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Expletives in broad focus VS constructions of old Venetan

Abstract

In a corpus of early Venetan texts from the 1415 centuries, we note the optional
presence of a non-referential pronominal form in broad focus VS constructions. We
claim that the emergence of this kind of expletive spells out anaphoric agreement
with the implicit, context-dependent (spatio-temporal) topic that sentence-focus
structures presuppose. The data under scrutiny testify to the earliest stage of the
emergence of a preverbal expletive form in presentational constructions, thus offer-
ing diachronic evidence in support of the view that thetic propositions are predica-
tions of an implicit stage topic, which is understood in the context of the discourse. In
the diamesic dimension of the written domain of the early texts this topic recurrently
surfaces in the form of spatio-temporal adverbials, which express the logodeictic co-
ordinates in which all-new information sentences are embedded in narratives. How-
ever, we note that in the absence of such coordinates the expletives occurs.
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1. Introduction: broad focus VS constructions

Broad focus VS structures are sentences which introduce a new event into the
universe of discourse. In the literature, this type of predication is referred to as
‘presentational’ (Parry 2013: 511; Bentley & Ciconte 2024 and references therein).
In information structural terms, presentational constructions are in broad focus,
in that they convey all-new, non-derivable information which is introduced into
discourse with no special presupposition. In this respect, presentational construc-
tions appear to be ‘topicless’, as they do not display the binary topic-comment
partition that characterizes categorical sentences. Rather, presentationals are
thetic propositions, whose entire informational content falls within the scope of
sentence focus, i.e., “the event reporting or presentational sentence type, in which
the focus extends over both the subject and the predicate” (Lambrecht 1994: 222).

In many modern Romance languages of Northen Italy, broad-focus pred-
ications exhibit VS order and an expletive pronominal form in subject po-
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sition, whereas the postverbal noun phrase, i.e., the ‘pivot’, lacks canonical
subject-coding properties. The presence of the expletive has been argued to
spell out the implicit or ‘silent’ topic that sentence-focus structures presup-
pose (Beninca 1994; Bernini 2012; Pescarini 2016: 745-747; Bentley & Cenna-
mo 2022), building upon the view that there cannot be a topicless proposition
and that presentational constructions require a stage topic (Erteschik-Shir
1997: 8) or, in syntactic accounts, a subject of predication (Beninca 1988;
Calabrese 1992; Saccon 1992; Bianchi 1993; Parry 2013; Bentley & Cruschina
2018). The subject of predication expressed by the expletive is understood
as an unspecified spatio-temporal, context-dependent location, which is
required by the presentational construction (Beninca 1988; Calabrese 1992;
Saccon 1992).

Old Venetan presentational constructions offer diachronic evidence of
the emergence of such type of expletive. In fact, the data from a corpus of
Venetan texts from the 14™-15% centuries testify to the earliest presence, al-
beit optional, of a preverbal, non-referential pronominal form in broad focus
VS constructions. Observe the examples in (1)

(1) a. elo li vene XI munegi incontra

EXPL to-him come.PST.3 eleven monks.M.PL across

‘There came eleven monks towards him’
(San Brenadano ven., 92.14)

b. ora vene uno frar de o monestier
now come.PsT.3 a  friarm.sc  of the  monastery
‘Now, there came a friar of the monastery’

(San Brendano ven., 94.2)

The examples in (1) are clearly presentational constructions, as it is wit-
nessed by the indefineteness of the referents expressed by the postverbal
subjects, which are introduced into discourse for the first time. In (1a) the

! The data have been collected from OVI - Opera del Vocabolario Italiano [ http://www.ovi.cnr.
it/ ] - and have been checked in large portions of text. The examples are referenced as reported
in the OVI. Also note that, since the third person verb forms are syncretic, i.e. they lack number
feature in (old) Venetan, we gloss them as .3. only (cf. section 3).
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pronoun elo, third person masculine singular, is not co-referential with the
postverbal subject munegi ‘monks’, which is masculine plural. Thus, the pro-
noun elo is unequivocally a non-referential expletive. In (1b) the expletive
is not present, but we observe the occurrence of the temporal adverb ora
‘now’, which provides the contextual coordinates of the event introduced
by the presentational construction. Thus, it appears that spatio-temporal
reference is explicit, typically in the form of adverbials, in the absence of the
expletive (cf. 1b), but need not be overtly expressed if the expletive occurs
(cf. 1a). The evidence such as that of the examples in (1) supports the view
that presentational VS constructions are predications of a spatio-temporal
topic, which can be explicit, particularly in the logodeixis of the written
domain, or implicit (Beninca 1988; Saccon 1992, 1993; Erteschik-Shir 1997;
Pinto 1997; Tortora 1997, 2014; Manzini & Savoia 2005; Parry 2013; Corr 2016;
Bentley 2018).

Besides exhibiting an optional expletive, old Venetan presentational
constructions display VS order. However, contrary to modern Romarnce, in
the V2 syntax of the medieval varieties postverbal subjects are not neces-
sarily part of the focus domain, but they can also be (referential) topics. We
address this issue in the next section.

2. Postverbal subjects in the ‘verb second’ (V2) syntax of old Venetan

Inawell-established line of research, the early Italo-Romance varieties, among
which old Venetan, are claimed to have been characterized by a ‘verb second’
(V2) syntax (Vanelli 1986, 1999; Salvi 2001, 2004, 2016: 997-1012; Fesenmeier
2003; Beninca 2006; Poletto 2006, 2014; Beninca & Poletto 2010: 28-75; Ledge-
way 2012: 140-180; Ciconte 2018a; Wolfe 2018). Thus, in the early stage, the V2
clause structure is characterized by a [ XVX ] system where the first position
is accessible by any syntactic category bearing pragmatic relevance. In this
respect, the preverbal position is not restricted only to (topical) subjects, as is
the case with the SVO order of modern Italo-Romance, but it can be occupied
also by focal (non-contrastive) and topical (non-dislocated) objects, as well as
by any predicative prepositional, adjectival or adverbial phrase. Thus, at this
stage, multiple configurations are allowed, namely OVS, PPVS, AdjPVS, Ad-
VPVS, (@)VS, besides, of course, SVO. However, even though subjects can occur

AION-L n. 13/2024 n.s.
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in both pre- and post-verbal position, their distribution is not unconstrained,
depending on whether they express an ‘aboutness’ or ‘referential’ topic (Ci-
conte 2018b). Observe the contrast between (2a) and (2b).

(2) a. Et atanto la dona si taxe. Ma Tristan
and then  the woman thus fall-silent.psT.3 but Tristan
se  fexe amantinente  portar in una fanestra.

RFL make.PST.3 immediately bringINF in a  window

‘And then the woman thus fell silent. But Tristan made himself pulled to a
window right away...

(Tristano veneto, 80, 99.27)

b. E li ministri fecero si [come] comandd loro
and the ministers do.PST.3PL thus as command.PST.3sG them
Yhesu, e disse Yhesu ai servidori[...]. Questo
Jesus and say.PST.35G Jesus to-the servants this
miracolo  fexe Yhesu...

miracle  makePsST.3  Jesus
‘And the ministers did thus as Jesus ordered them, and Jesus said to the
servants [...]. Jesus made this miracle...”

(Diatessaron veneto, 17, 35.15-21)

In (2a) the subject of the second sentence, Tristan ‘Tristan’, breaks the local
thematic chain with the subject of the previous sentence la dona ‘the wom-
an’, as it is also witnessed by the disjunctive conjunction ma ‘but’. Thus, the
informational role of Tristan is that of an aboutness (or shifting) topic, i.e., it
is an active element of discourse that is newly introduced, newly changed or
newly returned to (Givén 1983: 8; Cruschina 2015: 63), and as such it occurs
in preverbal position. By contrast, in (2b) the subject Yhesu ‘Jesus’ does not
break the local thematic chain, but it keeps topical continuity, being in fact
restated in the following sentences (disse Yhesu... ‘Jesus said..., fexe Yhesu...
‘Jesus made..."). In this respect, the informational role of Yhesu is that of a
referential (or continuing) topic, i.e., it is an element of discourse that is fully
accessible, contextually given, and anaphorically linked with topics previ-
ously mentioned in the discourse (Frascarelli & Hinterhglzl 2007; Cruschina
2011: 19), and as such it occurs in postverbal position. Also note that in the
last sentence of the example (2b) the preverbal position is occupied by the
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object Questo miracolo ‘this miracle’, instantiating the frequentky attested
OVS order of the medieval varieties. From the evidence in (2b) it follows that,
in the V2 syntax of old Venetan, postverbal subjects are not necessarily part
of the focus domain. Thus, at this stage, VS order is not exclusively restrict-
ed to marked or specialized constructions, namely thetic structures such as
presentationals (cf. 1a-b), but it can also yield the binary topic-comment ar-
ticulation, albeit reversed, of categorical sentences (cf. 2b)% The examples in
(2b) are transitive predications. However, the same correlation between sub-
ject distribution and type of topic holds also in predications with intransitive
(unaccusative) verbs.

(3) a. L'emperadore se parti e misser Gibedeo romase
the.emperor RFL leave.PsT.3 and sir Gibedeo remain.psT.3
in gran foco d’amore
in great fire oflove
‘The emperor left and sir Gibedeo remained in a great fire of love’
(Leggende sacre del Magl, 7, 500.16)

b. Lo abado desmonta in tera solo e dise a li
the abbot disembark.PsT.3 in land alone and say.psT.3 to the
frari  che lo aspetase, e anda  labado  solo

friars that him wait.PST. SUBJV.3 and go.PsT.3 the.abbot alone

per  tuta lisola

across all  the.island

‘The abbot disembarked to the land alone and said to the friars that they
waited for him, and the abbot went across the island alone’

(San Breandano ven., 138.11-12)

? Cartographic studies posit that the V2 system overlaps with an underlying [SVOX] default
order, from which the verb is attracted to the sentence-initial position, i.e. it moves from its
original position in the VP to the C-domain, namely the Head of CP, that is, the C° complemen-
tizer position (Beninca 2006; Poletto 2014; among others). Under this analysis, VS order with a
referential topic is an unmarked result of verb movement. Note that in modern Italo-Romance
the sentences in (2b) should be rephrased with a preverbal subject, as V'S order is restricted only
to mark the theticity of presentational constructions.

AION-L n. 13/2024 n.s.
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In (3a) the subject of the second sentence, misser Gibedeo ‘sir Gibedeo’, breaks
the local thematic chain with the subject l'emperadore ‘the emperor’ of the
preceding coordinated clause, expressing an aboutness (shifting) topic which
is placed in preverbal position. In (3b), the VS sentence anda 'abado ‘(lit.) went
the abbot’ is not a presentational construction, as the postverbal subject I'aba-
do ‘the abbot’, which has already been mentioned in the immediately pre-
ceding text, is a referential (continuing) topic, thus occurring in postverbal
position. In this respect, the last sentence in (3b) is an unmarked predicate-fo-
cus structure, displaying the topic-comment partition, albeit reversed, of cat-
egorical sentences’, Importantly, we should mention that, in the data under
consideration, the expletive is never attested in predicate-focus VS structures,
whether these are transitive or intransitive, suggesting that the emergence of
the expletive is restricted only to broad focus VS constructions.

3. The emergence of expletives in broad focus VS construction

As we have mentioned at the outset, in old Venetan the VS constructions in
which the subject is part of the focal domain, i.e., sentence-focus structures,
exhibit an optional expletive form in preverbal position (cf. 1). We provide
further examples below.

(4) a. el vene la grandissimi cani
EXPL  come.PST.3 there  verybig dogs.M.PL
‘There came there very big dogs’
(Legg. ss. Piero e Polo, 17, 50.1)

b. elo  vene una gran  nivola blanca

EXPL come.PST.3 a  great cloudF.sc whiteF.sG
‘There came a great white cloud’
(San Brendano ven., 22-23, p. 130)

3 As for the term ‘predicate focus’ we follow Lambrecht’s (1994: 222) definition: “The un-
marked subject-predicate (topic-comment) sentence type [...], in which the predicate is the fo-
cus and in which the subject (plus any other topical elements) is in the presupposition”. Recall
that in the V2 syntax of old Venetan, the topic-comment articulation obtains, albeit reversed,
also in VS structures with a referential topic. In fact, the rephrasing in modern Italian of the
second sentence in (3b) would be [ L'abate ] . [ andé solo per tutta l'isola ] as it also is in
the translation in English.

'TOPIC COMMENT”
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The sentences in (4) are broad-focus VS constructions, as it is clearly indi-
cated by the indefiniteness of the postverbal subject referents, which are
introduced into discourse for the first time. In (4a) and (4b) the pronomi-
nal forms el and elo, which are both third person masculine singular, are not
co-referential with the postverbal subjects, i.e., respectively, the masculine
plural grandissimi cani ‘very big dogs’ and the feminine singular nivola ‘cloud’.
The pronouns el and elo are unequivocally non-referential expletives in these
contexts.

The sentences in (4) also exhibit an invariant form of the unaccusative
verb, i.e., vene ‘came’. In old Venetan, as well as in other early northern va-
rieties, verb morphology undergoes phonological erosion, resulting in syn-
cretic forms that lack inflectional number features in the third person. This
in turn correlates with the retrenchment of grammatical V-S agreement in
these vernaculars (Bentley 2018). The emergence of the expletive in broad
focus VS constructions like (4a-b) may be indicative of the lack of agreement
for any ¢-feature, since the preverbal pronominal form neither agrees in
number with the finite verb nor in number or gender with the postverbal
subject. Furthermore, the expletive might have indeed appeared to differ-
entiate the VS constructions with a focal subject, i.e. thetic sentence-focus
structures, from those in which the postverbal subject is a referential topic,
i.e. categorical predicate-focus sentences. Observe the contrast between (5a-

b) and (5¢).

(5) a. e trova i frari lo monestir de san  Abeo
and find.PsT.3 the friars the monastery of saint Abba
‘And the friars found the monastery of saint Abba’
(San Brendano ven., 88.27)

b. anda innanti li santi abadi  infina la  gliesia
go.psT.3 ahead the saint abbots wup.to the church
‘The saint abbots went ahead up to the church’

(San Brendano ven., 96.13)

c. elo li vene XI munegi incontra
EXPL to-him come.pPsT.3 eleven monks.M.PL across
‘There came eleven monks towards him’

(San Brenadano ven., 92.14)

AION-L n. 13/2024 n.s.
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In the VS sentences of (5a-b) the postverbal subjects li frari ‘the monks’ and
li santi abadi ‘the saint abbots’ are referential topics, since they have been
previously introduced into discourse, as is also shown by their definiteness.
Thus, the examples in (5a-b) are unmarked predicate-focus structures, dis-
playing the topic-comment partition, albeit reversed, of categorical sentenc-
es. Importantly, in the data under scrutiny, the expletive is never attested in
this type of constructions. By contrast, in the VS sentence of (5¢) the post-
verbal subject XI munegi ‘eleven monks’ falls within the broad focus of the
construction, since the pivot noun phrase is introduced into discourse for
the first time, as it is clearly indicated by its indefiniteness. Thus, it is in this
type of structures, namely thetic VS propositions, that the expletive starts to
appear. Since at this stage topical and focal postverbal subjects can be found
in the same V-S agreement pattern with the syncretic verb form, the exple-
tive might have appeared to differentiate the structures with a focal subject
(5¢) from those with a topical subject (5a-b).

Leaving aside transitive predications (cf. 5a), which always exhibit a clear
topic-comment partition without a preverbal pronominal form, the available
data show that the expletive is attested only in unaccusative VS structures
(cf. 5¢), which, however, appear to be undifferentiated at this stage, insofar as
a topical subject can follow the syncretic verb (cf. 5b) on a par with the focal
subject of sentence-focus structures (5c). This might have been the environ-
ment where the grammaticalization of subject agreement started (Bentley
2018). The expletive emerges to spell out the implicit topic that sentence-fo-
cus structures presuppose, disambiguating this kind of unaccusative VS
constructions, which are thetic, from those with a referential topic subject,
which are categorical, i.e., predicate-focus sentences.

The preverbal non-referential pronominal form which starts to appear in
this context neither controls agreement on the finite syncretic verb nor is it
co-referential with the postverbal focal subject. Rather, the expletive spells out
agreement with the subject of predication, i.e. the implicit, semantically un-
specified, discourse-dependent topic that broad focus presentational construc-
tions presuppose (Beninca 1988; Calabrese 1992; Saccon 1992; Bianchi 1993; Par-
ry 2013; Bentley & Cruschina 2018). This type of agreement can be described as
‘anaphoric’ (Bentley 2018, building on Bresnan and Mchombo’s 1987, and refer-
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ences therein). Then, at a later stage, i.e. after 16" century, concomitantly with
the loss of the V2 syntax, there emerge subject clitics (Haiman 1974; Beninca
1995; Poletto 1995; Parry 2013), which gradually become, in most northern vari-
eties, extended exponents of finite (person and number) agreement (Rizzi 1986;
Brandi & Cordin 1989; Poletto 2000; among others). This later type of agreement
is grammatical, in that it involves agreement with subject ¢-features. Diachron-
ically, grammatical agreement is derived from anaphoric agreement (Givén
1976; Siewierska 1999; Corbett 2003; Mithun 2003, among others)*.

The broad focus VS presentational constructions of old Venetan testify
to the earliest stage of the grammaticalization of subject agreement, when
an expletive form starts to appear, though not yet consistently, to spell out
anaphoric agreement with the implicit topic, i.e. the subject of predication,
of broad focus structures with a postverbal subject.

3.1 The topic of broad focus VS constructions in the logodeixis of the written domain
In the diamesic dimension of the written domain the organization of dis-
course varies from that of the spoken domain. Whilst in the spoken domain
information can be retrieved instantaneously from the deixis, i.e. the ex-
tra-linguistic environment, of the communicative situation, in the written
texts information is built (or recovered) with poor or no reference to the
extra-linguistic context. In fact, the informational value of the elements in-
volved in the narratives relies mostly on intra-textual deixis, or logodeixis
(Fillmore 1975: 70). Thus, the linguistic environment that surrounds a por-
tion of text is the main source of its meaning, and it determines the infor-
mational role of the discourse referents. This kind of linguistic environment
is often referred to as ‘co-text’ (Conte 1983: 96), i.e. the organized linguistic
material that provides the interpretative features of a written text (Van Dijk
1977; Petdfi 1979; Conte 1988; Givén 1995; Andorno 2003). Since we deal with
early written surces, the informational value and the propositional content
of the extant examples can only be captured within their co-text, i.e. the di-
amesic dimension of the written domain.

# Synchronic tension between anaphoric agreement and grammatical agreement is still
found in the VS structures of the northern Italo-Romance varieties (Bentley 2018).

AION-L n. 13/2024 n.s.
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Broad focus VS constructions introduce all-new, non-derivable focal in-
formation that, whilst carrying no special presupposition, is brought about
by implicit reference to the spatio-temporal coordinates of the discourse con-
text. In the spoken domain, these coordinates need not be overtly expressed,
as they are understood in the deixis of the communicative situation®. On the
contrary, these coordinates often surface in the co-text of the written texts. In
particular, we note that the overt expression of spatio-temporal reference is
strikingly frequent in broad focus VS constructions with unaccusative verbs.
We provide below only but a couple of examples (cf. also 1b).

(6) a. Et alora vene un  masano...

and then come.pST.3 a  peasant

‘And then there came a peasant...’
(Vang. venez., 29.20)

c. Et in quella fiada aparse a questo desperado
and in that time appear.PsT.3 to this desperate.(man)
una ombra
a  shadow

‘And in that moment there appeared a shadow to this desperate man’
(Legg. ss. Piero e Polo, 46, 60.25)

In the examples in (6) the new events introduced by the presentational
constructions are anchored to temporal expressions, i.e. alora ‘then’, in quel-
la fiada ‘in that moment’, which provide the co-textual coordinates of the
on-going narration. These coordinates serve as the (overt) stage topic of the
VS predication. The evidence from the early written texts thus supports the
view that presentational VS constructions are predications of an implicit
spatio-temporal topic (Beninca 1988, Saccon 1992, 1993, Erteschik-Shir 1997,
Pinto 1997, Tortora 1997, 2014, Manzini and Savoia 2005, Parry 2013, Corr
2016, Bentley 2018). Whilst in the spoken domain the implicit topic need not

5 Let us imagine a conversation in which one interlocutor says to the other the following
out-of-the-blue sentence: £ arrivata una multa! ‘There arrived a traffic ticket!". Both interlocutors
retrieve the information that the ticket has arrived ‘here and now’ from the deixis of their con-
textually shared communicative situation, without making explicit reference to the spatio-tem-
poral coordinates in which the event happens.
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be overtly expressed, its deixis being understood from the discourse-context,
in the co-text of the written texts, which lack extra-textual reference, this is
spelled out by spatio-temporal coordinates in which all-new information is
embedded. Since the stage topic that broad focus sentence presuppose is not
retrievable from the extra-linguistic context, in the written domain this is
explicitly established in order to meet the conditions of textual coherence
and cohesion. On the contrary, in the spoken domain these conditions are
met by the understood deixis of the discourse context, and the topic can be
left implicit or silent. In this respect, (early) written texts are particularly re-
vealing, in that they show features that may be phonologically null, or silent,
in the spoken domain.

Finally, we observe that, if the broad focus VS presentational construc-
tion lacks the overt expression of the spatio-temporal coordinates, the exple-
tive occurs, as shown by the contrasted examples below.

(7) a. un di, si li aparse una nivola molto granda

one day thus tohim appearpsT.3 a  cloud very big

‘One day there appeared to him a very big cloud’
(San Brendano ven., 108.29)

b. e Il aparse una isola piziola
EXPL to.him appear.PsT.3 a island  small
‘There appeared to him a small island’

(San Brendano ven., 180.27)

The contrast of the examples in (7) shows that spatio-temporal reference is
explicit (cf. un di ‘one day’ in 7a) in the absence of the expletive, but need not
be overtly expressed if the expletive occurs (cf. elo in 7b), suggesting that the
expletive spells out anaphoric agreement with an implicit, context-depen-
dent, spatio-temporal stage topic, i.e. the subject of predication, that broad
focus VS constructions presuppose.

4. Conslusions

The data from a corpus of early Venetan texts from the 14™-15% centuries
testify to the earliest stages of the emergence of a preverbal, non-referential
pronominal form in broad-focus VS constructions with a focal subject. The
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analysis of the examples shows that the presence of the expletive is asscoiat-
ed with the expression of an implicit discourse topic, which is required by the
presentational contruction. These findings thus offer diachronic evidence in
support of the view that sentence-focus structures, namely presentationals,
are predications of an implicit, semantically unspecified, context-dependent
topic. In the written domain of the early sources this topic recurrently sur-
faces in the form of spatio-temporal adverbials, which provide the logode-
ictic coordinates in which all-new information sentences are embedded in
narratives. We observe that spatio-temporal reference is explicit, typically
in the form of adverbials, in the absence of the expletive, but need not be
overtly expressed if the expletive occurs. This suggests that the emerging
preverbal proniminal form spells out anaphoric agreement with the implicit
spatio-temporal (stage) topic that thetic sentences presuppose.
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