
Anne AbeillØ and DaniŁle Godard
IUF, UniversitØ Paris 7 and CNRS, UniversitØ Lille 3

Varieties of ESSE in Romance Languages*

1. Introduction

All modern Romance languages have inherited the copula and the passive auxiliary from the latin
ESSE paradigm. A few of them, French (F), Italian (I), Romanian (R), Occitan and the variety of
Catalan spoken in Majorca and Minorca, also use forms inherited from ESSE as a tense or
aspectual auxiliary. Concentrating on F, I and R, we show that (i) in the three languages, the
copula and the tense/aspectual auxiliary should be considered different lexemes, (ii) the copula,
identified with the passive auxiliary, has the same complement structure in these three languages,
and (iii) the tense/aspectual auxiliary may have a different complement structure from that of the
copula; namely, the perfective R fi has the same complement structure as the R tense auxiliaries,
which differs from that of the copula.

The consequences of such findings are the following. First, it is wrong to take the copula
or passive into account when stating the conditions on auxiliary selection in F and I. We provide
an alternative to derivational generalizations such as Burzio 1986. Second, the difference in R
between the complements of the tense and aspectual auxiliaries on the one hand, and of the
copula on the other, shows that argument inheritance and constituent structure are two different
phenomena, and to a certain extent, orthogonal properties: all the verbs which we examine here
induce a complex predicate characterized by argument inheritance.1 This supports a grammatical
architecture which can distinguish between the two, by separating valence information from
constituent structure, as in HPSG or LFG. We provide an analysis in HPSG and briefly compare
it with the proposal by Andrews and Manning (1999).

2. Differences between tense and passive auxiliary ESSE

In the three languages, the tense and passive auxiliaries differ from each other with respect to a
number of properties.

(i) In R, the two verbs have a different morphology: while the passive a fi has a complete
morphological paradigm, the perfective fi is defective. The latter has one form only, which
occurs where a subjunctive or an infinitive is expected.

(1)  R D��V� IL
�
FKHPDW

    that I am called
E��V� I

�
FKHPDW

    that I/you/... have called

                                                
* We would like to thank for their comments and judgements: Christine Aguilar-Adan, Alex Alsina, Ana-Maria
Barbu, Ileana Comorovski, Alexandra Cornilescu, Rodolfo Delmonte, Joseph Fontana, Jean-Pierre Koenig, Brenda
Laca, Manuela Leahu, Chris Manning, Philip Miller, Paola Monachesi, Fiammetta Namer, Ivan Sag, Andrew
Spencer, Lucia Tovena.
1 For an overview of complex predicates in the Romance languages, see AbeillØ and Godard (2000b).



(ii) While a tense or perfective auxiliary combined with a participle denotes a past or perfective
event, the denotation of a passive construction depends on the tense of the auxiliary. This
difference induces a different acceptability regarding sequences of auxiliaries in F: the passive
auxiliary in (2a), but not the tense auxiliary in (2b), can follow two auxiliaries.2 In (2a), the
sentence denotes a past with respect to a past, while in (2b), it would have to denote a past with
respect to a past with respect to a past. Presumably, such complex semantic constructions are not
used in natural languages.

(2) F passØ surcomposØ
a. Quand le livre     a    eu   ØtØ    publiØ

when   the book has had been published (’had been published’)
b. * Quand Jean a     eu   ØtØ   allØ à Paris    (vs a ØtØ allØ)

when     Jean has had been gone to P      (’when J was gone to P’)

(iii) In the three languages, while a passive participle with its complements can be extracted, an
active participle cannot (AbeillØ and Godard 1994 for F, Barbu 1998 for R):3

(3) F a. DØdiØ à Jean comme il (l’) est, le livre ...
Dedicated to J. as it (CL) is, the book ...

b. * AllØ aux Etats-Unis comme il (l’) est, Jean ne peut t’entendre
Gone to the US as he (CL) is, J. cannot hear you

I a. Dedicato a Giovanni come (lo) Ł, il libro ...
Dedicated to G. as (CL) is, the book ...

b.  * Andato negli Stati Uniti come (lo) Ł, ...
Gone to the US as he (CL) is, ...

R a. L�XGDW� G ��� ROOHJ � D��� � 0DULD
Praised by her colleagues will be M. (’it is Maria who will be praised’)

b. * Fost în Statele Unite, el n-ar fi
Gone to the US, he will not be

(iv) In R, the passive auxiliary (4a), but not the tense auxiliary (4b), has scope over a
coordination of participles with their complements (Barbu 1998). In F, I, both auxiliaries can
have wide scope over a coordination of participles. Note that passive and active participles
cannot be conjoined (4c):

(4) R a. El a fost iertat G � 0DUL � ú
���
QYLWD	�
�� SHWUHFHU � � GRX � ]L

He is  been absolved by M. and invited to the meeting the next day
b. 
 ÌQDLQW � G � � I

�
FXPS�UD	 ]LDUX 
 ú

�
F
�
	
�
	 DFHDVW � QRXWDWH

Before DE A have bought the newspaper and read this piece of news

F a. Jean est allØ chez Marie et rentrØ chez lui tard

                                                
2 For some French speakers, certain active participle forms can also be predicative adjectives. In this case, they can
be extracted and pronominalized, like other predicative complements.
3 Although we illustrate one structure only, the phenomenon is the same in cleft and left dislocation in F,I.



Jean is gone to Marie and returned home late
b. Jean est convoquØ par le patron et critiquØ par ses collŁgues

Jean is summoned by the boss and criticized by his collegues
c. * Jean est convoquØ par Marie et allØ chez elle

Jean is summoned by Marie and gone to her place

I a. Oggi, Gianni Ł partito a piedi e tornato in bicicletta
To-day, Gianni is gone on foot and come back on a bicycle

b. Giovanni Ł chiamato da Maria e criticato dai sui collegi
Giovanni is summoned by the boss and criticized by his collegues

c. * Giovanni Ł chiamato da Maria e andato da lei

(v) In R, adverbs (5) and subjects (6) can occur between the passive auxiliary and the participle,
but not between the perfective auxiliary and the (active) participle (Dobrovie-Sorin 1994, Barbu
1998, Monachesi 1999b):

(5) R a. 0DUL
���������

DWHQ� DVFXOWDW�
Maria will be attentively listened to

b. * Maria i-ar             fi  atent          ascultat (vs OK i-ar fi ascultat atent)
Maria CLacc-will be attentively listened
(put) ’M. will have attentively listened to them’

(6) R a. 	 IRV� 0DUL
�
O�XGDW� SHQWU
 DFHV� VXFFH � "

Has been Maria praised    for this success
b. * Ar fi                   Maria venit ? (vs OK Ar fi venit Maria ?)

Will be (= have) Maria come

(vi) in F and I, the tense auxiliary, but not the passive auxiliary, can bear a reflexive clitic (Kayne
1975, Couquaux 1979 for F, Burzio 1986 for I ):

(7) F a. Paul s’est  achetØ un livre
Paul SE is bought a book   (’Paul bought a book for himself’)

b. * La vedette se fut prØsentØe (à e lle-mŒme) par la journaliste
The star SE was introduced(to herself) by the journalist

I a. Paolo si Ł comprato un libro
b.  * La diva si Ł stata presentata da la giornalista

(vii) Participle agreement is different. Although active participle agreement differs across F, I and
R, it does not coincide with those the passive participle, which agrees in gender and number with
the subject in the three languages. In R, the active participle is always invariable. In I, the active
participle agrees with a cliticized object if there is one (le in (8a)); otherwise, it agrees with the
subject (see (8b), with an intransitive verb, and (8c) where the reflexive clitic se is dative):

(8) I a. Maria/ Mario se        le              Ł lavate (le mani)
M-fs/M-ms  SE-dat CL-acc-fp is washed-fp (’Maria/Mario washed them’).

b. La nave       Ł affondata/*affondato



The-fs boat is sunk-fs/*sunk-ms
c. Maria si        Ł lavata        /* lavato/ * lavate           le mani

M-fs  SE-dat is washed-fs washed-ms/ washed-fp the hands-fp

In F, it agrees with the non-canonical (relativized or cliticized) object, if there is one (9a); it
agrees with the subject if the intransitive verbal lexeme selects Œtre (9b); otherwise, it does not
agree (see (9c) where the reflexive clitic is dative):

(9) F a. La maison     qu’il        s’est         construite
The house-fs which he SE-dat is built-fs (’the h. that he built for himself’)

b. Les fleurs        sont mortes  rapidement
The flowers-fp are   dead-fp quickly (’the flowers died quickly’)

c. Ils            se        sont parlØ/ *parlØs
They-mp SE-dat are  spoken-ms/ *spoken-mp (’they spoke to each other’)

The R perfective and passive auxiliaries which differ on all accounts except for the
occurrence of a reflexive clitic (possible on the passive auxiliary) are clearly different lexical
items. For F and I, some might argue that the differences lie in the participles, rather than the
auxiliary itself. However, this hypothesis cannot explain why the passive participle with its
complements can be extracted (3a), but not the active one (3b). In both cases, the extracted
complement would be a complement saturated (and subject unsaturated) phrase. Furthermore, the
auxiliary would be semantically empty, except for an aspectual or temporal information due to its
own morphology. This is not implausible but then one cannot appeal to a different semantics of
the auxiliary to exclude extraction in one case and allow it in the other. If no explanation is given
for the contrast in (3), the complement structures are different. This conclusion implies that there
are two lexemes.

A consequence is that copular and passive constructions must not be taken into account
when stating the conditions on auxiliary selection in French and Italian (contrary to e.g. Burzio
1986, Perlmutter 1989). Burzio (1986:55) wants to derive essere selection from a structural
property common to reflexive, passives and unaccusative verbs:4 "The auxiliary will be realized
as essere whenever a ’binding relation’ exists between the subject and a ’nominal contiguous to
the verb’", which can be a clitic or an (empty) direct object. This appeals to a derivational
analysis of passives (with an empty object), and to a structural difference between intransitives
taking avere and intransitives taking essere. Structural unaccusativity (with an empty object
position linked to a raised subject) for intransitives taking essere does not explain the dialectal
variations regarding auxiliary selection, or the lexical semantic factors which play a crucial role
(Zaenen 1993, Levin and Rappaport 1995).5 More generally, since two different ’essere’ are
involved in the passive and in the past tense, there is no point in trying to appeal to the same
structure to account for both cases.

                                                
4 The generalization is also meant to explain participle agreement, which "will agree in gender and number with an
element holding a ’binding relation’ with its direct object". Thus, it agrees with an empty object (covering accusative
reflexives and cliticized objects), and with the subject if it is uncaccusative. But it does not follow that it agrees with
the subject when there is a dative reflexive and an object NP (8c), as recognized by the author (p. 61).
5 For dialectal variation, see e.g. F Je suis/ai grimpØ au grenier (I am/have climbed to the attic). Following Burzio’s
hypothesis, (i) and (ii) must have different phrase structures:
(i) Hanno corso per tre ore
(ii) Sonno corsi alla pasticceria



We informally state the correct empirical generalizations concerning auxiliary selection in
F and I. The idea is that HABERE is the default specification, which is overriden in two cases.

(10) Auxiliary selection (I,F):
(i) By default, verbs select HABERE
(ii) A set of intransitive verbs (which may depend on an unaccusative type) are lexemically 
specified as taking auxiliary ESSE
(iii) All participles of reflexive verbs (which have a reflexive clitic in their argument list) 
select ESSE.

Without trying to motivate here such a lexical approach, we note that (ii) can be seen as a
historical residue in French (where the intransitives involved often had reflexive forms, e.g. se
mourir ’die’) while it is correlated with other syntactic and semantic properties in Italian, and that
(iii) can be explained in terms of suppletion (there is a morphological blocking between any form
of HABERE and the reflexive, AbeillØ and Godard 1996).6 The use of ESSE in the passive has a
different explanation, as will be clear from the next section: the copular ESSE takes predicative
complements, and the passive participle (contrary to the active one) is predicative (like
predicative adjectives).

3. Identification of the passive auxiliary and the copula

The passive auxiliary and the copula, which have the same morphology in all RL, have identical
properties.7 We briefly illustrate this observation. It is clear that the denotation time depends
solely on the predicate; the F participle of Œtre can be the complement of a ’surcomposØ’ (Quand
Jean a eu ØtØ ivre, when Jean has had been drunk = ’when Jean had gone drunk’). The sequence
of the predicate with its complements can be extracted and pronominalized:

(11) F a. FidŁle à ses amis comme il (l’) a ØtØ, Paul ...
’Faithful to his friends as he has been, Paul’ ...

I b.  Fedele ai suoi amici come (lo) Ł stato, Paolo ...
R c. Câ t de fidel ideii de libertate este Paul!

’How faithful to the idea of freedom Paul is!’

In R, adverbs (and the subject) can intervene between the copula and the complement predicate,
and the copula has wide scope over a coordination of adjectives with their complements:

(12) R a. 0DUL
���

IRV
�
PX � ����� P� IUXPRDV�

  Maria has been a long time beautiful
E���� IRV

�
0DUL

�
IUXPRDV� "

Has been M beautiful ?
c. 0DUL

��	
VW
�
ILGHO

�
LGH

�
�
G
	
OLEHUWDW

	
ú
�
RVWLO

�
OXL

M was faithful to ideas of freedom and hostile to-him

                                                
6 Morphological blocking is shown with non auxiliary uses of avoir or avere:
F Il m’aura / * s’aura une bonne place(He will have a good seat for me / for himself)
I Mi / * Ti  avrai un buon posto (You will have a good seat for me / for yourself)
7 This is also true of estar  in Spanish, Portuguese or Catalan.



In F and I, the copula cannot bear a reflexive clitic, complement of the predicate:

(13) F a. * Ils s’Øtaient fidŁles
I b. * Si erano fedeli

(put.) They were faithful to each other/ to themselves

As is well-known, the adjectival predicate, like the pasive participle, agrees in number and
gender with the subject in F, I, R. Finally, coordination of passive participles and adjectives is
allowed in all three languages:

(14) F Jean est convoquØ par Marie et amoureux d’elle
I Giovanni Ł chiamato da Maria e innamorato di lei

Giovanni is summoned by M and in-love with her
R Acest ziar a fost foarte interesant ú

�
DSUHFLD� G � SURIHVRU

This newspaper has been very interesting and appreciated by the professor

The conclusion is that the passive auxiliary and the copula are the same item in the three
languages.8

4. Discussion on the Complement structures

The copula and the tense or aspectual auxiliary are all obligatory clitic climbing verbs. In HPSG,
this means that at least cliticized arguments are inherited (for argument inheritance in HPSG, see
Hinrichs and Nakasawa 1994). However, clitic inheritance is compatible with different
complement structures: a VP (or XP), unsaturated for clitics (structure A), a verbal complex
(structure B) or a flat structure (structure C), two structures where the complement predicate is
unsaturated for all of its arguments. Assuming the complement is verbal, we have the following
array of possibilities:9

A     VP                     B    VP                     C   VP

V           VP[part]      V          PP              V     V[part]     PP

V       V[part]

(15)

In this section, we contrast the participle complement of tense/aspectual auxiliaries, which never
forms a constituent with its subcategorized complements, with the copula, which has a double

                                                
8 An argument sometimes offered for distinguishing passive from adjectives comes from ne cliticization in Italian.
The clitic ne  can be linked to a post-verbal quantifier (molti) with a passive (riconosciute), but not with an adjective
(sconosciute). This is no counter-argument, since as noted in (Giusti, 1991), the copula can bear this clitic with some
adjectives (sicuri):
(i) Ne sarebbero riconosciute / * sconosciute molti (Many of them are recognized/ unknown)
(ii) Ne sono sicuri  molti  (Many of them are sure)
9 The VP complementation is well accepted for auxiliaries (and, more generally, complex predicates in RL), see e.g.
Pollock (1989), Andrews and Manning (1999); the verbal complex is proposed for F and R tense auxiliaries in e.g.
Emonds 1978, Monachesi 1999a, respectively, and the flat structure for F complex predicates and I restructuring
verbs in e.g. AbeillØ et al. (1998), Monachesi (1999a).




