endured and survived together these months past. (BNC: HP0 1839)
As suggested by the examples, these instances express an element of surprise or mark
something as unexpected. For example, the construction co-occurs in its co-text with
expressions such as tremendous in (99), never in (100), at last in (102), remarkable in
(103) or the last thing she had expected in (105). Frequently, these uses of the construction
are employed to describe situations/events which are unexpected in a negative sense,
such as the drastic break in (103), the crisis in (105) or the damaging admissions in (99).
Rather than merely providing a neutral description of the length of a time period or some
other temporal category, the construction hence appears to be associated with the
function of marking a situation/event/etc. as in some way or another ‘noteworthy’ and/or
evaluating it in a negative way.
The next category of head nouns which was introduced as part of the discussion of
nominal collexemes and which features prominently among the co-varying collexemes is
the group of ‘discourse’ nouns. The results of the co-varying collexeme analyses strongly
substantiate the previous finding that one of the most typical uses of the Too Big a Mess
Construction involves these nouns. The results for the whole Big Mess Construction
include the pairs fine – point at rank 9 (reflecting the idiomatic phrase not to put too fine
a point on it), strong – word at 12 and low – priority at 26, all of which occur exclusively or
almost exclusively in the Too Big a Mess Construction. In the separate results for this
version, no fewer than 9 pairs from this category can be found: fine – point ranks 3rd,
strong – word 6th, sharp – distinction 12th, remote – consequence 18th, great – emphasis
22th, confident – book 25th, literal – spirit 26th, easy – assumption 27th and low – priority
28th. For the versions with as and so, on the other hand, only one pair each can be
allocated to the ‘discourse’ group (strong – claim at rank 22 for as, biased – source at rank
8 for so). These marked differences between the versions clearly indicate that the Too Big
a Mess Construction is characterised by a fairly unique association with a specialised
frame of meanings, which deserves a more in-depth investigation. The respective group
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of meanings and functions will consequently be scrutinised in more detail in Chapter 7
(see in particular section 7.3.2.4).
The remaining categories of nouns discussed with reference to the nominal
collexemes do not re-occur equally frequently in the results for the most strongly
attracted collexeme pairs. Although the category of ‘individuals/ groups of individuals’
does of course stand out for its frequent occurrence among the results for the whole
construction, they all represent realisations of the semi-fixed phraseological unit built
around the No Less a Mess Construction. The results for the three largest versions of the
construction contain only few top combinations with nouns denoting individuals (gentle
– knight and tender – knight in the as set, powerful – neighbor and true – fool in the so set,
and, in a wider sense, old – hand for too). Nouns denoting ‘local/spatial’ categories are
even rarer (good – place and, in the wider sense, wide – berth in the as set, central –
position in the so set).
Out of the few remaining co-varying collexeme pairs, the pairs normal – life
(ranking 4th) high – standard (ranking 22th) and full – life (ranking 5th) could be grouped
together to the extent that they are explicitly concerned with social norms, standards or
ideals. The pairs in question are associated, above all, with the As Big a Mess Construction,
for which normal – life is in fact the most significant combination of all (full – life ranks
10th, high – standard 17th). The results for the So Big a Mess Construction, too, include
high – standard at rank 13. Furthermore, the pairs perfect – body (of ethics) in the results
for So Big a Mess and nice – day in the results for the Too Big a Mess could potentially be
grouped along with the previous pairs. To enable a better insight into typical uses of such
pairs, (106)-(113) gives a number of examples.
(106) Former Labour leader Neil Kinnock told police he wanted to lead as normal a life
as possible but was forced to have more security when his home in Ealing, West
London was broken into and bricks were thrown through a window. (BNC: CBF
7608)
(107) I try to lead as normal a life as possible and not think about my condition or regret
the things it prevents me from doing, which are not that many. (BNC: FYX 333)
(108) Although he’ll never walk again, he’ll get the help he needs to live as full a life as
possible. (BNC: K1X 162)
(109) The pitch was not, it must be admitted, of as high a standard as Wormsley. (BNC:
CU1 891)
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(110) Although writing under pressure is how many authors are best able to function,
Eliot set himself so high a standard that his achievement, given its quantity, was the
more remarkable. (BNC: H9X 80)
(111) To set too high a standard tends to discourage a student unduly; (BNC: HBW 73)
(112) ‘The Gospel’, Locke explained to Molyneux, ‘contains so perfect a body of ethics, that
reason may be excused from that enquiry.’ (BNC: ABM 1064)
(113) It was too nice a day to be burying a young life. (BNC: CR6 2214)
Importantly, assessments as to what counts as a ‘normal life’ or ‘full life’, as a ‘perfect body
of ethics’, a ‘nice day’ (or a day which is inappropriate for a funeral) are largely dependent
on social or cultural ideas. They derive from comparisons, for example comparisons to the
lives of other members of a social group. Standards as set in schools in (111), standards
which characterise a professional author in (110) or standards according to which the
quality of pitches or writing can be judged in (109), too, involve social constructs formed
on the basis of comparison.
To complete the discussion of the results provided by the co-varying collexeme
analysis, let us take a brief look at those collexeme pairs which are repelled by the
construction. Table 5.16 lists all repelled adjective-noun combinations above the level of
statistical significance. The list largely confirms the findings concerning typical uses of the
construction to the extent that most of the repelled pairs in one way or another deviate
from the generalisations formulated above. For example, it was noted that nouns denoting
‘temporal’ categories like time are most typically combined with ‘dimension’ adjectives,
resulting in combinations which provide coherent and idiomatic references e.g. to the
length of a time period; the combinations with ‘temporal’ nouns in Table 5.16, on the other
hand (great – time, big – time, high – time, large – time, good – period), deviate from this
generalisation (and, more generally, most of them do not represent idiomatic
collocations). Nouns denoting other ‘dimensions’, such as range, share this tendency to be
combined with ‘dimension’ adjectives rather than with explicitly ‘evaluative’ adjectives,
which fits the observation that good – range occurs less frequently than expected. The
noun price was noted to show a marked tendency to be combined with high (in 34 out of
48 instances) or low (6 out of 48 instances). These combinations instantiate the pattern
used to assess the ‘value’ of some event/factor/etc. The repelled combination good price,
on the other hand, deviates from this pattern.
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Table 5.16

Most strongly repelled co-varying collexeme pairs in the Big Mess
Construction

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11

Collexeme1
(predeterminer
adjective)
great
good
big
great
good
high
large
great
good
big
good

Collexeme2
(head of NP)
time
part
time
way
price
time
time
place
range
way
period

n in
construction

Collostruction
strength
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

2.96
2.63
2.18
1.87
1.75
1.62
1.53
1.5
1.42
1.38
1.38

Taken together, the semantic frames which have been argued to be associated with
the construction are fairly diverse: different groups of typical collexeme pairs have been
found to instantiate a number of different frames. It has also been pointed out, however,
that many of these frames are semantically interrelated. For example, combinations of
‘dimension’ adjectives with ‘dimension’ nouns have been demonstrated to be used very
similarly to combinations of ‘dimension’ adjectives with ‘temporal’ nouns. An important
question to raise, then, is to what extent the full variety of typical frames can be claimed
to share common key characteristics. The existence of such shared characteristics would
point to something like a core semantics of the Big Mess Construction. In the following, I
would like to argue that it is in fact possible to regard the distinct groups as representing
various expansions of a core semantics and of core functions of the Big Mess Construction.
In the vast majority of cases, the construction has been shown to be used to put
special emphasis on specific contents. Frequently, it is used to mark something as in some
way ‘unexpected, remarkable, noteworthy’. Rather than providing neutral descriptions,
the construction displays a robust tendency to fulfil evaluative functions (for a thorough
discussion of these functions, see Chapter 7.3). These evaluations may represent the
speaker’s or writer’s own points of view or, alternatively, they may be assigned to some
other subject or party, which is often explicitly named in the indirect complement. What
is more, in the bulk of uses of the construction, this evaluative function derives from an
element of comparison or categorisation: Big Mess Constructions contain, to various
degrees of explicitness, the comparison of one member of a category against other
members of that category (on these elements of comparison and categorisation, see
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Chapters 7.3 and 7.4). As has been argued in the discussion of the conventionally
associated types of nouns, this category is usually expressed by the general noun which
heads the construction. More generally speaking, the assessment involves the comparison
against previous experiences. Mostly, the evaluations expressed by uses of the
construction therefore also depend on social/cultural experiences, ideas or world
knowledge. For example, the large group of uses combining nouns concerned with
‘changes, undertakings, distinctive influences, etc.’ with ‘dimension’ adjectives or with
‘evaluative’ adjectives concerned with ‘importance, valuation, effort, etc.’ lay strong
emphasis on the importance of some remarkable or significant event/factor/change/etc.
and on the effect which it has in a given context. Alternatively or additionally, these uses
of the construction emphasise the value of the remarkable event/factor/change/etc. in a
given context. For instance, assessments as to whether some situation/change/etc. with
certain positive effects is or is not worth its negative consequences (e.g. expressed by
pairs such as high – price, heavy – burden, big – step, good – opportunity, valuable – asset)
depend on the values and negative side effects of the situation for the individuals involved,
for social groups or for society as a whole. The situation/event/factor may itself relate to
individual or social circumstances. In all cases, the assessments of its value or worth are
based on individual or social experiences.
In a similar manner, combinations highlighting the remarkable importance of
some characteristic/(group of) individual(s)/development/action/etc. or its influence in
a given context (e.g. uses of important – part, fundamental – change, prominent – feature,
critical – factor, small – thing) are linked to social experiences and typically relate directly
to social developments or influences.
The groups of uses combining ‘dimension’ adjectives with nouns denoting
‘intensity/extent or other dimensions/divisions’ (e.g. wide – range, broad – range, low –
level, high – level, high – proportion, large – sample) or with nouns denoting ‘temporal’
categories (e.g. short – time, long – period, short – period, early – age, young – age, early –
stage) have been demonstrated to strongly emphasise what is regarded in the given
context of usage as a remarkable size/scope/extent of a property or as a remarkable
length/stage of time; this is frequently combined with references to negative
impacts/problems stemming from them. In the As Big a Mess Construction, these
combinations

mostly

highlight

attempts

at

increasing/minimising

or

decreasing/maximising some desirable property/characteristic/etc. or they highlight the
necessity to do so (e.g. as wide a range as possible). Again, on the basis of the inspection of
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the examples within their larger contexts, it emerged that these instances often refer to
properties/qualities which are socially desirable or of particular relevance to an
individual’s life or to socially relevant contexts; they may also represent traits which
characterise certain social institutions or cultural events. The assessment of these
dimensions or periods as in some way ‘notable’ or ‘unexpected’ once more derives from
acts of comparison against social/individual experience or social standards.
Uses of pairs like high – standard, normal – life, full – life, too, are fundamentally
rooted in social experience and depend to a large extent on social norms, standards or
ideals. Instances with nouns denoting (groups of) individual(s) have been shown to
emphasise specific character traits or other attributes which are characteristic of
individuals; this characterisation always rests on the comparison against other
individuals or members of a category. The No Less a Mess set is specialised in uses
highlighting the authority/importance/rank of a specific individual, which, again, tends
to reflect social forms of evaluation and social experiences.
Lastly, it has been demonstrated that a group of instances which belong to the most
typical uses of the Too Big a Mess Construction are built around nouns from the field of
‘discourse’. As will be shown in Chapter 7.3.2.4, these metatextual uses serve functions
related to the evaluation not so much of external situations or individuals but of portions
of the developing discourse itself.
It needs to be underlined that, even where the lexically variable slots of the
construction are realised by lexemes which, out of context, appear to be ‘neutral’, the
construction has a strong tendency to flag something as unexpected/remarkable and to
carry the evaluative functions outlined above. It has already been remarked that the two
categories of typical adjectives are often difficult to distinguish from one another, since –
in their Big Mess contexts – ‘dimension’ adjectives frequently take on evaluative functions.
For instance, uses combining ‘dimension’ adjectives with ‘dimension’ nouns or ‘temporal’
nouns, such as short – time, tend not to represent neutral descriptions of the length of a
period of time inside the Big Mess Construction. Rather, they highlight a period of time as
being remarkably short as compared against expectations of what would be appropriate
or ‘normal’ in the given context. What is more, these uses are typically related to contexts
which are evaluated as negative or undesirable. To give another example, uses combining
high – price usually represent evaluations of the value of some event/factor/etc., the
typical message which is communicated by these instances being that the
event/factor/etc. is ‘not worth’ its consequences.
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In sum, the results of the co-varying collexeme analysis have enabled profound
insights to be gained into the typical uses of the Big Mess Construction. The method
facilitated the extensive exploration of semantic frames which are associated with the
construction. Even though the different semantic frames linked to the construction are
quite diverse, the different groups of uses have been argued to share certain key
characteristics, which point to core meanings and functions of the Big Mess Construction.
It was proposed that the construction is associated with schemas of social/individual
experience, comparison and evaluation as well as with the function of marking something
as in some way unexpected or remarkable. I will elaborate on these shared functions as
part of the in-depth investigation of the discourse-pragmatic functions to be conducted in
Chapter 7.
5.4

Summary and conclusion

In the current chapter, I conducted a semantic analysis of the Big Mess Construction by
investigating the items which realise the obligatory but lexically variable slots of the
construction, viz. the head of the predeterminer AP and the head of the Big Mess NP. At
the outset of the chapter, type and token frequencies as well as measures based on the
numbers of hapax legomena were presented for the sets of items realising the two slots.
These findings clearly demonstrated the productivity of the construction. On the basis of
these figures, it was furthermore cautiously suggested that the head noun slot is even less
restricted in the (numerical) range of its lexical realisations than the predeterminer
adjective slot.
In order to examine whether some realisations may be more typical of the
construction than others, the remainder of the chapter employed methods of
Collostructional Analysis. Grounded in the theoretical framework of Construction
Grammar and methods adapted from the quantitative study of lexical collocations, this
family of methods relies on statistical association measures with the aim of studying
associations between a construction and the lexemes found to occur in it. In my
presentation of the collostructional approach, I gave an overview of its advantages and of
points of criticism which have been voiced in the literature. In particular, I highlighted the
advantage of Collostructional Analysis over the exclusive use of raw token frequency
figures as consisting in the possibility to investigate items which are evidentially
associated with a specific construction rather than being frequent simply because of their
overall high frequency in the language. The individual methods of Collexeme Analysis and
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Co-varying Collexeme Analysis were chosen to explore the semantics of the Big Mess
Construction and potential semantic differences between its individual versions.
In a first step, I conducted a collexeme analysis of the head of AP slot. The analysis
indicated that the slot is not restricted in its realisation to lexemes from a highly specific
semantic field. At the same time, the qualitative analysis of the lists of top collexemes
revealed clear tendencies in its typical realisations. The head of AP slot was stressed to
hold close associations with two groups of adjectives. The first are ‘dimension’ adjectives,
i.e. adjectives used to measure/scale dimensions such as size, weight, volume, amount,
extent, quality, intensity, etc. (e.g. great, big, large, high, short). The second group consists
of ‘evaluative’ adjectives, which fall into two subsets. The first subset comprises adjectives
with evaluative core meanings, i.e. items the primary or almost exclusive function of
which is to carry out subjective and value-laden evaluations (e.g. good, bad, simplistic,
valuable). The second subset, on the other hand, includes items which are less
immediately laden with value judgements but which are nonetheless used to reach
subjective evaluations in their contexts of use, e.g. adjectives concerned with ‘effort’ or
‘importance/influence’ (e.g. simple, difficult and important, powerful, serious, drastic,
potent).
In addition to the collexeme analysis of the entire set of Big Mess instances, I
performed separate collexeme analyses of the three most frequent versions of the
construction, As Big a Mess, Too Big a Mess and So Big a Mess. The comparative results
suggested a remarkably high level of similarity to hold between the versions as regards
both the individual collexemes and the general preference for ‘dimension’ and ‘evaluation’
adjectives; none of the versions was found to be associated with any additional, more
specific semantic field of adjectives.
Attempting to address a point of criticism levelled by Bybee (2010) at analyses
restricted to an investigation of the 30 top collexemes of a constructional slot only, I
performed an additional semantic analysis restricted to the Too Big a Mess Construction.
For this version, I inspected the complete set of adjective types in order to minimise the
risk of having missed additional semantic groups which comprise large numbers of
adjective types each of which occurs with a low token frequency (which means these
adjectives would not have surfaced as top collexemes). The analysis uncovered no such
additional semantic group. Instead, it lent further support to the finding of a clear
association with ‘dimension’ and ‘evaluative’ adjectives by revealing that the latter group,
in particular, includes a large number of items with very low token frequencies.
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The study of the head noun slot followed the same basic steps. The collexeme
analysis exposed that, as in the case of the head of AP slot, the top collexemes contain a
large number of items which are highly frequent in the language in general. The choice of
the collostructional method, which controls for the individual lexemes’ overall corpus
frequency, enabled me to rule out the possibility that the results are an artefact of this
overall corpus frequency. The analysis uncovered a remarkably strong association
between the head noun slot and nouns which are highly vague, non-concrete and contextdependent in their interpretation. As was noted, these characteristics have been captured
in the literature by labels such as “general nouns”. This highly heterogeneous group of
nouns was subdivided into six semantic sets (most of which themselves embrace a fairly
wide range of meanings). The sets include nouns denoting ‘changes, undertakings,
distinctive influences’ (e.g. task, step, change, opportunity, price, burden), nouns denoting
‘intensity/extent or other dimensions/divisions’ (e.g. range, level, scale, degree), nouns
denoting ‘individuals’ (e.g. figure, person, personage, man), nouns denoting ‘temporal’ and
‘spatial’ categories (e.g. period, time; place, position) and nouns denoting ‘manner’
(fashion, way).
The additional separate collexeme analyses of the three most frequent versions of
the construction confirmed the salience of general nouns and the presence of the six sets
among the typical realisations of the head noun in all versions. However, the comparative
study also exposed differences in the extent to which the different versions are associated
with each of these sets. For example, the Too Big a Mess Construction was noticed to be
linked in particular to the ‘changes, undertakings, influences’ set, the As Big a Mess
Construction to the ‘dimensions/divisions’ set and the So Big a Mess Construction to the
‘individuals’ and ‘temporal’ categories sets. What is more, the separate analyses revealed
a central additional semantic group of nouns which counts among the most typical
realisations of the Too Big a Mess Construction, viz. nouns related to the field of
‘discourse’. The ‘discourse’ nouns subsume both ‘linguistic’ concepts (e.g. word, sentence)
and ‘cognitive’ concepts (e.g. view, emphasis, approach). A characteristic of these nouns is
that they are frequently used metadiscursively, thus closely resembling Hunston and
Francis’s (2000) category of “shell nouns”.
In a next step, I performed a co-varying collexeme analysis of the head of the
predeterminer AP and the head of the Big Mess NP slot. Via the examination of pairs of
collexemes which co-occur in the two slots of the construction more frequently than could
be expected on the basis of their separate overall frequencies inside the construction, the
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method enabled a study of semantic interdependencies between both slots. By means of
an inspection of the corresponding instances within their context of usage, the most
typical collexeme pairs could be shown to mirror a number of shared semantic frames
associated with the construction. The results hence confirmed the hypothesis underlying
the method that the different slots of a construction are governed by overall semantic
coherence effects. Although a number of distinct semantic frames were found to be
associated with the construction, these groups of typical uses were demonstrated to be
semantically interrelated and to share certain similarities in meaning and function. In
brief, it was argued that prototypical uses of the construction instantiate schemas of social
or individual experience, comparison and evaluation; moreover, they tend to flag specific
contents as ‘remarkable’ or ‘unexpected’. The construction was emphasised to be used
very rarely to neutrally render information only; even where it combines ‘dimension’
adjectives with ‘dimension’/’temporal’ nouns such as short – time or wide – range, the
construction clearly tends to be connected with the functions and meanings outlined
above. This, in turn, suggests that these generalisations form part of the meaning of the
constructional scheme.
More vigorously than the simple collexeme analyses, the co-varying collexeme
analysis has established the existence of dissimilarities in the use of individual versions
of the construction. Although the core functions and meanings are shared by all versions,
some of the individual semantic frames are associated particularly closely with specific
versions of the construction. The individual versions may therefore be argued to have
developed specialised extensions of a common core of functions which are, to some
degree, common to all constructional versions.
Another central finding which emerged from the inspection of the typical uses of
the top collexeme pairs within their context concerns the existence of clear phraseological
tendencies. It could be observed that the construction is frequently part of larger patterns,
which often represent (semi)-fixed phraseological units. Amongst the examples of such
patterns are too high a price (for X) to pay, too good an opportunity (for X) to miss, too
strong a word (to use), so important a part, so short a time, as + ‘dimension’ ADJ + a(n) +
‘dimension’ N + as possible, and no less + a(n) + person/ semantically related N + than +
‘name’/’title’. These patterns represent typical realisations of more abstract units, and all
of them are characterised by high frequencies of usage. This, in turn, suggests a strong
degree of entrenchment of these patterns as mental schemas (for a more detailed
discussion of these patterns, see also Chapter 8.3).
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Together with the results gained in the collexeme analyses, the findings derived
from the co-varying collexeme analysis of the entire construction and of the three most
frequent versions hence provided a complementing picture on the typical semantics of
the Big Mess Construction. It may be noted that the synchronic findings gained thus far
call for the addition of a diachronic perspective on the semantic development of the
construction and its version. In particular, a diachronic distinctive collexeme analysis
(Hilpert 2006; but see also Stefanowitsch 2006) of Big Mess NPs could reveal whether the
construction and its individual versions were associated with different collexemes at
different stages of their development. It could further be used to analyse whether some of
the associations identified on the basis of the collostructional methods employed in this
chapter have become stronger or weaker over time (for concrete suggestions for future
research on the diachrony of the construction, including avenues of research on its
semantic development over time, see Chapter 8.3.4 and Chapter 9).
The following two chapters will augment the findings on the typical semantics of
the construction with an in-depth investigation of functional factors which might be
argued to influence the use of the construction. Factors from two different domains will
be analysed. Chapter 6 will place the focus on the area of prosody. I will scrutinise whether
the Principle of Rhythmic Alternation (Selkirk 1984: 11) can be shown to exert an
influence on the choice of the non-canonical Big Mess word order. Chapter 7 will then be
concerned with discourse-pragmatic functions served by the construction: The focus will
rest on functions relating to the structuring of information, evaluation and text
organisation (as well as their interrelatedness). In the context of the analysis of the
construction’s discourse-pragmatic functions, some of the results gained in the present
chapter on the typical semantic frames associated with Big Mess NPs and their functions
in context will be revisited and analysed from a complementary perspective. Despite this
overlap, the rhythmic hypothesis, which represents the clearest attempt at a functional
explanation of the Big Mess Construction in previous work, shall be examined first.
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CHAPTER 6

Rhythmic well-formedness & syntactic mess:
Evaluating the influence of the Principle of Rhythmic
Alternation on the use of the Big Mess Construction
6.1

Introduction

It is a well-researched observation that languages tend to prefer rhythmic constellations
in which stressed syllables alternate regularly with unstressed syllables. This almost
universal preference65 has been termed the Principle of Rhythmic Alternation (PRA), and
its effects have been traced in numerous studies (see Schlüter 2005: 17-42 for a
comprehensive overview of studies devoted to the principle). In basic terms, the effects
of the principle manifest themselves in strategies to avoid or compensate stress lapses
(i.e. sequences of two or more unstressed syllables) and, in particular, stress clashes (i.e.
sequences of two or more stressed syllables). Most straightforwardly, violations of the
principle may be avoided by means of intraphonological strategies such as stress shift.
For example, whereas in isolation thirteen carries primary stress on its final syllable, in a
phrase like thirteen men stress shift regularly applies to relocate stress leftwards to the
initial syllable of the adjective; a stress clash between the adjective and the initially
stressed noun is thus avoided (thirtéen versus thírteen mén).
In the context of the Big Mess Construction, it is of particular importance to note
that violations of the principle may alternatively be circumvented by extraphonological
means. In a series of corpus-based analyses, Schlüter (2002a,b, 2003, 2005, 2009, 2015
inter alia) demonstrates how stress clashes or stress lapses can be eluded by resorting to
grammatical compensation strategies, that is, via the choice of grammatical structures
which are preferable to variant structures in prosodic terms (Schlüter 2005: 31). By the
same token, this means that rhythmic preferences can at least co-determine grammatical
variation and change.

For an account of the presumed universality of the preference for alternating stressed and unstressed
syllables, the reader is referred to Schlüter (2003: 72-77; 2005: 22-24). Schlüter outlines
neurophysiological mechanisms which may be held responsible for a set of related preferences in linguistic
as well as non-linguistic domains and surveys a range of additional functional explanations which have been
suggested in the literature.
65
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As an example of the effects of the prosodic principle on grammatical variation and
change, consider one of the phenomena studied in close detail by Schlüter (2002b, 2005:
86-112), namely past participles which occur in monosyllabic and disyllabic variants.
Examples of such pairs of participles include forms involving a regularly suffixed variant
and one in which the suffix was lost (e.g. drunk versus drunken, struck versus stricken) as
well as pairs involving a regularly suffixed variant and a fused form (e.g. lighted versus
lit). For the majority of these pairs, the shorter variant represents a historically more
recent innovation, which has been spreading at the expense of the original form carrying
a participial suffix.
Analysing five pairs of participles on the basis of corpus data spanning from Middle
English to Present-day English times, Schlüter (2005: 86-112) demonstrates that the
distribution of the variants is motivated by the PRA, in that the increasingly obsolescent
participial suffix was preserved longest, or is still regularly used, in exactly those contexts
in which the extra unstressed syllable helps to avoid a stress clash. This concerns in
particular simple attributive structures, in which the participle is immediately followed
by a noun, for the reason that nouns in English have a strong tendency to be stressed on
their first syllable.66 By way of illustration, compare the NP the drúnk sáilor, which gives
rise to a stress clash between the monosyllabic participial variant drunk and the following
noun, to the rhythmically preferable version the drúnken sáilor, in which the unstressed
-en suffix functions as a buffer syllable.67 At any point in time studied by Schlüter, drunken
is used more frequently in the critical structures than in other structural contexts. In other
words, both the synchronic distribution of participial variants such as drunk versus

Schlüter (2005: 62-53 and Appendix: Table 3) uses Francis and Kučera’s (1982) list of the 1,000 most
frequent noun types in the Brown corpus for an attempt at quantifying this well-known observation. She
finds that 78.8% of the nouns in Francis and Kučera’s (1982) list carry primary stress on their initial syllable.
Further taking into account the token frequency of these nouns, Schlüter arrives at a proportion of 84.8%
of nouns which are initially stressed.
66

In instances such as these, the participles under study are immediately adjacent to the following noun.
What is more, they are not themselves premodified, as are, for example, compounded instances like a sleepdrunk coast-guard or forms involving an additional adverbial premodifier like suitably drunk customer
(examples from Schlüter 2005: 89). The reason why Schlüter draws a distinction between single unmodified
attributive structures and those attributive structures in which the participle is itself premodified is that
the latter instances are always multisyllabic, which means that stress clashes may also be resolved on the
basis of intraphonological strategies (see Schlüter 2005: 94-95). For example, in a sléep-drunk cóast-guard,
it is, in accordance with the Compound Stress Rule, the first element of the compound which is stressed
most strongly. In cases like súitably drùnk cústomer, primary stress may be shifted from the adjective to the
adverbial modifier to prevent a clash between the primary stresses of adjective and noun (see Schlüter
2002b: 258-59).
67
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drunken and the overall direction of diachronic change are influenced by the rhythmic
principle (Schlüter 2002b: 275; Rohdenburg and Schlüter 2000: 479).
This brief account should not belie the fact that other factors clearly co-determine
the synchronic distribution and diachronic development of the participial variants
studied by Schlüter. For example, she shows that, for some participles (e.g. drunk versus
drunken), this pattern of variability was at a later stage reinterpreted as a more general
grammatical rather than prosodic pattern to the effect that the disyllabic and
monosyllabic variants now tend to be used in attributive and non-attributive contexts,
respectively (e.g. The sailor is drunk versus the drunken sailor). The distributional pattern
is thus independent of the rhythmic properties of the larger construction (Schlüter 2005:
86-112). What is more, in the case of drunk versus drunken, the late 20th century does
actually witness a decrease in frequency of the disyllabic variant drunken even in the
simple attributive contexts in which the additional syllable is rhythmically advantageous;
the rhythmic euphony of the larger construction is thus, to some extent, sacrificed as part
of a grammatical regularisation process. In most of the variation phenomena studied by
Schlüter (2005), the PRA turns out to be only one of a number of interacting factors, which
jointly determine variation and change. Nonetheless, in all pairs of past participles under
investigation, Schlüter can at least trace a temporary interval in which rhythmic
alternation represents an important factor co-determining the distribution of participial
variants.
The aim of the present chapter is to investigate whether the PRA may similarly be
claimed to provide an explanation of the non-canonical order of constituents underlying
the Big Mess Construction. This type of functional account of the construction has been
offered in the literature, most prominently so by Bolinger (1972). In brief, Bolinger
suggests that the predeterminer position of the AP serves the function of avoiding a stress
clash which would ensue in the more canonical attributive structure (e.g. a tóo hót dáy
versus tóo hót a dáy). He does not, however, support any of his claims with the help of
empirical analyses. Schlüter (2005: 112-24), on the other hand, finds some empirical
evidence of this explanation in a corpus-based study of a structure which is related to the
Big Mess Construction and which is included in Bolinger’s discussion, viz. the alternation
between quite a and a quite in attributive structures (e.g. a quíte néw hóuse versus quíte a
néw hóuse).
The chapter is structured as follows. After having provided a more detailed
discussion of Bolinger’s (1972) and Schlüter’s (2005) contributions in Section 6.2, I will
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assess the potential influence of rhythmic factors on the Big Mess Construction (Section
6.3). For this purpose, Section 6.3.1 will first present results gained in a case study
comparing the Too Big a Mess Construction to the alternative attributive structure ‘a +
too + ADJ + N’ in terms of underlying stress patterns. Section 6.3.2 will shift the focus to
the remaining versions of the Big Mess Construction: I will pose the question of whether
the rhythmic explanation can be upheld in the case of those constructional versions to
which there is no straightforward structural alternative. Additionally, I will present
results from an analysis which examines the stress patterns of the instances of the As Big
a Mess and So Big a Mess Construction without comparing them to any alternative
structures. Anticipating the following discussion of the extent to which the PRA can be
assumed to be operative in written language data, Section 6.3.3 will then conduct a
comparison between the stress constellations of the written and the spoken instances of
the Too Big a Mess Construction; the version with too will be chosen for this analysis for
the reason that it is the constructional version which includes the highest number of
spoken instances (compare Chapter 4.2.2). Due to a number of methodological challenges
which were encountered in the course of my investigations of the rhythm-based
hypothesis, the rest of the chapter will turn to an exhaustive discussion of relevant
methodological issues (Section 6.4). These issues represent more general questions
related to the endeavour of investigating stress patterns on the basis of the kinds of data
available here, viz. data which either derive from written language or, where they do
represent spoken language, are accessible in the form of written transcriptions only. First,
I will evaluate the extent to which written registers can be expected to be influenced by
rhythmic principles (Section 6.4.1). Afterwards, I will raise the question of whether
rhythmic influences are traceable in an analysis which aims to examine the stress patterns
of larger constructions by relying on the citation forms of individual words (and their
concatenations) rather than on the more complex patterns found in authentic connected
speech (Section 6.4.2). Arguments will be highlighted as to why the rhythmic hypothesis
is worth investigating in the face of these issues. It should be made explicit here that the
procedure to postpone parts of the methodological discussion until after the presentation
of the results is deliberate, albeit somewhat unusual. The decision was motivated by the
fact that large parts of the methodological discussion, and their relevance to the current
analyses, would have been difficult to follow prior to the presentation of the concrete
analyses. My findings from the analyses in Section 6.3 will be reassessed in the light of the
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more extended methodological discussion. Section 6.5 will end the chapter with a
conclusion.
6.2

Previous work: Bolinger (1972) and Schlüter (2005)

The starting point of the present set of investigations is Bolinger’s (1972) explanation of
the marked syntax underlying the Big Mess Construction and the related structure
involving quite. Bolinger (1972: 138) provides a list of degree items which can occur in
non-prototypical position inside an NP. Some of the items under discussion can be placed
in post- or in predeterminer position (e.g. a quite unusual man or quite an odd man), others
in either of the two positions only (e.g. a very odd man versus *very an odd man, *a too odd
man versus too odd a man; on the alternative structure with too, see below). The central
point of Bolinger’s argumentation is that the positional variation is tightly linked to the
avoidance of stress clashes. According to him, the canonical order featuring the degree
item in postdeterminer position ‘a(n) + DEG + ADJ + N’ is automatically blocked in case it
leads to a succession of three main stresses (e.g. *a quíte ódd mán, *a tóo ódd mán).68 The
structural variants involving the degree item in predeterminer position, on the other
hand, are held by Bolinger to compensate this stress clash by means of the insertion of the
unstressed indefinite article between two otherwise adjacent stresses (e.g. quíte an ódd
mán, tóo ódd a mán). In these predeterminer structures, the indefinite article is
accordingly argued to function as a prosodic “buffer” (Bolinger 1972: 139). In those cases
in which the degree item is disyllabic and initially stressed rather than monosyllabic (e.g.
very rather than quite and too), Bolinger only regards the canonical postdeterminer
position of the degree item as grammatical, while he describes the predeterminer
structure as ungrammatical (a véry ódd man versus *véry ódd a mán). The assumed reason
for this is that the second, unstressed syllable of the degree item here circumvents the
succession of three main stresses, which means there is no need for the indefinite article
as buffer between adjective and noun in these cases.
Bolinger explicitly distinguishes between two separate strategies of using the
indefinite article as buffer: either the intensifier is fronted on its own while the adjective
remains in postdeterminer position, as in the case of quite (quíte an ódd man), or the entire

It needs to be emphasised that, quite apart from prosodic questions, the acceptability of the structure 'a
+ too + ADJ + N' (and that of other degree items in this order) has been disputed in the grammatical and
linguistic literature. For a general discussion of the acceptability of this structure, see Section 6.3.2. and
Chapter 3.8.
68
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AP is moved into predeterminer position, as in the case of Big Mess NPs as defined in the
current study (tóo ódd a mán).
In further illustration of the exact conditions of the positional variation, consider
first the set of examples given by Bolinger (1972: 138-39) for attributive structures
involving quite, repeated here as (1).
(1)

i

ii

a.

He is a quíte unúsual pérson.

b.

He is quíte an unúsual pérson.

a.

*It is a quíte néw hóuse.

b.

It is quíte a néw hóuse.

As is apparent, since the adjective unusual is stressed on its second of three syllables, the
attributive structures in (1ia) and (1ib) both conform to the PRA: no stress clash arises.
By contrast, the monosyllabic adjective new is stressed on its only syllable, the structure
in (1iia) thus giving rise to a clash between the adjacent primary stresses of quite and new
(quíte néw). In (1iib), on the other hand, this stress clash is avoided by the presence of the
unstressed article between the stressed monosyllables quite and new (quíte a néw). Since
the monosyllabic noun house is likewise stressed, the structure in (1iib) also violates the
PRA: it contains two adjacent primary stresses (néw hóuse). Still, the structure in (1iia) is
even more dysrhythmic, as it contains a sequence of three uninterrupted primary stresses
(quíte néw hóuse). Bolinger (1972: 138-39) goes as far as claiming that the structure in
(1iia) is completely unacceptable: He argues that the postdeterminer variant is available
only if the underlying stress pattern of the adjective involved does not give rise to the type
of stress clash which could be compensated in the predeterminer version. In other words,
according to Bolinger, the postdeterminer variant is grammatically well-formed only if it
involves a noninitially stressed adjective, but is ruled out for initially stressed or
monosyllabic adjectives.
Taking attributive structures involving too as an example, let us consider next the
second strategy discussed by Bolinger, viz. the choice of the Big Mess Construction.
Bolinger (1972: 138) lists the examples in (2) to illustrate his predictions concerning
attributive structures involving too.
(2)

a.

*He’s a tóo ódd mán.

b.

?He’s

c.

He’s tóo ódd a mán.

a tóo unúsual mán.
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In the examples in (2a) and (2b), the AP is found in the canonical position for
premodifying APs, i.e. between determiner and head noun. Following his analysis of
attributive structures involving quite, Bolinger claims that the canonical structure ‘a + too
+ ADJ + N’ is unacceptable in case the adjective is monosyllabic or stressed on its first
syllable, as in (2a) above. According to Bolinger, this type of structure is banned for the
reason that, where combined with an initially stressed noun, it gives rise to a sequence of
three uninterrupted main stresses. The presence of a sequence of three stresses depends
on the noun carrying initial stress or being monosyllabic; yet as Bolinger (1972: 140)
mentions, this condition applies to the majority of nouns in the English language (see
footnote 66 and Schlüter 2005: 62-64).
Note that it is only for the structures involving too or other Big Messes (but not for
the structures involving quite described above) that the stress pattern of the noun is
crucial: Since, in the Big Mess variant in (2c), the sequence ‘too + ADJ’ is moved into
predeterminer position as a unit, the clash between the stressed monosyllable too and an
initially stressed adjective cannot be avoided in the Big Mess order; however, if the noun
is initially stressed, the sequence of three uninterrupted stresses can be circumvented by
means of the unstressed indefinite article as a rhythmic buffer between adjective and
noun.
In the structure in (2b), on the other hand, no stress clash arises (a tóo unúsual
mán). Hence, the Big Mess variant (tóo unúsual a mán) does not achieve a stress clash
avoidance effect in this particular constellation. Nonetheless, Bolinger marks the example
in (2b) with a question mark, indicating that he judges it as being less acceptable than the
Big Mess variant. As previously discussed (see Chapter 3.8), the grammaticality of this
alternative structure has in fact been questioned in linguistic contributions independently
of any prosodic considerations. I argued that the 202 instances of the structure ‘a + too +
ADJ + N’ which were retrieved from the BNC for my study serve as evidence that, contrary
to the intuitions of some grammarians, the structure is used by speakers of English, if
markedly less frequently so than the Too Big a Mess Construction (1,233 instances). As
was further mentioned, other authors (e.g. Delsing 1993) have claimed the structure to
be grammatical only if it contains an additional modifier of too (e.g. a far too big mess). My
BNC data showed that, while the attributive alternative can occur without this component,
it is in fact contained in no fewer than 47.03% (95) of the instances. Bolinger (1972: 142,
145) himself lists examples of the postderminer structure including this additional
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modifier (or a repetition of too) and tries to integrate them into his rhythmic hypothesis;
his examples are repeated in (3).
(3)

a.

A not too bad mistake

b.

A not too negligent attitude

c.

She’s a too, too proper person.

As will be noted, the examples actually involve a particularly striking violation of
Bolinger’s (1972) predictions concerning the acceptability of the attributive alternative,
in that they include both a stress clash between adjective and noun plus a clash between
the monosyllabic modifier and too, and, thus, a sequence of no fewer than four stressed
syllables. Bolinger (1972: 145) invokes these uses to make the point that clashing
stresses, otherwise avoided, “may actually be exploited for their intensifying effect”.
According to him, the clashes between not and too or between the two uses of too fulfil
the function of intensification, and for this purpose yet another stressed syllable may
follow immediately afterwards. As indicated above, all of Bolinger’s claims are purely
intuitive and not supported by any analyses of authentic language data.
As concerns the alternation between a quite and quite a, Schlüter (2005: 112-24)
fills this gap by means of a systematic corpus-based analysis of the two structural variants.
Her data are extracted from databases which form part of the Chadwyck-Healey
collection69 and from the BNC, thus spanning from the sixteenth to the twentieth
centuries. The aim of Schlüter’s analysis is to test Bolinger’s predictions, illustrated in (1)
above, that the postdeterminer position of quite (a quite) is ruled out if it leads to a stress
clash between quite and the following adjective, that is, in case the adjective involved is
monosyllabic or initially stressed.
Schlüter (2005: 113-15) emphasises from the beginning that it is difficult to isolate
the effect of prosody for the reason that there are clearly other factors which influence
the variation between a quite and quite a. In brief, it has been argued in the literature that
the positional variation also depends on the variable scope of quite, on the different
meanings of quite and on the diachronic expansion of one of these meanings at the
expense of the other. In accordance with these observations, Schlüter performs a number
of diachronic as well synchronic analyses, some of them differentiating between separate

The databases in question are Early English Prose Fiction, Eighteenth-Century Fiction, NineteenthCentury Fiction and English Prose Drama.
69

183
genres or language modes. Even though other factors are clearly found to co-influence the
variation, Schlüter highlights that, in all analyses in which a distinction is made between
initially stressed and noninitially stressed adjectives, the group of instances featuring
initially stressed adjectives persistently exhibits higher proportions of predeterminer
quite than the group featuring noninitially stressed adjectives. On the other hand,
Bolinger’s contention that examples like (1iia), involving postdeterminer quite followed
by an initially stressed adjective (a quíte néw hóuse), are completely banned is not
confirmed by her data: the tendency to avoid stress clashes through the choice of the
predeterminer variant is probabilistic, not categorical. Nonetheless, Schlüter’s findings
demonstrate that rhythmic preferences co-condition both the synchronic positional
variation as well as directions of diachronic change in this case of grammatical variation
(Schlüter 2005: 124).70
In the next section, I will use my data to examine whether similar conclusions can
be drawn with regard to the functions of the Big Mess Construction. For this purpose, I
will first present the findings gained in a case study of attributive structures involving too:
My instances of the Big Mess order (‘too + ADJ + a(n) + N’) and my instances of the
canonical order (‘a + too + ADJ + N’) will be investigated according to their underlying
stress constellations in order to test whether the stress patterns of adjective and noun can
be argued to influence the variable position of the article. The study naturally raises the
question of the extent to which it is possible to explore the potential impact of the PRA on
the construction on the basis of the data available. As mentioned, a thorough discussion
of the relevance of stress to written language and of associated methodological issues will
be offered in Section 6.4.1.
6.3

The influence of the Principle of Rhythmic Alternation on the use of the Big
Mess Construction

6.3.1 Comparative prosodic analysis of Too Big a Mess versus A Too Big Mess NPs
As indicated, according to evidence from the BNC, too counts among those degree items
which can introduce both Big Mess NPs (e.g. too big a mess) and attributive APs inside NPs
which conform to the canonical order of constituents in the English NP (e.g. a too big
mess). The version of the Big Mess Construction licensed by too thus lends itself well to an

For a quantitative investigation of the positional variation in terms of differences between British and
American English, the reader is referred to Schlüter (2009).
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initial case study of potential rhythmic motivations behind the Big Mess Construction. In
the present section, I will compare the instances of both structural sets in terms of their
stress constellations; this comparison should make it possible to test Bolinger’s (1972)
purely speculative suggestion that the predeterminer position of the AP fulfils the
function of avoiding a stress clash which would arise in the alternative attributive
structure. My analysis is consequently modelled on Schlüter’s (2005) corpus-based
analysis of the variation between a quite and quite a.
Methods
The comparative analysis departs from Bolinger’s (1972: 138) observation that, whereas
the stress pattern of the composite items repeated as (4i) leads to a stress clash in (a)
which is avoided in the Big Mess NP in (b), this is not the case for the stress pattern in (4ii)
(Bolinger’s 1972: 138 examples).
(4)

i

ii

a.

*a tóo ódd mán

b.

tóo ódd a mán

a.

?a

b.

tóo unúsual a mán.

tóo unúsual mán.

However, I would like to argue that Bolinger’s distinction between initially stressed or
monosyllabic adjectives on the one hand and all other adjectives on the other hand is
deficient in the context of the Big Mess Construction. The distinction is sufficient for the
analysis of attributive structures involving quite, allowing Schlüter (2005) to classify the
instances of both structural alternatives along those lines. Yet the fact that too (like other
degree items licensing a Big Mess NP) drags the adjective with it into predeterminer
position necessitates the introduction of different conditions. Consider the (constructed)
examples displayed in (5).
(5)

i

a.

a tóo ódd mán

b.

tóo ódd a mán

ii

a.

a tóo shórt description

b.

tóo shórt a description

iii

a.

a tóo cómplex topic

b.

tóo cómplex a topic

iv

a.

a tóo unúsual mán

b.

tóo unúsual a mán

v

a.

a tóo bizárre mán

b.

tóo bizárre a mán

vi

a.

a tóo bizárre descríption

b.

tóo bizárre a descríption
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In each set, the example in (a) adheres to the structure ‘a + too + ADJ + N’ whereas the
example in (b) is a Big Mess NP. The pairs of examples in (5i)-(5iii) all feature either a
monosyllabic (i-ii) or an initially stressed (iii) adjective; the examples in (5iv-vi) contain
other (i.e. polysyllabic noninitially stressed) adjectives. According to Bolinger, the Big
Mess word order should consequently help to avoid stress clashes only within the first
group (i-iii). However, consider the clashes between adjacent stressed syllables which do
actually arise in the sets of examples (the syllables in question are highlighted by
underlining). As is apparent, it is only in the pairs in (5i) and (5v) that the Big Mess variant
in (b) helps to avoid a stress clash (three versus two adjacent stresses in (5i); two versus
zero adjacent stresses in (5v)).
As the examples illustrate, Bolinger’s distinction is inadequate for two reasons.
First, since too drags the adjective with it into predeterminer position, the Big Mess
structure cannot possibly help to avoid a stress clash between too and the adjective itself.
A simple division between initially stressed and noninitially stressed adjectives is
therefore necessarily insufficient. As has been indicated above – and as the pairs of
examples in (5i) versus (5ii) and (5v) versus (5vi) illustrate – the rhythmic effect is
dependent on the noun carrying initial stress. Whereas Bolinger (1972: 139-40) mentions
this dependence, he ignores it in his set of conditions. His distinction is imprecise for a
second reason. Again, it is within the unit ‘ADJ + N’ that the indefinite article as “buffer”
can be inserted. Thus, the critical criterion for the adjective is whether or not it is
monosyllabic or carries stress on its final syllable rather than on its initial syllable. For
example, complex in (5iii) is initially stressed, yet no stress clash avoidance effect can be
achieved – precisely for the reason that the adjective does not carry stress on its final
syllable. On the other hand, bizarre in (5v) is neither monosyllabic nor initially stressed,
yet an effect can be achieved – again, for the reason that the adjective does carry stress on
its final syllable.
We can thus generalise that if (and only if) the adjective is monosyllabic or stressed
on its final syllable and the noun is monosyllabic or stressed on its initial syllable, a
sequence of three uninterrupted stresses given in the attributive alternative can be
circumvented by means of the unstressed indefinite article as a prosodic “buffer” between
adjective and noun in the Big Mess order. For the analysis to be presented in the following,
I consequently divided the instances of both the Too Big a Mess set and the attributive
alternative set into two groups. Group 1 contains those instances which involve an
adjective that is monosyllabic or carries final stress and an initially stressed or
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monosyllabic noun. Group 2 comprises all other instances. In other words, the instances
of both structures were divided into instances in which the underlying stress
constellation of the lexical items involved is such that the Big Mess order involves fewer
stress clashes than the attributive alternative (Group 1) and instances in which there is
no such stress clash avoidance effect and, from a rhythmic perspective, it makes no
difference whether the Big Mess structure or the alternative attributive structure is used
(Group 2). To allow a better overview, the conditions underlying the two groups are
summarised in (6a). The corresponding hypothesis to be tested in the analysis is
formulated in (6b):
(6)

a.

Group 1:

monosyllabic or finally stressed adjective + monosyllabic or
initially stressed noun
® stress clash avoidance effect in the Big Mess order
(e.g. tóo ódd a mán versus a tóo ódd mán)

Group 2:

all other instances
® no stress clash avoidance effect in the Big Mess order
(e.g. tóo unúsual a mán versus a tóo unúsual mán)

b.

Hypothesis: The Big Mess word order has the function of avoiding stress
clashes; in consequence, the proportion of instances
belonging to Group 1 should be significantly lower within the
attributive alternative set than within the Big Mess set.

Before I proceed to the presentation of the results, a number of additional methodological
points need clarification. Following Bolinger (1972) and Schlüter (2005), I have so far
restricted my discussion to those instances of the construction (and its attributive
alternative) in which the AP consists only of ‘too + ADJ’ and the NP contains no further
modifiers of the head noun. As was demonstrated in Chapter 4.4, the Too Big a Mess
Construction is not, however, restricted to this basic frame – and the same applies to the
attributive alternative. See (7) and (8) for examples of more complex realisations of the
two structures.
(7)

Decisions to postpone the actual wording or analysis categories can often be
rationalized as being safeguards against too rigid a mental outlook on what may be
a very exploratory field of research. (BNC: B25 1295)
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(8)

A collegial model looked both more scriptural and more ecumenical – as well as
being more suited to a post-monarchical world – even if bolstered up by a not-toosound and rather fundamentalist interpretation of a selection of New Testament and
patristic texts. (BNC: CRK 77)

Since the addition of further modifiers preceding too or of any elements following the
head noun does not change the rhythmic effects under scrutiny, the corresponding cases
were categorised into Group 1 and Group 2 instances according to the criteria outlined in
(6a). Similarly, in the case of coordinated APs, I restricted the categorisation process to
the adjective adjacent to the indefinite article in the Big Mess Construction, as it is here
that the position of the unstressed indefinite article can lead to a stress clash avoidance
effect. The same procedure was applied in the case of coordinated nouns and the rare
instances containing an additional adverb between too and the head of AP (e.g. too
exclusively royal a fashion). In the case of instances containing further premodifiers of the
head noun (e.g. too restrictive a sexual morality), it is of course not between adjective and
head noun that the article intervenes in the Big Mess Construction. Nonetheless, the
unstressed article could equally well function as prosodic buffer between any other two
elements which are adjacent in the postdeterminer alternative, e.g. between the head of
the predeterminer AP (restrictive) and the additional premodifying adjective (sexual). I
therefore decided to retain these instances in the analysis even though they were strictly
speaking categorised according to different criteria (i.e. according to the stress pattern of,
say, two adjectives rather than of adjective and noun). For example, too restrictive a sexual
morality was categorised as a Group 2 instance, as restrictive is not finally stressed and
hence would not involve a stress clash with sexual in the attributive alternative a too
restrictive sexual morality.
Results
The results of the prosodic analysis are illustrated in Figure 6.1.71 Looking first at the
distribution of the Big Mess instances, it can be observed that, in a large proportion of
instances, the use of this syntactically marked structure can hardly be claimed to be
motivated by rhythmic principles: in 623 instances of the construction under study
(50.53%), the stress constellation of the lexical items involved is such that stress clash
The distribution as measured by the chi-square test is very highly significant: χ2 = 44.4377, df = 1,
p = 0.00001.
71
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avoidance effects play no role (Group 2). In other words, these instances of the
construction could have been transformed into the attributive alternative without giving
rise to any (additional) stress clash. With 610 instances (49.47%) of the construction in
Group 1 and 623 instances (50.53%) in Group 2, the distribution of the instances of the
Big Mess set over the two stress groups is remarkably even.
100%
90%
80%
70%

50.53%
(623)

60%

76.12%
(153)

Group 2: No effect

50%
Group 1: Potential stress
clash avoidance effect in
the Big Mess order

40%
30%
20%

49.47%
(610)

10%

23.88%
(49)

0%
Too Big a Mess

Figure 6.1

A Too Big Mess

Distribution of the instances of the Too Big a Mess Construction and the
instances of the attributive alternative over two different types of stress
constellations

Nonetheless, looking next at the attributive alternative set, it is immediately
apparent that there is in fact a strong tendency not to use this structure in case it gives
rise to the type of stress clash which could have been avoided in a Big Mess NP. All in all,
there are no more than 49 instances (23.88%) which involve this type of stress
constellation (Group 1). The attributive alternative dataset thus exhibits a clear
preference for the constellations of Group 2. Furthermore, the comparative results
confirm the expectation that the proportion of instances allocated to Group 1 should be
significantly lower within the attributive alternative set (23.88%) than within the Big
Mess set (49.47%). It could, in consequence, be argued that the stress clash which would
have arisen had the attributive alternative been chosen was in fact avoided by the
alternative choice of a Big Mess NP. Also note, however, that even though the figure of 49
Group 1 instances within the attributive alternative set is very low, it does show that this
type of structure is not categorically banned, in contrast to Bolinger’s (1972: 138-39)
claims that it should be.
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Importantly, since the Big Mess set is on the whole much larger than the attributive
alternative set (1,233 versus 202 instances), both the combined instances of Group 1 and
the combined instances of Group 2 of course involve higher proportions of the Big Mess
structure than of the attributive alternative. Against this background, it needs to be
emphasised that the attributive alternative at least accounts for 19.74% of all instances
belonging to Group 2 (153 out of 775 instances) while it accounts for no more than 7.43%
of all instances belonging to Group 1 (49 out of 659 instances). It can, in consequence, be
concluded that the stress patterns of adjective and noun have a clear influence on the
choice of the position of the indefinite article.
Additionally, it may be worthwhile to examine Bolinger’s (1972: 145) suggestion
that stress clashes, normally avoided, “may actually be exploited for their intensifying
effect” in sequences including a monosyllabic premodifier of too, a negator preceding too
or a repetition of too; according to Bolinger, these instances fulfil the function of
intensification and can thus be followed by another stressed syllable. As noted, 47.03% of
the instances (95) of the attributive alternative contain the additional component.72 The
combinations in question have, furthermore, been found to involve a high number of
spellings including hyphenation, either between too and the adjective (40 instances; e.g.
a too-close tie to the phallic mother) or between the additional modifier and too (40
additional instances; e.g. an all-too-easy acceptance of failure when more can be done). It
may thus be contended that these sequences are to be interpreted as tightly integrated
units, which arguably supports the idea that they fulfil functions of intensification. Most
interestingly, it may be noted that, out of the 48 instances of the attributive alternative
with too which involve the type of stress clash which could be avoided in the Big Mess
order (Group 1) – and which are thus ungrammatical according to Bolinger’s initial
conditions – 16 instances involve this type of extra stress clash between too and the item
preceding it. An example is given in (9).
(9)

There is an all too small market for third world photography; so small in Canada
that even the stock agencies won’t touch it. (BNC: CRP 531/ FT7 698)73

In this connection, recall also that amongst the few instances of the attributive alternative featuring as (1
instance from the spoken component) and so (22 instances), there are no instances which lack this
additional component.
72

The instance in (9) is contained in two separate files in the BNC. Although the files are not fully identical,
a number of passages occur in both files. It is thus open to discussion whether both instances should have
been retained in my dataset for the ‘a + too + ADJ + N’ structure.
73
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A fairly large number of the dysrhythmic instances may accordingly be argued to be in
line with Bolinger’s suggestion that the clashing structure can occur in case it is exploited
for emphasis.74 The avoidance of stress clashes and the functional motivation proposed
by Bolinger for instances including an additional modifier may thus be maintained to
exert an influence on the positional variation under study. Bolinger’s additional
interpretation cannot, however, explain the remaining instances of the attributive
alternative in Group 1, which include a stress clash which could have been avoided in the
Big Mess order, but which do not include an additional premodifier. Other factors hence
clearly co-influence the variation.
In brief, the results of the comparative prosodic analysis point towards a striking
tendency not to use the structure ‘a + too + ADJ + N’ if the resultant NP involves the type
of stress clash which could be compensated in a Big Mess NP. Even though my data refute
Bolinger’s prediction that this kind of construction is completely unacceptable, they show
that the underlying type of stress constellation is in fact much more closely associated
with the Big Mess word order than with the attributive alternative. On the other hand, it
has been demonstrated that, in roughly half of the instances of the Big Mess set, the
structure does not achieve any stress clash avoidance effect at all. What is more, the
attributive alternative is on the whole highly infrequent. In consequence, the results do
not allow the conclusion that the sole function of the Big Mess Construction is to help
avoid stress clashes. Yet as repeatedly suggested by linguistic research, grammatical
variation in general tends to be determined by a multitude of different factors, potentially
stemming from diverse levels of linguistic description (besides the relevant studies by
Schlüter 2005, see e.g. Bresnan et al. 2007, Anttila 2008, Anttila et al. 2010 and Anttila
2016 on the dative alternation; Speyer 2010 on English topicalisation constructions; Shih
et al. 2015, Shih 2014 and Grafmiller 2014 on the English possessive alternation). All in
all, the PRA can thus be concluded to co-determine the positional variation to some

Unlike Bolinger's (1972) examples (e.g. a not too bad mistake), which only contain a clash between the
modifier, too and the adjective, these 16 instances additionally feature a clash between the adjective and
the noun, and thus four stressed syllables in a row. The type of stress clash exemplified by Bolinger's
examples is contained in 64 additional examples in my data. Besides the 16 instances including an additional
modifier of too and a clash between the adjective and the noun, exemplified by (9) above, there are two
instances in which an extra clash is created by the repetition of too, the latter thus being parallel to
Bolinger's constructed example in (3c). See (i).
74

(i)

Henrietta's brow was high, and her hair was scraped back from it and secured by an intricate velvet
ribbon in a smooth, elaborate chignon: a Bambi head, a skull head, a too, too thin head, an over-bred
head, a painful head. (BNC: FB0 552)
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degree. The next section will expand the scope to the other versions of the Big Mess
Construction.
6.3.2 Other Big Mess versions and the lack of straightforward structural
alternatives
The Big Mess Construction as object of investigation raises a methodological issue which
is not relevant for structures like those involving quite as investigated by Schlüter (2005).
This issue concerns the lack of straightforward structural alternatives to the various
versions of the Big Mess Construction. As discussed, in order to test Bolinger’s claims of
the prosodic “buffer” functions of the indefinite article, Schlüter conducted a comparative
analysis of the stress patterns underlying the instances of two structural variants – quite
a and a quite NPs. In my case study in the preceding section, the same procedure was
adopted for an investigation of the Too Big a Mess Construction, instances of which were
compared to the structure ‘a + too + ADJ + N’. As was emphasised, the Big Mess variant is
noticeably more frequent overall than the attributive alternative (1,233 versus 202
instances). Importantly, for most other versions of the construction, the canonical order
‘a(n) + DEG + ADJ + N’ is much less frequent still, or not attested at all by evidence from
the BNC. It was noted in Chapter 3.8 that analytic comparatives with more and less form
an exception in this respect, both pre- and postdeterminer variants in this case being
common in the corpus. As regards the two other high-frequency versions of the Big Mess
Construction besides the Too Big a Mess Construction, viz. those with as and so, the
postdeterminer variants are attested by a very low number of instances only: a single
instance could be retrieved (from the spoken component of the BNC) for ‘an + as + ADJ +
N’ and 22 instances for ‘a + so + ADJ + N’, as compared to 1,264 and 870 Big Mess instances,
respectively. For the other Big Mess sets, no instances of the postdeterminer order were
found in the corpus at all.
It may consequently be concluded that the attributive alternative, against which
the Big Mess structure is compared by Bolinger (1972), is, in actual fact, no true
alternative to the Big Mess order for most versions of the construction. This begs the
question of whether it makes sense to investigate the stress constellations of instances of
the remaining versions of the Big Mess Construction against the background of the
avoidance of stress clashes which would be present in that very “alternative”. On the other
hand, the fact remains that there are other ways of phrasing things (compare the
discussion in Chapter 3.8) and that the speaker/writer using a Big Mess NP chooses what
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is syntactically a highly marked structure. I would thus like to argue that the question of
whether or not rhythmic factors may exert an influence on the choice of the construction
remains worthy of consideration.
How, then, can the proportion of stress clashes which may be claimed to be avoided
by the choice of the Big Mess Construction be evaluated in the absence of straightforward
structural alternatives? To address this influence, I restricted myself to the two other
high-frequency versions, As Big a Mess and So Big a Mess, and conducted a simplified
(non-comparative) prosodic analysis, which only investigated whether the stress patterns
of adjective and noun involved in the Big Mess instances are such that the intervening
indefinite article may be held to function as a prosodic buffer. That is to say, the instances
in these two Big Mess sets were categorised into the same two groups of underlying stress
configurations as were employed for the structures involving too (see (6a) above); the
comparison with an alternative set, on the other hand, was dropped from the analysis.
Figure 6.2 displays the distribution of the instances of the two versions of the construction
over the two stress groups and compares the patters with the results found for the Too
Big a Mess Construction (in isolation of the attributive alternative).75
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As Big a Mess Too Big a Mess

Distribution of the instances of the So Big a Mess, As Big a Mess and Too Big
a Mess Constructions over two different types of stress constellations

As is immediately noticeable, in the case of the So Big a Mess Construction, the
proportion of instances in which the indefinite article could be argued to function as a

The distribution as measured by the chi-square test is very highly significant: χ2 = 52.1871, df = 1,
p = 0.00001.
75
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prosodic buffer between two otherwise adjacent stresses is noticeably lower than in the
case of the Too Big a Mess Construction (34.82 per cent versus 49.47 per cent). With no
more than just over one third of instances showing the potential for a stress clash
avoidance effect, it seems more difficult to maintain that rhythmic considerations exercise
a strong influence on the choice of this version of the construction. How could the
divergent distributional characteristics of the versions with so and too over the stress
groups be explained? Comparing only these two constructions, the difference may
tentatively have been interpreted in the light of the observation that the use of an
alternative attributive structure is even less likely for so than for too. The results for the
As Big a Mess Construction, on the other hand, speak against this interpretation. For this
version, almost no evidence of an attributive alternative could be found; yet in contrast to
the So Big a Mess Construction, the pattern exhibited by this construction looks highly
similar to that found for the Too Big a Mess Construction. Just over half of the instances of
the version with as (612 instances or 48.38%) involve the potential for a stress clash
avoidance effect. It may also be worth noting that the most frequent version of the Big
Mess Construction, As Big a Mess, has not been considered from a rhythmic perspective
at all in previous literature.
Recall in that context that Schlüter persistently finds the group of instances
featuring initially stressed adjectives to exhibit higher proportions of predeterminer quite
than the group featuring noninitially stressed adjectives. At the present moment, it is thus
above all the distribution of the instances of the attributive alternative ‘a + too + ADJ + N’
over the two stress groups which lends convincing support to the rhythmic hypothesis.
6.3.3 Comparative prosodic analysis of spoken and written instances of the Too
Big a Mess Construction
A basic methodological question, which is faced not only by my study of the Big Mess
Construction but also by Schlüter’s (2005) investigations of the PRA, concerns the nature
of the data used in the analyses. Intuitively, the effects of a rhythmic principle on language
usage seem to be most relevant, if not entirely limited, to speech. My data, on the other
hand, largely derive from written language: As was shown in Chapter 4.2, the majority of
versions of the Big Mess Construction are more frequent in the written than in the spoken
component of the BNC. A few versions of the construction were pointed out to display a
fairly even distribution over the two major sections of the corpus (How Big a Mess,
However Big a Mess), and the That Big a Mess Construction was shown to be more
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frequent in spoken language. All of these versions are fairly infrequent in total, however,
the three most frequent versions of the construction all showing a distinct preference for
written usage. The Too Big a Mess Construction, for example, is over twice as frequent in
the written portion of the corpus than in its spoken counterpart (13.32 and 5.96 instances
pmw, respectively). What is more, the spoken section of the BNC is of course much smaller
in size than the written section, which means that the absolute number of spoken
instances in my data is very low indeed (62 in case of the Too Big a Mess Construction).
Section 6.4 will discuss more generally whether it is possible to examine rhythm on the
basis of written data. Prior to that, this section aims to compare the stress constellations
underlying the spoken and written instances of the construction to one another. For this
purpose, the version with the highest absolute number of spoken instances, Too Big a
Mess, was chosen for an additional case study. For this study, the same methods were
applied as in the analysis presented in Section 6.3.1, the difference being that the spoken
and written instances were categorised separately according to the different stress
constellations of Group 1 versus Group 2. Figure 6.3 presents the results.76
As is visible, with 67.74% of the spoken instances (42 instances) in Group 1 and
only 32.26% (20 instances) in Group 2, the spoken Big Mess instances display a less even
distribution over the two stress groups than the written uses (48.51% in Group 1 and
51.49% in Group 2). In the spoken subset, we accordingly find a clearer preference for
those stress constellations in which the position of the article can be claimed to function
as a prosodic buffer. Due to the small size of the spoken subset, these results need to be
treated with caution. Out of the 202 instances of the attributive alternative ‘a + too + ADJ
+ N’, only 4 represent spoken uses. Three of these involve the rhythmically unproblematic
stress constellations of Group 2. While the analysis thus suggests a distinct influence of
the rhythmic principle on the spoken uses, the extremely low number of the spoken
instances of the attributive alternative makes their rhythmic analysis virtually impossible.

76

The distribution as measured by the chi-square test is highly significant: χ2 =8.9167, df = 1, p = 0.002826.
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Figure 6.3

Distribution of the spoken and written instances of the Too Big a Mess
Construction over two different types of stress constellations

Even when all versions of the construction are combined, the total number of
spoken instances of the Big Mess Construction retrieved from the BNC is still no higher
than 170. This clearly makes it difficult to focus solely on spoken instances of the
construction in order to investigate the rhythm-based hypothesis. The consequent need
to rely on written data therefore prompts the question of whether the process of written
language production can be expected to be influenced by rhythmic preferences in the first
place. In other words, do writers (other than poets, it may be added) aim towards
rhythmically ideal output? Do writers and readers retrieve phonological information
during these two processes? The following section will be devoted to an in-depth
discussion of these and related methodological challenges associated with the analyses of
this chapter. Section 6.4.1 will review research which indicates that writers and readers
do in fact access or activate phonological information. Section 6.4.2 will zoom into
problems concerned with the analysis of stress constellations according to the citation
forms of the individual words as found in isolation as opposed to the patterns which
underlie connected language. Against this background, I will present arguments as to why
the strategy chosen here can in fact be seen as a viable compromise solution. The
discussion shall hence serve to underline the relevance of my findings.
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6.4

General methodological considerations

6.4.1 The Principle of Rhythmic Alternation and written language data
In simplistic terms, the question raised by the use of written data for the investigation of
the effects of a prosodic principle is whether we hear something like an inner voice inside
our heads while reading and writing and whether this “inner speech” (Huey 1908; Rayner
and Pollatsek 1989) is sensitive to prosodic features. The subjective experience of an
inner voice has been discussed by numerous authors, prominently including Huey (1908)
and Chafe (1988) but interestingly also Bolinger (1975). Chafe (1988), for example, holds
that both silent reading and writing are regularly accompanied by an inner voice, which,
according to him, includes “auditory imagery of specific intonations, accents, pauses,
rhythms, and voice qualities” (p. 397), i.e. prosodic representations. The latter claim may
seem to be particularly questionable since the prosodic information, which is so
characteristic of speech, is not of course explicitly encoded in writing. Chafe accordingly
refers to the phenomenon as the “covert prosody” of written language.77 Of course, the
idea of an “inner voice” accompanying reading and writing is a metaphorical
oversimplification in that skilled readers need considerably less time to read a text
silently than to read it orally. As noted by Rayner and Pollatsek (1989: 190), silent reading
cannot therefore be expected to involve exactly the same acoustic information as speech.
If phonological information is retrieved during reading and writing, it should be expected
to be of a more abstract nature.
The following sections will give a brief overview of psycholinguistic research
designed to investigate the impact of such abstract phonological representations on
written language underlying the inner voice metaphor. It has to be noted at the outset that
findings on the psychology of written language production are much less advanced and
conclusive than corresponding findings on the psychology of written language reception
(see Schlüter 2005: 52-53). I will therefore address research on reading before turning to
writing. A few arguments why the findings on reading may still be regarded as relevant to
written production will conclude the discussion.

The main aim of Chafe's (1988) paper is to investigate the extent to which this covert prosody of printed
English is reflected in punctuation. As Chafe himself notes, it is clear that punctuation serves a range of
additional functions which are not connected to prosody. It is equally clear that punctuation can only be
used to make some aspects of prosody partially explicit. Chafe here focuses on the use of punctuation marks
to signal boundaries of intonation units.
77
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The role of phonology in reading
Following Rayner and Pollatsek (1989: Chapter 6), research on the psychology of reading
tends to make a distinction between two potential components of the phenomenon of
inner speech. The first component is labelled phonological coding and refers to the
process whereby readers generate mental phonological representations of the written
language they encounter, thereby essentially “recoding” orthographic into phonological
representations. Secondly, phonological coding may optionally be accompanied by actual
muscular activity of the speech organs, a process which Rayner and Pollatsek (1989) label
“subvocalisations”. Empirical support for the occurrence of subvocalisations in reading
comes, amongst others, from experiments in which the movements of readers’ speech
organs were recorded by means of electrodes (see e.g. Hardyck and Petrinovich 1970).
However, findings are mixed concerning the question whether subvocalisations actually
serve a purpose or whether they may be suppressed without any notable impact on the
comprehension process (see e.g. Slowiaczek and Clifton 1980). For a review of early
studies investigating subvocalisations, the reader is referred to Rayner and Pollatsek
(1989: 191-204).
Of more immediate relevance to the question under investigation in the present
chapter is the first mentioned process of phonological coding, and psycholinguistic
research in fact provides ample evidence attesting to the psychological reality of this
process in normal silent reading. No general consensus has been reached concerning the
influence of readers’ phonological knowledge on the recognition of isolated words
(compare Bader 1996: 228-29). A number of studies have concluded that it may be
possible for readers to recognise individual lexical items and to activate their meanings
as stored in the mental lexicon on the basis of their written representation alone, i.e.
without mandatorily having to “recode” the orthographic into a phonological
representation (see Kentner 2012: 11; Rayner and Pollatsek 1989: 92, 188; Patterson and
Coltheart 1987: 436; but see also Frost 1998). On the other hand, it is often highlighted in
this connection that readers may, at least under certain circumstances, choose an
alternative indirect route to meaning which does proceed via phonological recoding.78 It
Evidence in favour of the indirect route to meaning comes for example from a number of studies which
have demonstrated the occurrence of so-called homophone effects. For instance, Van Orden (1987)
manipulates the use of homophones (e.g. rows, rose) in semantic categorisation tasks. In this type of task,
subjects are asked to judge whether a visually presented word is part of a given category (e.g. FLOWER) or
not. Van Orden finds that subjects made significantly more errors in rejecting, say, rows as member of the
category FLOWER than rejecting a spelling control like robs. Since rows is phonologically but not
orthographically more similar to rose than robs (and since rose, unlike the other items, is a member of the
78
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should be emphasised, however, that for our purpose the question of whether or not
readers can access meaning through the phonological information only is of less relevance
than the more general question of whether they can at least access that phonological
information.
Whereas it remains debated to what extent phonological information influences
word recognition and meaning activation in the case of individual words, research agrees
that it does routinely play a role in processing beyond the level of isolated words (see
Jared et al. 1999: 219; Pexman et al. 2001: 139; Bader 1996: 229). Most studies have
concentrated on the influence of segmental phonological information on reading (e.g.
homophone effects which are based on shared pronunciations in terms of underlying
sequences of phonemes). A field of research which is particularly relevant in the present
context, on the other hand, is the comparatively young branch of investigations examining
whether the mental phonological representations activated while reading additionally
include prosodic features. In other words, what experimental evidence is there of Chafe’s
(1988) notion of a “covert prosody” of written language? Breen (2014) offers a very useful
review of studies on the role of prosodic representations in on-line sentence processing.
The author distinguishes between four main subdivisions of spoken prosody (prosodic
phrasing, stress assignment, rhythm and intonation) and gives a detailed survey of
research on the effect of each of these components on written language processing. Rather
than giving a similar overview, I will focus on two eye-movement studies involving
German data in more detail in the following, as the selected studies make explicit
reference to the PRA and lend evidence to the assumption that written sentence
comprehension is in fact subject to rhythmic considerations.
The first of the two sets of experiments was conducted by Bader (1998). Bader’s
point of departure is the well-known observation that some local syntactic ambiguities
induce greater processing difficulties than others. According to his Prosodic Constraint on
Reanalysis, the structures which elicit consciously detectable garden path effects are
those which, at the point where a misanalysis becomes obvious, require not only a

category FLOWER), this finding has been taken to suggest that readers presented with rows generate a
phonological representation of the printed word. This representation is, in turn, held to activate the
meaning of the homophone mate rose in addition to the meaning of rows itself. Homophone effects such as
these have consequently been argued to point towards an influence of underlying phonological
representations on the process of meaning activation. Note, however, that Van Orden's (1987) findings have
been challenged in a number of subsequent studies. Generally speaking, it can be remarked that studies
examining potential homophone effects with a number of different experimental set ups have produced
conflicting results (for an overview of such studies, see Pexman et al. 2001; Jared et al. 1999; Frost 1998).
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reanalysis of the underlying syntactic structure but also a reanalysis of the associated
prosodic representation. In order to substantiate his hypothesis, Bader presents findings
from a set of eye-tracking studies constructed around what he (1998: 11) terms the
German “ihr-ambiguity”. Consider first the examples in (10) (from Bader 1998: 16, 19,
30).
(10)

Zu

mir

hat

Maria gesagt, …

To

me

has

Maria said…

‘Maria said to me…’
a. …

dass

man [ ihr POSS

Géld] beschlagnahmt

hat.

that

one

money confiscated

had

her

‘… that someone confiscated her money.’
b. …

dass

man

[ihrDAT]

[Géld] anvertraut

hat.

that

one

her

money entrusted

had

‘… that someone entrusted her with money.’
c. …

dass

man

nur

[ihrPOSS

Géld] beschlagnahmt

hat.

that

one

only

her

money confiscated

had

‘… that someone confiscated only her money.’
d. …

dass

man

nur

[íhrDAT]

[Geld] anvertraut

hat.

that

one

only

her

money entrusted

had

‘that someone entrusted only her with money.’
In (10a) and (10c), ihr is a dative pronoun which functions as dative object of the verb
anvertrauen ‘to entrust’, whereas in (b) and (d) it is a possessive pronoun functioning as
possessive determiner of the accusative object Geld. The generally preferred default
reading chosen by readers on encountering ihr Geld is the possessive structure (compare
Bader 1998: Experiment 1B). In German, anvertrauen is a ditransitive verb requiring a
dative object whereas monotransitive beschlagnahmen ‘to confiscate’ cannot take a dative
object; the local syntactic ambiguity is hence resolved once the reader reaches the verb.
On the assumption that the reader assigns the default reading (the possessive structure)
in first pass-reading, syntactic reanalysis will thus become necessary at this point for the
dative structures in both (b) and (d).
The reason why Bader differentiates between conditions with and without a focus
particle (nur in (c) and (d) above) is that this distinction allows him to tease apart
syntactic and prosodic reanalysis. The versions with a focus particle in (c) and (d) differ
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in terms of the assignment of sentence-level stress whereas the versions without the focus
particle are prosodically identical: for the possessive structure in (c), sentence stress on
Geld is the neutral realisation, function words lacking stress by default. The dative
structure involving a focus particle in (d), on the other hand, requires sentence stress on
ihr (see Bader 1998: 12-16 for a detailed explanation of generalisations concerning the
relation between sentence-level stress and syntactic structure, which explain this
difference). Thus, if Bader’s Prosodic Constraint on Reanalysis holds true, condition (d),
but not condition (b), should be difficult to process: only in (d) does the reader have to
reassign sentence stress in addition to having to reanalyse the underlying syntactic
structure. Bader’s results confirm this prediction by showing that condition (d) clearly
stands out in terms of reading times on the disambiguating region.
Consider next the distinction between short and long focus particles introduced by
Bader (1998: Experiment 3) in order to manipulate rhythmic properties in terms of the
PRA.
(11)

Zu

mir

hat

Maria gesagt, …

To

me

has

Maria said…

‘Maria said to me…’
a. …

dass

man

nur

[íhrDAT]

[Geld]

anvertraut

hat.

that

one

only

her

money

entrusted

had

‘that someone entrusted only her with money.’
b. …

dass

man

ausschließlich [íhrDAT]

[Geld]

anvertraut

hat.

that

one

only

money

entrusted

had

her

‘that someone entrusted only her with money.’
Crucially, even though function words are usually not stressed in spoken language, they
may receive stress in order to prevent stress lapses and thus violations of the PRA (Bader
1998: 35-37). If the rhythmic principle has a comparable influence on written language
processing, readers may therefore be expected to stress ihr in the process of phonological
coding where it follows a long (unstressed) focus particle in order to enhance rhythmic
alternation. In case readers do stress ihr in conditions like (11b) on first-pass reading, no
prosodic reanalysis would become necessary on reaching the disambiguating verb. Again,
the results from Bader’s eye-tracking study fully support this hypothesis, showing that
the strong “prosodic garden-path effect” (Bader 1998: 35) found for the structure in (11a)
does not occur in the conditions with long particles.
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Even though Bader’s Prosodic Constraint on Reanalysis cannot possibly account
for the strength of all garden path effects discussed in the psycholinguistic literature (see
Bader 2000), his experimental findings offer firm support for the influence of prosodic
representations on written language comprehension; more specifically, they suggest that
readers expect written language to be rhythmically well-formed in line with the desire for
rhythmic alternation.
The second series of experiments indicating that the PRA affects written sentence
processing is reported in Kentner (2012: Chapter 3). Like Bader (1998), Kentner uses
locally ambiguous German sentences to investigate whether parsing choices made in the
face of a syntactic ambiguity are influenced by readers’ rhythmic expectations. Kentner’s
stimuli are exemplified by (12) below (Kentner 2012: 42 and Kentner 2012: Appendix).
(12)

Der Polizist sagte, dass man …
‘The policeman said that one…’

a. …

nicht mehr NACHweisen kann, wer der Täter war.

TEMP-INI

‘couldn’t prove anymore who the culprit was.’
b. …

nicht mehr erMITteln kann, wer der Täter war.

TEMP-MED

‘couldn’t determine anymore who the culprit was..’
c. …

nicht MEHR nachweisen kann, als die Tatzeit.

COMP-INI

‘couldn’t prove more than the date of the crime.’
d. …

nicht MEHR ermitteln kann, als die Tatzeit.

COMP-MED

‘couldn’t determine more than the date of the crime.’
In (12a) and (12b), mehr is a temporal adverb which is part of the construction nicht mehr
‘not anymore, no longer’. In (12c) and (12d), on the other hand, it is a comparative
quantifier ‘more (than)’. The ambiguity is resolved by the respective final subordinate
clauses or final phrases.79 Again, the two readings differ in their associated prosodic
79 In sentences like

(12c) and (12d), where the complement of als in the comparative conditions is a phrase,
the punctuation rules of German actually rule out a comma before als. In the comparative construction, a
comma is in line with punctuation rules only if the complement is a full clause (e.g. nicht mehr, als nötig ist
'no more than is necessary'). One third of the sentences realising the comparative construction in Kentner's
experiment involve such sentential complements, while two thirds involve phrasal complements. The
temporal condition, exemplified by (12a) and (12b), always involves a sentential complement and thus a
comma. Kentner (2012: 43, footnote 4) decided to set the comma before all of the disambiguation phrases
and sentences in order to “ensure comparability across conditions”. This decision seems to be problematic
in that the incorrect comma usage in sentences like (12c) and (12d) could in and of itself be claimed to
influence reading difficulties in later regions. Importantly, however, Kentner found that within the
comparative condition, the subcondition involving a stress clash (COMP-INI) involved significantly more
processing difficulties than the subcondition involving no such stress clash (COMP-MED). As the
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representations: the comparative quantifier mehr carries sentence-level stress whereas
the temporal adverb is unaccented (Kentner 2012: 43). In each of the two readings, mehr
is either followed by an initially stressed verb, such as náchweisen ‘prove’ in (12a) and
(12c), or by a noninitially stressed verb, such as ermítteln ‘determine’ in (12b) and (12d).
The results gained in Kentner’s eye-tracking study demonstrate that the temporal
structure is the generally preferred default reading. Importantly, they further establish
that readers’ parsing choices are affected by the rhythmic environment: the stress clash
condition in (12c) is associated with significantly more reading difficulties on the
disambiguating region than the non-clashing condition in (12d). This finding suggests that
readers were least likely to interpret mehr as a stressed comparative quantifier when this
reading forced a stress clash. Kentner thus concludes that the expectation of rhythmic
alternation, or more precisely the wish to avoid a stress clash between mehr and the
following verb, influences readers’ parsing decisions.
The same result was obtained by Kentner (2012: Chapter 3, Experiment 1) in an
oral reading task, in which participants were asked to read sentences out aloud. Subjects
who had been given the opportunity to read the sentences for themselves in advance
assigned those stress patterns to mehr which are in accordance with its syntactic category
as signalled by the entire sentence. Subjects who were asked to read the stimuli aloud
without prior preparation, on the other hand, were once again influenced by the desire to
avoid stress clashes.
Kentner (2012: 71-72) interprets his findings against the framework of Fodor’s
(2002b) Implicit Prosody Hypothesis, which states that silent readers map a “default
prosodic contour” onto written word strings. According to Fodor, phonological coding
does not merely accompany written language processing, but is rather held to play an
active, functional role in this process. In cases of local syntactic ambiguities, for example,
it is the reading in line with the “most natural (default) prosodic contour” (Fodor 2002b:
84) which, other things being equal, is held to be assigned to the input. Although Fodor’s
(1998, 2002a, 2002b inter alia) own investigations focus on a prosodic subdomain other
than rhythm, namely prosodic phrasing, the cross-linguistically attested PRA certainly fits
the notion of a prosodic default very well. Kentner’s results provide support for Fodor’s

punctuation problem applies to both subconditions, the basic result of Kentner's experiment (viz. that
readers' wish to avoid a stress clash influences their parsing decisions) thus remains relevant. Furthermore,
as noted above, one third of the comparative sentences used in the experiment do involve a sentential
complement and hence no incorrect punctuation usage (see Kentner 2012: Appendix).
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functional hypothesis by indicating that a reading which conforms to the PRA will, other
things being equal, be preferred over one which involves a stress clash (see Kentner 2012:
14-15, 77).
A number of other studies have obtained additional evidence that readers access
information concerning the lexical stress patterns of the individual words they encounter
during normal silent reading (see Breen 2014: 44-45). For example, Ashby and Clifton’s
(2005) eye movement study shows that, when embedded within sentences, words with
two stressed syllables are both fixated longer and refixated more often than words with
only one stressed syllable (e.g. Tom’s recent expériment was regarded highly by his
colleagues versus Tom’s recent pùblicátion was regarded highly by his colleagues). The
members of each stress pair were matched for their overall number of syllables, their
number of letters as well as word class and, if only roughly, word frequency (“high” versus
“low” frequency). Kentner’s (2012) and Bader’s (1998) results go beyond this finding by
suggesting that the implicit representations constructed during phonological coding
include not only information on lexical stress but also supralexical rhythmic constraints
(Kentner 2012: 105). According to their results, readers expect written texts to be
rhythmically well-formed, and, where they have a choice, they actively strive to avoid
implicit violations of the PRA (Kentner 2012: 72-73).
Phonological coding in general and implicit prosody in particular are still active
fields of research with many open questions. For instance, there is disagreement
concerning the exact point at which these representations come into play. Furthermore,
the nature of the phonological representations generated during reading seems to be
influenced to a certain extent by the difficulty of the task or text at hand and by interspeaker differences relating to such factors as reading skill or individual memory capacity
(see Breen 2014: 47; Schlüter 2005: 53). The exact nature of this interaction remains to
be clarified in further research. Nonetheless, the current state of psycholinguistic research
convincingly indicates that implicit phonological representations do play an important
role during normal silent reading.
The role of phonology in writing
Much less attention has been paid to the role played by phonological information in
writing. Since it is methodologically quite challenging to investigate written production
under controlled experimental conditions, most early studies in the field have instead
relied on collections of naturally occurring written errors which seem to attest to an
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influence of phonology on written output (e.g. Aitchison and Todd 1982; compare Kellogg
2003: 531-32; see also Schlüter 2005: 52; Bonin et al. 2001: 688-89). Clearly, conclusions
based on such impressionistic collections of writing errors are tentative at best. It may be
briefly noted here that, similar to the findings pointing towards a phonological influence
on the earliest stages of lexical access during reading described above, research suggests
that in orthographic lexical access, too, phonological mediation is possible but not
obligatory (for an overview of research in the field, see Bonin et al. 2001; for a collection
of neuropsychological experiments, see Caramazza 1997). However, note again that the
point of interest to us is not so much the ordering of activation (if any such definite order
exists in the first place) but rather the question whether writers have access to
phonological information.
Among the few studies investigating the influence of phonological information on
written production under controlled experimental conditions is Bonin et al.’s (2001)
picture naming study. In this experiment, French-speaking participants were shown
pictures on a computer screen and were asked to write down the corresponding picture
name as quickly as possible. The study compared reaction times to words with consistent
phono-orthographic mappings to reaction times to words with inconsistent mappings.
For example, in a word like French phoque /fɔk/, the grapheme sequence <ph>
corresponds to the initial sound /f/, but <ph> is neither the only nor the most frequent
orthographic realisation of this phoneme in the French language (the typical rendering
instead being <f>). A word like table /tablə/, on the other hand, displays a consistent
mapping between the initial sound and its orthographic realisation <t> (Bonin et al. 2001:
700). Although the stimuli were not presented auditorily but in the form of pictures only,
response latencies were found to be longer for inconsistent than for matched consistent
control targets. The authors consequently interpret their findings as evidence of an
influence of implicit phonological information on the selection and activation of
orthographic codes (pp. 710-11). A similar conclusion is reached by Damian et al. (2011),
who observe repetition priming effects in cross-modal production tasks.
While these findings are certainly not as conclusive as the evidence in favour of an
impact of phonology on reading, they at least tentatively suggest that segmental
phonological information plays a similar role in writing. Even less is known about the
activation of implicit prosodic representations during the process of written production,
however. As concerns the PRA, it has even been argued that the overarching principle, as
well as mechanisms like stress shift which serve to enhance rhythmic alternation, are
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chiefly grounded in perceptual processes:80 In some cases, listeners have been found to
perceive rhythmic alternation even where there is no measurable evidence of its
manifestation in the acoustic speech stream (see Kelly and Bock 1988 for a discussion of
these results and for counterevidence from oral reading experiments suggesting a
contribution of production processes to the phenomenon; compare also Schlüter 2005:
30).
In order to clarify the extent to which prosody in general and rhythmic
expectations in particular may be expected to affect written production, additional
psycholinguistic evidence gained under controlled experimental conditions is clearly
required. In the absence of such results, it may still be useful to approach the question
from the perspective of the written output. After all, if the PRA really does have an effect
on the process of writing, the types of (extraphonological) strategies which have been
found to foster rhythmic alternation in spoken language should leave behind similar
traces in written language. Research investigating rhythmic constraints on grammatical
variation across modalities hence contributes to an assessment of the role of rhythm in
writing.
In this connection it should be emphasised that, whereas Schlüter’s (2005)
individual case studies on the influence of rhythm on grammatical variation and change
are largely based on written data only, her analysis of the positional variation between a
quite and quite a does include a comparative analysis of the spoken component of the BNC
in addition to the analysis of written registers. Schlüter (2005: 122) notes that, due to
stylistic differences associated with the different senses of quite, which in turn correlate
with the different positional variants, the two grammatical variants occur with different
overall frequencies in the two modalities. Importantly, however, the preference for
rhythmic alternation can be shown to exert a very similar influence on the distribution of
the variants in both spoken and written Present-day English (see Schlüter 2005: 120-24,
320-21).
De Sutter et al. (2008) investigate the impact of rhythmic alternation on word
order choices in Dutch verb-final word clusters. With reference to previous studies which
have demonstrated that the PRA is an important explanatory mechanism co-determining
the variation in spoken Dutch (see de Sutter et al. 2008: 195), the authors seek to test
whether the same constraint is at work in the written modality. Although their findings
For an overview of studies on the impact of rhythm on auditory language comprehension, see Kentner
(2012: 38-39).
80
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indicate that rhythmic alternation is (as usually) not the only constraint on the variation
under study, they do attest to a co-determining influence of the prosodic factor in written
Dutch. The authors therefore argue more generally that the PRA is active during written
production, even though it may of course affect spoken and written language in slightly
different ways. Comparable findings are gained by Anttila et al. (2010) in their optimalitytheoretic approach to prosodic constraints on the English dative alternation. On the other
hand, Grafmiller (2014) finds no significant influence of rhythmic alternation on the
choice of English genitive structures in his data, and Shih et al. (2015) conclude the
explanatory role played by rhythmic factors in spoken English to be very small relative to
other factors (compare also Grafmiller 2014).
Another study which deserves mention in this context is Kelly and Bock’s (1988)
investigation of a regularity in the prototypical stress patterns of English nouns and verbs
and its relation to the avoidance of stress clashes in language production. The regularity
under investigation is the tendency for the citation forms of disyllabic nouns and verbs to
involve primary stress on the initial and final syllables, respectively. Compare, for
example, homographic pairs such as résearch (N) versus reséarch (V). Analysing both
spoken and written datasets, Kelly and Bock (1988: 391-94) demonstrate that, across
modalities, the typical stress patterns of nouns and verbs reflect their typical rhythmic
surroundings. For example, disyllabic nouns display a significantly higher tendency than
verbs to be preceded by unstressed syllables and to be followed by stressed syllables, the
nominal stress pattern on the first syllable thus being consistent with the PRA. On the
basis of this initial analysis and a set of experiments, the authors draw the conclusion that
the different stress patterns have evolved historically as the result of an adjustment
process to the typical rhythmic surroundings of nouns and verbs. The explicit comparison
of spoken and written data is particularly interesting in the present context, in that the
authors’ written dataset involves even fewer stress clashes than their spoken data (Kelly
and Bock 1988: 392-93). At least with regard to the constellations under investigation,
written language does not, in consequence, seem to be less “rhythmic” than spoken
language.81
Whereas the spoken data are composed of a broad variety of speech situations, Kelly and Bock's (1988)
written data are restricted to samples from Bartlett's (1937) Familiar Quotations. The latter selection may
clearly be criticised for its bias towards highly literary language and, in particular, for including not only
prose but also verse language. What is more, the differences in the prototypical contexts of nouns and verbs
of course reflect the larger grammatical constructions in which the two lexical classes tend to occur (e.g.
nouns but not verbs are frequently preceded by unstressed articles), and these constructions may be
expected to be at least partly shared between written and spoken registers (see Kelly and Bock 1988: 391).
81
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As a final remark, I would like to briefly point towards a more general reason why
the findings on the psychology of reading presented above may be argued to hold
relevance to writing. Schlüter (2005: 50), who notes the scarcity of psycholinguistic
findings on the role played by phonology in writing, draws attention to key differences
relating to the production circumstances underlying prototypical spoken and written
registers. She argues that the relative lack of real-time pressures and the greater potential
for planning processes in writing may intuitively be argued to endow writers with an
increased potential to adjust their output towards rhythmic preferences. Although this
seems to imply that writers are consciously aware of the preference for rhythmic
alternation, which appears to be a fairly problematic assumption to make, it should be
noted in this context that writing typically includes reading processes. Most
psycholinguistic models of the writing process involve revision processes, during which
writers read their own output and try to adjust it to readers’ expectations and needs (see
Kellogg 2003: 536-37). For example, Hayes and Flower’s (1980) classic model includes
“reviewing”, itself consisting of reading and editing subprocesses, as one of the three
major intermixing processes involved in writing. Although reading during revision and
reading for comprehension are certainly not identical processes (see Kellogg 2003: 536),
the evidence in favour of the relevance of rhythmic expectations to reading may therefore
be argued to indirectly effect written language, too. Of course, the strength of the influence
of phonology on writing, just as the strength of its influence on reading, can be expected
to vary across individuals and tasks.
In conclusion, further research would be desirable to support the provisional
evidence in favour of an impact of rhythmic preferences on written production. Still, the
convincing findings concerning the relevance of such preferences on written
comprehension as well as the general assumption that writing and reading are not
entirely distinct processes without shared representations do make it clear that the
rhythmic hypothesis need not be discarded prematurely due to the lack of sufficient
amounts of spoken data on which to base the analysis. Following Kentner (2012: 73), it
may, instead, be concluded that “[l|inguistic rhythm (and phonology in general) may be
deemed an integral part of any linguistic behaviour irrespective of the modality of
perception and performance.”

Nonetheless, if written language production were completely blind to the ideal of rhythmic alternation, the
written data could still be expected to involve, all in all, higher numbers of deviations from this ideal than
the spoken data.
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6.4.2 The reliance on citation forms
Even though the general relevance of rhythmic preferences for writing may be accepted
as a working hypothesis, the nature of the data available still gives rise to methodological
challenges. These stem in particular from the associated need to determine the stress
patterns of the words involved on the basis of their citation forms. Note first that the need
to use citation forms concerns not only the analysis of the written data but also of those
spoken instances which are available only in the form of their written transcriptions.
Even though audio recordings have been made available in digitised form for portions of
the spoken component of the BNC as part of the Audio BNC (Coleman et al. 2012; the audio
files have subsequently been added to BNCweb), at the moment of writing, the audio
corpus does not yet cover the entire spoken section of the BNC. For spoken instances from
these portions of the BNC, the researcher thus has no access to rhythmic patterns as they
were actually realised.
Rather than being based on rhythmic patterns as realised in a continuous flow of
speech, the classification of instances into different groups of stress constellations thus
has to rely on citation forms, i.e. on the stress patterns of individual words in isolation, or
more precisely on the stress patterns that emerge in concatenations of such citation
forms. The reason why this represents a challenge is that the stress patterns to be found
in authentic connected speech may involve considerable deviations from the stress
patterns to be expected for individual words as pronounced in isolation. The following
will give a survey of the relevant issues involved.
In general, language users can, for one thing, exploit such deviations in order to
give emphasis to individual items. For another thing, the ideal of rhythmic alternation
itself can, as previously mentioned, be enhanced by intraphonological compensation
strategies, involving stress shift as well as other stress changes. An adequate discussion
of these strategies and the methodological questions associated with the use of citation
forms requires a more elaborate account of the PRA than the version offered up until now.
For this purpose, the following section will begin by offering an introduction to the
framework of Metrical Stress Theory and proceed to discuss the questions involved
against this background. Note that, with authors as early as, for example, Jespersen
([1933] 1979): 110) having remarked on a preference in human languages for rhythmic
alternation, metrical phonologists were not the first to point towards the principle under
investigation (compare Couper-Kuhlen 1993: footnote 2). Still, this group of theories
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stands out for the central role it assigns to the rhythmic ideal in the explanation of stress
patterns as well as for its hierarchical definition of the notion of rhythmic alternation in
terms of the so-called metrical grid (Couper-Kuhlen 1993: 82 and footnote 2; Kelly and
Bock 1988: 390).
Metrical Stress Theory and the Principle of Rhythmic Alternation
Metrical Stress Theory is a version of generative phonology which is specifically
concerned with stress patterns (Hayes 1995: 3). The main difference between metrical
theories of stress and the linear phonological theories from which they evolved is that
metrical approaches no longer represent stress as a segmental feature. To capture the
consequences of this difference, it is useful to start by pointing out a few assumptions
made by earlier linear theories, most prominently including the standard version of
generative phonology formulated in Chomsky and Halle (1968).
The fact that stress is seen as a feature in standard generative phonology implies
that it is regarded as a property of individual vowels alongside other distinctive features,
such as [+/- high], [+/- round] (Kager 1995: 368; Kager 1989: 13; Couper-Kuhlen 1993:
79). The main difference between stress and other distinctive features is that stress is not
seen as binary. That is to say, rather than making a simple distinction between [+/stressed], Chomsky and Halle (1968) include representations of different stress values,
e.g. [1stress] and [2stress] for primary and secondary stress, respectively (see also Kager
1989: 14). The theory thereby caters for the basic observation underlying most theories
of stress, viz. the fact that there are different degrees of stress: both within and beyond
the level of individual words, some elements are stressed more strongly than others.
Beyond the word, in compounds as well as phrases or at yet higher structural
levels, stress in this model is assigned by way of a restricted number of stress rules, which
operate cyclically. In each cycle, primary stress is assigned at increasingly higher levels of
structure; the subordinate stresses are reduced by one level each (Couper-Kuhlen 1993:
79; 1986: 28). For example, in isolation black and board both carry primary stress on their
only vowel. In the compound blackboard, the vowel in black is stressed more strongly than
the vowel in board, whereas the opposite holds for the NP black board (Chomsky and Halle
1968: 16). In Chomsky and Halle’s (1968) model, the so-called Nuclear Stress Rule and
the Compound Stress Rule here work to assign primary stress to the leftmost and
rightmost primary-stressed vowel, respectively; at the same time, the other stresses are
reduced by one level in each constellation. What is more, whereas in isolation the NP black
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board thus involves, in Chomsky and Halle’s terminology, the stress contour 21, the stress
contour of the more complex compound [N[NP[A black board]] [N eraser]]] (‘eraser for a
board that is black’) is 312: In the next cycle, primary stress is assigned to board (again
via the Compound Stress Rule), and the stresses on the vowel in black and eraser are once
more reduced by one (Chomsky and Halle 1968: 21-22; Couper-Kuhlen 1986: 28). The
number of stress values in complex structures is hence seen to be theoretically openended (Couper-Kuhlen 1986: 28).
The fundamental observation of the existence of multiple degrees of stress
prominence also figures prominently in Metrical Stress Theory, first outlined in Liberman
(1975) and Liberman and Prince (1977) and further developed amongst others by Selkirk
(1984), Kager (1989), Halle and Vergnaud (1987) and Hayes (1995). In contrast to
standard generative phonology, however, metrical phonology offers a rhythmic theory of
stress. The core idea underlying all versions of the theory is, in the words of Hayes (1995:
1), that “stress is the linguistic manifestation of rhythmic structure, and that the special
phonological properties of stress can be explicated on this basis”. Metrical Stress Theory
thus starts from the observation that – just like verse language, music or dancing –
ordinary language is structured rhythmically, the regular alternation of beats
representing a shared organising principle in all of these fields (Selkirk 1984: 11-12).
According to the theory, we perceive exactly those linguistic units as stressed which are
rhythmically prominent, i.e. those units on which the beats of the underlying rhythm fall
(Couper-Kuhlen 1986: 33). Crucially, the existence of different levels or degrees of stress
is held to be a direct consequence of the fact that rhythmic structure (and thus stress) is
hierarchically organised (Hayes 1995: 30). This is also the reason why metrical
phonologists reject the conceptualisation of stress as a segmental feature: stress is not
regarded as a property of individual vowels, but rather as being based on a structural
relation which holds between various linguistic elements (Kager 1989: 15).
A central aim of Liberman (1975) and Liberman and Prince (1977) was to
introduce a separate system for the representation of relative prominence relations
which would reflect these central properties of stress. Their version of the theory relies
on a combination of two innovative representations, viz. so-called metrical trees and
metrical grids. Since metrical grids were introduced specifically to capture the
hierarchical organisation of rhythmic patterns as well as conditions of rhythmic wellformedness in terms of the PRA, they will form the focus of the following discussion. It
should also be noted at this point that a number of later versions of Metrical Stress Theory,
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including Selkirk’s (1984) seminal contribution, to which reference will be made below,
are based solely on metrical grids. The corresponding “grid-only” models have discarded
the metrical tree from their representational systems altogether.82
As an initial example of the alignment of linguistic material to the metrical grid, see
the representation of Abernathy in (13) below (Selkirk’s 1984: 15-16 example).83
(13) x
x

x

x x

x x

Abernathy
On the lowest level of the grid, each syllable is assigned one mark (a “weak demibeat” in
Selkirk’s 1984 terminology). Unstressed syllables receive no further beats whereas all
stressed syllables are assigned a mark (or “basic beat”) at the second level of the grid.
Since the stress on the initial syllable of Abernathy is stronger than the one on its third
syllable, the initial syllable is linked with an additional mark on the third layer. The grid
consequently reflects the difference between primary stress (or main word stress) and
secondary stress. Further grid levels are required for the alignment of more complex
structures to grids. The grid corresponding to the sentence Twenty people went to China
in (14) is a case in point (example from Schlüter 2005: 19).
(14)

x
x
x
x

x

x
x

Twenty

x

x
x

people

x

x

x

x

x

went

to

China

Again, all stressed syllables are assigned a beat on the second level. Since the sentence
does not contain any words which involve a distinction between primary and secondary
stress, no further level is required for the assignment of lexical stress to the individual
words; the preposition to as a monosyllabic function word remains unstressed. The
distribution of marks on the third level in this case represents the observation that the
A tree-only model has been proposed, for example, by Giegerich (1985) (see also Couper-Kuhlen 1993:
81). For an overview of different versions of Metrical Stress Theory, see Kager (1989: 15-23).
82

The grids used here will follow Selkirk's (1984) convention of marking each beat with an X rather than
Liberman and Prince's (1977) original system in which beats are represented as a sequence of numbers.
83
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stressed syllables of people and China are even more prominent than the other stressed
syllables in the sentence. Within the phrase twenty people, for example, the stressed
syllable of people is more prominent than the stressed syllable of twenty: it carries phrasal
stress. The most prominent syllable of the entire structure is the initial syllable in China,
hence it is marked with an additional beat at the topmost level, in this case the fourth
layer. More complex structures will accordingly require yet additional grid levels.
As these initial examples illustrate, metrical grids provide a formal representation
not only of the distinction between stressed and unstressed syllables but also of different
degrees of stress and relative prominence: the higher the column of marks over a syllable,
the more prominent it is in comparison to other syllables.
An observation that is even more important in the present context is that metrical
grids further provide a representation of rhythmic structure and, in particular, rhythmic
alternation. Metrical Stress Theory highlights that alternation as a condition of rhythmic
well-formedness (as well as stress clash or lapse as violations thereof) need to be formally
defined in terms of underlying grid configurations. In fact, one of the principal motivations
for Liberman and Prince (1977) to introduce metrical grids was to develop a means to
systematically account for the phenomenon of stress shift, illustrated at the outset of the
current chapter by means of the frequently cited contrast between the stress patterns of
thirtèen and thìrteen mèn. The possibility for stress to shift leftwards in English when
followed by a (stronger) stress has been discussed in various theoretical frameworks and
under diverse headings, e.g. as the Rhythm Rule, the Thirteen Men Rule or Iambic Reversal
(Hayes 1995: 18). Liberman and Prince (1977) state that such changes are triggered by
stress clashes, which in turn lead to an operation on the underlying grid configurations
which acts to resolve the deviation from the alternating pattern.
As an example, consider first the grids for thirteen men before and after the
application of stress shift, given in (15) (Kager 1995: 382; see also Schlüter 2005: 19-20).
(15)

a.

x

x

b.

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

men

thirteen

thirteen

x
x

x
men

The grid in (15a) contains a stress clash, highlighted by the circled constellation. Stress
clashes are defined in metrical phonology as a situation in which two marks on an upper
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level are immediately adjacent to one another with no marks intervening between them
on the level immediately below. In the grid in (15b), on the other hand, the clash has been
resolved: the elements are metrically alternating in the sense that marks which are
adjacent to one another on an upper level of the grid (here on the second level) are
separated by an intervening mark on the next lower level.
Importantly, as illustrated by Liberman and Prince’s (1977) example given here as
(16), the PRA operates at every level of the grid. That is to say, deviations at every level
may trigger the need for stress changes (Selkirk 1984: 52; see also Schlüter 2005: 19).
Consequently, it is not sufficient to state that, for a grid to be rhythmically well-formed,
every stressed syllable (i.e. every syllable with a mark on at least the second level of the
grid) needs to be separated by a stressless syllable (i.e. a syllable with a weak demibeat
only). Otherwise, the grid in (16a) would be well-formed and there would be no need for
the shifted constellation in (16b). What makes (16a) ill-formed is rather the fact that,
although the syllables which receive a mark on level three are separated by a stressless
syllable, they are not separated by a syllable which receives a mark on the level
immediately below. Liberman and Prince (1977) accordingly regard metrical grids as
necessary tools to fully account for the conditions under which such stress changes occur:
the conditions and the ideal of rhythmic alternation need to be defined in hierarchical
terms. Compare the well-formed grid (16b) and the more complex grid in (14) above,
which involve rhythmic alternation at all levels of the grid.
x

(16) a.
x
x

x

x

b.

x

x

x

x

x

x

x x

x

x

lens

achromatic

achromatic

x

x

x

x

x x

x

lens

Stress shift is not the only strategy to repair ill-formed structures
intraphonologically. In Selkirk’s (1984) model, the operation of shifting stresses is termed
Beat Movement and forms part of a set of three so-called “grid euphony rules”, which
function to bring grid configurations in line with the PRA (or at least closer to the ideal of
rhythmic alternation at all levels).84 The second operation on grids which serves to

84 In the

construction of grids, Selkirk’s (1984) grid euphony rules work in conjunction with what she terms
text-to-grid alignment rules. The latter are the first to apply; they assign syllables to grids on the basis of
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alleviate stress clashes is termed Beat Deletion and consists in deleting rather than
moving grid marks (Kager 1995: 385 labels the operation Delete x; Hayes 1995: 36-37
refers to destressing). Hayes (1995:37) gives the example of the derivation of parental
from parent, which involves the deletion of the stress on the initial syllable of the stem
parent due to a clash with the following stress. His grids are displayed in (17).85
(17) a.

x

b.

x

x x
x x

x
x

parental

x

x x

parental

The opposite strategy of adding stress, Beat Addition, works to repair stress lapses
instead of stress clashes. Just like stress clashes, this second type of deviation from
metrical alternation is defined hierarchically in terms of underlying grid configurations:
In Metrical Stress Theory, a stress lapse is consequently characterised as a sequence of
three or more marks on a lower level of the grid, none of which are assigned a mark on
the next higher level of that grid (Kager 1995: 382). In some versions of the theory,
sequences of two beats without corresponding marks on the layer above are held to
constitute stress lapses, too (Schlüter 2005: 20). The phenomenon of stress lapse and the
repair strategy of Beat Addition, which works to resolve the deviation from rhythmic
alternation, are exemplified by the representations of the sentence It was organized on the
model of a gallon of worms in (18) below (example from Selkirk 1984: 70; for a discussion
of this example, see also Couper-Kuhlen 1986: 61).
As illustrated by the circled portion, the version in (18a) contains a sequence of
three beats at level three of the grid (the level of main word stress), none of which
contains a mark on level four (the level of phrasal stress). The resulting stress lapse may
be resolved by the promotion of either the stress on the initial syllable of organized, as in
(18b), or that of model from level three to level four. In either case, the example thus

criteria such as syllable structure and the syntactic make-up of the linguistic input material. As these rules
are entirely blind to the ideal of rhythmic alternation, they may create grid configurations which involve
stress clashes and lapses. Grid-euphony rules will then apply to reduce deviations from the rhythmic ideal
in the grids constructed by the text-to-grid-alignment rules (see Selkirk 1984: 19).
Note that other configurations would seem possible here. Whereas Hayes (1995: 37) appears to assume
with his example that stress preservation is categorical, Collie (2008) shows that it is variable. For the
present purpose, the example serves to illustrate the general mechanism of Beat Deletion only.
85
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illustrates once more that the PRA is operative on higher stress levels too, and not just at
the lowest levels (here, the constellations on levels three/four need to be “repaired”; see
also Selkirk 1984: 52). Notice that the relative prominence of main word, phrasal or
higher-level stress is preserved under Beat Addition. This is achieved by the promotion of
the strongest beat in the input version of the grid (in (18a) the beat on worms) to a yet
higher level in the version which results after the application of Beat Addition (Selkirk
1984: 66-67).
(18a)

x
x
x
x

x

x

x

x

x

It

was organized

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

on

the model

x

x

x

x

of

a

gallon

x

x

of

worms

(18b)

x
x

x

x
x
x

x

x

x

x

x

It

was organized

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

on

the model

x

x

x

x

of

a

gallon

x

x

of

worms

As previously emphasised, within the framework of Metrical Stress Theory, it is
thus an oversimplification to define the ideal of rhythmic organisation in a linear fashion
as the regular alternation of stressed and unstressed syllables. Rather than at the level of
the syllable, it is instead defined on the hierarchically organised levels of the metrical grid
(Couper-Kuhlen 1993: 84).86

Selkirk's (1984: 52) grid-based definition of the PRA is given in (ii) below. Strong and weak positions
essentially correspond to positions with and without grid marks, respectively.
86

(ii)

The Principle of Rhythmic Alternation
a. Every strong position on a metrical level n should be followed by at least one weak position on
that level.
b. Any weak position on a metrical level n may be preceded by at most one weak position on that
level.
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The use of citation forms revisited
In the light of the preceding discussion of the formalisation of the PRA within the
framework of Metrical Stress Theory, a number of methodological questions associated
with the use of citation forms shall now be revisited. My analyses in Section 6.3 were
modelled on studies such as Schlüter’s (2005) analyses, which rely on the stress patterns
of isolated citation forms in order to categorise stress constellations into sequences of
stressed versus unstressed syllables. This was also the basis of my categorisation into
Group 1 versus Group 2 uses as it was applied in the investigations in Section 6.3. If, as
was just discussed, the lexical stress patterns of individual items can be overridden by
grid-euphony rules and if the rhythmic principle really does operate at different levels of
the rhythmic hierarchy, it is, however, a simplification to isolate the combinations of
specific adjectives and nouns from their larger surroundings and to categorise their
component syllables according to a binary classification of stressed versus unstressed
alone. As a concrete example from my data, consider the instance in (19).
(19)

However, if it was too weak and watered down a version of Presbyterianism for the
Scots, it none the less proved far too rigid and alien for the majority of the English
laity. (BNC: CLM 99)

In isolation, the lexical stress of the adjectival compound falls on the final syllable
(wàtered dówn). A classification which relies on citation forms will thus assume that the
Big Mess order prevents a clash between the main stress of the adjectival compound and
that of the noun version, which would be given were the two items immediately adjacent
(a wàtered dówn vérsion versus wàtered dówn a vérsion; thus a “Group 1” constellation).
However, in an example such as this, the stress clash in question could theoretically also
be solved by means of shifting the main stress of the compound to its first component (a
wátered dòwn vérsion). What is more, although the main stress of the noun version falls on
the initial syllable, the NP involves postmodifiers, so that version will most likely not carry
phrase stress (which in English usually falls on the rightmost component of an intonation
phrase). The stressed syllable of version in (19) can thus be expected to be at a lower level
of the rhythmic hierarchy than, for example, that of word in the simple combination too
strong a word.
On the other hand, it should be highlighted that the theoretical contributions to
metrical phonology discussed above are based on introspective data, largely in the form
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of isolated words, phrases or sentences. As a first step, the question may therefore
legitimately be raised to what extent authentic language use actually reflects the entirety
of these specifications. Attempts to measure stress shift acoustically (e.g. Cooper and Eady
1986) have provided mixed results concerning the acoustic reality of the phenomenon at
focus.
Generally speaking, experiments have tended not to find clear-cut differences in
the realisations of individual items in different rhythmic contexts (for a brief overview of
such experiments, see Schlüter 2005: 30; Kelly and Bock 1988: 390, 394). Schlüter (2005:
30) consequently holds stress shift to be “primarily a perceptual phenomenon” (cf. Kelly
and Bock 1988). In this context, it is interesting to note that Selkirk (1984: 39-40) herself
claims the existence of “a psychological reality for rhythmic organization in both the
production and the perception of speech” but emphasises that the rhythmic patterns
represented in metrical grids may not be measurable in an acoustic analysis. Instead, they
are intended to represent an abstraction concerning the impression of rhythmic
organisation in the language user’s mind.
Nonetheless, the metrical grid as a formal notation system has been put to
successful use in work based on authentic language data. For example, Couper-Kuhlen
(1993) uses grids consisting of five levels of prosodic structure in an analysis of the
rhythmic organisation of a two-minute extract from a radio phone-in programme. In the
grid representations of her data, the author finds a tendency towards rhythmic
alternation, which is, importantly, more distinct at higher levels of the grid than at the
syllable level. In consequence, the idea that alternation as an ideal applies to different
levels of prominence derives some support from her study; Couper-Kuhlen’s work
thereby demonstrates the usefulness of the multi-layered metrical grid as a formal device
which takes account of the various hierarchically organised levels of stress. Crucially,
however, Couper-Kuhlen’s data are spoken, not written: her grids are representations of
prosodic patterns as actually perceived87 in the conversational fragment under study
(Couper-Kuhlen 1993: 89).

The grids rely on the auditory judgement of the prosodic prominence relations by two trained native
speakers rather than on an instrumental analysis (Couper-Kuhlen 1993: 39). As stated by the author,
although there are a number of widely accepted phonetic correlates of stress (such as duration, intensity,
pitch modulation and vowel quality), which are also the criteria on which Couper-Kuhlen's native speakers
base their judgements, none of these represent unambiguous cues for stress. Attempts to operationalise
stress acoustically thus represent a challenge (for an overview of acoustic correlates of stress, see e.g. van
Heuven 2014; Fuchs 2016; see also Hayes 1995: 5, 8-9; Kentner 2012: 19).
87
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A point which is central to our discussion here is that, for a number of reasons, the
identification of higher-level stress patterns simply does not seem to be a feasible option
in the case of the data on which the analyses presented in the present study are based,
namely data from written registers and spoken data which are accessible only in the form
of (prosodically unannotated) transcripts. The findings from Couper-Kuhlen’s (1993)
study itself may serve to illustrate a few of the difficulties involved.
Couper-Kuhlen (1993: 84) highlights that metrical models like those proposed by
Selkirk (1984) cannot explain actual prosodic realisations in their entirety. Consider the
example passages from Couper-Kuhlen’s (1993: 85) data listed in (20). As mentioned by
Couper-Kuhlen, Selkirk’s rules of grid construction, which are largely based on
morphosyntactic information, are unable to predict that the speakers in Couper-Kuhlen’s
data assigned a pitch accent to were, for and with in (a), (b), (c), respectively.
(20a) I’m very glad to know that you were treated like the lady, the queen that you are
(20b) The ambulance will come for you
(20c) I agree entirely with you
Clearly, prominence patterns at lower levels are to a very large extent rule-governed and
may be derived on the basis of morphosyntactic considerations, whereas prosodic
realisations at the highest levels depend to a very large extent on pragmatic and discourse
considerations, such as focus assignment (Couper-Kuhlen 1993: 85; 1986: 39-48; Speyer
2010: 9-12). It is well known that sentences with identical syntactic structures may be
realised with different prominence patterns depending on the larger discourse context as
well as the communicative purposes of the language user, who may for example exploit
prosodic information to contrastively emphasise specific units (Couper-Kuhlen 1986:
41).88 As a consequence, it can be concluded that, in the absence of actual prosodic
realisations, patterns at the highest levels are very difficult to predict with any degree of
certainty.89

88 A terminological distinction is often made

between stress as rule-based prominence assignment at lower
levels and accent or focus as variable prominence assignment at the highest level. However, definitions vary
widely in this area. For an overview on terminology, see Speyer (2010: 9-12), Couper-Kuhlen (1986: 19-50)
and Schlüter (2005: 21).
Cf. e.g. Speyer (2010: 23), who holds that it is possible to reconstruct both stress assignment at lower
levels and focal prominence at the highest level (i.e. focal accents) even for the earliest historical records of
a language. In his own study of the influence of the PRA (or what he terms the “Clash Avoidance
Requirement”) on the use of object topicalisation constructions in the history of English, Speyer (2010)
reconstructs higher-level prominence patterns in texts spanning from the Old English period onwards.
89
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Equally difficult to predict are the euphonic adjustments of stress shift/Beat
Movement, Beat Addition and Beat Deletion mentioned above. As noted even in the nonperformance-oriented models by Liberman and Prince (1977: 320) and Selkirk (1984:
182, 186), these adjustments are optional strategies and sometimes do not apply where
they could theoretically apply – even if this means that a stress clash persists and the PRA
is thus undermined. Moreover, metrical models note that there may be no need for stress
shift to apply in order to alleviate a stress clash if, instead, a pause is inserted between the
clashing stresses and/or the clashing syllables are lengthened.90 Couper-Kuhlen’s (1993)
analysis of isochronous patterns in authentic conversational data lends evidence to these
notions. Her data show that deviations from rhythmic alternation even at higher levels do
persist, but that they are frequently mitigated by pausing and/or lengthening91 (CouperKuhlen 1993: 99; see also Couper-Kuhlen 1986: 38).
In accordance with the points made above, Schlüter (2005: 314) argues that a
quantitative analysis of written data by its nature imposes certain restrictions on the
methods available to the researcher. Although Schlüter (2005: 19), too, highlights that the
PRA applies at any level of metrical grids, she makes it explicit that the bulk of her case
studies are therefore restricted to grid formulations which involve the lowest two levels
only. Schlüter notes,
While a binary division into stressed and unstressed syllables may seem overly simplistic
in view of the complex prosodic structure of natural language, it will turn out to be an asset
in the analysis of large corpora lacking prosodic annotations. On the one hand, rhythmic
measures have to be applicable with a high degree of intersubjective certainty, which
discourages any ad hoc stipulations about intermediate stress levels or higher-level
prosody. On the other [sic!], the grammatical phenomena that will come under scrutiny will
necessitate such an amount of descriptive detail that a finer differentiation of the rhythmic
parameters would threaten to make the analyses inefficient and the results uninterpretable.
What comes out all the more clearly is that even in this admittedly crude version, the
alternation between stressed and unstressed syllables has a considerable explanatory
potential that helps to improve the accounts of many grammatical phenomena beyond what
has so far been achieved.
(Schlüter 2005: 61-62)

To further support the methodological restriction to a stressed versus unstressed
dichotomy, Schlüter resorts to Selkirk (1984: 19), arguing that Selkirk’s metrical model

Selkirk (1984) accordingly follows Liberman (1975) in conceptualising pauses in terms of the metrical
grid as silent grid positions (see Couper-Kuhlen 1993: 85-88; 1986: 37-39 for a discussion of the relation
between speech tempo and the PRA).
90

In the context of the present study, it should, however, be noted that lengthening or the insertion of a
pause is an unlikely compensation strategy in syntactically closely-integrated structures like NPs. These
strategies are more likely to occur at the boundaries of prosodic phrases (Schlüter 2005: 72, 233).
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220
holds the PRA to be “most strictly observed at the basic beat level” (Schlüter 2005: 61). In
the passage cited by Schlüter, Selkirk (1984: 19) maintains that binary patterns of
rhythmic organisation (i.e. a regular alternation of exactly one stressed and one
unstressed syllable) are particularly fundamental to the lowest levels of the metrical grid.
As further specified by Selkirk,
on the third metrical level it is common for beats to be either two or three basic beats away
from each other; at the basic beat level, it is even more common for beats to be two
demibeats away from each other, ternary beats being allowed only in particular cases.
(Selkirk 1984: 19)

Still, it should be stressed that, in another context, Selkirk (1984: 63) states quite to the
contrary that it is at the second level of the grid that stress clashes “seem to be tolerated
quite well”. In this connection, the reader is also reminded of Couper-Kuhlen’s (1993)
finding that the tendency towards rhythmic alternation in her conversational speech data
is more distinct at higher levels of the grid than at the basic beat level. It may hence appear
difficult to argue that rhythmic alternation applies less strictly at higher metrical levels
and that these levels are thus of less interest to the analysis.
For our purpose, a few more details are relevant concerning Selkirk’s claim of the
relative acceptability of stress clashes at the second grid level. This claim is formulated in
the context of her treatment of the grid euphony rules of Beat Addition and Beat
Movement as well as restrictions in their application. According to Selkirk’s (1984: 63,
173) model, rules of grid euphony cannot override the rules which align syllables with
basic beats. In other words, they may adjust the relative prominence relations which hold
between the stressed syllables of a construction, but they cannot apply to turn a stressed
syllable into an unstressed syllable or vice versa (compare Liberman and Prince 1977:
285; Hayes 1995: 19; Couper-Kuhlen 1993: 162). For the purpose of illustration,
reconsider the grids in (16) and (18) above, where the unstressed syllables of the input
grids remain unstressed after the application of the respective stress changes. Clashes on
the second level consequently cannot be remedied by Beat Addition or Beat Movement,
and, according to Selkirk, they therefore have to be tolerated. This condition is
noteworthy as it can be argued to support the methodological restriction to the lowest
levels of the metrical grid adopted in studies like Schlüter’s (2005) and my own. For one
thing, the restriction helps bypass the problem of having to take account of
intraphonological compensation strategies if these do not affect the lowest grid levels. For
another thing, grammatical compensation strategies – such as the choice of the Big Mess
order in contexts where the indefinite article functions as a prosodic buffer – appear
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particularly relevant in the light of this limitation of intraphonological strategies: If stress
changes cannot help avoid a clash at the basic beat level, the choice of an alternative
grammatical construction which does not involve the clash at the second level in the first
place should be particularly relevant in constellations in which the variant structures
make a difference at this level of the grid.
Further specifications of the categorisation scheme
The sum of the points raised above motivated my decision to follow Schlüter (2005) in
basing the studies presented in Section 6.3 on a simple stressed versus unstressed
categorisation procedure. A few more details concerning Schlüter’s categorisation
scheme shall now be clarified. These points would have been difficult to follow before the
presentation of the theory which underlies the categorisation and the associated
discussion offered in the present section. Still, since they are of importance to
understanding (and potentially replicating) the analyses, they deserve to be clarified in
the following.
The binary distinction between stressed and unstressed syllables used in the
analysis of quite a versus a quite as well as most other examinations of attributive
structures92 conducted by Schlüter (2005) largely follows the classification scheme used
by Kelly and Bock (1988: 392) in their analysis of stress patterns in written language data,
mentioned in Section 6.4.1. This scheme specifies that in open word class categories,
including the categories of relevance to the present analysis (viz. nouns and adjectives),
only the syllable carrying primary lexical stress is to be classified as stressed (Kelly and
Bock 1988: 392; Schlüter 2005: 61). Note, therefore, that the classification deviates from
the rules of grid construction as employed by Selkirk (1984), according to which syllables
bearing secondary stress, too, receive a basic beat represented by a mark on the second
level of the grid. In this context, it is interesting to note that, in his discussion of the
Schlüter's (2005: Chapter 5) second set of studies, concerned with a variety of verbal and adverbial
structures, relies on an extended categorisation scheme which takes additional account of the location of
prosodic boundaries as well as different levels of stress. These refinements are introduced in order to
capture potential effects of the insertion of pauses and rhythmically motivated stress changes like Beat
Deletion and Beat Addition. For a discussion of the refined scheme, see Schlüter (2005: 150-53, 165-66,
179-81, 314-15). Schlüter considers a simple stressed versus unstressed dichotomy to be satisfactory for
the analysis of most attributive structures but not for verbal and adverbial structures, for the reason that
the component elements of attributive structures will always be syntactically and prosodically tightly
integrated. Outside of attributive structures, on the other hand, words which occur in linear sequences may
involve differing degrees of syntactic and prosodic integration depending on the internal structural makeup of the larger utterance. The corresponding syntactic and prosodic profiles thus need to be taken into
consideration in the analysis (Schlüter 2005: 65, 71, 164).
92
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indefinite article as prosodic buffer, Bolinger (1972: 139) specifies the situation which
causes prosodic problems as “the immediate succession of two or more main accents”. It
can therefore be assumed that Bolinger would not classify syllables carrying secondary
stress as stressed either.
As an illustration of the role which this question plays for the present analysis,
consider the fairly frequent combination (13 instances in my data) tóo góod an
òpportúnity (to míss). Although the primary lexical stress of the noun òpportúnity falls on
its third syllable, the initial syllable carries secondary stress. This raises the question of
whether combinations of such nouns with monosyllabic/finally stressed adjectives
should or should not be classified among the “Group 1” constellations, in which the shifted
position of the indefinite article circumvents a stress clash present in the attributive
alternative: According to Selkirkian rules of grid construction, the combination good
opportunity does involve a clash on the second level of the grid, according to the system
used by Schlüter, on the other hand, it does not. The respective grids are given in (21a)
versus (21b). Note that the overall number of instances featuring the combination of a
noun which carries secondary stress on its initial syllable and a monosyllabic or finally
stressed adjective is of course fairly low: in the combined dataset of the Too Big a Mess
Construction and the attributive alternative, 52 uses (3.62%) fall into this category. The
question whether this group of instances should be categorised as Group 1 or Group 2
instances consequently has little impact on the results of the categorisation.93
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As regards the classification conventions used by Schlüter, it should additionally
be clarified that monosyllabic function words such as the indefinite article a(n) are
generally classified as unstressed. It is commonly agreed that articles in English count
amongst those function words which have both unstressed and stressed allomorphs
depending on the context of their occurrence. For example, the indefinite article, usually
realised as [ə], may be assigned contrastive emphasis and occur in its stressed form [eɪ].

Different views exist in the literature on which syllables exactly should be assigned secondary stress. For
my analysis, I relied upon the patterns specified in the Longman Pronunciation Dictionary (Wells 2008).
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The general treatment of the article as unstressed is thus, to a certain extent, an
oversimplification. Be that as it may, special emphasis on the article would certainly
appear to be an unlikely option in the case of the constructions under study. Note further
that Schlüter classifies quite as stressed throughout her study and, consequently, does not
include the quantifier amongst the group of unstressed monosyllabic function words.94
Summary
In conclusion, an analysis of Bolinger’s (1972) rhythm-based explanation of the Big Mess
word order would ideally be based on an exploration of prosodic patterns as they can be
perceived in a continuous flow of speech rather than on the stress patterns of isolated
citation forms. What is more, such an analysis would ideally discriminate between
different degrees of prominence and include an exploration of patterns of higher-level
stress (or accent) assignment. It has been demonstrated, however, that the data used in
the present study do not lend themselves to this type of procedure. In the face of the
difficulties associated in particular with predicting higher-level patterns and phonological
repair strategies, a categorisation of citation forms according to a simple stressed versus
unstressed distinction can be concluded to represent a justifiable compromise solution,
which is fully in line with previous research on the PRA (see Schlüter 2005: 61). The
procedure was also adopted in Schlüter’s (2005) series of studies, in which she
convincingly demonstrates the preference for rhythmic alternation to exert a similar
influence on the distribution of the variants of a wide range of otherwise unconnected
grammatical phenomena. Furthermore, it has been highlighted that there is convincing
evidence in the literature to support the assumption that rhythmic principles are also
active in written language. It can hence be expected that, if rhythmic preferences have a
significant effect on the use of the Big Mess Construction, these effects will be traceable
by means of the type of methodological apparatus which was applied here.

Selkirk (1984) does not count quantifiers amongst those function words which can occur in a weak,
destressed form either, listing too as an example of an “unreducible” function word due to its tense vowel
/u:/ in combination with the lower token frequency of too as compared to reducible to (Selkirk 1984: 34748, 355, 359). For her discussion of the special stress properties of function words, see Selkirk (1984:
Chapter 7). The treatment of quantifiers or other degree modifiers is, in any case, of less relevance to a
prosodic analysis of the Big Mess Construction than it is to the analysis of the variation between quite a and
a quite. As noted above, in contrast to quite a NPs, the degree modifiers of Big Mess NPs do not themselves
form part of the constellation of clashing stresses which may be resolved by the position of the indefinite
article.
94
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6.5

Summary and conclusion

The current chapter has laid the focus on a central phonological tendency which previous
research has demonstrated to act as a co-determinant of various instances of grammatical
variation and change, viz. the Principle of Rhythmic Alternation. I investigated whether
the desire for the regular alternation of stressed and unstressed syllables can be argued
to motivate the marked syntax underlying the Big Mess Construction. More specifically, I
tested Bolinger’s (1972) hypothesis that the unstressed indefinite article in this structure
functions as a prosodic “buffer” which helps to avoid a stress clash between adjective and
noun that would be present in the more canonical order ‘a(n) + DEG + ADJ + N’. The aim
was thus to perform an analysis modelled on Schlüter’s (2005) examination of the
variation between quite a and a quite NPs, in which she found the PRA to exert at least a
co-conditioning effect along the lines predicted by Bolinger.
For this purpose, I first outlined Bolinger’s (1972) and Schlüter’s (2005)
contributions (Section 6.2) and then conducted a case study of the Too Big a Mess
Construction. The instances of this version of the construction were compared with the
instances of the attributive alternative structure ‘a + too + ADJ + N’ in terms of their stress
configurations (Section 6.3.1). My analysis revealed that the attributive alternative is, in
fact, very rarely chosen in cases where the stress patterns of the adjectives and nouns
involved are such that they give rise to a stress clash which could be circumvented in the
Big Mess order. It may, in consequence, be concluded that these uses occur so rarely
because the language user instead opted for the rhythmically preferable Big Mess variant.
On the other hand, the analysis also uncovered half of all instances of the Too Big a Mess
Construction to involve stress configurations in which considerations of rhythmic
euphony cannot be argued to play a role. In combination with the discrepancy in the
overall frequency of the two structures (1,233 Too Big a Mess versus only 202 A Too Big
Mess instances), this finding made it clear that the rhythmic factor acts as a codeterminant of the structural variation, rather than being sufficient on its own to explain
the variation. As was emphasised, however, this result is entirely consistent with research
on the determinants of grammatical variation (and change) more generally.
The conclusion received some further supported from the analysis of other
variants of the construction, for most of which there seems to exist no such canonical
alternative (Section 6.3.2). As was highlighted, this is also the case for the two other highfrequency versions, As Big a Mess and So Big a Mess; the instances of these two
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constructional versions were consequently subjected to a simplified, non-comparative
prosodic analysis. The analysis demonstrated that, in the case of the So Big a Mess
Construction, there are even fewer instances (just over a third of all uses) in which the
indefinite article can be argued to prevent a clash between two otherwise adjacent
stresses. The pattern of distribution over different stress constellations found for the As
Big a Mess Construction, on the other hand, was emphasised to display clear parallels to
that observed for the Too Big a Mess Construction. In Section 6.3.3, the version with the
highest number of spoken instances, the Too Big a Mess Construction, was additionally
submitted to an analysis which compared the stress patterns of the spoken and the
written instances of the construction to one another. As was indicated, the spoken subset
demonstrates an even clearer preference than the written instances for those stress
constellations in which the Big Mess word order can be argued to be rhythmically
advantageous. Still, it was emphasised that the low number of spoken instances of the Big
Mess Construction in all its versions (as well as the extremely low number of spoken
instances of the alternative structure ‘a + too + ADJ + N’) makes it impossible to restrict
the prosodic investigations to spoken data only.
In accordance with this finding, the remainder of the chapter was devoted to a
more general methodological discussion of the extent to which the rhythmic hypothesis
can be tested with the kinds of data on which the current study is based. The first set of
questions raised in this context revolved around the largely written nature of the data
employed here (Section 6.4.1). I discussed the extent to which a rhythmic preference such
as the PRA can be expected to have an effect on reading and writing. For this purpose, I
reviewed findings from psycholinguistic research which have convincingly suggested
readers

to

regularly

access

phonological

information

(including

prosodic

representations) during the process of written language reception. Specific emphasis was
given to experiments by Bader (1998) and Kentner (2012), which provide solid support
to the assumption that readers expect written language to be rhythmically well-formed in
line with the PRA and to the related assumption that this expectation influences parsing
decisions. Research on the influence of phonological information on written language
production was shown to be less advanced, although, in this area too, evidence in favour
of the impact of phonology has been gained. To further substantiate this result, I
additionally devoted some attention to the ‘rhythmicity’ of the written output itself. Crossmodal studies which have concluded rhythmic constraints to involve similar effects on
both spoken and written data as well as the psychological interconnectedness of writing
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and speaking were argued to indicate that writers, too, may be expected to strive towards
rhythmically well-formed output.
The next question posed in connection with the use of largely written data
concerned the associated need to rely on citation forms instead of the prosodic patterns
which can be witnessed in a connected flow of speech (Section 6.4.2). Following Schlüter
(2005: 112-24), I categorised instances of the constructions under study according to the
stress configurations of the adjectives and nouns involved, considering only these words
in isolation from their larger context and restricting the categorisation to a binary
stressed versus unstressed distinction. One of the problems which such an approach faces
was explained to rest in the fact that the stress pattern of one and the same word can be
found to vary according to its contextual surroundings. Furthermore, I pointed towards
the existence of different degrees of stress, which are not captured by the simple stressed
versus unstressed distinction. To enable an in-depth discussion of these points, recourse
was taken to the framework of Metrical Stress Theory, in which degrees of stress are
represented by different levels of a hierarchically organised metrical grid. Metrical
phonologists highlight that deviations from rhythmic alternation may lead to euphonic
adjustments at both lower and higher levels. Moreover, they argue that it is at the highest
levels of the grids that speakers can alter stress patterns in order to give emphasis to
specific pieces of information. The methods used in the present study cannot be argued to
take full account of these processes. Be that as it may, it was concluded that the data
available necessitate the type of restriction to isolated citation forms and the binary
stressed versus unstressed distinction which was applied here; the main reason for this
was emphasised to be the fact that higher-level stress patterns and euphonic adjustments
are not predictable and cannot simply be imposed on written data. All in all, then, the
careful assessment of the challenges associated with the method employed for the present
purpose showed that its use is warranted.
As a suggestion for future work, it should be added at this point that research based
mainly on written data would profit from an integration of analyses of recordings of native
speakers who were asked to read written material containing the structure under study
out aloud; the investigations based on citation forms could then be complemented with
actual (albeit non-spontaneous, elicited) prosodic realisations. As will be discussed in the
following chapter, the construction can be shown to fulfil distinct discourse-pragmatic
functions, including the function of giving emphasis to focal material. An additional
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analysis of accent patterns as they are actually realised in connected speech would thus
clearly be of relevance.
As a final note, I would like to recall that Schlüter’s (2005) analyses highlight not
only the synchronic, but also the diachronic dimension of the rhythmic factor at focus. To
gain further insights into the potential relevance of rhythmic considerations to the Big
Mess Construction, it would be beneficial to approach the question from an additional
diachronic perspective, too. Even if, in Present-day English, the straightforward
attributive alternative is highly infrequent or even unattested for most versions, the
situation may not always have been like that. It could accordingly be hypothesised that
the Big Mess structure arose as a variant which, for certain periods of time, co-existed
with the more canonical structure and only later spread at its expense – until the original
variant was (in some cases) completely lost. If that were the case, it would be interesting
to re-assess the extent to which rhythmic considerations co-influenced the choice of
variants at different stages of the historical development.
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CHAPTER 7

Discourse-pragmatic functions of the Big Mess Construction
7.1

Introduction

As was highlighted in the overview of previous work on the Big Mess Construction
(Chapter 2), accounts of the construction in grammars and specialist contributions are
almost entirely limited to formal observations on the structure under study, making no
mention of its semantic or functional characteristics. In Chapter 5, I provided first insights
into semantic frames and functions associated with the construction on the basis of
collostructional analyses investigating the typical realisations of the head noun and the
head of the predeterminer AP slots as well as the most typical adjective-noun
combinations. The present chapter will complement these findings by means of a series
of studies focusing on the discourse-pragmatic functions of the Big Mess Construction.
Part I will begin by scrutinising the information-structural functions served by the
construction. I will present and test a number of concrete hypotheses formulated in
previous work by de Mönnink (2000), Hillert (2011) and Aniya (2016). The focus of my
analyses will rest on an examination of the association of Big Mess NPs with the focus of
the clauses inside which they occur. Part II will supplement the findings on informationstructural properties with a thorough analysis of the functions served by the construction
in the mutually related areas of evaluation and text organisation. By sketching abstract
patterns built around the prototypical uses of the construction, I will demonstrate that
the core function of Big Mess NPs in discourse is to place emphasis on the evaluation of
both text-external entities as well as of portions of the discourse itself. Although Part I and
Part II thus pose different research questions and investigate different types of functions
fulfiled by the construction, I decided to combine them as two parts of a single chapter.
The motivation behind this decision is that the functions examined in the two sections
need to be regarded as being closely intertwined. This will become particularly evident in
Part III of the chapter, where the findings resulting from the analyses of the two previous
parts will be integrated into an interpretation of the Big Mess Construction as a
contrastive focus construction. I will end with a summary of the central results gained in
the chapter and a conclusion.
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7.2

PART I:
Information-structural functions of the Big Mess Construction

7.2.1 A brief introduction to information structure
The study of information structure is devoted to the analysis of systematic relationships
between the forms of grammatical or intonation structures and their discoursecontextual factors. Such factors include, amongst others, speakers’ estimates concerning
what is contextually known to their listeners, which elements are currently activated in
their listeners’ minds and which elements they aim to communicate on top of that. As a
linguistic discipline, information structure investigates how such assumptions are
reflected in the ways in which information is arranged in a clause or sentence and,
consequently, how contextual factors can be argued to motivate the form of linguistic
structures. A general observation to emerge from studies in the field is that speakers
strive to organise information in such a way as to help their listeners in connecting new
pieces of information to what is already known to them. To mention a prominent example,
it has repeatedly been found that speakers tend to place old or topical pieces of
information before new or focused pieces of information in order to help their listeners
in connecting new information with what they already know (see e.g. Erteschik-Shir 2007:
7). To arrive at such findings, studies of information structure usually depart from the
observation of a set of alternative structures which differ in terms of the way information
is packaged inside them (see e.g. Lambrecht 1994).
In line with the above, any grammatical structure which deviates from regularities
concerning canonical constituent order is of potential interest to an investigation of
information-structural properties. Strikingly little research has, however, been conducted
on the Big Mess Construction from such a perspective. The following sections aim to fill
this gap. In Section 7.2.2, I will present the contributions made by de Mönnink (2000),
Hillert (2011) and Aniya (2016) on the construction and its information-structural
functions. Since most of the hypotheses concerning the pragmatic functions of the Big
Mess Construction assume an association between the construction and the focus of the
clause inside which it occurs, Section 7.2.3 will clear the ground for my own pragmatic
analysis by offering a theoretical background to the notion of focus. In Section 7.2.4, I will
then test four hypotheses derived from the central claims of the contributions which were
reviewed in Section 7.2.2 against my data. For this purpose, Section 7.2.4.2 will first
reconsider the distribution of the construction over syntactic functions. Section 7.2.4.3
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will subsequently discuss the results of a close pragmatic analysis of a subcorpus of 250
randomised instances of the Big Mess Construction within their larger discourse context.
The discussion of the results relating to the four hypotheses will be complemented by
additional observations to emerge from this analysis. Section 7.2.5 presents an interim
conclusion for this part of the chapter.
7.2.2 Previous work: De Mönnink (2000), Hillert (2011) and Aniya (2016)
De Mönnink (2000: 134) suggests an interpretation of the construction against the
background of a general pragmatic principle, but emphasises from the beginning that her
interpretation is given intuitively and would therefore need to be supported by empirical
analyses in future work. The principle cited by de Mönnink in this context is Dik’s (1997a)
“Principle of Pragmatic Highlighting”, which states:
Constituents with special pragmatic functionality (New Topic, Given Topic, Completive
Focus, Contrastive Focus) are preferably placed in ‘special positions’, including, at least, the
clause-initial position.
(Dik 1997a: 403)

In accordance with this generalisation, de Mönnink hypothesises that the predeterminer
AP of a Big Mess NP is placed in its non-canonical, phrase-initial position in order to
highlight the AP as carrying a particular pragmatic function. In that sense, the NP-initial
position would correspond functionally to the clause-initial position (de Mönnink 2000:
135).95 Speculating as to the concrete functionality of both the predeterminer AP and the
superordinate Big Mess NP, de Mönnink (2000: 135) proposes that the NPs under study
are “(focus) NPs that introduce new information into the discourse. What is more, the new
information may well be the information contained in the adjective, instead of the
information in the head noun.” To buttress this proposal, de Mönnink (2000: 134) draws
attention to the fact that indefinite NPs are characteristically used to introduce new
referents into the discourse. This link between the proposed function of the construction
and the feature of indefiniteness is attractive in that it could account for the observation
that Big Mess NPs are by definition indefinite, the determiner obligatorily being realised
Recall that Seppänen’s (1978: 536-37) and Seppänen et al.’s (2002: 106-7) descriptions of AP fronting
include brief formulations of similar assumptions regarding the factors which motivate the construction.
Both studies compare the construction to wh-fronting, i.e. to the fronting at the clausal level of focal items
inside interrogative or exclamative clauses; wh-fronting is seen to be motivated by a general tendency to
highlight focal items by shifting them to the front of a constituent (e.g. How carefully he had done it! versus
He had done it very carefully.). Fronting inside the NP with items such as what, how, however is regarded by
the authors as a duplication of this tendency at the phrasal level (e.g. *a what fine hat versus what a fine
hat). AP fronting with other items, such as too, is, in turn, hypothesised to represent the result of a process
of analogical generalisation.
95
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in the form of the indefinite article. The functional interpretation along the lines of the
Principle of Rhythmic Alternation (see Chapter 6), for example, cannot explain this
restriction: theoretically, definite determiners, such as the definite article the, could
likewise function as prosodic “buffer”, yet in corresponding definite NPs, there is no
choice but to accept stress clashes (compare Schlüter 2005: 115; Bolinger 1972: 140-41).
In further support of her proposal concerning the function of Big Mess NPs, de Mönnink
(2000: 135) highlights that the syntactic functions of subject complement, direct object
and prepositional complement are typically associated with indefiniteness and new
information, whereas this association is not shared by the functions of subject and
indirect object. De Mönnink links this observation to the finding that the Big Mess NPs in
her data perform the former set of functions much more frequently than the latter set of
functions (see de Mönnink 2000: 80-81).
The crucial part of de Mönnink’s proposal which would correspond to the
observations formulated in the Principle of Pragmatic Highlighting is the suggestion that
the focal information to be communicated by the Big Mess NP is the information enclosed
in the predeterminer adjective rather than that contained in the head noun. In line with
this suggestion, de Mönnink (2000: 134) argues that the construction serves the function
of placing particular emphasis on the head adjective: both through the modification by an
intensifying adverb (too, so, as, how, etc.) and through the fronted, non-canonical position.
De Mönnink stresses that, while the syntactic process of fronting generally speaking tends
to relate to given portions of information, quite the opposite seems to be the case with
regard to this construction (p. 134). However, she analyses only one instance of a Big Mess
NP in its discourse context in order to substantiate the presumed centrality of the
adjective.
Hillert (2011) does not refer to de Mönnink’s (2000) work, but similar to her, he
suggests that NPs involving what he terms a “postposed indefinite article” serve to
foreground the AP or, to be more precise, the “scalar properties expressed in the AP
component” (Hillert 2011: 166). Before presenting his functional claims in more detail, a
few general notes on Hillert’s data and methods need to be made.
Hillert announces his study to be integrated into the framework of Construction
Grammar and distinguishes between two constructions, which he labels the Postposed
Indefinite Article Noun Phrase (PIANP) and the Optional Postposed Indefinite Article
Noun Phrase (OPIANP). As suggested by the terminology, the postposition of the article is
held to be obligatory in the former and optional in the latter construction. The
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postposition is defined as optional if the individual degree modifier can also be found to
be used inside the canonical attributive structure, in which the indefinite article precedes
the AP (‘a(n) + DEG + ADJ + N’). It is defined as obligatory, on the other hand, if Hillert’s
corpora attest to the use of the individual degree item in predeterminer position only, that
is, if there is no evidence of its use inside the canonical structure. Hillert uses three
corpora (the BNC, COCA and the Bank of English) for the compilation of a sample
considered to be “representative of how the OPIANP is used” (Hillert 2011: 159).
Altogether, he collected 135 instances of the OPIANP. These data were retrieved by
searches of the corpora for the string “‘X + Adjective + a/an + Noun’, where X stands for
the intensifier that was slotted in before each search” (p. 158). The intensifiers chosen for
the insertion into these queries were in their turn assembled on the basis of a search for
the terms “degree adverbs” or “degree modifiers” in Carter and McCarthy (2006) and
Paradis (1997). On this basis, Hillert compiled a list of items until his cut-off point of 55
was reached (p. 158). As mentioned, the author states that instances of the structure in
question were classified as examples of the OPIANP in case the corpora provide evidence
that the intensifier contained in them is also used in the more canonical order (p. 158).
Instances of the PIANP, i.e. the version to which there is no attributive alternative,
were collected by searching the corpora for the string “a/an+X+Adjective+Noun”, which
was restricted in advance to queries involving the intensifiers too, that, so and as; relevant
hits were assembled until a cut-off point of 100 instances was reached (p. 159).
In addition to these two datasets, Hillert compiled a reference sample of “100 NPs
displaying canonical word order” (p. 158) by searching the corpora for NPs which are
introduced by the three intensifiers found to be most frequent in his data of the OPIANP
(more, less, far) and which contain the same word class categories as the construction
under study. For more details concerning the collection of his data, see Hillert (2011: 15759).
Hillert’s methods of data retrieval appear to involve potential problems. The
queries used to collect instances of the OPIANP and PIANP do not cater for tagging errors,
which Chapter 3.5 of the present work has revealed to figure prominently in the case of
the Big Mess Construction. Neither do they retrieve instances in which the constructions
under study are expanded by optional components, unless these occur outside the
boundaries of the specified search strings (as e.g. postmodifiers of N do). What is more,
the choice of the degree items which were successively inserted into the PIANP query
appears to rest on pre-given descriptions of the construction in previous work only. In
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this connection, Hillert refers to Huddleston and Pullum’s (2002: 435) entry on adjectival
predeterminers (p. 159, see also pp. 160-61, 170), in which the predeterminer position is
described as obligatory for APs introduced by as, so, too, that, how and this. That is to say,
even though Hillert’s classification claims to rest on the presence or absence of corpus
evidence of the canonical alternative (p. 158), it remains uncertain whether he has
checked the description of the predeterminer position as obligatory in these cases against
his corpus data: As previously discussed (see Chapter 3.8 and Chapter 6.3), the BNC, for
example, does contain various instances of the canonical attributive structure introduced
by too. Hillert, on the other hand, includes too under the degree items to be found inside
the PIANP, which should only be the case had he found no evidence of the attributive
alternative in his corpora. At the same time, a single corpus instance of a predeterminer
AP introduced by very is sufficient for Hillert to list very amongst the items which regularly
initiate predeterminer APs; in fact, this instance is used as the first example occurring in
his running text to illustrate the OPIANP construction. The instance in question, added
here as (1), is from the BNC and is contained in my set of rare or “Fancy Messes”.
(1)

It was therefore very useful a tool for the Party to adopt during this period of
experimentation of how to achieve successful <unclear> reconstruction of the
countryside. (BNC: KM6 4)

Hillert’s focus thus does not rest on a comparison of the frequencies of his predeterminer
APs and the postdeterminer variants. Furthermore, Hillert does not include a full list of
all degree items which he found to initiate the OPIANP in his data; he merely cites
illustrative examples and, as mentioned above, exclusively lists the three intensifiers
which are most frequent in his data of the OPIANP (more, less, far).96
Let us turn next to Hillert’s analysis of his data. Focusing mainly on the OPIANP,
the author aims at unravelling systematic patterns of its usage. Similar to de Mönnink
(2000: 81), Hillert finds his OPIANPs to fulfil the syntactic function of subject complement
much more frequently than his sample set of canonical NPs (in 90% versus 9% of the
cases). Furthermore, he observes them to function less frequently as subject than his
canonical NPs (0% versus 6% for OPIANPs versus canonical NPs, respectively). Unlike de

In this context, it should also be noted that the separate inclusion of far amongst the intensifiers which
introduce the OPIANP may be regarded as questionable in that it occurs only in combination with more (see
Hillert 2011: 159). It may therefore be argued that the possibility of the predeterminer position in these
instances depends on more (rather than on far) as a trigger.
96
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Mönnink, who also detects a preference for the function of direct object (40.9% of her NPs
with a fronted premodifier), Hillert’s OPIANPs strongly disprefer this function (1% of his
OPIANPs versus 45% of his canonical NPs fulfil this function). Hillert (p. 166) draws
attention to the constructionist expectation (expressed e.g. by Goldberg 2006: 21-22, to
whom he refers) that, in any larger utterance, those constructions will be combined with
one another, the characteristics of which are mutually compatible rather than invoking
conflicts with one another. Against this perspective, he emphasises that – like the more
general predicative complement construction and in contrast to the subject and the direct
object constructions – OPIANPs mainly function as descriptive elements and are unlikely
to function referentially (pp. 166-67).
Since the author does not give a definition or explanation of his distinction between
“descriptive” and “referential” functions, his usage of these terms needs to be deduced
from his subsequent accounts: According to the author, the construction’s primary
function is to foreground the scalar properties expressed in the AP while backgrounding
nominal properties (p. 155). In more detail, he suggests that the construction is used in
order to characterise already given arguments (by assigning adjective-scalar qualities to
these arguments) while rarely being used to introduce new arguments into the discourse
(p. 178). He further argues the construction to be employed for the purpose of
characterisation rather than categorisation, in the sense that the introduction of nominal
categories is of less relevance to uses of the construction than is the characterisation by
adjectival qualities (p. 166); again, however, a precise definition of his usage of the terms
characterisation versus categorisation is not offered. These functions are, as mentioned,
highlighted to be typical of subject complements in general, which tend to characterise
arguments which are given in close proximity to the subject complement, namely in the
form of the phrase or clause functioning as subject (p. 167).97
Direct objects and subjects, on the other hand, are generally claimed to be
associated with Hillert’s category of “referential” functions, that is with the introduction
of arguments and nominal categories to the discourse. No references to studies giving
evidence of this association are offered, however, and due to the well-attested association
of the subject function with the theme, his assumption is certainly not unproblematic.
Hillert further argues that, even in the rare cases in which OPIANPs do function as direct

97 Notice

that the same holds for object complements, which Hillert (2011: 167) classifies as a second clause
structure typical of subject complements. In this case, it is the object which is characterised by the adjacent
object complement.
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objects, “the category denoted by the noun is either already given in the context or is easily
constructed on the basis of the preceding discourse” (p. 168). Interestingly, in this
connection the author also points towards the surprisingly frequent occurrence of the
construction as a separate unit without an explicitly realised verb (compare my category
“reduced” in the classification according to syntactic functions in Chapter 4.3), which he
terms “a type of predicative complement of an argument even without a verb denoting
the relationship between them” (p. 167). The category is illustrated by his examples
reproduced as (2) and (3) below.
(2)

They chalked Exponential up at 100-1 – amazingly high a price for any horse in this
kind of “maiden” race, where none of the nags has won and some have not even raced.
(BoE, NBA – 040820)

(3)

Patya rode close, far more skilled a rider than Norit, and held out her arms. (BoE,
BU-fF012100)

According to Hillert, such occurrences demonstrate that the “argument is so activated that
it is still clear that a descriptive element would give a description of that argument.” In
such cases as well as in uses of the construction more generally, then, “giving a category
for the nominal is perceived as less important, and thus the OPIANP can be utilized to
foreground adjective-scalar qualities instead.” (p. 168). Hillert states that, all in all, the
construction’s functions thus provide a contrast to the typical functions of NPs in general,
which characteristically act “referentially” and focus on nominal categories; they further
contrast with the functions of indefinite NPs more specifically, the latter typically
introducing new arguments into the discourse (pp. 168-69, 178).
Referring to Goldberg’s (2006: 228) indication of the importance of information
structure for the description of constructions, Hillert emphasises that information
structure consequently appears to be a key domain in which the OPIANP carries “nonpredictable” characteristics, which he stresses to support their treatment as a formmeaning pairing. Comparing the characteristics of the OPIANP and the PIANP, he regards
the optional version of the OPIANP to represent an extension of “a skeletal construction
with the structure ‘intensifier+adjective+indefinite article+noun’”, i.e. of the PIANP (p.
170). In an analysis of their syntactic functions, Hillert finds PIANPs introduced by too or
that to display a similar preference for the function of subject complement as his OPIANPs
do (83% for too and 76% for that). He thus argues these versions to share the same
functional similarities to the subject complement construction as were summarised for
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the OPIANP above. On the other hand, PIANPs introduced by so and as are found to differ
from OPIANPs in terms of their syntactic behaviour: in Hillert’s data, these versions
function much less frequently as subject complement (23% for so and 33% for as) and
much more readily as direct object (50% for so and 67% for as). For the version with so,
Hillert additionally detects a higher number of subject NPs (10%) than for his OPIANPs.
He thus claims that some of the extensions of the PIANP, like those initiated by so and as,
“unify better with referential constructions than the OPIANP does” (p. 176). As a result,
PIANP and OPIANP are seen as sharing similar characteristics, but not as being
semantically identical.98
It needs to be borne in mind at this point that Hillert’s data for the PIANP consist
of a sample of 100 instances, the sets for the individual versions thus being very small (30
hits for too and so, 25 for that, 15 for as). The representativeness of these sets is
consequently even less certain than in the case of the OPIANP set. What is more, except
for the classification according to syntactic functions, Hillert does not support his
interpretation with quantitative findings.
Turning next to Aniya’s (2016) contribution, it may be noted that his hypotheses
appear to be based exclusively on his intuitions and a highly limited number of
constructed examples. The point of departure of his functional interpretation of the Big
Mess Construction is a review of some representative analyses of the construction
originating from the generative framework and the framework of HPSG (pp. 1-8). Aniya
proceeds to emphasise that none of these previous analyses have recognised any of the
properties which he explains to be the fundamental semantic characteristics of the
construction, viz. i) stylistic emphasis, ii) an implication of contrast parameter and iii) a
new information parameter (pp. 8, 10). As regards the first property, the author points
towards the inverted order of elements inside the Big Mess Construction and notes the
inversion of constituents more generally to represent “a favored and common means of

Note that, in his analysis of semantic differences between the PIANP and OPIANP, Hillert (2011) focuses
primarily on the claim that the two constructions display different “scalar qualities”. In brief, he argues that
the degree items in the PIANP always evoke categorical readings along the scale denoted by the adjective
as well as specifying a definite point on that scale. For instance, in the case of (i), too is held to evoke a “limit
that has been transgressed” (p. 172).
98

(i)

‘I think raid is too strong a word,’ he said. (BNC: K5D 3889)

The OPIANP, on the other hand, is assumed to evoke categorical readings along the scale denoted by the
adjective without specifying any such fixed points on that scale (Hillert’s examples are very and quite) or to
evoke relative rather than categorical readings (e.g. (far) more) (pp. 173-74). Hillert’s semantic
differentiation will not be considered in any more depth in the present study (see Hillert 2011: 171-75 for
details on his argumentation).
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achieving an emphasis” (p. 8). To reinforce this statement, he lists and interprets a
number of examples of other constructions, including inverted elements; one of these is
the construction illustrated in (4), which he observes to emphasise a piece of art by means
of the use of inversion and of interjectional what (p. 8). Similar to de Mönnink, Aniya
argues the Big Mess Construction to employ the combination of the property of inversion
and the use of the intensifier to “achieve emphasis in a more effective way” (p. 8).
(4)

What a fine piece of paper art he made (cf. He made a fine piece of paper art)

The remaining two semantic properties of the Big Mess Construction listed by Aniya are
the expression of a contrastive meaning and of new information in the discourse. These
two characteristics are further stressed by the author to provide an explanation as to why
the Big Mess order occurs only in combination with indefinite articles as opposed to
definite articles (pp. 8-9). With reference to his examples repeated in (5), Aniya observes
the Big Mess NPs in question to “highlight a concrete or abstract object”, here a problem
or a play, by contrasting them with other problems or plays in terms of their degree of
interestingness or complicatedness, respectively (p. 9).
(5)

a.

How interesting a play/*the play did Brio write?

b.

His is so complicated a problem/* the problem that I don’t want to get
involved.

As stated by the author, the implication of a contrast clashes semantically with the unique
reference carried by the definite article, which is presented as the first explanation of why
the definite article is never contained inside the Big Mess Construction (p. 9). Moreover,
Aniya argues the “object” which is highlighted by means of the Big Mess Construction to
introduce new information to the discourse; since the definite article is used to refer back
to old information, the construction and the definite article would clash semantically with
regard to this property, too (p. 10).
Aniya (2016: 10) concludes his notes by drawing parallels between the Big Mess
Construction and the existential there construction. He emphasises the two constructions
to share the semantic properties of expressing a contrastive meaning and of referring to
new information. Furthermore, he observes that the realisation of the determiner is
restricted to the indefinite article in both constructions. He supports his claims by
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referring to two examples of each construction (p. 10), which are added here as (6) and
(7).
(6)

a.

I have never had so enjoyable a/*the time that I could not forget.

b.

My son has produced far more sophisticated a/*the program than
anybody else.

(7)

a.

There is a/*the rainbow in the sky.

b.

There as a/*the time when I was at the top of the world.

Comparing de Mönnink’s (2000), Hillert’s (2011) and Aniya’s (2016) suggestions,
it becomes obvious that the authors agree on the construction’s core functionality while
disagreeing in a number of details of interpretation. Both de Mönnink and Hillert assume
that the construction functions primarily to highlight the properties expressed in the AP
instead of the information contained in the head noun. Whereas only de Mönnink
explicitly refers to the notion of focus, it can be deduced from Hillert’s argumentation that
he, too, would probably regard the contents of the AP to represent the focal, or at least the
“prominent” (Hillert 2011: 166), pieces of information.99 What is more, de Mönnink more
specifically regards the adjective as containing the focal new pieces of information, while
for Hillert the properties of the entire AP are foregrounded; in fact he places strong
emphasis on specifying that it are the scalar properties of the AP which are being
highlighted.
In addition, de Mönnink directs attention to the more general Principle of
Pragmatic Highlighting and hypothesises that the NP-initial position is here used as a
special or salient position in the same way as formulated in Dik’s (1997a) principle for the
clause-initial position. She further notes this to be unexpected insofar as the syntactic
operation of fronting is usually associated with given portions of information.100 Similar
to that, Aniya draws parallels between the Big Mess Construction and other constructions

Hillert talks about the construction’s “AP-centrality“ and proceeds to specify that “[c]entral, here, means
that a feature is prominent in a construction. The term is used synonymously to highlighted and
foregrounded and contrasts with peripheral and backgrounded“ (Hillert 2011: 166).
99

Hillert (2011: 169) considers an analysis of the structure with reference to the more wide-ranging
syntactic process of fronting as misplaced in general: He argues that a treatment of the construction as
involving a “fronted” AP implies a view in which the structure is derived from a more basic, underlying
structure. Instead, he emphasises the approach of treating structures as constructions in their own right; in
other words, the AP-centrality is simply seen as a part of the constructional semantics. I will return to this
orientation away from structural alternatives as part of the constructionist treatment of Big Mess NPs in
Chapter 8.
100
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involving the inversion of constituents and argues the syntactic procedure to express
emphasis.
All three authors point towards the tendency for indefinite NPs to introduce new
arguments into the discourse. De Mönnink broadens the view and more generally refers
to a tendency to introduce new information; in that sense, she regards the construction as
sharing this function of indefinite NPs, while taking care to specify that the new pieces of
information are, in the case of Big Mess NPs, contained not in the head noun but in the AP.
Hillert, on the other hand, proposes that the construction deviates from the
characteristics of indefinite NPs as it is used to specify arguments which are not new but,
to the contrary, already given in the discourse (or at least easy to construct on the basis
of the adjacent co-text). Be that as it may, de Mönnink and Hillert agree that the
construction serves to highlight the information expressed in the adjective or AP – it is
therefore perhaps of secondary importance whether or not the introduction of new
information into the discourse in the form of adjectival qualities can be subsumed under
the typical property of indefinite NPs or not. Aniya further notes the construction to
express a contrastive meaning.
Lastly, only Hillert distinguishes between different constructional “extensions” or
versions. While de Mönnink generalises over different degree items, Hillert argues that
the tendency to characterise already given arguments is less strong in the case of the
versions with so and as, which are more likely than other versions to be used to introduce
new arguments and their nominal categories.
To conclude, while the three studies certainly provide highly valuable
contributions to the task of filling the research gap of a discourse-functional
interpretation of the Big Mess Construction, the respective conclusions are not sufficiently
supported by systematic analyses of representative sets of data. In Section 7.2.4, I will
examine whether the authors’ suggestions can be verified in an analysis of my data of the
Big Mess Construction and whether any additional conclusions can be drawn on this basis.
Before that, a shared background to the notion of focus, which is of crucial importance to
the questions posed here, needs to be established.
7.2.3 Theoretical background: Focus
The notion of focus has been approached from a multitude of different perspectives,
giving rise to a variety of different definitions in the linguistic literature. It is beyond the
scope of the present study to give a comprehensive overview of the work on focus and its
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distinction from related notions of information structure (for such an overview, see
Erteschik-Shir 2007; for a detailed discussion of the concepts of focus and topic, the
reader is referred to Lambrecht 1994). Due to the wealth of perspectives, a basic outline
of the way the term is understood and used here is necessary, however. The theoretical
overview mainly pursues the aim of underpinning the systematic examination of the
potential association of the Big Mess Construction with the focus of the clause inside
which it occurs. It is therefore oriented towards a fairly tangible and concrete
conceptualisation of the notion of focus. I will primarily follow the pragmatic approach to
focus as outlined in Lambrecht’s (1994) seminal contribution to research on information
structure.
Lambrecht (1994: 213) highlights that both topic and focus are semanticopragmatic rather than formal categories and thus cannot be defined at the grammatical
level. In brief, Lambrecht defines the topic of a sentence as “the thing which the
proposition expressed by the sentence is

ABOUT”.

Focus, on the other hand, is held to

represent “[t]he semantic component of a pragmatically structured proposition whereby
the assertion differs from the presupposition”; in this framework, presupposition and
assertion roughly correspond to discourse-given and discourse-new information,
respectively.101 Focus is hence regarded as relating to the assertion, rather than being
fully identical with it. It is seen as the crucial part of an assertion which actually makes it
informative (pp. 206-7, 336). Importantly, for Lambrecht, focus is a relational pragmatic
category, which also means that it will not always be possible to identify specific
constituents as carrying focus (pp. 58, 209). More precisely, then, the author is concerned
with what he terms the “focus relation”: According to Lambrecht, information is conveyed
not so much by specific constituents per se as via the process of establishing “pragmatic
relation[s] between a denotatum and a proposition” (pp. 209-10). Lambrecht’s (1994:
209) example repeated here as (8) shall serve to illustrate this point: in this constructed
exchange, the denotatum of the phrase the movies stands in a relation to an abstract
proposition roughly corresponding to “The place I went to last night was x”; only in
relation to this proposition does the movies convey new, focal information. In Lambrecht’s
101

Lambrecht’s (1994: 52) more detailed definitions of presupposition and assertion are given in (ii).

(ii)

PRAGMATIC PRESUPPOSITION: The set of propositions lexicogrammatically evoked in a sentence which

the speaker assumes the hearer already knows or is ready to take for granted at the time the
sentence is uttered.
PRAGMATIC ASSERTION: The proposition expressed by a sentence which the hearer is expected to
know or take for granted as a result of hearing the sentence uttered.
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terminology (1994: 210-11), stating that the phrase the movies is the focus of the answer
is hence a less accurate, shorthand way of saying that the denotatum of the phrase has a
focus relation to this abstract proposition.
(8)

Q: Where did you go last night?
A: I went to the MOVIES

Since, in this relational definition, focus domains are constituents which, when added to
abstract propositions, form assertions, Lambrecht points out that they must be phrasal
instead of lexical categories (pp. 214-15). With reference to the example replicated as (9),
Lambrecht argues that, although the preposition to alone carries the focus accent, it
cannot by itself represent the focus domain of the clause; rather, the focus domain is the
larger phrase to the pigs. According to Lambrecht, if to alone formed the focus domain, the
denotatum of to would have to stand in a focus relation to the abstract proposition “we
talked x the pigs”; this string is not, however, held to be “viable” (p. 215)102.
(9)

And then, when we’d finished talking about pigs, we started talking TO the pigs.

This also implies that focus domains can include items which are themselves discourseactive and non-focal, such as is the case for the NP the pigs in (9). As indicated above, the
focus of the proposition expressed by a clause is regarded to be the portion of the
proposition which makes it informative. A highly important point stressed by Lambrecht
in this context is that it would be inaccurate to state that the focus necessarily offers ‘new’
information. More precisely, it conveys “unpredictable or pragmatically non-recoverable”
information about a topic (pp. 207, 211). To illustrate, in Lambrecht’s (1994: 211)
example in (10), the NP the restaurant is the focus expression in the answer although it
does not really represent new information (after all, it was mentioned in the immediately
preceding discourse and is therefore mentally activated). What makes the NP the focus
expression is rather the fact that the relation between its denotatum and the abstract
proposition “speaker went to x” is unpredictable prior to the utterance of the sentence
(pp. 211-12).

102 It should be

noted that Lambrecht does not proceed to explain why exactly he holds the equivalent string
“He talked x” to be more viable than “He talked x the pigs”. The concrete details of this part of his
argumentation need not concern us here.
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(10)

Q: Where did you go last night, to the movies or to the restaurant?
A: We went to the RESTAURANT.

Both the specification of focal information as the crucially informative part of information
and its distinction from discourse-new information may be viewed as cornerstones of this
approach to focus. In fact, these points receive a similarly strong emphasis in related
definitions, such as those offered by Halliday (1967: 204), Dik (1997b: 326-29) and
Erteschik-Shir (1997:11) (see also Erteschik-Shir 2007: 38; Goldberg 1995: 234, endnote
10). In Halliday’s words,
[i]nformation focus is one kind of emphasis, that whereby the speaker marks out a part
(which may be the whole) of a message block as that which he wishes to be interpreted as
informative. What is focal is ‘new’ information; not in the sense that it cannot have been
previously mentioned, although it is often the case that it has not been, but in the sense that
the speaker presents it as not being recoverable from the preceding discourse.
(Halliday 1967: 204)

Dik (1997b: 326), too, approaches focus from the perspective of the speaker’s
communicative intentions, defining focal information as “that information which is
relatively the most important or salient in the given communicative setting, and
considered by [the] S[peaker] to be most essential for [the] A[ddressee] to integrate into
his pragmatic information.” Like Halliday and Lambrecht, Dik continues to explain that
this information need not be entirely new to the addressee. A highly relevant point made
by Dik in this connection concerns the observation that focal information is frequently
shared with the addressee at the point of the utterance already, but the speaker still
wishes to emphasise it again in the specific context of the utterance. Importantly, as
illustrated in Dik’s (1997b: 326) example in (11), the latter cases tend to involve some
“implicit or explicit contrast between that piece of information and some other piece of
information which is either presupposed, or explicitly presented in the context” (p. 326).
(11)

A: I’ve just bought a Peugeot.
B: Did you buy a PEUGEOT???

In (11), the focal information in B’s utterance has obviously just been mentioned by A, but
it is presented as an unexpected alternative and thus receives special emphasis. Note that,
although no other alternatives are explicitly mentioned in this context, the reference to
one car manufacturer can be argued to implicitly establish a set of possible other
manufacturers in this context. In fact, the same could be proposed to be the case in the
example in (10) above, which overtly specifies two alternatives, the answer here focusing
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one of them (see Erteschik-Shir 2007: 29). Cases such as these consequently involve what
is termed “contrastive focus”, defined by Erteschik-Shir (2007: 29) as “focus[ing] one
element of the contrast set and eliminate[ing] the other alternatives”. Following Krifka
(2007), it could even be maintained that focal material in general tends to receive
emphasis by the establishment of an (implicit or explicit) contrast with other alternatives.
As shall be shown in the analyses to be conducted in this chapter, the establishment of
such contrasts seems to lie at the heart of the use of the Big Mess Construction.
Although it has been emphasised that focus is not a formal category, it is marked
in the language by means of different types of devices. In spoken English, focus is primarily
indicated prosodically via the assignment of focus accents.103 This also means that one
and the same grammatical structure may give rise to different interpretations concerning
the underlying focus structure depending on which elements receive a focus accent. A
detailed treatment of accent placement in English cannot be offered here (on this, see
Erteschik-Shir 2007; an overview of basic notions of stress and accent assignment was
also given as part of the analysis of the influence of rhythm on the Big Mess Construction
in Chapter 6). Suffice it to say here that, as summarised by Erteschik-Shir (2007: 32), the
assignment of stress to focus constituents interacts with the Principle of Rhythmic
Alternation: This interplay results in patterns in which, minimally, the beginning and the
end of the focused constituent receive an accent; maximally (i.e. in slow speech rather
than in fast, connected speech), all major constituents of the focused constituent are
accented (Erteschik-Shir 2007: 32).
Besides prosodic patterns, linguistic research has outlined a range of other
information structure constructions, i.e. lexicogrammatical structures which are paired
with a specific distribution of, for instance, focal and/or topical units of information
(compare Lambrecht’s 1994: 5 definition of information structure). Grammatical
constructions which function to mark focus prominently include clefts and pseudoclefts
(Dik 1997b: 327) as well as the construction usually referred to as topicalisation. Notice
that, in contrast to what the name of the latter construction suggests, it can involve not
only fronted topic constituents but also fronted focus constituents, as is the case in (12).
(12)

103 More

They just bought a dog. Fido they named it.

accurately, Erteschik-Shir (2007: 30, footnote 26), who uses the term stress for convenience, notes
that “[d]uration, amplitude, and pitch combine to give the effect of perceived pitch accenting”.
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As a construction involving the placement of what is frequently NP-material in a noncanonical, fronted position, this structure shares similarities with the Big Mess
Construction. Furthermore, the two constructions can be argued to resemble one another
in terms of shared functional characteristics. In order to highlight these similarities, an
overview of the discourse functions of the topicalisation construction will be given after
the discussion of the analysis of the Big Mess Construction (see Part III).
As the discussion of focus up until now may have suggested, it intuitively stands to
reason to posit a non-grammatically defined category in order to distinguish those pieces
of information conveyed by a clause which are most immediately ‘informative’ (or, in their
concrete context, most ‘relevant’ for the hearer to attend to) from those pieces of
information which have already been established, which are inferable or which are
otherwise discourse-given. As has been established by psycholinguistic and functional
studies, most utterances link ‘informative’ bits of information which speakers wish to
communicate with ‘given’ bits which are already activated in their hearer’s minds, so as
to help the hearers to process and store the new information (de Mönnink 2000: 129).
However, it has become equally obvious that focus remains quite an abstract notion. In
the case of written data in particular, it is not always possible to unequivocally identify
and delimit the elements of an utterance which can be regarded as ‘focal’. In fact, one and
the same clause can be uttered, in different contexts, with different constituents in focus
(Erteschik-Shir 2007: 38); it can thus be quite difficult to evaluate, from the outside, which
part of a clause should be regarded as focal. Be that as it may, in view of the aim of a
(quantitative) investigation of the association of the Big Mess Construction with the focus
domain, the consistent application of tangible criteria is of principal importance. The
remainder of this section will thus add a number of tests which were used in my study
(with due caution) to support the decision whether or not a given constituent should be
regarded as forming part of the focus domain.
Tests used to help identify the focus domain
During the classification process, I resorted primarily to an extended reading of a note
made by Lambrecht (1994: 223-24) on clauses with predicate-focus structure (i.e. clauses
where the focus is co-extensive with the predicate).104 Lambrecht draws attention to the

Lambrecht (1994) introduces this structure besides two other focus-structure categories, viz. 1)
argument-focus structure, where the focus is a non-predicating expression in an open proposition and 2)
104
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fact that, in examples like that adapted here as (8), the possible use of pronominal forms
instead of lexical NPs is “evidence for their topical, i.e. non-focal, status” (p. 223).
(8)

Q: What happened to your car?
A: My car/It broke DOWN.

As further specified by Lambrecht (1994: 223-24), “[a] constituent in focus can by
definition not be omitted without depriving the utterance of some or all of its information
value”. To clarify the distinction between focus and topic constituents, he (1994: 224)
indicates that topic NPs frequently cannot be omitted without an ensuing loss of
information either. Crucially, however, “what is lost in such cases is not propositional
information, […] but rather the addressee’s ability to activate the referent of the topic with
respect to which the information is to be construed as relevant.” The loss of the speaker’s
ability to identify the referent is clearly different from a loss of information value per se,
the former concerning the activation state in the addressee’s mind (see Lambrecht 1994:
211), the latter the proposition. In order to test whether the Big Mess NP inside a given
clause is in focus or not, it was accordingly useful to substitute the NP in the original
utterance with a pronominal form and to query whether or not this operation causes a
major loss of the information value transmitted by the original clause. As will be specified
in more detail below, I consistently compared the attested version of the utterance with a
version in which the NP or AP in question was replaced or removed, focusing on a
comparison in terms of the core information value conveyed by each of the versions.
Occasionally, additional use was made of two tests for the identification of
potential focus domains, viz. the question-answer test and the lie-test (Erteschik-Shir:
2006: 14-15; 2007: 39; see also Lambrecht 1994: 216; Erteschik-Shir 2006: 14). As
indicated by Erteschik-Shir (2007: 14), the constituent which answers a wh-question has
traditionally been identified as the focus-containing constituent. As an illustration, see the
question-answer pairs cited by Erteschik-Shir (2007), given here as (13).

sentence-focus structure, where it is an entire proposition. The additional two categories are illustrated for
English by his examples (1994: 223) adapted as (iii) and (iv).
(iii)
(iv)

I heard you motorcycle broke down?
My CAR broke down.
What happened?
My CAR broke down.
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(13)

a.

What did the children do? The children ATE THE CANDY.

b.

What did the children eat? The children ate THE CANDY.

c.

Who ate the candy? THE CHILDREN ate the candy.

Despite the fact that the sentence representing the answer, The children ate the candy, is
formally identical in (13a-c), different constituents can be assigned the focus depending
on the larger context and the speaker’s purpose; this is reflected in the possibility to ask
the three different wh-questions in (13a-c), the answers to which, although being
syntactically identical, feature different constituents as topic and focus. In the answer to
the question What did the children do, for example, the entire VP ate the candy expresses
the focus, while only the direct object NP the candy carries the focus in the answer to the
question What did the children eat. In the answer to the who-question, on the other hand,
it is the subject NP The children on which the focus falls. For the identification of the focus
in data which do not consist of such question-answer pairs, this test cannot of course be
used to identify the focus of a given clause. Nonetheless, having inspected a specific corpus
instance in its larger context, it was helpful to formulate the wh-question which appeared
to suit the particular context best. More generally, the formulation of possible questions
which can be answered by a sentence featuring a given constituent as focus assists the
identification of the borders of potential focus domains.
In a similar vein, the so-called lie-test can be used as “a test for the domain(s)
within which the focus potentially may occur” (Erteschik-Shir 2007: 39). As explained by
Erteschik-Shir (2006: 14-15) for the example reproduced in (14), Speaker A’s sentence
(John said that he knows Peter) can be assigned two different focus structures, which are
mirrored in the two different possible responses initiated by That’s a lie: whereas the
response in (14a) reflects an interpretation of the matrix clause VP as focus, that in (14b)
assumes the VP of the subordinate clause to carry sentential focus. Erteschik-Shir (1997:
14-15) consequently emphasises that the focus of a sentence can fall within an embedded
clause.
(14)

Speaker A: John said that he knows Peter.
Speaker B:

a.

That’s a lie, he didn’t.

b.

That’s a lie, he doesn’t.

The reason why this point is relevant to the present study is that Big Mess NPs frequently
occur inside subordinate clauses. As previously mentioned, in my classification, I
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concentrated on an identification of the focus of the clause in which the respective Big
Mess NP occurs. In those cases where the construction is contained within a subordinate
clause, this test was therefore useful to check whether it seems a legitimate assumption
to make that the sentential focus could also fall within the respective subordinate clause.
Last, the fact that focus in English is marked prosodically by means of the
assignment of focus accents can, given suitable data, be used as a strategy to identify the
focal elements. As concerns the data used for the present study, this was only possible to
a limited extent, and thus the criterion was not exploited in a systematic manner. Still, in
the case of the subset of spoken instances for which audio recordings are available as part
of the Audio BNC (Coleman et al. 2012), the recordings were accessed via BNCweb and
consulted in addition to the strategies mentioned above. The prosodic patterns were
evaluated by carefully listening to the recordings; no specialist software was used to carry
out an acoustic analysis.
7.2.4 Information-structural analyses of the Big Mess Construction
On the basis of the contributions by de Mönnink (2000), Hillert (2011) and Aniya (2016)
reviewed above, I extracted four hypotheses which were regarded as most relevant and
shall thus be explored on the basis of my data. The hypotheses are given below.
Hypothesis (1)

Big Mess NPs represent or form part of the focus domain of the
clauses inside which they occur.

Hypothesis (2)

The focal pieces of information provided to the discourse by Big
Mess NPs are not so much contained in the head of NP as in the
predeterminer AP.

Hypothesis (3a)

Big Mess NPs mainly function to characterise contextually given
arguments by ascribing adjectival qualities/properties to these
arguments via the AP; the introduction of new referents or nominal
categories (via the head of NP) is less important to their functions.

Hypothesis (3b)

So Big a Mess NPs and As Big a Mess NPs deviate from the tendencies
formulated in Hypothesis (3a).

For the examination of Hypothesis (1) and Hypothesis (3b), I will first revisit the results
of my classification according to syntactic functions, previously presented in Chapter 4.3.
In line with de Mönnink (2000) and Hillert (2011), the results will be examined against
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the background of the association of individual functions with specific informationstructural roles. It will further be argued that the use of a more fine-grained syntactic
classification enables additional insights into the hypothesised association of the
construction with the clausal focus (Section 7.2.4.1). In a next step, these and the
remaining hypotheses will be investigated by means of a thorough analysis of a subset of
250 randomised instances of the Big Mess Construction (Section 7.2.4.2).
7.2.4.1

Distribution over syntactic functions revisited

For convenience, the distribution of my Big Mess NPs over syntactic functions is redisplayed in Table 7.1 below.
Table 7.1

Distribution of the Big Mess Construction and “prototypical” complex NPs
over syntactic functions
Big Mess NPs

Subject Complement

35.4% (1,350)

“Prototypical” complex NPs
(de Mönnink 2000)
6.6%

Direct Object

28.2% (1,076)

18.6%

Prepositional Complement

23.3% (889)

39.1%

Subject

6.1% (232)

20.1%

Object Complement

1.3% (48)

0.2%

Adverbial

0.3% (12)

1.7%

Indirect Object

0% (0)

0.1%

Reduced

4.1% (157)

N/A

Other/unclear

0.1% (2)

15.3%

Total

3, 815

24, 274

In agreement with de Mönnink’s (2000) and Hillert’s (2011) results, Table 7.1 testifies to
a remarkably high number of Big Mess instances functioning as subject complement
(35.4%) as well as a remarkably low number of instances functioning as subject (6.1%).
The Big Mess NPs further display a preference for the function of direct object (28.2%). It
will be recalled that, with 1% of instances, Hillert’s OPIANPs show a marked dispreference
for this function, while de Mönnink finds her fronted premodifier NPs to possess a strong
tendency to occur as direct objects (40.9%). In sum, the distributional pattern exhibited
by my data can thus be seen to lend initial evidence to de Mönnink’s suggestion of an
association of the construction with the clausal focus: In comparison to prototypical
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complex NPs, Big Mess NPs display a marked tendency to realise those functions which
are preferred by focus NPs (subject complement and direct object; see de Mönnink 2000:
143-44) or, more generally speaking, functions associated with indefiniteness and new
information (subject complement, direct object and prepositional complement; see de
Mönnink 2000: 134-35). They tend much less strongly, on the other hand, to fulfil those
functions which are dispreferred by NPs containing the clausal focus or which are
associated, in general, with given information (subject and indirect object; see e.g.
Erteschik-Shir 2007: 113).
In contrast to de Mönnink’s and Hillert’s data, my Big Mess instances do contain
some, if comparatively few, instances in which the Big Mess NP fulfils the function of
subject and, with that, a function strongly associated with the topic rather than the focus.
Still, a closer inspection of this subset provides results which may actually be interpreted
as speaking in favour of Hypothesis 1. The main observation to make in that context is
that the subject instances include a notably large number of instances featuring either a
passive construction (23.71%) or an intransitive verb (31.03%). As noted by de Mönnink
(2000: 143-44) in the analysis of an unrelated construction, the observation that subjects
typically do not contain the focus holds for clauses featuring transitive verbs, in which the
direct object typically realises the focus; subjects of intransitive verbs, on the other hand,
are much more likely to contain the focus. This also applies to passive constructions, the
subject NPs of which would correspond to the direct object NP of an alternative version
of the clause featuring a transitive verb in the active voice. In consequence, the
distribution over syntactic functions combined with this more fine-grained classification
of the subject instances offers support for Hypothesis 1.
Findings pertaining to the construction’s distribution over syntactic functions are
further used by Hillert (2011) to sustain the conclusions which have been formulated here
as Hypothesis (3b). As mentioned, Hillert finds NPs initiated by too and that to pattern
with his OPIANPs in their preference for the function of subject complement and their
rare use as subject and direct object. The author thus argues that, like the subject
complement construction, OPIANPs and these realisations of PIANPs typically
characterise already-given arguments. Hillert additionally claims that, in contrast to the
subject and direct object constructions, these NPs tend not to introduce new arguments
to the discourse, and that the introduction of nominal categories to which the argument
belongs is of less relevance to their usage. Hillert’s PIANPs with so and as, on the other
hand, are found by him to display a much less marked tendency to be used as subject
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complements (23% for so, 33% for as) while being used much more frequently than his
OPIANPs as direct object (50% for so, 67% for as) and, in the case of so, as subject (10%).
The author consequently claims the latter two versions to function more readily than the
other versions to introduce new arguments and nominal categories to the discourse.
A review of these findings is enabled by my analysis of the distribution of the
individual versions of the Big Mess Construction over syntactic functions, which was
discussed in Chapter 4.3.2. The results are repeated in Figure 7.1.
Subject Complement
Comparative Messes

(Direct) object

That Big a Mess

Prepositional
Complement
Subject

However Big a Mess
How Big a Mess

Object Complement

So Big a Mess

Adverbial

Too Big a Mess

Reduced

As Big a Mess
0%

Figure 7.1

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Unclear

Distribution of the individual versions of the Big Mess Construction over
syntactic functions

As is visible, my data substantiate the finding of a divergent syntactic behaviour in
the case of the So Big a Mess Construction. In comparison to most other Messes, this
version does indeed display a distinctively less pronounced tendency to be used as subject
complement (16.67%) as well as a notably larger number of subject uses (10.92%).
Hillert’s characterisation of the version with as, on the other hand, is not endorsed by my
data: as in other versions, a very high percentage of subject complement uses (40.74%) is
here combined with a very low number of subject uses (1.74%). Although the percentage
of direct object instances (32.59%) is slightly higher than for most other Messes, my data
do not support a general dispreference of Big Mess NPs for this function to begin with.
Even if the introduction of referents and nominal categories were accepted as a typical
function of both subject and direct object NPs, my distributional data would therefore not
give any unequivocal evidence in favour of or contradicting Hypotheses (3a) and (3b). As
previously stated, Hillert’s functional interpretation of subject and direct object NPs is
furthermore not supported with references to independent studies.
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All in all, the distributional patterns alone cannot provide an adequate basis on
which to draw conclusions concerning these hypotheses. In order to enable deeper
insights into the construction’s functionality in discourse, a close analysis of the Big Mess
Construction in its discourse context is regarded as indispensable.
7.2.4.2

Pragmatic analysis of 250 instances within their larger context

7.2.4.2.1

Hypotheses (1) and (2)

Method
To permit a careful pragmatic analysis, a subset of 250 instances of the Big Mess
Construction in random order was created. In a first step, each of the 250 instances was
scrutinised in its larger context in order to examine whether the respective Big Mess NP
represents or is part of the focus of the clause in which it occurs (Hypothesis 1). Exactly
how much context was needed for this purpose of course differed from instance to
instance. If the Big Mess NP was considered to be either congruent with the focus domain
or to be a part of the focus domain, it was additionally queried whether the focal pieces of
information which are contributed to the discourse are contained in the predeterminer
AP rather than in the head noun (and its potential postmodifiers or additional
premodifiers) (Hypothesis 2). As indicated above, I attempted to base my categorisation
on the consistent application of concrete criteria, to the extent that the highly complex
notion of focus allowed. For this purpose, I mainly resorted to the effects on the
information value which are caused by a substitution or omission of the structure in
question from the original utterance; if additional confirmation was required, the
question-answer test was utilised as well as, where possible and appropriate, the lietest105 and prosodic realisations in the audio files.
For the substitution/omission test, I compared the full version of the clause
including the Big Mess Construction with 1) the version which would result if the Big Mess
NP were replaced by a pronominal form and with 2) the version which would result if the
predeterminer AP were entirely omitted.106 Since the predeterminer AP acts as modifier
inside the superordinate Big Mess NP, the removal of the AP is unproblematic from a
105 As the syntactic unit of the sentence is notoriously difficult to apply to most spoken registers, no attention

was paid to the identification of such higher-level units in the case of spoken instances.

In case the AP contained an indirect complement, the corresponding phrases or clauses of course had to
be removed together with the part of the AP in predeterminer position, as the former are syntactically
dependent on the latter.
106
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syntactic point of view; yet if the AP were the focus of the superordinate clause, it would
be expected to result in drastic changes concerning the propositional information which
is being transmitted by means of the clause. In order to illustrate and further explain the
procedure, a few concrete examples are in order. Consider first the example in (15) and
the constructed versions in (15’)-(15iv).
(15)

The seeking of business success is far too difficult and serious a matter to be done
in a cosy way. (BNC: EA8 438)

(15’) The seeking of business success is (this/that/it/…).
(15’’) The seeking of business success is a matter.
(15’’’) The seeking of business success is far too difficult and serious to be done in a cosy
way.
(15iv) The seeking of business success is difficult and serious.
In (15), it is clear to the reader what the definite NP functioning as subject of the sentence
which includes the Big Mess Construction (the seeking of business success) is used to refer
to, as the text more generally deals with advice for successful companies. The NP functions
as topic. Since the VP consists only of the copula and the Big Mess NP, the Big Mess NP can
clearly be regarded as a focus NP. What is more, considering that the head noun is realised
in the form of the very general and unspecific noun matter, it is the discontinuous AP and
not the head noun which should be seen to contain the focal pieces of information. This is
mirrored in the modified versions featuring pronominal substitution and the omission of
the AP in (15’) and (15’’), respectively; both these versions sound unnatural or appear to
communicate little information at all.107 In fact, on a purely propositional level, it would
appear to be possible to communicate the same message by means of a sentence
containing a predicative AP, as in (15’’’). Note further that an omission of the AdvP inside
the predeterminer AP which leaves the adjectival head intact, too, causes both a
substantial loss of emphasis and a meaningful loss of information; compare (15iv).
Consider next the example in (16). Here, the subject phrase consists of an
anaphoric pronoun which points back in its interpretation to immediately preceding
portions of text and, as such, again clearly represents given, mentally activated
information.
Note that all modified versions given here of course have to be read as alternatives to utterances
including Big Mess Constructions as part of their original context; the structures may be fully acceptable
and similar in terms of their information value to the original versions in other contexts.
107
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(16)

‘What exactly is its significance?’ Müller asked. ‘I assume you mean political?’
‘Political disaster, if the wrong people got hold of it,’ she retorted. ‘Brückner knew
how dangerous it was. He said it this afternoon.’ ‘And you want me to make
enquiries?’ ‘I want you to tell our friends at home. This is too big a responsibility for
us to take on our own. It must go to the top. At once.’ (BNC: FSF 529-39)

(16’) This is (this/that/it/…).
(16’’) This is a responsibility.
(16’’’) This is a big responsibility.
As in (15), the VP consists of the copula and the Big Mess NP; an omission of the
information represented by the Big Mess NP would once more clearly correspond to a
removal of the entire information value which is communicated by the utterance of the
clause. This instance of the Big Mess Construction was therefore classified as a focus NP,
as before. Regarding the information status or contribution of the AP, it can be observed
that the head of the Big Mess NP does itself contribute to the information value in this
case. However, the point of the utterance is not so much to communicate that the situation
at hand represents a responsibility to the group of people referred to by the use of the
second person pronoun, but rather that this responsibility is too big for them to take on
their own. To be more precise, the writer’s communicative purpose seems to be to use
this assessment of the situation as a means of supporting their previous request to the
addressee to pass on certain pieces of knowledge. The focal information is thus
communicated by the combination of the discontinuous AP and the head noun. Compare
the modified versions in (16’) and (16’’). Once more, an omission of the AdvP results in a
noteworthy loss of emphasis and/or information, which strips the original utterance of
some of its force in grounding the following request. Instances like this, in which the head
noun contributes to the central piece(s) of information to be communicated by the
utterance, but in which the omission of the AP would still cause a marked loss of
informational value, were categorised as instances containing a focal AP, too.
The same goes for examples in which the whole focus domain was judged to extend
beyond the borders of the Big Mess NP, but where the predeterminer AP still appeared to
be specifically important. In (17), for instance, the focus domain of the relative clause
containing the construction (which also ripens in good time for so northerly a wine) was
evaluated to correspond to the entire VP (ripens in good time for so northerly a wine).
Nonetheless, it appears to be of special importance to the author to highlight the
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Chardonnay’s quality of ripening in good time against the background of its geographical
origin; this combination is emphasised to be surprising and beneficial, and the AP is a
crucial part of communicating exactly this. Compare the alternative versions in (17’)(17’’’). The pronominal substitution in (17’) seems completely unnatural as it remains
unclear what the pronoun substitutes, and the removal of the AP from the larger NP
removes the piece of information which is crucial here: the Chardonnay does not ripen in
good time for a wine, but in good time for so northerly a wine. While the version without
the degree modifier in (17’’’) communicates more or less the same proposition as the
original utterance in (17), it lacks the latter’s emphasis.
(17) In Champagne, the Chardonnay is a strong growing variety which buds early,
making it susceptible to spring frosts, but which also ripens in good time for so
northerly a wine. (BNC: C8M 1038)
(17’) In Champagne, the Chardonnay is a strong growing variety which buds early,
making it susceptible to spring frosts, but which also ripens in good time for
(it/this/that…).
(17’’) In Champagne, the Chardonnay is a strong growing variety which buds early,
making it susceptible to spring frosts, but which also ripens in good time for a wine.
(17’’’) In Champagne, the Chardonnay is a strong growing variety which buds early,
making it susceptible to spring frosts, but which also ripens in good time for a
northerly wine.
It goes without saying that the boundary between cases in which the focus domain is coextensive with the AP, those in which it corresponds to the entire Big Mess NP and those
in which it extends beyond its borders is fuzzy, meaning that quantitative results need to
be interpreted with caution. Be that as it may, it is important to emphasise that in all these
groups of cases, the Big Mess NP can be regarded as (part of) the focus domain and that
in all of them the AP is focal. In my categorisation, I focused mainly on distinguishing from
the cases specified above those instances in which the Big Mess NP is not part of the focus
domain (and neither is thus its AP). As an example, see (18).
(18)

Most people would have trouble conceiving of the enormity of the bias against
testing in the national press. I am willing, indeed eager, to believe that so severe a
bias is typical; that most aspects of a story usually get told, because of the sheer
anarchy of the national press, if for no other reason. (BNC: B71 1429-30)
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(18’) I am willing, indeed eager, to believe that this is typical; that most aspects of a story
usually get told, because of the sheer anarchy of the national press, if for no other
reason.
In this example, the sentence preceding the one containing the Big Mess Construction
spells out that the text passage is concerned with a specific bias and that this bias is
enormous. The Big Mess NP (so severe a bias) consequently represents given, mentally
activated information which forms the topic of the clause in which it occurs. The following
stretch of text discusses to what extent the bias may be seen as typical; this predication
may thus be regarded as representing the focus of the sentence under investigation.
However, pronominal replacement as in (18’) cannot be viewed as an equivalent
alternative: the Big Mess NP repeats the emphasis on the extent of the bias, and, in a
version like (18’), it is not entirely clear what the antecedent of the pronoun would be.
This notwithstanding, the Big Mess NP does not here seem to represent focal information.
For the sake of completeness, it should be added that the version of the
substitution/omission test which was just illustrated with the help of the examples in
(15)-(18) was found to be less suitable for the purpose of assessing the information status
of How Big a Mess and However Big a Mess NPs. In addition to initial assessments based
on careful examinations of the instances in context, the procedure was used in the
following adapted way: For the first test relating to the status of the NP, How Big a Mess
NPs and However Big a Mess NPs were replaced not by this/that/it, but by what/who and
whatever/whoever as in (19) versus (19’) and (20) versus (20’), respectively. For the
second test relating to the status of the AP, the AP of How Big a Mess NPs was replaced by
what (kind of) as in (19’’). In However Big a Mess NPs, the AP (and the determiner) were
substituted by whatever (kind of), as illustrated in (20’’).108
(19)

We do not know how big a slice of the cake British Coal will be able to secure. (BNC:
HHX 13980)

Yet another treatment was required for However Big a Mess NPs functioning as prepositional
complement, where the omission of the entire NP is structurally impossible and the omission of the AP, if
structurally possible, makes little sense. The AP was again substituted by whatever (kind of) and the entire
NP by a phrase like whatever way. See (v).
108

(v)
(v’)

Only if the whole person is engaged, he wrote, only if you have the sense that the truth, in however
paradoxical a form, is on your side, that reality, no matter how disguised, is what you are working
towards, only then will Proteus be defeated. (BNC: A08 1895)
Only if the whole person is engaged, he wrote, only if you have the sense that the truth, in a form,
is on your side, that reality, no matter how disguised, is what you are working towards, only then
will Proteus be defeated.
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(19’) We do not know what British Coal will be able to secure.
(19’’) We do not know what slice of the cake British Coal will be able to secure.
(20)

However long a text you take, you can never be certain that a grammar you find by
any algorithm is the one the text is generated by. (BNC: FNR 3093)

(20’) Whatever you take, you can never be certain that a grammar you find by any
algorithm is the one the text is generated by.
(20’’) Whatever text you take, you can never be certain that a grammar you find by any
algorithm is the one the text is generated by.
Results and discussion
According to my categorisation, the Big Mess NP corresponds to or is included within the
focus domain in 239 cases and thus in the vast majority of the instances of the subset
(95.6%). In all of these cases, the information contained in the AP was additionally
classified as focal, i.e. as containing new or re-emphasised information. The Big Mess NP
appears to contain the clausal topic or to be otherwise located outside the focus domain
in no more than 4 instances (2%). Besides the example in (18), discussed above, the
remaining 3 instances which were categorised as “outside the focus domain” are those
added in (21)-(23).
(21)

So dismissive a judgment requires further explanation. (BNC: EF4 472)

(22)

Lord Reid went on to say that the reason that the court will not enforce a restraint
which goes further than affording protection to the legitimate interests of a party
is because too wide a restraint is against the public interest. (BNC: J7B 205)

(23) Lord Pearce said, ‘The only reasonable inference from the regular course of dealing
over so long a period is that the buyers were evincing an acceptance of, and a
readiness to be bound by, the printed conditions of whose existence they were well
aware although they had not troubled to read them.’ (BNC: H7U 392)
The Big Mess NP in (21) (so dismissive a judgment) refers back to previous portions of the
discourse and corresponds to the clausal topic. The Big Mess NP too wide a restraint in
(22) is a reformulation of a restraint which goes further than affording protection within
the same sentence, thus again corresponding to the topic of the because-clause. In (23),
the Big Mess NP so long a period refers back to a time period which has already been
specified before and consequently represents old information. For an additional number
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of 7 instances (2.9%), the underlying focus structure remained too indeterminate to
classify as either of the two (“unclear”).
A closer look at the 239 instances in which the Big Mess NP corresponds to or is
included within the focus domain permitted the following subclassification: In 65
instances (26%), the focus domain was assessed as containing but not being restricted to
the Big Mess Construction. An additional number of 101 instances (40.4%) include Big
Mess NPs which in their entirety seem to be co-extensive with the focus domain; while
the head noun in this subset contributes focal information, the AP was judged to play a
particularly important role. In a relatively large set of 73 instances (29.2%), the focus
domain was again regarded as being co-extensive with the Big Mess NP, but the head noun
itself was not assessed as containing focal information; rather, the focal pieces of
information here seem to be restricted to the predeterminer AP. An overview of the
results is offered in Table 7.2.
Table 7.2

Categorisation of 250 instances of the Big Mess Construction according to
the focus structure of the superordinate clause

Category

n

Percent of instances of the subset

Big Mess NP corresponds to/ is

239

95.6

65

26

101

40.4

73

29.2

included within focus domain
(+ AP focal)
Focus domain larger than
Big Mess NP
Focus domain co-extensive
with Big Mess NP
+ AP and N focal
Focus domain co-extensive
with Big Mess NP
+ only AP focal
Big Mess NP located outside of 4

2

focus domain
Unclear

7

2.9

Total

250

100
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An additional, more general observation which could be made is that it is most
typically not just the head of AP but the entire AP which is focal and highlighted in uses of
the Big Mess Construction. In fact, the information contained therein appeared to be
particularly central in Big Mess NPs featuring an indirect complement.
Despite the problems inherent in any quantitative approach to focus structure, the
analysis can hence be concluded to provide compelling evidence of Hypotheses (1) and
(2): Big Mess NPs display a marked tendency to represent focus NPs in which the most
central pieces of information typically either stretch over or are expressed inside the
predeterminer AP.
7.2.4.2.2

Hypothesis (3a)

Method
A quantitative exploration of the more specific proposals outlined by Hillert (2011) and
summarised here as Hypothesis (3a) proved to involve additional complexities. The
suggestion that Big Mess NPs are used to characterise arguments which are discoursegiven or easily inferable on the basis of the surrounding discourse does appear to be
accurate in many cases in which the key concepts underlying the hypothesis are actually
applicable to the data under study. However, the examination of a large number of
authentic instances revealed a plentitude of uses of the construction which seem to escape
distinctions such as that between given/inferable versus new/non-inferable or the
distinctions involved in Hillert’s characterisation as “descriptive versus referential”.
As an illustration of some of the problems raised by these distinctions, consider
first the examples in (24)-(26).
(24)

Before making this move east into Stepney, John Frederick Hasted had married in
1803 a young lady by the name of Sarah Hunt, with his sister Elizabeth acting as a
witness; the ceremony took place at the City church of All Hallows by the Tower
(also known as All Hallows Barking). Elizabeth was to return to the same church
for her own wedding five years later […] Standing at the corner of Great Tower
Street and Seething Lane, in the very shadow of the Tower of London, All Hallows
must have been as impressive a building then as it is today [...] (BNC: CBJ 615-21)

(25)

A fearful thing for so young and attractive a lady to be trapped for life. (BNC: CKC
3208)
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(26)

Should you just want one large fish as a pet then provide as large an aquarium as
is possible, with a 36” x15” x15” being recommended as the smallest. (BNC: FBN
18)

The example given as (24) serves to represent one of the prototypical subject complement
uses of the construction: In these instances, the Big Mess NP naturally functions to
characterise the clausal subject, All Hallows, which has also been mentioned in the
immediately preceding discourse; the referent of the NP is, in consequence, clearly
discourse-given. What is more, it is clear from the context and our world knowledge that
the referent of All Hallows is a church and that churches are buildings. In accordance with
Hypothesis (3a), the NP as impressive a building then as it is today can therefore be noted
to primarily express qualities of a pre-given referent rather than introducing to the
discourse a new referent or a new nominal category (‘building’). These observations
typically apply to the subject complement uses without being restricted to them. The same
may, for example, be argued to hold for the use as prepositional complement in (25),
where the referent of the lady has been introduced to discourse before. Similarly, in the
direct object use in (26), the category ‘aquarium’ can be held to be inferable from the
discourse context since the text is concerned with keeping fish as pets. All of these findings
can be argued to give evidence to Hypothesis (3a).
However, drawing the line between what is and what is not inferable on the basis
of the context and world knowledge is a necessarily vague and subjective task, which will
always involve a continuum of more and less straightforward examples. In fact, in many
instances, the distinction was felt to be highly difficult to apply, as it frequently seemed to
be the entire NP which characterises an individual, entity, situation, etc. or which
contributes to its characterisation. Consider (27)-(30).
(27)

But that was too big a step for convention to allow. (BNC: CB5 2311)

(28)

So you know, coming to terms with how [gap:name] manage to do what they do,
you can see it’s probably actually not too bad a price to charge when they can get
them cheaper. (BNC: JP3 142)

(29)

Many of our patients had unsuccessful interventions for months before our
evaluation. Some children had received a laxative, and when given, it was either
given in minimal dose or given for too short a time. (BNC: HU3 6009-11)

(30)

We’re going to make a lot of effort to ensure the noise is kept to as low a level as
possible. (BNC: K1C 1611)
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Although the Big Mess NPs in (27) and (28) serve to characterise someone/something
that is contextually given, the use of the nominal categories (step, price) appears to be part
of this characterisation; as such, it cannot be maintained that the nominal categories are
of minor importance in these communicative contexts. Moreover, in (29) and (30) for
instance, the timespan or the noise level under discussion have not been mentioned
before, and thus it could actually be argued that the NPs are used to introduce these
notions, situations, etc. to the discourse – which would seem to correspond to Hillert’s
conception of referential functions and would hence contradict his claims. On the other
hand, the use of noise in (30) may be held to imply a level of that noise in some way. What
is more, the preceding context in (29), for instance, does establish that the text is going to
mention problems with the treatment under discussion, the Big Mess NP thus arguably
serving to characterise exactly these problems. In sum, it is clearly highly problematic to
categorise instances according to whether they introduce new referents and nominal
categories or whether they, instead, tend to characterise given or inferable ones.
In consequence, no quantitative categorisation according to the binary distinctions
introduced by Hillert was carried out. In an alternative attempt to scrutinise the
impression that the information in the AP typically is in some way ‘newer’ than that
contained in the head noun, closer attention was instead paid to the more specific effects
caused by the removal of the AP from Big Mess NPs. As indicated above, the removal of
the predeterminer APs from Big Mess NPs almost always corresponds to a removal of
focal information. As shall be demonstrated, such a removal produces different types of
effects, which in their turn may tell us something about the information status of AP and
head noun, respectively. Since these effects appeared to lend themselves more easily to a
classification of the subset of 250 instances, frequency information will be offered along
with an introduction of the categories in the following.
Results and discussion
The most striking observation to make in that context is that in almost half of the instances
(45.6%) a removal of the AP turns the higher-level NP or even the complete clause into
one which is almost entirely void of information or ‘redundant’ in an extended sense of
the term. This can, in turn, be interpreted as representing a consequence of the fact that
the information contained in the head noun in these cases is in fact given/inferable or
otherwise clear from the context or world knowledge. The observation of informationally
‘void’/‘redundant’ utterances commonly applies to the group of uses of the construction
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in which it performs its prototypical syntactic function of subject complement, in
particular where, in addition, the head noun is realised in its prototypical form of a general
noun (on the association of the head noun slot with general nouns, see Chapter 5.3.3; see
also Lorenz 1999: 206-7). As a case in point, consider the example in (31).
(31)

Although some progress has since been made by the meticulous work of the late
Sir Ian Richmond and Roger Goodburn, it has been on too small a scale to support
any attempt at a chronology of the history of the site. (BNC: EB7 818)

(31’) Although some progress has since been made by the meticulous work of the late
Sir Ian Richmond and Roger Goodburn, it has been on a scale.
As in all subject complement instances, the Big Mess NP here provides information about
the clausal subject. As is further visible, the head noun is highly general in meaning and
can be described as a superordinate category. Importantly, in each case it is clear from
general world knowledge (or, in other cases, potentially from the discourse context) that
the entity or concept denoted by the subject NP is a representative of the superordinate
category signified by the head noun (on a similar point, see Lorenz 1998: 63; compare
also the discussions of the collostructional analyses in Chapter 5.3.3 and 5.3.4, where the
act of comparing a specific individual, entity, situation, etc. to other members of some
superordinate category was already suggested to form part of the typical meanings and
uses of the Big Mess Construction). In these cases, the removal of the AP consequently
results in statements which essentially provide no new information at all (Lorenz 1998:
63). Related, if clearly not identical, observations can be made for instances other than the
subject complement group: here, the removal of the AP may not turn the entire clause
informationally ‘void’, but the NP itself is stripped of new information. In the use as
prepositional complement in (32) or the direct object uses in (33) and (34), for example,
the head noun only transmits information in combination with the AP, but not in and by
itself: It goes without saying that progress is made on some scale, actions like snorting are
carried out in some manner, people generally live lives and that parts are proportions of
wholes. The new piece of information is really on what kind of scale the progress in
question is made, in which manner the snorting was produced, what kind of life will be
possible and what proportion of the overall effort the individual action takes. As a
consequence, the information contained in the head noun could here be regarded as
‘given’, too. Despite the differences just noted, the same category “informationally
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‘void’/‘redundant’ without AP” was thus also used for the classification of examples such
as these.
(32) ‘Thank you,’ snorted Clare in as ungrateful a manner as she could manage, swept
her copy contemptuously off the desk, and stalked out of the room with a
moderately successful attempt at dignity. (BNC: A6J 1706)
(32’) ‘Thank you,’ snorted Clare in a manner…
(33)

But in time I’ll have a home, my daughter will be back with me, and I'll be able to
live as normal a life as anyone else. (BNC: FR5 2633)

(33’) But in time I’ll have a home, my daughter will be back with me, and I’ll be able to
live a life.
(34)

The commission says: ‘Advice in total is taking too large a proportion of the effort,
around three times as much as is spent on inspection.’ (BNC: A2P 249)

(34’) The commission says: ‘Advice in total is taking a proportion of the effort, around
three times as much as is spent on inspection.’
The second category comprises Big Mess instances in which a removal of the AP would
not turn the NP ‘redundant’ or informationally ‘void’, but in which it would result in a
proposition which drastically deviates from the proposition carried by the original
sentence. This group, illustrated by (35)-(38), was provisionally labelled “AP not
removable/replaceable” and comprises a quarter of the subset (25.2%).
(35)

In both cases, the strategic objective is to distance Nizan from too great an
involvement in the communist party itself. (BNC: FTW 345)

(35’) In both cases, the strategic objective is to distance Nizan from an involvement in
the communist party itself.
(36)

I know how you feel, Daddy, but maybe it is better not to take too strong a stand.
(BNC: A6N 1383)

(36’) I know how you feel, Daddy, but maybe it is better not to take a stand.
(37)

Developers would do well to scan as wide a selection of these publications as
possible. (BNC: FYS 604)

(37’) Developers would do well to scan a selection of these publications.
(38)

‘I have never seen so active an audience’, wrote Tom McGrath in the following
week’s Peace News. (BNC: HA1 410)

(38’) ‘I have never seen an audience’, …
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In (35), for example, the objective under discussion is not to distance Nizan from any
involvement in the party more generally, but merely to distance Nizan from too great an
involvement, just as the advice in (36) is not to take no stand at all, but to take one that is
not too strong. Similarly, the requirement in (37) does not appear to be to scan any
selection of publications, however small it may be, but to scan a maximally wide selection.
In (38), the removal of the AP more straightforwardly creates a statement which is no
longer true, as the speaker has of course seen audiences, just none which were equally
active. As the examples illustrate, the categories “informationally ‘void’/‘redundant’
without AP” and “AP not removable” are mutually related instead of having clear-cut
boundaries. In the “AP not removable” category, the information contained in the head
noun or the nominal category could again usually be argued to be given or inferable in the
sense that it is tightly integrated into its context. In (35), for instance, it is well-established
from the previous context that Nizan was in some way involved in the communist party,
and the advice in (36) is a response to the father’s reaction depicted just before. Notice,
however, that the information contained in the AP frequently appears to be equally
strongly integrated into the previous context. In (36), for example, the father’s behaviour
does represent a strong stand, and it is also clear from the context that the daughter
disagrees with him. In fact, it is highly characteristic of Big Mess NPs of different
categories to, in some way or another, summarise, encapsulate or label something
described before, be it more generally or from a more specific perspective (compare
Chapter 5.3.3 and 5.3.4 on metatextual uses of ‘discourse’ nouns inside the construction).
In the third category, which comprises another quarter of the instances (23.6%),
the removal of the AP neither results in a ‘redundant’, informationally ‘void’ NP nor in a
strikingly changed proposition; still, the AP is part of the focus domain in this category, its
omission in these cases corresponding to a marked loss of emphasis. This third category
was accordingly labelled “loss of emphasis”. In (39), for example, the Big Mess NP could
be replaced by an unmodified NP with the same head (the crime or this crime) which
would establish the reference to the same crime under discussion; accordingly, no
propositional information seems to be lost by a removal of the AP.
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(39)

A few hours earlier Mrs Valerie Williams was robbed of her firm’s wages on a quite
[sic] road in South Wales when masked men overtook her in this stolen car and
forced her to stop and then rammed her vehicle from behind with another car.
Already back at work today, Mrs Williams said she hadn’t had time to be
frightened. On reflection though, so unexpected a crime in a country area made her
deeply worried. (BNC: K6H 63)

(39’) On reflection though, the crime made her deeply worried.
(40)

They reached the great river at Old Melrose, at the foot of Lauderdale, and followed
it down to Kelso, where they had made contact with Sir Simon Fraser, who was not
exactly besieging Balliol in Roxburgh Castle but containing him there, with the
Warden’s force, to prevent him joining Edward Plantagenet at Berwick. Fraser,
impatient at so inactive a role, persuaded the Regent to relieve him and appoint a
replacement Deputy Warden, and now rode on with the main cavalry host. (BNC:
CD8 1659-60).

(40’) Fraser, impatient at this role, persuaded the Regent to relieve him…
As the example further demonstrates, the AP in the Big Mess NP does, however, add a
considerable degree of emphasis by making explicit a point which may be regarded as
being implicitly given from context, viz. the surprising severity of the crime. As in other
categories, the evaluation of the crime as so unexpected a crime in a country-area is based
on the process of comparison against experience, in that case on a comparison against
other representatives of the same superordinate category ‘crimes in country areas’. Note
also that, in this example, the Big Mess NP is again used to label/summarise/encapsulate
something described before – hence the choice of the definite article or demonstrative
pronoun as realisations of the unmodified versions of the NP in the alternative,
propositionally similar utterance in (39’). Similarly, in the example in (40), the
construction is used to encapsulate remarks made in adjacent stretches of text, the Big
Mess head thus carrying no additional propositional information: it is mentioned in the
previous sentence that Fraser contains Balliol with the Warden’s force rather than
besieging him, and this situation is summed up or labelled by the Big Mess NP as so
inactive a role. The communicative point here is not, of course, that Fraser played a role,
role again representing a more general term or category for the action just described. It is
rather the suggestion that he finds this role difficult for the reason that it can be classified
as ‘inactive’ when compared to roles he more usually plays. As before, however, the
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characteristic of ‘summing up’ previous contents is not a necessary feature of the head
nouns in this category. In an example like (41), for example, the flag of the United States,
which the Big Mess NP is used to refer to, has not been introduced to discourse before.
Still, the reference to the US flag may well be argued to be inferable from the reference to
a tall flagpole in combination with the discourse context of a reply to the claim that
‘Japanese firms do not blend into their surroundings’. In any case, a replacement of the AP
by an unmodified indefinite AP would convey essentially the same propositional
information. Still, as in (39) and (40), the AP of the Big Mess version clearly adds a marked
degree of emphasis.
(41)

Japanese firms do not blend into their surroundings […]. This is why Japanese car
factories are known rudely as ‘transplants’: unnatural organs vulnerable to
rejection by their new body. About 30 miles south of Nashville, in the small town
of Smyrna, Tennessee, stands a reply to that description. Nissan’s ten-year-old car
and truck plant is a huge complex of white, impersonal, low-slung buildings. But
outside the main entrance stands a tall flagpole, at the top of which flies as large a
sample of the Stars and Stripes as any patriot could hope for. This firm wears an
American suit of clothing. (BNC: ABE 2049-55)

(41’) But outside the main entrance stands a tall flagpole, at the top of which flies a
sample of the Stars and Stripes.
A version of the construction which deserves separate mention in this context is
the No Less a Mess Construction. Examples such as (42), which have been noted to realise
a semi-fixed phraseological unit (see Chapter 3.6), can frequently be found to introduce a
new referent to the discourse.
(42)

Tony Lumpkin associates grammar with nonsense. He is not alone. No less a person
than Firth, not someone, one supposes, who would have rejected all learning in
favour of the bottle, observes that grammarians ‘make regular use of
nonsense’. (BNC: CBR 1205-06)

This property is mirrored in the repeated use of this version of the construction as clausal
subject (31.82% of the complete set of No Less a Mess instances). The No Less a Mess
Construction in consequence contradicts two of the tendencies noted by Hillert (2011),
viz. the tendency for the construction not to be used to introduce new referents and the
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tendency not to introduce nominal categories. A removal of the AP in this pattern would
necessarily result in the omission of the NP the use of which establishes the reference to
a specific individual (e.g. Firth in (42)), as this NP is always contained in the comparative
complement. The remaining Big Mess head, on the other hand, represents a general noun
denoting a wide category of people (e.g. person). The Big Mess head therefore again
denotes a superordinate category, with the difference that it is, in this pattern, the referent
of the NP in the than-complement which can be subsumed under this superordinate
category. As will be discussed in more detail in Part II of the present chapter, the entire
construction appears to fulfil the function of adding emphasis by allocating the more
specific individual to a category of people as well as by bestowing upon it a special status
amongst this very group (no less). The choice of the Big Mess NP in (36), for example,
allows for a more emphatic utterance as does the NP featuring only a common noun in
(36’). In the analysis of the subset, instances of the No Less a Mess Construction were
accordingly subsumed under the category “loss of emphasis”. In the remaining 5.6% of
the cases, no clear allocation to any of the three categories was possible (“unclear”). The
results are summarised in Table 7.3.
Table 7.3

Categorisation of 250 instances of the Big Mess Construction according to
the types of effect left on the utterance by a removal of the predeterminer
AP

Category

n

Percent of instances
of the subset

informationally ‘void’/ ‘redundant’ without AP

114

45.6%

AP not removable/ replaceable

63

25.2%

loss of emphasis

59

23.6%

unclear

14

5.6%

Total

250

100

The discussion of the categories should have made it clear that, although the
categorisation did not aim to provide results which can be used to directly verify or falsify
Hillert’s hypothesis reformulated as Hypothesis (3a), the findings have allowed a number
of relevant observations in this context. In the majority of instances of the construction,
the head noun does in fact not introduce a new referent to the discourse and the nominal
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categories denoted by the head noun are given or inferable on the basis of the surrounding
context. This applies most clearly to the 45.6% of instances termed “informationally
‘void’/‘redundant’ without AP”. It is also true of all instances in which the Big Mess NPs
are used as rephrasings of entities, situations, ideas, etc. which are mentioned in the
immediate co-text. As previously indicated, the latter examples span over the three
categories, yet they most typically represent instances of the “loss of emphasis” group. All
in all, 24 instances in the subset (9.6%) were additionally tagged as cases of “rephrasings”.
In the remaining categories, the NP likewise has a strong tendency to characterise
someone/something that is already given or inferable, yet here it can also be used to
introduce new persons, ideas, situations, etc. What is more, in the “emphatic” group, an
NP consisting of the head noun plus a demonstrative pronoun or indefinite article as
determiner could be argued to convey a similar proposition, if with considerably less
emphasis. For these cases, it would thus seem to make little sense to claim that the
adjectival quality is of much higher relevance than the nominal category.
7.2.4.2.3

Hypothesis (3b)

Let us return briefly to the differences between the versions with so and as postulated by
Hillert. Recall that my distributional results have suggested a different syntactic
behaviour for the So Big a Mess Construction but not for the As Big a Mess Construction.
Hillert’s conclusion concerning the higher propensity of the version with so to introduce
new referents to the discourse is substantiated in particular by a subgroup of my
instances of the So Big a Mess Construction which structurally and functionally resemble
the phraseological unit built around the No Less a Mess Construction. The subset of 250
instances of the Big Mess Construction contained two examples of this pattern, cited
below as (43) and (44). The similarity of these instances to the phraseological unit inside
the No Less a Mess Construction (e.g. no less a person than…) is most obvious in (43),
where the Big Mess NP also refers to a person and could easily be transformed into the
No Less a Mess pattern (no less a director than Trevor Nunn). In addition to the two
instances cited below, I consulted the remaining instances of the subgroup of the So Big
Mess Construction in question (i.e. not just those contained within the subset of 250
instances). The inspection confirmed that, as in these two cases, instances of the subgroup
are repeatedly used to introduce new referents to the discourse.
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(43)

Even so lucid a director as Trevor Nunn, however, has trouble in making complete
sense of a work which appears to welcome wholesale destruction with open arms.
(BNC: AJV 129)

(44)

The Tomato Marketers might be interested to know that back in the twenties, when
grapefruit was making its way in France, so highly reputed an establishment as the
old Café de Paris listed that novelty in the special corner of the menu normally
reserved for caviare alone. (BNC: EFU 870)

In contrast to that, an examination of the other instances of the So Big a Mess Construction
within the subset of 250 examples made it clear that those uses which do not belong to
the subgroup illustrated by (43) and (44) behave quite differently in this respect. Contrary
to Hillert’s claim, the remaining instances of the So Big a Mess Construction in my subset
show a strong tendency to be used to sum up/rephrase/encapsulate previously
formulated stretches of text. In conclusion, my data provide evidence of Hypothesis (3b)
only as concerns a subgroup within the So Big a Mess Construction.
7.2.4.2.4

Additional observations

Having tested the hypotheses extracted from previous research, I would like to draw
attention to a number of additional conclusions which may be reached on the basis of the
findings gained thus far. It has been demonstrated that Big Mess NPs can be interpreted
as highlighting the focal AP, which occurs in the non-canonical predeterminer position. It
has also been indicated that it appears to be not only the head adjective which is focal and
prominent in the Big Mess Construction but rather the entire AP, including the indirect
complement in the case of instances with discontinuous APs. It may now be argued that,
since the portions of the AP in predeterminer position and postdeterminer position both
tend to be focal, their ‘interruption’ by a portion which is frequently contextually given
(determiner and head noun) “cushions” (Lorenz 1999: 205) the focused parts, thereby
preventing an ‘overload’ of new or re-emphasised information (compare Lorenz 1999:
208-9). The discontinuity of the AP may consequently be hypothesised to allow each of
the focal parts to receive more emphasis.
It should be mentioned at this point that Lorenz (1998: 61-64; 1999: 200-211)
makes a number of very similar points with regard to intensified adjectives in attributive
position more generally. In a corpus-based analysis of differences between native and
non-native usage of intensified adjectives, he (1999: 201) maintains that native speakers

269
are highly unlikely to use intensified adjectives in the ranges of a clause which are devoted
to the given units of information: usually, the new elements tend to receive special
emphasis whereas there is no need to intensify what is given anyway. Since new pieces of
information are associated with the Rheme of a clause and the Rheme is in turn associated
with the predicative position (p. 200), Lorenz further demonstrates native speakers to
show a clear preference for using intensified adjectives in predicative position rather than
inside an NP (p. 202). He states that in those cases in which intensified adjectives do occur
within an NP (as is of course the case in the Big Mess Construction), the head is frequently
a semantically ‘redundant’ general noun (pp. 206-9). One of the examples he cites (p. 209)
is repeated here as (45).
(45)

Shoplifting is a reasonably common occurrence in Britain...

(45’) Shoplifting is reasonably common in Britain...
Lorenz proposes that the function of the general nouns in these uses is
to couch the adjective and its intensifier, thereby giving them more ‘space’ and affording
them more time to dwell on the reader's mind. That way, although the ‘INT[ENSIFIER] + ADJ
+ NOUN’ construction is semantically almost equivalent to a simple intensified predicative
adjective, its emphasis is actually even greater, as well as more reader-friendly.
(Lorenz 1998: 63)

The author does not make any observations concerning Big Mess NPs, yet his points make
it clear that some of the features discussed for the Big Mess Construction above might
actually be shared with other constructions. Still, it should be stressed that Lorenz’s
general explanations by no means invalidate the finding that the non-canonical
predeterminer position can be interpreted as a means of giving additional emphasis to
focal information.109
7.2.5 Interim conclusion
The analyses conducted in this part of the chapter have revealed the Big Mess
Construction to serve important functions related to the packaging of information. In the
overwhelming majority of instances, Big Mess NPs were shown to be co-extensive with or
to contain the clausal focus domain. In line with de Mönnink’s (2000) interpretation of the

Note also that in the canonical attributive structure (‘a(n) + DEG + ADJ + N), the phrase-initial article
could even be claimed to channel the recipient's attention towards a following head noun. During the
processing of the focal AP, the attention would consequently be directed, to a certain extent, towards the
head noun yet to follow. Accordingly, the AP in this structure might be claimed to receive less emphasis than
is possible in the Big Mess word order.
109
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AP’s special functionality, the predeterminer AP could be confirmed to play a key role in
the transmission of focal information. More specifically, it was demonstrated that an
omission of the AP from the superordinate Big Mess NP would most typically turn the
clause informationally ‘void’ or involve drastic changes in the information transmitted by
means of the larger utterance. In those instances in which such an omission would leave
the purely propositional level largely untouched, it would instead lead to a substantial
loss of emphasis. The AP can thus be concluded to be of central pragmatic relevance to the
larger utterance.
However, the analyses did not support Hillert’s (2011) conclusion that the nominal
categories denoted by the head noun are of little importance to the function of the
construction. While the Big Mess head noun does typically denote nominal categories
which are contextually given or inferable either from the discourse context or from world
knowledge, this does not seem to be an exclusive tendency. The Big Mess head and the
predeterminer AP have been illustrated to frequently form a unit when it comes to the
characterisation of an individual, situation, etc. Concerning differences between the
individual versions, the analyses presented above have not provided conclusive evidence
in favour of a stronger tendency for the So Big a Mess and As Big a Mess Constructions to
introduce new categories or referents. Only a subgroup within the So Big a Mess
Construction has been found to involve a tendency to be used along these lines.
The next part of this chapter will argue that, in order to provide closer insights into
the discourse-pragmatic functions played by the construction (as well as into the separate
contributions to these functions made by AP and head noun, respectively), an additional
level of analysis is necessary. A group of interrelated functions will be subjected to close
analysis which are addressed neither by de Mönnink (2000), Hillert (2011) nor Aniya
(2016), but which will be emphasised to be of utmost importance to the use of the Big
Mess Construction, viz. evaluative and text-organising functions.
7.3

PART II
Evaluative and text-organising functions

7.3.1 Introduction
The strong connection of the Big Mess Construction with acts of evaluation was previously
addressed in Chapter 5: The collexeme analysis of the head of AP slot revealed a distinct
tendency for this slot to be realised in the form of ‘evaluative’ adjectives. As was
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illustrated, even in cases in which the adjectives to fill this slot do not carry core evaluative
meanings, they tend to be used inside the construction to perform evaluative acts. In the
discussion of the co-varying collexeme analysis of the most characteristic adjective-noun
combinations, the construction was further shown to be associated with a number of
semantic frames, all of which may be maintained to resemble one another in terms of key
meanings and functions. In this context, it was indicated that the construction is almost
never used to neutrally render information; instead, it tends to be used to mark some
situation, entity, etc. as being in some way or another ‘remarkable’ or unexpected and to
evaluate it on the basis of individual and/or social experience.
This part of the current chapter strives to gain more profound insights into the
evaluative functions of the construction. Like the information-structural functions
examined in the preceding part, the evaluative functions will be investigated on the basis
of an in-depth analysis of constructional instances in their wider discourse context. I will
focus principally on sketching a pattern of evaluation which subsumes what may be
regarded to represent the prototypical uses of the Big Mess Construction. It will be
suggested that, although the Big Mess Construction is typically evaluative when serving
other syntactic functions too, its most explicitly evaluative uses are those in which it fulfils
its prototypical syntactic function of subject complement. As will become clear in the
discussion of the pattern, the reason for this is that an “Evaluative Category” (Hunston
and Sinclair 2000) which is expressed inside the Big Mess NP can, in this syntactic role, be
explicitly attributed to the entity represented by the subject of the clause (see also
Mahlberg 2005: 152).
Section 7.3.2 will consequently begin by presenting the results of a pragmatic
inspection of the subject complement uses of the construction. In this analysis, all 1,350
subject complement instances were checked manually for similarities regarding a number
of formal and functional criteria. As shall be made evident, the analysis uncovered a
striking number of regularities concerning both the formal realisations of the instances
under study as well as their discourse functions. To illustrate these regularities, Section
7.3.2.1 will first sketch a fairly abstract pattern underlying almost the complete set of uses
of the Big Mess Construction fulfiling this syntactic function. Section 7.3.2.2 will then
differentiate between a number of more specific subpatterns of the general pattern. The
presentation of these exemplary subpatterns shall serve to underline the co-existence of
regularities and variation among the instances of the general pattern: while all of them
are characterised by shared formal and functional properties, different subgroups of uses
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vary from one another in terms of the more specific types of evaluative functions which
they perform. In order to further underscore this interplay between regularities and
variation, the next sections will investigate two selected patterns in more detail than the
preceding overview of subpatterns allowed: First, I will conduct an analysis of the ‘as +
ADJ + a(n) + N + as any’ pattern; functional variability will be demonstrated to exist even
within this formally tightly constrained pattern (Section 7.3.2.3). Second, I will revisit the
preference of the Too Big a Mess Construction for the semantic field of ‘discourse’ (see
Chapters 5.3.3 and 5.3.4) by zooming into what will be termed the metadiscursive pattern.
It will be shown that the instances of this pattern all share functions of text organisation,
which may be seen to represent a special subtype of the evaluative functions discussed
before (Section 7.3.2.4). Section 2.4 will subsequently extend the analysis by highlighting
that similar functions of evaluation and text-organisation are fulfiled by those instances
of the construction which do not perform the role of subject complement (Section 7.3.3).
7.3.2

Pattern of evaluation built around prototypical uses of the
construction as subject complement

7.3.2.1

The superordinate pattern

For the functional generalisations underlying the superordinate pattern of evaluation and
its subpatterns, I will use and augment the terminology employed by Hunston and Sinclair
(2000) in their attempts to identify typical patterns of evaluative language usage as well
as the slightly adapted versions of that terminology employed by Hunston and Francis
(2000) and Mahlberg (2005). The general version of the pattern of evaluation is
represented by the basic frame displayed in Table 7.4. Before discussing the forms and
functions of the pattern, a specification of the frequency of these uses is called for. In this
context, it needs to be borne in mind that evaluation is a complex, multi-layered
phenomenon which is not easily amenable to quantitative analyses. Consequently, it is
difficult to support the contention that the evaluative pattern underlies almost all subject
complement uses with exact frequency data. Still, in order to be able to at least offer
approximate figures, I manually checked the full set of 1,350 subject complement uses for
instances for which an interpretation as ‘evaluative’ along the lines of the pattern in Table
7.4 seemed highly unlikely. All in all, this applied to no more than 3 instances (0.2%),
indicating that the overwhelming majority of subject complement instances realise the
general pattern outlined above. For the sake of completeness, the 3 instances which
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deviate from all others to the extent that they do not appear to fulfil clear functions of
evaluation are given in (46)-(48) below.
(46)

A common cause of sore throats and eyes is too high a room temperature, causing
low relative humidity (dryness of the air). (BNC: HAW 98)

(47)

Their resistance to lower and higher temperatures varies from species to species
and there are no thresholds at which they suddenly disappear: rather do the reefs
become impoverished, probably through interference with reproductive
processes; 36° C (97° F) seems to be as high a temperature as most species can
stand, but there are exceptions even among allegedly sensitive species. (BNC: GV0
630)

(48)

Some birds are so small that twigs are too coarse a material for them to use as the
main fabric of their nest. (BNC: E9F 1774)

Generally speaking, labelling a temperature as too high can, of course, represent a
subjective act of evaluation, in that a given temperature may be felt to be ‘too high’ for one
person while being fine for another person. The instance in (46), on the other hand, refers
to too high a room temperature not so much to evaluate a given temperature as such, but
to indicate an objective link between high room temperatures in general and dry air,
which, in its turn, commonly causes sore throats. In a similar manner, the temperature of
36° C (97° F) is specified in (47) to represent as high a temperature as most species can
stand on the basis of objective observations concerning specific species, rather than being
subjectively evaluated as such by one or more individual(s). In (48), twigs are likewise
described as too coarse a material for them to use as the main fabric of their nest as the
result of objective observations. In all three instances, then, acts of evaluation appear to
be of little importance to the use of the construction.
To illustrate the abstract pattern sketched in Table 7.4, the concordance presented
as Table 7.5 assembles 30 instances which conform to this prototypical group of uses.
Table 7.4

Pattern of evaluation built around prototypical uses of the Big Mess
Construction: the superordinate pattern

Evaluated
Entity

Hinge

Evaluative Category

NP/
CLAUSE

COPULAR
VERB

It

’s

(MODIFIER +)
DEGREE MODIFIER +
ADJ
far too strenuous

Evaluation Carrier
(+ Contribution to
Evaluative Category)
a(n) + (GENERAL) NOUN
(+ MODIFIERS)
a game

(INDIRECT
COMPLEMENT)
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Table 7.5

Thirty examples of the pattern of evaluation built around prototypical uses
of the Big Mess Construction

1

heavily discounted price. It was

too good

an opportunity to miss.

2

s from them. Sometimes it can be

as hard

a task as pulling teeth

3

pin cushion, it is obviously not

too unpleasant

an experience. The need

4

etween the two rooms, and it was

as comfortable

a place as you could im

5

eople, but it doesn’t quite seem

so alarming

a figure when you reali

6

but you can tell it hasn’t been

that tough

a winter because there’

7

achers I would like to emphasize

how valuable

an exercise it is for s

8

commitment beyond 1992.‘This is

too good

an event for Scotland t

9

eaper, unqualified accountant (

however false

an economy this may be)

no more awkward

an issue of fact than t

10

. However, this would seem to be

11

property when he died. This was

so severe

a problem that in the e

12

cepted this, they then point out

how small

a change this is. As th

13

ching ahead alone. That had been

as grievous

a thing as seeing the h

14

k the lord! Oh, you do not know

how great

a relief that is!’ Her

15

is head. ‘No. Because you're not

that good

a rider. And because I’

16

in brewery operations. He is not

as forceful

a character as Mike Les

17

of the season. I hadn’t realised

how talented

a player he is. He is a

18

r a play about the Wall. She was

too generous

an agent for that. ‘Sor

19

Marie Grubbe was bored! There is

no more dangerous

a condition than that o

20

Preston’s nan, not knowing then

how queer

a fella Barry Moxton re

21

is on the drama. ‘Wasserflut’ is

as good

an example as any of he

22

urmounted, and misfortune became

too great

a burden; virtuous repu

23

ce. Exclusion, though, is rather

less general

a problem than a low st

24

r projects, a billion quid isn’t

that big

a figure at all. How ma

25

med him that his replacement was

no less

a personage than the Ma

26

the battle for sheer survival is

so important

a part of the task. The

27

t put-downable kind. DRINKING is

no newer

a theme than the quest

28

eucharistia). To share in it was

so distinctive

a mark of membership th

29

hind Tory ‘taking stock’ is just

as confused

a set of assumptions. T

30

giving children pleasure seemed

too frivolous

an aim to most nineteen

Beginning with some observations on the formal realisations of the pattern, it can
be noted that the clauses under study typically involve a subject in the form of an NP
headed by a pronoun (in 50.9% of all instances of the pattern), predominantly by
demonstrative and personal pronouns like it, this, that, personal pronouns other than it
(e.g. he, she, you) or existential there. The majority of these forms function anaphorically,
pointing back in their interpretation to immediately preceding portions of the discourse
(e.g. lines 1-5 in the concordance). As in line 6, it can also function as “prop” or “dummy”subject or, as in line 7, as anticipatory form with a clause as extraposed subject. In these
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cases, it thus has cataphoric reference (see Quirk et al. 1985: 349). As is apparent, the
subject need not, however, be realised by a proform. In fact, the pattern is quite flexible
as concerns the realisation of the subject slot. Other typical realisations are proper nouns,
titles, etc. as head of NP (e.g. Barry Moxton in 20, ‘Wasserflut’ in 21) or other kinds of lexical
NPs with non-pronominal heads (lines 22-27, e.g. misfortune). The subject slot can
alternatively be filled by different types of clauses (lines 28-30, e.g. To share in it). In each
case, the subject is linked to the subject complement (the Big Mess NP) by means of the
copula, other copular verbs (seem in 5, 10, 30 or become in 22) or verb groups built around
these verbs (e.g. can be in 2, hasn’t been in 6).
The predeterminer AP, which represents the focal and new information, is headed
either by an adjective the core meaning of which is evaluative (e.g. good, unpleasant,
valuable, awkward, grievous), an adjective used to describe and evaluate human character
traits (e.g. forceful, talented, generous) or by another adjective (e.g. small, great, big). As
was stressed before, Big Mess NPs frequently involve ‘dimension’ or other non‘evaluative’ adjectives which, in their context of usage, still serve to express evaluation. It
may now be stated more precisely that they appear to attain this evaluative overlay
through their use inside patterns such as that in Table 7.4. In this pattern, the head of the
Big Mess NP has a particularly strong tendency to be realised in the form of a general noun
(e.g. task, place, problem, thing). Note, however, that it need not necessarily be realised in
the form of a prototypical example of the category of general nouns. Lines 15 and 18 in
the concordance, for example, contain the head nouns rider and agent, which are clearly
more specific in their meaning than nouns like character, fella or personage in lines 16,
20, 25. Nonetheless, just as in the case of instances including typical members of the class
of general nouns, a construction like too generous an agent at least implicitly involves the
comparison of a member or representative of a superordinate category (in this case, the
category of ‘agents’) against other members of this category or against the category as a
whole. As shall be argued in more detail below, this element of comparison and/or
contrast seems to be central to the Big Mess Construction and its evaluative discourse
functions.
Let us turn next to the functions of the pattern. The most basic observation to make
here is that the pattern links an entity which is to be evaluated (the “Evaluated Entity”) to
the category with which it is being evaluated (the “Evaluative Category”). Importantly, it
is the predeterminer AP inside the Big Mess Construction which functions as Evaluative
Category, hence the observation that the Big Mess NP is used to explicitly attribute an
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Evaluative Category to the entity or situation represented by the subject. Following the
terminology used by Hunston and Francis (2000: 130-36) or Mahlberg (2005: 152-53), it
is usually the predeterminer AP which is to be classified as Evaluative Category, while the
head of the Big Mess NP frequently functions as an “Evaluation Carrier”. If not necessarily
so, realisations of this pattern typically fall under the “informationally ‘void’/‘redundant’
without AP” category introduced in Section 7.2.4.2.2 above. In these cases, the head noun
resembles what Mahlberg (2003, 2005) terms the “support function” of general nouns.110
In other cases, the noun (potentially together with its other modifiers besides the
predeterminer AP) does itself contribute information, but the evaluative meaning still
centers on the AP or on the combination of noun and AP, as was previously discussed.
Importantly, the general pattern of evaluation already gives a first indication of the ways
in which the discourse functions of the Big Mess Construction analysed thus far interact:
after all, it is the focal Evaluative Category which is being highlighted by means of the noncanonical predeterminer position.
While the general frame in Table 7.4 underlies almost all subject complement
instances, the next section will demonstrate that it is insufficient to capture the functional
variability which characterises this group of evaluative uses. To explore and illustrate this
variability, a number of subpatterns involving additional categories will be introduced.
Special attention will be paid to the central contributions made to the different
subpatterns by specific (optional) features such as, in particular, the indirect complement.
7.3.2.2

Subpatterns of the pattern of evaluation

It should be pointed out that the subpatterns to be presented in the following are not
intended to provide exhaustive coverage of the full variety of more specific types of
evaluation which are associated with different groups of instances of the construction.
Rather, they are meant to exemplify the high extent of variability underlying the general
pattern of evaluation. The subpatterns shall further illustrate how the formal
characteristics of different subgroups of instances (in particular different forms of
realisation of the indirect complement) mark differences between the subpatterns
regarding the more concrete types of evaluative functions fulfiled by them. At the same
110

Mahlberg gives the following definition of the support function:
A noun fulfils the support function if it occurs in a construction where it does not contribute much
factual meaning but helps to present information according to the communicative needs of the
speaker/writer and hearer/reader.
(Mahlberg 2003: 100)
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time, it will be emphasised that the subpatterns do not only involve functional differences
but that it is also possible to identify more precise functions which are shared amongst
most of these subpatterns. Core functions of the Big Mess Construction which will receive
special attention in this context are the functions of giving emphasis to an act of evaluation
by means of the instrumentalisation of either comparative or contrastive elements.
The first subpattern which shall be discussed is a subpattern which is
characteristic of the Too Big a Mess Construction with an explicitly realised indirect
complement. In the terminology of Hunston and Sinclair (2000), the indirect
complements inside this constructional version appear to function largely as “Restriction
on Evaluation”. For instance, in (49)-(51), the complements – which differ in terms of their
formal realisation – share the function of restricting, delimiting or outlining the scope of
the evaluation conveyed by the Evaluative Category. Compare the corresponding
subpattern sketched in Table 7.6.
(49)

He was too large-hearted a man for that. (BNC: A0P 161)

(50)

Which is a pity, because the Primera is too good a car to suffer in the sidelines. (BNC:
ACR 1779)

(51)

I still had this idea that my weight was too personal a topic for other people to talk
about. (BNC: ADG 1574)

Table 7.6

Pattern of evaluation built around prototypical uses of the Big Mess
Construction: subpattern

including

the category “Restriction

on

Evaluation”
Evaluated
Entity

Hinge

Evaluative Category

NP/CLAUSE

COPULAR
VERB
was

(MODIFIER +) too
+ ADJECTIVE
too large-hearted

He

Evaluation Carrier
(+ Contribution to
Evaluative Category)
a(n) + GENERAL NOUN
(+ MODIFIERS)
a man

Restriction on
Evaluation
to-INFINITIVE /
for-PP
for that.

As can be seen, in (49), the referent of the subject (or its antecedent) is not, in general,
evaluated as being large-hearted without any limits, but as being too large-hearted for a
specific, previously discussed action. The complement in these cases could thus
alternatively be interpreted as representing an integral part of the Evaluative Category
itself: It seems to be the primary point of (49), for example, to evaluate the referent’s
character against the background of this specific action. In either interpretation, the
complement here tends to contribute more to the overall meaning and function of the
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pattern than representing a means of emphasising or intensifying the evaluation
conveyed by the predeterminer adjective (on the latter case, compare the discussion of
other subpatterns below).
The same applies to instances of the subpattern in Table 7.7, which introduce an
“Affected Entity” (Hunston and Francis 2000: 134-35) in the form of the indirect
complement. This subpattern, too, is associated with the Too Big a Mess Construction.
Table 7.7

Pattern of evaluation built around prototypical uses of the Big Mess
Construction: subpattern including the category “Affected Entity”

Evaluated
Entity

Hinge

Evaluative
Category

NP/CLAUSE

COPULAR
VERB

That

might be

(MODIFIER +)
DEGREE
MODIFIER +
ADJECTIVE
a bit too heavy

Evaluation Carrier
(+ Contribution to
Evaluative
Category)
GENERAL NOUN
(+ MODIFIERS)
a load

Affected Entity

for

NP

for

Buzz.

In (52), for instance, the entity (or here person) affected by the experience of an
overwhelmingly heavy load is the individual referred to by the use of Buzz. Again, then,
the evaluation is delimited or specified in its scope in the sense that the load is not in
general evaluated as too heavy, but as too heavy for this particular individual. This is also
the case in the example in (53). Note that it could alternatively be argued that the act of
evaluation itself is attributed to a person other than the speaker/writer (see Hunston and
Sinclair 2000: 88). This would mean that it is, in (52) for example, the individual named
Buzz who evaluates the load as too heavy. In this case, the indirect complement in the
subpattern would function as an NP-internal expression of what may be termed the
“Evaluator” or “Evaluating Entity”. It is clearly possible to mark such an attribution of the
evaluation to an outside person, entity, etc. by means of embedding the Big Mess NP
within larger patterns such as the one in (54), where the matrix clause subject specifies
the referent of Miss Thorne as Evaluator. However, indirect complements inside the Big
Mess NP can be observed to function primarily as expressions of Affected Entities as they
were specified above.
(52)

‘That might be a bit too heavy a load for Buzz,’ Adam suggested. (BNC: FPB 2388)

(53)

Draw anything you like is too vast a possibility for most children. (BNC: EVH 904)
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(54)

Miss Thorne didn’t think this was too good an idea but time was precious, so she
agreed. (BNC: CAB 3549)

The pattern in Table 7.8 serves as an example to illustrate the potential combination of a
number of different categories, here of an Affected Entity and a Restriction on Evaluation.
It should be clarified that, although no additional examples combining more than one of
the optional categories under discussion with one another will be cited in the following,
such combinations are also possible for other categories which are compatible with one
and the same version of the construction.
Table 7.8

Pattern of evaluation built around prototypical uses of the Big Mess
Construction: subpattern including the categories “Affected Entity” and
“Restriction on Evaluation”

Evaluated
Entity

Hinge

Evaluative
Category

NP/
CLAUSE

COPULAR
VERB

This

is

(MODIFIER +)
DEGREE
MODIFIER +
ADJECTIVE
too big

Evaluation
Carrier
(+ Contribution
to Evaluative
Category)
GENERAL NOUN
(+ MODIFIERS)
a responsibility

Affected
Entity

Restriction on
Evaluation

for

NP

to-INFINITIVE

for

us

to take on our own.

Let us turn next to patterns which integrate comparative elements. For example,
the indirect complement can function to introduce a second Evaluated Entity (an
“Evaluated Entity 2”) and, with that, a fully explicit means of comparison or equation. The
corresponding subpattern in Table 7.9 typically underlies instances of the As Big a Mess
Construction and instances of the Comparative Messes which feature an indirect
complement. One version of the pattern, for example, involves the comparison or
equation of the Evaluated Entity with a concrete second person, entity, etc. Examples are
given in (55) and (56). Importantly, however, the pattern is not restricted to this type of
realisation. Rather, it is highly flexible in terms of the different “Standards of Comparison”,
as they shall be termed, which can be involved. As shown in (57) and (58), the Standard
of Comparison may for example represent other fairly concrete points of reference, such
as previous states or realisations of the Evaluated Entity.
(55)

But in the wrong hands they are as lethal a weapon as a gun. (BNC: CEK 4421)

(56)

It’s no dafter an idea than yours. (BNC: G1S 306)
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(57)

The Unix festival, Uniforum ‘93, didn’t feel like it was as successful a show as it was
last year. (BNC: CP4 334)

(58)

Now that is not as significant an increase as we’ve had in previous years. (BNC: J9B
79)

Table 7.9

Pattern of evaluation built around prototypical uses of the Big Mess
Construction: subpattern including the category “Standard of Comparison”

Evaluated
Entity 1

Hinge

Evaluative
Category

Evaluation Carrier
(+ Contribution to
Evaluative
Category)

NP/CLAUSE

COPULAR
VERB

GENERAL NOUN
(+ MODIFIERS)

as/
than

they
It
that

are
’s
is

(MODIFIER +)
DEGREE
MODIFIER +
ADJECTIVE
as lethal
no dafter
as significant

a weapon
an idea
an increase

as
than
as

not

Standard of
Comparison, e.g.:
Evaluated Entity 2
Previous state/
realisation, etc.
phrase/clause

a gun
yours
we’ve had in previous
years

In a subpattern which is extremely typical of the As Big a Mess Construction, the
Standard of Comparison represents something close to a maximal/minimal point on a
scale, the overall pattern thus resembling superlative constructions. The pattern is given
in Table 7.10. The expanded complement in (59), for instance, is the clause as you could
find, making the discontinuous AP pragmatically similar to a superlative comparison like
most unsuitable. Still, the meaning expressed by the pattern needs to be distinguished
from superlative comparisons to the extent that what is being communicated by the use
of the pattern is not so much that an Evaluated Entity possesses some quality to the
maximally possible extent. Often, the Evaluated Entity is rather presented as possessing
the quality at focus to what is maximally possible or what is to be expected within given
limits. In (60), for instance, the method at stake is not assessed as entirely fair in all
possible respects; more accurately, it is evaluated as being as fair as possible within the
limits imposed by specific contextual factors, such as the political system.
(59)

No, I’d say that wife of his was as unsuitable a sick-nurse as you could find. (BNC:
H9D 2942)

(60)

Under normal circumstances this is as fair a valuation method to both parties as can
be achieved. (BNC: J6R 935)
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Overall, there are 82 instances of such Superlative-type Comparisons. The concordance
represented as Table 7.11 adds 20 examples to illustrate the large variety of possible
formal realisations which can be found.
Table 7.10

Pattern of evaluation built around prototypical uses of the Big Mess
Construction: subpattern including the category “Superlative-type
Comparison”

Evaluated
Entity 1

Hinge

Evaluative
Category

NP/CLAUSE

COPULAR
VERB
was

(MODIFIER +) as
+ ADJECTIVE
as unsuitable

that wife of
his

Table 7.11

Evaluation Carrier
(+ Contribution to
Evaluative
Category)
GENERAL NOUN
(+ MODIFIERS)
a sick-nurse

as

Standard of
Comparison:
Superlative-type
Comparison
phrase/clause

as

you could find

Twenty examples of the subpattern of evaluation built around the As Big a
Mess Construction containing the category “Superlative-type Comparison”

1

nd Europe. It was

as green

a light as you could get for the never-

2

aid ‘This will be

as tough

a test as we are likely to face this se

3

arians. These are

as comprehensive

an update as you are likely to get in t

4

a member, it was

as complete

a sinecure as he could have wished, bec

5

on the run, ‘was

as beautiful

a bit of timing as I have seen in any s

6

re ground. It was

as conspicuous

a warren as could well be imagined. “Sk

7

ure seems to some

as inclusive

a concept as one can find for a general

8

The case is about

as unsatisfactory

a one as can be imagined. No real thoug

9

his name. It was

as clear

an indication as he could ever have wis

10

id: ‘This will be

as hard

a game as we will get. We struggled bas

11

oposal I think is

as strong

an indication as you can get that the l

12

this is probably

as big

a book as you can get in one volume, wh

13

this, perhaps, is

as strong

an argument as the best of their sex is

14

corrected. He was

as good

an advertisement for vegetables as I’d

15

s, in my opinion,

as good

a Messiah recording as one could wish f

16

It was just about

as bad

an accident as can happen to a nuclear-

17

nnine Way. It was

as fine

an afternoon as you could wish for as I

18

us on Tuesday is

as big

a guarantee as you can get that they wi

19

en on the mood is

as fine

a crescendo of obsessive behaviour as y

20

as, said Stephen,

as appalling

an atrocity as you could find. When Ste

In this group, the explicit act of comparison serves to place especially strong emphasis on
the evaluation conveyed by the AP. For example, in (59), the individual is evaluated not
just as an unsuitable sick-nurse, and not just as a very unsuitable one either, but is
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communicated to be as unsuitable a sick-nurse as you could find. It needs to be stressed
that comparisons with a concrete Evaluated Entity 2 or other Standards of Comparison
such as those represented by the pattern in Table 7.9 above, too, seem to have a tendency
to be introduced for the very purpose of lending emphasis to an act of evaluation. In (61)(64), for example, the choice as Standard of Comparison of Patrick White, Ferrari or
Chapman in FI, sun lotion and anything practised by the Nazis, respectively has a similar
boosting function to that fulfiled by the Superlative-type Comparisons assembled in the
concordance in Table 7.11.
(61)

In terms of sheer craft, Conrad is as good a writer of prose as Patrick White, which
is saying a great deal. (BNC: CAG 2127)

(62)

The other was a man called Clint Brawner who in his own field of American racing
was just about as big a winner as Ferrari or Chapman in FI: over fifty wins in
eighteen years. (BNC: CD9 1426)

(63)

A SIDNEY Sheldon novel is as vital a piece of holiday luggage as sun lotion. (BNC:
CEK 5449)

(64)

What we are seeing nightly on our TV screens is as vile and disgusting a process of
racial extermination as anything practised by the Nazis, yet once again the West,
including a Britain that should know better than most, is responding in terms
which echo chillingly down the years from Hitler, appeasement, Chamberlain and
Munich. (BNC: K5M 6315)

Note further that the pattern in Table 7.9 is frequently also used to convey ironic notions
by comparing individuals/entities to one another which are in some way or another of an
unequal standing (with or without the inclusion of negation). See (65) and (66) for
examples.
(65)

‘They’ve done well – but let’s face it, Blackburn are not as big a club as Liverpool,
are they?’ (BNC: CBG 8646)

(66)

Well Shanice, that's about as good an idea as covering your arse in petrol and
striking a match on your trousers, isn’t it? (BNC: CK6 804)

Furthermore, instances of the As Big a Mess Construction featuring an as any complement
can express meanings related to those just discussed. The as any pattern will be discussed
in more detail in Section 7.3.2.3.
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Functions which are remarkably similar to those served by the pattern in Table
7.10 are associated with a subset of instances of the Comparative Messes including no (or
some other marker of negation111 within the larger context). For example, the utterances
in (67)-(69) highlight an evaluation of an Evaluated Entity by expressing comparable
superlative-like meanings.
(67)

And there is no more constant a reminder to her than her experiences teaching in
special needs schools and her present job as adult education tutor at Ashworth. (BNC:
K3A 581)

(68)

There is no more dangerous a condition than that of boredom, nor, to my mind, a
more wicked one. (BNC: AEA 1423)

(69)

There is no more exacting a yardstick of free-market principles than the pop charts,
where the successful bask unashamedly in the spotlight and conspicuously consume
the fruits of their success, while scant sympathy is expended on the failures. (BNC:
FNX 1023)

Consider further instances of the So Big a Mess Construction without an explicitly realised
indirect complement which pattern with the example in (70) below. In parallel with the
examples in (67)-(69), these instances contain a marker of negation and function to
intensify an evaluation by means of expressing a Superlative-type Comparison.
(70)

Nowhere else in England is there so complete an example of 14th-century domestic
wall-paintings. (BNC: BNJ 439)

The overall function is additionally shared with a small set of three uses of the So Big a
Mess Construction containing an as-complement, represented by (71) and (72). The
instances in question pick out a specific individual, entity, etc. as possessing an Evaluative
Category to a markedly higher/lower extent than other representatives of some
corresponding superordinate category. Like other uses of the So Big a Mess Construction
with an as-complement (mentioned in Section 7.2.4.2.3), these instances can be observed
to formally and functionally resemble the phraseological unit involving the No Less a Mess
Construction (‘no less a(n) + person/figure/authority/etc. + than + name/title of the
In the description of the subpatterns, the term “marker of negation” will often be used for the purpose
of making generalisations more manageable, although this can undoubtedly be seen to represent an
oversimplification. The inclusion of a more detailed analysis of the highly complex field of negation and its
contribution to the semantics and pragmatics of the construction must remain beyond the scope of the
present study.
111
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person referred to’). The latter unit is exemplified here by (73), which conforms to the
general pattern of evaluation, and by (74), in which the Big Mess NP functions as
prepositional complement. In the instances of both the So Big a Mess Construction and
the No Less a Mess Construction specified here, it is the Evaluated Entity itself which is
given in the indirect complement; what is more, like the instances in (67)-(70) above, both
cases include a marker of negation. While the phraseological unit built around the No Less
a Mess Construction does not exactly identify one individual as possessing a quality to a
greater/lower extent than all others, it emphasises the status, importance, authority, etc.
of an individual by means of presenting them as a special or remarkable representative of
the respective superordinate group. Although this group can also be more specific (e.g.
the group of ‘Protestant Statesmen’ in the instance functioning as prepositional
complement in (74)) or in itself represent a positively connoted category (e.g. the group
of ‘authorities’), it is typically as general as e.g. the group of ‘men’ in (73). See the
corresponding subpattern in Table 7.12.
(71)

His employer, Oscar Godolphin, was one of the eleven to whom the flame of
Roxborough’s intent had been passed, though of all of them surely none was so
perfect a hypocrite as Godolphin, who was both a member of a Society committed to
the repression of all magical activity, and the employer (Godolphin would have said
owner) of a creature summoned by magic in the very year of the tragedy that had
brought the Society into being. (BNC: CRE 1452)

(72)

Of all the science fiction programmes screened on British Television none is so
close an ancestor to Doctor Who as Pathfinders. (BNC: F9Y 93)

(73)

His replacement was no less a man than the Mayor of Henley, Councillor F. (Fred)
Butler – a situation recognised as probably unique in past and future time and
enough of an oddity for his photograph to feature in a San Francisco newspaper!
(BNC: AMY 769)

(74)

Although the Bank of Scotland has been established by no less a Protestant
champion than William of Orange, this nervousness led George I, or rather his
advisers, to doubt that bank’s allegiance. (BNC: GX9 194)
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Table 7.12

Pattern of evaluation built around prototypical uses of the Big Mess
Construction: subpattern featuring the Evaluated Entity in the indirect
complement
Hinge

Evaluative
Category

(MARKER OF
NEGATION)

COPULAR
VERB

none

was

(MODIFIER +)
DEGREE
MODIFIER (so) +
ADJECTIVE /
no less
so perfect

His
replacement

was

no less

Evaluation Carrier
(+ Contribution to
Evaluative
Category)
GENERAL NOUN
(+ MODIFIERS)

Evaluated Entity

as

NP

a hypocrite

as

Godolphin, …

a man

than

the Mayor of Henley,
…

Another pattern which is highly characteristic of the Big Mess Construction
involves the introduction of what I will call a “Consequence of Evaluation” (although the
term suits some instances of this pattern better than others). The pattern is given as Table
7.13. Besides an additional subset of So Big a Mess instances with an as complement or an
as to complement, this pattern is primarily linked to the more frequent group of instances
in which the degree modifier so takes a that-clause as complement (56 instances in total).
As in (75)-(80), this type of modification usually expresses a situation, state, reaction, etc.
which is presented as a consequence of the fact that the quality denoted by the
predeterminer adjective can be attributed to the Evaluated Entity.
(75)

Henry I of Germany was so keen a huntsman that he ‘would take forty or more wild
beasts in a day’; (BNC: BMV 991)

(76)

The avoidance of blackmail may become so over-riding an objective that it obscures
all other logic. (BNC: H0E 56)

(77)

During the hundred fifty years in question, there was so great a diversity of views
about nature that, on closer inspection, it becomes difficult to achieve a succinct
characterization. (BNC: EEM 550)

(78)

Yet it was so great a task that only Zeus, chief of the gods, could master it. (BNC: ARG
467)

(79)

Now sexism is so fundamental an evil that it becomes very difficult for anyone who
has grasped this to envisage that God could be said to have been involved with human
history. (BNC: EF0 347)
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(80)

It is, in fact, so easy a target that scholars reacting against it have constructed a
revised view that has also been driven to excess. (BNC: EEM 387)

Table 7.13

Pattern of evaluation built around prototypical uses of the Big Mess
Construction: subpattern including the category “Consequence of
Evaluation”

Evaluated
Entity

Hinge

Evaluative
Category

NP/CLAUSE

COPULAR
VERB

The
avoidance of
blackmail

may
become

(MODIFIER +)
DEGREE
MODIFIER (so) +
ADJECTIVE
so over-riding

Evaluation Carrier
(+ Contribution to
Evaluative
Category)
GENERAL NOUN
(+ MODIFIERS)
an objective

Consequence of
Evaluation
that
/as
(to)

NP

that

it obscures all other
logic

The addition of this consequence may be viewed as a means of expressing, often quite
vividly, the extent to which the Evaluative Category holds with regard to the Evaluated
Entity. Whereas the expression of the extent to which the quality can be attributed to the
Evaluated Entity is primary in examples like (75), instances like (80) highlight actual
consequences; in this case, the Consequence of Evaluation is a reaction shown by some
scholars in view of the large extent to which the Evaluative Category (the quality of
representing an easy target) applies to the Evaluated Entity. As this pattern regularly
involves the expression of a markedly high or low extent of the Evaluative Category, the
function of the modification can again be seen to be emphatic in nature. Like the
immediately preceding patterns, this pattern therefore differs from that involving a
Restriction on Evaluation in Table 7.6 in the sense that they boost the Evaluative Category
rather than restricting or co-defining it. In fact, the high or low extent expressed by some
of these Consequences of Evaluation appears to resemble the intensification served by the
Superlative-type Comparisons against the endpoint on a scale represented by the pattern
in Table 7.10.
As indicated above, some instances of the So Big a Mess Construction (7 hits) with
an as to-complement may be subsumed under this pattern: If not exactly by means of
specifying some consequence, the integration of the indirect complement into the AP in
examples like (81) and (82) here also functions to highlight the extent to which the
Evaluative Category can be attributed to the Evaluated Entity.
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(81)

Equally we might take “nature” as being so predominant in Alison’s whole being
and actions that we thus recognize church-going to be a part of medieval culture
that has become so instinctive an act as to be part of the essential rhythm of medieval
life. (BNC: HXS 1147)

(82)

Within the Western world the notion that land can be conceived of as property is
so deeply embedded an ideology as to have become “self-evident”. (BNC: HXW 4)
One of two groups of uses of the evaluative pattern which include the How Big a

Mess Construction likewise appears to function as an emphatic means to intensify an act
of evaluation. See (83) and (84) for examples.
(83)

Oh, you do not know how great a relief that is! (BNC: HGV 4936)

(84)

The mention of this allowed him to express once more how ‘utterly desperate’ a
place England was. (BNC: ASN 1424)

A similar observation can be made with regard to a small subset of instances of the pattern
containing the That Big a Mess Construction. Strong emphasis here tends to be placed on
what is typically a highly negative evaluation. As the examples in (85) and (86) illustrate,
rather than involving a direct expression of this negative evaluation, these instances
include negated versions of positive evaluations and, thus, carry overtones of an ironic
understatement. The teaching style described in (85), for example, is clearly regarded to
be worse than what is more literally expressed by the negated form of an intensified AP
(i.e. worse than ‘not that good’).
(85)

So I really was confident I was going to pass, and he said, ‘I’ll give you a pound if
you pass,’ which isn’t really that good a way of teaching. (BNC: ECN 1036)

(86)

‘Ye gods, Massingham,’ she went on, covering like fury the fact that he could hurt
without even trying, ‘my memory is vivid that that great a lover you’re not!’ (BNC:
JY1 2108)
In addition to the function of intensifying an evaluation by various types of

comparisons (many of which resemble superlative constructions) or by the specification
of consequences, the pattern of evaluation is associated with another core function,
namely that of emphasising an evaluation through the creation of a contrast. As shall be
demonstrated next, it is again possible to isolate a number of different subpatterns which,
each in their own way, share this function of conveying contrastive emphasis. Recall in
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this context that Aniya (2016: 9) lists an “implication of contrast parameter” as one of the
key semantic characteristics of the Big Mess Construction. The identification of the
following subpatterns lends evidence to his suggestion (see also Part III of the present
chapter).
For example, another group of 10 instances of the So Big a Mess Construction with
an as-complement, which again features an obligatory marker of negation, is
characterised by the expression of what I will term a “Counter-expectation”. As illustrated
by (87) and (88) and the corresponding subpattern in Table 7.14, these instances contrast
some state, situation, etc. either with the speaker’s own or someone else’s expectations or
they contrast it with some previous or comparable state, situation, etc. A proportionally
small group of instances of the As Big a Mess Construction also includes the category of a
Counter-expectation (26 instances). An example is added in (90).
(87)

‘But if I am to achieve such merit as wins fame, then my life has not been so
unworthy an exchange for hers as I always feared!’ (BNC: HGS 1465)

(88)

It was certainly not so simple an issue as supposed by the old ideologues on either
side – the neo-mercantilists in favour of protection and the neo-classical liberals in
favour of open, free trade. (BNC: EEF 521)

(89)

The word pirate was perhaps not so strong a term of condemnation as in later
centuries: European rulers were only just beginning to acquire for themselves, on
behalf of their states, a monopoly of the use of force. (BNC: CS5 45)

(90)

Weather is not as big a limitation as you would think. (BNC: BNH 979)

Table 7.14

Pattern of evaluation built around prototypical uses of the Big Mess
Construction: subpattern including the category “Counter-expectation”

Evaluated
Entity

Hinge

Evaluative
Category

NP/CLAUSE

COPULAR
VERB +
NEGATION

my life

has not been

(MODIFIER +)
DEGREE
MODIFIER (so) +
ADJECTIVE
so unworthy

Evaluation Carrier
(+ Contribution to
Evaluative
Category)
GENERAL NOUN
(+ MODIFIERS)
an exchange for
hers

Standard of
comparison:
Counter-expectation
as

NP

as

I always feared

Functional similarities with the uses just mentioned can be identified for a group
of instances of the No Less a Mess Construction outlined in the subpattern in Table 7.15.
See the examples in (91)-(93), which emphasise the affiliation of the Evaluated Entity with
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a superordinate category in view of or despite some action, behavior, etc.; this action,
behavior, etc. contrasts with, for example, common societal expectations or the
expectations held by a specific group of individuals concerning this superordinate
category. The corresponding pattern can accordingly be described as containing a
“Contrasting Quality”. As (91)-(93) illustrate, this category is realised in the form of an NP
or clause which is located outside of the boundaries of the Big Mess NP but which is placed
in immediate succession to it and can thus be regarded to form part of the larger
subpattern. For example, (91) underlines the affiliation of the writer with the category of
‘women’ in view of or despite the fact that she finds a specific article amusing, which the
use of pattern marks as running counter to social expectations concerning the ‘common’
behaviour or views of this gender group.
(91)

I did find the article amusing and am no less a woman because I did. (BNC: AAF 283)

(92)

His Hal would be a truant Prince, perhaps, a man disobedient to his father and
contemptuous of the popular expectation, but no less a Prince for that, always
watching, always using the lines to cut out a space for himself. (BNC: CL2 1824)

(93)

A proper name is no less a proper name for possessing a descriptive content. (BNC:
FTV 677)

Table 7.15

Pattern of evaluation built around prototypical uses of the Big Mess
Construction: subpattern including the category “Contrasting Quality”

A proper
name
I
His
replacement

Hinge

Evaluative
Category

Contrasting Quality

(MODIFIER +)
no less

Evaluation Carrier
(+ Contribution to
Evaluative
Category)
GENERAL NOUN
(+ MODIFIERS)

COPULAR
VERB
is

no less

a proper name

am
was

no less
no less

a woman
a man

for possessing a
descriptive content
because I did
than the Mayor of
Henley, …

NP/CLAUSE

An additional subpattern involving a contrast with some previous expectation,
experience, situation, etc. includes the How Big a Mess Construction. Inside the pattern of
evaluation, this version is typically used to communicate, roughly, that an Evaluated
Entity possesses some quality to an unexpectedly high degree. Alternatively, the
subpattern, shown in Table 7.16, may serve to question the extent to which the Evaluative
Category can be attributed to the Evaluated Entity, which in its turn frequently creates a
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contrast with some previously formulated (or implied) evaluation. As exemplified by
(94)-(99), the subpattern characteristically involves the modifier just, which underlines
the emphatic nature of the evaluation communicated by the choice of this pattern.
(94)

Yet I had no idea just how big a club Celtic are. (BNC: K4T 10504)

(95)

If so you soon realise just how important a piece of kit it is. (BNC: G2S 1789)

(96)

‘I’m new to politics but I’m finding out quickly just how dirty a business it is,’ said
Mr Blair. (BNC: K2F 1333)

(97)

It struck him then how long a year it had been. (BNC: BP0 542)

(98)

Just how good a choreographer was Bournonville in the first place? (BNC: AHG
1008)

(99)

The responses to those questions show just how problematic a concept it is. (BNC:
FA3 934)

Table 7.16

Pattern of evaluation built around prototypical uses of the Big Mess
Construction: subpattern including an “Unexpectedly high degree” as
“Evaluative Category”

Evaluative Category:
Unexpectedly high degree
(just+) DEGREE MODIFIER
(how) + ADJECTIVE
just how important

Evaluation Carrier
(+ Contribution to Evaluative
Category)
GENERAL NOUN (+ MODIFIERS)

Evaluated
Entity

Hinge

NP/CLAUSE

a piece of kit

it

COPULAR
VERB
is

The tendency to include the expression of some contrast can further be observed
for uses of the However Big a Mess Construction inside the evaluative pattern. Rather than
expressing a Counter-expectation, the corresponding subpattern displayed in Table 7.17
appears to function primarily to stress some consequence or conclusion. This
consequence is drawn despite some act of evaluation which may be regarded to have
implied other consequences. Hence it represents what will be named a “Contrasting
Consequence”. The examples in (100)-(103) illustrate the pattern.
(100) She is loyal to the allies of her husband, however weak a provider her husband has
been. (BNC: BP0 2288)
(101) But I would not have Alida need friends or be lonely in any way, however difficult
a person she may be. (BNC: AD1 3208)
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(102) At home the recession has deepened, hundreds of thousands have lost their jobs, a
record number of companies have gone bust. Abroad, there have been the horrors
of Bosnia and Somalia. But however bad a year it has been, Christmas should
always be a time of hope and happiness. (BNC: CBC 2861-63)
(103) Our coming together as lovers, however temporary a state of affairs it may prove to
be, was surely written in the stars! (BNC: JXV 231)
Table 7.17

Pattern of evaluation built around prototypical uses of the Big Mess
Construction: subpattern

including

the

category

of

“Contrasting

Consequence”
Evaluative Category

(MODIFIER +)
DEGREE MODIFIER
(however) +
ADJECTIVE
however bad

Evaluation Carrier
(+ Contribution to
Evaluative
Category)
GENERAL NOUN (+
MODIFIERS)

Evaluated
Entity

Hinge

Contrasting
Consequence

NP/CLAUSE

COPULAR
VERB

CLAUSE

a year

it

has been,

Christmas should
always be a time of
hope and happiness

The instance in (100), for example, emphasises the loyalty of the wife by contrasting it
with the evaluation of her husband as a weak provider. The modification by however not
only expresses this contrast, which in its turn highlights the evaluation of the wife as loyal;
it may also be argued to intensify the evaluation of the husband as a weak provider itself.
The use of the pattern leaves little doubt that the husband should in fact be seen as a weak
provider. Equally little doubt is left by the instance in (101), which highlights the
evaluation of the referent of Alida as a difficult person. The communicative purpose of the
pattern seems to be to underscore that, in spite of this accepted and shared evaluation,
the individual referred to should not be abandoned. In other words, the pattern
communicates that the evaluation of her personality should not matter with regard to this
consequence. The same applies to the ideas concerning Christmas expressed in (102). In
fact, it also seems possible to use the pattern more generally to express that the evaluation
of some entity should not be given too much weight in the context of some other action.
In (103), for example, it is not entirely clear whether the relationship referred to will or
will not turn out to be temporary (although the use of the pattern seems to suggest that
this is considered to be at least a likely future development). Still, it is stressed that this
has no impact on the present evaluation of the relationship as something ‘predestined’.
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As the examples show, the category of a “Contrasting Consequence” in Table 7.17 formally
resembles the category of a “Contrasting Quality” in Table 7.15 in being located outside of
the boundaries of the Big Mess NP.
Another subpattern which combines evaluative functions with the expression of
some contrast includes the That Big a Mess Construction; see Table 7.18. Out of the 25
instances of the evaluative pattern including this version of construction, no fewer than
21 contain a negated form of the copula. In addition to the marker of negation, the pattern
in question has a strong tendency to include contrastive conjunctions like but, however,
although. As shown by the examples in (104)-(107), the subpattern can be used to express
similar notions of a Counter-expectation as were pointed out for the other subpatterns
above. In a related manner, the subpattern is frequently used to contradict or relativise
another evaluation of the Evaluated Entity, which was either communicated by means of
something that was stated or implied by someone else or by the speakers themselves.
(104) where my mum and dad live it’s not that bad an area yet they were burgled four
times […] (BNC: KD6 2191)
(105) However, it was given its name before many of today’s really aggressive species
were introduced to the hobby, and it is not that violent a fish! (BNC: FBN 942)
(106) So you can actually move it about a bit, but it’s not that flexible a contract. (BNC:
G4H 761)
(107) It also seems that, if this survey covers both private and public sector projects, a
billion quid isn’t that big a figure at all. (BNC: K59 1420)
Table 7.18

Pattern of evaluation built around prototypical uses of the Big Mess
Construction: subpattern including the category “Counter-expectation/
Contrasting Observation/ Contrasting Evaluation”

Evaluated
Entity

Hinge

Evaluative
Category

Evaluation Carrier
(+ Contribution to
Evaluative
Category)

NP/CLAUSE

COPULAR
VERB +
NEGATION

GENERAL NOUN
(+ MODIFIERS)

it

’s not

(MODIFIER +)
DEGREE
MODIFIER (that)
+ ADJECTIVE
that bad

an area

Counterexpectation/
Contrasting
Observation
/evaluation
CLAUSE

as

I always feared

To end the overview of the pattern of evaluation and its subpatterns, it is worth
noting that the overall function of the evaluative pattern can also be to relativise or
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downgrade the extent to which an Evaluated Entity possesses some quality. Examples of
the As Big a Mess Construction and the So Big a Mess Construction like (108) and (109)
may be argued to realise a separate pattern, which is once more characterised by the
presence of a marker of negation and the expression of a contrast (here a contrast with
some immediately adjacent act of evaluation).
(108) For a start, there is a clear answer to the question of where thoughts and feelings
take place, if not so fine an answer as we might like. (BNC: EVX 1543)
(109) It’s a perky companion on the open road too, although not as enjoyable a driving
companion as would a Peugeot 205 or a Citroen AX. (BNC: BPJ 710)
What kinds of conclusions are possible at this point, then? The present overview
of subversions of the evaluative pattern should have demonstrated the high functional
flexibility of the Big Mess Construction. It has also suggested, however, that it is possible
to make generalisations concerning the large variety of patterns which exist, above and
beyond the identification of their ‘evaluative’ nature (which is, after all, a fairly broad
functional category). These additional generalisations relate to the observation that most
of the subpatterns instrumentalise either various types of contrast or different forms of
comparison/equation, some of which resemble superlative constructions. The
overarching purpose of all these patterns appears to be to place increased emphasis on
an evaluation. Recall that this finding was previously suggested as part of the discussion
of the co-varying collexeme analysis in Chapter 5.3.4: Having investigated the uses of the
most typical adjective-noun combinations in their context, I argued the construction to be
associated with a number of different semantic frames, all of which resemble one another
in terms of a number of shared core meanings and functions. The construction was
proposed to be used to mark some situation, entity, individual, etc. as ‘remarkable’, this
assessment resulting from the comparison of the situation, entity, individual, etc. against
others on the basis of social or individual experience. These generalisations have received
strong support from the exhaustive analyses of the pattern of evaluation and its
subpatterns above.
Another finding which is suggested by the overview of the subpatterns of
evaluation is that there is no definite correspondence between formal features of a
subpattern (such as the realisation of the degree modifier) and the more specific
functional characteristics associated with it. To name just one example, it was shown that
even within the comparatively small group of 22 subject complement instances of the So
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Big a Mess Construction with an as-complement, different subpatterns could be posited.
Nonetheless, it became apparent that it is possible to observe certain preferences
regarding the discourse functions of the individual versions of the Big Mess Construction.
In a similar vein, I pointed towards the existence of clear probabilistic links between more
specific types of evaluative functions on the one hand and formal features, e.g. specific
realisations of the indirect complement inside a given version of the construction and/or
the presence of markers of negation in certain constellations, on the other hand.
To further substantiate these findings, the following will analyse two additional
subpatterns in more detail than the general overview just given would have permitted.
The first pattern is a formally highly constrained structure, involving As Big a Mess NPs
with an expanded indirect complement in the form of the phrase as any. As shall be shown,
even within this formally tightly defined set of instances, it is possible to detect at least
two distinct functional configurations. The second pattern is formally more variable, the
defining characteristic here lying above all in the pattern’s distinct metatextual functions.
It will be demonstrated that such functions share a particularly close association with one
version of the construction, viz. the Too Big a Mess Construction.
7.3.2.3

Close analysis of the ‘as + ADJ + a(n) + N + as any’ pattern

Overall, there are 99 instances of the As Big a Mess Construction including an indirect
complement in the form of the phrase as any or a slightly modified version of this phrase.
Amongst this set, it is possible to identify two particularly frequent lexically specified
realisations of the larger Big Mess NP, viz. ‘as good a time as any’ (12) and ‘as good a place
as any’ (15). As indicated, an examination of the entire group of ‘SUBJECT + COPULAR
VERB + as + ADJ112 + a(n) + N + as any’ instances in their context reveals that variant
discourse-pragmatic functions can be identified within this closely constrained group.
The first subpattern, exemplified by (100)-(104), primarily contains realisations
including the semi-fixed units as good a time/place as any. In the majority of cases, these
units are used to express, roughly, that the point in time or the place under discussion
may not be ideal, but, then again, there will never be an ideal time or place and others will
not be substantially better either. In case of the time pattern, this idea is related to the fact
that the task at hand is typically evaluated as being, in one way or another, ‘unpleasant’,

As in other cases, my use of ADJ here does not necessarily imply the restriction to a single adjective, but
is to be understood as a shorthand for one or more predeterminer adjectives.
112
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‘problematic’, ‘burdensome’ or the like. The use of the construction thus frequently
implies the message that it would in fact be good to get things done now (or at the point
in time under discussion) in order to get them ‘out of the way’. The co-text of the instances
cited in (110)-(112), for example, explicitly voices ideas such as It had to happen sometime
or there has never been a ‘good’ time to… as well as a formulation of the wish to get it over
with or to get it done. Similarly, the place patterns in (113) and (114) express the idea that
the place referred to ‘will do’.
(110) He said, ‘Perhaps I ought to take you home.’ He sounded grumpy. ‘I don’t mind
staying if it’s all the same to you,’ she said. It had to happen sometime and now
was as good a time as any. She wanted to get it over with. (BNC: FNU 2161-65)
(111) Most parents will admit that there has never been a ‘good’ time to reduce income,
curtail freedom and expend extra energy on a new, time-consuming project. But,
bearing all this in mind, I would say that now is as good a time as any to whisper
the eternal words – and say them as though you mean them. He may well go into
shock and take a few months to accept the inevitability of family life. But at just
31, you’ve still got plenty of time in hand. (BNC: G2V 378-89)
(112) Her car was having one of its bad days, and it was some twenty minutes before the
engine fired successfully. Merrill had known that the battery needed replacing, and
with no special plans in view this seemed as good a time as any to get it done. (BNC:
HA7 1978-79)
(113) She forced herself to walk steadily towards the house. She didn’t really have any
idea why she was going there. It was just as good a place as any to get away
from Julius for a while. (BNC: H8F 3761-63)
(114) ‘To Nordhausen. That’s where Trimmler said he would meet Goodenache.’
‘Trimmler’s dead.’ ‘And Goodenache’s running from the Russians. He can’t go back
there. From what I heard, Germany was still their home. And Nordhausen was
where they shared something special. They wanted to go there. If Goodenache’s
frightened, and he wants to hide, that’s as good a place as any.’ (BNC: G0L 269-77)
Related uses also occur with head nouns other than time/place. In (115), for instance,
astrological ideas are certainly not presented as the best and most credible theory to
explain the causes of interpersonal attraction. The function of using this construction
rather seems to correspond to the aim of communicating that the emotions at issue here
have little to do with rational thinking, which is why all theories or attempts at explaining
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them are regarded as equally limited. In consequence, the use of the construction enables
a forceful expression of the intensity of these emotions. To give another example, the
instance in (116) serves to emphasise that the risk imposed by timber-frame houses is
evaluated as being equal to that imposed by brick and block houses – neither as more nor
as less high.
(115) ‘Who knows what causes an attraction between a man and a woman? Maybe it
does have something to do with the juxtaposition of the planets. It’s as good a
theory as any to explain it, because lord knows I never intended this to be
anything other than a business arrangement.’ (BNC: JXV 1241-43)
(116) It makes no difference to our income whether it is timber-frame or brick and
block. If we believed it would have an adverse effect on claims, we would
discourage people from buying timber-frame. We are not doing that; with our new
standards they represent as good a risk as any house. (BNC: AS1 807-09)
It should further be noted that this pattern is frequently connected to ironic
language usage. An additional function of the pattern consequently appears to be to give
emphatic force to an evaluation by marking it as ironic. In (117), for example, the
presentation of a lift in Miles’ car as as good a way as any other is juxtaposed with the
description of that very car as odious. With a good portion of humour, then, the use of the
construction conveys that some means of transportation simply had to be found and,
given the lack of (substantially better) options, this one had to do – although the ride may
very well not have made a particularly pleasant journey. A similar usage is displayed in
(118), where St James’s Park is presented as as good a place as any (to stay for the night),
although it is clear that it is not really considered to be an attractive option to spend the
night amongst a myriad of birds. Again, in view of the lack of better options, a joke is made
out of ironically presenting the bird-life of the park as particularly appealing. The same
holds for (119), where the speaker illustrates quite vividly that neither the pub nor the
locality under discussion can in actual fact be considered appealing. The instance in (120)
likewise co-occurs with various instances of irony, such as the reference to the children’s
early promise, teachers’ failure to spot it and the tutors’ desperate efforts at cramming.
(117) ‘Oh, all right.’ It was important to get there and a lift in Miles’ odious yellow Cortina
was as good a way as any other. (BNC: GUF 1280-81)
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(118) When I reached the Old Street roundabout, it was time to pick an ultimate
destination – which basically meant choosing somewhere to stay for the night. St
James’s Park, famous for its bird-life, would be as good a place as any. ‘Me and all
the other old ducks,’ I muttered to myself. (BNC: A0F 2317-19)
(119) A regular in wellington boots plastered with cow dung ordered a pint, took off his
overcoat and hung it up, unaware that he’d lost his trousers somewhere en
route. But most nights it was quiet and uneventful. One Monday I was the only
person out of four in the bar who was not unconscious. by [sic!] no means the
perfect pub, but as good a place as any to spend an evening in a town which I always
thought would make an ideal site for a nuclear test. (BNC: A6C 1483-86)
(120) Elena was also determined that her children should have successful
educations. Although Valentin seems to have passed his exams by his own efforts
(though no doubt crammed by special tutors) […], his sister and brother followed
their mother’s educational model more closely. Both Zoia and Nicu showed early
promise in mathematics and teachers or professors too blind to recognize it were
shunted aside. Some even fled the country. Elena fostered Nicu’s interest in nuclear
physics. He was destined to head Romania’s nuclear power and research
programme, which was as good a reason to emigrate as any other. (BNC: CCK 20005)
A clear contrast to the instances described thus far is provided by the second group
of instances of the as any frame. Here, the time, place, individual, situation, entity, etc.
which is being evaluated does actually seem to be presented as possessing the adjectival
quality at hand to a higher degree than (at least some) other alternatives. In cases such as
(121)-(128), the as any comparison therefore not only contrasts with the functions of the
first group but it may also be seen to be quite puzzling from a semantic point of view. This
usage involves mostly head nouns other than time/place, although there exist a few
time/place instances which belong to this group in that they do appear to indicate that the
point in time or place under evaluation is not (!) just regarded as equally good or bad as
any other one, as would be the case in the first group of uses. In (121), for example, the
place referred to is described as possessing a number of characteristics which are highly
suitable for the purpose of committing the intended crime; note also that the construction
co-occurs with an instance of an As Big a Mess NP with a complement of the “superlative”
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type, viz. as good a place as he could hope to find, which gives further support to its
characterisation as a group 2 instance.
(121) The target and the man had walked away up a tree-lined road. It was as good a
place as any. No cars parked in the road, no pedestrians. The road was two
hundred yards long and empty … It was as good a place as he could hope to
find. (BNC: CLD 264-68)
(122) ‘But on the whole it’s humane and quick,’ Small says. ‘We don't think of this as a
sport; it’s just something that has to be done.’ In this country foxes are killed in a
variety of ways: by hounds, by trapping, by snaring, by gassing and by shooting. If
foxes have to be killed, then shooting strikes me as being as decent a method as any,
and probably far better than most. (BNC: A7D 752-55)
(123) ‘Don’t be,’ she said. ‘I’ve had a very good life and quite a long one. I don't want to
linger on in hospital with tubes and drugs and all that messy business. I shan't
suffer much, they tell me, and I’ll be here in my own surroundings. It’s as good a
way as any. Now, my dear Hugh, I’m going to send you on your way. One thing the
damned illness does is make me tired for very little. (BNC: CDY 2861-67)
(124) When pale imitations of Greece and left-overs of Strawberry Hill Gothic were the
norm, suddenly, on a site just south of Salisbury, with ‘a magnificent view of the
cathedral and city with the River Avon winding through … as advantageous a
situation as any in England’, there sprang up this towered, monastic, miniature
Gothic château. (BNC: AB4 1316)
(125) The group has been ‘away’ for a while, recording their new LP, ‘Home’ the title,
alone, as definitive a statement as any of the continuing importance of their Gaelic
roots. (BNC: CAN 958)
(126) ‘We aren't on any path, they won’t know which way we’ve gone.’ ‘Michael’s as good
a tracker as any in the forest,’ Hugh said, ‘so is Crane. They’ll read the ground like a
priest reads his book.’ (BNC: BMX 1286-88)
(127) ‘He was tremendous against Mark Wright – and when you consider he’s as good a
centre-half as any, you just know Deano need fear no-one. (BNC: CH7 1928)
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(128) A win over rivals Charlton Athletic today would be a tremendous boost for a
demanding ten-match April programme. Kernaghan said: ‘If we can maintain our
superb Ayresome Park record, and not lose our final away games, we have a great
chance of going up. ‘Charlton could be as tough a fixture as any, but we have got our
act together after struggling on our travels earlier in the season.’ (BNC: K4T 361113)
The instances in (122)-(128) serve to illustrate the predominant use of this second group
of the pattern with head nouns other than time/place, including typical Big Mess heads
such as nouns referring to individuals, means/ways or occasions/chances. The function
of the construction in these cases seems fairly clearly to rest in the intensification of the
evaluation expressed by the use of the AP. In some cases, its function may potentially even
be held to resemble that fulfiled by the “Superlative-type Comparisons” group illustrated
in the concordance in Table 7.11 above.
Note that it is nonetheless possible to observe similarities of usage of this second
group with what was presented as the first group of as any instances. For instance, the
example in (122) clearly presents the action of killing foxes as something unpleasant
which has to ‘get done’. In contrast with uses of the first group, however, the utterance is
not concerned with the wish of getting the action out of the way as quickly as possible, no
matter how, but rather with the choice of the most tolerable way of conducting the action.
The addition of and probably far better than most explicitly indicates that the method of
shooting is not just perceived as equally decent as any other method. The example in
(123) is likewise concerned with death, the fictional character here presenting the kind of
death awaiting her in the near future as preferable to a prolonged state of mere existence
and suffering in a hospital. As the magnificent view in (124) is also evidently appreciated
as something quite special by the speaker, the situation appears to be evaluated as a highly
advantageous one for England, just as, in (125), the title of U2’s album Home is evaluated
as a highly definitive statement of the importance of their Gaelic roots. Instances involving
the evaluation of persons, exemplified by (126) and (127), similarly demonstrate that the
function of using the pattern in these cases is opposed to what is implied by its literal
meaning: The point of (126) and (127) is to underline the special talent of the individuals
at focus, mirrored in (126) in the emphatic comparison to follow the construction. The
use of the pattern in (128) would not make any sense either if it was not to communicate

300
that Charlton is going to present a particularly tough fixture – more so than previous
opponents did, that is.
As was indicated, in some of the instances above, the larger context may even be
taken to suggest that the Evaluated Entity is regarded as possessing the Evaluative
Category to a maximal degree, thus aligning them functionally with the Superlative-type
Comparisons group. In this context, compare further the instances in (129) and (130),
which contain a postmodifier of any in the form of clauses referring to the Evaluator’s
experience. This again demonstrates that the choice of an as any complement in the
second group of uses is both semantically and pragmatically quite remarkable.
(129) The strengths of the present one lie in the male singers: Markus Schäfer is a lightish
Acis, who knows how to shade such a piece as ‘Love in her eyes sits playing’, while
Wilfried Jochens makes an exceptionally graceful and fluent Damon […]; while
Peter Like, with his light staccato, his controlled pianissimo and his splendidly
rotund tone, makes as good a Polyphemus as any I recall. (BNC: ED6 2581)
(130) With typical Teutonic thoroughness, the Bölkow’s operating handbook is as
comprehensive and useful a document as any I have encountered, with a proper
alphabetical index and much more than just the bare minimum information
required by the authorities. It even contains advice on the avoidance of wake
turbulence and on glider- or banner-towing, for which the 207 can be equipped
with a hook/release mechanism. (BNC: CAU 430-31)
Another observation to make in that context concerns the existence of a few
instances (7 hits) which appear to be structured in parallel to those in (129) and (130)
above, yet which do not contain an (explicit) realisation of as any. In (131) and (132), for
example, it would seem to be possible to add such a realisation (e.g. as hard a match as
any I’ve played in this season in (131)).
(131) ‘They scrummed well and it was as hard a match as I’ve played in this season. […]’
(BNC: A9R 63)
(132) It was as disgusting a concoction as I have seen and not particularly cheap. (BNC:
AE8 820)
In brief, two main conclusions can be drawn from the analysis of As Big a Mess NPs
with as any complements. For one thing, despite the fact that core functions of evaluation
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are shared by the instances realising the general pattern of evaluation sketched in Table
7.4 above, the construction is pragmatically highly versatile. The more particular types of
evaluation expressed by uses of the Big Mess Construction are obviously contextdependent, functional differences pertaining even amongst remarkably specific sets like
As Big a Mess NPs with a formally identical complement. For another thing, instead of
observing random variation, it was clearly possible to generalise over individual instances
and to draft subpatterns at yet lower levels of abstraction. At least two major groups of
uses could be identified, the instances of each group sharing clear similarities of usage
amongst each other. Although the individual functions depend on the larger context,
functional preferences have also been shown to be co-influenced by the lexical realisation
of the head noun (with the time/place realisations displaying a clear tendency to pattern
with group 1). As will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 8, observations such as these
suggest the possibility of postulating separate constructions (in the sense of formfunction pairings) at lower levels of description.
7.3.2.4

Close analysis of the metadiscursive pattern and functions of text
organisation

Whereas the discussion up until now has focused primarily on evaluation as an expression
of how the speaker/writer (or some other person referred to) assesses particular entities,
situations or states of affair in the text-external world, the instances under scrutiny next
serve to evaluate portions of the developing discourse itself. A first example of this
pattern, which will be referred to as the metadiscursive pattern, is given in (133) below;
here, it is the term hijacked which is being evaluated, namely as ‘too strong a word to be
used in the particular discourse context at hand’.
(133) NoS had not been hijacked – that was too strong a word. (BNC: CHU 1766)
Before turning to a detailed discussion of the forms and functions of the metadiscursive
pattern, some observations on its frequency and distribution shall be made. My analysis
of the subject complement instances has revealed an overall number of 188 instances of
the pattern, corresponding to 13.91% of the uses serving this syntactic function or to
4.93% of all Big Mess instances. Although realisations of the pattern seem to be possible
in all versions of the construction, they display a remarkably strong preference for the
Too Big a Mess Construction. With 138 instances in this version of the construction, the
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metadiscursive uses correspond to no fewer than 24.78% of the instances of the Too Big
a Mess Construction functioning as subject complement or to 15.27% of its overall
instances. Importantly, functionally similar uses to that of the metadiscursive pattern can
also be found amongst instances of the construction in which it performs syntactic roles
other than that of subject complement. Although my focus here rests on a specific type of
realisation of the general pattern of evaluation represented by Table 7.4 above (and
consequently on a pattern in which the construction functions as subject complement),
the association of the Too Big a Mess Construction with the kinds of discourse functions
to be investigated is thus even stronger. ln any case, the observation that more than every
seventh instance of the Too Big a Mess Construction represents this highly specific type
of use warrants the conclusion that the metadiscursive realisations represent a
prototypical use of this version of the construction. In view of this close association
between the metadiscursive pattern and the version with too, the following will
concentrate largely on an analysis of the pattern containing this version of the
construction only.
It will be recalled that the metatextual uses were mentioned in connection with the
analysis of the most typical realisations of the head noun conducted in Chapter 5.3.3: The
examination of the strongest collexemes of the head noun slot inside the Too Big a Mess
Construction revealed a tight link of this version of the construction with nouns falling
into the semantic field of ‘discourse’. Attention was drawn to the parallels between this
group of nouns and Hunston and Francis’s (2000) category of shell nouns, comprising
both linguistic concepts (e.g. word, sentence) and cognitive concepts (e.g. view, emphasis).
As was briefly indicated, these nouns can but need not be used metadiscursively. The
choice of such a ‘discourse’ noun represents a necessary, but not a sufficient condition of
the metadiscursive pattern at focus here. More precisely, the pattern can be defined as
subsuming clauses which structurally correspond to the superordinate pattern of
evaluation in Table 7.4 (or one of the more specific subpatterns sketched above) and
which contain Big Mess NPs involving a metadiscursive use of one of these ‘discourse’
nouns as their head noun. By metadiscursive or metatextual use is meant that the head
noun points to or encapsulates a portion of the discourse inside which it occurs. To be
exact, it points to (more or less) the same portion of discourse that the subject picks out,
but by means of some more general, superordinate label.
The concordance in Table 7.19 presents 30 examples of the pattern. Amongst them
are several instances of the Big Mess variant too strong a word. Recall, in this context, the
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finding that the combination strong – word ranks among the most strongly attracted pairs
of co-varying collexemes of the Too Big a Mess Construction (rank 6) as well as of the Big
Mess Construction in general (rank 12). All 14 instances of this collexeme pair represent
realisations of the metadiscursive pattern as just defined.
Table 7.19

Thirty examples of the metatextual type of realisation of the pattern of
evaluation built around prototypical uses of the Too Big a Mess
Construction

1

t's incompetence. But that might be

too charitable

an explanation. Tristan

2

al vegetation. And that seems to be

too large

an assumption. In fact,

3

ted in the home) but that is surely

too patronising

a view to be taken at al

4

inciple but I think that is to take

too favourable

a view of it. In the pas

5

dn't actually, that would have been

too good

a story. He just quietly

6

on. Almost a brunch coat but that's

too crude

a description. Kenny's t

7

form of institute — if that is not

too grandiose

a word — some form of or

8

Major's indications (if that is not

too strong

a word) that he will def

9

ns to this analysis, if that is not

too strong

a word are many. First,

10

s early admiration, if that was not

too strong

a word, was due to Berdy

11

gnitive archaeology, if that is not

too grandiose

a term: using the materi

12

re, in reverse order, if that's not

too heretical

a statement to make in t

13

ggle cannot take place. This may be

too despairing

a note to end on. Situat

14

eachers support teachers or is this

too simplistic

a response? Primary scho

15

early seventies. But this would be

too simple

an answer because there

16

sical history of Lynn. This is much

too bald

an account of what lies

17

ancy. It is now clear that this was

too simplistic

a view. Take the example

18

rations is inherited. If this seems

too scandalous

an idea, as it is for ma

19

ever-ending succession. This is not

too frightening

an idea: we have already

20

been much argued about, but this is

too big

a question to go into he

21

n marriage be like that? No, it was

too hellish

a prospect even to consi

22

ate analysis although, if it is not

too academic

a point, one cannot help

23

ociety can be assessed. It would be

too simplistic

an approach to such a so

24

racted their attention. It would be

too crude

a generalisation, though

25

out society. The above is, however,

too pessimistic

a view. Charlemagne hims

26

lexical items. (perhaps ‘theory’ is

too grand

a label for these sugges

27

er. And ‘satisfactory’ was arguably

too favourable

a judgement on her circu

28

ords of the piece."Entertaining" is

too unspecific

a notion, as though you

29

h temper, so ‘furious’ seemed to be

too mild

a word. Oh, heaven help

30

ble — morally bankrupt might not be

too strong

a phrase. Of course, not

The concordance lines illustrate that, in line with generalisations concerning all
realisations of the general pattern of evaluation, the subject of the clause inside the
metadiscursive variant has a strong tendency to be realised pronominally. The most
prominent individual forms are again that, this or it (lines 1-24). In the case of the
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metatextual pattern, the proform is used not to keep referring to some entity in the textexternal world which the antecedent was used to refer to, but to point to an adjacent
portion of the discourse itself. Length and complexity of this textual portion are variable,
ranging from a single word to entire sequences of sentences. For example, that in lines 10
and 11 points back to admiration and cognitive archaeology, respectively. Most typically,
the proform points to the text-internal formulations themselves rather than (via the
antecedent) to some text-external referent. The proforms tend to function anaphorically,
looking back to immediately preceding units of text. The set additionally contains a
number of instances which contain an anticipatory it as subject; two examples of the latter
variant are included in lines 23 and 24 (e.g. It would be too crude a generalisation, though,
to say that critics are concerned with form while historians are interested in the context of
art).
If the subject slot is not realised pronominally, it is realised in the form of a phrase
which explicitly points to particular portions of text (The above in line 25) or in the form
of a linguistic item (a word, phrase, clause, etc.) which has just been used in the
immediately preceding text segment and is now repeated (‘theory’, ‘satisfactory’,
“Entertaining”, ‘furious’ in lines 26-29). Less frequently, the linguistic item is introduced
within the pattern itself as a label for whatever has just been discussed (this applies to
morally bankrupt in line 30). Often, the linguistic items are enclosed by quotation marks
(‘theory’, ‘satisfactory’, “Entertaining”, ‘furious’ in lines 26-29), which signals the beginning
of the following metacomment even more explicitly. Besides head nouns denoting
linguistic concepts (e.g. description, explanation, label, note, question, statement, word), the
nominal head can also signify cognitive concepts (e.g. approach, idea, prospect, view). 113
As indicated, the head noun points to or encapsulates approximately the same portion of
the surrounding discourse which the subject picks out, and it introduces a superordinate
linguistic or cognitive label for it. For example, that in line 10 points back to admiration,
and word is the corresponding superordinate. In Francis’s (1994) terms, head nouns in
this pattern accordingly function as “retrospective labels” (where they follow the portions
of discourse they encapsulate) or as “advance labels” (where they precede them, as in
lines 23 and 24) (Hunston and Francis 2000: 187).

In these cases, the Evaluated Entity is of course not so much the previous text-internal formulation of the
approach, idea, etc. under discussion, but the approach, idea, etc. itself. However, in these cases, too, the
Evaluated Entity is a discourse-related unit rather than some concrete, real-world referent.
113
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Turning to possible generalisations concerning the larger discourse-pragmatic
functions of the metadiscursive instances, it can be observed that the pattern serves to
foreground and evaluate particular segments of the discourse. In other words, it is used
to make an overt metatextual comment. This metacomment is frequently ‘slipped in’ by
means of a parenthetical insertion with clear boundaries to the left and right of the
pattern. See lines 7-12 and 22, in which the pattern is realised in the form of an if-clause
enclosed in commas, brackets or dashes. In these cases, the pattern additionally functions
to signal these boundaries and thus to separate out the metatextual evaluation from the
surrounding discourse. The pattern can hence be held to serve as a marker of underlying
text structure.
As an alternative to being slipped in, the pattern may function to mark only the
beginning of a new textual unit, which can then continue to be of variable length. As a case
in point, consider concordance line 2 as displayed in more context in (134) below.
(134) It is important to remember this when thinking about climatic geomorphology,
because if one assumes that landforms are going to vary significantly with these
zones, one assumes that the climatic parameters controlling landforms are the
same as those controlling natural vegetation. And that seems to be too large an
assumption. In fact, it would be much better to try to determine by objective, and
preferably quantitative description whether distinct and separable groups of
landforms exist and then to proceed to define any such in climatic terms [...]. (BNC:
GV0 1324-26)
Here, the proform that, which functions as subject inside the evaluative pattern, points
back to the contents of (at least) the clause the climatic parameters controlling landforms
are the same as those controlling natural vegetation. The head of the Big Mess NP
(assumption) functions as a retrospective label, encapsulating roughly the same portion
of discourse. Within the pattern, the contents of this stretch of text are therefore treated
and presented as a ‘closed’ unit of information, which can be summarised by means of the
single label assumption; as such, they are treated as a given and mentally activated unit
which can now be foregrounded and evaluated (as too large an assumption). In the
sections of text following the metatextual version of the evaluative pattern, alternatives
to the assumption are offered (In fact, it would be much better to...). By presenting these
as preferable, the negative evaluation of the former assumption at least implicitly
continues. Consequently, the pattern can also be argued to operate as a signal of the onset
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of a new stage in the argument. At the same time, the pronoun as subject and the general
noun as head of the Big Mess NP clearly maintain textual cohesion.
Generally speaking – whether the metadiscursive pattern marks the beginning of
a new stage in the argument or both its beginning and end – the pattern can be concluded
to fulfil clear text-organising functions: it signals textual cohesion and underlying text
structure.114 Additionally, it functions to flag the metadiscursive evaluation itself as focal
and prominent. As the concordance in Table 7.19 illustrates, the metadiscursive
evaluation typically involves the expression of some contrast. The ‘X + COPULAR VERB (+
NEGATION) + too strong a word + to use/ for Y’ pattern, for example, expresses a contrast
between the conventional meaning of a linguistic item and the presentation and
evaluation of some idea, concept, individual, situation, etc. As just discussed, the example
in (134), too, includes the expression of a contrast: in this case, the writer voices
disagreement by juxtaposing a specific assumption (together with its consequences) and
another approach, which is considered to be more appropriate. In line with what has been
illustrated for the pattern of evaluation more generally, the evaluative act which is
communicated by the metadiscursive pattern can hence be concluded to be marked as
carrying contrastive emphasis.
Having provided a description of the typical forms and functions of the pattern by
focusing on the Too Big a Mess Construction, I would like to return briefly to the question
of its distribution over the different versions of the construction. Despite the strong link
between the pattern and the version with too, the uses in question do occur in a notably
large variety of different versions. Besides the 138 instances with too, the metadiscursive
pattern comprises instances with as (29), so (13), however (1), that (1), more/less (4) as
well as alternative realisations classified as Fancy Messes (2). These observations may be
maintained to offer additional evidence to the status of the pattern as a prototypical usage
of the Too Big a Mess Construction. The reason for this is that prototypical uses of one
version may be expected to be particularly salient and entrenched in the minds of the
speakers. Assuming that the grammar of English contains both more specific entries for
the typical forms and functions of the individual Messes as well as a more general,
superordinate representation of the Big Mess Construction, a prototypical, strongly
entrenched realisation of one version may thus be presumed to have the potential of being
generalised to other versions – and this is what the distribution of the metatextual
For an account of the general interrelatedness of the functions of evaluation and text organisation, see
Mahlberg (2005: 77-81, 111-15, 156-58) and Stubbs (2012).
114
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instances over different versions as well as their different frequencies could be argued to
suggest. The existence of alternative, “fancy” realisations of this pattern, which cannot be
subsumed under any of the distinct versions of the construction, seems particularly
noteworthy in this context. The two instances are added in (135) and (136) below.
(135) To this it might be replied that it is not simply the case that the evaporation/solarflares analogy is not sufficiently strong an analogy to justify our using the term
‘afternoon’ on the Sun; it is no justification at all. The situation is quite different
from the one in which we say ‘It’s afternoon’ on Mars. (BNC: CK1 1547-48)
(136) Unsurprisingly,

these

are

dominated

by

schemes

for

economic

development. prisons [sic!], being regarded by most planners and politicians as
‘non-productive’ (short-sighted a view as this may be), did not until very recently
achieve even token inclusion in a Five Year Plan […]. (BNC: CRT 712-13)
The metadiscursive pattern is here generalised to structures which are otherwise less
well attested: the NP in (135) contains a predeterminer AP premodified by sufficiently,
and that in (136) features a predeterminer AP in the absence of a premodifying degree
item, which is an otherwise obligatory component of the Big Mess Construction (instead,
the example includes a comparative as-clause, making it similar to an AP-construction like
short-sighted as this may be). Chapter 8 will return to a more detailed discussion of the
question concerning the representation of the construction and its versions within the
minds of the speaker as part of the integration of my results into the framework of
Construction Grammar.
Another relevant question to ask in the present context concerns the extent to
which metatextual instances of other versions of the construction differ from metatextual
uses of the Too Big a Mess Construction. One observation that can be made in this
connection is that the type of parenthetically inserted metacomment, which has been
noted to be typical of the version with too, does not occur at all in the As Big a Mess set,
despite the comparatively high number of metatextual instances of this version. As shown
in (137)-(140), the data for the versions with so, however and more, on the other hand, do
include such instances. The example in (138) in particular may be highlighted to
represent an almost identical usage to the Too Big a Mess instances. Interestingly, the
“fancy” realisation without a degree modifier in (136) above, too, is of this parenthetical
type, which structurally speaking appears to be particularly prominent.
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(137) Northumbria remained rich, politically stable and intellectually gifted enough
under Aldfrith and his immediate successors to enable that creative synthesis of
Celtic, Anglo-Saxon and Mediterranean art – which is so striking a feature of postconversion Northumbrian civilization – to achieve its maximum expression in the
renaissance of the late seventh and first half of the eighth centuries. (BNC: G0G
901)
(138) ‘There has been much’, he continued, ‘which has implicitly or otherwise criticized
– it is not so strong a word – criticized the foreign policy of my country.’ (BNC: AR3
1381)
(139) Even conventional medicine was starting to take the spirit, however unscientific a
concept it might be, into account as a factor in the cause of bodily illness. (BNC: HA2
2635)
(140) Otto was speaking – spluttering would be more apt a description – with his mouth
full. (BNC: FAT 1609)
The attested metatextual instances of the As Big a Mess Construction can instead be
observed to combine metatextual functions with functions of other patterns which have
been noted to be characteristic of the As Big a Mess Construction in the overview of
subpatterns above (Section 7.3.2.2). For example, the instances in (141) and (142) contain
an explicit comparison of the Evaluated Entity 1 with an Evaluated Entity 2. In (142), the
comparison with an Evaluated Entity 2 seems to function primarily to place even more
emphasis on the evaluation; this type of comparison can also be regarded as representing
a vivid and emphatic expression of the extent to which the Evaluative Category applies.
The same goes for (143), which shares similarities with Superlative-type Comparisons by
expressing some maximal degree, extent, etc. The data further contain instances which
combine the as any pattern described in the previous section with features of the
metatextual pattern. The utterances in (144) and (145), for example, place emphasis on
the evaluation of a specific formulation by employing the second type of as any pattern
mentioned above. As exemplified by (146), a number of other metatextual uses express
what has been termed a Counter-expectation, and thus they share functions with one of
the patterns discussed for instances of the So Big a Mess Construction with ascomplements above (see Table 7.14). Like this group, they formally contain both an ascomplement and negation.
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(141) ‘Permit’ is not as precise a term as ‘cause’ and denotes an express or inferred
permission of a general or particular type. (BNC: CE2 474)
(142) Nevertheless, long before Hirsch, C. S. Lewis wrote that many discussions about
‘literature’ are discussions of a nonentity; for Lewis, literature was about as nonspecific a term as ‘talking’ or ‘utterance’. (BNC: A1A 1303)
(143) That much is made clear by Shakespeare, early on in the sequence, as if to forestall
suspicion or criticism, in Sonnet 20, which his protagonist addresses to the
deuteragonist (if I may borrow the terminology of the historians of drama to stress
the fictive, dramatic status of the personae in these poems): That is as clear a
statement of the non-sexual relationship between the two personae as could be
wished for, and a wittier one than most. (BNC: CRV 305)
(144) It is this spirit and this very music which opens and closes Janáček’s opera From
the house of the dead- Various subtitles in the sketches for his Violin Concerto point
to the embodiment of a ‘soul’ therein – ‘The wandering of a soul’ reads
one. That’s as good a description as any for this concise 12-minute ‘journey’. (BNC:
ED6 1304)
(145) For the believer who understands this, ‘By God’s grace I am what I am’ is never
pious rhetoric: ‘There but for the grace of God go I’ is as realistic a statement as
any we ever make. (BNC: C8V 908)
(146) ‘Conflict’ is not as clear a concept as one might think. (BNC: G0U 285)
As concerns the So Big a Mess Construction, the metatextual instances of this version have
already been mentioned to bear a high degree of formal and functional similarity to the
prototypical Too Big a Mess instances. Additionally, the set of 13 instances contains 4
examples which closely resemble one another in terms of formal and functional
characteristics, to the extent that they could be contended to represent a distinct
subpattern at a lower level of description. Note, however, that 3 of these 4 instances
originate from the same text file, which makes the interpretation of a distinct subpattern
problematic. The examples are added as (147)-(150). As is visible, they all serve clear
functions of text organisation by explicitly evaluating the importance of some
person/entity against the background of the developing discourse. In accordance with the
pattern illustrated in Table 7.13 above, the indirect complement here expresses
something like a Consequence of Evaluation, which, in these cases, represents a direct
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consequence for the organisation of the discourse itself (the consequence that the point
in question will have to be developed in more detail at a later stage of the text).
(147) So important a part of our story does Macmillan’s visit to the north become that we
must deal with it in some detail, and our main contemporary source for what
happened is Macmillan’s own diary entries of the time for 12 and 13 May. (BNC:
FE5 229)
(148) Because this is so crucial a matter for consideration in RE, I discuss this example in
some detail. (BNC: HYB 1761)
(149) This is so common a reaction that it warrants a section on its own, even though
reference to this was made in Chapter 5. (BNC: HYB 1543)
(150) This is so fundamental a point that I will develop this in some detail. (BNC: HYB
1872)
To summarise, the evaluation of portions or concepts of the developing discourse
can clearly be concluded to represent one of the prototypical uses of the Too Big a Mess
Construction. The example of the metadiscursive pattern consequently proves that
individual versions of the Big Mess Construction can have fairly distinct functional
profiles: In addition to general core functions which are shared amongst all versions, it
was possible to identify a more specific pattern which is associated to a much higher
extent with one version of the construction than with others. Despite these differences in
the strength of association with the metatextual pattern, parallel uses could be found in
almost all versions of the construction. It was demonstrated that metatextual instances in
other versions of the construction combine the typical functions of the metadiscursive
pattern with other combinations of forms and functions which are characteristic of the
respective constructional versions.
7.3.3 Evaluative and text-organising functions outside of the pattern of evaluation
I have thus far focused on the uses which structurally conform to the pattern of evaluation
represented by Table 7.4 and, thus, on instances in which the construction serves its
typical role of subject complement. For a comprehensive assessment of the construction’s
functionality, it would of course be desirable to give a similar account of other structural
configurations. It needs to be emphasised at this point, however, that the general finding
of a strong association between the construction and the evaluative or text-organising
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functions discussed above is highly unlikely to be challenged by the addition of more uses.
The results discussed with reference to the evaluative pattern and its variants can instead
be observed to apply more generally to the Big Mess Construction in all its syntactic
functions. To at least briefly illustrate this point, the instances in (151)-(157) shall serve
as examples of uses which differ from those covered by the patterns above in syntactic
terms, but which fulfil strikingly similar evaluative functions as described for the subject
complement uses.
(151) She found she was talking in as low a voice as Finn, feeling there was something
which she did not wish to disturb. (BNC: FRC 1734)
(152) Family conferences are best conducted in as natural a manner as possible. (BNC:
CGE 1580)
(153) Well Westray maybe has as distinctive a dialect as any apart from North Ronaldsay
of course. North Ronaldsay is in a class by it’s [sic] own and easily recognizable.
(BNC: HV5 43-44)
(154) Kettering, not to put too fine a point on it, is the apple of her eye. (BNC: FB9 280)
(155) So obvious are these vertical shafts and so compelling an attraction that it is usual
on a fine day to find a line of cars parked along the roadside and people of all ages
timidly visiting each one to peer into the depths. (BNC: ASU 207)
(156) Even so lucid a director as Trevor Nunn, however, has trouble in making complete
sense of a work which appears to welcome wholesale destruction with open arms.
(BNC: AJV 129)
(157) Even as distinguished a scholar as Karl Rahner loyally attempted to fall in line with
papal doctrine, but only at considerable cost to his credibility. (BNC: CRK 436)
The instances in (151)-(153) give examples of the As Big a Mess Construction which fulfil
syntactic functions other than that of subject complement and which contain evaluative
categories noted to be typical of the version with as. For instance, the comparison in (151)
resembles comparisons between two Evaluated Entities, although it differs from the cases
discussed above in that it represents a slightly more abstract comparison of the ways in
which the two individuals are talking. A type of comparison which is more widespread
than comparisons between two Evaluated Entities are the Superlative-type Comparisons,
which can be noted to be highly characteristic of the As Big a Mess Construction in all its
syntactic roles. The example in (152), for instance, employs the construction to give
emphasis to the speaker’s assessment of how to best conduct family conferences by
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means of an As Big a Mess NP with the complement as possible. In fact, as possible is one
of the most frequent lexical realisations of the indirect complement of the constructional
version with as in general (243 instances, not including slightly varied realisations such
as e.g. as is/was possible). The instance in (153) contains an as any complement, the As Big
a Mess construction here serving the same functions as were described for the second as
any subpattern of the evaluative pattern before: The co-text clearly indicates that the
speaker regards the dialect in question as being more distinctive than many other ones –
or potentially even as most distinctive, if it were not for a single other dialect mentioned
in the co-text. The construction is thus used to give emphasis to the evaluation of the
distinctiveness of this dialect, rather than to state, more literally, that it is ‘equally
distinctive as any other dialect’.
The Too Big a Mess instance in (154) functionally resembles the metadiscursive
subpattern in that a metatextual comment, which anticipates, foregrounds and evaluates
portions of the following discourse, is here parenthetically ‘slipped in’. Recall that the pair
fine – point is the 9th most strongly attracted collexeme pair of the entire Big Mess
Construction (see Chapter 5.3.4). All corresponding realisations derive from uses of the
semi-fixed phraseological unit not to put too fine a point (up)on it. The structure is thus
part of an idiomatic unit which performs the prototypical text-organising functions of the
Too Big a Mess Construction as they were discussed in the preceding section.
The examples in (155) and (156) display typical uses of the So Big a Mess
Construction: the utterance in (155) employs the construction to lend vivid emphasis to
the portrayal and evaluation of a specific road as a rare attraction, the indirect
complement here fitting the category of a Consequence of Evaluation. As is visible, this
offers the speaker additional opportunities of elaborating on how much of an attraction
the road and its larger area are. The utterances in (156) contains this version of the
construction as subject, which has been shown to be a function that is much more
characteristic of the So Big a Mess and the No Less a Mess versions than of others.
Numerous of the subject uses pattern with (156) and (157) in that the Evaluated Entity is
contained in the indirect complement. Functionally, these instances all draw emphatic
attention to the status of an individual as a remarkable representative of some
superordinate group, which is denoted by the head noun.
The brief overview presented in this section should have indicated that the
functions which were considered in detail for the instances conforming to the pattern of
evaluation in the preceding sections are clearly not restricted to this set of instances.
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Instead, remarkably similar functions can be observed to be played by the Big Mess
Construction in other syntactic roles. In consequence, the expression of acts of evaluation
both of text-external entities and text-internal portions of the discourse can safely be
concluded to be of prime importance to the discourse functionality of the construction in
general. In Part III of the chapter, I will recapitulate the findings gained on the discoursepragmatic functions of the construction in this and the preceding part and demonstrate
how they can be merged into a coherent interpretation.
7.4

PART III
Integration of findings and conclusion

7.4.1 Big Mess NPs as contrastive focus NPs
How, then, can the results on the evaluative and text-organising functions of the Big Mess
Construction yielded by the analyses of Part II be integrated with the findings on its
information-structural properties gained in Part I? In accordance with de Mönnink
(2000), Big Mess NPs were concluded in Part I to represent focus NPs which serve to
highlight the focal AP. In the analysis of the evaluative pattern in Part II, it was emphasised
that it is the AP which expresses the central Evaluative Category and which hence plays
the principal role in the act of evaluation communicated by means of the larger utterance.
The non-canonical, fronted position of the AP inside the Big Mess NP thus corresponds to
its special pragmatic status. As concerns the head noun (and its additional modifiers), the
information-structural analysis demonstrated the noun to typically denote referents and
nominal categories which are given rather than new. As was indicated, in the prototypical
subject complement uses, an omission of the AP would frequently turn the utterance
informationally ‘void’ or ‘redundant’, which means that the new information in these
cases appears to be contained in the AP. Nonetheless, it was argued that AP and head noun
can also form an informational unit when it comes to the characterisation of an individual,
entity, etc. These findings were mirrored in the analysis of the pattern of evaluation in
Part II, where the head noun was exposed to act most typically as Evaluation Carrier,
although it can, in some cases, contribute to the Evaluative Category. So far, no evidence
could be given in support of Hillert’s claim that the nominal categories denoted by the Big
Mess head are “backgrounded” inside the construction.
I would like to argue that it is again with recourse to the more specific types of
evaluative functions performed by the construction that the contribution of the nominal
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categories to the overall discourse function can best be assessed. More specifically, I
suggest that – even in the prototypical subject complement uses, in which the head noun
denotes a superordinate category and it is clear from general knowledge or the discourse
context that the referent of the subject is a representative of this category – the explicit
integration of this nominal category into the Big Mess NP does fulfil distinct discoursepragmatic functions. The central observation to make in this context is that the act of
allocating a particular representative of some category to that category appears to lend
heightened prominence to the evaluation expressed by means of the construction. The
reason for this is that it involves the act of comparing or contrasting an Evaluated Entity
with other representatives of a superordinate category. This interpretation is thus in line
with previous findings which emerged from the analysis of the subpatterns of evaluation
in Section 7.3.2.2; here, it was shown that the large variety of evaluative subpatterns
which exist each in their own way serve to place emphasis on an evaluation by
instrumentalising comparative or contrastive acts (compare further the discussion of the
core meanings and uses of the construction in Chapter 5.3.3). The observation therefore
also offers support to Aniya’s (2016: 9) identification of a “stylistic emphasis” parameter
and an “implication of contrast” parameter as key semantic properties of Big Mess NPs.
As was reviewed, Aniya’s claim regarding the implication of contrast parameter is that Big
Mess NPs serve to highlight some object by contrasting that object with similar objects in
terms of the degree to which they possess some quality. In his previously cited example,
How interesting a play did Brio write, Brio’s play is stated to be highlighted by means of
the creation of a contrast with other plays regarding their degree of interestingness. While
Aniya himself offers no additional explanations, his formulations clearly resemble the
observations made in this chapter on the basis of my BNC data. To draw a more general
conclusion, Big Mess NPs may accordingly be interpreted as carrying contrastive focus.
To substantiate this interpretation, I would like to point towards a number of parallels
between the Big Mess Construction and another information packaging construction used
to highlight focus constituents, viz. the so-called focus fronting construction. For this
purpose, the following will begin by offering a brief excursus on the discourse functions
of focus fronting.
Focus fronting
As mentioned in the theoretical overview of the notion of focus (Section 7.2.3), the
construction commonly referred to as topicalisation can involve the fronting not only of
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topic NPs but also of focus NPs, the latter case also being termed focus fronting. In spoken
English, the distinction between fronted topics and fronted foci is marked by means of
different accentuation patterns, the fronted element carrying accent in the case of focus
fronting only. Other than that, the two cases are formally identical, both involving the
fronting of non-subject material to the sentence-initial position (Prince 1981; Lambrecht
1994: 201, 31; see Prince 1981 for an in-depth description of differences between the two
constructions regarding their discourse functions and constraints on their usage). See
(158) for an example of a fronted topic NP and (151) and (152) for examples of focus
fronting (examples (158) and (161) from Terkel (1974), discussed in Prince 1981 and
Erteschik-Shir 2007: 110; example (159) from Prince 1981; example (160) from Birner
and Ward 1998, discussed in Erteschik-Shir 2007: 110).
(158) ‘I have a recurring dream in which … I can’t remember what I say. I usually wake
up crying. This dream I’ve had maybe three, four times.’
(159) They just bought a dog. Fido they named it.
(160) I made a lot of sweetbreads. A couple of pounds I think I made for her.
(161) I promised my father – on Christmas Eve it was – to kill a Frenchman at the first
opportunity I had.
As is evident, This dream in (158) represents discourse-given information, mentioned in
the immediately preceding context, which serves as topic on which new and focal
information is offered in the predicate. In (159)-(161), on the other hand, the name Fido,
the quantity A couple of pounds and the time designation on Christmas eve all represent
focal information in their respective contexts. Importantly, research has pointed out that,
in each of the latter three cases and in the focus fronting construction more generally, the
information contained in the fronted constituent is made “salient” in the previous
discourse: For example, as stated by Prince (1981: 259), the fact that dog owners give
names to their pets is “saliently inferrable from what is in the discourse”, that is from the
reference to a new dog in the preceding sentence. Erteschik-Shir (2007: 111, referring to
Birner and Ward 1998) similarly highlights that the reference to an unspecified quantity
of sweetbreads in (160) renders salient the amount which is then given in the fronted
constituent, namely A couple of pounds. Along the same lines, she argues the reference to
an event in (161) to render salient its following temporal specification, thereby enabling
the fronting of this piece of information.
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As discussed by authors such as Choi (1997), Erteschik-Shir (2007: 111), Ward
(1988) and Birner and Ward (1998), cases like these can more specifically be counted
amongst the group of contrastive foci115: Following Ward (1988), Choi (1997: 5) for
example maintains that the fronted NP in (159) evokes a “set-value relation” between the
set of ‘possible dog names’ and the specification of Fido as a value in that set. According to
Choi,
the existence of an alternative set makes the value more ‘prominent’: because the current
value is compared with or opposed to potential alternatives, it receives more attention than
when it alone is presented.
(Choi 1997: 5)

The author additionally argues that, since the fronted phrase can either be a topic or a
contrastive focus constituent, the sentence-initial position in English should be regarded
as a salient position for “discourse prominence” (Choi 1997: 6, 11): on the basis of the
observation that the NPs in the first case are given and prominent while those in the
second case are new and prominent, Choi (1997: 7, 10) infers that it is the shared feature
of ‘prominence’ which motivates the placement in this salient, sentence-initial position.
Note that Choi’s contribution is above all devoted to theoretically oriented questions
which are not relevant to our concerns here, for example the question of whether the
constructions in question need to be regarded as structures resulting from some
movement procedure or whether they need to be accounted for with reference to the
motivation by some shared feature. Independently of these questions, however, the points
voiced by the author include observations which will be argued to be of immediate
concern to the comparison between focus fronting and the Big Mess Construction below.
Departing from an entirely different, constructionist perspective, Goldberg (2006:
136), too, highlights that a high degree of discourse prominence represents a defining
characteristic shared by topical elements and elements within the focus domain. In
contrast to all other elements (which are accordingly labelled “backgrounded” elements),
they represent “centers of cognitive attention”. Goldberg further supports this point by
drawing attention to the fact that material introduced into the discourse as the focus of
one sentence frequently re-occurs as topic of the following sentence; more often than not,
such material continues to re-occur in the subsequent discourse with a high degree of

On the basis of the restriction of focus fronting (or “focus preposing”, as she terms it) to contrastive and
restrictive foci, Erteschik-Shir (1997: 111) concludes that it should be seen as a subtype of topicalisation
and not as a separate construction. The question of whether or not two separate constructions can be
posited is not relevant to the purposes of this section and will not be discussed here.
115
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“topic persistence”. Lambrecht (1994: 31-32) similarly notes that it therefore comes as no
surprise that marked topics and marked foci can both occur in the sentence-initial
position: after all, this position is commonly regarded as cognitively salient, too (see
Erteschik-Shir 2007: 76).
In accordance with de Mönnink’s (2000) hypothesis that the NP-initial position
into which the AP is fronted inside the Big Mess Construction is functionally similar to the
clause-initial position, a number of functional parallels can be observed to exist between
the Big Mess Construction and focus fronting. For one thing, the contents in the fronted
AP of the Big Mess Construction are discourse-prominent; furthermore, they can be
argued to be made ‘salient’ or to be ‘prepared’ by the previous discourse context, just as
has been suggested in the literature for the case of the fronted material in (151)-(153)
above. This may also be held to be of relevance in connection with de Mönnink’s
observation that the information contained in the predeterminer AP appears to be new,
while fronting as a syntactic operation more usually relates to given portions of
information. My previous analysis of 250 Big Mess instances in their larger context has
confirmed that the kinds of evaluation expressed by the Big Mess Construction rarely
‘come out of the blue’, and, as has been emphasised, it is the fronted AP which primarily
carries the focal Evaluative Category. Recall, for instance, some of the examples cited in
the discussion of the information-structural functions of the construction, which are
repeated with extended context as (162)-(164) below.
(162) Japanese firms do not blend into their surroundings […]. This is why Japanese car
factories are known rudely as ‘transplants’: unnatural organs vulnerable to
rejection by their new body. About 30 miles south of Nashville, in the small town
of Smyrna, Tennessee, stands a reply to that description. Nissan’s ten-year-old car
and truck plant is a huge complex of white, impersonal, low-slung buildings. But
outside the main entrance stands a tall flagpole, at the top of which flies as large a
sample of the Stars and Stripes as any patriot could hope for. This firm wears an
American suit of clothing. (BNC: ABE 2049-55)
(163) Many of our patients had unsuccessful interventions for months before our
evaluation. Most often the intervention did not change stool frequency or stool
consistency, or both. Some children had received a laxative, and when given, it was
either given in minimal dose or given for too short a time. (BNC: HU3 6009-11)
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(164) Now one sport that always brings breathtaking action is moto cross … and the good
news is they’re opening a new track in Oxfordshire … today the top riders were
testing it out … our man Mark Kiff was there […] For the man who owns this land,
watching what used to be a wheat field turned into a race track has been an eye
opener … although he’s well aware of the problems the sport can cause.
Male speaker
Our first day is on 16th February. We’re going to make a lot of effort to ensure the
noise is kept to as low a level as possible. (BNC: K1C 1590-6011)
As was remarked, in (162) the large US flag which is referred to by the use of the Big Mess
NP has not been mentioned previously. Still, the emphatic, superlative-type presentation
of as large a sample of the Stars and Stripes as any patriot could hope for is made salient by
the context. Note, for example, that the context includes reference to a reply to the claim
that Japanese firms are maladapted to their surroundings, where reply suggests that what
is to follow will challenge this claim (and the presence of a huge US flag may well be argued
to do just that); more specifically, it is prepared by the reference to a tall flagpole.
Similarly, in (163), the negative evaluation of the timespan over which medication was
given is prepared by the reference to unsuccessful interventions in general as well as to
minimal doses of the medication immediately preceding the Big Mess NP. In (164), the
evaluation of the level of noise as as low as possible is rendered salient by the generally
positive evaluation which the new motocross track receives in this news report and by
the contents of the higher-level NP, which is used to refer to the efforts made by the
organisers to avoid disturbances.
Moreover, I suggested above that the quality attributed to the person, situation,
etc. by means of the Big Mess NP – and thus the act of evaluation more generally – receives
increased emphasis via the act of comparing or contrasting a particular representative of
some superordinate group with that group (or with its other representatives). This point,
too, aligns itself well with the discussion of focus fronting cited above. As was noted, Choi’s
(1997) contribution, for example, includes the argument that a specific “value” receives
heightened prominence via the comparison of that value with an alternative “set”. Against
this background, consider again the prototypical uses of the construction subsumed
under the evaluative pattern, in which the Evaluated Entity can be regarded to act as a
representative of a superordinate category denoted by the head noun. A selection of
examples which were cited for the purpose of illustration are repeated in (165)-(172).
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(165) Under normal circumstances this is as fair a valuation method to both parties as can
be achieved. (BNC: J6R 935)
(166) In terms of sheer craft, Conrad is as good a writer of prose as Patrick White, which
is saying a great deal. (BNC: CAG 2127)
(167) He was too large-hearted a man for that. (BNC: A0P 161)
(168) Which is a pity, because the Primera is too good a car to suffer in the sidelines. (ACR
1779)
(169) NoS had not been hijacked – that was too strong a word. (BNC: CHU 1766)
(170) Now sexism is so fundamental an evil that it becomes very difficult for anyone who
has grasped this to envisage that God could be said to have been involved with human
history. (BNC: EF0 347)
(171) There is no more exacting a yardstick of free-market principles than the pop charts,
where the successful bask unashamedly in the spotlight and conspicuously consume
the fruits of their success, while scant sympathy is expended on the failures. (BNC:
FNX 1023)
(172) So I really was confident I was going to pass, and he said, ‘I’ll give you a pound if
you pass,’ which isn’t really that good a way of teaching. (BNC: ECN 1036)
The attribution of a particular degree of an Evaluative Quality (e.g. fair, good, largehearted, etc.) to an entity, individual, etc. may in general be regarded to involve the
comparison/contrast with other potential degrees of this quality; this is also most likely
the function which is highlighted by Hillert (2011: 155) under the terminology of
“position[ing] already given arguments on an adjectival scale”. Additionally, however, the
Big Mess NPs involve the comparison with other representatives of the respective
superordinate category, e.g. the category of ‘valuation methods’, ‘writers of prose’, ‘men’,
‘cars’, ‘words’, etc. As was pointed out in the discussion of the semantic frames associated
with the construction (Chapter 5.3.4), this more concrete process of comparison is
typically grounded in social or individual experience and world knowledge. Both speaker
and addressee may, for example, have specific other individuals in mind when it comes to
representatives of the category of men who are less large-hearted or writers of prose who
make a worse reading, just as they may have ideas of pedagogically more sophisticated
ways of teaching. Furthermore, the specific discourse context of (169) is likely to suggest
alternative words which could have been used in place of hijacked, although none is
explicitly added by the writer.
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This element of comparison is also part of Big Mess instances which do not contain
explicitly verbalised comparisons. Although the instances in (169) and (172), for example,
contain no explicit indirect complement, they may still be argued to contrast the
Evaluated Entity with other ‘men’, ‘words’ or ‘ways of teaching’. Instances of subpatterns
involving explicit comparisons/contrasts, on the other hand, can be argued to contain this
comparative component on top of the more explicitly verbalised comparisons/contrasts.
The construction in (166), for example, combines the implicit contrast with less talented
authors known to the interlocutors with the explicit comparison with a concrete
Evaluated Entity 2. The latter, more explicit comparison appears to function to highlight
the evaluation of the individual as a particularly good author of prose on top of what is
communicated by the comparison against other members of the category of authors.
To conclude, my observations on the functions of the Big Mess Construction
involve close parallels to generalisations which have been formulated in the literature for
contrastive focus constructions. Krifka (2007: 30) notes that, in such constructions, “[t]he
focus denotation typically feels highlighted because it is contrasted with the other
alternatives”. As has been argued here, this conclusion also pertains to the Big Mess
Construction. On the basis of the evidence gained in this chapter, Big Mess NPs may thus
be construed as contrastive focus NPs which serve to give increased discourse
prominence to evaluative qualities.
7.4.2 Summary and conclusion
The present chapter has been devoted to an examination of the discourse-pragmatic
functions served by typical uses of the Big Mess Construction. The construction has been
revealed to fulfil central functions in the packaging of information as well as to be
intricately associated with evaluative and text-organising functions. As a point of
departure, I tested concrete hypotheses extracted from the few previous contributions on
the information-structural functions of the construction which exist, viz. de Mönnink’s
(2000), Hillert’s (2011) and Aniya’s (2016) studies (Part I). For this purpose, I first
compared my results on the distribution of the constructional instances over syntactic
functions with the corresponding findings gained by de Mönnink and Hillert; additionally,
I conducted a close analysis of a subset of 250 instances of the construction within their
wider context. The distributional pattern uncovered a strong preference of the
construction for functions associated with the clausal focus (in particular, the
construction’s prototypical function of subject complement) and a corresponding
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dispreference for functions which usually contain the topic (in particular, the function of
subject). In accordance with de Mönnink’s interpretation of the constructional functions
against Dik’s (1997a) Principle of Pragmatic Highlighting, the analysis of the 250
instances further confirmed the overwhelming majority of Big Mess NPs to contain the
focus of the clauses inside which they are used. The focal pieces of information could be
demonstrated to centre in particular on the predeterminer AP, the non-canonical position
of the AP thus corresponding to its special pragmatic load. While Hillert’s (2011)
hypothesis that Big Mess NPs function primarily to characterise specific individuals,
entities, situations, etc. which tend to be discourse-given could be supported, the nominal
categories represented by the head noun were still stressed to be of relevance to the
constructional functions. For example, it was found that the head noun (and its other
modifiers besides the predeterminer AP) and the AP may form an informational unit in
the characterisation of an individual, entity, situation, etc. This notwithstanding, the
contention that the qualities/properties contained in the AP are particularly central to the
information value of the construction received strong support in an additional
investigation of the effects which an omission of the AP would leave on the utterance. Such
an omission could be shown to either strip the utterance of its informational value
entirely, to drastically change the information transmitted by the clause or to result in a
marked loss of emphasis.
Further light could be cast on the functionality of the Big Mess Construction by
integrating the findings on its information-structural properties into an analysis of the
more specific contents of the focal material: As was demonstrated, the construction is
tightly associated with evaluative discourse functions as well as with related functions of
text organisation (Part II). Focusing on the prototypical uses of the construction as subject
complement, a general pattern was extracted which underlies almost the entirety of the
instances fulfiling this syntactic role. In this pattern, the construction was illustrated to be
used to ascribe an Evaluative Category to some entity, individual, etc., the crucial
Evaluative Category here being contained in the focal AP. Although the head noun may
contribute to the Evaluative Category, it was shown to most typically function as an
Evaluation Carrier; furthermore, the head noun was established to denote some
superordinate category to which the Evaluated Entity belongs. Importantly, the
membership of the Evaluated Entity in this superordinate category is clear from the larger
discourse context or from general world knowledge already.
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In a next step, the general pattern of evaluation was enriched by a number of
variant categories in order to illustrate the considerable variety of subpatterns which
could be abstracted from the data. On the one hand, these subpatterns revealed the
enormous functional versatility of the construction: the more specific types of evaluation
which the construction can be used to express were underlined to depend to a large extent
on the concrete context of usage. On the other hand, I was able to identify shared core
features which allowed me to draw more specific generalisations concerning the
discourse functions of the construction: I interpreted Big Mess NPs as highlighting acts of
evaluation by means of the introduction of different types of comparisons or contrasts.
The indirect complement in particular was demonstrated to play a key role in the explicit
establishment of comparative and contrastive elements. In a number of subpatterns, the
evaluation of the Evaluated Entity is, for example, presented as contradicting previous
expectations, experiences or features which are characteristically associated with some
superordinate category. The corresponding patterns were argued to make use of different
types of contrastive emphasis. Other subpatterns were illustrated to involve comparisons
of the Evaluated Entity either with other concrete entities or with alternative Standards
of Comparison. Many of these comparisons were suggested to resemble superlative
constructions and to place an especially strong emphasis on the evaluation expressed by
the overall utterance. In subpatterns in which the indirect complement does not function
to intensify an evaluation, it was instead shown to restrict or co-define it.
Moreover, I offered the hypothesis that the specific combination of adjectival and
nominal elements which characterises the Big Mess Construction contributes to the
function of placing contrastive emphasis on an act of evaluation at yet another level: In
contrast to predicative AP constructions, for example, the Big Mess Constructions
involves, as just mentioned, the allocation of an individual, entity, situation, etc. to some
superordinate category; consequently, it at least implicitly includes the act of comparing
or contrasting the Evaluated Entity with other representatives of that category. This
process of comparison, which rests on social and individual experience, may be seen to
give further emphasis to the act of evaluation.
In an attempt to combine some of the findings which emerged from the different
analyses, I proposed an interpretation of the Big Mess Construction as a contrastive focus
construction (Part III). Comparing the Big Mess Construction to the focus fronting
construction, I was able to reinforce de Mönnink’s (2000) suggestion that the NP-initial
position inside the Big Mess Construction functionally resembles the clause-initial
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position in other information structure constructions. As my analyses have shown, the
predeterminer position can be argued to give increased discourse prominence to the focal
Evaluative Category; similar to focal material in the focus fronting construction, the focal
predeterminer AP carries information which, while being either new or re-emphasised, is
rendered salient or prepared by the previous context. This conclusion was suggested to
be of relevance to the observation that the fronting of the AP in Big Mess NPs deviates
from other fronting operations in that fronting more usually relates to given pieces of
information (de Mönnink’s 2000: 134): while not being ‘given’, the information contained
in the predeterminer AP is at least prepared by the previous context. What is more, by
establishing a relationship between the Evaluated Entity as a representative of some
superordinate category and other members of that category, the evaluative act to be
communicated by the use of Big Mess NPs was argued to itself receive heightened
prominence. Although the category expressed by the head noun of the construction is
usually given or inferable, its explicit integration into the Big Mess NP thus seems to be
functional, these functions being related precisely to the act of classifying an entity,
individual, etc. as an exemplar of some superordinate category which underlies all uses of
the construction. The additional comparative and contrastive elements which are
contributed above all by the indirect complement were stressed to augment this process
of intensification.
While the generalisations summarised above hold for all versions of the
construction, the chapter has additionally revealed individual versions of the construction
to be associated with their own, more specific subpatterns of evaluation. In particular, it
was demonstrated that one of the prototypical uses of the Too Big a Mess Construction
rests in the evaluation of portions of the developing discourse itself. Although this pattern,
and the text-organising functions which the relevant instances perform, could be found to
occur in all versions of the construction, they are considerably more characteristic of the
version with too than of any other version.
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CHAPTER 8

The Big Mess Construction & Construction Grammar
8.1

Introduction

The present chapter aims to approach the Big Mess Construction from the theoretical
perspective of Construction Grammar. A few remarks on Construction Grammar were
included in previous chapters, in which it was suggested that specific results would lend
themselves well to an integration into the constructionist framework. This chapter sets
out to discuss more thoroughly to what extent the investigation of the Big Mess
Construction may profit from such an integration. While the present work cannot itself
offer a comprehensive and systematic construction-based approach to the structure
under study, I will begin to outline and address the research questions by which such an
approach may be guided.
For this purpose, I will first provide an introduction to the family of theoretical
frameworks which is collectively referred to as Construction Grammar (Section 8.2). It
needs to be noted at the outset that an overview of the multiplicity of different
constructionist models which exist must remain beyond the scope of this chapter. In
addition to a presentation of key tenets and principles shared by the majority of
construction-based models, I will focus on usage-based approaches more generally and
on the Goldbergian framework more specifically. The latter is inspired in particular by
Goldberg’s (1995, 2006) seminal contributions to Construction Grammar. As will become
clear in the discussion of the model and its applications, both the usage-based orientation
and the methods employed by research within this framework are in line with the general
orientation of my study, the main aim of which is the comprehensive examination of the
possible and typical uses of Big Mess NPs on the basis of authentic language data. Note
further that the theoretical overview of Construction Grammar in Section 8.2 will
necessarily give most attention to those ideas and concepts which are of relevance to the
subsequent discussion of a construction-based study of Big Mess NPs. This discussion will
then be offered in Section 8.3: I will begin with a presentation of previous constructionist
work devoted to the Big Mess Construction (Section 8.3.1). Afterwards, I will highlight a
number of results from preceding chapters of my study which harmonise with the
conceptualisation of the Big Mess Construction as a form-meaning pairing, i.e. as a
construction in the sense of Goldberg (1995, 2006) (Section 8.3.2). It will be argued that
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one of the main benefits of a construction-based investigation of Big Mess NPs is
connected to the constructionist view of the organisation of linguistic knowledge into
inheritance networks as well as to the approach taken by these models to questions
concerning the level of abstraction at which different linguistic generalisations are formed
(see Hilpert 2013: 109). My central findings on the Big Mess Construction, on its different
constructional versions and on semi-fixed units within these versions will be interpreted
against this theoretical background; this will enable me to approach questions relating to
1) the status of the different Big Mess versions as separate constructions and 2) the
existence of a higher-level generalisation subsuming all of these versions (Section 8.3.3).
Additionally, I will pinpoint research questions which my study has left unanswered but
which may be addressed in future work with recourse to the kinds of methods adopted in
usage-based constructionist research. In this connection, special emphasis shall be given
to issues covered in diachronic construction-based work: I will suggest that future studies
of the diachrony of the Big Mess Construction may strongly profit from the application of
methods used in this field (Section 8.3.4). Subsequent to this general outline of a
construction-based study of Big Mess NPs, I will shift the focus to a closer examination of
the interconnection between the Big Mess Construction and one selected other
construction, viz. the indirect complement construction (Section 8.4). It will be argued
that the two constructions need to be viewed as being tightly interwoven. This mutual
association will, moreover, be suggested to offer one potential way of accounting for the
as yet unanswered question as to why some degree items can occur inside Big Mess NPs
while others cannot (or tend not to do so). The chapter will finish with a conclusion
(Section 8.5).
8.2

Construction Grammar: A theoretical overview

General principles of constructionist models
Construction Grammar is a family of theoretical frameworks which, despite their recent
origin, have left considerable influence on grammatical theorising. While the individual
models which are subsumed under the label of constructional approaches involve a
number of clear differences in terms of their conceptions and methods, they are united by
a shared core of central ideas (see e.g. Langacker 2005: 102; Goldberg 2003: 219; 2013:
15-16; Fried and Östman 2004: 13). A concept which ranks highly amongst these key
notions is, of course, the concept of the construction itself, which is postulated by
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constructionists to represent the fundamental unit of language. In Construction Grammar,
the totality of speakers’ linguistic knowledge is held to consist of a large inventory of
interconnected signs, described as pairings of particular forms with particular meanings
and functions (e.g. Goldberg 2006: 3). Goldberg defines the term as follows:
Any linguistic pattern is recognized as a construction as long as some aspect of its form or
function is not strictly predictable from its component parts or from other constructions
recognized to exist. In addition, patterns are stored as constructions even if they are fully
predictable as long as they occur with sufficient frequency.
(Goldberg 2006: 5)

That is to say, linguistic patterns qualify as constructions either if their meaning is not
fully predictable on the basis of the meaning of the individual words involved (i.e. if they
have a non-compositional semantics) or if their form is to some extent idiosyncratic in the
sense that it cannot be regarded as instantiating some other grammatical pattern. Note,
in this context, that most constructionist models, including the Goldbergian framework,
make a distinction between “constructions”, as the abstract representations,
generalisations or entries in the minds of the speaker, and “constructs”, as the concrete
instantiations of these constructions in language use. The key idea here is that, if a given
linguistic pattern is not predictable from other patterns, it cannot be viewed as an
instantiation of any other construction and hence needs to be regarded as the
instantiation of a separate construction.
The qualification that constructions need not feature some element of nonpredictability in case they are “sufficiently” frequent represents a later addition to
Goldberg’s (1995) original, more restricted definition. Although the property of “sufficient
frequency” is of course inherently vague and thus necessarily raises problems concerning
the cut-off point of what exactly counts as “sufficient” (see e.g. Traugott and Trousdale
2013: 5, 11), the expansion of the definition is clearly in keeping with the usage-based
orientation of the model. As will be explained in more detail below, predictable but
frequent patterns are held to represent constructions in their own right for the reason
that speakers witness them over and over again in language use; the frequent patterns
are hence argued to be entrenched. In consequence, these units are accessible as a whole
although they are predictable and could therefore theoretically be accessed on the basis
of the combination of the constructions involved (Traugott and Trousdale 2013: 1,
Hoffmann and Trousdale 2013: 4-5). To give some examples, inflected forms like the third
person singular present tense form goes or a plural form like books are presumed to exist
as entrenched units although they are fully regular instantiations of schematic
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constructions like the “Noun + s” construction (Langacker 1987: 29; also quoted in
Traugott and Trousdale 2013: 48). In the context of her extended definition, Goldberg
(2006: 13) further highlights the fact that, for given functions, particular formulations are
much more frequent and idiomatic than others even though all of them instantiate specific
constructions and thereby qualify as grammatical patterns. Goldberg (2006: 13) for
instance compares the fully conventional expression I like lima beans to the expression
Lima beans please me. Against a similar background, Bybee (2013: 61) compares two
instances of the Resultative Construction with drive as verbal element to one another, viz.
it drives me crazy versus Lindsay nearly drove him wild with anxiety. Bybee points out that,
while both conform to the abstract construction, the first is clearly much more frequent;
it is consequently stipulated to have a distinct cognitive representation of its own.
In her introductory notes to the framework, Goldberg (2006: 4-10) explicitly
emphasises Construction Grammar to depart from mainstream generative approaches in
a number of fundamental ways. In the following, some of these characteristics will be
presented. It should be underlined, however, that the focus of this chapter does not rest
on a comprehensive comparison with generative approaches but rather on an overview
of the characteristics of Construction Grammar itself. Comparisons against generative
approaches are intended to aid this overview only.
One defining feature of construction-based approaches which contrasts with early
generative theories rests in the non-modularity of constructionist models. This means
that construction-based models make no distinction between distinct components such
as a lexicon versus a grammar as separate modules containing individual items and
abstract rules, respectively. Instead, grammatical knowledge, like lexical and all other
linguistic knowledge, is seen to consist of a repository of form-function pairings and, as
such, to represent an inventory of meaningful units (Hoffmann and Trousdale 2013: 7).
Rather than making a clear-cut distinction between lexis and grammar, the framework
accordingly assumes a continuum or cline of constructions and notes the constituent
constructions inside this continuum to span different degrees of complexity and
schematicity. Goldberg (2006: 5) uses the examples adapted here in the form of Table 8.1
to illustrate constructions which vary in terms of their complexity and schematicity.
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Table 8.1

Examples of constructions, varying in size and complexity (from Goldberg
2006: Table 1.1)

Morpheme

e.g. pre-, -ing

Word

e.g. avocado, anaconda, and

Complex word

e.g. daredevil, shoo-in

Complex word (partially filled)

e.g. [N-s] (for regular plurals)

Idiom (filled)

e.g. going great guns, give the Devil his due

Idiom (partially filled)

e.g.

jog

<someone’s>

memory,

send

<someone> to the cleaners
Covariational Conditional

The Xer the Yer (e.g. the more you think
about it, the less you understand)

Ditransitive (double object)

Subj V Obj1 Obj2 (e.g. he gave her a fish
taco; he baked her a muffin)

Passive

Subj aux VPpp (PPby) (e.g. the armadillo
was hit by a car)

As the examples indicate, each of the traditional linguistic levels of analysis is understood
to be constituted of instances of the same unit, namely of constructions. Thus,
constructions can be increasingly complex, including examples of what are traditionally
known as morphemes, individual or complex words, idioms or syntactic structures.
Furthermore, while constructions can be fully substantive (such as the phonologically
specified word avocado), they may also be partly or fully schematic (Traugott and
Trousdale 2013: 12). For instance, the Covariational Conditional Construction (e.g. the
more you think about it, the less you understand) involves both the specified item the and
two schematic slots while the Ditransitive and Passive Constructions (e.g. he gave her a
fish taco; the armadillo was hit by a car) exclusively consist of slots which are not
phonologically specified. It is a defining property of constructional theories that not only
individual words are regarded as form-meaning pairings (and thus as ‘signs’) but also
complex and/or schematic items (Croft 2013: 213).
Classic examples used to support the view that complex grammatical structures,
too, are directly associated with meanings and functions come predominantly in the form
of argument structure constructions. A central idea put forward by Goldberg (1995) is
that abstract argument structure constructions provide meanings to the interpretation of
an utterance independently of the lexical verbs occurring inside these constructions. For
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example, in the oft-cited instance of the Caused Motion Construction, displayed in (1), a
verb which is mostly used intransitively (sneeze) is combined with a direct object (the
napkin). What is more, the hearer immediately understands the utterance to mean that
the event of sneezing caused the napkin to move off the table.
(1)

He sneezed the napkin off the table.

This is noteworthy in that it seems highly implausible to argue that the verb sneeze has
some separate sense which involves three arguments, transcribed by Goldberg (1995: 9)
as “X

CAUSES

Y to

MOVE

Z by sneezing”. Instead, it appears to be the grammatical

construction itself which licenses the additional arguments involved here and which
accordingly provides the semantics of ‘caused motion’ (transcribed, in turn, as a “causer
or agent directly causing a theme to move to a new location”; Goldberg 1995: 9-10, 179).
This also implies that, besides sneeze, a wide range of other verbs which do not have any
such separate sense will receive the same type of meaning when used inside this
construction. Although the individual verbs which are found inside argument structure
constructions supply their own semantic properties to the overall interpretation, the
argument structure patterns themselves contribute independent meanings. The final
interpretation represents a product of the interaction of both the grammatical
construction and the lexical items (themselves constructions) which instantiate them
(Boas 2013: 236; Fried and Östman 2004: 22). As stated by Goldberg and Jackendoff
(2004: 532) in the context of their study of the family of English Resultative Constructions,
one of the main advantages of constructional approaches is consequently to be found in a
“considerable reduction in the apparent polysemy of verbs in the lexicon”.
In order to account for the fact that not just any lexical item can occur inside a given
grammatical construction, the framework specifies a number of constraints which
determine the well-formedness of the instantiations of a given construction (Langacker
2005: 102). The Caused Motion Construction, for example, cannot involve a verb which
denotes some cognitive decision on the part of the theme argument. What is more, it
cannot involve an instrument as the causer but only agents or natural forces. See
Goldberg’s (1995: 165-66) examples, in part repeated as (2) and (3) below. Goldberg
argues these instantiations to be inacceptable for the reason that encourage in (2) encodes
a conscious decision to move into the room whereas (3) involves the instrument hammer
as entity causing the movement.
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(2)

*Sam encouraged Bob into the room.

(3)

*The hammer broke the vase into pieces.

Besides such constraints which are relevant for individual constructions only,
Construction Grammar proposes a number of more general principles constraining the
combination of different constructions within an utterance (see also Boas 2013: 237 on
the Semantic Coherence Principle and the Correspondence Principle). One highly general
notion which is of relevance in this context is the notion of “unification”, specifying that
constructions which are combined with one another must not be in conflict with each
other in terms of any of their semantic, functional or formal properties (Fried and Östman
2004: 25).
Another central characteristic of Construction Grammar is the explicit aim to
provide a comprehensive account of everything which makes up a speaker’s linguistic
knowledge. In this context, constructionist approaches place strong emphasis on the
integration of idiosyncratic or less regular phenomena, that is to say, (partly) idiomatic
units which are rare across languages and which cannot be explained with reference to
more general and productive rules. As argued by Goldberg (2006: 14; 2003: 220), it seems
to be indisputable that such units have to be learned on the basis of the input with which
the learner comes into contact rather than on the basis of pre-given, innate principles. A
prominent example of such units is the so-called What’s X doing Y? (WXDY) construction
investigated by Kay and Fillmore (1999) and exemplified here by (4)-(6) (examples from
Kay and Fillmore 1999: 3-4).
(4)

What is this scratch doing on the table?

(5)

What is it doing raining?

(6)

Waiter, what’s this fly doing in my soup?

As observed by the authors, instances of this construction are subject to a number of
morphosyntactic constraints. For example, they obligatorily involve the verb BE and the
present participle form of the verb DO as well as never including negated forms of either
of these verbs (Kay and Fillmore 1999: 5-7). Furthermore, the structure is conventionally
associated with specific meanings and functions which cannot possibly be held to be
computed on the basis of the meanings of the constituent items or on the basis of more
general conversational principles. This concerns above all the observation that uses of the
construction encode an evaluation of the situation or proposition which is being referred
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to as ‘incongruous’ as well as a demand for an explanation of this incongruity (pp. 4-5).
These idiosyncrasies on the formal side and on the meaning/function side of uses of this
structure lead the authors to introduce a separate “grammatical object” (p. 29), viz. the
form-meaning pairing termed the WXDY construction. Moreover, they argue more
generally for a uniform treatment of all linguistic phenomena. This means that not only
the large number of idiomatic units in a language should be seen as constructions but also
fully regular and productive grammatical structures (e.g. passives or relative clauses, p.
29).
The investigation of such (semi)-idiosyncratic units is an aspect which is strongly
emphasised by Goldberg as distinguishing constructionist from mainstream generative
approaches. Goldberg (2006: 4-6, 14) notes that generative approaches usually
differentiate between phenomena of the core and periphery of language, the
corresponding studies focusing on a highly limited range of regular, productive
grammatical structures of the presumed core only. In these studies, (semi-)idiosyncratic
and cross-linguistically rare units are relegated to the periphery of language, which
generativists consider to be of less theoretical importance (Goldberg 2006: 4-5; see also
Fried and Östman 2004: 18; Stefanowitsch and Gries 2003: 209-10; Goldberg 2003: 222;
Croft 2013: 214; Boas 2013: 234). It is against this background that the constructionbased approach highlights the ubiquity in language of idiosyncratic units. In fact, in their
own studies, constructionists tend to focus mainly on the description and analysis of the
more irregular units. This procedure is motivated by the belief that a toolkit capable of
accounting for the idiosyncratic in language will be equipped to account for more regular
phenomena in addition to irregular phenomena; in contrast to that, the opposite course
of action is claimed to have resulted, in the past, in the dismissal of a vast number of
relevant structures from linguistic description (Langacker 2005: 102; Goldberg 2006: 14;
Fried and Östman 2004: 18). A corresponding line of reasoning is adopted by Goldberg
with regard to the process of the acquisition of linguistic structures. She remarks,
[s]ince every linguist agrees that the “peripheral,” difficult cases must be learned inductively
on the basis of the input, constructionists point out that there is no reason to assume that
the more general, regular, frequent cases cannot possibly be.
Goldberg (2006: 14)

Another key characteristic of Construction Grammar which results from the focus
on the form-function pairing as the primary unit of description is that the framework
explicitly brings the functions of grammatical phenomena to the forefront of attention.
Rather than focusing solely on the formal side of linguistic units, constructionists strive to
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incorporate discourse-pragmatic functions into the analysis of linguistic patterns. The
functional side is stressed to include aspects of information structure as well as
observations concerning the use of the structure, for example as regards associations with
specific text types or dialects (Goldberg 2006: 10). Just like the phonetic/phonological and
morphosyntactic form or the semantics of a construction, the information on its diverse
functions and usage patterns is seen to be part of a speaker’s mental representation of a
specific construction. In other words, speakers are held to store everything they know
about a given construction at one, all-inclusive level of representation, namely the level of
the construction itself (Fried and Östman 2004: 24). In contrast to mainstream generative
approaches, purely syntactic generalisations are regarded as extremely rare (see
Goldberg 2006: 16, 103-26).
As suggested by the idea of an all-inclusive level of representation, an additional
contrast to (early) generative approaches rests in the fact that construction-based models
incorporate no underlying deep structure or mechanisms like derivation (Goldberg 2006:
10; 2013: 15; Fried and Östman 2004: 25). Due to the restriction to an observable surface
level, Construction Grammar is thus frequently described as a “what you see is what you
get” approach (e.g. Goldberg 2003: 219; 2006: 10; Fillmore 2013: 112). What is more,
Construction Grammar abstains from regarding specific structures as regular
‘alternations’. For example, rather than relating active and passive structures to one
another, both are emphasised to represent separate constructions (Goldberg 2006: 19),
involving, as they do, not only different forms but also different functions (Bergs 2010:
220). The same goes, for example, for the members of what has traditionally been labelled
the Dative Alternation. Goldberg (2006: 19) stresses that, instead of proposing such
alternations, linguistic descriptions should consider each pattern as a construction in its
own right and hence also analyse each of them in its own terms.
The organisation of linguistic knowledge inside inheritance networks
A key tenet of Construction Grammar which will be argued to be of specific relevance to
the study of the Big Mess Construction in my discussion below concerns the assumption
that linguistic knowledge is organised in hierarchical networks. This idea shall thus
receive special emphasis in the present section. It has been noted that Construction
Grammar identifies speakers’ linguistic knowledge with the constructions they have
internalised. The entirety of these constructions represents what has been termed a
“construct-i-con” (e.g. Goldberg 2003: 219). Crucially, this construct-i-con is
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conceptualised not as an unstructured list of individual entities but as a network with
interlinked nodes at different hierarchical levels. Goldberg (2003: 219) proposes that our
linguistic knowledge, just like our non-linguistic knowledge, is captured best by the
metaphor of an “inheritance network”. Fillmore (2013: 144), too, suggests that
constructional knowledge comes in the form of category descriptions and thus needs to
be seen as being arranged in taxonomic hierarchies.
How, then, does such a hierarchy of constructions look like in practice? As
summarised by Boas (2013: 244-46), the basic idea here is that constructions come at
different levels of abstraction: the higher the level at which a specific construction is to be
found, the broader will be the corresponding generalisation or regularity. At the lowest
levels of the hierarchies internalised by speakers, highly specific instances may be found,
which inherit the generalisations of the higher-level constructions while adding their own
specifications. At the intermediate levels, a number of subregularities may be found,
which are neither as schematic and general as the superordinate highest-level
constructions nor as concrete, fixed and lexically specified as the lowest-level
constructions. The lowest level of such an inheritance hierarchy is usually represented by
lexically specified, fixed idiomatic units. At the same time, the latter represent examples
of the much more general, abstract grammatical structures. Accordingly, they are seen to
share or “inherit” the characteristics of the superordinate constructions.
To illustrate these abstract ideas, let us first return to the example of the WXDY
construction. An expression such as What’s this fly doing in my soup? can be regarded as a
fully specified idiom, i.e. as a low-level construction. At the same time, it represents an
instance of a more general, more schematic construction, viz. the WXDY construction with
its constraints and regularities as they were described above (Goldberg 2006: 55). As is
stated in Kay and Fillmore’s (1999) original study of the WXDY construction, this
expression – like all instantiations of the WXDY construction – more generally represents
a VP. In other words, it is also, if more distantly so, related to a very general group of
structures which correspond to the highly abstract VP construction. What is more, Kay
and Fillmore (1999: 22, footnote 40) observe the item what inside this construction to
inherit “from ordinary what the general semantics of ‘question’” as well as the syntactic
“WH-ness” property of interrogative what. That is, the WXDY construction, or a specific
expression like What’s this fly doing in my soup, additionally shares a number of semantic
and syntactic features with this other, highly general construction.
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The entire constellation of related constructions represents a hierarchical network
with interconnected nodes. Note, in this context, that the precise number of relevant
levels or generalisations will of course depend on the specific constellation of
constructions involved. As explained by Fillmore (2013: 144), a core idea underlying the
concept of the inheritance network is that a single linguistic expression can instantiate
various constructions simultaneously. In the description of a specific construction, it is
thus of vital importance to distinguish between the characteristics of the construction
under study and more general characteristics inherited from higher-level constructions
(Kay and Fillmore 1999: 30; Hilpert 2013: 54-55). Lower-level constructions share the
features of the superordinate constructions while adding properties and constraints of
their own; lower-level constructions are therefore more specific than constructions found
at higher levels (Fried and Östman 2004: 23, 72). This interrelatedness of constructions
at different hierarchical levels has important consequences for the analysis of any specific
structure. To quote the programmatic words of Kay and Fillmore,
[o]ne cannot analyze an idiomatic construction without simultaneously discovering and
setting aside all the aspects of the data that are NOT licensed by the construction one is
studying. To know what is idiomatic about a phrase one has to know what is nongeneral
and to identify something as nongeneral one has to be able to identify the general. In
grammar, the investigation of the idiomatic and of the general are the same; the study of the
periphery is the study of the core – and vice versa.
(Kay and Fillmore 1999: 30)

It represents a distinctive feature of Construction Grammar that the framework makes it
possible to describe and analyse both idiosyncratic as well as fully productive patterns
(Kay and Fillmore 1999: 31).
It should be emphasised in this context that there is variation between different
construction-based models both as regards the details of the ideas concerning the
inheritance network and as regards terminology. The present contribution will primarily
be oriented towards the terminology applied by Traugott and Trousdale (2013) in their
study of constructional change over time. Traugott and Trousdale (2013: 16) employ
what they term “a minimal set of constructional levels”, consisting of so-called “schemas”
(at the highest level of schematicity), “subschemas” (at an intermediate level) and
“microconstructions” (at the lowest level of schematicity). These terms are introduced in
replacement of the earlier terms “macroconstructions”, “mesoconstructions” and
“microconstructions” (e.g. Traugott 2007, 2008a, b), which express a more or less
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equivalent distinction116 (Traugott and Trousdale 2013: 16, footnote 13). As mentioned
above, the concrete instantiations of any individual (micro)construction in actual
language use are more generally referred to as constructs (Traugott and Trousdale 2013:
16). Both schemas and subschemas need to be seen as clusters which group together a
number of constructions which are located at a level of abstraction below that of the
respective schema/subschema.
To further clarify these notions, let us consider a number of additional examples of
such hierarchical configurations discussed in the literature. One example of a highly
abstract schema (or macroconstruction) given by Traugott (2007, 2008a, b) is the degree
modifier construction. At lower levels of schematicity, different subschemas
(mesoconstructions) can be identified, which, in their turn, represent clusters of
constructions at a yet lower level. Amongst these subschemas of the degree modifier
construction is the cluster comprising the a bit (of)/ a lot (of) microconstructions or the
cluster comprising the (a) kind of/ (a) sort of microconstructions. The essential point here
is that, while all of the individual microconstructions share a number of formal and
functional properties (as specified in the schema, e.g. the “NP of NP” pattern), the
constructions subsumed under a particular subschema additionally share more specific
properties and constraints with one another; these properties thus also serve to
distinguish them from other groups of microconstructions. The microconstructions
themselves, then, represent individual constructions like a lot of, which are instantiated
in language use by specific constructs (see e.g. Traugott 2007: 525).117
As underlined by Hilpert (2013: 5-6) and Traugott (2007:525), the tripartite
terminological distinction is not meant to suggest a clear-cut division of the hierarchical
network of constructions into a fixed number of levels. Rather, inheritance hierarchies are
conceptualised as a “continuum of schematicity” (Hilpert 2013: 5), and terms such as the
abovementioned need to be regarded as representing different points along this
continuum. In practice, this means that a particular generalisation corresponding to a
subschema may, in turn, unite other subschemas, which are less schematic but not as fully
116

The fine differences between the two sets of terms are not relevant to the aims of this chapter.

While the constructs in a case such as a lot of are formally identical to the specification of the form side
of this microconstruction, microconstructions may also involve schematic slots. For instance, Trousdale
(2008: 170, quoted in Hilpert 2013: 5) gives the example of the determiner construction as a schema which
is superordinate to, for example, the possessive construction (comprising both s-genitive and of-genitive
constructions). An example of a microconstruction here would be the “proper N’s N” construction, which is
clearly less schematic than the respective higher-level constructions but still not entirely specified either
(explained in Hilpert 2013: 5).
117
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specified as the corresponding microconstructions (Hilpert 2013: 5; Trousdale 2008a,
169 quoted in Hilpert 2013: 5).
In other case studies, it has been argued that constructions can also be connected
to one another by means of inheritance links in the absence of any highly abstract
generalisation at the highest level of schematicity. Rather than being subordinate to a
specific schema, these constellations represent more loosely organised “constructional
families”. For example, in their classic study of English resultative constructions, Goldberg
and Jackendoff (2004) argue that the variation found in the attested uses of resultatives
makes it impossible to refer to “the” English resultative as a single structure. Instead, the
authors posit a “family of subconstructions, united by related but not identical syntax and
by related but not identical semantics” (Goldberg and Jackendoff 2004: 563). Goldberg
and Jackendoff further draw attention to the fact that the individual subconstructions
display marked differences in terms of their degree of productivity: while some
subconstructions are fully productive, others involve no more than a single example (i.e.
a single microconstruction). Although these cases of “resultative idioms” are related to
other resultatives syntactically and (if only distantly so) semantically, they need to be
learned as individual, fixed entities, thereby resembling idiomatic units.
More generally, Goldberg and Jackendoff (2004: 564) maintain that the
constructional approach is suited best to account for those kinds of linguistic
generalisations which involve both productive and idiomatic cases. In a similar vein,
Bergs (2010) argues for a treatment of the different expressions of futurity in English as
a constructional family: he conceptualises the different expressions as representing
independent constructions rather than variants of one ‘futurity’ construction (pp. 22930). The reason given for this is that they involve not only clear differences on the formside but also differences on the meaning/function-side. As shown by Bergs (2010: 218),
each of them expresses slightly different aspects of futurity and each displays slightly
different co- and contextual profiles, for example concerning their associations with
specific text types. At the same time, they all share a “core semantic meaning” (p. 222),
corresponding to the expression of futurity. Bergs (2010: 229-30) hence concludes that,
while each pattern represents a construction in its own right, they are related to one
another inside a network of construction, thus representing a constructional family.118

Bergs (2010: 234-35) further regards individual members of this constructional family to be related to
other constructions on the basis of structural links; for instance, modal uses of will/shall are each connected
to the respective future constructions on the basis of their purely formal similarities.
118
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Usage-based grammar and frequency effects
Like the inclusion of fully compositional but “sufficiently” frequent structures into the
definition of constructions mentioned above, the view of the organisation of linguistic
knowledge into a “structured inventory of conventional symbolic units” (Langacker 1987:
73) reflects the usage-based orientation of models such as Goldberg’s (1995, 2006)
version of Construction Grammar, Langacker’s Cognitive Construction Grammar
(Langacker 1987, 1991 inter alia) or Croft’s Radical Construction Grammar (Croft 2001).
A brief overview of some of the key assumptions underlying usage-based grammar seems
in order in this context.
A fundamental assumption at the heart of usage-based theories is the belief that
the cognitive representation of linguistic knowledge is shaped by the speaker’s
experience with concrete instances of language use (Bybee 2013: 49). In other words, as
language learners come into contact with linguistic structures, they categorise the
utterances they hear being used around them on the basis of their similarity with
previously heard utterances, thereby generalising over the utterances (Goldberg 2013:
27; Bybee 2013:49). Besides such abstract generalisations, usage-based models also
highlight the importance of a second type of knowledge, namely item-specific knowledge
(Goldberg 2006: 63). Just like in other, non-linguistic domains of knowledge, the
representation of linguistic knowledge is held to include not only the generalisations
which are formed in a gradual, bottom-up fashion but also concrete instances which are
coded as ‘exemplars’ (Goldberg 2006: 45-65). Usage-based models accordingly focus both
on schematic knowledge at higher-levels of abstraction and on microconstructions
situated at the lowest levels of taxonomic networks (Goldberg 2006: 63-64, 227; Th.
Hoffmann 2013: 315). In fact, lower-level microconstructions are regarded as playing a
particularly important role in processes such as the evolution of constructions out of
previous constructions and constructional change (Bybee 2013: 68).
Furthermore, the usage-based orientation of approaches like Goldberg’s is
mirrored in the aim of scrutinising the actual use of constructions in language, including
a special focus on the investigation of the frequency of linguistic structures. As
aforementioned, Goldberg has adjusted her definition of linguistic constructions to
include structures which are compositional but highly frequent. This addition is a reaction
to usage-based research, which has demonstrated the existence of various frequency
effects on the cognitive organisation of language (Goldberg 2006: 64). In particular, the
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relevance of two types of frequency has been highlighted, viz. type frequency and token
frequency. It is worth giving a few examples of the ways in which these frequencies inform
conclusions drawn in construction-based studies.
Generally speaking, the high token frequency of a unit has been found to favour its
entrenchment as a construction at lower levels of the inheritance network (Th. Hoffmann
2013: 314-15). That is to say, sequences occurring with a high frequency may be accessed
as a single cognitive unit even if they lack the feature of non-compositionality (Bybee
2013: 51). What is more, in cases in which some lower-level construction is much more
frequent than others, it can be viewed as being more prototypical of a particular
schema/subschema than these other ones (Traugott and Trousdale 2013: 65). Type
frequency, on the other hand (here to be understood primarily as the use of a structure
with different items inside its schematic slots), has been demonstrated to impact the
likelihood with which an abstract higher-level schema will be formed (Th. Hoffmann
2013: 314-15). In consequence, studies of configurations of related structures may rely
on information regarding the type frequency of the individual structures involved in order
to address questions relating to the more specific internal composition of the larger
configuration: Can an abstract schema be assumed to exist at the top of the constructional
hierarchy under study? Or should the group of structures instead be conceptualised as a
looser family of subschemas? In addition to type frequencies, studies faced with questions
such as these need to rely on quantifications of the degree to which the individual
structures at focus resemble one another in terms of their morphosyntactic and semantic
properties (Croft 2013: 223). More generally, then, construction-based studies can be
observed to make increasing use of authentic language data from large corpora as well as
of different types of quantitative analyses (see Gries 2013 for a sketch of the evolution
within Construction Grammar from purely introspection-based studies to studies based
on corpus data).
What is more, the usage-based nature of constructionist models can be traced in
their attempt to explain cross-linguistic generalisations not with reference to innate
linguistic knowledge but rather with reference to general cognitive processes and
mechanisms. Importantly, the significance of these processes has been demonstrated in
research on domains other than language, too (Goldberg 2006: 229). These processes and
mechanisms include, to give a few examples, analogy, conventionalisation and
association, which in their turn result from processes like the repetition and
automatisation of sequences, schematisation or categorisation (Hoffmann and Trousdale
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2013: 7; Bybee 2013: 50). Besides such general processes, cross-linguistic similarities are
held to be rooted in the shared functions of the constructions at issue (Goldberg 2003:
219; 2006: 16-17).
Both the idea of a hierarchically organised inheritance network as well as the
central importance of frequency effects have received strong emphasis in work on the
diachronic development of constructions. Since the present chapter will argue that a
construction-based approach to the Big Mess Construction opens up particularly
promising avenues of research when applied to diachronic data, a few general notes on
the diachronic investigation of constructions shall conclude this introduction to the
framework.
Issues in diachronic construction-based research
Traugott and Trousdale (2013) introduce a general distinction between two broad
categories of changes involving constructions, namely constructionalisation versus
constructional changes. Constructionalisation is defined as “the creation of formnewmeaningnew (combinations of) signs”, meaning that “[i]t forms new type nodes, which have
new syntax or morphology and new coded meaning, in the linguistic network of a
population of speakers” (Traugott and Trousdale 2013: 22). Constructionalisation creates
a new form-meaning pairing and necessarily includes both “neoanalysis of
morphosyntactic form and semantic/pragmatic meaning” (p. 22); in addition to these
changes, the process can (but need not) involve others. Alternatively, an existing formmeaning pairing can undergo changes at a specific level only. These types of changes are
distinguished from constructionalisation under the label of constructional changes. The
latter are accordingly defined as changes “affecting one internal dimension of a
construction” (p. 26), which means they do “not involve the creation of a new node” (p.
26) in the network of constructions of a specific language. Although constructional change
as a term refers to a change along a single dimension, it tends to go hand in hand with
developments along other dimensions (Hilpert 2013: 7). Importantly, besides, say,
phonological or morphosyntactic form as well as aspects of meaning or function,
constructional change can also affect distributional aspects or other characteristics of
usage. The frequency of a construction, for instance, is likewise suspect to change over
time. This concerns not only the observation that a construction may become more or less
frequent over time but also the fact that different constructional variants can increase or
decrease their frequency and thus their level of entrenchment relative to other variants
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(Hilpert 2013: 16; 2014: 197-98). As noted by Traugott and Trousdale (2013: 65),
different lower-level constructions which inherit features from one and the same higherlevel schema can vary significantly from one another in their relative frequency of use and
thus also in their level of prototypicality – and all of these factors may undergo change.
What is more, new lower-level representations may arise or get completely lost over time.
The importance of distinguishing between different levels of an inheritance
network when investigating constructions from a diachronic perspective is emphasised,
amongst others, by Traugott (2007). Traugott (2007: 526) lists three general questions
which are worth posing in the context of any instance of constructional change. The
questions concern 1) the dimension(s) of the construction which are affected by the
change, i.e. whether the construction’s semantics, phonology, etc. are involved in the
change, 2) whether the development involves a change in any of the three structural
factors used by Langacker (2005) to describe a construction, viz. generality (or
schematicity), productivity and/or compositionality, and 3) the hierarchical level at
which the change takes place, i.e. whether it affects a microconstruction, subschema or
schema. The change examined by Traugott (2007) herself in this connection is the
development of erstwhile binominal partitive constructions into degree modifier
constructions (e.g. a bit of apple > a bit of a hypocrite, Traugott 2007: 523; see also
Traugott 2008a, b). The author traces the development of several microconstructions,
highlighting that each of them displays its own, distinct development. Examples of such
microconstructions include the a shred of or the a bit of constructions. While this
development, as is usually the case, started at the microconstructional level, affecting one
microconstruction after the other, higher levels of the constructional hierarchy came to
be affected in consequence (Traugott 2007: 544). In Traugott’s interpretation, different
microconstructions have mutually influenced each other, thus giving rise to higher-level
subschemas. At the highest level of abstraction, the degree modifier construction (i.e. the
respective schema) was, in consequence, expanded in that it lost some of its former
restrictions. Besides the increase in generality at the level of the schema, an overall
decrease in compositionality can be witnessed at the level of the individual
microconstructions as well as an increase in productivity at the level of the subschema:
individual subschemas represent productive models for analogical changes which involve
additional microconstructions (Traugott 2007: 540-41).
A diachronic construction-based approach may further provide valuable insights
into the level of abstraction of specific constructional generalisations as they are
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entertained by speakers at a given point in time (Hilpert 2013: 109). On the basis of a
study involving concessive parentheticals, Hilpert (2013) demonstrates in detail how
quantitative data and elaborate statistical methods can be used in order to tackle such
issues. A construction-based approach to the Big Mess Construction will be argued below
to raise highly similar questions concerning the level of abstraction of constructional
generalisations. Although I will return to a discussion of Hilpert’s approach in that context,
a more detailed account of his study shall be included as part of this general overview.
Hilpert poses the question of whether concessive parentheticals form a loosely
connected constructional family made up of a series of fairly distinct microconstructions
or whether, instead, an abstract schema has emerged over the centuries which unites all
of the individual lower-level constructions (Hilpert 2013: 191). In view of the fact that the
individual (synchronic) microconstructions studied by Hilpert display both similarities
and differences, he emphasises that it is intriguingly difficult to operationalise questions
concerning the exact types of cognitive representations involved. To overcome these
difficulties, he advocates basing explorations of the questions on observable changes and
frequency figures in diachronic data (Hilpert 2013: 191). With the help of such data,
Hilpert mainly examines whether the individual microconstructions and subschemas
have undergone mutual assimilation over time or whether they have, in contrast,
dissimilated from one another. If specific characteristics of the individual constructions
can be found to be subject to structural and semantic levelling (i.e. if the structural profiles
of the constructions come to resemble one another more closely over time), this
development can be interpreted as representing a consequence of the gradual formation
of some abstract generalisation in the form of a schema. In more detail, this type of
representation may be imagined as a “schema with one open slot for the different
conjunctions and another for different syntactic structures that may follow” (Hilpert
2013: 198). As argued by Hilpert, speakers who have internalised an abstract schema
which unites all concessive parentheticals may, in the production of individual constructs,
be expected to “mix and match characteristics from different source constructions” (pp.
157-58). Furthermore, the relative frequencies of these individual characteristics can be
assumed to converge more and more (p. 201). Prior to the diachronic analysis, Hilpert
consequently describes a number of synchronic structural differences between
concessive parentheticals with the conjunctions though, although, while and if (pp. 17191). In his diachronic analysis, he then investigates whether changes in these
characteristics can be witnessed which would point towards a structural levelling
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process. For example, Hilpert notes present-day while-parentheticals to occur primarily
with -ing forms and more rarely with past participles or nominal items, the latter
structures combining much more readily with other parentheticals. As stated by the
author, a diachronic increase in these two types of combinations would correspondingly
suggest a process of convergence by which while-parentheticals have come to take over
characteristics from other representatives of the broader schema (pp. 73, 191-92). If, on
the other hand, the individual constructions can be observed to retain their idiosyncrasies
or to gradually drift further apart from one another, the development can be interpreted
as offering evidence to the existence of cognitive representations in the form of a family
of loosely connected microconstructions (p. 73).
Hilpert’s (2013) analysis is based on data of the four concessive parenthetical
structures from the past 150 years; the data were retrieved from COHA. Relevant
instances of the constructions under study are annotated according to three structural
variables. In a next step, the data are divided into decades and analysed with the method
of metric multidimensional scaling (for an introduction to the method and its application
to diachronic data, see Hilpert 2013: 66-74). As regards Hilpert’s results, it shall suffice to
say here that his data do not provide any compelling evidence of the existence of a largescale schema. While the forms with though and although have come to resemble each
other more closely with time, the forms with if and while have, to the contrary, developed
increasing idiosyncrasies (p. 196). Hilpert (2013: 198-202) therefore interprets the
results as indicating concessive parentheticals to be arranged within a family of three
subschemas: one of them encompasses the forms with though and although inside a
combined abstract schema and the remaining two embrace the forms with if and while,
respectively. In addition, each of these subschemas is superordinate to a number of lowlevel constructions, some of which fully specify the lexical items contained inside them
(e.g. structures like while acknowledging). These forms are characterised by a high
frequency of usage, which suggests that speakers have internalised separate
representations
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In the following, I will now discuss to what extent the study of the Big Mess
Construction would profit from an integration into the framework of Construction
Grammar as outlined above. I will begin by giving an overview of existing constructionist
work on Big Mess NPs.
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8.3

A construction-based account of Big Mess NPs

8.3.1 Previous construction-based work on the Big Mess Construction
As mentioned in Chapter 2.3, the Big Mess Construction has been approached within the
framework of HPSG, for example by Van Eynde (2007). HPSG can be regarded as a
construction-based model in the broader sense. Furthermore, the construction was noted
to have received attention in Kay and Sag’s (2009) study, which is integrated within the
model of Sign-based Construction Grammar, that is to say within a model which has itself
evolved out of HPSG and Berkeley Construction Grammar (Michaelis 2013: 133). Kim and
Sells (2011) combine this type of constructionist approach with a lexicalist approach,
arguing that the nature of Big Mess NPs is analysed best by combining constructionist
constraints with lexical properties of the individual degree items involved. Since the
present chapter is oriented towards the usage-based model of Construction Grammar
inspired by Goldberg (1995, 2006), which involves different aims and orientations, no
additional discussion of these studies will be offered here.
Hillert’s (2011) contribution, discussed in the preceding chapter, is explicitly
proclaimed by the author to be integrated into the Goldbergian model of Construction
Grammar. It is thus worth recapitulating a few points made by the author in the light of
this theoretical background (for a more detailed outline of his study, see Chapter 7.2.2). lt
will be recalled that his contribution distinguishes between two constructions, the socalled Postposed Indefinite Article Noun Phrase (PIANP) and Optional Postposed
Indefinite Article Noun Phrase (OPIANP) constructions. According to Hillert’s definition,
the postposition of the article is obligatory in the OPIANP and optional in the PIANP.
Hillert defines NPs with predeterminer APs containing the items too, that, so or as as
examples of the PIANP and NPs containing more, less or far as examples of the OPIANP.
He (2011: 170) argues the PIANP to represent “a skeletal construction with the structure
‘intensifier+adjective+indefinite article+noun’” whereas the OPIANP is viewed to
represent an extension of this construction. Although the terminology is not used by
Hillert, he thus appears to conceptualise the PIANP as a higher-level schema and the
OPIANP as its subschema, which inherits from it the formal characteristic of the postposed
indefinite article. The author moreover explicitly refers to the constructionist principle
that those constructions can unify with one another the properties of which do not involve
any semantic clashes (p. 166; on the Principle of Semantic Compatibility, see above; see
also Goldberg 2006: 21-22). In accordance with this principle and the observation that

344
the OPIANP is mostly used as predicative complement, he emphasises the construction to
share functional characteristics with the Predicative Complement Construction (pp. 16667). More specifically, Hillert maintains the OPIANP to function to foreground the scalar
properties expressed in the AP while backgrounding nominal properties (p. 155). The
construction is further assumed to be used to characterise pre-given arguments (p. 178).
Against this background, Hillert highlights the OPIANP to deviate from the more abstract
(indefinite) NP construction, which is instead stated to focus most typically on nominal
categories and on the introduction of arguments to the discourse (pp. 168-69, 178).
Compared to (indefinite) NPs, OPIANPs therefore have non-predictable informationstructural properties, which motivates Hillert to postulate a separate “construction”
corresponding to the structure under study (p. 170). As regards the PIANP, a distinction
is made between versions with too and that on the one hand and those with so and as on
the other hand; while the former are claimed to share their syntactic distribution and
functions with the OPIANP, the latter two are held to occur more readily as direct object
and, in the case of so, as subject. In consequence, it is proposed that the versions of the
PIANP with so and as are paired with different functions, in that they can be used to
introduce new arguments into the discourse (p. 176). Hillert does not, however, explicitly
suggest another level of subschemas to capture any of these functional differences.
A consistent integration of the Big Mess Construction into Goldberg’s model of
Construction Grammar is offered by Hilpert (2014). It needs to be noted, however, that
Hilpert does not aim to offer a systematic analysis of the construction under study but
merely uses Big Mess NPs alongside a range of additional structures to introduce and
illustrate the general notion of the construction. Challenging the traditional idea of a clearcut division between the grammar of a language (containing rules) and its lexicon or
dictionary (containing individual lexical items), Hilpert (2014: 3) first lists a number of
fixed idiomatic expressions, such as hit the road. Examples of Big Mess NPs are then added
to the discussion in order to demonstrate that there is more to the large number of
idiosyncratic expressions in language than “fixed strings of words” (p. 5): Big Mess NPs
are emphasised to represent abstract patterns with schematic slots and to be subject to
specific constraints, some of which are clearly grammatical in nature (p. 6). The
constraints noted by Hilpert (p. 5) concern the restriction to indefinite and singular
nominals as well as the limited number of pre-adjectival modifiers (i.e. degree items)
which can occur inside the construction. While quite, rather, too, somewhat, pretty and
interrogative how are listed as acceptable items inside Big Mess NPs, instances with very
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are noted to be “surprisingly rare” or “even unacceptable” (p. 6). The author thus uses the
structure to illustrate that speakers not only memorise fixed idioms but also patterns with
“characteristics of lexical entries as well as grammatical rules” (p. 6). Speakers of the
language are noted to have access to an abstract schema specifying all of this information
at one level, i.e. to a form-meaning pairing which they can use productively (p. 6) and
which they have acquired by generalising over individual exemplars encountered in
language use (p. 9). Big Mess NPs are further employed by Hilpert as an example to
illustrate that a given form-meaning pairing qualifies as a construction not only if it
involves an aspect of non-compositional meaning but also if its form is to some extent
non-predictable. In the case of the Big Mess Construction, for example, the order of the
items involved clearly deviates from the order of English NPs more generally; Big Mess
instances therefore cannot be viewed as instantiations of the more general English NP
construction; instead, they represent instantiations of a separate form-meaning pairing
(pp. 10-11, 151).
While Hilpert’s (2014) observations suffice to demonstrate that Big Mess NPs
qualify as constructions as defined within the usage-based model of Construction
Grammar, his discussion of the properties of the Big Mess Construction is restricted to the
formal criteria just summarised. No mention is made of any specific functions associated
with the structure or of other characteristics of usage. Although Hillert (2011), on the
other hand, does formulate a number of generalisations in this regard, a few of his results
have been shown to be incompatible with my own findings (see Chapter 7.2.2). Apart from
these contributions, a comprehensive discussion of the Big Mess Construction as part of a
usage-based model of Construction Grammar is, to my knowledge, missing from the
literature.
In the following, I will readdress a number of results which were gained in
previous chapters in order to outline the possibility of integrating the analysis of Big Mess
NPs into this type of framework.
8.3.2 Integration of previous results into the framework of Construction Grammar
Orientation away from structural alternatives
To begin with, I would like to re-emphasise a basic principle of Construction Grammar to
which the approach taken in the present study may be seen to conform, namely the
orientation away from structural alternatives. As noted above, Goldberg (2006: 19) holds
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it to be “profitable to look beyond alternations and to consider each surface pattern on its
own terms”. This standpoint is placed in contrast to the focus on transformations in early
generativist theories as well as to the wide-spread emphasis on so-called alternations in
other studies. It was mentioned in the overview of generative studies devoted to the Big
Mess Construction (Chapter 2.3) that the primary questions posed in these analyses
concern the structural origin of predeterminer APs. A central issue under debate in
generative contributions is in fact whether the APs under study originate in their
unexpected predeterminer position or whether they land in this position after the
application of movement operations (see Matushansky 2002: 35-43 for an overview of
these two perspectives). No such questions were taken up in the present study. Goldberg’s
orientation away from structural “alternations”, on the other hand, is perhaps of more
immediate relevance to the approach taken here. As has been stressed, the current study
refrains from a large-scale comparison of my Big Mess data with data of what may be
regarded to represent structural alternatives to the construction (see Chapter 3.8). It was
explained that this decision was, to a large extent, motivated by the practical difficulties
associated with the attempt to comprehensively identify these alternatives and to collect
corresponding data. The vast majority of the analyses conducted within the present study
accordingly focused exclusively on Big Mess NPs. The point of relevance here is that, while
this limitation could be argued to represent a methodological drawback if addressed from
the point of view of other theoretical approaches, it is fully in line with the constructionist
viewpoint stated above. Within this framework, no “alternative” structures need to be
considered in order to pursue the aim of carrying out a comprehensive description and
analysis of the formal properties of Big Mess NPs, their characteristics of usage in
authentic language data and their functions in discourse.
The principal findings gained with this approach in the preceding chapters can be
incorporated into the framework of a constructionist model as sketched above. Although
it is not possible to present a comprehensive overview of all relevant findings, a number
of examples shall be given in what follows.
Identification of (probabilistic) constraints on the distribution and realisation of Big Mess
NPs
First, it may be noted that my descriptive analyses have uncovered regularities
concerning the forms and the distribution of Big Mess NPs which can be added to those
identified by Hilpert (2014: 5-6). With the help of quantitative analyses, a number of

347
distinct preferences in the distribution of Big Mess NPs over text types and syntactic
functions as well as in their formal realisations could be identified. In contrast to the
constraints mentioned by Hilpert, these regularities are clearly probabilistic in nature. Be
that as it may, like the constraints mentioned in the summary of Hilpert’s (2014)
contribution, they can be expected to be specified in the abstract entry in speakers’ minds
which corresponds to the English Big Mess Construction. For instance, my findings
suggested that speakers of English entertain a generalisation which specifies that, while
Big Mess NPs can be used in a wide range of text types rather than being restricted to
specific text categories, the structure is more commonly used in written than in
(conversational) spoken language.
Big Mess NPs were moreover found to fulfil a similarly wide range of syntactic
functions as more prototypical NPs but to differ from the latter in terms of the relative
frequencies with which they realise these functions. Compared to prototypical NPs, Big
Mess NPs are much more regularly used in the function of subject complement while
occurring considerably more rarely as clausal subject.119
As was further indicated, the obligatory components of the construction can be
enriched with a fairly wide range of optional structural items. In accordance with Hilpert’s
(2014: 5) observations, this finding sets the construction further apart from fixed idioms
or from some type of a fixed structural frame. However, it was also demonstrated that
these optional structural items differ considerably in their frequency of use. To repeat an
example, my data were mentioned to contain only seven instances of Big Mess NPs which
include the coordination of NPs. Another observation which could be made regarding the
formal realisations of Big Mess NPs is that additional optional items are much less
commonly found within the AP than outside of it, the most frequent type of optional
modifier being represented by postmodifiers of the Big Mess head. My data further
confirmed de Mönnink’s (2000: 113-14) finding that premodifiers of N inside Big Mess
NPs display a strong tendency to be adjectival rather than nominal in nature; what is
more, these adjectival premodifiers have a distinct tendency to be classifying and not
descriptive in nature. Although a wide range of optional items can occur within Big Mess
NPs, most of them, and especially their combinations, were demonstrated to be highly

119 As has been mentioned,

the subject slot of the corresponding clauses has a tendency to be realised in the
form of a pronoun (50.9%). Given that Big Mess NPs are always complex NPs, their typical use as subject
complement (in particular in clauses with a pronominal subject) may also be explained with reference to
more general principles of processing such as the Principle of End Weight (e.g. Quirk et al. 1985).
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unlikely to occur. These and similar findings clearly establish the existence of probabilistic
constraints on the internal structural complexity of the construction.
Identification of information-structural and other discourse-pragmatic functions of Big
Mess NPs
The constructionist framework allows us to place focus not only on the kinds of structural
properties of Big Mess NPs just mentioned but also on their functions in authentic
discourse. The analyses in Chapter 7 indicated that these aspects are in fact of crucial
importance to any comprehensive study of the construction. Big Mess NPs were
emphasised to be intricately associated with information-structural functions as well as
with discourse-pragmatic functions related to the fields of evaluation and text
organisation. More specifically, the NPs under study were underlined to exhibit a robust
tendency to carry or include the clausal focus. In the majority of cases, the information
focus of the clause was shown to rest in particular on the contents expressed in the AP. In
agreement with de Mönnink (2000), it could therefore be argued that the unusual
predeterminer position of the AP in this construction serves to highlight focal material.
In a close analysis of the kinds of focal pieces of information which are contained
in Big Mess NPs, an abstract functional pattern could further be sketched which was
shown to underlie the typical uses of the construction. This pattern is linked to the
expression of evaluative discourse functions and places the central Evaluative Category
inside the slot of the structurally marked AP. Almost the entirety of the instances of the
construction in which it performs its prototypical syntactic role of subject complement
were emphasised to conform to this pattern. A high extent of variability was
demonstrated to underlie the more general pattern, which was suggested to be
superordinate to a range of more specific subpatterns. On the basis of these subpatterns,
I was further able to arrive at a number of more specific functional generalisations
concerning the prototypical uses of the construction. For example, it was proposed that
Big Mess NPs typically function to highlight evaluative acts via processes of comparison
and contrast. The construction was hence concluded to represent a contrastive focus
construction in which the formally highlighted position lends increased discourse
prominence to focal evaluative material. Similar to the fronted constituent in the focus
fronting construction (see e.g. Prince 1981), the focal AP was uncovered to express new
or re-emphasised information which is rendered salient by the surrounding discourse.
While the information contained in the head noun is typically given or inferable from
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context or world knowledge, its explicit integration into the construction was maintained
to reinforce the comparative and contrastive acts of evaluation by means of the process
of categorising specific members to some superordinate category.
All of these findings harmonise with the central importance given by Goldberg to
information-structural properties in accounting for different constructions. In this
context, Goldberg (2003: 221) stresses, amongst others, the relevance of observations
concerning the speaker’s expectations of what is new to the hearer versus what is
contextually known. In fact, she (2006: 228) even draws the far-reaching generalisation
that “[t]he variety of constructions within a given language exists to enable speakers to
package information in useful ways”. In constructionist models, formal properties and
functional properties are accordingly regarded as being inseparable from each other
(Fried and Östman 2004: 12); speakers’ mental representations of a specific structure are
assumed to include information on their meaning but also on their functions and uses. As
stated by Goldberg,
[f]acts about the use of entire constructions, including register (e.g. formal or informal),
dialect variation and so on, are stated as part of the construction as well. Because they
specify a surface form and a corresponding function, constructionist approaches provide a
direct way of accounting for these facts.
(Goldberg 2003: 221)

The functional similarities of the Big Mess Construction to other (contrastive)
focus constructions, such as the focus fronting construction, can in turn be captured by
means of inheritance links (on which more below). What is more, the variation within the
general pattern of evaluation, which was illustrated in the form of a range of subpatterns
at ever-increasing levels of specificity, mirrors the constructionist assumption that there
can be more than one prototypical use of a construction, each of which may additionally
have specific “extensions” (Hilpert 2013: 57).
Identification of a constructional semantics
The findings gained on the semantics of Big Mess NPs in Chapter 5, too, lend strong
support to the view which regards these NPs as instances of a construction as defined in
Construction Grammar: the structure of the Big Mess NP was found to be paired not only
with certain information-structural or other pragmatic functions but also with particular
semantic frames. To arrive at generalisations concerning the semantics of the
construction, I investigated the realisation of the obligatory but lexically variable slots of
the head noun and the head of the predeterminer AP. By inspecting the type and token
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frequencies of the nouns and adjectives which realise these slots in my data, the Big Mess
Construction was first demonstrated to represent a productive pattern which is not
restricted to a few recurring realisations. In a next step, I made use of methods of
Collostructional Analysis (Stefanowitsch and Gries 2003, 2005; Gries and Stefanowitsch
2004a, 2004b) to investigate those lexical realisations which occur more frequently than
expected and can thus be regarded as being typical of the construction. Although the
results of the collexeme analyses showed neither slot to be limited to items from a highly
specific semantic field, both slots were found to carry clear associations with a number of
semantic groups. For instance, the predeterminer adjective in Big Mess NPs most typically
represents either a ‘dimension’ adjective or an ‘evaluative’ adjective while the
prototypical realisation of the head noun comes in the form of a general noun. It was
further possible to identify six semantic fields which cover a relatively wide range of the
top noun collexemes, including, for example, ‘changes, undertakings, distinct influences’,
‘intensity/extent or other dimensions/divisions’ or nouns referring to individuals.
The findings of the co-varying collexeme analysis demonstrated the choices of both
slots to co-influence each other. A variety of typical, recurrent combinations of adjectives
and nouns were exposed. Additionally, it was possible to detect groups of such
combinations the members of which resemble one another in terms of the meanings and
functions which are characteristically expressed by them within their concrete contexts
of usage. The results of the simple collexeme analyses were noted to be reflected in these
typical combinations. For instance, nouns referring to ‘changes, undertakings, distinctive
influences’ are repeatedly combined with ‘evaluative’ adjectives expressing ‘importance’,
‘valuation’, ‘effort’ (e.g. important part, good opportunity, difficult task, respectively) or
‘dimension’ adjectives referring to the end of a scale of measurement (e.g. high price, heavy
burden). Pairs such as high – price, good – opportunity or big – step are employed inside
the construction to state or explicitly evaluate the importance of a certain event or factor
as well as to evaluate its merits in a specific context. For instance, the frame too high a
price (to pay) displays a distinct tendency to be used to express the idea that while
something may have a specific value, it has too many negative consequences to be ‘worth
it’. More generally, the close analysis of the top collexeme pairs revealed the construction
to be associated with schemas of social or individual experience and evaluation; one of its
prototypical functions is to mark something as ‘unexpected’ or ‘remarkable’.
As noted by Stefanowitsch and Gries (2003: 236), findings such as these in and of
themselves provide evidence of the basic premise underlying constructionist models,
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which treat syntactic structures as form-meaning pairings. The findings just summarised
confirm the existence of associations between a given syntactic structure and the lexical
items occurring inside of it. In other words, by showing that each slot within the Big Mess
Construction is in fact associated with specific semantic frames and that there do exist
semantic interdependencies between the two slots, my findings strongly suggest Big Mess
NPs to be more than “meaningless templates” (Stefanowitsch and Gries 2003: 236), that
is, more than structural frames which are governed by formal constraints but can be filled
by all kinds of lexical items. Instead, the results unveiled the lexically variable slots to
sanction items which are semantically compatible with the meaning of the slots and the
meaning of the overall construction (compare Stefanowitsch and Gries 2003: 213).
Additionally, it was stressed that even adjectives which do not, by themselves,
include some separate evaluative sense (e.g. the large number of ‘dimension’ adjectives)
strongly tend to take on evaluative meanings when used inside the construction. Even in
cases where ‘dimension’ adjectives are combined with ‘dimension’/’temporal’ nouns (e.g.
in the pairs short – time, wide – range), Big Mess NPs have a clear tendency to
communicate meanings as described above, rather than to neutrally render information.
These observations, too, sustain constructionist assumptions: Although the individual
items inserted into the variable slots of the Big Mess Construction have to be, in a general
sense, semantically compatible with the meanings and functions of the larger
construction, the structural frame itself appears to be directly linked with the evaluative
functions and meanings just outlined.
Despite the possibility of making these broad generalisations, quite a few groups
of distinct (if related) meanings could be discerned to be typical of Big Mess NPs. As will
be explained in more detail below, these differences can be captured best by positing
different subschemas at lower levels of the constructional hierarchy. Moreover, it should
be noted that, although constructionist approaches regard syntactic structures as being
directly linked to certain meanings and functions, they of course acknowledge the
contribution made to the overall meaning of an utterance by the individual lexical items
inserted into a given construction. With reference to argument structure constructions,
Goldberg states,
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[…] the meaning of a clause is more than the meaning of the argument structure
construction used to express it. Individual verbs as well as particular arguments and context
must be factored into the equation. In accounting for similarities among alternative
expressions and dissimilarities among instances of the same argument structure
construction, careful attention must be given to the verb which is the same in the former
and different in the latter.
(Goldberg 2006: 43)

The same can be assumed as concerns the contribution made to the overall meaning of a
clause by means of both the Big Mess Construction and the (combinations of) items
inserted into its lexically variable slots.
8.3.3 The representation of Big Mess NPs inside the multi-level inheritance
network
Individual Big Mess versions as constructions of their own and existence of a higher-level
schema
Let us now turn to what I argue to represent the main benefit of a constructionist
investigation of the Big Mess Construction, namely the approach taken by Construction
Grammar to “the question at which level of abstraction generalisations are formed”
(Hilpert 2013: 109). This question shall be highlighted to be of immediate relevance to a
study of the Big Mess Construction. It was demonstrated above that the findings gained in
the present work strongly suggest Big Mess NPs to represent more than some purely
formal idiosyncrasy; in other words, it can be assumed to represent a construction in the
narrow sense of the term. Within the constructionist framework, the question now poses
itself at which level of abstraction Big Mess NPs and their different versions are
represented. Do the individual Messes represent distinct constructions? Do speakers of
English have (additional) access to an abstraction which corresponds to Big Mess NPs
more generally? As will be illustrated, Construction Grammar offers the possibility to
tackle such questions by means of a systematic interpretation of my findings on the
construction (including findings on its different versions and semi-fixed units within
these versions) against the background of the key notion of the inheritance network. My
results will be argued to suggest that the individual Big Mess versions are represented as
subschemas which are connected to a more abstract schema subsuming all types of Big
Mess NPs. Moreover, it will be proposed that the individual Big Mess subschemas are
superordinate to a number of less schematic subschemas as well as to highly specified
microconstructions.
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Recall first some of the main results reached in those analyses which examined the
use of the construction not only as one structural entity but which additionally
distinguished between different versions of the construction at a lower level of
description. The central generalisation which can be made on the basis of these results is
that similarities and differences between the constructional versions co-exist. For
instance, the individual Messes were found to resemble one another in terms of their
distributional profiles to the extent that they all display a wide distribution over different
text categories rather than being restricted to specific text types. With the exception of
the That Big a Mess Construction, they are further all associated with written rather than
with spoken (conversational) language. However, at a closer level of analysis, differences
between the individual versions could be detected. In particular, the strength of
association with spoken language differs from version to version, the So Big a Mess
Construction displaying a particularly marked preference for written text types.
Moreover, in line with the distributional characteristics of the degree modifier that more
generally, the That Big a Mess Construction exhibits exactly the opposite pattern in being
associated with spoken text types.
A highly similar picture emerged with regard to the distribution of the
construction over syntactic functions. The constructional versions resemble one another
in that they can all occur in a wide range of syntactic functions. As compared with more
prototypical NPs, they are furthermore all used particularly frequently as subject
complement while rarely functioning as clausal subject. Still, despite the possibility of
making such generalisations, the individual Messes were again shown to exhibit these
typical characteristics to differing degrees. Furhermore, it was pointed out that it is once
more the So Big a Mess Construction which diverges most from the overall profile in
displaying a less strongly marked preference for the subject complement function and
dispreference for the subject function.
As regards the internal structural complexity of Big Mess NPs, it was stressed that
each of the different versions can be enriched by a wide range of optional items, most of
which are, however, comparatively rare across all versions. Nonetheless, the individual
versions could be shown to differ in terms of the extent to which they are associated with
the basic frame ‘DEG + ADJ + a(n) + N’. What is more, some optional items occur more
frequently in some versions than in others. In the corresponding analyses, the So Big a
Mess Construction again stood out, this time for displaying the strongest disposition
towards uses without any optional modifiers. The constructional versions were further
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emphasised to differ quite markedly from one another in the frequencies with which each
version occurs either with or without an indirect complement.
Additional insights into the co-existence of differences and similarities between
the individual Messes were gained in the collostructional analyses, which included a
comparison of the collexemes of the three high-frequency versions As Big a Mess, Too Big
a Mess and So Big a Mess. The predeterminer adjective slot and the head noun slot of all
three versions were found to be associated with ‘dimension’ or ‘evaluation’ adjectives and
general nouns as well as with the more specific semantic sets of nouns which had been
identified as typical of the construction as a whole. Both the simple and the co-varying
collexeme analyses indicated a high degree of overlap between the top collexemes or top
collexeme pairs of each of the different versions. Still, at a deeper level of analysis, a
number of subtle differences in the typical meanings conveyed by the different versions
could be detected. For example, some of the semantic sets into which the typical head
nouns can be arranged were shown to be more strongly associated with some versions
than with others. What is more, the comparative analyses uncovered an additional set of
nouns which counts amongst the prototypical realisations of the Too Big a Mess
Construction while occurring much less frequently within other versions, viz. ‘discourse’
nouns involving both linguistic and cognitive concepts (e.g. word, sentence or view,
approach). As became apparent in the functional analysis in Chapter 7.3.2.4, the Too Big a
Mess version is tightly associated with metadiscursive uses centring on the evaluation of
portions of the developing discourse.
In the in-depth analysis of the top collexeme pairs within their contexts of usage, a
number of typical semantic frames could be identified. While these frames were
highlighted to share a set of core functions and meanings, the individual frames were
demonstrated to differ as concerns their distribution over the constructional versions. As
was argued, the prototypical uses of all versions clearly resemble one another: for
example, all Messes tend to instantiate schemas of social or individual experience and to
mark a specific situation or the like as being in some way ‘unexpected’. At the same time,
the individual versions vary with regard to their typical semantic and functional profiles
at a deeper level of analysis. For instance, while the metadiscursive instances including
the ‘discourse’ nouns represent the prototypical use of the Too Big a Mess Construction,
the So Big a Mess Construction is more intricately associated with frames structured
around ‘individuals’ or ‘temporal’ categories.
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The finding of differences in the frequencies with which more specific functions
and uses are distributed over the different Messes was further confirmed by the
identification of a range of subpatterns of the evaluative pattern into which the
prototypical uses of the Big Mess Construction fall (Chapter 7.3). Subpatterns involving
different constructional versions in combination with different types of realisation of the
indirect complement and/or other structural components could be isolated. The
individual Messes were consequently concluded to each be associated with distinct, more
specific evaluative functions.
These and related results echo a wide variety of constructionist ideas concerning
the organisation of linguistic knowledge into inheritance networks. As will be outlined in
Section 8.3.4, investigations of the level of abstraction at which the different structures
under study are represented would strongly profit from diachronic research on the Big
Mess Construction. This being said, it shall be argued in the following that the insights on
the synchronic use of Big Mess NPs just summarised may be used to conclude
provisionally that the Big Mess versions represent separate constructions which are
linked to a higher-level schema.
The main observation which can be noted to sustain this conclusion is that the
individual constructional versions have been found to differ both in terms of their
structural as well as their functional profiles. In consequence, speakers can be assumed
to have access to separate representations corresponding to the different Messes. At the
same time, the large range of characteristics which are shared between the versions
indicates that the Messes represent more than a loosely organised family of individual
constructions. As was mentioned, Bergs (2010) offers a detailed investigation of the
English future constructions as a concrete example of such a family of constructions. He
explains the defining characteristic of a constructional family to be that, while the
members of the family are interrelated, they are not assumed to be linked to a more
abstract, superordinate schema. In contrast to the English future constructions, most of
the differences which were uncovered to exist between the individual Big Mess versions
represent probabilistic rather than categorical differences. That is to say, the Messes were
mostly found to vary in terms of the degree to which they are associated with specific
structural characteristics, text types, syntactic functions, semantic frames, etc. which had
previously been established to be typical of Big Mess NPs more generally. The more
specific functional profiles of the individual constructional versions, too, were
emphasised to resemble one another in terms of shared core functions. Again, the Big
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Mess versions differ in the degree to which they are associated with particular functions
which are, to some extent, common to most or all constructional versions. Compared to
the English future constructions, both the formal and the functional profiles of the
different versions hence resemble one another to a much greater extent. Rather than
having entirely distinct profiles, they may be viewed as being characterised by additional,
specialised “extensions” of a common core of formal features, meanings and functions.
The sum of these observations suggests that speakers have internalised a more abstract
generalisation at a higher level of representation (i.e. a schema) corresponding to the
entire Big Mess Construction as well as a number of more specific representations (i.e.
subschemas) corresponding to the different versions of Big Mess NPs. The individual
versions can be assumed to inherit formal and functional characteristics from the more
abstract schema.
The interpretation of the Big Mess versions as subschemas which are connected to
a higher-level schema by inheritance links receives further support from the results
gained in Chapter 5.2 on the high productivity (or ‘type frequency’) of the Big Mess
Construction. As mentioned in the theoretical overview of Construction Grammar above,
usage-based constructionist models base their assessments concerning the existence of
abstract generalisations at the highest level of schematicity not only on the degree of
similarity between the individual constructions involved but also on the productivity (or
type frequency) of the structures (Croft 2013: 223; Th. Hoffmann 2013: 314-15). As was
shown, the schematic slots of Big Mess NPs can be realised by a wide range of different
lexical items. This finding corroborates the conclusion that speakers of English entertain
a higher-level schema in addition to individual subschemas.
Moreover, preliminary evidence has been gained that some individual versions
overall display more similarities with a few other versions than with the remaining
Messes. For example, it appeared to be possible to treat the versions subsumed under the
label of Comparative Messes as one set with common characteristics. Although the
frequencies of these individual versions in my data are too low to reach any conclusive
findings in this regard, my observations on this group may be noted to point in this
direction. Within the constructionist framework, such similarities between subsets of
versions can be grasped by grouping individual subschemas together under a subschema
at the next higher level (i.e. in our case, a subschema which is subordinate to the Big Mess
schema but superordinate to those subschemas which specify the individual degree
modifier). In other words, the concept of the inheritance network makes it possible to
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cater for generalisations such as these via the addition of another level in the
constructional hierarchy.
Generalisations at levels below that of the Big Mess versions: Subschemas at intermediate
levels and microconstructions
The view that constructions are organised within hierarchical networks further receives
convincing support from findings which prove the existence of patterns at levels below
that of the individual Messes. Although such results have been yielded throughout the
study, the existence of lower-level patterns became particularly apparent in my analyses
of the top collexeme pairs (Chapter 5.3.4) and the investigations of the subpatterns of the
evaluative pattern which corresponds to the prototypical Big Mess uses (Chapter 7.3). The
results from these two groups of analyses shall be commented on in turn.
i)

Evidence from the analysis of the top collexeme pairs

The co-varying collexeme analysis revealed some of the top collexeme pairs of the Big
Mess Construction to be fairly narrowly distributed over specific constructional versions.
As the manual inspection of these collexeme pairs demonstrated, some versions are
associated with patterns which can be regarded as (semi)-fixed phraseological units. To
give an example of such a unit, the No Less a Mess Construction was noted to encompass
a high number of instances of the unit ‘no less a(n) + person/figure/authority/personage/
another semantically related noun + than + name/title of the person referred to’. An
example of an even more fixed unit, which involves the Too Big a Mess Construction as
object NP of put, is the phrase not to put too fine a point on it or slightly modified versions
of it. These semi-fixed patterns need to be considered as microconstructions, i.e. as
entrenched units below the level of the subschemas which correspond to the
constructional versions. Interestingly, the analysis of the top collexeme pairs of the Big
Mess Construction indicated that no fewer than 13 out of the top 30 adjective-noun pairs
co-occur exclusively or most frequently with the degree modifier too. This implies that the
Too Big a Mess subschema is superordinate to a particularly large number of such lowerlevel constructions.
Generally speaking, the analysis of the top collexeme pairs within their context
made it evident that a large number of these collexeme pairs are both highly frequent and
associated with specialised meanings and functions in discourse. What is more, rather
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than representing isolated patterns, the pairs in question were stressed to be linked to
other pairs which express closely related meanings and functions. That is to say, the Big
Mess Construction, and the subschemas corresponding to its versions, are superordinate
not only to individual, isolated microconstructions but also to more abstract subschemas,
which are, in their turn, superordinate to more specific microconstructions. To illustrate
these complex interdependencies, it is necessary to consider concrete cases.
For example, I pointed towards the existence of a fairly large group of collexeme
pairs which combine nouns from the semantic set ‘changes, undertakings, distinctive
influences’ with ‘evaluative’ adjectives from the set ‘importance, valuation, effort’ or with
‘dimension’ adjectives. As was pointed out, the combinations from this group are all
typically used to rate or evaluate the merit of some factor or situation in the face of
potential negative consequences. Examples of these pairs are high – price, good –
opportunity, valuable – asset, heavy – burden, big – step, remote – consequence, difficult –
task, good – chance, amongst others. While this group of uses can be found in different
versions of the construction, it is associated, most strongly, with the Too Big a Mess
Construction. Hence, the group of uses may be regarded as representing a subschema
which is located below the level of the subschema which corresponds to the Too Big a
Mess Construction. Importantly, some of the individual realisations just noted are so
frequent that they can be considered entrenched units at an even lower level of
representation; put differently, they can be conceptualised as microconstructions. For
example, the pair high – price, which is part of this group, is actually the most significant
collexeme pair of the entire Too Big a Mess Construction. As was observed, the
combination is repeatedly used to express that some situation may have a certain value,
but that it has too many negative side effects, its meaning thus being in line with the
overall meaning of the larger group indicated above. Most frequently, the pattern built
around high – price contains the indirect complement to pay, which makes the phrase too
high a price to pay a highly specified form-function pairing. In the present context, the
crucial point is that, instead of representing a semi-fixed unit which is isolated from other
uses of the construction, this pattern is a microcronstruction which is integrated into a
full hierarchy of constructions spanning different levels of abstraction. To recapitulate,
the microconstruction too high a price (for X) (to pay) is situated at a level of abstraction
below that of the subschema corresponding to Too Big a Mess NPs which are used to rate
or evaluate the merit of some factor/situation in the face of potential consequences; and
this subschema is, in its turn, subordinate to the more general Too Big a Mess subschema.
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Other microconstructions which are located at the same level as too high a price (for X)
(to pay) include units structured around, for example, too big a step or too heavy a burden.
In conclusion, this group of interrelated uses makes it evident that the Big Mess
Construction (and its versions) are superordinate to a range of units of decreasing
schematicity. Furthermore, it was stressed that, rather than representing just one of many
possible realisations of a subschema, a unit such as too high a price (for X) (to pay) is both
formally and functionally specific enough as well as frequent enough to be considered a
separate microconstruction.
The sum of these findings can be noted to be entirely in accordance with the
emphasis placed by usage-based models of Construction Grammar on the co-existence of
higher-level generalisations and item-specific knowledge or concrete exemplars
(Goldberg 2006: 12-14, 45-65). Speakers are highlighted to have access both to
representations of more abstract patterns as well as to individual, concrete realisations
of these patterns. In the constructionist framework, the higher-level generalisations are
held to be formed across the exemplars witnessed in language use (Goldberg 2013: 16).
Highly frequent patterns such as the examples just given (or e.g. too good an opportunity
(for X) to miss, too strong a word (to use), so important a part, so short a time) represent
prototypical realisations of more abstract units. The prototypical, highly frequent
realisations are stored as microconstructions. The more abstract unit may alternatively
be realised by other forms which are both semantically and functionally related to one
another. As became apparent, the findings thus also substantiate the co-existence of
various realisations which can be assumed to be prototypical of the Big Mess
Construction. As stated by Hilpert (2013: 57), “[w]hereas it is a common idea that the
usage of a construction reflects a single prototype and its extensions, there could in fact
be several prototypes, each of which has extensions of its own.” My results on the Big Mess
Construction point exactly in this direction.
ii)

Evidence from the analyses of subpatterns of evaluation

The second group of investigations which provided findings sustaining the existence of
subschemas and microconstructions at the level below the individual Messes is the group
of analyses of the subpatterns of evaluation (Chapter 7.3). In this context, I sketched a
number of structural frames which involve several specifications beyond that of the
realisation of the degree modifier slot. On the formal side, the subpatterns may for
example specify a number of possible realisations of the indirect complement or the

360
presence of other components (e.g. a marker of negation). On the functional side, the
frames were highlighted to be associated with more specific types of evaluation. To
illustrate, two subpatterns linked most strongly to the As Big a Mess Construction were
demonstrated to utilise the slot of the expanded indirect complement to express an
explicit “Standard of Comparison”. The first of these two subpatterns compares an
Evaluated Entity 1, corresponding to the clausal subject, to an Evaluated Entity 2 or to
some previous state/realisation of the Evaluated Entity 1, which corresponds to the
expanded complement. The second subpattern involves what was termed a “Superlativetype Comparison”. For the purpose of illustration, the patterns are repeated in Tables 8.2
and 8.3. As these examples of subpatterns of the evaluative pattern show, it is possible to
detect groups of uses of individual Big Mess versions the instances of which resemble one
another in terms of both additional formal constraints and additional functional
specifications. In other words, it is possible to observe distinct patterns at levels of
abstraction below that of the individual Big Mess versions.
Table 8.2

Pattern of evaluation built around prototypical uses of the Big Mess
Construction: subpattern including the category “Standard of Comparison”

Evaluated
Entity 1

Hinge

Evaluative
Category

Evaluation Carrier
(+ Contribution to
Evaluative
Category)

NP/CLAUSE

COPULAR
VERB

GENERAL NOUN
(+ MODIFIERS)

as/
than

they
It
that

are
’s
is

(MODIFIER +)
DEGREE
MODIFIER +
ADJECTIVE
as lethal
no dafter
as significant

a weapon
an idea
an increase

as
than
as

Table 8.3

not

Standard of
Comparison, e.g.:
Evaluated Entity 2
Previous state/
realisation/etc.
phrase/clause

a gun
yours
we’ve had in previous
years

Pattern of evaluation built around prototypical uses of the Big Mess
Construction: subpattern including the category “Superlative-type
Comparison”

Evaluated
Entity 1

Hinge

Evaluative
Category

NP/CLAUSE

COPULAR
VERB
was

(MODIFIER +) as
+ ADJECTIVE
as unsuitable

that wife of
his

Evaluation Carrier
(+ Contribution to
Evaluative
Category)
GENERAL NOUN
(+ MODIFIERS)
a sick-nurse

as

Standard of
Comparison:
Superlative-type
Comparison
phrase/clause

as

you could find
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A more detailed analysis was devoted to yet another subpattern built around the
As Big a Mess Construction, viz. the pattern involving an as any complement (see Chapter
7.3.2.3). Overall, there are no fewer than 99 instances of this formally highly specified
pattern in my data. The investigation of the pattern revealed that even amongst these
instances, which are united by an identical formal realisation of the indirect complement,
it is possible to detect at least two subpatterns. These two subpatterns were emphasised
to differ not only in their more specific functions but also in their preferences regarding
the realisation of the lexically variable slots. For examples, see again the instances
repeated as (7) and (8). As was discussed, the pattern exemplified by (7) most typically
contains the semi-fixed units (or microconstructions) as good a time/place as any and
functions to communicate that a given point in time or a given place may not be ideal for
a specific purpose but that there will never be such an ideal time/place and others will
not really be better either. Especially in combination with time, the pattern displays a
strong tendency to be used to suggest that it would be good to get some unpleasant task
done with rather sooner than later. In striking contrast to these meanings, the pattern
represented by (8) was explained to communicate that the specific time, place, individual,
situation, etc. under evaluation does possess the adjectival quality to a higher degree than
others, the pattern thus being characterised by a puzzling, non-compositional semantics.
In consequence, the two subpatterns featuring as any complements need to be viewed as
two separate form-function pairings. These differences notwithstanding, the
instantiations of both as any patterns were stressed to share striking functional
resemblances, such as frequent undertones of ironic language usage.
(7)

He said, ‘Perhaps I ought to take you home.’ He sounded grumpy. ‘I don’t mind
staying if it’s all the same to you,’ she said. It had to happen sometime and now
was as good a time as any. She wanted to get it over with. (BNC: FNU 2161-65)

(8)

‘Don't be,’ she said. ‘I’ve had a very good life and quite a long one. I don’t want to
linger on in hospital with tubes and drugs and all that messy business. I shan’t
suffer much, they tell me, and I’ll be here in my own surroundings. It’s as good a
way as any. (BNC: CDY 2861-65)

In sum, the example of the as any pattern once more illustrates the existence of various
form-function pairings which are linked to one another inside the hierarchically
organised network of constructions. My analysis minimally revealed a subschema of the
As Big a Mess subschema which specifies the formal constraint of an as any complement;
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this subschema was, in turn, found to be superordinate to at least two lower-level
subschemas (the two groups of uses of the as any pattern) which inherit a set of common
functions from the higher-level subschema while at the same time specifying additional
formal and functional information. What is more, the frequent realisation of the first
subpattern with time/place in the head noun slot hints at the existence of at least two
microconstructions at a yet lower level of abstraction.
The second subpattern which received an in-depth analysis was the pattern
involving the metadiscursive uses of the Too Big a Mess Construction. As previously
indicated, it could be established that, while comparable metadiscursive functions can be
observed for other subschemas of the Big Mess schema, it is clearly the Too Big a Mess
subschema which is most distinctly associated with the corresponding realisations. The
remarkable formal and functional similarities which are shared amongst these instances
demonstrate that speakers have internalised a corresponding subschema below the level
of that of the Too Big a Mess subschema. What is more, a number of highly frequent, semifixed units could be uncovered, which indicate that speakers have additional access to
representations of individual exemplars or microconstructions (such as the highly
frequent too strong a word to use microconstruction).
Another finding which was reached in this connection concerns the observation
that, whereas some subpatterns are typical of particular Messes, units which are clearly
related to these subpatterns in their forms and functions can still be found to occur in
other constructional versions. For example, although the metadiscursive pattern
represents the prototypical use of the Too Big a Mess Construction, it can also occur with
other versions, if considerably less frequently so. By way of illustration, reconsider the
previously cited example of the So Big a Mess NP in (9), which strongly resembles the
microconstruction built around too strong a word.
(9)

‘There has been much’, he continued, ‘which has implicitly or otherwise criticized
– it is not so strong a word – criticized the foreign policy of my country.’ (BNC: AR3
1381)

In line with these observations, it may be argued that the individual Big Mess versions
inherit the more general formal and functional profiles from the higher-level Big Mess
schema while differing from one another in terms of their prototypical extensions of the
general profile. The links connecting the different subschemas to one another (or their
shared link to the Big Mess schema) further appears to allows for analogical uses such as
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that in (9). In fact, it was argued that uses which are prototypical of one schema (here the
metadiscursive uses which are prototypical of the Too Big a Mess schema) and which are
thus particularly strongly entrenched and salient, may be regarded as likely candidates
for the generalisation to other subschemas. As previously indicated, it is worth devoting
additional attention to the group of “Fancy Messes” in this context. While the “fancy”
instances violate specific formal constraints, they remain formally but also functionally
linked to more typical examples of the construction. Interestingly, many of these instances
resemble prototypical uses of other Messes, such as is the case for the metadiscursive use
of a Big Mess NP initiated by sufficiently, repeated here as (10).
(10)

To this it might be replied that it is not simply the case that the evaporation/solarflares analogy is not sufficiently strong an analogy to justify our using the term
‘afternoon’ on the Sun; it is no justification at all. (BNC: CK1 1547)

The Fancy Messes represent an extension of the constructional boundaries to other
structures (in this case to a realisation including sufficiently). This may again be taken to
suggest that speakers have formed an abstract generalisation corresponding to Big Mess
NPs more generally, which enables instances of (analogical) overgeneralisation (see also
Traugott 2007). As noted by Traugott and Trousdale (2013: 15), such analogical uses may,
in the long run, lead to change in terms of the structural characteristics of the
construction.
All in all, the analysis of the more general pattern of evaluation and its subpatterns
has revealed striking regularities in the use of the construction. More specific formal
realisations which are connected to more specific discourse functions could be
discovered. This convincingly indicates that speakers have internalised less abstract
generalisations at levels below those corresponding to the entries for the individual
Messes. Lastly, it should be stressed that it was possible to identify a number of functions
which are shared across a large range of these subpatterns. This involves in particular the
functions of emphasising acts of evaluation via processes of comparison or contrast. The
sum of these findings strongly substantiates the conclusion of the existence of a hierarchy
of constructions, including a more abstract Big Mess schema, subschemas at the level of
the individual Messes as well as subschemas at a range of yet lower levels of abstraction.
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Inheritance links connecting the Big Mess schema to schemas at higher levels of abstraction
The discussion of the organisation of the Big Mess versions inside a hierarchical network
has so far been restricted to the levels below and including that of the Big Mess schema.
In addition, constructionist approaches will assume the Big Mess Construction itself to be
linked to – and to inherit characteristics from – other, more abstract constructions. As
shall be pointed out next, the existence of such links, too, is mirrored in my findings.
To begin with, while differing from other, more prototypical NPs in certain regards,
Big Mess NPs of course need to be seen as subgroups of NPs. The construction can hence
be assumed to inherit formal and functional characteristics of the more abstract NP
construction; simultaneously, it specifies its own characteristics which distinguish it from
other NPs. In the quantitative analysis in Chapter 4.3, for instance, Big Mess NPs were
found to realise a similar range of syntactic functions as more prototypical NPs while
differing from the latter in terms of their proportional distribution over the individual
functions involved. Consider further the comparisons which were conducted between Big
Mess NPs and different sets of superordinate NPs with regard to text-type specific
preferences (Chapter 4.2). As was explained, Big Mess NPs deviate from the behaviour
displayed by NPs more generally in that they occur more frequently in planned written
registers than in spontaneous spoken registers. However, in their distributional pattern
they resemble the subgroup of NPs containing a modifier and, in particular, the lowerlevel subgroup of NPs which, like Big Mess NPs, contain an AdvP inside an AP. In other
words, the Big Mess Construction could be argued to inherit characteristics of this
subgroup of complex NPs. The presence of this specific type of modifier in Big Mess NPs
consequently appears to go hand in hand with certain register preferences. At the same
time, the fact that Big Mess NPs represent a yet more specific subgroup of complex NPs
containing this type of modifier is reflected in fine differences between Big Mess NPs and
the superordinate set regarding the more concrete degrees of association with the
individual text types involved. As proposed by Hillert (2011: 166-67), the construction
may further be assumed to be linked to a more abstract Subject Complement
Construction, with which it shares specific functional characteristics.
To give another example of more abstract constructions to which the Big Mess
Construction is linked, it is worth recalling that Big Mess NPs were stressed to involve
similarities with other (contrastive) focus constructions (see Chapter 7.4). In parallel with
focal material in the focus fronting construction, the fronted AP of Big Mess NPs was
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outlined to contain new or re-emphasised information which is discourse-prominent and
is made salient by the previous context. A link to this (and other) focus constructions
inside the inheritance network can therefore be stipulated. The construction may further
be assumed to inherit traits from the more general degree item construction. For example,
the finding that the construction is associated with evaluative discourse functions can, as
previously implied, be motivated with reference to the fact that the Big Mess Construction
contains an obligatory degree item slot. After all, degree items more generally are
associated with evaluative functions. In consequence, it does not come as a surprise that
Big Mess NPs – which obligatorily contain one such item – share this association. This also
means that, theoretically, the finding concerning the evaluative functions of the Big Mess
Construction could be interpreted as representing a mere artefact of the mandatory
presence of the degree modifier inside the construction, rather than being a characteristic
of the construction itself. Within the constructionist framework, on the other hand, the
shared association needs to be seen not so much as an artefact but as a natural
consequence of the fact that the Big Mess Construction inherits properties of the more
general degree item construction.
Similarly, the subschemas of the Big Mess Construction may be assumed to inherit
features of the individual degree item specified in each subschema. For example, the
finding that the That Big a Mess Construction deviates from other subschemas in being
more characteristic of spoken than of written language seems to be a consequence of the
more general distributional characteristics of the that as degree modifier construction.
Still, it needs to be stressed that only some of the idiosyncrasies of the Big Mess
versions (or of Big Mess NPs more generally) can be explained with reference to the
individual constructions which form part of them. Clearly, this is not possible for all of
these idiosyncrasies. As an example, the fact that the So Big a Mess Construction has been
found to deviate most strongly from generalisations concerning the distribution of Big
Mess NPs over text types, syntactic functions or their internal structural complexity
cannot be maintained to result exclusively from a link with the so as degree modifier
construction. Rather, these peculiarities represent non-predictable constraints on the use
of this specific version of the construction. Note further that the observation of such nonpredictable constraints in turn provides additional support for the view which regards
the constructional versions as distinct form-function pairings at a level below that of the
Big Mess schema.
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Evidence from findings suggesting structural priming effects between different
constructional versions
Lastly, the hypothesis that the individual Big Mess versions represent subschemas linked
to a more abstract Big Mess schema may be argued to receive sustenance from findings
which point in the direction of priming effects. As was indicated in the description of the
distribution of my data over the different text types of the BNC, the corpus contains
several files which make repeated use of the construction (see Chapter 4.2). Overall, there
are 888 files which contain more than 1 instance of the construction, 20 of which include
between 10 and 17 instances. The top three files with the highest relative frequencies of
the construction feature 11, 17 and 16 instances, which corresponds to a frequency pmw
of 497.74, 481.76 and 393.53, respectively. It was thus argued that the use of the
construction might be seen to be susceptible to idiolectal preferences. What is more,
multiple uses of Big Mess NPs in succession may at least tentatively be proposed to
represent the result of structural priming effects.
In brief, research in the area of structural priming has demonstrated that speakers
and writers are influenced in the production and comprehension of linguistic material by
the linguistic stimuli which occur in the preceding co-text. Besides experimental evidence
of the existence of priming effects which hold between lexemes, such effects have been
established to hold between grammatical constructions. In a nutshell, research has shown
language users to display a tendency to re-use grammatical structures which they have
heard/read or which they themselves have just used before. Early studies usually
mentioned in this context include Weiner and Labov’s (1983) work, which proves that the
frequency with which informants make use of passive constructions is influenced by
previous occurrences of these structures. In another well-known experiment, Bock
(1986) presents one group of informants with instances of either passive or active
constructions and another group with either ditransitive or prepositional dative
constructions. In subsequent picture description tasks, her informants are shown to be
more likely to use that member of the given alternation with which they were presented
before. In a more recent study, Gries (2005) is additionally able to demonstrate that
similar structural priming effects can be observed in non-experimental, corpus-based
data.
In line with these findings, it could thus be argued that repeated uses of the Big
Mess Construction within a single file result, at least to some extent, from structural
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priming effects.120 Importantly, a glance at the hits which occur inside one and the same
file reveals that the files which make repeated use of the construction cannot only be
observed to include multiple instances of a single Big Mess version; they can also be
observed to contain different versions of the Big Mess construction. The 11, 17 and 16
instances of the top three files, for example, are spread over 3, 4 and 2 versions of the
construction, respectively. It should further be emphasised that the 4 versions occurring
in the file which ranks second in the list include an infrequent, “fancy” variant. These
findings are of particular interest in the present context in that one specific version of the
construction might accordingly be hypothesised to prime the larger, more abstract
construction, including all of its versions or even alternative, infrequent realisations of it.
In turn, this finding appears to endorse the interpretation of the Big Mess versions as
subschemas connected to a higher-level schema as opposed to the alternative
interpretation of a family of constructions, the members of which are only distantly
related to one another. The present account of priming effects is clearly in need of
additional confirmation, however.
Conclusion
The provisional state of some of my interpretations notwithstanding, the sum of my
findings can be concluded to conform to the constructionist view of the organisation of
linguistic structures into hierarchical networks: Big Mess NPs inherit features from more
general constructions (e.g. the NP construction) while adding their own characteristics as
they are specified in the general Big Mess schema. The individual Messes represent
subschemas, which, in their turn, inherit these characteristics from the Big Mess schema.
Each of the subschemas further specifies its own formal and functional peculiarities. It
was also remarked that the group of versions combined under the label of Comparative
Messes seems to be united by a number of shared features which distinguish it from other
Big Mess subschemas. These versions may thus be argued to represent subschemas which
are themselves connected to a higher-level subschema corresponding to my combined set
of “Comparative Messes”. Still, it should be borne in mind that, in the absence of sufficient
data on the individual versions of these Comparative Messes, the status of this group and
its members remains unresolved. Another conclusion which can be drawn on the basis of

The individual hits which occur in each of the files would of course have to be investigated with regard
to the question of how much linguistic material intervenes between the respective uses of the construction.
No such examination was conducted for the present purpose.
120
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my findings is that, below the level of the subschemas conforming to the individual
Messes, speakers have access to highly specific microconstructions and/or additional
layers of subschemas which subsume a number of such microconstructions.
To illustrate these complex findings, a simplified representation of the
hierarchically organised network structured around the Big Mess schema is given in
Figure 8.1. It needs to be emphasised that the network represented in this illustration is
no more than a partial version of the full taxonomy of constructions linked to the Big Mess
schema; in the full network, the constructions included in this overview would be
connected to numerous other constructions at different levels of the hierarchy, which
have been left out here for the purpose of exposition. The representation in Figure 8.1 is
further simplified in that it mostly specifies only shorthand labels such as “Comparative
Messes” or fractional descriptions of the form side of the different form-function pairings.
Note further that simplified descriptions of the function-side were included only to
distinguish between distinct subschemas of the higher-level subschema corresponding
either to the “As Big A Mess As Any” pattern or to the metadiscursive uses of the Too Big
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8.3.4 Suggestions for construction-based research on the diachrony of Big Mess
NPs
Testing the inferences on the mental representation of the Big Mess Construction against
diachronic data
The discussion of the integration of the study of Big Mess NPs into a constructionist
framework has thus far focused on the synchronic findings gathered as part of my own
study. As mentioned, I would like to argue that the usage-based constructionist approach
additionally appears to offer promising avenues of research on the diachrony of the NPs
under study. The following will briefly sketch a few suggestions for future research in this
area. I will begin by discussing how the method used by Hilpert (2013: 155-203) could be
used to test my inferences on the mental representation of the construction against
diachronic data. Hilpert’s study was already discussed in the overview of diachronic
constructionist work in Section 8.2. In the present context, it is worth reconsidering his
study in order to make it explicit how his method may be applied to the investigation of
the Big Mess Construction. After this specific proposal, I will formulate a few more general
questions concerning the diachronic evolution and development of Big Mess NPs. Next, I
will outline another specific method for the study of change in the semantics of Big Mess
NPs, viz. Diachronic Distinctive Collexeme Analysis (Hilpert 2006, 2008).
My examination of the level of abstraction at which generalisations pertaining to
the Big Mess Construction are formed in the previous section relied on the interpretation
of findings which were reached on the synchronic use of Big Mess NPs. While this
approach allowed us to draw first conclusions, the investigation would benefit from the
future addition of diachronic work. The approach taken by Hilpert in his (2013: 155-204)
study of concessive parentheticals is particularly promising in this regard. In parallel to
his (2013: 171-91) synchronic comparison of four individual concessive parentheticals,
my comparative analyses of different Big Mess versions revealed both differences and
similarities between the individual structures under investigation. Like Hilpert (2013:
191), we thus need to acknowledge that it is quite challenging to operationalise the
question of the concrete nature of speakers’ cognitive representations relating to the
group of structures under examination. How, then, may empirical evidence in the form of
diachronic patterns be employed to further investigate whether the Big Mess versions
represent subschemas linked to a more abstract schema or whether they, on the contrary,
represent a loosely structured constructional family?
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As previously indicated, Hilpert notes the central question which needs to be
addressed in this context to be whether diachronic data witness to processes of structural
and semantic levelling between the different constructional realisations or whether it is,
instead, possible to identify processes of divergence. Applied to the case of the Big Mess
Construction this means: if differences between the individual microconstructions and
Big Mess subschemas can be observed to undergo levelling over time, the historical
development would suggest the gradual formation of a higher-level Big Mess schema. The
development would accordingly represent an instance of constructionalisation. The
rationale underlying this assumption is that, once speakers have formed such an abstract
generalisation, they can be expected to transfer idiosyncratic characteristics of individual
constructions from one Big Mess version to other versions (compare Hilpert 2013: 15758). As different versions adopt characteristics from one another, they become
increasingly similar to each other; the frequency of the idiosyncratic characteristics is
thus increasingly levelled (Hilpert 2013: 201). As formulated by Hilpert (2013: 204) in
the context of another study, if different structures can be observed to “develop in lockstep, this means that speakers have formed a generalization across [all] of them: [all]
instantiate the same construction.” If, on the contrary, the versions and
microconstructions involved can be noticed to retain their structural and semantic
differences over time, or to increasingly diverge from one another, the development
would imply that speakers have access to a loosely connected family of subschemas and
microconstructions. The individual constructions would not, in this case, seem to be
linked to a superordinate, abstract Big Mess schema which unites all versions (compare
Hilpert 2013: 73).
It should be highlighted that, instead of presenting a clear-cut dichotomy, Hilpert’s
results on concessive parentheticals indicate that the diachronic developments of a group
of related structures can actually involve both processes of assimilation and divergence
simultaneously. In other words, different (groups) of subschemas may develop in
opposing directions. In the case of concessive parentheticals, Hilpert’s data demonstrate
that two versions have undergone mutual assimilation over time whereas the remaining
two have come to adopt an increasing number of idiosyncratic characteristics (p. 196). As
in this case, the different Big Mess versions could consequently also be expected to be
organised as a bundle of subschemas, some of which amalgamate a number of Big Mess
versions which display more similarities amongst each other than with other versions.
For example, it was noted above that the members of the group of Comparative Messes
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appear to display a fairly large degree of mutual similarity. In case diachronic data
attested to a process of increasing assimilation amongst the individual Comparative
Messes, the diachronic results would accordingly buttress the interpretation that
speakers have come to entertain a higher-level subschema corresponding to this group of
constructional versions. Additionally, leveling phenomena amid other individual Messes
may motivate corresponding hypotheses which have not yet been identified on the basis
of the synchronic findings. Hilpert’s study provides a vivid demonstration of how
diachronic corpus data and statistical methods can be employed to investigate the nature
of speakers’ mental representations. It should be mentioned, however, that no conclusive
results concerning the representations held by present-day speakers of English can be
drawn on the basis of diachronic data. As stated by Hilpert (2013: 199) himself, the types
of findings brought forth by this approach “cannot settle the question as to what is
cognitively represented and what is not, but they are useful for the construction of
reasonable hypotheses.”
Additional questions relating to the diachronic evolution and development of the Big Mess
Construction
Apart from the highly specific issues just outlined, future work needs to investigate a
number of other questions concerning the diachronic evolution and development of Big
Mess NPs. Processes of both constructional changes and of constructionalisation will have
to be subjected to detailed analysis. Frequency changes, for example, form part of the
processes of constructional change which receive special attention in diachronic
constructionist approaches. It will have to be examined whether any notable changes in
the frequency of Big Mess NPs or their versions can be detected.
More generally, diachronic data need to be investigated for the chronology of the
emergence of different Big Mess versions over time. When and how have the different
versions been added to speakers’ repertoires? Have any previously attested versions
fallen entirely out of use? It should be stressed at this point that, in order to gain insights
into processes of constructionalisation or the cognitive generalisations entertained by
speakers at different points in time, it is insufficient to concentrate on frequency figures
alone. Additionally, it will be necessary to track potential changes in the productivity of
the construction and its versions. As explained by Hilpert (2013: 116), the productivity of
a structure is of crucial importance to the Goldbergian definition of the construction. The
reason for this is that, in usage-based models,
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[a] construction is only a construction if it is represented as a generalization over its types
and instances in the minds of speakers. The waning of productivity is prima facie evidence
that such a generalization has been lost.
(Hilpert 2013: 116)

It is worth recalling in this context the importance of both type and token frequency
effects as they are highlighted in usage-based constructionist models. As mentioned, the
models assume schematic generalisations at the highest levels of abstraction only if these
can be supported on the basis of a relatively high type frequency involved, type frequency
here referring in essence to what was termed productivity in Chapter 5.2 and above (i.e.
to the number of different items which can occur inside the schematic slots of a
construction; compare Th. Hoffmann 2013: 314-15). Lower-level microconstructions, on
the other hand, may be posited on the basis of observations of high token frequencies
(Croft 2013:223). In consequence, increases in the type frequency or productivity of the
Big Mess Construction could be interpreted as evidence of the formation of a more
abstract schema (Th. Hoffmann 2013: 314-15). More generally speaking, it would be
useful to apply different measures of productivity (see Chapter 5.2) in order to compare
changes in the productivity of the construction. What is more, if some versions can be
found to increase their frequency relative to that of other versions, it may additionally be
assumed that their level of entrenchment and thus their prototypicality has increased as
compared to that of other versions (Hilpert 2013: 16; 2014: 197-98). Besides changes in
frequency and productivity, it will be necessary to track changes in generality and
potential changes in compositionality in order to enable conclusions concerning the
formation of mental schemas. Moreover, it would be interesting to examine how the fairly
distinct status of the So Big a Mess Construction has arisen over time; as was repeatedly
shown, this version differs in a number of characteristics from other Messes and thus
appears to be more distantly related to other versions inside the network of
constructions.
Similar changes need to be addressed as concerns the most frequent and typical
subschemas and microconstructions which were identified for each Big Mess version. It
cannot simply be assumed that those patterns or (semi)-fixed units which were noted to
be typical of the construction and its versions in Present-day English have always been
the most frequent and prototypical uses. The development of the individual
microconstructions therefore needs to be analysed on the basis of historical data.
Additionally, it remains to be investigated whether and how these developments have, in
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their turn, influenced the gradual formation of higher-level subschemas and of the
superordinate Big Mess schema.
Diachronic Distinctive Collexeme Analysis
A method which would appear to offer particularly valuable insights into changes in the
constructional semantics of Big Mess NPs is Diachronic Distinctive Collexeme Analysis
(DDCA). DDCA is a more recent addition to the family of methods summarised under the
label of Collostructional Analysis (see Stefanowitsch and Gries 2003, 2005; Gries and
Stefanowitsch 2004a, 2004b; see also the introduction to the collostructional methods in
Chapter 5.3.1). As such, the method could be used to supplement the findings which were
gained on the semantics of Big Mess NPs by means of synchronic collostructional methods
(see Chapter 5) with a diachronic perspective.
The method, introduced by Hilpert (2006, 2008), aims to explore the development
of constructional semantics over time. It represents an application of (Multiple)
Distinctive Collexeme Analysis (Gries and Stefanowitsch 2004a) to diachronic data. The
synchronic counterpart, Distinctive Collexeme Analysis, serves to identify subtle
distributional differences between two semantically similar constructions via the
identification of lexemes which are more typical of one of the two constructions than of
the other. That is to say, Distinctive Collexeme Analysis is interested not so much in
lexemes which are frequent in both constructions but rather in those which co-occur
significantly more frequently in one construction than in the other – and which can hence
be regarded as being ‘distinctive’ of that construction (compare Hilpert 2006: 244). In
parallel to that, Multiple Distinctive Collexeme Analysis (see e.g. Gilquin 2006) identifies
the distinctive collexemes of more than two semantically similar constructions. Hilpert’s
(2006) diachronic version, on the other hand, aims to compare the distributional profiles
of one construction at multiple points in time. For this purpose, DDCA isolates lexemes
which are distinctive of specific periods, i.e. items which co-occur with the construction
with higher relative frequencies in one period than in others (Hilpert 2006: 248). By
tracing changes in its collocational preferences, the method may consequently be
employed to detect changes in the semantics of the construction under study (Hilpert
2006: 243). For a discussion of methodological problems associated with the diachronic
application of Distinctive Collexeme Analysis, see Hilpert (2006: 250-51; 2012: 242-43)
and Stefanowitsch (2006).
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To illustrate the potential benefits of a future application of this method to the
study of the Big Mess Construction, let us have a look at an example of a construction
which has been subjected to a DDCA and which shares structural similarities with Big
Mess NPs. The example concerns the English many a NOUN construction, which is
investigated by Hilpert (2012). The construction is exemplified by (11) below.
(11)

We have been round the BBC buoy many a time, so there is no excuse for hasty
words, or mistakes. (BNC: AKH 728)

As stated by Hilpert (2012: 234), the many a NOUN construction deviates from
prototypical NP structure in that it involves a quantifier which precedes the determiner.
Two other constraints mentioned by the author concern the restriction to many as
realisation of the quantifier slot and the absence of any intervening elements between
many and the article. Hilpert’s (2012) analysis is based on approximately 15,000
instances of the construction extracted from COHA. The periodisation of the data results
from the prior application of a Variability-based Neighbor Clustering algorithm (for
details on the method, see Hilpert 2012: 237). Hilpert then conducts a qualitative analysis
of the 15 most distinctive collexemes of the construction in four successive corpus
periods. In the first period, the construction is found to be most strongly associated with
the semantic frame of ‘human emotions’ (p. 241). The next stage is characterised by an
increase of time nouns and, with that, a focus on ‘repeated or prolonged experience’ (p.
241). The third stage involves the rise of an additional association with the frame of
‘human experiencers in sociopolitical roles’, which continues into the fourth stage (pp.
241-42). As noted by Hilpert, although the additional schemas have not lost their
productivity, it is the ‘time’ pattern which has continued to remain predominant until the
present day (p. 242).
Given enough data from different periods, the method of DDCA could similarly be
used to investigate potential shifts in the semantics of Big Mess NPs (and its versions).
More specifically, it may help us examine at which point in time the semantic frames
which were identified as prototypical in the synchronic collostructional analyses started
to become associated with the construction. Moreover, the method may make it possible
to detect additional semantic patterns which used to be typical of the construction but
which, at some point, started to decrease in frequency or which lost their productivity
entirely.
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In the remainder of the chapter, I will now turn my attention to a link between the
Big Mess Construction and another abstract construction, which the chapter has not
discussed in any detail so far, viz. the link to the indirect complement construction. A more
in-depth investigation of this construction shall serve to demonstrate remarkable
interdependencies between the Big Mess Construction and the indirect complement
construction, both as regards formal and functional characteristics.
8.4

The mutual association between the Big Mess Construction and the indirect
complement construction

8.4.1 Introduction
The preceding chapters of my study have yielded numerous findings establishing the
centrality of the indirect complement to Big Mess NPs. Although the indirect complement
is an optional structural component, it has been shown to be strongly associated with the
Big Mess Construction (see Chapter 4.4.1). In total, 49.04% of the instances of the
construction feature an indirect complement. An example of a Too Big a Mess NP with an
indirect complement is repeated in (12); the complement is highlighted by underlining.
(12)

It was too fine a day for the car. (BNC: A73 1900)

It was stressed that, even in cases in which the component is not explicitly realised on the
surface, it can usually be supplemented on the basis of the co-text or the larger discourse
context. In the analysis of the information-structural functions of Big Mess NPs (Chapter
7.2), it was pointed out that the focal pieces of information communicated by the larger
utterance containing the Big Mess NP display a striking tendency to be expressed inside
the AP; in this context, it was further noted that, typically, the informational focus is
contained not only in the part of the AP in predeterminer position but also in the indirect
complement. What is more, the close analysis of subpatterns of evaluation underlying
prototypical uses of the Big Mess Construction (Chapter 7.3) revealed the indirect
complement to make central contributions to the more specific types of evaluative
functions with which each of the subpatterns is associated.
These findings on the central role of the indirect complement for the Big Mess
Construction call for a closer examination of the links between the two constructions. I
will begin by giving an overview of Huddleston and Pullum’s (2002) notes on the more
general structure of the indirect complement (i.e. as it can occur inside or outside of Big

376
Mess NPs). Particular attention will be paid to the set of elements which can license
indirect complements according to the authors. As shall be demonstrated, the vast
majority of these items can either also function as licensors of Big Mess NPs or they can
be related to the Big Mess Construction in some other way (Section 8.4.2). Next, I will
consider the class of degree items in attributive APs, distinguishing between items which
have been found to occur in 1) predeterminer APs, 2) postdeterminer APs or 3) in both
structures in my data; again, I will focus on the overlap between these sets of items and
items which can license indirect complements (Section 8.4.3). To gain further insights into
the co-selection of the two structures, I will then turn my attention to the group of Fancy
Messes and examine the extent to which they include indirect complements (Section
8.4.4). Thereafter, I will demonstrate that the two constructions do not only share formal
links to one another but that they can also be shown to share semantic and functional
characteristics (Section 8.4.5). The section will end with some concluding remarks, in
which I will argue that the interrelation between the two constructions might be
interpreted as giving insights into questions centring on the limited set of degree items
which can occur inside Big Mess NPs (Section 8.4.6).
8.4.2 Licensors of indirect complements according to Huddleston and Pullum
(2002) and their connections to the Big Mess Construction
Let us begin by briefly recapitulating the definition of the term indirect complement. The
term is introduced by Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 967) to refer to complements
“licensed not by the word which is the ultimate head of the construction containing it, but
by an item embedded within some other dependent”. In a phrase like too good an
opportunity to miss, for example, the clause to miss represents an indirect complement
inside the AP as it is licensed not by the head of the AP but by the degree item too.
Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 55) note indirect complements to occur with “most kinds
of phrase” rather than being restricted to NP structure. The elements listed by the authors
(2002: 443) in the subchapter on complements of nouns within NP structure are
presented in (13). The examples given below their enumeration are included here as (14).
Huddleston and Pullum (2002) use single underlining for the indirect complement,
brackets for the dependent of the head noun of which the element licensing the indirect
complement forms a part and double underlining for the licensor itself.
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(13)

“comparative expressions […];
the degree adverbs so and too […];
the sufficiency determinatives enough and sufficient,
and the adverb sufficiently […];
and a number of attributive adjectives, such as easy, in some [very easy] people to
get on with”.

(14)

i

a [larger] galaxy than initial measurements suggested

ii

[so great] a loss that we’re likely to go bankrupt

iii

[too dangerous] a proposal for parliament to accept

It is worth noting that, in two out of Huddleston and Pullum’s three examples, the indirect
complement in question is part of a Big Mess NP although this specific section does not
explicitly cover the structure of Big Mess NPs (labelled “adjectival premodifiers” or
“predeterminer AdjPs” elsewhere in the grammar; see Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 435,
550-51). While certainly not being representative of more general language usage, this
rate of co-occurrence may already be interpreted as hinting at some degree of association
between the two structures.
In addition to the section just cited, the subchapter on functions of declarative
content clauses (pp. 956-72) subsumes notes on indirect complements in clause structure
(pp. 967-69). The authors here list the structures given in (15). The examples cited for the
first group are added in (16).
(15)

delayed complements licensed by so and such
in American English, delayed complements licensed by enough, sufficient, and
sufficiently

(16)

i

a. The case was so heavy that I couldn’t lift it.
b. So many people enrolled for the course that we had to move to a larger
room.
c. It happened so quickly that we were taken completely offguard.
d. It was so at variance with his usual behavior that we thought he was ill.
e. He’d so arranged the programme that we had lots of time to discuss the
papers.

ii

a. It was such a miserable day that we decided to stay at home.
b. He placed the boulder in such a way that the door couldn’t swing shut.
c. Such strain is being placed on the marriage that it is likely to collapse.
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As the examples in (16i) illustrate, so can modify various elements, including adjectives,
degree determinatives, adverbs, PPs and verbs; the different elements are exemplified by
(16ia)-(16ie), respectively. Such, in the examples in (16ii), acts as “predeterminer
modifier in NP structure” (p. 968). Huddleston and Pullum mention that, while the
underlined clauses in (16i) and (16ii) are licensed by so and such, they are complements
in clause structure and not complements of so and such themselves. As is pointed out, the
clause in question is “not adjacent to the so or such that licenses it, but is ‘delayed’ to the
end of the matrix clause. This position is obligatory” (p. 967). According to Huddleston
and Pullum, in American English, the degree modifiers enough, sufficient and sufficiently
additionally license indirect complements in the form of a clause (optionally preceded by
so); these clauses, too, are delayed to the end of the matrix clause (p. 969). Huddleston
and Pullum’s examples are included as (17) below. The authors argue that infinitival
complements would be found in British English instead (e.g. The orchestra is far enough
away from you for you to (be able to) miss the bow scrapes, …).
(17)

i

The orchestra is far enough away from you that you miss the bow scrapes,
valve clicks, and other noises incidental to playing.

ii

The calculation can usually be made with sufficient accuracy that it won’t
affect the final computation.

iii

The party is usually in a room small enough so that all guests are within
sight and hearing of one another.

In the section on comparative complements, comparative governors and
comparative phrases (contained inside the chapter on comparative constructions),
Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 1104-6) list comparative governors (i.e. items which
license comparative complements) together with the prepositions with which they form
expanded comparative complements. The authors state that “expanded comparative
complements are very often indirect complements” (p. 1106). To illustrate this point, they
refer to their example reproduced here as (18), in which the expanded comparative
complement than was necessary is licensed by the comparative inflection -er rather than
the head of NP loan. For the purpose of illustration, the full list (p. 1104) of what they term
“main” comparative governors is included as (19). The governors, highlighted by
underlining, are classified into the four possible types of comparison, which are
distinguished by Huddleston and Pullum according to different combinations of the
features scalar/non-scalar and equality/inequality.
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(18)

He took out [a bigger loan than was necessary]

(19)

SCALAR EQUALITY

i

+

+

as…as, so…as, such…as

ii

-

+

same as, such as, similar to, equal to/with, identical
to/with

iii +

-

-er than, more than, less than, rather than,
prefer…to/than, superior to, inferior to

iv -

-

other

than,

else

than,

differ

from,

different

from/to/than, dissimilar to/from
When comparing these notes on indirect complements to previous descriptions of
the Big Mess Construction and my own Big Mess data, a striking degree of overlap
between the degree items which occur in each of the two constructions becomes
obvious.121 As will be demonstrated in the following, with the exception of attributive
adjectives like easy and some of the comparative governors listed in (19), all of the
licensors of indirect complements mentioned by Huddleston and Pullum (2002) can in
one way or the other be related to the Big Mess Construction.
To begin with, the comparative inflection and the degree adverbs so and too can
straightforwardly be noted to be contained in versions of the Big Mess Construction as
defined in the present study (compare the Comparative Messes, the So Big a Mess and the
Too Big a Mess Constructions). As concerns the sufficiency determinative enough, it was
noted in Chapter 2 that this item counts amongst the elements listed by Aarts and Aarts
121

Kay and Sag (2009) and Matushansky (2002) likewise take notice of an interconnection between the two
structures. Kay and Sag (2009) indicate that the structures which they term the “adjectival predetermination phenomenon” and the “discontinuous modifier phenomenon” are frequently intertwined.
While the definitions of the two phenomena strongly resemble the constructions under study here, the focus
of Kay and Sag’s study rests on the formulation of the relevant constructions and of the lexical entries for
the licensors of the two constructions in Sign-based Construction Grammar terminology. Moreover, Kay and
Sag restrict their observations concerning the overlap of both phenomena to the licensors so, too, more, less,
as, such, while I will offer additional findings on the strong degree of mutual association between the two
constructions which are not mentioned by the authors. Matushansky’s (2002) Minimalist analysis of “degree
movement” points towards the co-occurrence of the two structures as part of the general distinction which is made
in her study between two classes of degree items, viz. “degree operators” and “degree modifiers”. Amongst the
indicators listed by Matushansky that a given degree word is a degree operator is to be found the possible
occurrence of the degree word within the Big Mess Construction: in her model, the movement process of “degree
fronting” is held to occur only with degree operators (e.g. pp. 26-27, 117). Another diagnostic for degree operators
is the potential presence of a clausal dependent of the degree item: although not all degree operators can have
clausal dependents, those which can take such a dependent are all defined as degree operators (e.g. p. 30). Within
the larger structure, a clausal dependent of the degree item would mostly seem to correspond to what is termed an
indirect complement here. As in the case of Kay and Sag’s (2009) work, Matushansky’s methods and aims
naturally differ from those of the present study. What is more, neither of the two analyses takes account of less
common (“fancy”) uses of the structures in question.
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(1988: 109-10) in their notes on APs in predeterminer position (“shifted
premodification”, in their terminology). It was further remarked that, whereas Quirk et al.
(1985: 420-21) do not explicitly list enough in their brief comments on the possibility for
APs to precede the predeterminer, they include an example containing a predeterminer
use of enough in their description of discontinuous APs; the example is repeated as (20).
The single instance of this structure which I was able to retrieve from the BNC is added as
(21).
(20)

She is brave enough a student to attempt the course.

(21)

‘You’re good enough an actress to be invited to our Fenice theatre.’ (BNC: H94
2000)

As is obvious, the structure deviates from the Big Mess instances under study here in that
enough follows the adjective it modifies rather than preceding it. For this reason, and due
to the very low frequency of the structure in the BNC, the structure and its single example
were not included in my data. This decision is certainly debatable, however, and the
structure can be concluded to be at least closely related to the Big Mess Construction as it
is defined here.122
Similar observations are possible with regard to the next licensor of indirect
complements specified in Huddleston and Pullum’s (2002) lists, viz. such. Like enough,
this item occurs in a construction which, while not being identical to Big Mess NPs, is
related to it. In their section on the more general phenomenon of “adjectival
predeterminers”, Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 435) distinguish between three
subtypes of the structure. The two subtypes which correspond to the Big Mess
Construction are labelled “AdjPs introduced by the degree modifiers as, so how, too, this,
and that” and “AdjPs introduced by the degree adverbs more and less”. As a third subtype,
Huddleston and Pullum list structures involving either the element of interest to us in the

Hilpert (2014: 63-64) uses structures such as those in (i) as examples of the phenomenon of multiple
inheritance, which is used to refer to cases in which a specific construction instantiates a number of different
constructions simultaneously (p. 63). According to Hilpert, (i) realises a construction which instantiates the
ATTRIBUTIVE ADJECTIVE construction (e.g. It was an important song) and the ENOUGH TO-INFINITIVE
construction (e.g. It was important enough to put on their last single). The construction thus represents a
“syntactic amalgam, which is linked to both of them via subpart links” (p. 64). Subpart links correspond to
links between constructions which are situated at the same level of abstraction in the construct-i-con, rather
than connecting lower-level to higher-level constructions (p. 63). Instances such as (19) and (20) could
accordingly be seen to instantiate, in addition, either the Big Mess Construction or, as discussed above, a
construction closely related to it.
122

(i)

The Smiths felt it was an important enough song to put on their last single.
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present context (such) or exclamative what in predeterminer position. The authors
observe such and what to “occur as external rather than internal modifier” (p. 435) in NPs
with the indefinite article, as illustrated by the examples in (22) as opposed to *a
such/what disaster.
(22)

EXTERNAL MODIFIER

INTERNAL MODIFIER

i

a.

It was [such a disaster].

b.

She had shown [such promise].

ii

a.

[What a disaster] it was!

b.

[What promise] she had shown!

In contrast to predeterminer APs with as, so, how, too, this or that, Huddleston and Pullum
note such and what to be able to occur as internal modifiers in non-count or plural NPs,
too; compare, for instance, Huddleston and Pullum’s examples *They’re [so good bargains
I can’t resist buying them] versus [such good bargains]. The authors further point out that
such “can follow a if there is another adjective intervening, as in a further such error” (p.
435). However, while such is mentioned to be limited to the expression of a ‘kind’ sense
(“one device of this kind”) in postdeterminer position, the construction with such
preceding the determiner can involve either a ‘kind’ sense (e.g. such a person) or a ‘degree’
sense (e.g. such a disaster). In this regard, then, the construction further resembles Big
Mess NPs. The main difference between the two structures of course rests in the fact that
such modifies the head of NP directly instead of occurring as premodifier inside a
predeterminer AP (e.g. such a mess versus *such big a mess). The two constructions may
therefore once more be concluded to be situated in close proximity to one another inside
speakers’ network of constructions.
The degree modifier sufficiently, which together with sufficient forms the
remaining pair of licensors of indirect complements according to Huddleston and Pullum
(2002), can be linked to the Big Mess Construction on the basis of evidence from what I
termed “Fancy Messes”. The BNC contains two instances of Big Mess NPs featuring
sufficiently as realisation of the degree item slot. Sufficiently consequently also represents
the only degree item which occurs more than once amongst the Fancy Messes. It should
be emphasised that both of these instances can in fact be observed to include an explicitly
realised indirect complement. The examples will be repeated and discussed in connection
with a more detailed investigation of the group of Fancy Messes below (Section 8.4.4).
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8.4.3 Overlap between degree items occurring in predeterminer versus
postdeterminer APs and items licensing indirect complements
The preceding notes departed from the perspective of the items licensing indirect
complements according to Huddleston and Pullum (2002). To complement the
investigation of the relationship between the two constructions, let us start next from the
perspective of a comparison between those degree modifiers which are used inside the
Big Mess Construction on the one hand versus those which have not, or only rarely, been
found to occur inside Big Mess NPs on the other hand. For ease of reference, Table 8.4
repeats the elements which realise the degree item slot in my BNC data (compare Chapter
3.7).
Table 8.4

Distribution of the instances of the Big Mess Construction in the BNC over
the different constructional versions

Version of the Construction

n

As Big a Mess

1,264

Too Big a Mess

1,231

So Big a Mess

870

How Big a Mess

223

However Big a Mess

46

That Big a Mess

36

No Bigger a Mess

81

Much Bigger a Mess

4

(No) More Serious a Mess

38

(No) Less Serious a Mess

11

Fancy Messes

11

Total

3,815
It can be observed that almost all items specified in Table 8.4 count amongst those

elements which can also license indirect complements. As mentioned above, too, so and
comparative expressions are listed as licensors of indirect complements by Huddleston
and Pullum (2002). As was further explained (see Chapter 4.4.1), the set of comparative
expressions includes not only the comparative inflection -er and more/less but also the
adverb as and so in their use as comparative governors; see also Huddleston and Pullum
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(2002: 1104-6). The degree adverb that, on the other hand, neither forms part of the
licensors of indirect complements listed by Huddleston and Pullum (2002) nor do my 36
That Big a Mess instances contain any examples involving this structure. It was previously
indicated, however, that authentic instances of this combination could be retrieved in an
informal search of COCA. See the example repeated as (23).
(23)

I’m not a -- you know, that good a consumer that I know what police work’s supposed
to look like. (COCA: 2002 SPOK Ind Oprah)

The only elements in Table 8.4 which cannot license indirect complements thus appear to
be how and however.
Consider next other typical representatives of the class of degree items which, in
contrast to those just discussed, are not (or only rarely) attested inside the Big Mess order.
These elements can be assumed to be associated instead with the canonical attributive
structure ‘a(n) + DEG + ADJ + N’. Examples include items such as very, really, extremely,
particularly, highly, especially, completely, fully, wholly, pretty, rather, similarly, almost, etc.
In contrast to the majority of degree words contained in Table 8.4, these items cannot
license an indirect complement. This observation is thus in line with our previous finding
of a striking degree of overlap between the licensors of the two structures. It also needs
to be stressed that, in contrast to most of the degree items which have been found to occur
in predeterminer APs in previous work and in my data, the examples of degree items
which tend not to occur in predeterminer structure given above are polysyllabic rather
than monosyllabic. This also means that they are less well suited to function as “prosodic
buffers” in the Big Mess order (see the discussion of rhythmic functions of the Big Mess
Construction in Chapter 6). Although it is not the case that all degree items which can
occur in Big Mess NPs are monosyllabic or that all degree items which tend not to be used
in Big Mess NPs are polysyllabic, rhythmic factors might clearly be expected to interact
with the points outlined in the present section.
A number of additional remarks shall be made regarding those degree items which
have been found in both predeterminer and postdeterminer APs. For example, while
predominantly being used inside the Too Big a Mess Construction (1,231 instances), too
has also been observed to occur in the alternative attributive structure (202 instances).
Interestingly, while 27.62% of my instances of the Too Big a Mess Construction contain
an indirect complement, the group of 202 instances of the attributive alternative ‘a + too
+ ADJ + N’ includes not a single instance with this component. A parallel observation can
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be made with regard to constructions with so. As mentioned, besides the So Big a Mess set
(870 instances), a small group of 22 instances of the attributive alternative ‘a + so + ADJ +
N’ was collected from the BNC. Although the structure is overall too infrequent to enable
any reliable generalisations, it may again be noted here that the attributive alternative set
encompasses no instances featuring an indirect complement. The So Big a Mess
Construction, on the other hand, was observed to contain this component in 26.09% of
the instances (227 out of 870). In consequence, the observations on degree items which
can occur in both structures provide additional support to the finding of a close link
between the two constructions.
8.4.4 Fancy Messes and indirect complements
Corresponding findings can be gained with reference to the group of Fancy Messes, i.e.
those NPs with predeterminer APs which either involve a degree item not commonly
found inside the Big Mess structure or no degree item at all. The central observation to
make on these instances in the present context is that the alternative realisations include
a large proportion of examples which additionally contain the structure of an indirect
complement (5 out of the 11 instances feature an indirect complement; 1 additional
instance contains a structurally similar though-clause, see below). First, it is worth
stressing again that the set does encompass one exceptional instance of a Big Mess NP
initiated by the degree item very, which, as just pointed out, is not normally associated
with the Big Mess Construction. Although the example is from spoken language and my
data contain no more than this single instance, it is interesting to note that the example in
question does in fact also involve an indirect complement. The example is repeated as
(24).
(24)

It was therefore very useful a tool for the Party to adopt during this period of
experimentation of how to achieve successful <unclear> reconstruction of the
countryside. (BNC: KM6 4)

Considering that very neither counts amongst the items which (regularly) license indirect
complements nor amongst those items which (regularly) license Big Mess NPs, the
instance in question may therefore be argued to buttress the finding of a close connection
between the two constructions under study. In the Fancy Mess in (24), the two structures
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have arguably been co-selected in the sense that the choice of one structure may have
prompted that of the other.
Recall further the Fancy Messes repeated as (25) and (26), which resemble
instances of the As Big a Mess and So Big a Mess Constructions with complements
expanded by as but from which a degree item is entirely missing. Despite the absence of
a degree modifier as licensor of an indirect complement, a complement expanded by as is
realised on the surface in both examples. In a similar way as was done for (24) above, it
could be hypothesised that the presence of the typical comparative indirect complement
here prompts the predeterminer position of the (first part of the) AP. This would again
suggest the indirect complement construction and the Big Mess Construction to be closely
associated with one another. In this context, consider also the example in (27), which
matches (25) and (26) in lacking a degree modifier. As previously stated, the thoughclause in this case is unlikely to represent an indirect complement. Rather than forming
part of NP structure, though may here be interpreted as subordinator of a concessive
clause. Compare Quirk et al.’s (1985: 1097) example of a concessive clause initiated by
though (or as) in (28), which features fronted predication outside of NP structure. Despite
the structural differences, the larger structure of an NP followed by a though-clause may
be held to resemble that of NPs containing an indirect complement (in terms of surface
structure, that is). Tentatively, at least, this similarity could be argued to have influenced
the shift of the AP to predeterminer position despite the absence of a degree modifier
licensing the Big Mess order in (27).
(25)

And proof that an informant had indeed reached Edward from the town was
provided by the fact that the emissaries now demanded that the required hostage
should be none other than Seton’s own son, a young man whom he had brought
with him to Berwick on his first military venture, unfortunate a start as this had
turned out to be. (BNC: CD8 1620)

(26)

[P]risons, being regarded by most planners and politicians as ‘nonproductive’ (short-sighted a view as this may be), did not until very recently achieve
even token inclusion in a Five Year Plan, and this came only after a lengthy battle
by individuals within the Ministries of Home Affairs and Welfare to include a
meaningful package for development in the correctional field. (BNC: CRT 713)

(27)

Yet, obvious a performance though it was, behind it lay a real anguish and he knew
it, and knew he couldn’t help it. (BNC: AN8 94)
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(28)

Genius though she was, she was quite unassuming.
As noted above, two other Fancy Messes which include an indirect complement

involve the degree item sufficiently, which forms part of the items listed by Huddleston
and Pullum (2002: 967-69) as licensing indirect complements. The instances featuring
sufficiently are displayed as (29) and (30). The observation that 2 out of the 11 Fancy
Messes include, of the multitude of existing degree items, one of the few items in the
language which also licenses indirect complements reinforces the assumption of the
mutual association between the two constructions.
(29)

In other cases a plan is desirable, provided that the plan is drawn on sufficiently
large a scale not to be merely confusing. (BNC: J6R 155)

(30)

To this it might be replied that it is not simply the case that the evaporation/solarflares analogy is not sufficiently strong an analogy to justify our using the term
‘afternoon’ on the Sun; it is no justification at all. (BNC: CK1 1547)

The last “fancy” instance featuring an indirect complement is that given as (31). At first
sight, the item filling the degree modifier slot in (31) appears to be explicitly, in turn
premodified by such. Alternatively, however, it may be proposed that such premodifies
the AP explicitly sexual. Such may further be assumed to license the indirect complement,
which comes in the bare form with no introductory that (no newspaper dared publish a
sketch of it, let alone a photograph). As will be remembered, such is part of the licensors of
indirect complements listed by Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 967-68). Whether or not
such is to be interpreted as licensing both the indirect complement and as filling the
degree item slot of the Big Mess Construction, the two constructions can thus again be
observed to co-occur. Given the untypical, “fancy” realisation of this Big Mess NP, they
may tentatively also be argued to ‘trigger’ one another, which would give further
sustenance to the hypothesis of their interconnection in the minds of the speaker.
(31)

It was reported that a small altar dominated his room, decorated with the withered
heads of animal forensics could not identify, its centre-piece an idol of such
explicitly sexual a nature no newspaper dared publish a sketch of it, let alone a
photograph. (BNC: CRE 1431)
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8.4.5 Semantic and functional connections between the two constructions
Given the findings on the striking rate of co-occurrence of the two constructions, it seems
worth asking whether the constructions can also be observed to be semantically and
functionally rather than just formally related to one another. Let us first consider
Huddleston and Pullum’s notes on the semantics of indirect complements which are
included in their section on indirect complements in clause structure referred to above:
So and such indicate degree/extent or manner and the content clause has a resultative
meaning that can be brought out by such glosses as “The result of the case being as heavy
as it was that I couldn’t lift it”, “The result of his arranging the programme in the way he did
was that we had plenty of time to discuss the papers”, and so on.
(Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 968)

For indirect complements licensed by too, Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 585)
additionally state that “[t]he primary sense of too is to indicate a higher degree than the
maximum that is consistent with meeting some condition, achieving some purpose,
actualising some situation”, and that the indirect complement explicitly “indicates the
condition, purpose, or potential situation”. As previously discussed (see Chapter 4.4.1 and
Chapter 7.3), this general description of the meaning and function of indirect
complements of too agrees with the functions expressed by this component within the Big
Mess Construction more specifically. It was further outlined that, within the So Big a Mess
Construction, that-complements usually express the resultative meaning specified by
Huddleston and Pullum whereas the smaller number of as-complements have a
comparative meaning. Comparative meanings are also carried by the indirect
complements of the As Big a Mess Construction and by the Comparative Messes.
My analysis of the subpatterns of evaluation underlying the prototypical uses of
the Big Mess Construction (see Chapter 7.3) revealed the indirect complement to
contribute to the central functions of evaluation associated with each of the individual
patterns. Different types of evaluative functions were shown to be paired with specific
formal subpatterns, which differ from one another as regards, in particular, the degree
item and the structural realisation of the indirect complement involved. The indirect
complement slot was argued to fulfil functions such as that of expressing a “Restriction on
the Evaluation”, specifying an “Affected Entity” or “Evaluated Entity”, specifying a
“Standard of Comparison” in the form of a “Superlative-type Comparison” or in the form
of the formulation of a “Counter-expectation”; alternatively, the slot can express a
“Consequence of Evaluation”. It may hence be reasoned that the indirect complement
construction with its more general functions is instrumentalised within the Big Mess
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Construction for the expression of functions related to the evaluation of particular
situations, individuals, etc. against the background of expectations and previous
knowledge; all of these functions represent core functions of the Big Mess Construction in
general (for a more detailed analysis of the meanings and functions of the Big Mess
Construction, see Chapters 5 and 7). In any case, the comparative and resultative
meanings carried by indirect complements within and outside of NP structure can be
observed to be related to the meanings and functions expressed by the Big Mess
Construction in general. In consequence, it can be concluded that the Big Mess
Construction and the indirect complement construction are interrelated not only formally
but also functionally.
8.4.6 Concluding remarks
The preceding sections have established the Big Mess Construction and the indirect
complement construction to be tightly connected to one another within the mental
network of constructions. The high proportion of Big Mess instances featuring an
(explicitly realised) indirect complement already points in the direction of this mutual
association. In these instances, the two constructions are interwoven with one another on
the structural surface: they instantiate both constructions simultaneously. For the vast
majority of constructional versions, it is possible to supplement an indirect complement
on the basis of the surrounding co-text even where it is not explicitly realised on the
surface. Additionally, the present chapter has revealed a striking degree of overlap
between the licensors of indirect complements and the degree items occurring with
predeterminer APs. This finding has been stressed to reinforce the result of an intimate
connection between both constructions. The framework of usage-based Construction
Grammar allows us to systematically account for these observations by concluding the
two constructions to be closely linked to one another within speakers’ mental network of
constructions.
To complete the discussion, I would like to suggest that the link offers a potential
means of approaching the question as to why the degree item slot inside the construction
is (usually) limited in its realisation to the specific set of items which was identified
whereas other items tend not to occur inside the construction: It may be argued that
degree items which can license indirect complements are more likely to occur within Big
Mess NPs than those which cannot. In that context, it should be noted, however, that the
framework of Construction Grammar does not as such necessitate any explanations like
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this. Individual instances of Big Mess NPs represent constructs which are licensed by
specific form-meaning pairings of varying levels of abstraction. The highest-level schema,
i.e. the generalisation which encompasses all versions and subversions of Big Mess NPs,
contains on its form-side a constraint regarding those degree items which commonly
occur inside this construction. There is no theoretical need to explain this constraint.123
Still, the notion of the inheritance network additionally allows us to stipulate links
between the Big Mess schema and the schema corresponding to the structure of the
indirect complement. As was argued, these formal and functional links between the
construction also offer us a potential way to account for (if not explain) the overlap
between the degree items which occur in the two constructions.
8.5

Summary and conclusion

The fact that the Big Mess Construction is used by Hilpert (2014) as an introductory
example illustrating the notion of the construction – the central unit of language in
Construction Grammar – nicely indicates that the NPs under study in the present work
represent much less of a “big mess” for constructionists than for generative grammarians,
from whom the construction has received its name (Berman 1974). In fact, the insight that
speakers’ linguistic knowledge includes countless units which are to some extent “messy”
or idiosyncratic is at the heart of the constructionist enterprise. A systematic analysis of
Big Mess NPs is, however, missing from the construction-based literature. In order to
begin to fill this gap, the present chapter has demonstrated the possibility of embedding
the study of the Big Mess Construction into the framework of Construction Grammar or,
more specifically, into the usage-based Goldbergian (1995, 2006 inter alia) model of
Construction Grammar. As was shown, a multitude of the findings which were gained in
the previous chapters of my study are fully consistent with the core assumptions and
principles underlying this theoretical framework. Furthermore, it was argued that the
study of the Big Mess Construction would itself profit from an integration into
Construction Grammar: construction-based research was highlighted to offer means to
tackle research questions which are of immediate relevance to the exploration of Big Mess
NPs.

Whether this represents an advantage of the construction-based framework or rather a potential point
of criticism is a question which cannot be discussed as part of this study.
123
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The chapter demonstrated that Big Mess NPs can safely be concluded to qualify as
realisations of a construction à la Goldberg (1995, 2006). The quantitative data which
were summarised made it evident that speakers have internalised knowledge of an
abstract schema which specifies constraints on the formal realisations, distribution,
meanings and functions of the structure. A few of these constraints are absolute while
most are probabilistic in nature: my analyses showed that, with regard to uses of the Big
Mess Construction, much less is probable than what is possible to occur. Another key
assumption of Construction Grammar which was emphasised to be mirrored in my
findings is the assumption that structural units are more than “meaningless templates
waiting for the insertion of lexical material” (Stefanowitsch and Gries 2003: 236). Distinct
preferences not only in the formal realisation and distribution of Big Mess NPs but also in
their meanings and information-structural functions could be observed. As was stressed,
the full range of these regularities can be captured via the central theoretical notion of the
construction, which directly pairs a formal structure with its meanings, functions and
uses.
Moreover, it was highlighted that one of the main benefits offered by constructionbased models for the study of the Big Mess Construction is to be found in the notion of the
inheritance network. In a model such as Goldberg’s, constructions are assumed to be
organised within hierarchical networks in which constructions are situated at a
potentially very wide range of different levels of abstraction. In these networks, lowerlevel constructions are assumed to “inherit” characteristics from constructions at higher
levels to which they are linked. This idea was shown to provide a way of systematically
integrating a variety of my findings, including above all observations on the existence of
patterns and regularities at numerous different levels of schematicity and generality.
As was further pointed out, the notion of the inheritance network raises questions
regarding the level of abstraction at which generalisations concerning sets of related
constructions are situated in the minds of the speaker. Such questions are of fundamental
importance to any comprehensive constructionist investigation of the Big Mess
Construction, which will have to tackle question relating to the status of the individual Big
Mess versions as separate constructions. Beginning to approach these questions, the
chapter conducted interpretations of a number of synchronic findings, such as findings
concerning the degree to which the versions resemble one another or data on the
productivity of the construction. This allowed me to conclude provisionally that the
different versions represent form-meaning pairings with distinct structural and
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functional profiles. In addition to these more specific constructions which correspond to
the individual Big Mess versions, speakers were suggested to have internalised a higherlevel schema corresponding to Big Mess NPs more generally. The Messes were found to
differ primarily in terms of the degree to which they are associated with the prototypical
structural profiles, semantic frames and functions which are common to almost all
versions. They were thus analysed as subschemas which inherit formal and functional
traits from the more abstract Big Mess schema while extending the core of shared forms
and functions in their own, more specific ways. This interpretation was further argued to
receive support from instances in which individual language users employ different
versions of the Big Mess Construction in fairly close succession to one another. It was
hypothesised that one version of the construction is able to prime others, which would
appear to harmonise with a view in which speakers have access to and can activate both
a more specific subschema and the more general schema to which it is linked. In other
words, the individual versions may be argued to prime one another via the abstract
schema.
Additionally, the view of the organisation of linguistic knowledge inside
hierarchical networks was emphasised to provide a way of accounting for the patterns
which could be uncovered to exist at levels below that of the individual Messes as well as
for similarities which are shared between Big Mess NPs and other, more abstract
structures. Previous chapters highlighted the existence of a range of subpatterns of
evaluation and (semi)-fixed phraseological units structured around the top collexeme
pairs of the Big Mess Construction. Many of these patterns are frequent enough to be
considered entrenched units; they need to be seen as being stored at levels of the
inheritance network which are subordinate to the level at which the entries for the
individual Messes are located. The Big Mess schema and the subschemas corresponding
to its versions were thus concluded to be linked to less abstract subschemas which are
themselves superordinate to a range of highly specific microconstructions. Moreover, my
instances of Fancy Messes were maintained to display a tendency to be modelled after
these prototypical, entrenched realisations. In consequence, they were cautiously
interpreted as resulting from processes of analogical (over-)generalisation. In accordance
with the view of a hierarchically organised construct-i-con, it was moreover proposed that
the Big Mess schema is itself linked to other, related schemas from which it inherits formal
and functional features, including e.g. the superordinate and highly abstract NP
Construction, the degree item construction or other focus fronting constructions. All in all,
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my findings hence clearly reflect the two types of knowledge which are postulated to coexist in usage-based Construction Grammar, viz. higher-level generalisations and itemspecific knowledge.
While the interpretations regarding the mental representation of Big Mess NPs
were based exclusively on an interpretation of my own synchronic findings, the chapter
further included a discussion of methods which are employed in diachronic constructionbased research to investigate similar questions on the basis of historical data. An
application of comparable methods was emphasised to represent a desideratum for
future research on the Big Mess Construction. For example, it was suggested that, in
parallel to Hilpert’s (2013: 155-204) study of concessive parentheticals, future work may
investigate whether the individual Big Mess versions have come to be more or less
different from one another over time. As was explained, processes of analogical leveling
between the different versions over time would imply the gradual emergence of a higherlevel abstraction in the form of a general Big Mess schema.
In addition to outlining a general agenda for a construction-based account of Big
Mess NPs, the chapter zoomed into the link shared between the Big Mess Construction
and the indirect complement construction in more detail. Results establishing the central
contributions made by this optional component to the meanings and functions of the Big
Mess Construction were recapitulated. To complement these findings, a remarkable
degree of overlap was demonstrated to exist between the degree items which can license
each of the two constructions. Additional insights were derived from the group of Fancy
Messes, several instances of which suggest both structures to be regularly co-selected.
Besides their formal interrelation, the two constructions were shown to share functional
links: both are used, amongst others, to express comparative and resultative meanings. In
sum, the two constructions were concluded to be strongly associated with one another
inside the mental network of constructions. Cautiously, this link was suggested to provide
a means of approaching the as yet unresolved puzzle concerning the limited set of degree
items which occur inside Big Mess NPs. As was emphasised, a construction-based
approach to the Big Mess Construction does not require any explanation of this particular
constraint. Nonetheless, the assumption that the Big Mess Construction is directly linked
to the indirect complement construction inside the construct-i-con was explained to offer
one way of accounting for the constraint: degree items which can license indirect
complements appear to be more likely to occur in Big Mess NPs than those which cannot.
Even though this account is only partial and needs to be combined with others (for
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example accounts relating to the ability of the items involved to function as a rhythmic
buffer), it adds observations which shed some more light on the construction but which
have gone unnoticed in previous work.
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CHAPTER 9

Conclusions and prospects for future research
In this chapter, I will present a synopsis of the main findings which were gained in my
study. Since each of the preceding chapters concluded with a detailed summary of the
central results obtained therein, no additional review of the individual chapters will be
offered here. Instead, the chapter aims to extract from the entirety of results a condensed
set of four principal generalisations concerning the Big Mess Construction. These central
generalisations shall be complemented with two additional observations; while having
received a less detailed treatment in my study, the latter observations could still be
demonstrated to be of fundamental importance to work devoted to the construction. I will
conclude by outlining prospects for future research.
i.

The Big Mess Construction displays a large degree of variability in its formal
realisations and its distribution

The results of my analyses made it evident that the Big Mess Construction is characterised
by a remarkable amount of variability in terms of its formal realisations and its
distributional characteristics. In view of the non-prototypical word order which is
characteristic of Big Mess NPs, the construction may well have been surmised to represent
a more or less fixed idiom which is restricted to highly specific realisations only. My
findings clearly pointed in another direction. The analysis of the internal structural
complexity of the construction showed that the obligatory components of the
construction (degree item, predeterminer adjective, indefinite article and head noun) can
be enhanced by a wide range of optional items on the basis of the general rules of syntax,
which apply to more canonical NPs and Big Mess NPs alike.
Furthermore, my analyses of the realisations of the obligatory but lexically variable
elements (head noun and head of the predeterminer AP) revealed the construction to
represent a productive pattern. That is to say, the construction is not restricted in its use
to a number of pre-given realisations. This conclusion was substantiated by an
investigation of the type and token frequencies of the items occurring in the two slots as
well as of measures based on the numbers of hapax legomena found in them. Additionally,
I took recourse to methods of Collostructional Analysis in order to isolate those items
which reoccur inside the construction not only because of their overall frequency in the
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language but because they can actually be considered to be associated with the
constructional slots more specifically. The combination of the results from my collexeme
analyses (Stefanowitsch and Gries 2003) and co-varying collexeme analyses (Gries and
Stefanowitsch 2004b; Stefanowitsch and Gries 2005) indicated that the slots are not
restricted to lexical items from any highly narrow semantic fields.
It was further recognised that the Big Mess Construction is remarkably flexible in
terms of its distribution over both text types and syntactic functions. My data were
emphasised to cluster neither in a limited number of text type categories or lower-level
genre categories nor in a few individual files only. What is more, they were demonstrated
to contain instances of the construction performing almost the full range of syntactic
functions which can be fulfiled by more canonical NPs.
ii.

The use of the Big Mess Construction is governed by probabilistic constraints

Despite the remarkable flexibility of the construction, my reliance on quantitative data
enabled me to detect sharp dissimilarities in the frequencies with which the different
types of realisation occur. In other words, a lot more was found to be possible than what
is probable to occur and what may thus be regarded as typical of the Big Mess
Construction. For example, while Big Mess NPs can be highly complex, some of the
possible types of optional items were indicated to be distinctly less frequent than others.
The indirect complement was given special emphasis as a structural component which is
strongly linked to the construction. Most additional components which are attested in my
data were, on the other hand, ascertained to be highly infrequent. In fact, the majority of
my instances were highlighted to consist of nothing but the frame ‘DEG + ADJ + a(n) + N
(+ INDIRECT COMPLEMENT)’.
Regarding the items which realise the optional but lexically variable slots, it was
possible to discover clear patterns once the focus of attention was moved to higher levels
of abstraction than that of the individual lexemes. Although the slots are not restricted to
any narrow sets of items, the results of the collostructional analyses and their qualitative
interpretation did uncover preferences in the typical realisations of each slot as well as
patterns regarding the typical adjective-noun combinations. This, in turn, enabled me to
draw generalisations concerning the semantics of the construction. The predeterminer
adjective was identified to have a strong tendency to represent either a ‘dimension’
adjective or an ‘evaluation’ adjective. The head noun slot, on the other hand, was outlined
to display a distinct association with the category of general nouns (Halliday and Hasan
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1976; Mahlberg 2005), i.e. with nouns which are highly vague and depend for their
interpretation on the larger context. Within this category, it was further possible to
distinguish between a number of broad semantic sets into which numerous of these nouns
fall, such as nouns denoting ‘changes, undertakings, distinctive influences’ (e.g. task, step,
change, opportunity, price, burden) or nouns denoting ‘temporal’ and ‘spatial’ categories
(e.g. period, time; place, position).
Its fairly wide distribution over text categories notwithstanding, the construction
could also be shown to be distinctly more frequent in written than in spoken language
more generally and to display a clear dispreference for spontaneous conversation in
particular. In a similar manner, it could be concluded that, although Big Mess NPs fulfil a
comparably wide range of syntactic functions as canonical NPs do, they involve marked
deviations from the latter in terms of the frequencies with which they occur in some of
these functions. The most unique characteristics of the Big Mess Construction in this
regard were emphasised to concern its prototypical occurrence as subject complement
and its marked dispreference for the function of the clausal subject.
iii.

The Big Mess Construction fulfils specific discourse functions

One of the chief aims of my study was to examine whether the Big Mess Construction
merely represents a formal deviation from prototypical NP structure which is triggered
more or less automatically under specific structural conditions or whether it is, instead,
chosen by language users in order to perform particular functions. My findings have
unmistakably established the latter to be the case. While the results yielded by my
prosodic analysis did not suggest rhythmic factors to explain the full range of uses of the
Big Mess Construction, they confirmed such factors to exert an influence on its use in
discourse. In addition, striking regularities were disclosed as regards the roles played by
the construction in the structuring of information and its discourse-pragmatic
functionality.
The rhythmic factors at focus correspond to the Principle of Rhythmic Alternation
and, thus, to a general prosodic tendency which affects linguistic variation and change in
a wide range of areas (see Schlüter 2005). More specifically, I tested Bolinger’s (1972)
claim that the unstressed indefinite article is shifted to its predeterminer position inside
Big Mess NPs so that a stress shift can be avoided which would occur between adjective
and noun in the canonical postdeterminer order. For example, the sequence of three
adjacent stresses in a só bíg méss is reduced to a sequence of only two in só bíg a méss. In
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a case study, I compared my data for the version of the construction with too, ‘too + ADJ +
a(n) + N’, to instances of the more canonical alternative, ‘a + too + ADJ + N’, in terms of
underlying stress configurations. The results indicated that the more canonical structure
tends not to be chosen where it involves the type of stress clash which the Big Mess variant
helps to avoid. It was also found, however, that a large number of instances of Big Mess
NPs possess no such rhythmic advantage over the attributive alternative and that the Big
Mess order is overall much more frequent than the canonical order. All in all, the
avoidance of violations of rhythmic alternation could be concluded to represent a factor
which co-determines the choice of the construction.
In my investigations of the discourse-pragmatic functions of the construction, I
started by testing hypotheses concerning information-structural properties which were
formulated in previous work by de Mönnink (2000), Hillert (2011) and Aniya (2016). In
a close analysis of a subset of instances within their larger discourse context, I was able to
verify that the construction fulfils distinct information-structural functions. In the vast
majority of uses, Big Mess NPs were exhibited to contain the focus of the clauses inside
which they occur. The focal pieces of information were emphasised to cluster in particular
inside the predeterminer AP (including, where present, the indirect complement) and,
thus, inside the constituent which is structurally flagged by means of its fronted position.
An omission of the information contained inside the AP was discovered to result either in
a removal of the entire information load of the clause, in a drastic change of the
information transmitted by it or in a marked loss of emphasis. The findings hence
provided robust support for de Mönnink’s (2000) interpretation of the shifted word order
against the background of Dik’s (1997a) Principle of Pragmatic Highlighting.
In order to further scrutinise the discourse functions of the focal pieces of
information, I subjected those instances of the construction to a careful analysis in which
it performs its prototypical role as subject complement. The analysis brought a tight
association between the construction and evaluative discourse functions to the fore.
Almost the entirety of the subject complement uses were demonstrated to conform to a
pattern of evaluation inside which the Big Mess Construction serves to assign an
Evaluative Category to some individual, entity, situation, etc. (the Evaluated Entity). The
Evaluative Category, which is at the heart of this pattern, was shown to be expressed
inside the focal and structurally highlighted predeterminer AP. The head noun, on other
hand, was revealed to have a strong tendency to function as an Evaluation Carrier which
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denotes and explicitly introduces into the discourse some superordinate category of
which the Evaluated Entity is one instance.
To illustrate the variability within this pattern of evaluation, its instances were
further subdivided into a selected number of subpatterns. The subpatterns of the
prototypical pattern of evaluation were stressed to subsume, at the formal level,
combinations of different constructional versions with additional formal specifications
(e.g. different types of realisation of the indirect complement) and, at the functional level,
different kinds of evaluation which each rely on slightly different acts of comparison and
contrast. All subpatterns were shown to be united by a set of core functions which
characterise the overwhelming majority of uses of the construction more generally. In
brief, it could be established that the Big Mess Construction is used in discourse to
highlight acts of evaluation by means of different types of comparisons or contrasts. A
central characteristic of the Big Mess Construction in this connection was found to be the
interplay of the focal evaluative AP and the head noun, the latter contributing to and
supporting the act of evaluation by way of the establishment of a comparison or contrast
between the Evaluated Entity and other exemplars of the superordinate category to which
it belongs. What is more, it was explained that the indirect complement represents a
decisive element in the explicit establishment of the more specific comparative and
contrastive meanings involved in the different subpatterns.
To integrate the results gained in my analyses into a coherent interpretation, I
proposed the Big Mess Construction to represent a contrastive focus construction. In a
comparison with another such construction, viz. the focus fronting construction, close
structural and functional similarities between the two constructions could be highlighted.
iv.

Patterns in the usage of the Big Mess Construction can be located at a wide range of
levels of abstraction

Wherever possible, my studies of the forms and functions of the Big Mess Construction
combined analyses of the full set of instances with analyses which differentiated between
individual versions of the construction. These additional analyses pursued another key
aim of my study, namely to explore whether all Big Mess NPs display the same formal and
functional patterns or whether it is possible, instead, to identify notable differences
between the constructional versions. I labelled the versions according to the item
realising the degree modifier slot in each case, thus distinguishing between the As Big a
Mess Construction, the Too Big a Mess Construction and so on.
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This additional level of analysis provided ample evidence that similarities and
differences between the individual constructional versions co-exist. On the one hand, the
Big Mess variants are clearly united by a shared core of forms and functions. For example,
the versions were observed to share the evaluative and information-structural functions
which had been identified for the Big Mess Construction more generally. The same is true
for the key findings concerning the internal complexity and the realisations of the lexically
variable slots of the NPs in question. While the individual versions all display variability,
their formal characteristics are all governed by probabilistic constraints, which overlap
with those specified for the entire set of Big Mess instances.
However, beyond this core of shared characteristics, it was possible to discover
version-specific patterns at more fine-grained levels of description. Regarding their
internal structure, for instance, some versions were found to contain specific optional
items more frequently than others. More generally, the versions were demonstrated to
differ in the more specific extent to which they tend to be associated with the most basic
structural frame ‘DEG + ADJ + a(n) + N (+ INDIRECT COMPLEMENT)’ only.
With the help of comparative collostructional analyses of the three high-frequency
versions, As Big a Mess, Too Big a Mess and So Big a Mess, I further identified the existence
of subtle differences in the typical semantics of the different versions. For one thing, the
versions were emphasised to differ in the degree to which they are associated with the
individual semantic categories into which the typical head nouns of the Big Mess
Construction had been categorised. For another thing, an additional, slightly more specific
semantic field could be detected which is linked much more strongly to the Too Big a Mess
Construction than to any of the other Messes. The semantic field in question subsumes
‘discourse’ nouns, which were observed to occur inside a special group of metadiscursive
uses of the construction; these instances perform distinct functions of text organisation.
While other versions of the construction, too, could be shown to subsume lower numbers
of such metadiscursive uses, this special type of realisation was argued to represent the
prototypical use of the Too Big a Mess Construction.
Regarding the distribution over text types, the individual versions were observed
to vary in terms of the degree to which they adhere to the preference for written text types
which is displayed by the construction more generally. A similar picture emerged with
regard to the syntactic functions played by the Big Mess versions: the variants differ in
the extent to which they prefer the syntactic functions which were found to be most
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characteristic of the entire Big Mess Construction, meaning that some versions show
greater deviations from the general patterns than others.
At the level of the prototypical discourse functions, the constructional versions
were highlighted to resemble one another to an even larger extent. Here too, however, the
in-depth analysis of Big Mess instances within their larger discourse context made it
possible to detect version-specific differences. While the individual Messes certainly all
share the key information-structural and evaluative discourse functions of the Big Mess
Construction, the different versions could be shown to vary as concerns the more specific
subpatterns of evaluation to which they are linked most closely.
While the categories of the constructional versions were ‘pre-given’ and I
specifically aimed at examining similarities and differences amongst them, my study
provided additional insights into the existence of distinct patterns of usage at levels below
that of the individual versions. Rather than being pre-given, these patterns only became
visible during the analyses. A number of semi-fixed phraseological units were uncovered,
the instances of which involve markedly less variability than other uses of the
construction. For example, the No Less a Mess Construction was noted to encompass a
high number of instances of the unit ‘no less a(n) + person/figure/authority/personage/
another semantically related noun + than + name/title of the person referred to’ (e.g. no
less a person than the Pope!). Other examples of highly fixed patterns at the lowest level of
description are no less a person than X, too strong a word to use, so short a time, as good a
time as any. Besides documenting the existence of a range of these units, I was able to
demonstrate that many of these patterns share more abstract similarities. That is to say,
different low-level units were argued to represent realisations of slightly more variable
and schematic units at the next higher level of abstraction, i.e. at a level which is situated
between that of the more or less fixed phrasal units and that of the individual Messes. For
example, the Too Big a Mess Construction was shown to encompass a number of highly
frequent (semi-)fixed realisations such as too high a price (to pay) or too good an
opportunity (to miss). These and related units were noted to represent typical realisations
of a more abstract pattern which combines nouns from the lexical field ‘changes,
undertakings, distinctive influences’ with ‘evaluative’ adjectives from the set ‘importance,
valuation, effort’ or with ‘dimension’ adjectives. The function of this pattern rests in
evaluating the merit of a specific situation, factor, etc. against the background of potential
negative consequences. While some of the individual realisations are highly frequent and
were thus proposed to be entrenched as separate units, I further pointed towards a
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number of less frequent realisations which strongly resemble the former in terms of their
forms and functions. Both the more and the less frequent realisations were consequently
interpreted as variant realisations of a more schematic unit located at an intermediate
level of abstraction.
The findings on the multiple levels of schematicity at which formal and functional
patterns can be discovered were given strong emphasis in my chapter on the Big Mess
Construction and Construction Grammar, where I outlined how my results can be
integrated into the usage-based framework of Goldbergian Construction Grammar (see
e.g. Goldberg 1995, 2006). It was discussed in detail how the generalisations concerning
the use of the Big Mess Construction at different levels of abstraction reflect the
constructionist view of the representation of linguistic knowledge inside hierarchically
structured inheritance networks. My findings were thus stressed to mirror the emphasis
placed by the construction-based framework on the co-existence of generalisations and
item-specific knowledge (see e.g. Goldberg 2006: 12-14, 45-65). As mentioned, the results
strongly suggest language users to have access not only to generalisations regarding the
typical forms and functions of Big Mess NPs but also to highly frequent and typical
realisations which are entrenched as separate (semi-)fixed units. Put in the terminology
of Construction Grammar, I argued speakers to have internalised both an abstract
generalisation

corresponding

to

the Big Mess

Construction

(a schema or

macroconstruction), a number of more specific representations corresponding to the
individual Big Mess versions (subschemas or mesoconstructions), patterns within these
versions (lower-level subschemas) and fairly concrete realisations at yet lower levels
(microconstructions) (compare e.g. Traugott and Trousdale 2013; Traugott 2007, 2008a,
b).
Besides these four key insights, I would like to add two more observations here. As
previously indicated, the investigation of these observations has not been given an
amount of attention equal to that directed to the four key findings. Nonetheless, these
observations, too, need to be regarded as being of central relevance to the task of placing
my study and its results into the context of existing and future work on the construction.
v.

The Big Mess Construction is closely interrelated with other structures

While my study focused on a description of the Big Mess Construction on its own terms,
it was clearly not possible to account for the construction without referring to a range of
other constructions. As indicated, the mental representation of the construction seems to
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be visualised best as an abstract, higher-level generalisation which is superordinate to a
number of mid- and low-level generalisations. Rather than existing in isolation of other
structures, this group of hierarchically organised constructions is additionally
interconnected with other constructions; although these other constructions exist
independently of the Big Mess Construction, they are closely associated with it.
For example, despite their deviation from prototypical NP structure, Big Mess NPs
are of course NPs, and many of their features are thus shared with the superordinate
category of (complex) NPs. My analyses of characteristics such as the distribution of Big
Mess NPs over text types or syntactic functions took care to integrate comparisons with
more canonical types of NP. This way, it could be confirmed that the distributional
patterns which were identified for the Big Mess Construction truly characterise Big Mess
NPs more specifically, rather than representing artefacts of the distributional features of
NPs in general. Still, many of the constructional characteristics are undoubtedly shared
with other types of (complex) NPs. In constructionist terms, Big Mess NPs “inherit”
features from this superordinate category. These interrelations need to be accounted for
in research on the construction.
While the connection between Big Mess NPs and the more general category of NPs
is unlikely to be missed in studies of the construction, other links may be less
straightforward. For example, the inheritance of features from other constructions was
given special emphasis in the context of the evaluative discourse functions of the
construction. As was pointed out, the intricate association of the Big Mess Construction
with evaluative functions is not entirely surprising. The reason for this is that the Big Mess
Construction obligatorily contains a degree item, and degree items themselves are tightly
associated with evaluative discourse functions. This interconnection between Big Mess
NPs and degree items does not turn my results concerning the core functions of the Big
Mess Construction any less valid (not least because the discourse functions identified here
represent more specific types of evaluation). It does show again, however, that the
construction needs to be regarded as being linked to other constructions, of which it can
either be a more specific subtype (e.g. of complex NPs) or which can obligatorily occur
inside of it (e.g. degree items). This means that any appropriate description of the
construction will have to distinguish between characteristics which the construction may
inherit from other constructions on the one hand and the more specific ways in which
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these features come to play in the construction itself on the other hand. Previous work
seems to have taken little notice of such interrelations.124
Going one step further, it was cautiously suggested that the link shared by the
construction with one particular other construction, viz. the indirect complement
construction, may even be argued to contribute to an understanding of a central puzzle
which has surrounded research on the Big Mess Construction ever since: Why is it that
some degree items can occur inside the Big Mess order while others cannot (or at least
only rarely do so)? As was discussed, the two structures appear to be tightly entwined –
not only because the Big Mess Construction displays a strong tendency to contain an
explicit or implicit indirect complement but also because the two constructions share
specific meanings and functions. Particular focus was placed on the existence of a
remarkable degree of overlap between those degree items which can be used in Big Mess
NPs and those which license indirect complements. It was hence hypothesised that degree
items which can be licensors of indirect complements may be more likely to occur in Big
Mess NPs than those which cannot. The link between the two constructions invites further
research.
vi.

The use of the Big Mess Construction is not limited to a fixed set of items

Although I have referred to distinct “versions” of the Big Mess Construction throughout
my study, my findings strongly support the view that the construction cannot be
adequately captured by means of presenting a closed list of degree items which can occur
in the structure. This view, originally voiced by Seppänen (1978) and Seppänen et al.
(2002), provides a stark contrast to the approach taken to the Big Mess Construction in
most previous work.
To make the task of retrieving Big Mess NPs from the BNC manageable, my queries
were largely targeted towards instances which involve a lexically specified degree item
(i.e. one of the degree items which have been mentioned in previous work).
Supplementary queries which catered for less structural variability but did not include a
pre-specified degree item were added to gain insights into the productivity of the
construction with regard to this central slot. The resulting set of 11 “Fancy Messes”, as I
termed them, contains Big Mess NPs which include either an alternative realisation of the

See Kay and Sag (2009) and Matushansky (2002) for some observations on the linkage of predeterminer
APs and discontinuous modifiers/clausal dependents of degree items; compare footnote 121.
124
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degree modifier slot or no degree modifier at all. While, due to the limited recall achieved
by the corresponding queries, this small set is unlikely to capture all the alternative
realisations which exist in the corpus, it does provide evidence that the degree item slot
is open to other realisations.
Moreover, although the small set of Fancy Messes allows for preliminary
generalisations only, my analyses suggested these alternative instances to share the core
characteristics which were identified for the Big Mess Construction more generally. Many
of the alternative instances were noted to display clear parallels with prototypical uses
either of the Big Mess Construction in general or of one of its versions. To give just one
example, an instance with sufficiently as degree item was noted to fit perfectly into the
metadiscursive pattern which represents the prototypical use of the Too Big a Mess
Construction.
This type of extension of characteristics from one version of the construction to
others has been found to occur not only between “regular” versions and “Fancy” Messes
but also from one “regular” version to others. For instance, a number of examples of the
So Big a Mess Construction could be identified which likewise mirror the metadiscursive
pattern typical of the Too Big a Mess Construction. These uses were emphasised to bear
striking formal and functional similarities to the realisations of this pattern inside the Too
Big a Mess Construction but to occur with distinctly lower frequencies.
The combination of these observations was interpreted to corroborate the view
that speakers of the language have access to abstract generalisations regarding the
construction and its versions. Speakers appear to extend these generalisations
analogically to other versions – or even to “fancy” realisations with degree items which
are otherwise only rarely used inside the Big Mess order. The boundaries of the
construction can consequently be concluded to be much more gradient and fluid than has
been suggested in most previous descriptions. Rather than displaying a fixed number of
variants and a static set of formal and functional characteristics, uses of the Big Mess
Construction and its versions seem to be subject to synchronic variation (and, it may be
assumed, resulting diachronic change) via mechanisms like analogical generalisation.
Avenues of future research
Naturally, not all research questions raised by the Big Mess Construction could be covered
in my study. Since my work has placed its focus on the synchronic use of the construction,
the most urgent avenue of future research undoubtedly involves the diachronic
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dimension of the Big Mess Construction. As was discussed in the overview of previous
work, little is known regarding the history of Big Mess NPs. Besides questions concerning
the emergence of the first instances of the structure in English, data from a range of
different periods need to be examined in order to investigate the development of the
construction over time. Future analyses will have to approach issues relating to, amongst
others, changes in the frequency and productivity of the construction, including potential
changes in the frequency of specific versions or lower-level patterns relative to others. As
explained in detail in my chapter on the Big Mess Construction and Construction
Grammar, methods applied in diachronic usage-based Construction Grammar offer
particularly valuable means of investigating the construction diachronically (see Chapter
8.3.4). Given enough data, the method of Diachronic Distinctive Collexeme Analysis
(Hilpert 2006, 2008), for example, would allow detailed insights to be gained into the
development over time of the semantics of the Big Mess Construction. When and how did
the semantic frames which are most typical of the construction and its versions nowadays
become associated with them? Have there been any distinct shifts in the typical semantics
of the construction and its versions? Have any (groups of) uses fallen out of use?
I further sketched concrete proposals as to how construction-based studies may
employ diachronic data to cast additional light on questions which my synchronic
approach has only begun to answer. Most prominently, the issue of the level of abstraction
at which generalisations regarding the Big Mess Construction and its versions are formed
was proposed to call for further research based on historical data. Reference was made to
an approach taken by Hilpert (2013: 155-204), which may be adopted in order to gain
more insights into the status of the versions of the Big Mess Construction. Should they be
interpreted as subschemas linked to a superordinate, more abstract schema, as was
suggested by the analyses of my synchronic data? Or is there any evidence to support the
alternative view of a loosely structured constructional family? As was summarised, the
key idea behind the diachronic approach to this question is to examine whether
differences between the constructional versions can be observed to have been reduced
over time as the result of processes of structural and semantic levelling or whether they,
instead, have gradually increased as the result of processes of divergence. While the first
scenario could be interpreted as suggesting the gradual formation of a generalisation over
the different versions in speakers’ minds (i.e. an abstract Big Mess schema), the second
scenario would imply that speakers have access to a much less tightly structured family
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of constructions, the members of which are not linked to such a higher-level
generalisation.
As regards the diachronic development of the Big Mess Construction in American
English – or studies of the Big Mess Construction using American English data more
generally – future work undoubtedly needs to take additional account of the
constructional variant with of (e.g. too big of a mess, that big of a mess), which has received
no attention in the present study due to its focus on British English data. It was only briefly
noted (see Chapter 3.2) that this variant appears to be of fairly recent origin in American
English (compare the entry on of a in Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of English Usage
1994) and that it deviates from the Big Mess Construction as studied here in being
associated with spoken rather than written registers of the variety. In addition to the aim
of obtaining a description of the forms, distributional profiles and functions of this
constructional variant on the basis of synchronic American English data, future studies
may investigate its historical origin with the help of diachronic data (see Zwicky 1995,
who hypothesises the construction with of to have originated from an extension of NP
constructions with quantity modifiers to NPs with degree modifiers (e.g. more of a mess >
too big of a mess)). Data on the frequency of this construction at different points in time
may be compared to equivalent data on the “of-less” Big Mess Construction. This way, it
could, for example, be examined whether the emergence of the more recent construction
with of has had an influence on the use and frequency of the older construction despite
their presumably rather different overall frequencies and their opposing register
preferences. More generally speaking, these divergent preferences clearly deserve closer
study.
Another direction for future research is offered by contrastive analyses. Since the
majority of research on the structure under study has focused on English, it would
certainly be worthwhile to establish a more comprehensive overview of the existence of
related constructions in other languages. Matushansky (2002: 7) mentions the presence
of similar constructions involving attributive adjectives in non-prototypical positions in
“some other Germanic languages”, without offering any details on the exact constructions
and the languages involved. Wood and Vikner’s (2011, 2013) studies are devoted to soand such-constructions in Danish, German and English, the Danish so-construction
displaying structural parallels to the English So Big a Mess Construction. Big Mess
structures as defined here are also discussed by Van der Horst and Van de Velde (2003).
As remarked in my review of previous work on the construction (see Chapter 2.4), the
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authors compare predeterminer AP structures in English and Dutch to one another and
suggest an independent but parallel origin of the constructions in the two languages.
Besides providing the basis for potential hypotheses concerning the origin of the
structures, contrastive data may serve to buttress the functional analyses of the structure
which were presented in my study (compare Seppänen’s 1978: 536-37 functional
interpretation of related if not identical constructions in German). In fact, the strategy of
taking recourse to a shifted position of the AP inside NPs in order to highlight focal
information (or, more specifically, to highlight acts of evaluation which are based on
contrastive and comparative elements) may well be assumed to have parallels in other
languages; after all, the discourse functions involved here can be regarded as being central
to human interaction.
Another possible topic for further research, which I would like to mention only
briefly here, concerns the investigation of Big Mess NPs against the background of
syntactic processing. For instance, it could be investigated whether the Big Mess order
can be argued to offer advantages of processing efficiency when interpreted against word
ordering theories and their principles. To give just one example, a possible candidate
theory in this context is represented by Hawkins’s (e.g. 2004, 2014) theory and its related
principles (e.g. domain minimisation). In her examination of the recent trend towards an
increasing complexity of APs occurring in prenominal position, Günther (2017) outlines
Hawkins’s efficiency-based predictions concerning the variable position of the AP and
tests them against corpus data. Future work on the Big Mess Construction may strive to
test similar hypotheses against corpus data.
As this selection of desiderata demonstrates, the present study does not propose
to have entirely sorted out the Big Mess to which it was devoted. Nonetheless, I hope it
has provided a firm basis for the exploration of what is most certainly too interesting a
phenomenon to neglect.
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