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SYNTACTIC DIFFERENCES IN CATALAN AND ENGLISH 

 

Alicia Correa Mañas, Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona.  

June 2014 

1. Introduction 

 English and Catalan present a huge difference when we study the position that 

adjectives take in NP structures. First of all, we notice that generally the former has its 

adjectives as pre-head modifiers and the latter as post-head modifiers. Furthermore, the 

order of the elements in English is fixed whereas in Catalan it is possible to move them 

around and, thus, create different combinations of adjectives that are equally correct. 

We could say that Catalan is more flexible in that sense. Why is it that one language has 

more restrictions than the other? This paper aims to prove that their syntactic structures 

are the answer to that question. 

Specially, when it comes to translating texts back and forth from both languages, 

it is inevitable to face several problems because you not only need knowledge about 

vocabulary, but also about the different structures that hold the words together. In order 

to fully understand how these structures differ, it is not enough to study them separately. 

A comparative study must be carried out. On the one hand, in English, adjectives are 

added by projecting the same node over and over again as if these were inlaid. 

Moreover, when there is more than one adjective modifying a nominal head, they have 

to be in a specific order for this structure to be grammatical. On the other hand, in 

Catalan, adjectives are free to be placed in different positions within the construction 

because they are all at the same level. We could claim that their order does not affect 

the grammaticality of the sequence.  
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In English it is clear where the modifiers have to be placed. However, the 

information about the placement of adjectives in Catalan is quite vague. How do native 

Catalan speakers translate a sequence with strong restrictions into a less fixed structure? 

Do they feel confused with all the possibilities or do they know for sure in what order 

Catalan modifiers are placed? Do translations differ? Do they move adjectives around 

and still find the structure grammatical? The theory behind this phenomenon, which is 

developed in the first half of this paper, is supported or rejected by the experiment 

reported in the second half.   

2. Syntactic phenomena in NP structures 

First of all, to see how both languages differ in their syntactic structures, tree 

diagrams are the best tools to visualize it because “they mark the way that words are 

combined together to form phrases of various types.” [Radford, 1997: 97] However, 

sometimes it is enough with just the usage of brackets. These give a good overall 

picture of the phenomena but some rules have to be kept in mind. The representations 

throughout this paper follow the X-bar theory and, thus, the endocentricity and binary 

branching principles (see figure 1).  Binary branching constraints may pose a problem 

when it comes to further explain the possible coordination of adjectives in Catalan. 

Nevertheless, the hierarchy is clear and allows a better study of why the elements are 

placed in a certain way. 

	  

 

 

 

 

                                     Figure 1: Basic tree analysis of the x-bar theory  
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2.1. Adjective placement in English 

English grammar books dictate where adjectives belong and how they function. 

These sets of rules are based on a vast quantity of very detailed semantic information. In 

this section, however, multiple prenominal adjective modification will be presented in 

syntactic terms, which means that structures are taken as the central argumentation  

Syntax is crucial to understand adjective placement in English. When it comes to 

this area of study, it is possible to say that it is a rigid language. This characteristic is 

noticeable when there is more than one adjective modifying a noun in a pre-head 

position. At this point it is important to take a look to those combinations that are not 

punctuated. That is because, as soon as commas and conjunctions intervene, we are 

talking about coordinated structures and not cumulative ones. The former would behave 

like those in Catalan but the latter are the ones that represent the contrast between both 

languages. The fact that the first kind is coordinated means that each adjective that is 

part of the sequence is modifying the noun. Each modification is in a sense independent. 

On the contrary, the cumulative structure is usually limited in the pre-modifier position 

by a determiner and they add adjectives recursively, which means that they cannot be 

moved around, that their placement is restricted. To put it in another way, their position 

is specific so the structure can stand. Furthermore, as it is explained in the paragraphs 

below -examples included- one element supports the other and it ends up being a 

modification chain.  

 

 

 

Figure 2: Tree analysis of three 

adjectives modifying a noun 
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The structure represented in figure 2 shows the phenomenon of recursion. The 

first adjective modifies the whole construction that hangs from the same projection that 

is its sister and also all the elements it dominates. This goes on and on until we narrow 

down and we find the nominal head. Since they are recursive, it cannot be claimed that 

adjectives are complements of the noun. However, their order is not free, as one would 

expect if they were adjuncts. To account for the order restrictions, the idea of scales has 

been put forward, although it is a question of debate among different approaches. Some 

support the idea that it depends on the level of lexicalization and some make references 

to semantics1. However, what it is clear is that if the construction is altered, it becomes 

ungrammatical. As Huddleston states in the fifteenth point, named “Order of Elements 

in a NP Structure”, of his chapter in The Cambridge Grammar of the English Language, 

the violation of these constraints unchains a reaction that questions the acceptability of 

the sequence. This order has been established in our interior grammar since we were in 

the very early days of our journey to English acquisition and the modification of this 

rule sounds strange.      

 (1) Preferred order of multiple adjectives: 

 Judgement< Size< Shape< Age< Colour< Style< Origin< Material< Purpose 

To see how all comes together it is better to visualize the phenomenon with 

some examples:  

(2a) The big brown paper box 

(2b) [Big [brown [paper [box]]]] 

(2c) [Size [colour [material [noun]]]] 

(3)*The big paper brown box 

(4a) The leggy black Tennessee walker 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  For more information about semantics theories of ordering adjectives, see Bolinger, Dwight L. 
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(4b) [Leggy [black [Tennessee [walker]]]] 

(4c) [Shape [colour [origin [noun]]]] 

(4d) *The leggy Tennessee black walker 

The first example (2a) is grammatical. As we can see in its representation in 

(2b), it follows the rule given in (1) strictly. The first adjective of size modifies the set 

of words that follow it, the second adjective of colour behaves in the same way and the 

third adjective of material modifies directly the nominal head. In order to show this 

string is a constituent, we can apply a replacement test: 

(5a) The big brown paper box 

(5b) The big one 

(5c) The big brown one 

(5d) The big brown paper one 

However, when the order is changed and the second and third adjectives 

exchange positions, the sequence is ungrammatical. With the example (4) it is clear that 

the constructions that were used for the experimental research follow the same 

restrictive rules as the ones that can be designed in the theoretical field.  

To sum up, English has a structure with strong restrictions when it comes to 

adjective placement. This characteristic is not common in other languages. However, 

these differences are explained in more detail throughout the next section of this 

comparative study. 

2.2. Adjective placement in Catalan 

The fact that adjectives in Catalan are usually in the post-modifier position 

allows speakers to combine the elements in different ways, which are all equally valid. 

This ability means that the language and its structures are less restricted. This freedom 

of placement can be seen if multiple adjectives are used in a single sequence. The 
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construction becomes more complex but its syntactic representation can help us to see 

how Catalan works.  

When adjectives are added, recursion is a possibility. Nonetheless, on a regular 

basis, both coordination and juxtaposition are used. What makes a difference with this 

option is that the elements share the same level. Their order is not as relevant as it 

would be in English and it does not affect the grammaticality of the sequence. With this 

combination, commas and the conjunction i are the elements that link the elements 

together. Even though they work as linkers, they do not apply any force to keep the 

adjectives in a particular order as other linkers could do.  

      

The previous images show the problems that coordination pose to the idea of 

binary branching. Since it is obligatory to represent the hierarchical structure with only 

two branches for each node, at the most, the solution taken is to fit the conjunction 

adjoining it to the last adjective.   

To show the theory developed in this section and to make it more visual we can 

take a similar example as the one used in the previous section.  

(1a) Capsa gran, marró i quadrada 

(1b) [Capsa [[gran][marró][i quadrada]]] 

(1c) Capsa quadrada, gran i marró 

(1d) [Capsa [[quadrada][gran][i marró]]] 
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As it was explained before, ungrammaticality is non-existent if the order is altered in a 

coordinated structure. There is no point in defining a rule when the variation is this free. 

Even the Gramàtica del Català Contemporani (2002) does not extend its explanation 

and it vaguely relates to a mirror effect from the English ordering. This idea could be of 

some use when it comes to a recursive structure but not for those that have elements that 

occupy equal positions. At this point, Catalan speakers are the ones to decide how they 

want to express these kind of sequences: “(…) positioning of adjectives may be 

determined by subjective considerations of style (…) In general, the more unusual the 

positioning of the adjective, the more the writer/speaker wishes to draw attention to it or 

secure for it an other than purely literal value.” [Wheeler, 1999: 71] 

Another piece of evidence of this freedom of placement is when adjectives 

appear before the noun to emphasize one quality or because they can only occur in that 

position, which is the case of bon and mal: “The typical position of attributive 

adjectives in Catalan is following the noun which they qualify. This is true of all 

specifying adjectives (les arts pictòriques ‘pictorical arts’, una escala metàl·lica ‘a metal 

ladder’), but for other types position can be affected by various factors of sentence 

structure and pragmatics.” [Wheeler, 1999: 92] However, as it happens in English, 

prenominal position comes with limitations. First of all, this placement, for some 

adjectives, means that their meanings change. A good example of it is used in 

Wheeler’s Catalan: A Comprehensive Grammar (1999), which is grans persones in 

contraposition with persones grans. Furthermore, throughout this book it is also 

explained that not all adjectives can be placed in this particular position. There are three 

types of adjectives that cannot occur in prenominal position: Attributive adjectives that 

can be paraphrased with a ‘de’-prepositional phrase, as it is illustrated in (2), restrictive-
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specifying adjectives, such as in (3) and adjectives which are modified by a degree 

adverb (4) or by a complement (5). 

(2) departament administratiu (=departament d’administració) *administratiu 

departament (administration department) 

(3) *moderna casa 

(4)*un força estimat president 

(5) *una difícil de contentat noia 

When it comes to translations, the variety of possibilities is even wider. Not only 

Catalan speakers can use the same categorical function, meaning an adjective, but also 

they can convert it into, for example, a prepositional phrase or a relative clause. If we 

take the example of the big brown paper box and we try to translate it into Catalan, we 

have to face this kind of problem. There is not one adjective alone in Catalan that can 

translate the adjective paper, such as gran and marró mean big and brown respectively. 

It is true that there is the option for all adjectives to be expressed with other structures 

but, for paper, the only solution is to use the prepositional phrase de paper. At this 

point, there is a sequence of one noun modified by two adjectives and one prepositional 

phrase. The question that we must answer now is how are these elements placed. 

Moreover, what is even more interesting is to understand the reason behind that 

structure that justifies the different ordering possibilities.  

First of all, the next quotation should be considered: “If the noun has a 

specifying prepositional phrase complement, any descriptive adjective which agrees 

with the head noun follows the complement.” [Wheeler, 1999: 87] This restriction is 

applied for those prepositional phrases that are complements of the noun, which means 

that they have been selected by it. For that reason they have to remain in the closest 
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position there is in relation to the head noun. The combination is so assembled that it 

nearly behaves like a compound word.  

(5a) Llibre de text vell 

(5b) ?Llibre vell de text 

(5c) 

  

While the above is true, the example with which we are representing the 

phenomenon of multiple combinations with adjectives and other constructions does not 

follow this rule.  

(6a) Capsa de paper, gran i marró 

(6b) Capsa gran i marró de paper          

(6c) Capsa gran, marró i de paper 

(6d) 

 

With these examples it is possible to see how elements are moved around and 

how they can even be coordinated. None of them are ungrammatical, which means that 
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the prepositional phrase is behaving, up to a certain extent, like the other adjectives in 

the sequence. The explanation behind that difference is the position that they take. In 

(6d) we can see that the prepositional phrase is not a complement but an adjunct. Also, 

we can say that the constructions are different since the one in (5a) has a sequence that 

is more lexicalized than the one in (6a). 

2.3. Comparative table 

The theoretical overlook to these phenomena has been of use in order to see how 

rigid it is English in comparison to Catalan. 

 ENGLISH CATALAN 

 

Adjective pre-modification 

 

Multiple 

Recursive 

Fixed order 

One A allowed 

Restricted to a few A (e.g. bon, 

mal, for example) 

 

Adjective post-modification 

 

 

Not allowed 

 

Multiple 

Coordination and juxtaposition 

Free order 

PP post-modification Allowed 

 

Allowed 

 

PP+A post-modification 

Not allowed Allowed 

Free order 

(Except for PP Complement such 

as llibre de text) 
 

Nonetheless, the experimental research is the key to see whether this theory 

stands or not. 

3. Research 

To take the theory to the praxis, an experiment was conducted in May and, as it 

is possible to see throughout the next sections, it proves the point supported and 

developed previously. However, this research could not have been carried out without 

the help of twelve subjects that contributed to the translations from English to Catalan. 
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The identity of all the volunteers has been kept anonymous and only the constructions 

are considered in the study. All the files can be consulted since there is nothing that 

relates them to the subjects’ identity but they are not included in this paper since the 

number of pages would exceed the acceptable length of this research. 

3.1. Methodology 

Firstly, the group of subjects was asked to take a placement test in order to 

determine their English level. It was needed to prove that they were capable of 

translating from one language to the other without difficulties. Any lack of basic 

knowledge of grammar could interfere in their performance in the experiment. The 

selected subjects were a small group but it was of high value because they produced a 

corpus of nearly 120 constructions.  

The identity of the subjects is anonymous, as it is highlighted in a box right at 

the beginning, and only the researcher deals with those files. Adding this reminder was 

meant to make them feel comfortable. If they feel that they are going to be judged about 

their answers and later be exposed, their answers are not going to be genuinely what a 

native speaker would say on a regular basis. It was also really important to mention that 

there were not right or wrong answers, that all answers were valid because the only 

thing that really mattered were the structures they thought could be the best combination 

in order to translate the sentences provided. That reminder gave the subjects the 

confidence and freedom to answer. After this short message, there were six elements to 

identify the different participants that were their sex, age, place of birth, mother tongue, 

Catalan dialect and level of English. Even though the following information about the 

subjects may not seem relevant, it is.  For example, both Balearic and Northern dialects 

can show variations in comparison to the answers given by those who speak the Central 
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Catalan. And the fact that most subjects were Central Catalan speakers does not mean 

they set the common rules.  

Afterwards, six instruction points were given. The idea was for them to be clear. 

The main demands were to read the ten constructions in bold that contained adjectives 

followed by a noun and to translate them into Catalan. These examples were taken from 

a published book called Cold Wind by C.J. Box. It was important to use a publication to 

take the research to the real usage of language and not just to the abstraction of theory. 

Dealing with a thriller book meant that the vocabulary could be an obstacle to 

overcome. That is why the sentences were selected in order to avoid any difficult 

vocabulary that the subject could find on the way. Moreover, there were footnotes with 

the explanation of some words and if at some point the direct translation was too hard to 

find, hypernyms were also acceptable.  

Furthermore, the context of those constructions was provided to help but it was 

not asked the translation of it. It was provided just to make the meaning clearer. Ten 

sentences was the perfect number to work with because they showed different variations 

of the phenomena. They were divided into five blocks of two sentences each in order to 

extract two pieces of evidence to support or show variations between them. The first 

block consisted of two sentences with pre-modification by three elements (e.g. “He rode 

a leggy black Tennessee walker”); the second one with pre-modification by 4 elements, 

in which the first two formed a constituent (e.g. “He wore old Cinch jeans, worn Ariat 

cowboy boots, a long-sleeved yoked collar shirt with snap buttons, and a tooled belt that 

read JOE”); the third one with pre-modification by 4 elements, in which the third and 

forth formed a constituent (e.g. “He wore a 40X beaver silverbelly short-brimmed 

Stetson”); the fourth one with postmodification by a prepositional phrase (e.g. “It was 

instantly dark inside except for a bank of glowing green and amber lights”) and the fifth 
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with postmodification by a relative clause or a reduced relative clause (e.g. Nate was 

interrupted only by a call reporting a wounded antelope staggering around on the 

road”). The last pair of blocks deals with postmodification so it is possible to compare 

the same phenomenon or structure in both languages. All of them were distributed 

randomly to avoid the mechanization of the answers. If they saw a pattern, they could 

try to be consistent and follow rules like those in manuals of grammar. 

At the end of the experiment sheet there were two questions to let the subjects 

comment on the difficulties they faced. This experiment was performed online, with 

help from the researcher, due to the little availability to meet up and, thus, the 

comments were crucial to understand how the experience was. Those were also needed 

since the subjects can give good advice in order to improve the methodology and 

material for the experiment. Furthermore, they could express their uncertainty in order 

to choose one translation or the other. This is a sign that can be related to the less rigid 

structure in Catalan.  

3.2. Results2 and discussion 

Sex 1 Male 11 Female Total 12 

Range age 20 -30 

Mother tongue Catalan and Spanish 

Dialect 10 Central 1 Nord-occidental 1 Balearic 

Level of English 6 Proficiency 5 Advanced 1 Intermediate 

 

With just one quick look at the results of the experiment it is possible to see the 

wide variety of constructions that Catalan speakers can produce in comparison to the 

ones in English. Only one of the sentences provided was translated unanimously into 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 It should be noted that this is a recollection of the answers given and, also, that some subjects 
wrote more than one possibility for the translation of these constructions. The vocabulary, 
however, has been changed at some point to drive the attention to the structure and to make it 
more visual. 
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the same construction. Those doubts that they expressed they had when they wanted to 

choose one single answer with one particular ordering of the adjectives are important 

for this experiment as well as the number of different answers. However, we have to be 

careful with the translations because some adjectives are hard to translate into the same 

word category and, hence, different types of phrases and clauses have to be not only 

studied along with the rest of constructions, but also integrated.  

BLOCK 1: Pre-modification by 3 elements 

(1) “He rode a leggy black Tennessee walker.” [pg. 3] 

(1a) Un cavall de Tennessee negre i camallarg 5 times 

(1b) Un cavall negre i camallarg de Tennessee 1 time 

(1c) Un cavall negre de Tennessee amb potes llargues 3 times 

(1d) Un cavall negre de potes llargues de Tennessee 3 times 

(2) “The heavy stainless steel bracelet made her wrists look even thinner” [pg. 63] 

(2a) El braçalet pesant d’acer inoxidable 7 times 

(2b) La polsera d’acer inoxidable pesada 6 times 

 

(1)      (1a) 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	   	   	   	   	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	   	   	   	   	   	   (1b) 
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The first construction with a recursive structure in (1) had no less than four 

different possibilities. In (1a) and (1b) there are two adjectives coordinated and one 

adjective translated as a prepositional phrase. What is interesting about it is the 

possibility of exchanging positions. That means that both constituents are not bond to 

the nearest position to the head as it would happen with complements. This is not an 

isolated phenomenon since the answers given in for (2) behave the same way. The fact 

that the adjective is placed after the prepositional phrase does not mean that its function 

modifying the nominal head changes. It would be a mistake to say that because, as it is 

possible to see in (2b), once the noun changes its gender the adjectives changes 

accordingly, regardless of its position. This same ordering variation or position 

exchange but with two prepositional phrases is also represented in this experiment, such 

as in (1c) and (1d).  

Nevertheless, in (3c) and (6a), for example, the subjects give another alternative 

that is coordination. In this case, the two noun phrases inside the prepositional phrase 

are joined and share the same preposition and, the whole construction modifies the 

noun. The solution when it comes to fill in the preposition position is the concept of 

ellipsis.  

BLOCK 2: Pre-modification by 4 elements; the first two forming constituent 

(3) “He wore old Cinch jeans, worn Ariat cowboy boots, a long-sleeved yoked collar shirt 

with snap buttons, and a tooled belt that read JOE.” [pg. 18] 

(3a) Una camisa de màniga llarga amb coll de jou 5 times 

(3b) Una camisa amb coll de jou de màniga llarga 1 time 

(3c) Una camisa de màniga llarga i coll de jou  6 times 

(4) “Joe simply parked his pickup to the right of the gate where it joined with the four-string 

barbed wire fence and got out.” [pg. 34]  
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(4a) La tanca metàl·lica, de quatre cables i pues  3 times 

(4b) La tanca de filferro de quatre cables i pues  5 times 

(4c) La tanca de quatre cables i pues de filferro 2 times 

(4d) La tanca amb pues de filferro de quatre cables  1 time 

(4e) La tanca metàl·lica amb pues de quatre cables  1 times 

 

BLOCK 3: Pre-modification by 4 elements; the thrid and forth forming constituent 

(5) “The horse seemed to glide over the (…) wooded Rocky Mountain juniper-dotted 

foothills like a ghost.” [pg. 3] 

(5a) Les faldes ginebrades i boscoses de les Muntanyes Rocalloses  2 times 

(5b) Les faldes boscoses i ginebrades de les Muntanyes Rocalloses  4 times 

(5c) Les faldes de les Muntanyes Rocalloses boscoses i ginebrades  1 time 

(5d) Les faldes boscoses i amb ginebró de les Muntanyes Rocalloses   5 times 

(6) “He wore a (40X) beaver silverbelly short-brimmed Stetson.” [pg. 4]  

(6a) Un barret amb corretja d’ala curta i pell de castor  4 times 

(6b) Un barret de pell de castor i d’ala curta amb una corretja  1 time 

(6c) Un barret de pell de castor amb una corretja i l’ala curta  2 times 

(6d) Un barret de pell de castor amb corretja d’ala curta  1 time 

(6e) Un barret d’ala curta, de pell de castor i amb una corretja platejada  3 times 

 1 not applicable 

 (3)    (6)     

        (3c and 6a) 
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Taking a look at these structures it is possible to see how coordination makes 

clear that the prepositional phrase it is not understood as a complement of the adjective 

but as an independent modifier of the noun. Coordination is a common resource for 

Catalan speakers when they have to deal with recursive adjectives in English. To 

visualize it, we can take a look at the translation throughout the first three blocks. The 

first thing that it is clear is that adjectives can be coordinated and, hence, their position 

inside the phrase can be exchanged. Throughout this experiment we can see how all 

these possibilities are used randomly and for nearly all the sequences provided. 

BLOCK 4: Postmodification by a prepositional phrase 

(7) “It was instantly dark inside except for a bank of glowing green and amber lights.” [pg. 

40] 

(7a) Un panel de llums brillants verdes i ambres 7 times 

(7b) Un panel de llums verdes i ambres brillants 6 times 

(8) “And they’d wind up playing (...) in the historic Stockman’s Bar, overlooked by (...) 

generations of local black-and-white rodeo cowboy photos looking down at them.” [pg. 87] 

(8a) Generacions de fotos de cowboys de rodeig en blanc i negre del barri 1 time 

(8b) Generacions de fotos de cowboys de rodeig locals en blanc i negre 3 times 

(8c) Generacions de fotos en blanc i negre de cowboys locals de rodeig 6 times 

(8d) Generacions de fotos locals en blanc i negre de cowboys de rodeig 2 times 

 

BLOCK 5: Postmodification by a relative clause or a reduced relative clause 

(9) “Nate was interrupted only by a call (…) reporting a wounded antelope staggering around 

on the road” [pg. 420] 

(9a) Un antílop ferit vacil·lant 8 times 

(9b) Un antílop ferit que vacil·lava 4 times 

(10) “River cottonwoods and mountain ash shouldering up against the Snake River in the 
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valley were already turning gold.” [pg. 321 ] 

(10a) Arbres emmarcant el riu Snake dins la vall Not applicable 

 

The last two blocks were slightly different because the idea was to see if 

postmodification with prepositional phrases and relative clauses work the same way as 

in Catalan. When it comes to the structure noun + preposition, both languages work in 

the same way. However, if we analyze the inner structure we can see that all comes 

back to the same phenomenon that was explained before because the adjectives modify 

the noun placed at the end of the sequence. (7a) and (7b) are an example of it but the 

translations of (8) show an even wider range of options, mainly because there are more 

elements combined. The more adjectives there are, the more evidences they provide for 

the difference between languages. As for the fifth block, (9a) and (10a) show how 

similar can be the structures chosen. Both use the gerund form but it behaves as an 

adverb. Nevertheless, it is also represented the other solution for modification, which is 

a relative clause. 

COMMENTS 

Vocabulary There were some problems with vocabulary because it was very specific and 

some did not have an exact translation into Catalan. For that reason they used 

alternatives such as prepositional phrases or relative clauses. Some had to look 

words up in a dictionary so the results did not end up compromised. 

Doubts Some changed the answers because they did not know what the order of 

adjectives is in Catalan.  

 

All in all, as the experiment proved, the different phenomena that occur in these 

two languages, English and Catalan, makes users feel uncertain about their translations. 

This is due to the fact that in the former language the order is fixed because of its 



 

	   20	  

position and the structure behind it and, on the contrary, in the latter it is not. That is 

why, when subjects are asked separately and they cannot decide with other speaker for 

one option, the answers given are many and diverse. 

4. Conclusion 

The ultimate goal of this paper was to do a comparative study between two 

languages that differ in their adjective placement because of their syntactic structures. 

When you know both languages, English and Catalan, this difference is one of the basic 

and earliest concepts you learn, but you do it by heart. The idea throughout this paper 

has been to go beyond the encyclopedic knowledge and explain both theory and praxis 

of this variation. The first idea was clear: English presents a more restrictive structure 

than Catalan. That is because the former has a structure in which one adjective modifies 

the following and it ends up with the nominal head (1) and the latter has its elements 

hanging from the noun with the limits of hierarchy diminished by juxtaposition and 

coordination (2). It is true that a loophole can be found in the structures in Catalan but a 

solution could be to use a conjunction phrase (3). To prove this affirmation, an 

experiment among real subjects was conducted and discussed and, thus, it was possible 

to see the usage of this universal knowledge.  

(1)    (2)   (3) 
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6. Appendices 

Both annexes conformed the material/documents used to conduct the 

experimental research. 

6.1. English placement test 
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6.2. Experiment sheet 

EXPERIMENT SHEET 
 

 
 

IDENTIFICATION 
 

Sex: M F  Age: _____  Place of birth: _________________ 

Mother tongue:  

Catalan  Spanish  Other _________________  

Catalan dialect: 

Central  Septentrional  Nord-occidental Valencià Balear 

Level of English: [Find the placement test attached to this sheet] 

Intermediate  Advanced  Proficiency 

INSTRUCTIONS 
 

• Read these ten constructions taken from Cold Wind by C.J. Box.  

• All of them contain three adjectives followed by a noun.  

• You are asked to translate them into Catalan.  

• Context is provided to make their meaning clearer. You do not need to translate it. 

• Write down what you would say on a regular basis. 

• All answers are valid for this experiment and the methodology applied for each 

construction can vary. 

  

 

  

This experiment is designed to study syntactic structures. Feel free to write down what you, 
as native Catalan speakers, think it sounds better. There are no right or wrong answers. 
Besides, your identity will be anonymous.  



 

	   30	  

EXPERIMENT 
 

“The heavy stainless steel3 bracelet made her wrists look even thinner” [pg. 63] 

 

 

“The horse seemed to glide over the (…) wooded Rocky Mountain juniper4-dotted 

foothills like a ghost.” [pg 3]  

 

 

“Nate was interrupted only by a call (…) reporting a wounded antelope staggering5 

around on the road” [pg 420]  

 

 

“He rode a leggy black Tennessee walker6.” [pg 3]  

 

 

“Joe simply parked his pickup to the right of the gate where it joined with the four-

string barbed7 wire fence and got out.” [pg 34]  

 

 

 “It was instantly dark inside except for a bank of glowing green and amber lights.” 

[pg 40]  

 

 

“He wore old Cinch jeans, worn Ariat cowboy boots, a long-sleeved yoked8 collar 

shirt with snap buttons, and a tooled belt that read Joe.” [pg 18]  

 

 

 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Stainless Steel: also known as inox steel 
4	  Juniper: small bush (translation: genibre) 
5	  Stagger: to move or stand unsteadily 
6	  Walker: breed of horse 
7	  Barbed: with Sharp points 
8	  Yoke: upper part of the back of a shirt (translation: jou) 
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“He wore a (40X) beaver silverbelly short-brimmed9 Stetson10.” [pg 4]  

 

 

“And they’d wind up playing (...) in the historic Stockman’s Bar, overlooked by (...) 

generations of local black-and-white rodeo cowboy photos looking down at them.” 

[pg 87]  

 

 

“River cottonwoods and mountain ash11 shouldering up12 against the Snake River in 

the valley were already turning gold.” [pg 321 ]  

 

 

 

COMMENTS 
 

Did you have problems with the vocabulary used in these sentences? 

 
 

 

 

Did you have doubts or second thoughts in order to write your translation?  

 

 

 

 

	  
	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Brim: projecting edge (translation: ala) 
10 Stetson: Brand of cowboy hats 
11	  Mountain ash: Type of tree	  
12	  Shoulder up: push against something 


