
DPs and CPs in Depiction Complements

1. Introduction. Depiction verbs are verbs like paint and imagine (see [3, Ch. 7], [23]) whose
complements can be used to describe the content of pictures or mental images (see (1), (2)):

(1) Paul is painting [dpa penguin] (≡ Paul is pictorially representing a penguin)

(2) Uli is imagining [dpa unicorn] (≡ Uli is mentally depicting a unicorn)

To capture the semantic properties of depiction verbs (esp. their compositional behavior, missing
readings, and entailment pattern; see [20,22,23]), the object DPs of such verbs (in (2): the DP
a unicorn) are commonly interpreted as (type-〈s, 〈e, t〉〉) properties. Depending on the particular
account, these are the properties denoted by the DP’s restrictor (for (2): ‘is a unicorn’, see (3);
cf. [1,5,20]) or existentially quantified sub-properties of these properties (see (4); cf. [22]):

(3) imaginei (uli, unicorn), where unicorn is a non-logical constant of type 〈s, 〈e, t〉〉
(4) (∃P 〈s,〈e,t〉〉)[P v unicorn∧ imaginei (uli, P )], where P v Q := ‘P is more specific than Q’

The advantages of such ‘property-type semantics’ notwithstanding (see [20,22,23], above),
all current incarnations of this semantics face the following challenges:

Challenge (i): CP complements. Property-type semantics have traditionally focused on DP
complements of depiction verbs (see [1,5,22,23]). However, depiction verbs also license (certain
kinds of) CP complements (see (5), (6)). Property-type semantics suggest – but do not explicitly
claim – that clausal depiction complements are also interpreted as properties. Yet, for CPs with
multiple non-specific indefinites, this strategy fails1 to yield a unique interpretation (s. [21]). For
example, this strategy interprets the doubly non-specific reading of (6) as (7a) and/or (7b):

(5) Uli is imagining [non-fina girl riding [dpa unicorn]]

(6) Uli is imagining [cp-finthat [dpa girl] is riding [dpa unicorn]]

(7) a. imaginei (uli, λjsλxe.unicornj(x) ∧ (∃ye)[girlj(y) ∧ ridej(y, x)])
b. imaginei (uli, λjsλye.girlj(y) ∧ (∃xe)[unicornj(x) ∧ ridej(y, x)])

Challenge (ii): interaction of DP & CP complements. One could try to avoid the above
problem by interpreting clausal depiction complements instead as type-〈s, t〉 propositions. (This
is indirectly suggested by the treatment in [1,16].) However, the resulting different-type interpre-
tation of nominal complements (type 〈s, 〈e, t〉〉) and clausal complements (type 〈s, t〉) disables an
easy (i.e. type-shift-free) modelling of DP/CP coordinations like (8) and of entailments like (9):

(8) Uli is imagining [[dpa unicorn] and [cpthat a girl is riding it]]

(9) a. Uli is imagining [a girl riding [dpa unicorn]] ⇒ b. Uli is imagining [dpa unicorn]

Challenge (iii): restrictions on the selection of CP complements. The interpretation of
clausal depiction complements is further challenged by the observation that – in contrast to ima-
gine (see (6)) – many depiction verbs (incl. paint) do not license finite complements (see (10b)):

(10) a. XPaul is painting [non-fina penguin diving into the sea]
b. ∗Paul is painting [finthat a penguin is diving into the sea]

Uniform accounts, which interpret finite & non-finite depiction complements in the same seman-
tic type, must do some extra work to explain the deviance of (10b) (s. [12]; cf. [18]). Non-uniform
accounts, which interpret these complements in different types, need to resort to type-shifts or
other syntactic/semantic mechanisms to explain the acceptability of (5) and (6) (see [4,9,14]).

2. Proposal. We propose to answer the above challenges by replacing properties by (proposi-
tionally coded) situations as the uniform denotation of depiction complements. This move is mo-
tivated by the observation that gerundive and nominal occurrences of depiction verbs select for
a semantic situation-argument (see [17] for evidence for the situation-argument of gerundive/
nominal imagine) and by the possibility of representing situations by sets of situations (see [10]).

Arguably, the identity of the depicted situation depends on the particular manner of depict-
ing (e.g. painting vs. imagining), the depicting agent, and the time of depicting. To capture this
dependence, we use a choice function, f that selects a subset from a given set of situations in de-
pendence on a parameter, e, for the described depicting event (cf. [7]). This subset represents the
depicted situation. Our use of sets of situations – rather than of a single situation – is motivated
by the fact that depicted situations are often not anchored in a particular world/time (see [15]),

1This failure may be remedied by interpreting the complement of (6) as a pair of properties. However, since proper-
ty-pairs typically have a different type from properties, this strategy would disable an easy answer to Challege (ii).
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and by the possibility of representing (or coding) non-anchored situations by sets of qualitatively
identical situations (see [10, p. 667]; cf. [2]). The de dicto-interpretation of (2) is given in (11):

(11) (∃e)[imaginei (e, uli, fe(λj∃x.unicornj(x)))] ( : Uli’s (coded) imagined situation)

3. Answering Challenge (i): CP complements. (11) suggests that nominal (dp), gerundive
(non-fin) & finite clausal (fin) imagine have the semantics in (12)–(14), where complements are
underlined (with their denotations given in grey). E is a situation-relative existence predicate:

(12) Jimagine-dpKi = λQ〈s,〈〈s,〈e,t〉〉,t〉〉λze(∃e)[imaginei (e, z, fe(λj.Qj(E)))] (coded situation)

(13) Jimagine-non-finKi = λp〈s,t〉λze(∃e)[imaginei (e, z, fe(p))] (coded situation)

(14) Jimagine-finKi = λp〈s,t〉λze(∃e)[imaginei (e, z, p)] (classical proposition)

(12) supports the meaning postulate (MP). In virtue of this postulate, (2) is equivalent to the
result (in (15)) of enriching the object DP in (2) with the VP being there (see [13, pp. 375–376]):

(MP) (∀Q)(∀z)
[
Jimagine-dpKi(Q)(z) ≡ Jimagine-non-finKi(λj.Qj(E))(z)

]
(15) Uli is imagining [non-fin[dpa unicorn] being there (in his imagined situation)].

Our interpretation of imagine-fin in (14) enables a unique interpretation of the doubly non-spe-
cific reading of (6), as desired:

(16) J(6)Ki = (∃e)[imaginei (e, uli, λj∃x.unicornj(x) ∧ (∃y.girlj(y) ∧ ridej(y, x)))]

Answering Challenge (ii): DP/CP interaction.The equivalence of (2) and (15) enables the
obtaining of entailment relations between clausal & nominal depiction reports. In particular, the
fact that ‘being a unicorn’ is a more general property than ‘being a unicorn that is ridden by a
girl’ validates the entailment in (9). This entailment uses the intuitive principles (17b) & (17c):

(17) a. J(9a)Ki = (∃e)[imaginei (e, uli, fe(λj∃x.unicornj(x) ∧ (∃y.girlj(y) ∧ ridej(y, x))))]

b. (∀p)(∀q)[p ⊆ q → (∀e. fe(p) ⊆ fe(q))] (parthood inheritance)
c. (∀p)(∀z)(∀e)[imaginei(e, z, p)→ (∀q. p ⊆ q → imaginei(e, z, q))](upw. monotonicity)

⇒⇒⇒ d. J(9b)Ki ≡ J(15)Ki = (∃e)[imaginei (e, uli, fe(λj∃x.unicornj(x)))]

The same-type interpretation of nominal and clausal depiction complements also enables a
type-shift-free interpretation of conjoined DP/CP complements. Our interpretation of (8) (in
(20)) uses the semantics for and in (18). Our interpretation further treats the occurrence of that
in (8) as the trivial complementizer, thatt (in (19); see [11]), and assumes that coordinations of a
DP and a finite CP complement are licensed by imagine-dp. In (20), T1 is a higher-order trace:

(18) Jdp-and-cp-finK = λpλQλjλP [Qj(P ) ∧ pj ] (19) JthattK = λpλj [pj ]

(20) J(8)Ki ≡ JUli is imagining-dp [[a unicorn] [λ1 [T1 and thatt a girl is riding T1]]]Ki
= λQλz (∃e)[imaginei (e, z, fe(λj.Qj (E)))]

(
λkλP [(∃u. unicornk(u) ∧ Pk(u))∧

(∃x. unicornk(x) ∧ (∃y. girlk(y) ∧ ridek(y, x)))]
)
(uli)

≡ (∃e)[imaginei (e, uli, fe(λj∃x. unicornj(x) ∧ (∃y.girlj(y) ∧ ridej(y, x))))]

Answering Challenge (iii): Selectional restrictions. Our semantics for imagine interprets
finite and non-finite complements as classical propositions (s. (14)) resp. as propositionally coded
situations (s. (13)). To explain the deviance of (10b), we argue that the degree of abstractness of
classical propositions vs. coded situations is correlated with the possible abstractness of the con-
tent of imagining vs. painting: while it is, in principle,2 possible to imagine that there is a unicorn
without imagining any specific properties of this unicorn, constraints on physical depiction block
this possibility. These constraints include the choice of color and stroke (for painting/drawing)
or of a particular shape (for sculpting). Since these choices are influenced by the properties of the
depicted object, they allow for (some) inferences to the unicorn’s having these properties.

To capture the lower degree of abstractness of the content of physical pictures (vis-à-vis the
content of mental images), we assume that – in contrast to imagine – the logical translation,
paint, of paint is undefined for (classical propositions, or sets of situations that code) minimal
situations in the sense of [10]. This undefinedness then underlies the deviance of (10b).

4. Outlook. Our challenges for the semantics of (DP/CP-neutral) depiction verbs bear illumi-
nating parallels to challenges for the semantics of verbs (e.g. know) that license both declarative
and interrogative complements (see, a.o., [6,18,19]). Our talk will conclude by identifying some
of these parallels, esp. the semantic interaction of ‘unlike’ complements (see our Challenge (ii);
cf. [6,18]) and the explanation of selectional restrictions (see our Challenge (iii); cf. [18,19]).

2We interpret the difficulty of this endeavor as support for the semantic situation argument of depiction reports.
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