Verb phrase semantics: Varieties of event reference and event description
DGTS Summer School, U. Bielefeld, Aug. 17-21, 2026

Description: The literature on the semantics of verb phrases (including, of course, verbs
themselves) has yielded important insights into how we structure events through language, how
languages express the relations between events and their participants, and how verb and verb
phrase semantics vary typology, among other questions. However, challenges remain, including
how to handle verbal polysemy, especially “figurative” and idiomatic uses of verbs, and how
best to capture certain sorts of cross-linguistic variation in verb and verb phrase semantics. In
this course we will take a fresh look at some of these challenges, from a semantic perspective
that distinguishes the analysis of event reference from that of event description. The goal is to
provide a richer range of theoretical tools with which to analyze verb and verb phrase
semantics, and to inspire rigorous investigation into lesser studied empirical phenomena,
particularly those where linguistic creativity is highly salient.

Objectives:

1. Provide background on the classic problems in the analysis of the syntax/semantics
interface of event reference and description, with a focus on verbs.

2. Introduce the main theoretical concepts and tools used in the literature on this interface.

3. Heighten awareness of systematic cross-linguistic similarities and differences in verb syntax
and semantics and offer methodological tools for exploring these.

4. Provide examples of the application of relevant concepts and tools to specific case studies,
especially in relation to linguistic creativity.

Topics and schedule:

Day 1 (17/8). Foundations. Key problems in the analysis of verb phrase semantics. “Event
reference” and “event description”. Theoretical concepts and tools for analyzing event
reference/description: Logico-semantic representations, aspectual classes of verbs/VPs and
decomposition into semantic primitives, event (part) structures (mereology and mereotopology).

Day 2 (18/8). Verb (phrase) semantic decomposition via primitives vs. event part structures
(McNally 2024).

Day 3 (19/8). Crosslinguistic variation in event reference and description (I): Spanish reflexive
psychological verbs vs.\ their English counterparts (Marin & McNally 2011).

Day 4 (20/8). Crosslinguistic variation in event reference and description (II) / The interaction
between descriptive content, event reference, and grammar (I): Crosslinguistic variation in
figurative uses of verbs and grammar (McNally & Spalek 2022, Spalek & McNally 2026).

Day 5 (21/8). The interaction between descriptive content, event reference, and grammar (II):
Idioms and the syntax/semantics interface of descriptive content vs. reference (Gehrke &
McNally 2019).
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Other Bibliography: The bibliography on event reference and description in linguistics is
enormous; students are strongly encouraged to consult the bibliography in Williams 2015 and
the handbooks/collections, listed below, and McNally 2024, listed above.
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Questionnaire link: https://forms.gle/LNMA3H3TGsqYJ5Ea7




