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As in many other languages, syntactic A-N phrases in Dutch are used to describe some property ‘A’ of an entity ‘N’:


(1) Parijs is een grote stad


‘Paris is a big city’

If we do not just want to describe entitities with particular properties, but name them, there are at least two different construction types available:

- a lexicalized AN-phrase, with prominent stress on the noun, as in:

(2) Op haar 18e verliet ze de boerderij van haar ouders en vertrok ze naar de grote ‘stad


‘When she was 18 she left the farm of her parents for the big city’


- an AN-compound, with prominent stress on the (non-inflected) adjective, as in:


(3) Parijs is een echte ‘grootstad


‘Paris is a real metropolis’

We will first describe the particular characteristics of these two naming strategies, comparing both to their English and German equivalents. Then we will focus on what could be called the onomasiological context. Two types of context should be distinguished here, and both deserve more attention in studies of word formation or naming in general:

(a) the (non-linguistic) context of the naming activity itself

In Dutch some lexicalized phrases as in (2) can take an indefinite article: een harde schijf (‘hard disk’), een vrije dag (day-off). But many lexicalized phrases regularly or even exclusively take a definite article: de grote vakantie (summer holidays), het witte doek (silver screen). They are used for more or less unique reference in a particular context. If reference is considered to be genuinely unique in a widely accepted context of interpretation, phrases of this type are treated as proper names: de Grote Beer (Great Bear), de Stille Oceaan (Pacific Ocean), het Laatste Avondmaal (Last Supper).

(b) the (linguistic) context of the complementary or competing naming strategies

Apart from AN-compounds and lexicalized AN-phrases, Dutch has many more strategies for naming entities with specific properties, such as metaphoric use of a word (ezel ‘donkey’ for a stupid person), conversion (alternatief ‘alternative’ for an alternative possibility), affixation (volwassen-e ‘adult’), etc. Systematically taking into account this onomasiological context can be a powerful heuristic device when looking for restrictions on the productivity of AN-compounds and lexicalized AN-phrases in any language.

