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Hoffmann and Turner’s Creative Construction Gram-
mar is a compact, ambitious intervention in construction
grammar and cognitive linguistics. Its purpose is to give
construction grammar a fuller account of how speakers cre-
ate, combine, learn, and alter form-meaning pairings in
live use. The book begins from a familiar construction-
grammar premise: linguistic knowledge consists not of a
lexicon plus independent syntactic rules, but of learned
pairings of form and meaning, ranging from words and
idioms to argument-structure patterns and multimodal
routines. Its distinctive claim is that construction grammar
has not yet said enough about the mental work that per-
mits speakers to put such pairings together in new utter-
ances. Hoffmann and Turner propose that the missing ac-
count is blending theory.

The authors are well placed to make this argument.
Hoffmann is a major contributor to English construction
grammar, constructional creativity, and usage-based syn-
tax; Turner is one of the principal architects of blending
theory, with Gilles Fauconnier, and has long argued that
meaning-making depends on imaginative mental integra-
tion. Their collaboration gives the book its unusual profile:
it is at once an internal debate within construction gram-
mar and a renewed case for blending as a general account
of human cognition.
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The book has six short chapters. Chapter 1 introduces
Creative Construction Grammar through examples such as
the XYZ pattern in expressions like Amagon is the apex
predator of our platform era and through less showy cases
such as the Way construction in Stacey clawed her way to the
top. The point is not that some utterances are creative
while ordinary ones are not. Instead, the authors argue
that the same kind of mental work is present in both the
memorable headline and the routine clause. Words and
constructions, on this account, do not contain finished
meanings. They prompt speakers and hearers to build a
situated meaning in working memory.

Chapter 2 states the gap that the book seeks to fill.
Construction grammar has strong accounts of stored con-
structions and of usage-based learning, but it still needs a
theory of online combination. Formal construction gram-
mars have used tools such as unification and constraint sat-
isfaction; cognitive and usage-based approaches have ap-
pealed to ideas such as coverage, association, juxtaposition,
and superimposition.

Hoffmann and Turner accept that these accounts have
descriptive value, yet they argue that none of them is ad-
equate as a cognitive account of how speakers produce new
constructs. Some are computational tools, useful for pars-
ing, but not claims about human thought. Others help
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explain why a new expression sounds acceptable to a
speaker, but not how the expression was made in the first
place.

Chapter 3 is the book’s critical survey. It discusses
Merge, unification, constraint satisfaction, Dabrowska and
Lieven’s juxtaposition and superimposition, Goldberg’s
coverage, Schmid’s entrenchment and conventionalisation,
Diessel’s network approach, and Langacker’s Cognitive
Grammar. This chapter is polemical in the best sense: it
asks each alternative the same question. Does it name a
general mental process that can explain selective projection
and new meaning? The authors’ answer is mostly no.
Their most sympathetic reading is reserved for Langacker,
whose account of composition and integration they see as
already close to blending theory.

Chapter 4 presents blending itself. A blend is a mental
space built from selected material in other mental spaces,
but it is not a sum of its inputs. It can include meaning that
is absent from each input taken alone. The authors’ stock-
broker example makes this clear: if Bill imagines being
Peter, a San Francisco stockbroker who must rise very
early, the blend Bill-as-Peter may be miserable, although
real Bill and real Peter are both happy. The chapter then
sets out what a theory of construction grammar must
provide: a cognitive account, an evolutionary account, an
account of individual language learning, an account of cre-
ativity under communal constraint, and an account of mul-
timodal communication. Blending is said to satisfy all five.

Chapter 5 applies the proposal to a range of cases. The
book moves from lexical blends such as brunch, Chunnel,
McJob, and Barbenheimer to noun-noun compounds, pre-
dication, Spanish dative patterns, the XYZ construction,
argument-structure innovation, and multimodal commu-
nication. The best analyses are the ones in which a simple
compositional reading plainly fails. The beach is safe, for ex-
ample, does not attach one stable property to one object.
Depending on context, the beach may be safe for swim-
mers, safe from developers, safe from crime, or a safe vaca-
tion recommendation. Likewise, She Gandalfed me cannot
be explained as a proper name filling a verb slot. It asks the
hearer to map a scene from The Lord of the Rings onto a
comic story about a mother warning a girlfriend away from
marriage. The multimodal examples from web video, film,
and television news are especially valuable because they
press construction grammar past written sentences and to-
ward full communicative performance.

The book’s main merit is that it identifies a real prob-
lem. Construction grammar has sometimes been strongest
after the event: it can classify a construct, link it to a con-
structional family, and explain its conventionalisation, but
it can leave underdescribed the mental act through which
the construct was first produced and understood. Hoff-
mann and Turner push the field to take that act seriously.
Their insistence that linguistic theory must account for
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ordinary creativity is persuasive. In a framework where
form-meaning pairings are learned, flexible, and context-
sensitive, creativity cannot be left at the edge of the
theory.

A second merit is the book’s breadth. It does not con-
fine creativity to literary language, metaphor, or wordplay.
It finds the same issue in morphology, predication, argu-
ment structure, first language acquisition, pidgin commu-
nication, and multimodal media. This breadth is part of the
argument. If blending can explain both brunch and The
beach is safe, both child holophrases and television joint-at-
tention scenes, then it is a serious candidate for a central
place in construction grammar.

The comparison with Goldberg’s recent usage-based
work is especially productive. Goldberg’s notion of cover-
age explains why a new expression may be licensed by
what a speaker already knows. Hoffmann and Turner
reply that coverage alone cannot explain the first produc-
tion of the expression. This is a fair challenge. It also clari-
fies the book’s contribution: the authors are less interested
in acceptability after a pattern exists than in the inventive
act that gives rise to usable language in working memory.

The book also has limitations. First, its argument
sometimes advances by contrast with accounts that are
made to look too narrow. Formal grammars are said to be
research tools, not cognitive theories. That may be true of
some implementations, but the discussion is less persuasive
because it gives too little attention to psycholinguistic and
computational work on incremental processing, prediction,
construction activation, and constraint-based comprehen-
sion. The book’s claim that unification or constraint satis-
faction cannot be cognitive may be right, but it is asserted
more than demonstrated.

Second, blending itself is presented as the answer to
many questions at once. It explains new word making,
clause interpretation, acquisition, cultural change, joint at-
tention, media deixis, and more. That range is exciting, but
it also creates a risk: if blending explains too much, the
reader may ask what would count as evidence against it.

Third, the book is programmatic. It offers many short
analyses, but few extended empirical tests. This is under-
standable in a short volume, and the authors explicitly call
for future neuroscientific and empirical work. Still, readers
looking for corpus studies, processing data, or experimental
contrasts will find a manifesto more than a finished re-
search programme.

These limitations do not reduce the book’s
importance. Creative Construction Grammar succeeds as a
provocation and as a research proposal. It asks construction
grammarians to explain not only what constructions are
and how they are learned, but how they are made active in
the fleeting work of communication. Its richest contribu-
tion may be its treatment of ordinary language as creative
without making it exotic. The book’s best pages show that
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even seemingly plain predication requires selective mental
integration, contextual knowledge, and imaginative com-
pletion. For readers in cognitive linguistics, construction
grammar, usage-based syntax, semantics, pragmatics, and
multimodal discourse studies, the book is highly worth re-
viewing. It is short, open access, and argumentatively
clear. Its central claim will not convince everyone, espe-
cially those who want a more testable process account or a
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less sweeping use of blending. But disagreement with the
book is likely to be productive, because it forces a precise
question: what mental process lets speakers turn stored
form-meaning pairings into new communicative acts?
Hoffmann and Turner’s answer is blending, and Creative
Construction Grammar makes a spirited, learned, and
timely case that construction grammar needs that answer
atits core.
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