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1 Introduction

In the study of linguistic morphology, a great deal of interest has been directed to-
wards the properties of compounds. The term ‘properties’ is taken here to have wide
scope, including all aspects of a compound’s form and meaning as well as factors
that influence compound processing, production or acquisition. Recent evidence of
this interest can be seen, for example, in the publication of The Oxford Handbook
of Compounding (Lieber and Štekauer 2009) as well as several other collected vol-
umes, including Libben and Jarema (2006), Gaeta and Grossmann (2009), Scalise
and Vogel (2010) and Gaeta and Schlücker (2012).

Much of the contemporary research is characterised by data-rich empirical work,
which has managed to shed new light on compound properties that have hitherto
defied adequate description. This is especially true for semi-systematic and gradient
properties including, for example, the selection of linking elements (Krott et al. 2007)

B S. Arndt-Lappe
arndtlappe@uni-trier.de

M.J. Bell
melanie.bell@anglia.ac.uk

M. Schäfer
post@martinschaefer.info

B. Schlücker
barbara.schluecker@uni-bonn.de

1 Universität Trier, Trier, Germany

2 Anglia Ruskin University, Cambridge, UK

3 Friedrich-Schiller-Universität Jena, Jena, Germany

4 Rheinische Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universität Bonn, Bonn, Germany

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11525-016-9285-4&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7723-7151
mailto:arndtlappe@uni-trier.de
mailto:melanie.bell@anglia.ac.uk
mailto:post@martinschaefer.info
mailto:barbara.schluecker@uni-bonn.de


106 S. Arndt-Lappe et al.

and their phonetic realisation (Kuperman et al. 2007), speakers’ choice of particular
morphological forms (Ramscar and Dye 2011; Schlücker and Plag 2011) and spelling
variants (Kuperman and Bertram 2013), semantic patterns (Maguire et al. 2010) and
semantic transparency (Bell and Schäfer 2013), compound comprehension (Gagné
and Spalding 2014), stress placement (Arndt-Lappe 2011; Bell and Plag 2012) and
the boundary between morphological compounds and syntactic phrases (Baroni et al.
2009; Bell 2012). Such work exhibits a variety of approaches employing large-scale
data sources, a number of experimental methods and a diversity of computational
modelling techniques. Crucially, such approaches have not only been used as tools to
provide adequate formal or mathematical representations of the data, but have also
led to the development of new explanations of compound properties.

This special issue of Morphology grew out of a workshop organised by the editors
at the 16th International Morphology Meeting in Budapest in May 2014. The aim
of the workshop was to take stock of the variety of methods being used to model
compound properties, to promote discussion of the explanatory aspects of the models
produced, and to evaluate their compatibility with one another. The issue presents a
selection of papers from this workshop, which illustrate a range of compound prop-
erties meriting investigation, as well as the different perspectives from which these
properties can be explored. Perhaps not surprisingly, it is the most elusive property
of compounds that re-occurs in all four papers, albeit in different forms: namely, the
looseness of the link between their formal characteristics and their semantic inter-
pretation. The paper by Pavel Štichauer shows that this dissociation is nothing new
diachronically. The papers by Gagné and Spalding and Bell and Schäfer show that,
despite the looseness of the connection, human subjects do exploit links between
compound form and meaning. Finally, the paper by Kunter and Plag argues that the
link between form and meaning might not be so loose as previously thought.

In the first paper, Pavel Štichauer uses a combination of lexicographic and corpus
data to investigate the diachronic development of Italian verb-noun compounds from
the 16th to the 19th centuries. He shows that, during this period, the verb-noun form
has been associated with four different semantic construals: agentive, instrumental,
locative and eventive. However, in the last 200 years, the instrumental construal has
become more productive, resulting in a large increase in the number of verb-noun
compound types in the language. Štichauer argues that the availability of the differ-
ent interpretations has remained constant, while the extent to which they have been
exploited has changed. In other words, there has always been dissociation between
the formal properties of the pattern and its semantic interpretation, but the productiv-
ity of the different construals has varied over time.

Christina Gagné and Thomas Spalding measure typing speeds to investigate the ef-
fects of semantic transparency and semantic priming on the written production of un-
spaced two-part English compound nouns. They show that typing slows down at the
boundaries between constituents, which they interpret as evidence that morphemic
information is used during production. Typing times are also affected by semantic
priming of the modifier and by the semantic transparency or opacity of both con-
stituents; furthermore, these effects interact so that, for example, the effect of seman-
tically priming the modifier depends on the transparency of the head. In some cases,
semantic priming is even found to speed up the production of opaque constituents.
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Overall, the authors interpret their results as supporting the ‘maximisation of oppor-
tunity’ view of the language processing system: although the link between form and
meaning is loose, the system makes maximum and opportunistic use of the informa-
tion that is available.

While semantic transparency plays an important role in Gagné and Spalding’s pa-
per, its very nature is the focus of the paper by Melanie Bell and Martin Schäfer,
who provide statistical models of human semantic transparency ratings of English
noun-noun compounds and their individual constituents. The models show that trans-
parency is positively correlated with the frequency of the first noun as a free form,
with the extent to which the compound’s semantic relation is typically associated
with the first noun, and with the productivity of the second noun as a compound
head. The authors interpret these findings as evidence that perceived transparency is
a reflex of the degree to which the internal semantic structure of the compound is
expected. Whereas Gagné and Spalding see transparency as a predictor of process-
ing speed, Bell and Schäfer use their results to argue that ease of processing may
actually underlie perceptions of transparency. However, both papers support the idea
that human subjects use formal and semantic properties of the constituents to build
informed hypotheses about a compound’s meaning, and that the properties of the
different constituents interact in this process.

In the final paper of our special issue, Gero Kunter and Ingo Plag use acous-
tic data to investigate whether the internal structure of English triconstituent com-
pounds is reflected in their phonetic realisation. On the assumption that these con-
structions involve the combination of an embedded two-part compound with a third,
non-embedded constituent, they show that the non-embedded constituent tends to be
lengthened while the adjacent embedded constituent tends to be shortened. The au-
thors interpret this as evidence that morphological structure is reflected in the speech
signal. However, given that this structure is established on the basis of a compound’s
interpretation, the results also demonstrate a relationship between semantic structure
and phonetic realisation.

Taken together, the papers in this issue show that, although there is not and prob-
ably never has been a one-to-one correspondence between the form and meaning of
compounds, the form does provide a wide variety of information to which humans
have access in reaching an interpretation. This information includes the semantics
of the constituents as free forms, their semantic relations to other compound con-
stituents, their distribution in the language and their phonetic realisation. Although
contextual information and world knowledge undoubtedly play major roles in the in-
terpretation of compounds in actual use, this compound-external information must
interact with the kind of inherent information discussed in this issue. The papers also
demonstrate the range of empirical data and approaches that can contribute to teasing
apart the very complex, yet for speakers seemingly effortless, processes involved in
compounding.
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