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Abstract

Mouthing and Mouth Gestures in Irish Signed Language:

A Cognitive Linguistic Framework

The aim of this study is three-fold. First, we present a categorisation of the 

types of mouth patterns that arise in Irish Sign Language (ISL). Second, we 

describe the connection between the forms of these mouth patterns and their 

meaning within the language, that is, the shared knowledge and context which 

creates and binds them and, third, we establish our findings within a Cognitive 

Linguistic framework. This framework illustrates how grammatical mouth 

patterns are embodied (Johnson, 1987), indicative of signers’ experience of 

being and acting in the world, that is, their experience as thinking beings. We 

examine how signers “flesh out” the meaning of language input (Fauconnier, 

1997:38) to include mouth patterns as part of cognitive processing, based on 

the activation of mental spaces (ibid) and conceptual blending (Fauconnier & 

Turner, 2002).

This research is situated in a description of ISL as it is articulated by Deaf 

signers in Ireland in their everyday lives. It is informed by the Signs of Ireland 

(SOI) Corpus, one of the largest multi-modal corpora of signed language in 

the world (Leeson et al. 2006). Access to the corpus has enabled exploration 

of the manner in which mouth patterns are expressed in ISL.

To facilitate an understanding of how mouth patterns arose in signed 

language, this thesis documents the educational and sociolinguistic factors 

which influenced their existence (McDonnell, 1996, Grehan, 2008). It 

differentiates between mouth patterns which are an inherent part of the 

language, namely ‘mouth gestures’ (Boyes Braem & Sutton-Spence, 2001:3) 

and those influenced by language contact, i.e. ‘mouthings’ based on speech 

(ibid). Without language contact with spoken English in all of its 

manifestations (Valla & Lucas, 1992), mouthings would not exist in ISL.



The outcome of this investigation has been the establishment of specific 

typologies for both mouthings and mouth gestures in ISL. The gestural-visual 

modality of signed language is reflected in its linguistic structure and 

embodied in its use of space (Wilcox, 2007b). As signers construct a 

narrative, they direct referents and establish loci in space. They then employ 

various perspectives in their construal of situations and characters within that 

narrative (Langacker, 1991b). Metaphorical mapping conveys how mental 

concepts are mapped onto the linguistic elements created in signing space 

(Taub, 2001). To enable this mapping, signers depict aspects of 

conceptualised space within articulation space, where hands, bodies, actions 

and spatial relationships between things are all conceptualised as 

representational, acting as symbolic units interacting within this space 

(Wilcox, 2004a). Thus, partitioning of a signer’s body in signing space allows 

multiple referents to be represented simultaneously (Dudis, 2004a), and this 

research documents the part played by the non-manual features of mouth 

patterns in these conceptualisations.

Space is fluid, and as construal changes, the spatial relationships represented 

by the hands and body can also shift to represent each stance. Metaphorical 

movements through space allow signers to navigate even the most complex 

discourse. Within the Cognitive Linguistic framework linguistic knowledge is 

considered as part of general cognition (Lakoff, 1987) and the manner in 

which signers conceptualise space is based on embodied archetypes 

resulting from their lived interactions with the world, where language of a 

purely visual nature enables a greater understanding of “embodied 

experience of interactions with each other, our environments, and our 

linguistic expression of experience” (Wilcox & Morford, 2006:173).

Mental spaces are the domains that discourse build up to provide a substrate 

for reasoning and interfacing with the world, interconnected domains with 

internal structure (Fauconnier, 1997). When these spaces, containing different 

experiences and knowledge of different domains, combine to form analogies, 

conceptual blending occurs (Fauconnier & Turner, 2002). We show how 

blending is fundamental to the understanding of the form and meaning of



mouth pattems and illustrate their presence in a categorisation of blends, 

going beyond previous research in accounting for mouth patterns in ISL 

(Mohr-Militzer, 2011).

This study also demonstrates how, at a macro level, mouth patterns are 

present in other signed languages and have a similar range of functions. It 

also shows, at a micro level, how variation in the output of mouth patterns 

within a signed language is register dependent, with narratives based on 

personal experience typically exhibiting more mouthings and fewer mouth 

gestures than a narrative based on storytelling in the ‘Fantasy’ genre (Sutton- 

Spence, 2007: 150).
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Notational Conventions

DEAF:

The examples of manual signs in the Figures exhibited throughout this 

work, i.e. the still images taken from the Signs of Ireland Corpus, are 

accompanied by a gloss of the lexical sign represented. This is in the 

form of an English word representing a literal translation of the sign and 

is written in capital letters.

CARRY-HOSE-OVER-SHOULDER:

When more than one English words are employed to convey the 

meaning of a single manual sign, then a hyphen is used.

MOTHER-FATHER;

A hyphenated term can also represent a compound sign.

‘deaf:

The examples of mouthed lexical items in the Figures are also 

accompanied by a gloss of the mouthed English word and are written 

in lower case letters.

(01) Senan: ‘War in Iraq’:

Each Figure is accompanied by the number of the particular narrative 

and the name of the signer, in acknowledgement of their contribution, 

enabling the reader to find that particular story on the accompanying 

DVD. In the Frog Stories, the signers are named and not individually 

numbered.

BT:00:01:36.800:

The exact location and timing of each Figure in the source digital video 

file is included. It is therefore possible to view a particular Figure in its 

three-dimensional active state on the DVD accompanying this thesis.
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+sr:

This notation indicates that a signed verb is performed on the signer’s 

foHA/ard right side of the signing fram e i.e. the +sr locus.

+sl:

This indicates that a signed verb is performed on the signer’s forward 

left side of the signing frame i.e. the +sl locus.

+c:

This indicates the location of a verb at the signer’s torso i.e. the 

canonical or ‘c’ locus.

+f:

This indicates that the location of the verb is in front of the signer.

CL;

Denotes a Classifier, for example CL-5+open (the multiple entity-CL 

handshape).

INDEX+;

This refers to the action performed by the index finger of the signer 

who establishes a referential locus in space.

The following example incorporates all previous six notations:

c+CL+INDEX 'ONE’+sr+c+f+sl (I gave one to each of them).

NEGATIVE++:

When ■+’ is added to a sign it means a sign is repeated.

M.A.Y:

Punctuation between letters indicates fingerspelling. 

dh / nd:

Dominant Hand / Non-dominant hand.
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2h;

This indicates that both hands are involved in the articulation of the 

same sign at the same time.

#:

When # is inserted before a manual fingerspelled sign, it is considered 

as a fingersign.

Footnotes;

On the few occasions where reference to an author is quoted in the 

work of a researcher, and has to be produced verbatim, reference is 

made to this in a footnote and the reference is transcribed in full.
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Chapter One

Aims and Design of This Study 

1.0 Introduction:

The aim of this research is three-fold. First, it aims to present a categorisation 

of the types and occurrence of mouth patterns in Irish Sign Language (ISL) 

and the social factors which give rise to them. To this end, we build on 

previous analyses of mouthings in ISL and provide a new and original 

categorisation of mouth gestures. Second, it describes the connection 

between the forms of mouth patterns and their meaning within the language, 

that is, the shared knowledge and context which creates and binds them. We 

illustrate this through a general discussion of how ISL signed language 

constructions are established and deconstruct their iconic and metaphorical 

representations. Finally, these research findings are examined within the 

theoretical framework of cognitive linguistics where we investigate how their 

conceptualisation is actualised in the form of blends (Fauconnier & Turner, 

1996, 2002), illustrating the discourse strategies of reference and perspective 

shifting in signed language use.

This research is situated in a description of ISL, the language used by 5,000 

Deaf people in the Republic of Ireland. It is a complete natural human 

language which has developed as the language of the Irish Deaf Community. 

Its lexicon differs from the lexicons of signed languages which have evolved in 

other English speaking countries such as in the United States of America or 

Great Britain. Though signed languages are not universal and most sign 

languages are mutually unintelligible, ISL is a primary signed language in that 

it shares the basic structural features typical of other primary signed 

languages (McDonnell, 1996).

A misconception regarding signed languages is that they are languages 

articulated purely on the hands. Pfau & Quer suggest however that other 

articulators such as the body, the head and parts of the face, also play a
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significant role, and these elements, which are not expressed by the hands, 

are referred to as “non-manual markers” (2010:381). In this thesis, we 

concentrate on those non-manual markers concerned with patterns articulated 

on the mouth. A general discussion on signed articulations in ISL will be 

undertaken in Chapter Five and the cognitive underpinnings of these 

structures will be elaborated on in Chapter Six.

It is important to note at this juncture that a review of the current literature on 

mouth patterns in signed languages reveals a distinct descriptive focus 

(Raino, 1998; Boyes-Braem, 2001; Ebbinghaus & Hessmann, 2001; Bergman 

& Wallin, 2001; Keller, 2001; Sutton-Spence, 2007; Mohr-Militzer, 2011). 

Therefore, this work is the first attempt at placing the occurrence of mouth 

patterns in ISL within a theoretical framework. The source of this framework is 

the discipline of Cognitive Linguistics, specifically the theories of Mental 

Spaces and Conceptual Blending as described therein (Fauconnier, 

2007,1997, 1994/1985). Fusellier-Souza claims that the linguistic analysis of 

signed languages requires consideration of the following:

“cognitive factors (maturity, meta-activities, visual cognition); social 

factors (social integration, community life) and the essential 

relationship between language and experience (shared knowledge, 

context) specific to the pragmatic aspects of language” (2006:52).

In Section 1.1 below we outline the terms employed in distinguishing between 

two general categories of mouth patterns, namely “mouthings” and “mouth 

gestures” (Boyes-Braem & Sutton-Spence, 2001:3). Section 1.2 discusses the 

aims of this research and Section 1.3 outlines how we set about achieving 

those aims in the chapters that constitute the main body of this work. Section 

1.4 is concerned with elaboration of the research design, a description of both 

the data and the participants and provides a brief overview of the importance 

of corpora in sociolinguistic research involving signed languages. Section 1.5 

outlines the cognitive theoretical framework within which this work is situated 

and Section 1.6 describes the phenomenon of Non-Manual Features within 

which are situated the subjects of this thesis, namely those of the mouth.
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A copy of the SOI Corpus, transcribed in ELAN, accompanies this thesis on 

DVD. All Figures listed in this work have been notated with the exact timing at 

which they occur in a particular story, thus facilitating easy access by the 

reader.

1.1 Terminology:

Embarking on an analysis describing the complexity of mouth patterns 

necessitates an understanding of the terminology utilised by researchers in 

their categorisation.

However, it was not until the workshop on the use of the mouth in European 

signed languages, held at the University of Leiden, The Netherlands, in 

December 1998, that the issue of terminology was addressed. There was 

broad agreement at the conference that there are at least two (and probably 

more) clearly identifiable types of mouth patterns (Boyes Braem & Sutton- 

Spence, 2001). Contributors employed a range of terms;

(a) mouth patterns derived from spoken language were variously 

entitled ‘spoken components’, ‘word pictures’ and ‘mouthings’

(b) mouth patterns not derived from spoken languages had been 

termed by ‘mouth gestures’, ‘oral adverbials’, ‘mouth 

arrangements’, ‘oral components’, 'non-manual adjectives’ and 

‘adverbs’.

A wide-range of factors were recognised as contributing to non-consensus:

• Some of the terms were already being used outside the field of signed 

language research

• Some did not translate well in different languages

• Some were felt to be too widely encompassing

• Some were misleading

• It was felt that predetermined labels tend to predispose what is looked for 

and therefore what is seen in data (ibid:3).
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Sutton-Spence and Day claim that terminology is proving to be a problem in 

the discussion of mouth patterns in BSL. They used the terms ‘spoken 

components’ and ‘oral components’ in previous research, but accept that the 

terms ‘mouthings’ and ‘mouth gestures’ are useful ones. They suggest 

however, that ‘mouth components’ might work as an alternative to ‘mouth 

gestures’ as:

“the term ‘gesture’ implies both movement and meaning. Sign 

linguistics does not refer to brow gestures or hand or manual gestures 

so mouth gestures might be a slightly incongruous term” (2001:69).

The term ‘mouth components’ was already in use for Swedish Signed 

Language (SSL) to describe a subset of mouth gestures which consist of a 

change from an open to a closed mouth or visa versa (Bergman and Wallin, 

2001).

Schermer (2001) has also adopted the Leiden terminology o f ‘mouthings’ and 

‘mouth gestures’ where formerly she used ‘spoken language components’ and 

‘oral components’. However, she distinguishes between spoken components 

involving the articulation of spoken words (with or without voice) by some 

signers when using signed Dutch and spoken components of a signed 

language which occur as borrowed elements in the language.

In BSL, the term ‘mouthings’ is now used both for mouth patterns found in 

loan signs and mouth patterns found in contact signing (Woll, 2001:87).For 

German Sign Language (DGS), Hohenberger and Happ state that there are:

“a multitude of concepts and terms around what German researchers

 refer to as mundbilder (mouthings i.e. visible spoken word on the

mouth, while producing a particular sign, usually without voice, and 

sometimes without a corresponding sign). Other terms are: wortbilder 

(word pictures); ableseworter (words read from the lips) and 

absehworter (words perceived on the lips). The terms ‘mundgestik’ and 

‘mundmimik’ have been applied to mouth gestures” (2001:155).
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The following table illustrates the variation in terminology used by researchers 

investigating mouth patterns in signed languages:

Table 1.0: Mouth Pattern Terminology:
Researcher (Year) Mouthing Mouth Gestures

Schermer (1983) spoken language components

Vogt Svendsen 

(1983)

word pictures own mouth movements

Bergmann & Wallin 

(1984)
-

mouth components 

(a mouth gestures subgroup)

Schroeder (1985) word pictures

Woll & Sieratzki (1998) Mouthings echo phonology 

(mouth gesture subgroup)

Sutton-Spence & Day 

(2001)

spoken components oral components or 

(mouth components)

Hohenberger & Happ 

(2001)

mundbilder (mouthings) 

wordbilder (word pictures) 

ableseworter (words read from 

lips)

abselworter (words perceived on 

lips)

mundgestik

mundmimik

Boyes Braem (2001) Mouthings mouth gestures

Ajello et al. (2001) “immagini di parole prestate” component! orali speciali

Zeshan (2001) mouth patterns -

Woll (2001) oral component/mouth gesture

Sutton-Spence (2007) mouthings mouth gestures

Now however, in their contributions to the “Use Of The Mouth In European 

Signed Languages” conference at Leiden (1998), Boyes Braem for DSGS, 

Raino for FinSL and Ajello, Mazzoni and Nicolai for LIS, have all accepted the 

terminology of ‘mouthlngs’ and ‘mouth gestures’.
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Though not fully resolved, most contributors to the Leiden conference agreed 

that patterns related to spoken languages be termed ‘mouthings’ and patterns 

from within signed languages be termed ‘mouth gestures’ (Boyes-Braem & 

Sutton-Spence, 2001:1).

In this same way, for the purposes of this dissertation, the two main 

categories of mouth patterns will be addressed following from these 

definitions:

(1) Mouthings: Derived from spoken language

(2) Mouth Gestures: “significant activities of the mouth that are unrelated to 

specific words of a spoken language: that is, they are not mouthings”

(Ebbinghaus & Hessmann, 2001: 141).

Crasborn et al. (2008), state that the main difference between mouthings and 

mouth gestures is that the former, but not the latter, are derived from spoken 

language. Lewin & Schembri (2009) consider that adverbial and echo 

phonology mouth gestures are not derived from spoken language. We will see 

in Section 4.4.2.2 that some female gendered mouth gestures in the same 

category as Echo Phonology, have indeed originated in the surrounding 

majority spoken language when we discuss the Semantically Empty category 

of mouth gestures.

In more recent times two global terms used to describe any movements 

enunciated by the mouth which encompass both mouthings and mouth 

gestures have arisen, namely 'mouth actions’ (Crasborn et al., 2008:45) and 

‘mouth patterns’ (Sutton-Spence, 2007:147). The term ‘mouth patterns’ will be 

employed in the course of this dissertation as the mouth is not producing 

‘actions’ on a constant basis and indeed often, is just simply ‘closed’. Mohr- 

Militzer, in a category which she calls ‘Nothing’, has stated that this can 

happen up to 31% of the time in ISL (2011:149).

Even within the category of Adverbials, Woll states that their one 

characteristic of mouth gestures is that they are static configurations when
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compared with both mouthings and echo phonology which always involve 

active movement. Thus she claims that the mouth gestures found in 

Adverbials might better be described as ‘mouth arrangements’ or ‘mouth 

holds’ rather than 'mouth actions’ (2001:91).

1.2 Aims of the Research:

A primary aim of the research is to examine the Signs of Ireland Corpus (SOI) 

with a view to extrapolating the data regarding non-manual features, allowing 

for a more complete description of mouthing and mouth gestures in ISL. It is 

hypothesised that:

(i) Mouth patterns are structured phenomena, assigned specific linguistic 

forms

(ii) Mouth patterns are assigned specific functions

(iii) These functions are executed in a systematic manner because, as Vogt- 

Svendsen states, they have developed in a “systematic and predictable 

manner” like loan elements in spoken languages (2001:11).

(iii) It is further hypothesised that the mouth pattern types we establish as 

existing in ISL will be similar to those established for other signed languages 

and we undertake a review of the current literature in this regard.

(iv) We expect that a difference in the distribution of mouth patterns i.e. 

between mouthings and mouth gesture, will arise between the Personal 

Stories and Frog Stories^ due to the influence of register, i.e. the narrative 

type, as verified for BSL by Sutton-Spence & Day (2001). We expect personal 

narratives to be influenced more by language contact and the established 

lexicon and hence to display more mouthing as they deal with more concrete 

themes. Frog stories on the other hand occur in the realms of characters

' The 'Frog W here Are You?’ is a picture sequence illustrating the story of a boy who mislaid his pet frog.
The Personal Stories are narratives which the signers themselves chose to relate Both are discussed further in 
Section 1.4.1).
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involving constructed action and anthropomorphism, attributing “human 

attributes to nonhuman entities” (Sutton-Spence & Napoli, 2010: 443), and 

may be expected therefore to demand fewer mouthings and more mouth 

gestures, as both anthropomorphism and embodiment are key drivers of the 

story and of the relationships between characters.

(v) It is further hypothesised that the question of language contact and the 

influence of various sociolinguistic variables will be shown to have influenced 

the presence of mouthings in ISL.

(vi) These research questions will be situated within the Cognitive Linguistic 

Framework where we address the question of how the mental space of 

signing and the real space of sign usage relate to each other, albeit that 

mental space is purely conceptual while signing in real space manifests itself 

physically. Given that mouthings arise from language contact with English, 

while mouth gestures seem to have a more iconic gestural basis, we propose 

that Cognitive Linguistics and particularly the theories of both Mental Space 

and Blending, can adequately account for both phenomena in ISL and we will 

illustrate this in our discussion of blends in Chapter Six.

1.3 Outline of Chapters:

This study contains seven chapters including this introductory chapter.

Chapter Two discusses that, while ISL is a complete natural language with a 

complex linguistic system distinct from the surrounding majority spoken 

language, English has undoubtedly had an influence on it through contact 

both in the wider community and through the education system (O’Baoill & 

Matthews, 2000). ISL has borrowed from English in order to create new 

terminology. We can observe this through the use of both fingerspelling and 

mouthings (ibid). We consider the dynamic nature of lexical development in 

the language through the examination of both the ‘established’ and 

‘productive’ lexicons, and we illustrate how iconicity and metaphor have 

influenced their formation (Leeson & Saeed, 2012). Thus we lay the
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foundation for the comprehension of the cognitive linguistic approach 

undertaken in Chapter Six.

Sociolinguistic factors including gender, age, family linguistic milieu and 

education, all affect the range and degree of mouthings used by individual 

signers (Zeshan, 2001). These factors will provide a social and cultural 

framework for the study of mouth patterns in ISL.

Chapter Three builds on and develops previous analyses of mouthing in ISL.

It examines the forms which mouthings take and we intertwine these forms 

with their functions. As Keller (2001) suggests, we broaden our perspective to 

comment on how these forms and functions have been influenced by the 

factors discussed in Chapter Two.

We expect research on a number of signed languages to show that mouthing 

is present in all of them and has a similar range of functions. We anticipate 

that the degrees of usage and certain functional aspects may vary between 

languages (Boyes Braem & Sutton-Spence, 2001).

Chapter Four undertakes a new and original categorisation of mouth gestures 

within ISL. Mouth gestures are features inherent in signed languages and 

used by signers regardless of sociolinguistic factors or language contact 

issues. They play an essential role in cognition, providing understanding and 

structuring of both grammatical constructions and iconic gestures in their use 

of ‘grounded blends’ (Liddell, 1998: 283). The experience of being Deaf is 

embedded in ISL beyond the lexical level and questions of identity and 

membership of the Deaf community are linked to how meaning is constructed 

in ISL in a systematic linguistic manner (Leeson, 2006; Leeson & Saeed, 

2012). In the case of mouth gestures, any influence of sociolinguistic factors 

mentioned in Chapter Two, is less predictable, as mouth gestures are 

considered as an inherent phenomenon in a wide range of signed languages 

(Pfau and Quer, 2010).
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Section 4.4.2 describes the unique phenomenon of a separate group of 

Female Gendered signs occurring within ISL (Le Master, 1990; Leeson & 

Grehan, 2004) and for the first time, attributes a specific category to them 

within the broader typology of mouth gestures.

We show how mouth gestures play an important part in the continuum that is 

the gesture language interface. We speculate, for the first time with regard to 

ISL, how mouth gestures may have entered the lexicon and become 

grammaticalised (Wilcox, 2004b).

Chapter Five focuses on the morphology of ISL, demonstrating the functions 

of mouth patterns within signed constructions. This chapter is particularly 

designed, in its general description, to aid the comprehension of signed 

linguistic structures in communicative settings and the incorporation of mouth 

patterns into these structures. Key parameters of sign formation in space are 

examined with reference to current research, because unless we comprehend 

the intent behind physical formations in space, we cannot conceptualise their 

message. We operate on the assumption that both the visual and gestural 

elements of signed languages are embodied and convey various signer 

perspectives. Space can therefore be utilised to convey both spatial and non- 

spatial relations, to mark arguments of verbs and to mark pronominal 

reference (Risler, 2007; Wilcox, 2007; Liddell, 2003). This is illustrated 

through focusing on the phenomenon of simultaneity in ISL (Leeson & Saeed, 

2007), and in other signed languages (Vermeerbergen et al., 2007; Janzen, 

2005; Liddell, 2003; Dudis, 2002; Frishberg, 1975), along with the allocation of 

referents to loci, and through the process of referential shifting (McDonnell, 

1996). Without a knowledge of the grammar of signed language and the 

directional signs produced by the signer, an interlocutor will be unable to 

successfully construe a signer’s message (Liddell & Vogt-Svendsen, 2007). 

Liddell claims that pointing gestures have been described as ordinary 

linguistic articulatory movements. However he argues that such phonological 

descriptions do not adequately account for signed language data as described 

in this chapter and that in all these cases, signs are directed toward “elements 

of mental spaces by the cognitive ability to point at things" (1994:341). The
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importance of non-manual features, and in particular those of mouthings and 

mouth gestures, in the context of this particular research, is also highlighted in 

this chapter.

Chapter Six contextualizes the discussion of mouthing and mouth gestures 

within a cognitive linguistic framework and examines how the theories of both 

Mental Spaces and Cognitive Blending (Fauconnier & Turner, 2002) operate 

within ISL. We examine both theories in Sections 6.1 to 6.3.

In Chapter Five we discussed the use of signing space and how signers 

articulated movements within this spatial area and how addressees 

comprehended these articulations. In this chapter, we examine these 

articulations yet again, but this time we explore how they are conceptualized 

and expressed in terms of Conceptual Blending and the discourse strategies 

of both constructed dialogue and constructed action and the particular roles 

that mouthing, reference shifting and body partitioning play in these linguistic 

structures.

Chapter Seven contains a brief summary of the main findings and conclusions 

of this study.

1.4 Research Design:

The Signs of Ireland (SOI) Corpus, forms part of the Languages of Ireland 

programme at the School of Linguistic, Speech and Communication Sciences, 

Trinity College Dublin, and provides the data studied for this research. It is 

comprised of data from Deaf ISL users from across Ireland in a digital format, 

annotated using ELAN (EUDICO Linguistic Annotator), a software programme 

developed by the Max Planck Institute, Nijmegen (http://tla.mpi.nl/tools/tla- 

tools/elan/download/). The annotation conventions of the European Cultural 

Heritage Online (ECHO) Project were used (http://echo.mpiwg- 

berlin.mpg.de/home). Nonhebel et al. (2004) outline the dimensions of 

different mouth positions (lip opening, jaw opening, lip rounding, tongue 

protrusion). The extreme positions, and possible combinations of these 

dimensions, were used as a basis in the annotation of the SOI Corpus.
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ELAN was originally developed for researchers of gesture, but has become 

the standard tool for establishing and maintaining signed language corpora to 

create, edit, visualize and search annotations for video and audio data 

(Nonhebel et al. 2004; Leeson et al., 2006; Johnston, 2006).

Though notation systems for signed languages exist, including the Stokoe 

System and the HamNoSys system, none are compatible with ELAN and 

none are fully developed with regard to ISL (Leeson et al. 2006).

Therefore, despite the availability of notation systems, linguists have regularly 

used glosses based on the host spoken language to refer to and write down 

signs. The glosses are capitalised, following one of the conventions of 

linguistics, to underscore the fact that the gloss captures 'very imperfectly’ the 

semantic content of the lexical item of the language glossed through these 

‘ID-Tags’ (Johnston & Crasborn, 2006:5). The SOI Corpus was therefore 

tagged using English ‘tags’ and this does have advantages. Johnston & 

Crasborn (ibid) state that with such a relatively short list of conventions and 

symbols, such as the bar above the glosses which carries the facial 

expression, one can represent most signing behaviour.

Two other conventions, mentioned by him, are not utilised in the glossing of 

the ISL Corpus i.e. the italicizing of lower case descriptions of sign 

modification before and after glosses to indicate sign inflections (e.g. GIVE 

‘regularly) and the subscripting of numerals before and after glosses to 

indicate sign directionality or location in signing space (e.g. 2 GIVE3).

Though both the Auslan and ISL corpora were created at the same time, 

neither was aware of the establishment of the other and communication 

between annotators of both corpora was therefore not established until later. 

Wallin & Mesch (2009), in their annotation of the Swedish Sign Language 

Corpus, have added classification tags incorporating compounds, 

fingerspelling, gesture, noun, verbal and polymorphemic classifiers.

With regard to ISL, Leeson et al. (2006) agree that the question of annotation 

of events of motion and location, where the relative location of referents in
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space is fluid, not fixed, creates problems when deciding on how to annotate 

for such locations in space and motion that occur between such points. They 

suggest that their annotations insinuate that they adopt the principle that 

some kind of co-referencing between the signer’s locus (c) and that of a 

referent established at another point in signing space occurs, and they draw 

on the referencing format developed by Engberg-Pedersen (1993), for Danish 

Sign Language (DSL) in this respect. It would appear that analysis reveals an 

underlying agreement morphology embedded in the structure also suggested 

by McDonnell (1996) for ISL. For example, in Figure 1.0 below, the signer is 

about to leave for work on her motorbike on a dark morning. The garden 

hosepipe gets entangled with the motorbike stand and as she demonstrates 

how it was joined, she jerks her body forward and releases a small puff of air 

demonstrating the temporary difficulty the bike had in moving forward.

Figure 1.0: Underlying Agreement Morphology Embedded in the 

Structure:

Fiona (36) ; The Hosepipe Incident

Manual Sign: JOIN + c + f BT: 00:03:25.954

Mouth Gesture: puff of air

The + symbol indicates the movement of a verb form between locations (in 

the above example). JOIN + c + f indicates on onset point at the ‘c’ locus, 

from where the verb moves forward to the offset point that is in front of the 

signer. Here ‘c’ is commensurate with a location that is morphologically 

meaningful as is ‘f :

“Again the annotation infers an underlying acceptance of how space is 

used in a signed language, so the notion of ‘writing down what you see’ 

is challenged” (Leeson et al. 2006: 6).
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We can see this also exemplified in Figure 1.1 below.

The ELAN transcriptions from the SOI Corpus are laid out in tiers to 

accommodate the glosses. These consist of non-manual features 

(incorporating eyebrow raises, eye gaze, head nods, adverbial mouth 

gestures and mouthings), iconic information, gesture and notes from 

translators.
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Figure 1.1 Screen shot from the Signs of Ireland in ELAN:

(02) Bernadette: ‘Fashion Show’:
A  ELAN 3.8.0 File Edit Annotation Twr Type Search View Opttons Window Help -Q- Q.

Elan -  02 -  Bemie (Oubim) -  Fashion Show (Final, 2nd).eaf

Cnd 1ex( Suotitics Metadata Controls

Volume.

“ 0=

100

SMebon. 00.1)0̂ 4.700-M«07S.»40 1140
MI M [ M ! 1  I ►!►Kj►FI ! w 1H , !>si sT-> - » T i r t  SM don MoM lo w

l‘ ’
.000 001M>:21.000 0000^.0 00 00.00:23.000 0000;24 000 q0-OO.2SOOO 00 00:26 000 00MI:27O00 0000:26.000 00:0029.000 0000 30 000 OOKK>:d1.000

q.«lEWTHU8»SlN€WVOU8»** EKJ IWILL jq—fa|NEFVOU8|QU&ie

| ° f  |«»n|»<>»n.l»» l°«  O Ta jTM -___|V | V « j» i|  j VHT__ j optn .i

l ^ j CAjlN |W|

Dominant Hand
ni

Nofv-OonHnant

jNEXT-CT^INDEj NEXTjlN j a—l j WALjN j lNOEX*«*l.j j l jOIRL j j NERVO jCL-V*fl»nt *H ,

Jlbrealunam

lBOgua10%.»lrrtchj 'nwr j cioe«| >*eKr iMt' j  'TKi j  oo-ooj jop j > f f  j opOT.iaj ctoaed. wd— up

ICLOSeO IWD I*  I8Q -pi IWD ICLOSEO ISO

"’TSI"
ChMki

I’ !

d Mowmi^l I

♦camaral *hf. *  I *tw  I

IT jH —dahaka |T lT * | PUSH*|Ti TllT»fofwafd |M#»onod iMaaOthafcj |T |Haad|TILT*>t tTTLT*»f |T>L|

Figure 1.1 shows the tiers as they are glossed in the SOI Corpus. It also 

shows the glossing of mouthings as whole words.

1.4.1 The Data:

Data from forty signers aged between 18 and 65, both male and female, from 

five different locations in Ireland, was collected in 2004 and is used in this 

research with permission of the Centre for Deaf Studies.^ All participants had 

been educated in the two Dublin schools for Deaf children, St. Mary’s School 

for Deaf Girls and St. Josephs School for Deaf Boys. The SOI Corpus is one 

of the largest and most extensively annotated digital corpora in Europe. The 

researcher who facilitated the collection of the corpus data was a member of 

the Deaf community and a past pupil of the school for Deaf girls. This led to 

participants using the natural form of sign that they use with other Deaf 

members of the Deaf community and avoided both a change of register or a

 ̂ See Appendix 1 for Term s and Conditions of Usage
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form of signing thought to be more ‘presentable’ to an outside researcher. 

Participants’ awareness of being recorded, be they speaker or signers, may 

change their production and one is then faced with the phenomenon of 

Observer’s Paradox:

“The aim of linguistic research in the community must be to find out 

how people talk when they are not being systematically observed. Yet 

we can only obtain the data by systematic observation (Labov, 

1972:209).

The annotated data consists of thirty-nine annotated self-selected narratives 

constituting Personal Stories and seven annotated Frog Stories.

The Personal Stories consist of narratives that the participants themselves 

wished to relate. Table 1.1 shows the topics chosen by each signer and the 

incidence of amusing anecdotes registers as the highest rate of occurrence. 

(Three of the holiday stories could also be included in this category). This has 

implications for the type of mouthing we expect to see, as the atmosphere is 

obviously a relaxed one and we would therefore expect the signing to be 

considered as occurring in the informal register. This register allows each 

individual signer to freely use the number of mouthings they normally use as 

opposed to a more formal register where the occurrence of mouthings may be 

more proscribed (Sutton-Spence & Day, 2001). We return to this question of 

register in Chapter Three.
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Table 1.1: The Subject Matter of Personal Narratives

Subject Number of Stories
Holidays 4

Transport 4

Animals 3

Family Members 4

News/War 1

Youth group Activities 4

Employment 4

Sport 3

Funny Incident 10

House/Home 2

There does not appear to be any 

Personal Story 36. A Frog Story is 

listed as Personal Story 36.

Total: 39

1.4.1.1 The ‘Frog Where Are You?’ Stories:

The ‘Frog Where Are You? story was presented to participants in a picture 

sequence format^. The pictures tell the story of a young boy, who with his 

dog, searches for his frog which has escaped overnight from a jar in which the 

boy had placed it while he slept. He goes outside with his dog to try and find it 

and, subsequent to encounters with both a swarm of bees and a herd of deer, 

he discovers it sitting in the midst of its frog family on the riverbank. There are 

a total of forty Frog Stories, only seven of which have been annotated to date 

due to time and funding restrictions.

1.4.1.2 Personal Stories versus The Frog Stories:

As mentioned previously, this research aims to illustrate and categorise 

differing mouth patterns present in the ISL through these two types of stories. 

One hypothesis to be explored is that a greater proportion oi mouthings,

^ Fo r the  picture seq uence  from  ‘Frog W h e re  A re  Y ou? ', s e e  A ppendix 2
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influenced by language contact, will be evident in the Personal Stories. A 

concomitant claim is that the inherent gestural component of the language, 

with its elements of embodiment and grounded blends, as represented by 

mouth gestures, will have a greater presence in the 'Frog Where Are You?’ 

stories. This has been verified for BSL, with mouthings found to be more 

prevalent in information-giving and child-directed registers, while mouth 

gestures are more common in descriptive narratives (Sutton-Spence & Day, 

2001). We discuss the question of register more comprehensively in Chapter 

Four, Section 4.8.

1,4.2 The Participants:

As already mentioned, forty participants both male and female, aged 18 to 

65+ years, took part in the collection of this data. Some participants appeared 

in more than one data context i.e. in both self-selected narratives and the 

Frog stories. All attended schools for Deaf children, either as day pupils or as 

boarders from an early age. Informants considered ISL as their first and 

primary language and were, in their own estimation, fluent signers.

‘Native’ signers may be considered as Deaf individuals from Deaf families 

who learned to sign natively at home, and ‘near native’ signers who were 

exposed to signing before the age of seven (Schembri, 2008). However, 

Leeson (2001) noted that signers who had older Deaf sibling/s reported using 

signed language from an early age and that certain structures appeared to be 

used more frequently by them than by informants with neither Deaf parents 

nor Deaf siblings. This fact is borne in mind in the course of this research 

when the prevalence and type of mouth patterns is being assessed.

Table 1.1 below indicates the gender and age ranges of the participants.

Two of the male signers completed their education prior to the introduction of 

oral teaching methods into the schools. They were educated through the 

medium of signed language as opposed to speech. All other participants 

completed their education after the introduction of oral methods of education, 

implemented in 1947 in St. Mary’s girls’ school and in St. Joseph’s boys’ 

school in 1957. All informants regard ISL as their preferred language.
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Table 1.1: Preliminary Gender Breakdown of Data in the SOI Corpus

10
9

11
18-30

I Male

□  Female

30-45 45-50 50+

(Leeson 2008:8)

Table 1.1 shows that there are forty participants, both male and female, aged 

between 18 and 65. We can see that there are more female participants (24), 

overall than male (16). We can also note that in the ‘50+ age group’, there is 

only one female signer. We need to be cognisant of these particulars when 

we draw inferences from the data later on.

1.4.3 Sociolinguistic Research and Signed Language Corpora:

The Deaf community is not a homogenous group in terms of the signed 

language used by members of that community. In Ireland, variation in ISL has 

been well documented (Leeson & Grehan, 2004; Le Master, 1990). Therefore, 

sociolinguistic research challenges the notion that the signed language of any 

one individual can be used as a basis to describe a language. The study of 

corpora helps identify patterns in language variation which could otherwise be 

missed. Schembri notes that the performance oriented focus of formal 

linguistics fails to take account of:

“gradience and fuzzy categories as means through which skilled users

manage the indeterminate complexities of language” (2010:3).
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The corpus facilitates the diachronic study of mouth patterns and the 

sociolinguistic variables unique to the Deaf community in Ireland. While 

citation forms of words which appear in signed language dictionaries present 

no problems with regard to categorization, variation within signers with regard 

to age and gender, may challenge annotators to confirm the place of a 

particular sign in either word, gesture or classifier predicate categories. Signs 

can be idiosyncratic; a borrowing from another language; a misarticulation of 

an established sign (i.e. a slip of the hand) a gendered generational sign or a 

generational sign (ibid).

Another consideration, and one which Schembri (ibid) states applies to both 

Signed Language of the Netherlands (NGT) and British Signed Language 

(BSL) corpora, is that of regional variation and its contingent distribution of 

non-standard lexical forms. Within the SOI corpus, while signers came from 

five different regions, all participants attended the same two schools for Deaf 

children in Dublin, so the regional variation, certainly with regard to the subject 

of this research, is not expected to be a large factor.

Similar to spoken language, two types of justification have being put forward 

in relation to signed language corpora (Schembri, 2010). The Chomskyan 

school of thought places the native user of the language as the most 

competent user of the language in terms of ‘typical’ forms and as possessing 

the most reliable intuition with regard to form or meaning. This is the 

theoretical justification. However, the practical justification of corpora elevates 

frequency data in relation to the language as it is being used by second 

language learners, both adults and children, and first language learners as it 

is used by the latter. Lillo-Martin & Pichler (2008) also discuss the benefits of 

signed language corpora in which the acquisition patterns of signed 

languages can be utilised in the language learning of Deaf children in the 

future.

A further justification for the establishment of signed language corpora is the 

question of language endangerment. Whilst Johnston & Crasborn (2006), 

state that this is not the primary aim, sooner than expected, the Australian
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Signed Language (Auslan) corpus may become a ‘standard reference’ for 

native-like Auslan. It is not meant as a standard reference upon which to base 

‘good usage’, but if endangerment is real and attrition or linguistic stress 

become manifest, it could become so. In Ireland, with a growing number of 

Deaf children attending mainstream schools (Leeson & Saeed, 2012), ISL is 

in danger of being altered and diluted. The SOI Corpus therefore is a valuable 

record of the current status of ISL amongst certain age groups.

The relatively recent arrival of annotated signed language corpora provides a 

window into the unique communication within the Deaf community and can go 

a long way towards the appreciation, understanding and preservation of this 

language:

“If we want to find out what is common to all languages, we should 

embrace Chomskyan linguistics. If we want to find out what words, 

sentences and texts mean, we should opt for Corpus Linguistics” 

(Teubert and Cermakova, 2007; 37).

This brings us to a brief note on the theoretical framework that can best 

demonstrate how both form and meaning combine in the data from the SOI 

Corpus.

1.5 Theoretical Framework:

The best description, as to why a cognitive linguistic approach is not only a 

possible one but may be the only comprehensive one, is given by Taub when 

she suggests that a cognitive linguistic model allows for:

“the handling the intimate form-meaning connection in iconic words, 

signs and grammatical inflections, ...(and)., other forms of motivation

such as metaphor. Cognitivist models of language are particularly

apt for describing networks of conceptual connections and their 

influence on linguistic forms” (2001:6).
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The cognitive linguistic approach to language permits the linguist to examine 

questions relevant to signed languages:

“models of memory, perception, and attention; the organization of 

knowledge into categories, prototypes, frames, schemas; the 

organization of conceptual structure into domains and spaces; and the 

dynamic cognitive processing that occurs whenever humans use 

language, such as coding and construal operations including selection, 

point of view, and figure-ground organization. Cognitive linguistics 

claims that these knowledge structures are based on embodied 

archetypes resulting from our lived interactions with the world”

(Wilcox & Morford, 2006:173).

Within the cognitive linguistic framework therefore, meaning cannot be 

separated from form (except to individually consider which form patterns are 

involved in the phonology or which meaning patterns are concerned with the 

semantics of a language). How linguistic items cohere is really determined by 

meaning. Following on from this, words, signs, inflections, word orderings etc. 

are seen as form-meaning pairs, which though they represent linguistic 

categories, are considered to be categories of human cognition and of having 

equal characteristics (ibid). From this perspective vis-a-vis how linguistic items 

cohere, we can examine the part played by mouth patterns and describe how 

their form coalesces with their meaning.

The necessity for developing a theoretical account arises in part because of 

the difficulty as previously discussed, in providing an adequately descriptive 

model for the three-dimensional systems of signed languages wherein signers 

can mediate the description of the actions of others through the actions of 

their own bodies, thus embodying the narrative viewpoint. When presenting 

the viewpoints and actions of others, we can say that the signer becomes a 

surrogate (Liddell, 2003), thereby embodying alternate perspectives. We 

illustrate this in our discussion on blends in Chapter Six.
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We discussed earlier how Leeson et al. (2006) attest to the difficulty of 

providing an adequately descriptive model through annotation, of events of 

motion and location, where the relative location of referents in space is fluid. 

For example, if we examine Figure 1.2 below and discuss the various 

elements present in just one sign, we can see that the gloss LOOK-OUT- 

THE-WIN DOW fails to adequately represent its complexity.

Figure 1.2 The Complex Use of Signing Space:

Michelle: Frog Story

Manual: LOOK-OUT-THE-WINDOW

Mouth Gesture: open, round, jaw low BT:00:00:53.721

Here the signer becomes a surrogate, by shifting role to become the character 

of a boy opening the window within the bedroom, but the signer’s eye-gaze is 

also signifying the space outside the room, the great outdoors. The boy’s frog 

has disappeared overnight and the boy is distraught as he searches for it. The 

signer’s facial expression and mouth gesture also depict that desperation. The 

relative location and size of the signer vis-a-vis the other participants 

introduced into the signing, reflects the real-world locations of the signer and 

the frog on the day of the event as recalled by the signer. The major problem 

at issue here is that:

“the complex use of signing space to represent these multiple facets of 

how one conceptualizes an event and encodes it to represent that 

conceptualization, draws on what have been considered core linguistic 

elements, (lexicalised items, verb structure etc. in nature). But it also 

includes those items that have traditionally been considered as extra 

linguistic, such as cognitive iconicity and gesture” (Leeson et al. 2006: 

6).
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As we mentioned in Section 1.4 above, this complexity can never be 

adequately captured by an English gloss. Therefore, this thesis proposes to 

set the discussion of mouth patterns in the Cognitive Linguistic Framework of 

Mental Spaces and Conceptual Blending Theory, as a means of providing a 

more comprehensive system of depicting the complex use of signing space.

1.5.1 Mental Space Theory:

Mental Space Theory is a theory of cognitive semantics that locates meaning 

in speakers’ mental representations (Coulson & Oakley, 2000). Developed by 

Fauconnier ([1985], 1994, 1997), mental spaces are:

"constructed as we think and talk for the purposes of local 

understanding and action...connected by long-term specific knowledge 

... activated ... in order to report a past event... (or) in order to examine 

a counterfactual situation and its consequences” (ibid, 2007:351).

Mental Spaces are the domains that discourse builds up to provide a cognitive 

substrate for reasoning and for interfacing with the world. In discourse, an 

array of mental spaces is set up with mutual connections and shifts of 

viewpoint and of focus from one space to another (ibid). In this way, 

Fauconnier claims a mental space may be organised by a specific frame for 

example the frame of BOXING. This may also have a more generic frame 

such as FIGHTING, which sits within a yet more generic frame such as 

COMPETITION. Each frame may have its “scales, image-schemas, force- 

dynamic patterns and vital relations” (ibid).

As Mental Space Theory developed, a number of cognitive processes began 

to be associated with the utilisation of such spaces such as partitioning, 

analogy, schema induction, structure projection and conceptual blending, 

which we address briefly in the next section.
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1.5.2 Conceptual Blending Theory:

Conceptual Blending Theory derives from both Conceptual Metaphor Theory 

and Mental Spaces Theory (Fauconnier & Turner, 1996, 1999, 2002). While 

Mental Spaces Theory was conceived as a means of describing how 

language users organise complex referential strategies through the 

establishment and manipulation of conceptualised spaces containing various 

elements. Conceptual Blending Theory accounts for how mental spaces are 

constructed and blended during online processing.

Input spaces are combined to form a blend, a new space possessing a 

different meaning to the input spaces, albeit containing elements of both 

(Fauconnier & Turner, 2003:40) as shown in Figure 1.3 below. One input 

space contains the signer and her shopping trip and another input space 

contains the children in a shop. The blend contains elements of both inputs 

where the signer, as the children, illustrates how they are badly behaved.

A megablend is the outcome where one or more of the inputs is a blend from 

a previous establishment of a blend (ibid) and we will see in Chapter Six how 

mouth patterns are an important part of these megablends.

Liddell has extended Fauconnier’s theories of mental spaces and conceptual 

blending to signed languages to show how a mental representation of one’s 

immediate surroundings constitutes a Real Space and is a “person’s 

conceptualisation of the immediate environment” (2003:82). When we create 

Real Space"* blends, we map mental space elements onto real space. Liddell 

considers the process where the signer’s body becomes someone or 

something else as blending occurring in surrogate space (ibid: 152) as we saw 

in Figure 1.2 above. This action is termed ‘constructed action’ (Metzger, 1995: 

266), and reported speech, as in Figure 1.3 is acknowledged as ‘constructed 

dialogue’ (ibid) and we discuss them further in Chapter Six.

 ̂The words Real Space, representing conceptualised space, are capitalised to distinguish it from the real signing 
space surrounding the signer in present time.
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A signer may partition his or her body including eyegaze and hands, into 

partitionable zones to allow for a number of actors and actions to be 

articulated simultaneously thus creating a cognitive blend (Dudis, 2004a) as 

illustrated by Figure 1.3 below, where the signer is recounting her shopping 

trip with rowdy children who wanted her to purchase a glass ornament in a 

shop.

Figure 1.3: Partitionable Zones:

(11) Frankie: Butterfly Statue

Manual Sign; I WANT I WANT I WANT

Mouthing: I want I want I want BT:00:1:01:45.6

Here the signer has partitioned her body into six zones through her adoption 

of the perspective of children as they gaze upwards at an adult. Both hands 

are being used to articulate the sign WANT. The signer’s body is orientated 

sideways to facilitate ‘looking up’ and the facial expression indicates upset:

WANT WANT WANT ---------------------------both manual articulators

I want I want I want------------------------------ mouthing

Eye-gaze--------------------------------------------upward eye-gaze

B ody-------------------------------------------------- upward twisting body movement

Facial Expression--------------------------------distressed/crying

Head---------------------------------------------------upward tilt

Wilcox & Morford (2006) state that blends create coherence and cohesion in 

narrative discourse as only a blend can account for all the variations of
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handshape, movement, orientation, location, perspective, facial expressions, 

oral enunciations and gesture that occur simultaneously in one elegant 

articulation. Mouthings and mouth gestures have received scant attention in 

this regard in the literature to date. We therefore examine blending in Chapter 

Six from the perspective of how their occurrence enhances conceptual 

blends.

As at its core, this research is concerned with non-manual features, 

specifically those of the mouth and their functions vis-a-vis body partitioning. 

We need to examine the status of these features as evidenced in the current 

literature on signed languages and demonstrate how they have come to 

constitute a significant element of signed language articulation. To this end we 

discuss non-manual features in the next section.

1.6 Non-Manual Features:

In addition to the manual articulators therefore, and of direct relevance to this 

present work, is the fact that the face plays a critical role in signed language 

grammar, expressing a range of information involved in questions, topics, and 

adverbials (Wilcox & Morford, 2006).

Linguistically significant elements that are expressed by any articulator other 

than the hands are called non-manual markers or non-manuals (Pfau & Quer, 

2010; Kyle & Woll, 1983; Vogt-Svendsen, 1983; Liddell, 1980). Non-manual 

Features (NMFs) involve movement of the cheeks, lips, eyegaze, eyebrows, 

eyeblinks, headnods/tilts/shakes and are meaningful units which convey 

additional semantic information concomitant with the meaning expressed by 

the handshapes (O’Baoill & Matthews, 2000).

In Chapter Four, in our categorisation of mouth gestures in ISL, we attempt to 

distinguish these linguistically significant grammatical non-markers from those 

that are merely affective, for example brow furrow or raise indicating 

puzzlement or surprise.
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In an era when very little serious research concerned itself with NMFs, Kyle 

(somewhat tongue in cheek) stated that he was constantly being reminded 

that “the trouble” with BSL signers was that they did not use a signed 

language because, although hearing people could learn to address Deaf 

people in a signed language, they often could not follow conversations among 

groups of Deaf people. Kyle claimed that Deaf people did not use signs that 

hearing people knew, but he thought that the problem was a little more 

complex than a secret vocabulary among Deaf people. The issue, he 

surmised, was that basic signs are modulated, modified, ordered and used to 

make grammatically acceptable sequences in a signed language and in these 

situations. Deaf people rarely appeared to use citation forms. Non-manual 

features comprised a large part of this modulation (Kyle & Woll, 1983).

In the early 1980’s Liddell also noted the phenomenon of NMF’s occurring in 

American Signed Language (ASL) as consisting of specific contractions of 

the facial muscles, combined with head movements or positions and body 

movements or positions, “serving linguistic purpose” (1980:14). Liddell’s 

findings have subsequently been shown to be consistently replicated in other 

signed languages. For example, a similar linguistic purpose has been 

attributed to NMF’s in BSL (Kyle & Woll, 1983; Brennan, 1992; Sutton- 

Spence, 2007).

At the same time Vogt-Svendsen was examining non-manual features in 

Norwegian Signed Language (NSL). She reported that, in some quarters, 

while it was believed that though it was obvious that Deaf children expressed 

joy and anger, it was assumed that they were incapable of “the finer nuances” 

that lay between (1983:88). Vogt-Svendsen found this to be untrue, as these 

nuances were often symbolised by a distinct oral component through a mouth 

gesture. These, she discovered, were much more subtle mouth positions in 

NSL than any facial expressions expressing emotion amongst hearing people. 

For this reason NMF’s may have been overlooked by hearing people using 

and comprehending signed languages. Vogt-Svendsen stated that:
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“The facial expressions in these signs do not seem to be mimetic or 

non-verbal expressions commonly used in all forms of communication, 

rather they may be looked upon as oral components which go along 

with manual components (1983:89).

Serious attention is now being paid to the important linguistic function non- 

manual features, including mouth gestures, serve within signed languages 

and they are no longer being dismissed as “ ‘funny’, ‘deaf and even ‘deviant’ ” 

(ibid, 2001:16).

Similarly, Schermer (2001) discovered that when Dutch Deaf people used the 

citation form of a verb for example, their non-manual features were different 

from those used when the same verb was produced in context. With regard 

specific NMF’s of the mouth i.e. both mouthings and mouth gestures, she 

agrees that in the early 1980’s it was unusual for researchers to dwell on the 

question of mouth patterns as non-manual features in signed language 

research.

Liddell argues that ignorance of the importance of NMF’s affected the 

research outcomes in the 1970’s with regard to the order in which signs were 

produced in ASL sentences. At that time, it was not yet understood that 

specific facial expressions, head positions and head movements also make 

up part of those sentences. He claims that the incomplete data with which 

linguists were dealing gave the impression that signs could appear in almost 

any order in sentences. However, he discovered that a specific combination of 

facial features and head positions constituted grammatical markers for relative 

clauses, where the NMF’s consisted of “a backward tilt of the head and 

contraction of the muscles that raise the cheeks and the upper lip” (2003:54). 

Liddell however did not categorise these contractions of the upper lip further. 

He also claims that as far back as 1965, Stokoe et al. (without providing any 

further in-depth description of NMF’s) observed the importance of facial 

expressions in the correct production of Yes-No questions and that their
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omission produced a non-response from Deaf interlocutors because of their 

non-recognition of the utterance.^

However, with regard to mouthings, Schermer (2001) claims that research in 

this area was mainly driven by research into European signed languages and 

as recently as 2007, Nadolske and Rosenstock have suggested the necessity 

of research in this area in ASL.

With regard to the importance of non-manual features in ISL, Maguire states 

that:

“knowing a sign language must mean more than knowing its

vocabulary. It must mean being able to create unique, meaningful, 

grammatical sentences and being able to distinguish between

grammatical, ungrammatical and ambiguous structures As

intonation is a main indicator of illocutary force in spoken languages, so 

non-manual markers seem to perform a like function in signed 

language(s) (1991:56).

We will discuss in Chapter Four whether or not non-manual markers in signed 

languages do indeed equate with intonation (“superarticulation”) in spoken 

languages (Sandler & Lillo-Martin, 2006:257), or prosodic spatial mapping 

(Winston, 1996), as has been previously suggested.

Whilst O’Baoill & Matthews (2000) state that, for ISL, the majority of functions 

expressed through the use of NMF’s occur at the single lexical level in order 

to express emotions, form questions or act as intensifiers, some syntactic 

functions expressed by NMFs may not be attached to any particular lexical 

item as in marking question formation, topic-comment structures or 

conditional sentences in ISL. Thus NMF’s cannot be considered as discreet, 

separate units, but as part of a form-meaning connections between lexical 

and non-lexical units in a simultaneous format. This corroborates Taub’s 

(2001) suggestion, discussed in Section 1.5, that form-meaning connections

 ̂Stokoe, W.C., Casferline, D. and Croneberg, 0. (1965): ‘ The Dictionary o f American Sign Language on Linguistic 
Pnnc/p/es’.Washington, DC: Gallaudet College Press. Revised 1978, Silver Spring, MD: Linstock Press In Liddell, 
(2003: 53).
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are best handled by cognitive approach. O’Baoill & Matthews also claim that 

NMFs in ISL can function at a morphological level to mark the comparative or 

superlative.

In the following Figure we can see the signer’s simultaneous co-articulation of 

NMF’s and manual signs. We discussed this figure previously in relation to 

partltionable zones.

Figure 1.3: Simultaneous Co-articulation of NMF’s and Manual Signs:

(11) Frankie: Butterfly Statue

Manual Sign: I WANT I WANT I WANT

Mouthing: I want I want I want BT:00:1:01:45.6

Here the signer has adopted the perspective of unspecified children on a 

shopping trip, where they are crying in a shop (in surrogate space) and 

demanding a glass ornament. Both manual articulators are being used to 

articulate the sign WANT; the signer’s body is orientated to look-up, a child’s 

perspective as it turns upwards to face the adult; eye-gaze is also upward; the 

facial expression is that of an upset child.

In reality, there is no one standing to the left of the signer, but based on the 

direction of the eye-gaze and the turning of the signer’s body, the signer has 

conceptualized a space whereby an adult (in this case, the signer herself), is 

standing.

Figure 1.3 is also an example of conceptual blending in action, but this aspect 

will be addressed in more detail in Chapter Six. Our concern now is to
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demonstrate the importance of NMF’s and to illustrate how they are 

simultaneously co-articulated with manual signs and with each other. We see 

the signer produce the following information simultaneously;

WANT WANT WANT ---------------------------both manual articulators

I want I want I want-------------------------------mouthing

Eye-gaze--------------------------------------------upward eye-gaze

Body-------------------------------------------------- upward twisting body movement

Facial Expression--------------------------------distressed/crying

Head---------------------------------------------------upward tilt

This gives us an example of layering of NMF’s. In addition to the manual 

articulation WANT WANT WANT, there are five non-manual features, one of 

which is the non-manual mouthing of both the personal pronoun and the verb: 

'I want I want I want’.

A detailed discussion of the functions of mouth patterns will be presented in 

Chapter Three with regard to mouthings, and in Chapter Four with regard to 

mouth gestures. For now, we can say that NMF’s, as the term implies, are 

meaningful units in signed languages that convey additional information 

concomitant with the meaning expressed by the hand shapes (O’Baoill & 

Matthews, 2000) and are not to be confused with facial expressions that do 

not serve any grammatical purpose and are universal in both hearing and 

Deaf populations (Baker-Shenk, 1987).

Though we are accepting mouthings as NMF’s for the purposes of this 

research, this claim is disputed by some linguists. For example, Ebbinghaus & 

Hessmann consider mouthings as a “particular realisation of spoken 

language, words” while they consider mouth gestures to be “part of 

nonmanual signals proper” (2001:133).

As non-manual mouth gestures are considered as an integral part of signed 

language grammar (Pfau and Quer, 2010), it is not within the remit of the 

individual signer to decide which expressions to use. Their rules are
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prescribed by the syntactic rules of the language. Thus we investigate the 

phenomenon of idiosyncratic mouth gestures as they occur in ISL in Chapter 

Four, where a comprehensive categorisation of the types of mouth gestures 

occurring in ISL is undertaken.

However, in the case of non-manual mouthings, usage by individual signers 

can be based on a variety of sociolinguistic factors to which we now turn our 

attention.
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Chapter Two

Sociolinguistic Factors Influencing Irish Sign

Language

2.0 introduction:

The main focus of this research concerns the place of mouth patterns within 

the structure of ISL. To this end, the supporting grammatical framework of the 

language, as it applies to these patterns, needs to examined. Before 

embarking on this complex analysis in Chapters Five and Six, it is necessary 

to focus on the use of ISL in the wider context of society and the influences 

brought to bear on it, especially in relation to mouth patterns, by that society.

In this chapter we view these influences from the sociolinguistic perspective.

As sociolinguistic factors are of primary importance when assessing the status 

of mouthings in signed languages (Hohenberger & Happ, 2001; Boyes- 

Braem, 2001), these factors will be given due consideration, along with a brief 

review of the education of Deaf children in Ireland, to which they are closely 

aligned. The influence of this education system on gender and generational 

variation within mouthings in ISL will be addressed.

Though it is a complete natural language in its own right, with a 

morphosyntactic system independent of spoken language (O’Baoill & 

Matthews, 2000), English, as the spoken language of a majority in society in 

Ireland, has influenced, and continues to influence, ISL. All languages having 

contact with other languages engage in a limited amount of lexical borrowing 

(ibid). However, as we shall see, these loans (i.e. words or signs from other 

languages)® enter signed language, not merely at the level of the sign lexicon, 

but at phonological, morphological, syntactic and semantic levels also 

(Sutton-Spence & Woll, 1999;Ajello et al. 2001, Leeson & Saeed, 2012).

® ISL also contains loan signs from other signed languages (Leeson & Saeed, 2012). However, a discussion on this 
aspect of borrowing will not be undertaken here.
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We examine how such borrowings influence both the established and 

productive lexicons in ISL and we demonstrate the impact of metaphor and 

iconicity on their content.

We begin with a discussion of the language contact issues which influence 

mouthings in ISL and review the relevant literature as to how this outcome is 

reflected in other signed languages. Because the focus of this research 

involves mouthing, language contact issues are of primary importance here.

2.1 English Influenced Language Contact Issues;

Valli & Lucas, in discussing language contact issues in relation to ASL, claim 

that it is almost impossible for members of the Deaf community not to have 

contact with the majority language of the country in which they live:

“ they have been forced to learn that language in its spoken and

written form, while use of their natural sign has been forbidden. Deaf 

people almost always live in a situation of bilingualism and language 

contact” (1992: 345).

They further claim that factors influencing the contact situation in ASL are also 

related to the characteristics of individuals. We examine these factors further 

in this chapter. This view is also endorsed by Keller (2001). Given the context 

in which signed languages develop therefore, namely as minority languages 

arising amidst a dominant society using spoken language, with contact to a 

greater or lesser extent with those languages (Woodward 1973; Lucas and 

Valli, 1989), it is no surprise that, depending on the degree of contact, the 

spoken language will have a linguistic influence on the signed language 

(Hohenberger and Happ, 2001) and consequently on the extent and type of 

the mouthings used by any individual signer (Keller, 2001).

Ann claims that the fact that such highly sustained contact with spoken 

language exists, ensures that most Deaf people are bilingual to some extent 

in spoken language and that there is “great diversity of linguistic experience

35



and behaviour" in bilinguals in either modality in the American Deaf 

Community (2001: 41). Valli and Lucas advise that:

“One important thing to keep in mind about contact signing is the wide 

variety of the language backgrounds of the people in the language 

contact situations ... It is also possible for signers to switch during a 

conversation from ASL to contact signing or from contact signing to 

ASL. Again, we consider this to be unique, as contact signing itself is 

the result of contact between English and ASL” (1992:350).

O'Baoill & Matthews (2000) concur with these sentiments regarding individual 

signers within the Irish Deaf Community, whose members display varying 

levels of language skills, with some members preferring to use ISL in some 

language settings and English in other language domains. They state that 

there is a range of competencies within the community that includes balanced 

bilinguals, dominant ISL bilinguals, dominant English bilinguals and semi- 

linguals (lacking fluency or a high level of language competency in both 

languages). As we discuss later on in this chapter, this is influenced by the 

education system, where oralism was introduced in St. Mary’s School for Deaf 

Girls in 1947 and in St. Joseph’s School for Deaf Boys in 1957.

This has implications for the degree of mouthings employed by individual 

signers, as Valli & Lucas claim that contact signing may also include the use 

of English word order, giving rise to the use of prepositions, constructions 

with ‘that’, English expressions and the mouthing of English words 

(1992:350). They describe four outcomes which they call ‘unique phenomena’ 

which occur when signed and spoken languages come in contact with each 

other: “fingerspelling, fingerspelling/sign combination, code-switching and 

mouthing” (ibid).

A brief note will suffice here to illustrate how each of these language contact 

phenomena influences the production of mouthings and to this end we first 

discuss their use in loan translations and the formation of compounds.
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2.1.1 Loan Translations/Compounds:

Signed languages that have most contact with English borrow from it in two 

ways, through loan translations or through fingerspelling (Sutton-Spence & 

Woll, 1999). In loan translations, which we address first, each sign is 

translated “sign for sign or morpheme for morpheme” from English (ibid:221).

In their discussion of loan translations in ISL, O’Baoill & Matthews list nouns in 

English such as ‘hot’, ‘house’, ‘dog’ and ‘green’ as all having singular 

independent meanings. However, when these words are combined to form a 

new unit of meaning in English such as ‘hot-dog’, this newly formed unit is 

known as a ‘compound’ (2000: 223). In compounding, each of the free^ 

morphemes in an English compound is translated into the equivalent 

morpheme in sign. These loan translations are known as ‘caique compounds’ 

in ISL (ibid: 247). Examples include HOMEWORK (composed of two free 

morphemes HOME and WORK) and BIRTHDAY (including two free 

morphemes BIRTH and DAY) with the associated mouthing reflecting the 

donor morphemes, where the English word associated with the meaning of 

the compound, is mouthed (Leeson & Saeed, 2012).

Similarly, in BSL, many name signs are loan translations e.g. ICE'^LAND is 

made up of ICE and LAND and this process is very common with referents 

predominantly known by their English name, including the names of television 

shows e.g. “Big Break’ is signed BIG BREAK (Sutton-Spence & Woll, 1999: 

221).

Mouthing composed of two free morphemes also accompanies another form 

of compounding in ISL, though they are not considered as loan translations. 

Originating in ISL and based on the morphological processes of ISL, 

sequential compounding or ‘complex compounding’ articulates the meaning of 

the manual compound sign (O’Baoill & Matthews, 2000:240). We can see this 

occurring in ISL in Figures 2.0(a) and 2.0(b) below.

 ̂ ‘Free Morphemes’ stand alone, for example kitchen, bath, and room or RED, TRUE or SAY. A word or a sign can 
be a free morpheme. ‘Bound Morphemes' have meaning, but cannot stand alone. They need to be combined with at 
least one other morpheme ..(for example) eras in smaller or the CASUALLY of DRIVE-CASUALLY (Sutton-Spence 
& Woll, 1999:101).
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Figure 2.0 (a) and (b): The Meaning of a Compound Sign is mouthed

(1) Senan: ‘War in Iraq’

Manual Sign: SICK HOUSE BT:00;01:41.643

Mouthing: hospital------------------------------------ BT:00:01:41.490

The signer is discussing how little medicine is available in hospitals in Iraq 

and how the idea of ‘food for oil’ was mooted.

The signer articulates the manual signs SICK and HOUSE one after the other 

in a linear sequence. Both signs are articulated by two hands, the signs of 

each having equal value. However, a process of assimilation occurs so that 

both signs are articulated in the time normally used to express one or other of 

these signs individually. Further, meaning for the compounded element is 

HOSPITAL, co-occurring with the mouthing ‘hospital’.

The mouthing ‘hospital’ (BT: 00:01:41.490) begins prior to the articulation of 

the first sign SICK and ends (ET:00:01:42.090) prior to the completion of the 

second sign HOUSE (ET:00:01:42:303). There were a total of two examples 

of this sign in the SOI Corpus, both having the accompanying mouthing 

‘hospital’.

O’Baoill & Matthews claim that this process, of “univerbation” of compound 

signs, allows for the extension and enrichment of the lexicon through the 

derivation of new lexical forms as we shall see when we discuss the 

productive lexicon below (2000:236).

In some sequential compounds, for example the sign MOTHER/FATHER, the 

signer has a choice to mouth either the meaning of the sign (‘parents’) or the 

donor morphemes (‘mother/father’). Leeson & Saeed hold that this latter type
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of mouthing, that of choosing the donor morphemes, may occur more 

frequently amongst older signers educated in the oralist tradition (though no 

age groupings are suggested) and that this choice of mouthing is reflective of 

the “bilingual reality” of peoples’ lives (2012:119). However in this present 

examination of the data in the SOI Corpus, we found that younger signers 

also continued to use the donor morphemes rather than articulating the 

meaning of the sign.

Table 2.0 below illustrates that of the eight instances where the sequential 

compound MOTHER/FATHER was signed, seven instances (87.5%), carried 

the mouthing ‘mother/father’. One older male signer, who was educated within 

the oralist education system, employed no mouthing when articulating this 

particular sign, though he did use mouthing otherwise throughout his story. He 

was also the only signer who also used the manual sign FATHER in initial 

position (everyone else signed MOTHER first). None of the signers used the 

mouthing ‘parents’ as would have been expected should ‘mother/father’ be 

considered a phenomenon of older signers;

Table 2.0: Mouthing accompanying MOTHER/FATHER in SOI Corpus:

Stot7 Signer Time Mouthing Manual Sign

(36) Fiona 00:00:18.994 mother/father MOTHER/FATHER

Frog Fiona 00:02:18.500 mother/father MOTHER/FATHER

(14) Lianne 00:01:09.478 mother/father MOTHER/FATHER

Frog Michelle 00:03:21.221 mum/dad MOTHER/FATHER

Frog Michelle 00:03:32.820 mum/dad MOTHER/FATHER

Frog Michelle 00:03:36.500 mum/dad MOTHER/FATHER

(24) Patrick 00:00:06.929 mother/father MOTHER/FATHER

(17) Kevin 00:01:21.704 n/a FATHER/MOTHER

The manner in which some compounds are articulated and mouthed indicates 

diachronic variation in the way mouthings have developed amongst ISL 

signers. Leeson & Saeed state that:
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“ It seems that older signers use TRAIN-HOUSE, while other (perhaps 

younger) signers sign TRAIN-STATION, and while some signers sign 

FOOD-EVENING ‘supper’, others sign FOOD-NIGHT and mouth 

‘supper’ or just ‘eat’. This may be indicative of a changing functionality 

for mouthing in ISL (Militzer 2010) as well as being directly related to 

educational policies and their impact on ISL usage (2012:119).

Diachronic variation was also evident in our findings in relation to the 

articulation of MOTHER/FATHER within the SOI Corpus as shown in Table 

2.0 above, where one signer used the mouthing ‘mum/dad’ as opposed to 

‘mother/father’ on three occasions.

A third type of compound occurring in ISL also needs to be addressed here 

briefly in terms of mouthing, namely the simultaneous compound. A 

simultaneous compound occurs when two separate free morphemes are 

combined and articulated simultaneously on separate hands. The usual 

example given for ISL is the lexical item ‘minicom’ indicating the combination 

of the free morphemes TELEPHONE and TYPING (O’Baoill & Matthews, 

2000; Leeson & Saeed, 2012). Again, mouthing facilitates univerbation.

While all morphemes in compounds are free morphemes because they can 

stand alone as meaningful units, O’Baoill & Matthews (2000) claim that ISL 

may also combine free and bound morphemes to create compounds, with the 

bound morpheme signs tending to express some general meaning and being 

incomprehensible as single units. The issue of determining whether this 

combination represents a compound or a blend rests on the notion of 

components being classified as free morphemes (Brennan, 1992, 1990). For 

example, O’Baoill & Matthews give an example of the simultaneous 

compound sign FLAT-SURFACE + RUBBER-STAMP. This combination may 

refer to any type of record-keeping book and “is usually preceded by a 

nominative form denoting full reference to the bound-morphemic compound 

form” (2000:246). We can see this in the following example Figure 2.1 from 

the SOI Corpus.

40



Figure 2.1: The Simultaneous Compound PASSPORT

(14) Lianne; ‘A Scare in Belfast’

Manual Sign: PASSPORT BT:00:00:46.288

Mouthing: passport

Here, the signer tells how she approached an army checkpoint in Belfast and 

needed to show identification, namely, her passport.

In this instance, we are no longer dealing with two free morphemes. In the 

context of the story we understand the need for the signer to produce 

identification, and therefore the dominant hand (dh) stamping on the flat 

surface of the nondominant (nd) hand (a classifier representing a flat object), 

we understand as paper being stamped. However, it is her mouthing of the 

word ‘passport’ that clarifies which form of identification is involved. We 

discuss the disambiguating function of the of mouthing in the next chapter. 

Ajello et al. also gives a similar example from Italian Signed Language (LIS), 

DOCUMENTO/patente (DOCUMENT/driver’s licence) where they list the 

mouthing as having a disambiguating function. They consider these 

compound types (“syntagms”), as instances of semantic integration 

(2001:234) between LIS and Italian. However, Brennan (1992) highlights the 

fact that many of these signs which may have been viewed as simultaneous 

compounds, were in effect classifier handshapes involving bound 

morphemes.

The subject of whether these example can be considered compounds or 

blends will be discussed further in Chapter Six. For now, we demonstrate the 

role that mouthing plays in their disambiguation.
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In the next section, we describe the first of the ‘unique phenomena’ that 

develop as a result of contact signing, as described by Valli & Lucas (1992), 

namely that of fingerspelling and we examine how it influences mouthings in 

ISL.

2.1.2 Fingerspelling:

Fingerspelling represents the written form of English (not speech) and further 

demonstrates how signed languages borrow from spoken language (Sutton- 

Spence & Woll, 1999). The practice of fingerspelling or dactylology 

(McDonnell, 1979) allows twenty-six hand arrangements, coinciding with the 

twenty-six letters of the alphabet, to represent any written English word by 

producing the spelling of that word on the hands. We should note here that 

BSL maintains a two-handed fingerspelled alphabet, while that of ISL is single 

handed.

Fingerspelling is used principally to spell out English words for the names of 

people and places in ISL (O’Baoill & Matthews, 2000). New jargon words for 

technology and science are also spelled out until a lexical item develops and 

when this happens, an abbreviated form of some fingerspelled words develop 

into lexicalised fingerspelled items through regular usage. O’Baoill &

Matthews call this shortened form ‘fingersigning’® (2000:19). They list the 

names of counties in Ireland such as #G-W-Y (Galway) and #T-I-P-P 

(Tipperary) along with the names of the months of the year such as #J-A-N, 

#F-E-B etc., as examples:

“The original was signed as a clearly defined set of handshapes 

reflecting each letter of the Roman alphabet, however, the next 

generation only perceives a handshape pattern. The fingersign is a 

reduced form of the original. The individual letters are articulated using 

less space and the duration of the articulation of each segment is 

reduced. The restricted movement sequence is perceived as the code

'F ingersigns are abbreviated forms of fingerspelled words which become lexicalised through constant usage over 
time and are annotated with the symbol # in front (O ’Baoill & Matthews, 2000).
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or label or sign representing a month of the year. Young children often 

ask how to spell words that they are already familiar with as 

fingersigns, indicating that they understand the fingersigns as whole 

lexemes or morphemes” (ibid).

We can see an example of this in Figure 2.2 below.

Figure 2.2: The Fingersign FEBRUARY

(15) Caroline: ‘Basketball Match’

Manual Sign: #F-E-B BT:00:00:02.870

Mouthing: February

The signer is narrating how she enjoyed her team’s winning of a basketball 

match in February.

This is an example of the fingersigned word #F-E-B, articulated as suggested 

is the norm for the months of the year. However, in the next example, we see 

a female signer from a similar age cohort in the SOI Corpus, not using a 

fingersign for JANUARY, but using a lexical sign instead.

Figure 2.3: A ‘new sign’ for JANUARY:

(35) Louise: ‘My Dog Lassie’

Manual Sign: JANUARY 

Mouthing: January

BT:00:00:02.870
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The signer is explaining how, when she went home last January, her mother 

told her that her dog ‘Lassie’ was ill. The annotators of the SOI Corpus 

glossed this manual sign JANUARY as a ‘new sign’. The signer here does not 

use the fingersign #J-A-N as would be expected. Rather she articulates the 

manual sign JANUARY with the initial ‘J’ articulated at the elbow and down 

along the underside of her arm. She accompanies it with the mouthing 

‘January’.

This is amongst a new group of signs which have emerged amongst younger 

ISL signers and does not appear to be gender specific.® Each month of the 

year appears to be now articulated in this manner, even those months which 

had not been abbreviated into fingersigns for example MAY, JUNE and JULY, 

hence the annotation ‘new sign’ on the SOI Corpus data.

This is another example of diachronic variation where the younger generation 

of signers exhibit new forms of manual signs being accepted into the 

language, all of which are accompanied by mouthing. It is also an example of 

an initialised sign which we discuss in the Section 2.1.3 below.

This reduction of the original forms of fingerspelled signs into fingersigns has 

also happened in ASL where loan signs were first described by Battison 

(1978). Similarly to what has occurred in ISL, these have now been subsumed 

into ASL as lexical items and are considered as phonological sign patterns. 

#R-E-F for REFRIGERATOR in ASL is an example of this (Muniz, 2007).

Parallels can be drawn between fingerspelled signs and mouthings in this 

respect, in that mouthings which begin as English words can be also be 

reduced and become grammaticalised. An example of this occurring in ISL is 

‘fsh’ mouthed with the manual sign FINISH (Figure 2.4) below. This is an 

example of how ISL borrows at the phonological level where the mouthing 

becomes part of the sign. A similar example is described by Sutton-Spence &

 ̂ Personal Communication with the Irish Deaf Society (IDS) 14/08/13. (There is a view that these signs may have 
arisen amongst the male signers who received their primary education at Beechpark School for Deaf Boys,
Stillorgan, Dublin. However, this remains unverified).
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Woll (1999) for BSL. Lexical borrowing occurs therefore where words from 

English are repeatedly used in signed language until they become 

indistinguishable from its own vocabulary.

Figure 2.4 Lexical Borrowing of the mouthing ‘fsh’ with ‘FINISH’

(19) Laurence: “Hiring a Motorbike:

Manual Sign: FINISH BT:00:00:33.007

Mouthing: ‘fsh’

Here the signer is describing his ablutions prior to a night out with his friends: 

They were on holiday, and when they had finished bathing and dressing, they 

went out. This manual sign shown here, acts as a completion marker showing 

that an action has been completed. O’Baolll & Matthews claim that it plays a 

similar role to the past participle in English in similar sentences to “The 

window is broken” for example (2000:159). The abbreviated form of the 

mouthed word ‘finish’ i.e. ‘fsh’, accompanies the manual sign and may be 

necessary for the sign to be considered grammatically correct.

In the following section we discuss Initialisation also based on the English 

alphabet and we demonstrate the forms that mouthings take during this 

articulation. This is the second of the ‘unique phenomena’ suggested by Valli 

& Lucas (1992) which occurs as a result of contact signing.

2.1.3 Fingerspelling I Sign Combination: Initialised Signs

“Initialised signs” are those for which the handshape formation reflects the first 

letter of the English language orthographic formation as discussed above 

(O'Baoill & Matthews, 2000:253). The original form of these signs may well
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have been un-initialised but have had initialization superimposed on them by 

educationalists as part of the move towards manually coded English^®

(Leeson & Saeed, 2012).

The signs are related in semantic content. Johnston (1989) claims that, for 

Auslan, semantic groups most likely to use the first letter only are for example, 

the days of the week, measurement of time and space (DAY, WEEK,

MONTH, YEAR) and relations (MOTHER, FATHER, UNCLE). Semantic 

grouping is also evident in ISL. O’Baoill & Matthews (2000) claim that ISL 

signers, who have been educated in the oral tradition, articulate these signs 

with the handshapes intact, but accompany the signs with mouthings.

We can trace this semantic relationship and their accompanying mouthings in 

the following examples taken from the SOI Corpus.

Figure 2.5: SON and Figure 2.6: DAUGHTER:

(05) Michelle; ‘Where’s my Ladder’

Manual Sign; SON Manual Sign; DAUGHTER

Mouthing; son Mouthing: daughter

BT; 00;02;00.265 BT;00;00;13.580

In Figure 2.5 above, the signer is articulating the sign SON using the ‘S’ 

handshape. The sign is articulated with both hands and nd hand acts as a 

base for the dh which taps on it twice. The mouthing of the noun ‘son’ 

accompanies this manual sign. In Figure 2.6 the same signer articulates the

"This sign system borrows vocabulary from ISL and signs were created to reflect inflections in English such as 
ing', '-ed' et cetera’’ (O'Baoill & Matthews, 2000:18).
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sign DAUGHTER in exactly the same manner as the sign SON above, but 

using the ‘D’ handshape. This shows the semantic relationship between the 

two signs SON and DAUGHTER. The signer also mouths the noun ‘daughter’.

Figure 2.7: MOTHER and Figure 2.8: FATHER:

(11): Frankie: ‘Butterfly Statue’ (14) Lianne: ’A Scare in Belfast’

Manual Sign: MOTHER Manual Sign: FATHER

Mouthing: mother Mouthing: father

BT:00:00:55.830 BT:00:01:30.44

In Figure 2.7 the signer articulates the sign MOTHER with both hands and the 

nd hand acts as a base for the dh which taps on it twice using the ‘M’ 

handshape, while the signer in Figure 2.8 articulates the sign FATHER in 

exactly the same manner as the previous signs, using the ‘F’ handshape and 

mouths the word ‘father’, demonstrating yet again the semantic relationship 

between the four signs SON, DAUGHTER, MOTHER and FATHER.

That mouthing accompanies the signs confirms the notion put forward by 

O’Baoill & Matthews (2000) that signers, educated in the oral tradition, 

accompany these groupings of semantically related signs with mouthings. It 

has to be observed here however, that nouns are the most frequently 

mouthed parts of speech in ISL (Mohr-Militzer, 2011). The two signers 

included in the SOI Corpus and educated in the pre-oral era, articulate these 

signs in a similar manner, without the mouthed element, as in the following 

examples:

"  For a detailed account of Irish Kinship Terminology see Wilkinson (2009).
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Example 2.1; (18) Peter; ‘My Daughter’s Return; 

(I) Manual Sign; SON

Mouthing; closed lips, tense, stretched wide 

(ii) Manual Sign; DAUGHTER

BT; 00;00;04.560

Mouthing; BT; 00;00;09.400

Example 2.2; (07) Fergus M; ‘My Career’ 

Manual Sign; MOTHER

Mouthing; BT; 00;00;11.540

Sutton-Spence & Woll suggest that there are constraints on mouthing with 

verbs and that fewer verbs are loan signs. While acknowledging that BSL has 

other preferred ways of creating verbs (other than borrowing spoken 

components), such as aspect and manner inflection, they surmise that the 

problem may also lie in the fact that the required English spoken components 

may be quite diverse. They cite the BSL verb LOOK as an example. BSL can 

alter this one sign to mean diverse ways of looking, whereas the English 

equivalent uses a vast array of different words to convey the same meaning; 

"look, glance, stare, eye-up, glare" (1999;225). Sutton-Spence & Woll (ibid) 

claim that an extra movement is sometimes added to the simple manual letter 

handshape in BSL. This movement can be meaningful or arbitrary. An 

example of a meaningfully added movement in BSL is the sign FAMILY that 

combines movement representing a group of people with the handshape of 

the manual letter.

A similar movement occurs in the sign FAMILY in ISL as seen in Story (06) 

Fergus D.; ’Engine Trouble’ from the SOI Corpus (BT;00;00;11.400). The 

manual sign is also accompanied by the mouthing ‘family’ (BT;00;00;11.550).

This also holds true for ASL, where there is a base sign GROUP but if this 

movement and location is articulated with the ‘F’ manual letter handshape the 

sign is glossed as FAMILY. If the handshape for the manual le tte r‘T  is
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substituted, the sign becomes TEAM (ibid). Similar occurrences can be seen 

occurring in ISL in the following examples from the SOI Corpus:

Figure 2.9 (a) TEAM and Figure 2.9 (b): GROUP

(15) Caroline;’ Basketball Match’ (18) Peter: ’My Daughter’s Return’

Manual Sign: TEAM 

Mouthing: team

BT:00:01:14.416

Manual Sign: GROUP

Mouthing:------------------

BT:00:00:30.490

We can see how the signer in Figure 2.9 (a) accompanies the manual sign 

TEAM with the mouthing ‘team’ confirming the assertion by O’Baoill and 

Matthews, that signers educated in the oralist system accompany the manual 

initialised signs with mouthing. However, the signer in Figure 2.9 (b) does not 

use mouthing as this signer was educated prior to the introduction of oralism. 

Whilst the initial letter in the sign GROUP may be a borrowing from English, 

“the final constituent takes its movement and place of articulation from a 

semantically related existing ISL form” and O’Baoill & Matthews term these 

formations “initialised compounds” (2000:253), lending credence to the 

suggestion by Leeson & Saeed (2012) that the initial may have been imposed 

on the original sign. In the ‘Dictionary of the Methodic Irish Sign Language’, a 

transcript of the original 1847 Dictionary Manuscript^^, it is claimed that the 

first attempts of the “alphabetisation” of manual signs was developed for 

prepositions. According to Sr. Nicholas Griffey quoted in the notes on the 

Dictionary, the word ‘alphabetisation’ is taken to mean that the sign for the

“The Dictionary for the use of D eaf and Dumb pupils of St, IVIary's Convent Dublin (1847). Translated from the 
Dictionary in use at the Bon Sauveur Caen, France. “It was devised to create a system of signs modelled on the 
syntax of the English language (M ETH O D IC ). The work Is based on the system of Blessed Pierre Janet (the founder 
of Le Bon Sauver School for the Deaf) and emphasises methodic signs as a means towards the principle purpose of 
deaf education i.e. proficiency in the analysis of written language” (Foran, 1979:vi)
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word is based on the initial letter of the specific (English) word (Foran, 1994: 

vii).

The use of one-handed manual letters allows languages to add the letter 

handshape to an existing sign and signed languages that use a one-handed 

alphabet, such as ASL and ISL, frequently use this convention (O’Baoill & 

Matthews, 2000). Because BSL has a two-handed manual alphabet it does 

not lend itself to handshape formations reflecting a first letter of the English 

language, being added to an existing sign. Instead, BSL signers, if signers are 

bilingual and know English well, sign the first letter of an English word and 

then add a sign that is a near synonym, for example, to illustrate ‘polytechnic’ 

the signer uses ‘P’-UNIVERSITY (Sutton-Spence & Woll, 1999: 229). Whilst 

BSL does contain a number of initialised signs including MOTHER, FATHER, 

BIRMINGHAM and GLASGOW the names of places in BSL usually retain 

their English form through fingerspelling (O’Baoill & Matthews, 2000:11).

The fluency levels of signers, in both signed language and English, also 

determine whether the signer will borrow from English by fingerspelling, and 

the degree of fingerspelling employed by individual signers demonstrates yet 

another variation from a generational perspective. In BSL for example, 

younger signers rely on articulation of the first letter or an abbreviation, while 

older signers use the full fingerspelling of a word (Sutton-Spence & Woll, 

1999).

On the other hand in ISL, O’Baoill & Matthews (2000) hold that older Deaf 

people’s use of initialisation is greater than that of the younger Deaf 

generation due to their respective experiences with manual and oral methods 

of education. However, we saw in Figure 2.3 above how a younger cohort of 

ISL signers has now introduced initialised signs to account for the months of 

the year.

This also appears to contradict a third scenario suggested by Leeson & 

Saeed, where they suggest that several signs appear to be undergoing a 

process of “de-initialisation”, due to what they perceive as perhaps an
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increased awareness amongst signers of the status of ISL as a language in its 

own right, thus distancing themselves from signs seen as having English 

connotations:

“An example is PROCESS, which, in citation form, takes an ISL-P- 

handshape, which many Deaf people sign with a B-handshape, thus 

creating a non-initialised form”

(2012:128).

More examples would be needed in order not to classify this change as a 

‘slip-of-hand’, ‘P’ and ‘B’ being formed in a similar fashion, with the latter just 

omitting the involvement of the little finger. However both processes may be 

occurring simultaneously in different age groupings and this development 

warrants more research.

An interesting aspect of initialisation, in the context of ISL, is that Le Master 

(1990) noted that contemporary female gendered sign was less initialised 

than the male variety and suggests that it reflects a more archaic variety of 

ISL. O'Baoill & Matthews (2000) state that while this may indeed be the case, 

it contrasts with the views of both male and female members of the Deaf 

community who believe the contemporary male variety to be superior in 

quality and to be the correct standard form of ISL. One of the reasons which 

may account for this view is the fact that oralism was introduced into the boys’ 

school ten years later that it was in the girls’ school, thereby making the male 

variety the only legitimate signed language variety formally available during 

that period.

Knowledge of English also influences the subject of the next section, that of 

code-switching, the third of the ‘unique phenomena’ resulting from language 

contact as described by Valli & Lucas (1992), where the knowledge of 

idiomatic English facilitates its inclusion in a signed exchange. We will see in 

Chapter Four how this may result in Idiomatic Mouth Gestures. However, a 

distinction needs to be made between borrowing as discussed above, where
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an element of one language becomes assimilated into the grammatical 

structure of the host language, and code-switching.^^

2.1.4 Code-Switching and Code Mixing:

As already mentioned, factors influencing the language contact situation are 

related to the characteristics of individuals (Keller, 2001) and the languages 

involved (Lucas and Valli, 1989) along with a host of sociolinguistic factors 

(Fischer, 1978). Together, these factors create a unique relationship involving 

code-switching, code-mixing and lexical borrowing (Davis, 1989). When these 

three events co-occur as two languages come in contact, we get interlingual 

transference (ibid). We discussed lexical borrowing above in Section 2.1.2, 

where we demonstrated borrowing occurring at the phonological level in 

Figure 2.4. We now examine briefly how the codes of both manual and 

spoken languages intermingle.

Code-switching is conventionally thought of as the mixing of two languages in 

an utterance in which elements of each language retain the phonological and 

morphological structure of the mother language (Kuntze, 2000). In signed 

language terms, this can only happen where a signer stops signing and 

begins speaking or vice versa (Davis, 1989). In Figure 2.10 below, we see an 

example of code switching in ISL, where the signer stops signing and mouths 

‘Yeah’.

Not all signed language linguists agree on the distinction between ‘code-switching’ and 'borrowing'. See 
(Slobin,1976; Sankoff, Poplack & Vanniarajan,1990; Myers-Scotton, 1993)

52



Figure 2.10: Code-switching between ISL and English:

(08) Marion; 'Animals in the Classroom’

Manual Sign: (acting innocent) BT:00:01:08.70

Mouthing: ‘Yeah”

The signer is explaining that when she brought a kitten into the classroom and 

hid it in a box, the teacher found it and called her name. Everybody looked at 

the signer who ‘acted innocent’. We can see here how she has stopped 

signing and code-switches to give an oral answer to her oral teacher as there 

would have been no signing allowed in the classroom. Her NMF’s depict her 

acting innocently.

Code-mixing is a more nebulas concept, but for the purposes of this paper it is 

taken to mean the mouthing of English words while simultaneously articulating 

manual signs (Davis, 1989). Mouthings can reflect English grammar and 

morphology as they are articulated with a manual sign, as in the following 

example taken from the SOI Corpus where the signer mouths the English 

phrase ‘kneel down’, while articulating the manual sign KNEEL.

Example 2.3: Mouthing reflecting English grammar and Morphology 

(05) Michelle: ’Where’s my Ladder?’

Manual Sign: KNEEL

Mouthing: kneel down (BT:00:01:01.813).

In another example, in Figure 2.11 below, we see the signer using the English 

term ‘whatever’ with the manual sign.
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Figure 2.11: Code-mixing in the Personal Stories

(09) Sarah Jane: ‘What are they staring at?’

Manual Sign; WHATEVER BT:00:00:34.150

Mouthing: whatever

Here the signer mixes the manual sign with the mouthing ‘whatever’ borrowed 

from English. However, an interesting twist here is that the annotators of the 

SOI Corpus note that her manual sign is “the young generation sign for 

‘whatever’”. This is yet another example of the diachronic development of ISL 

but this time a new manual sign is being created based on the English word 

‘whatever’, illustrating the phenomenon of language contact.

Bank et al. consider this as code-blending as they consider code-mixing as a 

phenomenon occurring between two spoken languages. They consider it 

includes “co-occurrences of non-voiced words (i.e. mouthings) and manual 

signs (2011:249). Emmorey et al. (2008) also discuss this in relation to what 

they term code-blends, the simultaneous production of English words and 

ASL signs. They claim that this can happen in two ways. They note that the 

mouthing derived from English can become part of the sign for example in 

‘fsh’/FINISH (Figure 2.4) or it can be an English idiom as in Figure 2.11 

above. Bank et al. use the term “lexical additions” (2011:266) to define the 

word/sign level processes of code-blending.

Davis suggests that this simultaneous mouthing can either be “transference” 

or “interference” from English. In the former, natural code-mixing occurs 

where mouthings are combined with signs, and in the latter, the unfamiliar 

combination of mouthing and sign creates English structure or English syntax.
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The ‘interlingual transference’ characterised by code-switching, code-mixing 

and lexical borrowing previously mentioned, has particular implications for 

interpreters (1990:308). For example, Weisenberg (2009) claims that the 

system of English mouthing during interpretation appears to be the result of 

language contact between spoken language and signed language and is 

distinct from the mouthing of native Deaf signers. When there were no manual 

equivalents available in ASL, interpreters used a manual sign of the nearest 

approximate meaning and simultaneously mouthed the English word. When 

the initial simultaneous expression was articulated, subsequent mouthing was 

reduced or omitted. Weisenberg (ibid) found that interpreters altered their 

language production depending on the audience being addressed.

Napier (2006) has shown that non-native signers and interpreters in Auslan 

used more mouthings and exhibited more English syntax than native signers 

and further noted that mouthing and fingerspelling are features of an 

academic register that is influenced more by English.

While not addressing the question of the use of mouthing by interpreters here, 

we can say that language contact issues appear to have a greater impact on 

smaller signed language communities. Van Herreweghe & Vermeerbergen 

discuss this in relation to Flemish Signed Language (VGT) which, like ISL, is 

used by a relatively small community of 6,000 Deaf people;

“Certain sociolinguistic processes (e.g. diachronic change, lexical 

diffusion) in such a small community may be different from those in 

larger linguistic groups. The impact that linguists have on the language 

the Flemish Deaf community uses, seems to be significantly greater 

that expected ... We assume that the rapid impact (we are talking 

about a couple of years, not even a couple of decades) is due to the 

low status the language still has, the exceptional language-acquisition 

situation of Deaf children (so that the impact of the language used at 

school is much greater than the in-most spoken-language contexts), 

and the fact that interpreters and other hearing late learners of VGT 

sometimes function as linguistic model (2004:130).
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However, Ebbinghaus & Hessmann are amongst those who disagree that the 

ternn ‘code-switching’ is appropriate in a signed language context. They claim 

that there is ‘neither diachronic nor synchronic evidence’ for:

“the existence of a true primordial state of signed language unspoiled 

by any influences from the surrounding spoken language ... words are 

neither mixed nor switched to, or borrowed, but quite simply used in a 

language context (2001:139).

The fourth ‘unique phenomenon’ occurring as a result of language contact as 

proposed by Lucas & Valli (1989) is that of ‘mouthing’. Although, in the 

foregoing sections, we have been addressing the presence of mouthings in 

ISL from the point of view of how they are influenced by language contact and 

the forms they adopt as a consequence of this influence, in the remainder of 

this chapter we examine the primary contexts in which these mouthings have 

arisen.

2.1.5 Mouthing:

We are operating on the principle that mouthings are borrowed from spoken 

language (Sutton-Spence & Day, 2001; O’Baoill & Matthews, 2000) in both 

loan signs and mouth patterns found in contact signing (Woll, 2001). Thus far, 

we have discussed how mouthings can be reduced and grammaticalised in a 

manner paralleling that of manual signs. They become “integrated loans 

adapted to the phonological rules of sign languages” (Ajello et al., 2001:236). 

Locker-McKee (2007) claims that mouthing is potentially an important tool for 

interpreters in clarifying reference and expressing meaning where established 

sign equivalents are lacking in New Zealand Signed Language (NZSL).

We have examined how language contact influences the presence of 

mouthings in signed language at the macro level. At the micro level, we need 

to examine the sociolinguistic factors which give rise to this language contact 

with specific reference to ISL.
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2.2 Sociolinguistic Factors

Fisher (1978) suggested that language contact, and hence the use of 

mouthings, is influenced by a host of sociolinguistic factors which we explore 

in depth in this section.

In Section 2.2.1 below we see how oralist education policies have been the 

chief driver in this regard. Language contact is also a feature of home life for 

many Deaf children as the majority of parents of Deaf children are hearing 

(Leeson & Saeed, 2012). We therefore take a brief look at this sociolinguistic 

variable in Section 2.2.2.

Along with hearing parents, an individual’s audiological hearing threshold 

plays a large part in how much oral language is received by a signer and how 

useful or otherwise they find the use of hearing aids in this regard. This 

variable is addressed in Section 2.2.3. Finally, in Section 2.2.4, the question 

of whether pupils were boarders or day pupils at a particular school, a 

sociolinguistic variable rarely addressed in the literature, is given a brief 

overview.

2.2.1 Education

The history of the establishment of schools for Deaf children in Ireland and the 

resultant education of Deaf people has been comprehensively discussed 

elsewhere (Leeson & Saeed, 2012; O’Baoill & Matthews, 2000; Crean, 1997; 

McDonnell, 1996), therefore a brief resume will suffice here. We illustrate the 

education methods which influenced the communication system of signers 

and which were, in effect, the major sources of language contact 

(Hohenberger & Happ, 2001). This in turn, gave rise to the incorporation of 

mouthings into ISL and necessitates reviewing for this reason.

2.2.1.1 The Period of IVIanual Education

Leeson (2007) claims that the focus on language, and the issue of how to 

best educate Deaf children, is at the heart of the ‘oral-manual’ debate and this 

debate has been ongoing since the eighteenth century.
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In 1849 the Dominican Sisters, who had established St. Mary’s School for 

Deaf Girls in Cabra, adopted the signing system then being used with Deaf 

children in France, as the one best suited to the teaching of English to the 

pupils attending their school. The nuns attempted to modify the form of signed 

French that they had learned in order to map it onto English grammar. This 

enabled them to teach through a form of signed English, involving the 

formation of handshapes based on representations of a letter from the manual 

alphabet that remains evident in the extent of initialisation present in ISL to 

this day as discussed above. This was surely an early manifestation of 

language contact. There is therefore an English language influence on the 

forms of signs as practised today (Leeson & Saeed, 2012).

When St. Joseph’s School for Deaf Boys was established a decade later, the 

Christian Brothers utilised the same signing system as that employed by the 

Dominican Sisters in the Girls’ school, though alterations were made to the 

form of many signs (ibid). Crean (1997) suggests that the Christian Brothers 

at St. Joseph’s School drew on published references to ASL. This may have 

been an effort to make the signs learned from the Dominican Sisters less 

feminine and therefore more suitable to the education of boys (Leeson & 

Grehan, 2004). Both of these modifications, combined with the physical 

distance between schools and the limited interaction between the sexes whilst 

at school, signified the beginning of gender variation in ISL.

2.2.1.2 The Period of Oral Education

As a result of the oralist policies advocated by the Congress of Milan (1880)^“*, 

Deaf teachers at schools for Deaf children elsewhere were dismissed, signed 

languages were banned from the classroom and those who could not 

progress with a speech-based approach were labelled ‘oral failures’.

An International Conference of Educators in the field of education of D eaf children was convened in Milan in 1880 
during which it was decided to introduce an oral method of educational instruction in schools henceforth. Britain and 
the United states opposed this outcome and voted to continue with a manual based system. However, despite 
resistence, oral education systems were established in most W estern countries.

58



segregated from the ‘oral successes’, and frequently stigmatized (Leeson & 

Saeed, 2012:37).

It was not until the mid twentieth century that these policies were implemented 

in Ireland. Details of the effects of this oralist ethos on the children in the 

schools and on the suppression of ISL have been extensively recorded 

(Leeson 2007; Conroy 2006; Conama and Grehan 2002; Crean 1997).

St. Mary’s School for Deaf Girls introduced oralism in 1947, and it was 

instituted in St. Joseph’s School for Deaf Boys ten years later in 1957, 

concomitant in both schools, with a policy of highly segregated education for 

Profoundly Deaf and Partially Deaf students (Grehan, 2008).

Another school for Deaf Boys with the objective of providing education in a 

purely oral environment was established at Beechpark in Dublin in 1956 

(Crean, 1997). It served a preparatory role for the boys aged 3 to 10 years 

old, who were then transferred to St. Joseph’s. This oral system would of 

course have had a major influence on the mouthing content in any 

communication amongst the boys, due to the intermingling of pupils from both 

schools when they moved to St. Joseph’s.

An additional school established in Limerick in 1979, The Midwest School for 

Hearing Impaired, aims to provide local education for children in the Munster 

area. Leeson (2007) has suggested that the establishment of this school may 

have provided the environment for a regional variant of ISL to emerge, as 

students no longer had access to the cohorts at St. Joseph’s and St. Mary’s, 

where most Deaf people attended school. Conama (2008) found that this was 

indeed the case in practice. Deaf people interviewed in a review of signed 

language interpreting provision in the Mid-West, reported that they did not 

always understand what they called ‘Dublin signing’ (Leeson & Saeed, 

2012:36; Conama, 2008).

The subject of regional variation in ISL provides a rich source to be mined in 

further research. As former pupils of the Midwest school comprise a younger 

cohort than those in the SOI Corpus, who all attended the two main Dublin
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schools, an important aspect of this regional difference, would be the 

comparison of the prevalence and forms of mouthings in both groups.

The probability of a “distinct Northern Irish” variation on ISL (Leeson &

Grehan, 2004; 39); the attendance by more Deaf pupils at units within national 

schools and the growing numbers of Deaf pupils attending mainstream 

schools should add a further interesting dimension to this future research.

An unfortunate consequence of the oralist philosophy of education in Ireland 

was that functional illiteracy followed for the majority of Deaf children with 

literacy rates for Deaf children graduating from schools with oral policies were 

found to be the equivalent to those of 8-9-year-old hearing children (James et 

al. 1992).

Another consequence of this policy to which we have already alluded, was the 

introduction of English mouth patterns, or mouthings, into ISL (Leeson & 

Saeed, 2012; Mohr-Militzer, 2011). We begin the discussion of this oralist 

system with a discussion of how an ‘oral elite’ was created within the schools 

for Deaf children in Dublin and its long-term effects on the quantity of 

mouthings produced within ISL.

2.2.1.3. Oral Elite and Segregation within the schools

Leeson & Saeed (2012) discuss the physical segregation of students who 

signed from those who spoke, thus leading to the establishment of a hierarchy 

within the schools that suggested that those who spoke were more intelligent 

than those who signed. This was reinforced by the fact that for many years, 

only those who were considered oral successes could sit state examinations. 

Grehan (2008) describes how students belonging to various groupings formed 

communication islands: the ‘Deaf and Dumb’ cohort, the ‘Partially Deaf (oral)’ 

cohort and the ‘Profoundly Deaf (oral)’ cohort, all inhabited different sections 

of the schools. This fed into the idea of the low ‘status’ of ISL amongst 

members of the Deaf Community where those who manually signed only, as 

opposed to those who used speech, were considered to be inferior due to the 

low esteem in which Deaf people held ISL. Every effort to become an oral
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‘success’ served to increase the incidence of mouthings produced in 

communication (Leeson & Saeed, 2012:40).

Total Communication, which was the teaching method of choice in the 

schools in the 1980s, also served to solidify this view of signed language as 

being inferior to speech. Total Communication was based on the theory that 

Deaf children need to be able to survive in a hearing society and therefore 

need oral means of communication. There was an underlying assumption also 

that signed languages were not complete languages (Leeson & Saeed, 2012).

However, present day thinking has come full-circle since the 1800’s when 

signed language was the language of communication in the education of Deaf 

children. Leeson (2007) claims that ISL is the key to accessing information 

and ISL must be the language of instruction in schools for Deaf children in 

order to facilitate age-appropriate learning In 2010, the Education Task Force 

also acknowledged the place of ISL in Deaf education, as did the National 

Council for Special Education (2011).

Despite ISL not having any legal status in the Irish constitution, there is 

growing awareness of the linguistic status of signed languages and a growing 

pride amongst Deaf people in their language. Eighteen County Councils have 

voted in 2013 to support recognition of ISL. Recently Seanad Eireann 

proposed a Bill advocating the recognition of ISL as an official language in 

Ireland though this was narrowly overturned in the Seanad in January 2014.

It is worth noting that the Irish call for ISL to be granted official status mirrors 

the international demand for recognition of signed languages in education at 

the very highest levels, including, most recently, the UN Convention on the 

Rights of Persons with a Disability (2006), which Ireland signed in March 2007 

but has not yet ratified, though it has been ratified by the UN.

However, though the forms of segregation within schools may have changed, 

segregation between male and female schools for educational purposes is
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maintained albeit with more opportunities for socialization and with a projected 

date for future amalgamation.

2.2.1.4 Gender Segregation influenced IVIouthing

Segregation of the sexes between the two main schools has led to the 

establishment of a gendered-generational lexicon within ISL (Le Master,

1990). Le Master found that, within the manual signing systems of both male 

and female signers, variation was based on related and unrelated signs (ibid). 

Related signs share the formal properties of handshape, location, movement 

and orientation while unrelated signs do not share any common forms (ibid).

In Section 2.2.1.1 above, we mentioned how manipulation of the French 

signing system by the educators in the schools for Deaf children in order to 

convey the intricacies of English grammar resulted in the presence of 

initialization still extant to quite an extensive degree in ISL. This phenomenon 

was brought about by two factors which we have discussed namely, the 

modification of the signing system by the authorities in both schools and the 

continued segregation of male students from female students.

Modification of the signing systems to suit the particular needs of both the 

boys’ and girls’ schools, in the early days of manual education, also lead to a 

degree of divergence between the systems of both schools. Whereas the 

Dominican Sisters directly modified the French manual system, the Christian 

Brothers modified that system in use in the girls’ school (Crean, 1997) to suit 

the education of the boys in St. Joseph’s.

Later, with the introduction of oralism, this modification continued through the 

segregation of groups within the schools as we already mentioned (Grehan, 

2008), creating not just differences between the types of signing employed in 

both schools at a macro level, but also creating differences at a micro level 

within the schools.
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This separation of the girls from the boys was to be the catalyst in the creation 

of a gendered-generational sign variation further influenced by the 

introduction of ‘cued speech’^̂  which influenced the signing of female pupils at 

St. Mary’s. O’Baoill & Matthews (2000:16) give the examples of CORK, 

WICKLOW and CAKE as female signs influenced by cued speech. These 

three signs are articulated using a ‘Y’ handshape with the little finger placed at 

the side of the mouth and all are accompanied by an English lip-pattern. All 

three word contain the ‘k’ sound and the finger on the mouth draws attention 

to its place of articulation. All letters in the word ‘cake’ are invisible on the 

mouth.

This system has therefore helped create signing difference based on gender.

It also facilitated the creation of a unique set of Female Gendered signs with 

esoteric mouth patterns that defy description and which we will attempt to 

classify in Chapter Four when we undertake the classification of mouth 

gestures.

Differences may also be perceived in the quantity of mouthings produced by 

male and female signers. The overall percentage of mouthings produced by 

male signers in twelve Personal Stories in the Signs of Ireland Corpus, was 

38% of their overall mouth pattern production, while that of women was 60.5% 

(Mohr-Militzer, 2011:148).

As already mentioned, the current situation has seen the male version of ISL 

being adopted as the version in everyday use where male and female signers 

are together. O’Baoill & Matthews (2000) claim that the degree and type of 

adaptation depends on the sex of the interlocutor. Female signers tend to 

modify the size of their signing space and their lexical choices in the presence 

of other women signers. Female gendered signs have tended to feature in 

communication in this context (ibid:14).

“Hand cues were made near the mouth to identify the different speech sounds which look the same on the lips 
(e.g./p/, /b/ and /m / or those which cannot be seen on the lips at all (e.g. /k/ and /g/). This system does not use signs 
a n d  have no meaning on their own” ( Sutton-Spence & Woll, 1999:13).
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However, Leeson & Saeed (2012) note that the women and men about whom 

Le Master (1990) wrote, left school in 1957 and consequently are now elderly. 

Present day increased interaction between pupils in both schools and 

changes in education systems have diminished gender differences in ISL, 

though gendered differences persist to a lesser degree, as we shall see in 

Chapter Four. Leeson & Grehan (2004) comment on variation at linguistic 

levels other than the lexical when they consider gender differences at 

discourse, topic-comment and simultaneous construction levels. While this 

particular investigation does not propose to delve into these areas in any 

great detail, apart from their influence on mouth patterns, it will be a factor to 

consider when we discuss Conceptual Blending in Chapter Six.

Sutton-Spence & Woll (1999) claim that no such divergent signing based on 

gender exists in BSL. They state that this may be due to the presence of a 

preponderance of women teachers at primary level, to the exclusion of male 

teachers as role models for Deaf boys. They confirm however, that in Catholic 

countries similar to Ireland for example in Belgium, where boys and girls are 

educated separately, similar differences do occur. Gendered differences in 

ISL appear therefore to be a consequence of educational policy (Leeson & 

Saeed, 2012; Mohr-Militzer, 2011).

In the next section, we address the issue of differences in the production of 

mouthing amongst signers who attended the schools for Deaf children in 

different eras, incorporating therefore both the gender and generational 

variables: older male signers as compared with younger male signers; older 

female signers as compared with younger female signers; older male signers 

as compared with older female signers and younger male signers as 

compared with younger female signers.

2.2.1.5 Generational Differences in Mouthings

The incorporation of mouthings into signed communication is one of the most 

obvious indicators of generational differences. We will see how a signer's age 

influences their production of mouthings with the older cohort of male signers
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who were not educated under the oral system, producing fewer mouthings; 

12% in the case of older men and 62% for women in the SOI Corpus (Mohr- 

Militzer, 2011:147). The fact that education through the oral system had 

begun ten years earlier in St. Mary’s than in St. Joseph’s probably accounts 

for this discrepancy. This fact was mooted by O’Baoill & Matthews (2000), 

though no empirical investigation had been undertaken at that time, when 

they stated that older Deaf people use no lip patterns, while younger Irish 

Deaf signers articulate their signs accompanied by English influenced lip 

patterns.

The use of mouthings appears to be increasing in the younger cohort of 

signers surveyed in the SOI Corpus irrespective of gender, but is much more 

pronounced in males, increasing from approximately 13% for the oldest group 

to approximately 51% for the youngest, while the increase in females is less 

pronounced in all groups and has remained relatively stable (Mohr-Militzer, 

2011). However, overall women still use more mouthings than men.

The younger male cohort eventually came under the oral system and this can 

account for the increased usage of mouthings in this group. We have 

constructed the following table based on these findings (figures are to the 

closest % point):
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Table 2.1: Percentage of Mouthings present in Personal Stories:

Gender Age Group % Mouthings

Female 18-35 70

Male 18-35 51

Female 40-45 71

Male 40-45 39

Female 55+ 62

Male 55+ 13

(Based on the findings in 12 Personal Stories; Mohr-Militzer, 2011).

In this Table we can see that:

• The overall percentage of mouthings has increased in all categories 

for both sexes from 37.5% for the oldest group to 60.5% for the 

youngest.

• The older cohort of males had the least number of mouthings at 13%.

• Mouthings increased from the oldest male age grouping of 55+ to the 

second youngest male age grouping of 45-50, by 26%. This was the 

greatest rate of increase observed in any cohort and coincided with 

the period of the rise of oralism in the boys’ school.

• The equivalent rise in the similar female group was 9%, indicating that 

oralism was already firmly embedded in the girls’ school.

We can see how the educational ethos of the schools influenced the 

production of mouthings in ISL. In the following section we will see that the 

language environment in the home also plays a part in their development.

2.2.1.6. Family Milieu

Only an estimated 5-10% of Deaf children are reared in Deaf families where 

ISL is the primary language of the household (Leeson & Saeed, 2012). 

Hearing parents, without a knowledge of signed language, encounter severe 

difficulties in communicating with their Deaf child. At the time of the 

introduction of oralism, even Deaf parents, proficient in ISL, were discouraged
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from signing to their Deaf children (ibid). This created several generations of 

Irish Deaf people who could not communicate effectively with their parents, 

and whose literacy skills, as already mentioned, were highly problematic 

(James et al.1992).

Without the presence of native ISL users in their lives, to facilitate their signed 

language acquisition. Deaf children resort to a variety of strategies to bolster 

their ability to communicate, including the use of gesture and attempts at 

speech.

Table 2.2 demonstrates the breakdown of communication strategies 

employed by twelve participants from the Signs of Ireland Corpus in their 

efforts to communicate with their families. These are also the twelve 

participants whose % mouthings outputs are listed above.
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Table 2.2: Distribution of Communication Methods (Employed by Twelve 

Participants from the SOI Corpus, in their Family Environments as 

Children):

Participants Language of 

Communication 

with Parents

Language of 

Communication 

with Siblings

ISL

Sarah-Jane ISL/English ISL/English From Birth

Fergus D. ISL ISL From Birth

Sean ISL/Family Signs ISL From Birth

Marian Gesture Gesture Childhood

Laurence Manual Alphabet Manual Alphabet Childhood

Caroline English English 6 years

Kevin Manual Alphabet Manual Alphabet 7 years

Peter Written Notes/ 

Family Signs

Manual Alphabet 7 years

Eilish Family Signs Family Signs 18 years

Michelle English English 10 years

Noeleen English English

Fergus M. English Manual Alphabet/ 

Finger Spelling

12 years

Caroline English

(SOI Corpus Personal Data)

Dealing with the current SOI data relating to the twelve participants narrating 

Personal Stories, we see that:

• Only three participants list ISL as the means of communication within 

their families.

• One participant lists gesture as their means of communication in the 

home.

• A further four participants were raised within a spoken English 

environment.
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• One participant used family signs while a further two employed the 

manual alphabet.

• The final participant resorted to written notes with some family signs. 

This latter participant may therefore have had limited means of family 

communication until such time as he learned to write and we saw 

earlier how literacy levels were compromised by oralism, suggesting 

that this may not have been a straightforward mechanism for reliable 

communication.

These diverse methods of communication highlight again the individual 

differences between signers and the varying levels of bilingualism in the Deaf 

community, lending credence to Keller’s (2001) premise of the need to take 

these into account when drawing conclusions vis-a-vis communication within 

a signed language.

The fact that oral communication was part of family life cannot however be 

said to be the main contributor to the increase in the production of mouthings. 

Research undertaken by Baker & van den Bogaerde (2008) downplay the 

influence of maternal input with regard to mouthings while acknowledging that 

it is a factor. Earlier research by Day (1995) had found that British signers 

from hearing families, where there was no signing in everyday 

communication, displayed more of an English influence in their signing than 

did signers from Deaf signing families. It has to be remembered here also that 

hearing parents were actively discouraged from signing with their Deaf 

children.

However, Hohenberger & Happ (2001) state that the degree of mouthings 

used by German DGS signers is not completely dependent on the family 

situation and type of sign language acquisition. Signers with Deaf parents, 

who acquired signed language as their mother tongue, may display the same 

amount of mouthings as do subjects with hearing parents who acquired DGS 

later as a second language. The individual Deaf adult’s choice of language in 

later life, along with their level of communication ability in both signed and oral 

languages, appears to also be major factors. This is corroborated by van de

69



Sande & Crasborn (2009) who state that early acquisition of signed language 

as a natural language does not appear to lead to a reduced role for mouthings 

in signers’ communication.

Thus as we previously mentioned, learning ISL at a later stage as shown in 

Table 2.2 above, results in Irish Deaf people growing up bilingual to varying 

degrees in both ISL and English.

Discussing the Australian Deaf Community, Johnston states that the 

historical, social and linguistic context of the signing Deaf community and in 

particular its relationship with English, results in considerable variation in the 

use of all forms of signed language and although it has developed a core 

lexicon independent of English, there are nonetheless influences from this 

spoken and written language on both the vocabulary and grammar of signed 

language as we have already discussed earlier in this chapter. However, he 

states that the language of the majority hearing community is not the sole 

driving factor in variation:

“Other language internal and language external factors play a role 

separately and in complex interrelation. Language external social 

factors include age, gender, education, social networks, religious 

affiliation and socio-economic status. Language internal linguistic 

factors include phonological processes (e.g. influences from preceding 

or following signs in a sentence) and register” (2007:44).

While we will address the 'internal linguistic factors’ when we investigate the 

forms of mouthings being employed by Deaf signers in the following chapter, 

one variable not mentioned by Johnston (ibid) in his list of ‘language external 

social factors’ is that of the hearing status of the individual signer, which may 

have particular relevance to the use of mouthings.
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2.2.1.7 Hearing Status

Due to the fact that NMF’s, including mouthings, were not routinely 

researched as an intrinsic part of signed languages in the past, the hearing 

status of signed language users was considered as relatively unimportant, as 

most research was concerned with the investigation of manual features. Once 

a Deaf child was audiologically diagnosed as ‘Profoundly Deaf as opposed to 

'Partially Deaf, linguists were less concerned about degrees of profound 

hearing loss, or whether that loss was postlingual and if so, at what age it 

occurred. A post lingual hearing loss can occur after the acquisition of speech, 

(as is the case with one of the male participants in the SOI Corpus), and 

therefore the child already has a knowledge of spoken English. This 

presupposes the use of mouthed English words and such a variable is 

important in any discussion of mouthings, as it can skew results in favour of 

the presence of a larger percentage than would be the case without it.

In this present study, because the subject of mouth patterns is an oral 

phenomenon, the auditory input received by individual informants has great 

relevance, and the degree of individual hearing aid usage may be an indicator 

of how beneficial this auditory input is considered to be by each individual. 

There is a large amount of individual variation in this regard. Bernstein & Auer 

state that listeners with a hearing loss can benefit from even minimal auditory 

information when it is combined with even minimal speech information:

“Speech information can withstand extreme degradation and still 

convey the talker’s intended message. This fact explains why severe or 

profound hearing loss does not preclude perceiving a spoken language 

(2003:388).

They go on to state that the performance level that is achieved by any 

particular individual depends on numerous factors that are not yet well 

understood, including when the hearing loss occurred; the severity and type of 

deafness; the family linguistic environment and the exposure to language (of 

either modality). And whilst this study is not concerned with performance
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levels In any sphere, the variety and extent of mouth patterns exhibited in the 

SOI corpus necessitates that at least some degree of attention be paid to 

factors hitherto not considered. The parameter of mouthings produced in 

signed languages is the only one to be greatly influenced by these 

considerations, however audiological reports on current participants in the 

SOI Corpus are not available. Should further future research be undertaken in 

this area of mouthings, reports of this nature could prove to be an important 

variable along with information on an individual’s attitude to speech. Sutton- 

Spence & Day report that, in the UK, with the “improvement in hearing 

aids...spoken language became the language focus” (2001: 70).

2.2.1.8 Type of school attendance: Boarder or Day-Pupil

A second sociolinguistic variable to which very little attention has been paid in 

the literature is that of the form of school attendance of signers and how this 

might affect language contact and mouthing. The cohort of participants 

interviewed for the SOI Corpus is comprised of both boarder and day pupil 

attendees at the schools. This distinction has consequences for interaction 

with both the majority hearing population and pupils of the opposite sex in the 

following ways: boarders rarely mixed with hearing people (apart from their 

teachers and houseparents) and (traditionally) only saw their families at major 

holiday times. This changed in the 1980s, when boarders began to travel 

home for weekends. Day pupils on the other hand met their hearing families 

every day and when travelling on school transport both male and female day 

pupils mixed, and signs, prohibited within the school environment, were freely 

exchanged.

An additional factor was that the oral versus manual signers’ segregation 

which existed within the schools, was abandoned on the bus/train. So, the 

lines between signs and speech on the one hand and the contact with hearing 

people on the other, were both enhanced. Hence it is difficult to sustain the 

notion put forward by Le Master (1990) that male and female signs were 

entirely different from each other and made communication between the
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sexes difficult. Her claim has also been disputed by O’Baoill & Matthews 

(2000) and Leeson & Grehan (2004).

We are dealing with an older cohort of signers when we discuss the 

participants of the SOI Corpus and are concerned with the output of mouth 

patterns within this group only. As stated previously, types of school 

attendance have varied with many more choices currently available to Deaf 

children including the growth of attendance at mainstream schools and the 

establishment of units within local schools. Further comparative research 

would provide interesting insights.

The sociolinguistic factors discussed above have contributed to the individual 

output of each signer but have also contributed to the lexicon of present day 

ISL. We now examine this lexicon briefly from the perspective of both 

established and productive lexicons of ISL, and we examine how factors, 

internal to the language, have influenced language change. We consider the 

role of metaphor and iconicity in the creation of these lexicons and 

demonstrate how an initialised sign, while on the surface very arbitrary, 

having been influenced by language contact, can concurrently have iconic 

intent.

2.3 The Established and The Productive Lexicons

We have seen how manipulation of the language led to its being modified 

within both the boys’ and girls’ schools, leading to differences in production 

between male and female signers. We further saw how changes in schools’ 

education systems led to differences in the forms of manual signs between 

generations of signers. In the early part of this chapter we discussed the 

broad outcomes of language contact between signed and spoken languages, 

and we discussed the influence of this contact on the introduction of English 

items into ISL through mouthings, influencing the ISL lexicon.

We now examine changes that come about within the signed language itself 

as a result of language contact, creating new meanings based on the world
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knowledge and world contact. We saw this in terms of new lexical items when 

we talked about compounds. One of the chief routes through which 

borrowings from English create new meanings in ISL, is through metaphor.

2.3.1 Metaphors and Language Change

Because new meaning can be generated by metaphors, they also “change 

language” (P. Wilcox, 2000:8). They operate as cognitive processes that 

produce new insights (Mac Cormac, 1985:2). The creator of a metaphor 

retrieves and maps long-term memory combinations of words that are not 

normally associated (ibid:129).

Saeed includes the role of metaphor in the creation of new vocabulary in the 

English language as part of the systematicity of metaphor. He gives the 

example of the term computer virus (taken from Fauconnier, 1997:19). He 

says that the coining of this term is based ‘on a conceptual model of biological 

viruses which is generalised or schematised away from biological details’ 

(Saeed, 2009:362). New meanings emerge from the resultant similarities or 

dissimilarities adding to the productive lexicon.

Lakoff (1993) suggests that mappings in conceptual metaphors are between 

two domains of experience. In order for us to think about and discuss the 

target domain (of experience) we map metaphorically onto the source domain 

(of experience) along with the corresponding vocabulary. An example of this 

is the concept of TIME AS SPACE used in English. Structure from our 

everyday conception of space and motion is used to organize our everyday 

conception of time as in the saying ‘Summer is around the corner’ or 'The 

M/ee/fs go by’ (Fauconnier, 1997:9). The cognitive processes that produce this 

language change are based on an innate knowledge and experience of how 

the world is. Kittay states that the cognitive force of metaphor comes, not from 

providing new information about the world, rather from a “(re) 

conceptualisation of information that is already available to us” (1987:39).
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Armstrong & Wilcox, claim that because metaphor maps across semantic 

domains, It can:

“reposition the semantic pole of a symbolic structure to a different 

region of conceptual space, bringing it closer to a particular region of 

phonological space” (2007: 87).

The authors explain that within a signed language, were time conceived as a 

process and expressed phonologlcally as a handshape, there would be no 

iconic relation because processes and objects are too distant in conceptual 

space to motivate cognitive Iconicity. If however, time were metaphorically 

conceived as an object moving in space and realised phonologically as a 

moving handshape, the sign would be Iconic. We discuss iconicity and this 

aspect of the use of space in ISL in more detail in Chapter Five.

In the next two sections we examine the established and productive lexicons 

of ISL and note how metaphor Increases these lexicons and the consequent 

Impact of this increase on the use of mouthings. Signs In the established 

lexicon are fixed. They have an identifiable form and often have an English 

language equivalent (Leeson & Saeed, 2012). They can be understood when 

“they stand alone without any context to clarify the meaning and can be cited 

in response to the question: ‘What’s the sign for....?’ “ (Sutton-Spence & Woll, 

1999:198).

Signs In the productive lexicon however are dynamic and “constructed using 

conventional strategies to fit contextual needs” (ibid: 126). They create new 

meaning and combine a range of components in their construction: 

handshapes, movements, locations, orientations and non-manual features 

(Sutton-Spence & Woll, 1999:198).They include classifier handshapes and 

have Iconic, metaphorical or metonymic underpinnings as we discuss in 

relation to Figure 2.12 and discuss in greater detail in Chapters Five and Six.
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2.3.2 The Established Lexicon

The established lexicon is comprised of signs in citation forms, those which 

can be found in dictionaries for example, UNCLE, WINDOW, HOUSE, 

MOTHER. These signs are fixed and unlikely to change in the short term. 

They frequently have English language equivalents and are more likely to be 

accompanied by mouthings, as we have already discussed elsewhere in this 

chapter. Therefore the established lexicon appears to be characterized by:

’’the deactivation of illustrative intent and economical conservation of 

morphemic forms through the generalized construction of concepts’ 

(Fusellier-Souza, 2006:38).

Cuxac’s (1996, 2000)^® theoretical framework, known as a semiogenetic 

model, in which the inherent iconicity of signed languages is regarded as a 

foundational and organizational principle, assumes that all signed languages 

currently used in the world, have the same starting point:

“They are presumed to have emerged from the same cognitive- 

communicational process as defined by iconization of experiential 

devices anchored in the practical-perceptual world” (Fusellier-Souza, 

2006:30).

Cuxac (2000) surmises that there are two ways of signifying in LSF: showing, 

which can be considered as ‘illustrative’ and not showing which may be 

considered as ‘non-illustrative’. Sallandre (2007) claims that a signer can 

always choose to sign by adopting one strategy or the other, depending on 

their intent, signing ‘horse’ either by using the frozen LSF sign HORSE, or 

“through a transfer of form, by describing with hands, the form of the ears, 

muzzle and tail” (ibid: 106). Therefore, it may appear as though the 

established lexicon is devoid of illustrative intent.

Cuxac, C. (1996): Fonctions et Structures de I'lconicit^ des Langues de Signes'. Th6se d'Etat, University of Paris V 
Cuxac, 0. (2000): La Langue de Signes Francaise: les Voies de I.Iconicity. Paris: Ophrys
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However, as the established lexicon includes both arbitrary and iconic signs 

created with both manual and non-manual morphemes, it is not totally devoid 

of illustrative intent. With regard to arbitrariness, we discussed initialised signs 

in Section 2.1.3, and demonstrated how there is a semantic correlation 

between sign of various groupings for example: TEAM, GROUP, 

COMMUNITY or ASSOCIATION and their location appears to be arbitrary. 

With regard to iconic signs, Leeson & Saeed state that while it appears to be 

the case that many initialised signs in ISL are arbitrary in nature, on closer 

examination they reveal grouping where:

“cognate concepts are aligned to a set of locations: non-dominant arm 

for ‘trouble’ (POLICE, PRISON, ARREST, TROUBLE, PUNISH, 

ANNOY, PROBLEM): the head for literal associations with the head 

area and for issues of cognition (HEAD, BRAIN, COGNITION, IDEA, 

THINK, UNDERSTAND, KNOW, INTELLIGENT, IGNORANT,

STUPID); the heart for issues of emotion and literal associations with 

that aspect of the body (HEART, LOVE, LIKE)” (2012:128).

They conclude therefore that a metaphorical relationship exists between the 

“salient concepts and the conceptual associations aligned to the physical 

locations on the body” (ibid). Lakoff & Johnson (1999, 1980) have also stated 

that metaphors are organised in conceptual systems and Armstrong & Wilcox 

(2007) state that they are motivated by cognitive iconicity.

The established lexicon arises from language contact through the processes 

we discussed earlier in this chapter, namely those of grammaticalisation on a 

trajectory from fingerspelling to fingersigns to initialised signs and co

occurring with mouth patterns arising from signed English and Cued Speech. 

Creativity is therefore present in the established lexicon with initialised signs, 

influenced by language contact, and while we can see creative features within 

the established lexicon as in the sign REMEMBER discussed in the next 

section, so too may we see established lexical features emerging in the 

productive lexicon.
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2.3.3 The Productive Lexicon

The productive lexicon is:

“characterised by the use of highly iconic elennents via an illustrative 

intent wherein the novel dynamic interplay between a particular set of 

handshapes and the signing space, produces new ways of describing 

concepts” (Fusellier-Souza, 2006:38).

We saw in the established lexicon how metaphors operate as cognitive 

processes that produce new insights and in this way, metaphors change 

language. Metaphorical mapping onto lexical items is also confirmed by 

Brennan (1994,1990) who asserts that this phenomenon plays a major part in 

the generation of new BSL signs, adding to the productive lexicon. She claims 

that productive elements within signed language are essentially capable of 

interacting with other elements of the language including classifier 

handshapes^^ to produce new lexical items, in other words, form and meaning 

are intertwined. Brennan considers classifiers and metaphors to be the two 

categories “most deserving of direct focus” in any influence the productive 

lexicon (1990:8).

As we saw in the case of fingerspelling and lexical borrowing, 

grammaticalisation produces changes in the lexicon of ISL. This process 

occurs over time and in the case of the productive lexicon of ISL, Leeson & 

Saeed (2012) claim that metaphor proves to be one of the most important 

aspects driving this lexical creation.

The handshape formations and articulations i.e. the linguistic aspect, which 

can be observed for example the GRASP morpheme, is organized in part by 

concepts grounded in metaphorical mapping. The metaphor 

UNDERSTANDING IS GRASPING expresses the notion that ‘understanding’ 

is a physical grasping of mental objects for example in the sentence ‘He

Classifiers are “morphemes that classify entities according to their salient or imputed properties" (Wallin, 1994:14) 
and they are combined with “location, orientation, movement and non-manual signals to form a predicate" (Valli & 
Lucas, 1992:220). Their exact definition has proven to be controversial and they vî ill be discussed in greater detail in 
Chapter Five.
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couldn’t grasp the idea of avatars’. We see this notion articulated in the sign 

REMEMBER from the established lexicon in Figure 2.12.

Figure 2.12: Metaphorical ‘grasping’ in the sign REMEMBER

(03) Noeleen: ‘My Job in St. Joseph’s’

Manual Sign: REMEMBER BT:00:00:55.000

Mouthing: remember

The signer is narrating a story about her job as a teacher’s aid in the school 

for Deaf boys in St. Joseph’s and she is remembering back to her own 

schooldays. If we examine this one handed two part sign, we can see that it 

begins with the initialised handshape ‘R’ brought towards the forehead. (This 

signer did not bring the sign fully to her forehead). Remaining in the forehead 

area, it changes into the closed fist sign ‘S’. This resembles an idea being 

grasped and held in the mind, suggesting that the mind is capable of holding 

things within itself, illustrating the body as a container metaphor and in this 

instance, the brain is a container of memories. Meir et al. (2007:7) suggest 

similar connotations for ABSORB in ASL.

Deconstructing this sign provides an example of how concepts within the 

productive lexicon are created but it also demonstrates how items within the 

productive lexicon become part of the established lexicon.

We see the initialised handshapes of the established lexicon, influenced by 

language contact, with the metaphorical concept of grasping information. In 

this instance the verb is accompanied by the mouthing ‘remember’. We
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discuss in Chapter Five how the various types of verbs in ISL nnay or may not 

be accompanied by mouthing.

An example of the creation of a productive sign occurs in Story (5) where the 

signer is describing the rungs of a chairback. We can see this in Figure 2.13 

below.

Figure 2.13: A Productive Sign for CHAIRBACK

(05) Michelle: ‘Where’s my Ladder?’

Manual Sign: 2xCL-INDEX BENT + f+c, +sl/ +sr outline BAR 

Mouthing: with

Here the signer is explaining how she thought her three year old daughter 

was looking for a ‘ladder’. She asked her daughter if she needed the ‘big 

ladder’ from upstairs. Her daughter was frustrated and crying and the signer 

(her mother) was confused as to whether she was looking for a ladder or a 

bicycle. Then she suddenly remembered how her daughter had been playing 

with a friend and the friend had a broken chair-back. The signer realised that 

this is what her daughter had been seeking.

The signer draws an outline of the bars/rungs of the back of the chair with 

both hands, using classifiers indicating the size and shape of the bars. Their 

place of articulation, demonstrated in each figure, indicates their relative 

heights and the movement indicates the fact that they are straight across.

What is interesting here is the accompanying mouthing of the preposition 

‘with’. This was one of the outcomes of language contact suggested by Valli & 

Lucas (1992). The preposition is used here with a productive sign and we
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address this aspect again in the next chapter. Earlier in the story the noun 

‘chair with wood’ has been mouthed, so we know the context. Leeson (2001) 

states that classifier constructions are preceded by a referring noun phrase in 

ISL.

In this way we can get a sense of how the grammatical and creative aspects 

of signed language come together in metaphorical mapping to add to the ISL 

lexicon. Cuxac (2000, 1996) demonstrates how productive signs might 

become part of the established lexicon. He describes a structural relationship 

between Highly Iconic Structures (HIS), where the signer gives an “imagistic 

reconstitution of experience” (Sallandre, 2007:107) and lexical signs, and 

hypothesizes that numerous standardised signs in French Signed Language 

(LSF) emerged initially from HIS to standardised form through language use. 

Forceville (2006) says that conceptualisations of many phenomena have 

deeply entrenched metaphorical forms and interpretation is due to mapping 

from a source domain onto a target domain and is, in the case of the 

entrenched metaphors, discussed above, automatic.

However, recent research has shown that the iconicity of a form may act as a 

constraint on the various forms a metaphor may wish to take, and 

metaphorical expressions present in spoken language may not be 

incorporated into signed language should their forms be iconic (Meir, 2010).

An example of this is the sign FLY, signified in both Israeli Signed Language 

(IrSL)^® and ASL, with an iconic arm flapping movement to denote wings 

which cannot be used in the English expression ‘time flies’ as it is not 

suggested that time moves in this fashion. The metaphor in English, suggests 

that time is going by in very fast motion. An inconsistency therefore exists 

between the form encoded by the sign i.e. wing flapping and the metaphorical 

meaning of the sign i.e. fast movement through space and the creation of a 

metaphor is not possible. Incongruency of this type prohibits metaphorical

Israeli Signed Language is usually denoted by the abbreviation ISL. To avoid confusion with Irish Signed 
Language, I have denoted the former as IrSL

81



extension. It is suggested therefore, that metaphorical extensions are more 

limited in the case of iconic signs as their forms is not arbitrary (ibid).

We suggest that four types of metaphor occur in ISL, Conduit, Orientational, 

Ontological and Structural. Forceville states that conceptualised metaphor 

provides:

“crucial insights into what, thanks to embodiment, lays claim to being 

universal in human cognition, and what is rooted in, or shapes, 

(sub)cultural differences” (2006:381).

We discuss their importance, along with iconicity and metonymy in creating 

blends in signing space in Chapter Six.

The sign GRASP, in Figure 2.12 above, is an example of a prototypical 

structural metaphor where concepts tend to cluster together in groups and are 

based on experience and culture. Fillmore’s (1982) theory of Frames and 

Lakoffs (1987) theory of Idealised Cognitive Models, are two models of 

human knowledge which demonstrates how meaning and other kinds of 

knowledge are intertwined. Fillmore (1982) believed that because concepts 

cluster together in related groups, he considered the term ‘frame’ as any 

system of concepts clustered together, whereby to understand any one 

concept, demanded understanding of the whole structure in which it fits. Both 

Fillmore (ibid) and Lakoff (1987) also argue that cultural roots influence 

theories of the world in discourse. These theories, or frames in the case of 

Fillmore (1982) and Idealised Cognitive Models (ICM’s) in the case of Lakoff 

(1987), are collections of cultural views which we not only employ to produce 

and understand language, but also to conceptualise what is going on between 

speaker and addressee or reader and writer:

“The models are idealised in that they involve an abstraction, through 

perceptual and conceptual processes, from complexities of the physical 

world. At the same time, these processes impart organising structure in 

the form of conceptual categories ....they are adapted to human
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neurobiology, hunnan embodied experience, human actions and human 

goals and human social interaction” (Cienki, 2007: 176-177).

This introduces the idea of “interactional frames” that provide a method of 

discovering how “background knowledge and expectations” influence the 

comprehension and production of discourse and our response to it (Fillmore, 

1982:117).

This gives rise to a question that needs to be addressed by further research, 

namely, how this background knowledge and expectation may give rise to 

mouthing within the Deaf community. Should a certain cohort go to the same 

school, undergo the same mode of tuition and employ mouthings as part of 

communication, then is it to be expected that they will employ a particular 

linguistic behaviour? Could mouthing, used by female signers, be considered 

as an example of a particular accent being used by the same cohort of 

signers, i.e. younger females, all past pupils of the same girls’ school? Should 

mouthing further be considered as an embodied response amongst this 

group? Further research is necessary to explore these issues in greater detail.

What we can say for now is that cognitive categories as cognitive tools, serve 

a range of functions including learning, planning, communication and 

economy, and:

“knowing that an individual belongs to a particular category, can give 

access to increased information about that individual, based on a 

limited set of criteria” (Croft & Cruse, 2004:74).

Frame Theory can therefore establish culturally related concepts between 

members of the Deaf community. Cienki claims that ICM’s provide ready

made ways of structuring mental spaces:

“If one encounters a situation in which several salient elements evoke a 

known ICM, that model can provide a framework for filling in potentially 

relevant details. For example, hearing verbal formulas which introduce
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a story can help one construct relevant mental spaces more easily to 

understand a story” (2007:181).

Abstract thought and reasoning, facilitated by metaphor, can be viewed as 

being image-schematic and therefore having an embodied basis (Evans & 

Greene, 2006). Ladd notes that;

“All..(the) interactions over the past 200-plus years, all these 

worldviews, values, norms and beliefs, are situated in, and mediated 

through, sign languages” (2003:33).

Within a signed language, where metaphor plays a major role in its 

conceptualisation, ICM’s give rise to the generation of a number of verbs in 

relation to a particular concept. ICM’s also stabilise and eventually lexicalise 

what may have begun as aspects of the productive lexicon (Leeson, 2001).

2.4 Summary

In this chapter we have seen how language contact factors have influenced 

the lexicon of ISL at many levels and the influence this has brought to bear on 

the consequent production of mouthings.

We have discussed how ISL borrows from English at the lexical level through 

loan translation compounds such as HOMEWORK or BIRTHDAY, 

accompanied by the mouthed English donor words.

We have seen how mouthing enters the ISL lexicon at the phonological level 

by becoming part of a sign as in ‘fshVFINISH, while at the morphological level, 

new sign structures derived from English, such as WHATEVER are 

accompanied by mouthing of the English equivalent mouthing. At syntactic 

level, when English word order is employed when articulating manual signs, 

for example in I SAID TO MYSELF, such constructions are accompanied by 

mouthing of the same English word order.
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At the semantic level, we saw how constructions derived from both free and 

bound morphemes, disambiguated their compounded meaning through 

mouthing, as in signs like ‘passportVFLAT-SURFACE/RUBBER-STAMP. 

Finally, at the metaphorical level, we saw mouthing accompany both 

established signs like REMEMBER and productive signs like CHAIRBACK, 

the former with the mouthing of the plain verb REMEMBER, and the latter with 

the preposition ‘with’.

We considered the role of metaphor in both the established and productive 

lexicons of ISL and considered how frames and ICM’s can help us organise 

knowledge of the world according to cognitive processes and embodied 

cultural knowledge and we quened whether this influenced a cohort of signers 

in relation to their mouth patterns.

We have seen that mouthings are used to different extents by individual 

signers and Hohenberger & Happ state that this is evidence that they are a 

“performance phenomena”. They consider them as occurring in “Lexical 

Categories” (nouns, verbs, adjectives and prepositions) and as having no 

influence on “Functional Categories” (inflection, tense, agreement, negation, 

aspect, complementisers, interrogative features, determiners and case) 

(2001:165). Bank et al. (2011) disagree and suggest that their findings that 

non-reduced and redundant mouthings occur equally often with other 

grammatical categories as well as with nouns and verbs.

Recent research undertaken at University College London has suggested that 

mouth patterns may not be considered as part of signed language. In the 

course of this research, both Deaf and hearing signers who were children of 

Deaf parents, were first shown both pictures of individual fruits and modes of 

transportation and asked to sign the name of each item in BSL. In a second 

session, they were asked to translate the same words from English into BSL 

sign. In the first session, when signers were looking at pictures, the hands and 

mouth usually made the same mistakes, signing and mouthing ‘banana’ for 

example when the picture was that of an apple. But when signers were
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translating English words, the hands made similar mistakes but the mouth did 

not, which suggested that the mouth patterns are not part of the sign;

“In essence, they’re doing the same thing as reading an English word 

aloud without pronouncing it. So they seem to be processing two 

languages at the same time” (Vinson, et al. 2010).

While Ebbinghaus & Hessmann (2001) argue that mouthings should not be 

considered to be a part of lexical signs, but rather as independent meaningful 

units that, in an interplay with manual signs, add to the overall meaning of the 

signed utterance, Boyes-Braem (2001) considers those mouthings which are 

firmly established, to be part of the signed language lexicon. Bank et al. 

believe that code-blending occurs as a “continuum” (2011:249) between fully 

signed and fully spoken utterances:

“On one end of the continuum, mouthings can be seen as the outcome 

of online code-blending, where the user can fully choose between 

various options that both (signed and spoken) languages differ. On the 

other end of the continuum, mouthings can be seen as fully lexicalised 

in the lexicon of sign language, thus constituting an inherent part of the 

linguistic structure of sign language. This would make mouthings, in 

principle, obligatory for the user, although this may vary between signs” 

(ibid: 251).

In this chapter we have verified the truth of one hypothesis propounded in 

Chapter One, namely, that language contact and various sociolinguistic 

variables have influenced the presence and extent of mouthings in ISL for 

different cohorts within the community.

In the next chapter, as we profile each category of mouthings, consideration 

will be given to a range of analyses which have been carried out on that 

specific type of mouthing in a variety of signed languages.
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W e demonstrate both the consistency and variation of mouthings in ISL in 

relation to these categories and we illustrate whether their occurrence is 

systematic and comparable to those of other signed languages.
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Chapter Three

The Forms and Functions of Mouthings in Irish Sign

Language

3.0 Introduction:

In Chapter Two we established the factors which gave rise to mouthings in 

ISL, all of which can be subsumed into the broader category of language 

contact. Through language contact, signed languages are influenced by the 

majority spoken language current in the society in which signers live. Through 

language contact with hearing teachers and an oralist ethos in schools, 

signed languages are permeated with mouthings. Through language contact 

with both hearing signers and Deaf people who are L2 sign language users, 

interpreters and researchers, signers are introduced to code-mixing/code- 

blending, code-switching and lexical borrowing, highlighting the varying 

degrees of bilingualism amongst signers.

With regard to individual variability amongst signers, we acknowledged 

Keller’s premise that all authors need to refer to “additional conjectures” to 

capture the variable use of mouthings, many of which have little to do with the 

“proposed representation”, because the factors influencing how mouthings 

function range from differences in location and register to differences in age 

groups and peer groups, differences in the acquisition of either signs or the 

majority surrounding language, and are therefore not merely attributable to 

the bilingual language contact situation (2001:199). With respect to this 

proposal, in the last chapter, we examined the sociolinguistic variables of 

school attendance, family milieu or hearing status influencing individual 

output.

We saw how the established and productive lexicons have been expanded by 

language contact and we considered the role of metaphor in this expansion in 

both lexicons of ISL. We discussed how frames and ICM’s can help us 

organise knowledge of the world according to cognitive processes and
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embodied cultural knowledge and we queried whether this influenced a cohort 

of signers in relation to their mouth patterns.

In this chapter we turn to examine the implications and outcomes of such 

language contact in terms of the precise oral constituents of mouthings in ISL. 

We define the oral phenomenon that is mouthing and discuss how, as a result 

of language contact, it functions within the language. We examine its current 

status and reflect on whether or not it may now be considered an intrinsic 

feature of ISL.

3.1 The Definition, Function and Status of Mouthings

Mouthing can be defined as the “voiceless approximations of spoken words 

on the lips’, which usually have “semantic correspondence” with signs 

produced at the same time (Locker McKee, 2007:3). Similar to the 

classification by Crasborn et al. (2008), mouth patterns containing both whole 

words and parts of words are classified as ‘mouthings’ here. The word ‘stop’ 

accompanying the sign STOP can be considered as a whole word mouthing. 

The final consonant is a bilabial stop which can be easily detected on the lips. 

In the mouthing ‘book’ accompanying the sign BOOK, only the pronunciation 

of the first syllable is visible. It may be considered a partial mouthing, but it is 

included as a mouthing.

Sutton-Spence states that though mouthings have their origins in the mouth 

patterns that are produced when a word is spoken, and though there are 

times when a signer may speak an English word while articulating a manual 

sign, this is not what is happening when a signer produces mouthings in BSL. 

She suggests that signers are not using English but a feature that has merely 

“derived” from English (2007:148).

Similarly, Boyes Braem defines Swiss German Sign Language (DSGS) 

mouthings as the voiceless pronunciation of “German-///ce words or word 

parts” which accompany the production of manual signs (2001:100), a 

sentiment with which Ebbinghaus & Hessmann (2001) concur in relation to
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German Signed Language (DGS). We already addressed this briefly when 

discussing loan translations and compounds in the previous chapter (Section 

2 .1 .1).

Researchers have also ascribed varying functions to these kinds of 

mouthings. Results of research conducted internationally, and presented at 

the Conference on the Use of the Mouth in European Signed Languages held 

in Leiden in 1998, show that there was an international assumption that the 

function of most mouthings was “to redundantly express reference to the 

same concept” (Keller, 2001:199). In a study of BSL data which appears to 

confirm this view, Sutton-Spence (2007) found that mouthing accompanied 

69% of all transcribed BSL signs, the majority of which were derived from the 

equivalent manual sign they accompanied.

Schermer (1990) however claims that mouthings are used to disambiguate 

minimal pairs and to specify the meaning of a sign. She found that many signs 

in the Sign Language of the Netherlands (SLN), which were identical 

manually, were disambiguated by different mouthings, thereby expressing a 

more precise meaning. Likewise, Ebbinghaus and Hessmann (2001) quote 

the example of the manually identical signs for BRUDER (brother); 

SCHWESTER (sister) and GLEICH (same) in DGS, where mouthing is used 

to differentiate between them. They consider therefore that mouthings supply 

additional information not available in the manual sign. We hypothesize 

however, that disambiguation per se, is not a major consideration in ISL, 

given our investigation of the data, and we further claim that the context in 

which the sign is articulated and the simultaneous coarticulation of NMF’s, 

serve to disambiguate between two citation forms of manual signs, rather than 

does mouthing.

With regard to the status of mouthing in signed language, no clear consensus 

has been reached regarding this. While Ebbinghaus & Hessmann (2001) and 

Schermer (1990), consider mouthings to be an intrinsic part of signed 

language, Hohenberger & Happ (2001) believe that mouthings in a signed 

language could effectively be done without altogether, a fact they claim is
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evidenced by the variation in the degrees of output of individual signers. This 

variability is very obvious in the generational differences noted in the output of 

signers in the SOI Corpus, discussed in the previous chapter, where two older 

male signer produced no mouthings at all. However, where mouthing is 

reduced or eliminated, we can expect an increase in fingerspelling to 

disambiguate or add emphasis (Boyes-Braem, 2001).

Boyes Braem (ibid) also distinguishes between early and late learners of 

DSGS. For late learners, the function of mouthings was a code-switch to 

German i.e. a lexical function. Early learners employed some mouthings in 

this fashion also, but for them, mouthings also functioned in grammatical, 

stylistic and prosodic ways. She also claims that code switching for lexical 

purposes occurs because where differences in dialect occur, signed language 

users wish to avoid any misunderstanding of the manual signs of another 

dialect. Keller takes issue with this in the German context however, and states 

that in this scenario the manual sign remains:

“the primary channel of denotation and mouthing takes on 

supplementary functions ... and a lot of mouthing won’t help a signer to 

convey information more easily because the mouthed part also varies” 

(2001:196).

He claims that it should follow that signers mouth less when addressing 

signers using the same dialect and this does not happen. While he 

acknowledges that part of Boyes Braem’s suggestion may be adequate for 

Swiss signers, as it may help them communicate more easily in DSGS 

dialects, he claims that the same does not hold true for DGS users.

As previously mentioned, generational and gendered differences were also 

evident in the SOI Corpus data, but this chapter also depicts how inter-signer 

differences were maintained in the degrees of mouthing articulated.

Cognisant therefore of Keller’s (2001) premise that individual variation is not 

merely attributable to language contact phenomena i.e. the ‘external’ factors
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influencing the language (Johnston, 2007:44), in this chapter, as we examine 

the forms which mouthings take in ISL, we intertwine these forms with their 

functions, thereby also examining the ‘internal’ features of the language and 

the ‘phonological processes’ involved (ibid).

Keller (2001) attributes variability of individual use in this respect to the three 

factors, namely, the need of signers to emphasise a manual part; to express a 

certain style, or similar to the views expressed by Boyes Braem (2001) and 

Crasborn (2008), to mark several signs as a prosodic unit in the case where 

the mouthing is stretched over several signs. We will examine how these 

factors are reflected in the categorisation below.

3.2 Mouthing Forms and their Functions

Mohr-Militzer (2011), has described three larger categories that incorporate 

the simultaneous articulation of mouthings and manual signs in ISL: (i) one-to- 

one matches of mouthings and manual signs; (ii) mouthings and manuals that 

do not match 100% but are related formally or semantically and (iii) mouthings 

and manuals that do not seem to be related either formally nor semantically. 

She has established nine different categories and sub-categories of 

mouthings in her data, taken from the Signs of Ireland Corpus:

TYPE 1: One-to-one matches of mouthings and manual signs.

TYPE 2: Fingerspellings being combined with mouthings.

TYPE 3: Mouthings semantically related to the concept depicted in the

manual sign.

TYPE 4(a): Classifier constructions accompanied only by the verb depicted. 

TYPE 4(b): English prepositional verbs accompanied only by the verb 

depicted.

TYPE 5: Manual signs accompanied by more than one mouthing.

TYPE 6: Manual signs accompanied by inflected English verb forms or

plurals.

TYPE 7: Reduced mouthings

TYPE 8(a): Mouthings that are in no way related to the manual sign they
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accompany but add a nuance of meaning 

Pi^PE 8(b): Mouthings that are in no way related to the manual sign they 

accompany but spread from an adjacent sign 

TYPE 8(c): Mouthings that are in no way related to the manual sign they 

accompany and relating to the overall story.

TYPE 9: Mouthings not accompanying any manual sign.

(ibid:130).

In the following sections, we briefly examine the types of mouthings 

suggested by Mohr-Militzer (2011). This current study (i.e. my work) has 

captured additional illustrations of each type from the SOI Corpus, on which 

basis we have further attempted to outline what the corresponding functions 

of a particular categorisation might be. We also supply additional conjectures 

to those supplied by Mohr-Militzer, as to what may be included within each 

category.

3.2.1 TYPE 1: One-to-one matches of mouthings and manual signs

TYPE 1 is concerned with the one-to-one matching of mouthings and manual 

signs. We can see this in Figure 4.0 where the signer co-articulates mouthing 

the word ‘night’ with the manual sign NIGHT.

Figure 3.0: Simultaneous Mouthing with manual noun;

(02) -  Bernie (Dublin): “Fashion Show”:

Manual: NIGHT BT:00:00:19.700

Mouthing: night BT:00:00:19.750

Here the signer is discussing a Fashion Show she staged one night at St. 

Mary’s School in Cabra.
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Ebbinghaus and Hessmann (2001) say that mouthings are words 

encountered by Deaf people in direct interaction, and they say that this is 

particularly striking in the use of nouns as they noted that it is rare to find any 

referring expression in a DGS text that is not accompanied by a spoken word.

Schermer, in discussing the first SLN dictionaries produced in 1988/89, states 

that the majority of the mouthings in the SLN Dictionaries occur with nouns 

and are semantically related to human relations, “food and drink, colours, 

days of the week and names of the months” (2001: 281). This is also evident 

in ISL. Mouthings from the ISL Corpus are shown to be occurring with nouns 

in various contexts 80% of the time; days of the week; months of the year; 

colours, adjectives, proper nouns and names of drinks.

This fact is also corroborated for other signed languages. Raino (2001) 

confirms that mouthings from Finnish appear to coincide mostly with noun 

signs in Finnish Sign Language (FinSL), while Ajello et al. (2001) found that 

within their Italian Sign Language (LIS) corpus, the words that are most 

frequently used in Italian are also those most frequently mouthed. Recent 

research by Nadolske and Rosenstock (2007) has shown that, contrary to the 

received opinion that fewer mouthings occur in ASL due to the prevalence of 

fingerspelling (Boyes Braem, 2001), a 50% frequency of mouthings occurred 

in the word categories of nouns, adjectives, adverbs and plain verbs. The 

categories of nouns and adjectives alone exhibited an occurrence of almost 

80%. Seventy minutes of data involving fourteen different signers aged 

between 15 and 60 years old was examined. These participants were 

considered “Deaf native signers and near native signers” (2007:39). However, 

the terms ‘native’ and ‘near native’ remain undefined.

However, while Sutton-Spence and Day (2001) confirmed that mouthings in 

BSL are more common with nouns and adjectives, and mouth gestures with 

verbs and pronouns, though pronouns usually have no need of mouthing to 

specify meaning (ibid), they found that 60% of verbs were accompanied by 

mouthing. Their corpus examined mouthings articulated by twelve Deaf
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signers in both News Story and Fantasy Story registers. Table 3.0 below 

illustrates their findings.

Table 3.0: Mouthings and Mouth Gestures with Parts of Speech in BSL
Verb Pronoun Noun Adjective

MG M MG M MG M MG M

Mean % for Archive 29 60 21 53 5 88 16 77

MG: Mouth gestures (Sutton-Spence and Day, 2001:75)

M: Mouthings

Similar results were recorded for lexical classes in ISL with multifunctional 

signs occurhng most frequently with mouthings (Mohr-Militzer 2011), 

illustrated in Table 3.1 below.

Table 3.1: Correlation between mouth actions and lexical classes in ISL

■ Mouthings

■ Mouth Gesutures

Nouns Verbs Multifunc. Signs

(Mohr-Militzer, 2011:210).

Overall in ISL, the categories of nouns, verbs and modifiers occur more 

frequently with mouthings, while predicates occur more frequently with mouth 

gestures. With regard to identifying syntactic classes in ISL, Mohr-Militzer 

(ibid) claims that mouth patterns do not appear to be very helpful in this 

regard serving only to highlight a distinction between predicates and all other 

syntactic categories. As overall, mouth patterns in ISL do not appear to
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correlate with certain word classes the analysis of word class through this 

method appears fruitless:

“The most salient parameters for the distinction of syntactic categories 

and lexical classes are distribution and morphology, mouth actions 

merely hint at the morphological complexity of them” (ibid:213).

Bank et al. also confirm this finding for NGT and suggest that there seems to 

be “no word class specific pattern” (2011: 257). They found that verbs, which 

can be accompanied by mouth gestures that have adverbial function, can also 

be accompanied by a mouthing. They consider this fact, i.e. that a sign may 

be thus accompanied by a mouthing or a mouth gesture to be “a striking new 

finding” (ibid: 266) with regard to NGT. We will see similar occurrences in ISL.

The mouthing of nouns with the simultaneous manual articulation of the same 

noun, may also give rise to redundancy as we saw in Figure 3.0 above. 

Similarly in DGS the manual sign MANN is accompanied by the mouthing 

‘mann’. However, according to Ebbinghaus and Hessmann this is a feature of 

almost all communication systems which function in:

“stabilising the transmission of information and should not be seen as a 

facet of either code-switching; code-mixing; or lexical borrowing” 

(2001:139).

Hohenberger and Happ disagree. They found that in their DGS corpus of 

signs produced by three Deaf signers, signed language production was 

mostly accompanied by redundant mouthing:

“In no case in any of our data does the mouthing contribute additional 

semantic information which is not yet expressed by the sign...” 

(2001:167).

Redundancy implies that both DGS and German are complete linguistic 

systems. Otherwise, as Hohenberger and Happ state, the term redundancy
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would make no sense. However, when signed language redundancy is 

employed in the major linguistic areas of phonology, morphology, syntax and 

the lexicon, as well as semantics and discourse:

“...its effect is the serial or simultaneous encoding of information which 

serves information processing as well as linguistic purposes. Signed 

languages are, therefore, already redundant to a high degree due to 

system-internal interest and resources” (2001:182).

Thus, Hohenberger and Happ claim that redundancy is an intrinsic part of 

signed languages. But the extrinsic factor, and the second source of 

redundancy in signed languages, is mouthing. Ebbinghaus concedes that:

“One can do without, but one doesn’t do it” (1998c:606)^®.

This does not appear to be language specific but rather is a function of 

language contact especially as a result of the education system (Hohenberger 

& Happ, 2001) and the fact that it is employed to a lesser degree by older 

signers, testifies to this as in the case of ISL.

Boyes-Braem states that mouthings add stress to the manual sign. This is 

especially true when mouthings are used with manual adjectives and 

adverbials:

Mouthing: kutz auch verruckt

Manual Sign: KURZ AUCH VERRUCKT

(short) (also) (crazy)

(Boyes Braem, 2001:114)

Repetition of a mouthing with the same meaning as a manual sign can 

therefore signal intensification, for example in DSGS where ‘mehr mehr mehr’

Ebbinghaus, H. (1998c):" W arum Deutche WOrter wesentliche Bestandteile der Deutschen Gebardensprache sind 
(Teil II). Das Zeichen, 46, 594-611. The translated quotation from this article appears in the essay by Hohenberger & 
Happ (2001:184) in 'The Hands are Head of the Mouth” pp.153-189, as this researcher is unable to read it in the 
original.
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is mouthed with MORE. Boyes Bream concludes that, while ‘mehr’ is a 

German word, its repetitive use indicating augmentation i.e. ‘more and more’ 

is a device of signed languages (2001:111).

In the previous chapter we saw how mouthings occurred at the phonological, 

morphological, syntactic, semantic and metaphorical levels. Boyes Braem 

states that mouthing within the discourse level exists in order to help establish 

linguistic reference and to add stress (ibid). Keller (2001) also suggests that it 

serves to add stress to a manual sign. We have provided an example from the 

ISL Data in Figure 3.1 below to illustrate this.

Figure 3.1(a), (b) & (c): Mouthings occur with manual adjectives and 

adverbials:

Story (24) Patrick -  Wexford: ‘Barbeque’

Mouthing: bad negative negative BT:00:00:41.850

Manual Signs: BAD NEGATIVE++ BT:00:00:41.886

Here the signer tells us how he decides to have a barbeque while his parents 

are away. However, rain is expected and he considers this as very bad, 

‘negative’, in light of his good idea of having a barbeque.

The repetition of the mouthing ‘negative’ intensifies the effect of the manual 

sign. In the twelve Personal Stories examined here, we found six examples of 

repetition adding stress to the manual sign.

Boyes Braem has also stated that mouthings can also function at “the 

prosodic and stylistic levels of language” (2001:113). We already saw how 

Keller (2001) also attributed a degree of individual variability to stylistic
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choices. One example of how mouthings may function at the stylistic level 

may be that of what Boyes Braem refers to as “constructed speaking” (2001: 

117). This is not citations or direct speech, as the intention is not to reproduce 

exactly what someone said. She uses the term to describe the style of 

discourse employed by early learner signers to report the speech of a hearing 

person or that of a Deaf person in communication with a hearing person, in 

other words, how non-signing people communicate. She considers this as a 

“stylistic device” (ibid: 118).

This thesis suggests however, that it may be more than just simple stylistics 

and may in fact be best considered as an aspect of embodiment, that is, the 

way in which Deaf people reflect the world from a Deaf-centric viewpoint and 

this means that interactions with hearing people take on the hallmarks of what 

hearing people do, i.e. speak. An example of this is shown in the picture 

sequence in Figure 3.2 below from Story (12): Valerie -  Dublin: “Woman with 

a Pierced Nose”:

Figure 3.2: Constructed Speech:

Story (12) Valerie: ‘Woman with Pierced Nose’

Manual Signs: NOT SURE IF I KNOW HER BT:00:01:45.014

Mouthing: not sure if I know her BT:00:01:45.020

Here the signer is being glared at very threateningly by a hearing lady with an 

earring in her nose, who is annoyed because she saw the signer and her
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friend looking at her. The signer attempts to cover up the fact that they were 

staring by pretending that she might have been somebody she knew. In this 

scenario, she adopts the speaking style of a hearing person for the benefit of 

the onlooker.

Figure 3.3 below is an ISL example of intensification occurring in discourse 

following Boyes Braem’s (2001) discussion, but in this instance intensification 

occurs in constructed speech where the mouth repeats the manual sign 

WANT. The repetition further implies augmentation as seen with NEGATIVE 

in Figure 3.1 above. It is also an example of how mouthing enters signed 

language at the syntactic level.

Figure 3.3: TYPE 1: Constructed Speech

(11) Frankie: Butterfly Statue

Mouthing: ‘ I want I want I want’

Manual Sign (dh): WANT WANT WANT

(nd): CL-0 ‘HOLD STATUE’

BT:00:00:52.170

In Figure 3.3, the signer has shifted perspective to become one of the children 

on a shopping trip where they are crying in a shop and demanding a glass 

ornament, thus seeing the world of the shopping trip described in the narrative 

from their point of view. In this case, the non-dominant hand {nd right hand)^° 

specifies the glass ornament; the dominant hand {dh left hand) specifies 

WANT and the mouthing reflects the dh lexical items ‘I want’.

“  This signer is left-handed
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Sutton-Spence (2007) notes that when one manual sign specifies a lexical 

item in BSL, and the other locates it, the mouthing reflects the specifying 

manual sign. This is also the case in the ISL example discussed above. We 

discuss this aspect more comprehensively later on in terms of blends in 

Section 6.5.

While Mohr-Militzer (2011) has not categorised constructed speech in ISL, we 

can consider the mouthing in Figure 3.2 above as an example of TYPE 1 

mouthing. It is also an example of intensification function of mouthing as 

discussed above. The topic of constructed speech will be addressed in 

greater detail in Chapter Six in the context of Conceptual Blending and Mental 

Space Theory.

3.2.2 TYPE 2: Fingerspelled words being combined with mouthings:

Fingerspelled words, accompanied by mouthing of that word, fall into Mohr- 

Militzer’s TYPE 2 category (ibid). Examples which we found in the SOI Corpus 

illustrates that this happens mostly with Proper Nouns and where names are 

fully spelled as happens in: W-E-X-F-O-R-D, J-U-L-Y, N-l-S-S-A-N, C-H-l-A- 

N-G-M-l and P-R-l-M-E-R-A. We illustrate this with the example seen in 

Figure 3.3 below:

Figure 3.4: Fingerspelled words being combined with mouthings:

(02) -  Bernie (Dublin): “Fashion Show”:

Manual Sign: M-A-Y 

Mouthing: May BT:00:00:04.290

BT:00:00:04.340

101



In the following figures, Figures 3.4(a) and 3.4(b), there is no manual sign in 

ISL to represent the ‘Rehabilitation Institute’, so the signer fingerspells the 

name and adds the mouthing, “rehab”:

Figure 3.5 (a): Mouthing to fill a lexical gap in signed language:

(21) Margaret: ‘Friends & Family’

Mouthing: rehab BT:00:00:29.469

Manual Sign: r-e-b-h BT:00:00:29.590

This is also an example of the signer filling a lexical gap in the discourse 

(Boyes Braem, 2001). Sutton-Spence & Day also note this for BSL “where the 

English word has no sign equivalent (yet)” (1999:17).

We find this later in Margaret’s story too, where she both fingerspells and 

mouths each individual letter in turn:

Figure 3.5 (b): Mouthing to fill a lexical gap in signed language:

(21)Margaret: ‘Friends & Family’

Manual Sign: R-e-h-a-b BT:00:00:32.029

Mouthing: r-e-h-a-b BT:00:00:31.973
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Although Mohr-Militzer (2011) would categorize examples like those in Figure 

3.4(a) as a TYPE 2 mouthing, examples like Figure 3.4(b) are not included in 

her typology. We suggest therefore that a second category within TYPE 2, 

namely that of TYPE 2 (b), to accommodate mouthing of individual letters co 

articulated with fingerspelling of these letters, be included in the list of 

categories. Remembering Keller’s (2001) admonition regarding individual 

variation, we confirm that this is not an isolated example in the SOI Corpus, 

though an element of performance may indeed have been involved where the 

signer needed to synchronise both oral and manual articulations. Within the 

twelve Personal Stories examined, we found three examples of this sub

category, all by female signers.

3.2.3 TYPE 3: Mouthings semantically related to the concept depicted in 

the manual sign.

Simultaneity of articulation, occurring between a mouthed word and a manual 

sign which may only be semantically related, is categorised as TYPE 3 (Mohr- 

Militzer, 2011). Examples of this occurring in ISL can be seen in Figures 3.5 

and 3.6 below. Mouthing in these instances may serve the dual purpose of the 

specification or complementation of the meaning of a sign and of 

disambiguation (Schermer, 2001).

Figure 3.6: A mouthed word and manual sign only semantically related:

(12) -  Valerie (Dublin): “Woman with Pierced Nose”

Manual Sign: SHOES BT:00:00:22.088

Mouthing: runners BT:00:00:22.020
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In this example, Valerie is in town shopping with her daughter Rachel who, 

she explains, went off to buy ‘runners’ while she waited for her to return.

Valerie signs SHOES but mouths 'runners’ which is a more specific 

description of the type of shoes Rachel intends to purchase. This exemplifies 

Schermer’s (2001) contention that mouthing serves to specify or complement 

the meaning of a sign. In this way, Boyes Braem found that mouthing 

functions to make the manual sign more precise. Examples from DSGS are 

PAPER/ Zettel (note) and SHOE/ Skischuh (ski boot) (2001:111).

Sutton-Spence found this to be the case also in BSL and lists the following 

mouthings as specifying the English meaning of a sign: ANGRY/furious, 

FACTORY/manufacture, SPREAD/project, BOAT/yacht, CHILD/boy, 

QUIET/peace, HEAT/radiator, SURPRISED/shocked (2007:157).

Schermer’s (2001) second contention is that mouthing serves as a source of 

disambiguation. We can see an instance of this in the ISL data in the next 

example, below.

Figure 3.7: A mouthed word and manual sign only semantically related:

(11) Frankie (Dublin): “Butterfly Statue”

Manual Sign: SNOB 

Mouthing: posh

BT: 00:01:13.150 

BT: 00:01:13.240

In Figure 3.7 the signer tells us how, on her shopping trip with children, they 

came across a glass ornament which would be suited to the garden of an 

‘upmarket’ dwelling. While she signs SNOB manually, she uses the mouthing
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‘posh’ to disambiguate the meaning. SNOB is more closely associated with a 

person while ‘posh’ is most relevant to an object, in this case, a house.

3.2.4 TYPE 4: (a) English Prepositional verbs and (b) Classifier 

Constructions accompanied only by mouthing of the verb depicted:

Mohr-Militzer (2011) suggests that semantically, TYPE 4 does not differ from 

TYPE 3. However, as they differ in form, they have been categorized 

separately (ibid). Prepositional verbs like GO-IN or GO-OFF may only be 

accompanied by the mouthing ‘go’, thus omitting the preposition. Similarly, 

THROW-OUT may be accompanied by ‘throw’ or LOOK-UP by ‘look’. We 

have taken Figure 3.8 to illustrates this for ISL below. However in doing so, 

we suggest that this may be associated with the convention of glossing, as we 

would not expect the signer to include the preposition in the manual sign.

Figure 3.8: Prepositional verbs accompanied only by the mouthing of 

the verb:

(06) Fergus D. (Dublin): “ Engine Trouble”

Manual Sign: LOOK-FOR BT:00:00:01:32.110

Mouthing: look BT:00:00:01:32.740

Here the signer is describing what happened when his car broke down as he

tried to find a garage. The mouthing encompasses the verb only, omitting the

preposition.

A similar occurrence can be found in classifier constructions. For example, 

THROW-BALL-UP accompanied by ‘throw’ where an extra element BALL has
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been incorporated or in SCORE-IN-BASKETBALL-NET acconnpanied by 

‘scored’ (Mohr-Militzer, 2011:102).

This can be seen in other examples too. For example, we have chosen Figure 

3.9 below to illustrate this where the signer, in discussing the war in Iraq and 

in particular the 'No Fly Zone’, indicates where the planes flew over Iraqi 

airspace.

Figure 3.9: Classifier constructions accompanied only by mouthing of 

the verb:

(01) Senan (Dublin); “War in Iraq”

Manual Sign; FLY-NORTH-ACROSS-IRAQ BT;00;01 ;01.880

Mouthing; fly BT;00;01;01.870

Here the signer is describing the invasion of Kuwait by Saddam Hussein and 

the consequent establishment by the United Nations of a ‘no fly zone’, so 

flying North across was not allowed. Here the signer mouths the verb ‘fly’ but 

not any other element related to it.

These examples appear to be cases where the mouthing of a verb that 

contains the subject or object agreement, identifies the verb but does not 

specify any element relating to agreement. Examples from BSL include 

‘help’/HELP ME or ‘look’/LOOK-AT-HIM (Sutton-Spence, 2007; 156).

On the other hand, Boyes Braem, in her work with DSGS data, found that 

polysynthetic^^ verbs with classifier handshapes are not usually accompanied

Polycomponential signs have been called an array of titles, making comparisons within the literature a challenge. 
Know variously as 'verbs of motion and location’ (Brennan, 1992), 'classifier predicates' (Valli & Lucas, 1992),
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by mouthings associated with the verbal component (e.g.: ‘walk’ or ‘lie down’). 

However, the mouthings that do occur, relate to the nominal aspects (e.g.: 

locations or agents) or adverbial markers. She gives an example of an early 

learner who in signing “The doctor approached me” using a polysynthetic verb 

meaning “approach” and the mouthing ‘doktor’, which identified the subject of 

the verb i.e. ‘doctor’ with APPROACH (2001:112).

This suggests that the question of focus might be what is of importance here 

(ibid). Should the focus be on the action, then a signed language specific non- 

manual feature associated with the verbal action e.g. ‘mm’, ‘ee’, ‘th’ etc might 

be expected, However, should the focus be on the interaction, then perhaps 

the naming of the other key participant (who may or may not be the 

subject/agent of the event) might be expected.

In establishing this TYPE 4 category of mouthings in ISL, Mohr-Militzer 

suggests that it might be perceived in this type of combination of manual signs 

and mouthings, that “the verb is the most salient part of the construction”

(2011:103). However, she goes on to claim that this is not necessarily the 

case, as instances where only the noun was articulated were also identified in 

the data. She gives the example of HOLD-OBJECT-AND-HANDBAG 

accompanied by ‘bag’ (ibid).

However, we argue that the question of focus, as put forward by Boyes Braem 

(2001) is relevant here. For example, in the following example from BSL 

where the focus is on the ‘bed’, the polycomponential verb could carry the 

mouthing relating to this associated noun ‘bed’, while manually signing ROLL- 

OVER-IN-BED (Sutton-Spence 2007: 156). Sutton-Spence also found that 

when the subject and verb appeared in the same sign, either the subject 

alone (i.e. BOAT-TURN-OVER with ‘boat’), or verb alone (DOOR-OPEN with 

‘open’) may appear as mouthing. Similarly, when the object and verb appear

'spatial-locative' verbs (Liddell & Johnson, 1987), polymorphemic’ (Engberg-Pedersen, 1993) and 'polysynthetic’ 
(Wallin, 1994) they supply information about path, trajectory and speed of movement and also of location of action as 
in R U N -D O W N STA IR S. Thus they can be modified to shovi  ̂manner, aspect and location, movement and related 
noun, and occur in topographic space.
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in the same sign, either the object alone (AMPUTATE-FINGER with ‘finger’) 

or the verb alone (RING BELL with ‘ring’) may appear as mouthing (ibid).

We can see this in the following ISL example where only the noun is mouthed 

in a phrase which contains a classifier construction comprised of various 

components. This exemplifies Boyes Braem’s (2001) theory that mouthings 

accompanying classifier handshapes are in a number of instances, connected 

with locations:

Figure 3.10: Classifier constructions accompanied only by mouthing of 

the Noun:

(01) Senan (Dublin): ‘War in Iraq’

Manual Sign: SOUTH-PART-AREA BT:00:02:46.174

Mouthing: area BT:00:02:46.224

Here the signer is discussing the war in Iraq and is describing an attack on the 

southern part of the country. As we can see he uses the classifier construction 

to indicate the location but mouths the noun ‘area’. Here we can see that the 

focus of the signer’s intent is on the particular area of Iraq he wishes to 

discuss.

However, this appears to be the less frequent output in ISL, as 57% of the ISL 

data examined by Mohr-Militzer carried mouthing of the verb only (similar to 

BSL), while 43% of constructions carried mouthings of the object or a 

preposition (2011:103).
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3.2.5 TYPE 5: Manual signs accompanied by more than one mouthing

TYPE 5 is concerned with instances where one nnanual sign may be 

accompanied by more than one English word as in the case of WIN/‘to win’ 

(Mohr-Militzer, 2011:104). This is actually the opposite of what has been 

already suggested as a classification for prepositional verbs in TYPE 4 where 

the preposition was part of the verb. In TYPE 5, GO and ‘go on’ or KNEEL or 

‘kneel down’ are examples of this. This category also includes extra words 

that are not considered prepositions as in WEEK and ‘next week’. We have 

selected the example of KNEEL and ‘kneel down’ seen in Figure 3.11 below:

Figure 3.11: Manual signs accompanied by more than one mouthing:

(05) -  Michelle (Dublin): “Where’s my Ladder?”

Here the signer, who is confused regarding her daughter’s demand for her 

‘ladder’, asks her to demonstrate what she means and the daughter kneels 

down. (It later transpires that the daughter is looking for an old chair back, 

which she was using as a ‘ladder’).

The mouthings in these instances in TYPE 5 can be considered as mouthings 

that have spread from an adjacent sign (ibid). Spreading of mouthings will be 

discussed in greater detail further on in this chapter, meanwhile we can 

observe different occasions where these extra mouthings can be utilized.

A mouthed adverb can intensify an adjectival manual sign as shown in the 

example of ‘sehr’ (very) with GUT (good) above, and Boyes Braem attributes

Manual Sign: KNEEL 

Mouthing: kneel down

BT:00:01:01.813

BT:00:01:01.910
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this to early learner signers (2001:111). We already discussed intensification 

in terms of reiteration of a mouthing in TYPE 1 above, and the intensification 

of a manual sign was also attributed as a reason for signers to use mouthings 

by Keller (2001).

While not included in Mohr-Militzer’s (2011) original categorisation, we 

suggest that TYPE 5 could also include reference to negation in signed 

languages which can be expressed both manually and non-manually. In some 

signed languages manual negators are required, while in other signed 

languages, non-manual negators are sufficient to express sentential negation 

(Hendriks, 2007). In DGS for example, negation involves the combination of a 

manual and a non-manual signal, i.e. the manual negation sign NICHT (not) 

and a headshake (Pfau, 2010). In DSGS negation is signified with mouthing 

alone, usually the German word ‘nicht’ (not), though in late learner data from 

DSGS, “use of mouthing alone for negation, occurred primarily with the 

manual sign for the modal KONNEN (can) resulting in a manual and mouthing 

construction meaning ‘cannot’” (Boyes Braem, 2001:112).

In her BSL data, Sutton-Spence found the use of additional mouthing to mark 

negation, for example ’never saw’ with SAW (2007:155). We can see similar 

processes at work in an example we have abstracted from the SOI corpus, 

where the signer mouthed ‘not sure’ with the manual sign SURE (05: Michelle: 

‘Where’s my Ladder’ BT: 00:02:05.670).

In this example the signer is explaining how the ‘ladder’ which her daughter 

has been looking for is actually a broken chairback. This had been thrown out 

in the back garden but had recently been taken by an older girl while the 

children were playing. The signer is saying that she is not sure where that girl 

lives.

We also propose that borrowing from English for lexical and grammatical 

functions, where a possessed referent is named in a possessive noun phrase, 

is also an example of TYPE 5 categorization. Boyes Braem found that in 

DSGS, mouthings often carried the sole meaning in possessive noun phrase
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constructions, especially where the possessives indicated family relations e.g. 

’vater’ (father) with MEIN (my) (2001:113).

However, the opposite appears to occur in the ISL data, in that the possessive 

appears to occur with the noun in mouthings and the noun occurs by itself 

manually, as in the following examples where several signers refer to their 

husbands:

Figure 3.12: Borrowing for Lexical and Grammatical Functions to Name 

the Possessed Referent in Possessive Noun Phrase Constructions:

(10): Eilish -  Dublin: “One Thirsty Dog”:

Mouthing: my husband

Manual Sign: HUSBAND

The signer is describing how herself and her 

garden one beautiful Summer’s day.

A further example of this is seen in Story (33)-Mary (Galway): “Holidays in 

Norway” where the signer also mouths ‘my husband’ while manually signing 

HUSBAND (BT:00:00:17.060).

However, just as ISL allows for negation to be marked solely non-manually or 

with both manual and non-manual markers, we found that possession can 

also be marked manually with use of a lexical sign, MY. An example of this 

can be seen below:

BT:00:00:03:320 

BT:00:00:03.340 

husband were sitting in the back
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Figure 3.13 (a); Borrowing for Lexical and Grammatical Functions to 

Name the Possessed Referent in Possessive Noun Phrase 

Constructions:

Story (04): Orla -  Dublin: Holidays in Tenerife:

Mouthing: my husband BT:00:00:14.087

MY HUSBAND BT:00:00:14.136

A similar example occurs in (05): Michelle -  Dublin: “Where’s my Ladder” 

(BT:00:00:13.460) where ‘my daughter’ is mouthed with MY DAUGHTER. All 

these examples from the ISL Data are from female signers.

With regard to the mouthing output of male signers in the SOI Corpus, in 

Story (22): Nicholas -  Wexford: ‘Car Crash’, the narrator uses the noun ‘wife’ 

twice but no possessive adjective at all:
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Figure 3.13 (b): Borrowing for Lexical and Grammatical Functions to 

Name the Possessed Referent in Possessive Noun Phrase 

Constructions:

Story (22): Nicholas -  Wexford: “Car Crash”

Mouthing: wife BT;00:00:36.323

Manual Sign: WIFE BT:00:00:36.222

(My wife)

Similarly another male signer does exactly the same in “Story (23): James -  

Wexford: Water-skiing” (BT:00:00:05.510) where 'brother' is articulated with 

the manual sign BROTHER without the possessive adjective.

This illustrates an interesting difference here between the male and female 

signers. Leeson (Personal communication) suggests that the notion of default 

may be involved here, because the signer’s view of an event is typically 

privileged (Leeson & Saeed, 2012). If the story is all about the signer, then the 

pragmatic key may be to understand that the ’wife’ or the ‘brother’ is his too. 

She has found that this holds for reference to self in ISL narratives where the 

signer is the main protagonist of the story. Leeson et al. (2013) have further 

suggested that the identity of the referent may be completely dependent on 

inferencing made as a result of understanding which perspective is being 

taken, given that perspectives may shift during discourse. Schaffer & Janzen 

(2012) claim that an embodied view of grammar in ASL can tell about the 

human capacity to conceptualise subjectively constructed relationships 

between the language user and the propositions they express, along with the 

linguistic structure that represents their views.
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3.2.6 TYPE 6: Manual signs accompanied by inflected English verb 

forms or plurals:

Type 6 is concerned with inflected mouthings enunciated with manual verbs. 

These may occur as changes in tense as in ‘won’/WIN, ‘thought’/THINK or 

‘foundVFIND. They may also occur as plural forms of the nouns as in 

‘daysVDAY or YEAR with the mouthing ‘years’ (Mohr-Militzer, 2011:105).

Verbs and adjectives are considered to be more morphologically complex 

than nouns and these are usually associated with mouth gestures as 

described for a variety of signed languages. For example, although Sutton- 

Spence and Day found mouthings accompanying 60% of verbs in their BSL 

data, only 23% of these were morphologically complex. In NSL, Vogt- 

Svendsen found that the quantitative share of mouthings is strong, but 

typically, mouthings occur more often with nouns and non-modified verbs 

(2001:19). This was confirmed by Hohenberger and Happ (2001) who state 

that nouns in DGS are the most likely candidates for mouthings and verbs 

(especially inflected verbs such as spatial and agreement verbs) are more 

likely to resist mouthing. The fact that plain verbs may co-occur with mouthing 

more than inflecting verbs involves issues of complexity, and the fact that 

there is a greater degree of word order deviation between signed and spoken 

languages in verb phrases, makes it less possible to consistently apply 

borrowed mouthings to a signed language in such contexts.

However, Bank et al. (2011) suggest that the use of inflected verbs in NGT 

raises the question of whether or not only the Dutch lexicon is used by signers 

in blending Dutch words with manual signs, but also whether the 

morphosyntax of Dutch is being employed.

Sutton-Spence & Woll found that in BSL, when mouthing accompanies the 

verb it is of the most basic uninflected form, for example ‘take’ not ‘took’ or 

‘taking’. So, “they are not part of English, but part of BSL” (1999:83).
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Mohr-Militzer (2011) proposes this to be the case for ISL. However, we shall 

see in our discussion on Type 6 mouthlngs below how we have found that 

there are deviations from this.

For example, a plural form is utilized in the mouthing in Figure 3.14 below, 

while the manual sign continues in the singular form (GIRL/girls).

Figure 3.14: Manual sign accompanied by a plural mouthing:

(02) -  Bernie (Dublin): “Fashion Show”:

Manual Sign: GIRL BT:00:00:10.240

Mouthing: girls BT:00:00:10.320

Here the signer is describing the girls who took part in her Fashion Show.

In Figure 3.15 below, we can see how the signer inflects the verb for tense 

(BRING/brought) in the mouthing accompanying the manual sign:

Figure 3.15: Manual sign accompanied by a mouthing in the past tense:

(05) Michelle (Dublin): “Where’s my Ladder”:

Manual Sign: BRING BT:00:02:10.770

Mouthing: brought BT:00:02:10 700

115



Keller appears to regard such instances as examples of bimodal code-mixing:

‘If a manual sign is articulated with a single but variable mouthing that 

seems to function as a morphemic modifier or specifier of the manual 

element, it is regarded here as an instance of bimodal code-mixing” 

(2001:218).

Emmorey et al. (2005) also refer to these examples as instances of bimodal 

blending. Their reference concerns hearing bilinguals and it has to be borne in 

mind that the context in which the SOI Corpus data was collected differs from 

that to which Emmorey was referring. Mohr-Militzer concurs with this view and 

assumes that it seems plausible that the signers either deliberately or 

unconsciously want to create “semantic and morphological congruence” 

between the signed language and the spoken language elements on a 

morphological level, although not in a code-blending setting (2011:107). This 

occurs because:

“while the sign language verb might not be marked with a 

morphological marker on the verb itself, the whole sentence might be 

marked for past (or future tense). In English, the morphological marker 

is on the verb, so that at a first glance, the manual and mouthing seem 

to be less congruent, while after close analysis, by using the inflected 

verb form, they become congruent” (ibid: 106).

Boyes Braem (2001) states that mouthings observed in DSGS are usually 

forms of lexical items uninflected for plural, tense and case and where the 

verbs are typically either in the infinitive form or the first person singular for 

frequently occurring verbs such as gehe (‘go’, first person singular). The SOI 

corpus also contains several examples which suggest that this phenomenon 

is current in ISL, where the verb remains uninflected for tense, for example, 

as in Figure 3.16 and for plural in Figure 3.17.
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Figure 3.16: Mouthing uninflected for tense:

(13)-S ean  Herlihy (Dublin): “Deaf Youth Camp”

Manual Sign: HAVE BT:00:00:18.727

Mouthing: have BT:00:00:18.920

In this example, Sean is describing the facilities available to the Deaf children 

at the Summer camp i.e. what they had (past tense) but he does not inflect 

the mouthing for tense. In fact throughout the corpus, this research found 

thirty four examples of the manual sign HAVE, only 4 (12%) of which carried 

inflected past tense mouthing ‘had’ (and all 4 were by the same signer Patrick 

(24):’Barbeque’). This would suggest that the mouthing co-occurring with the 

manual verb HAVE is not usually inflected in ISL.

In the following figure, the same signer does not inflect the mouthing for the 

plural.

Figure 3.17: Mouthing uninflected for the plural:

(13) Sean Herlihy (Dublin): “Deaf Youth Camp”

Manual Sign: FRIEND 81:00:00:32.324

Mouthing: friend 81:00:00:32:330

117



Here the signer is explaining that when the Summer camp was over, 

everybody was upset because they had to part from their new-found friends 

(plural).

Boyes Braem (2001) claims that this lack of inflection was seen to be 

particularly true in irregular forms in DGSG for example the mouthing 

vergessen (to forget), where the 3'̂ '̂  person singular form vergisst (he forgets) 

is required. An exception appeared to be the past participle forms of 

frequently used verbs, for example, where the mouthing gesagt\Nas used as 

a form of the past participle sagen (to say). This research found similar 

examples to those from DGSG in the SOI Corpus, a sample of which is shown 

in Figure 3.18 below.

Figure 3.18: Mouthing accompanying the verb TELL:

(17) Kevin (Dublin) -  “Grave Digging”

Mouthing: told friend BT:00:00:13.580

Manual Sign: TELL FRIEND BT:00:00:13.702

This signer played a trick on a friend, telling him there was a job at the 

cemetery in Glasnevin, when in fact there was none. He inflects the mouthing 

for the past tense, ‘told’. This may be another example of where the signer 

wants to create semantic and morphological congruence. However, on 

examining the SOI Corpus data, 17 instances of the manual sign TELL, a 

Person Agreement verb (discussed in Chapter Five), were present and the 

vast majority of these, 74% (13) were accompanied by the mouthing ‘told’. 

This was articulated by both male and female signers and by all age groups.
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A similar result was found for manual sign SEE, where a total of 42 manual 

instances (including iconic variables like the gesture SEE-BEFORE) were 

found and 31 (74%) were accompanied by the mouthing ‘saw’. With regard to 

the verb SAY-TO, there were 35 instances of the manual sign accompanied 

by 14 (40%) mouthings of ‘said’. While Bank et al. (2011) do not investigate 

inflection in their examination of the most frequently occurring signs in NGT, 

they claim that the sign SAY was accompanied by standard or citation forms 

of mouthing 77% of the time, and SEE was accompanied by mouthings 41% 

of the time.

This latter group of verbs is considered as a group of “single agreement 

verbs” in ISL (Leeson & Saeed, 2012:98; McDonnell, 1996). O’Baoill & 

Matthews refer to them as “partial agreement verbs”^̂  or “restricted verbs” 

where the only element attached to the verb is the object, the subject being 

signed in isolation and uninflected (2000; 59/132). We show an example of 

this in Figure 3.18 above. Agreement is therefore shown in one argument only 

as they are embodied, i.e. the first argument is de facto the signer unless 

otherwise stated. These verbs lack the capacity to be multi-deictic or fully 

directional and additional morphemes are required to indicate plurality both for 

subject and object. They cannot take inflection for “agreement via movement 

from the second person and third person back to the first person” (ibid: 136).

A similar sub-category of agreement verbs has been discussed for DSL by 

Engberg Pedersen (1993: 91), and for ASL and IrSL by Meir et al. (2007:7), 

where the initial location of the sign is on the body, and the hands then move 

towards a location in space associated with object agreement. Meir et al. 

claim that single agreement verbs can be regarded as a kind of “hybrid of 

plain and agreement verbs” (ibid: 13). We discuss this aspect further in 

Chapter Five.

On closer inspection it emerged that on the thirteen occasions when the verb 

TELL carried the inflected mouthing ‘told’, it was followed by the articulation of

“  Agreem ent verbs such as ASK, G IVE , TE LEP H O N E  allow the inclusion of information about person, subject and 
object and are articulated in syntactic space. They will be discussed more fully in Chapter Five.
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another manual sign for example, FATHER, DOG, BARMAN or BROTHER as 

can be seen in examples 3.1 and 3.2 and these referents were not in Real 

Space in relation to the signer:

Example 3.1;

(13) Valerie: ‘Woman with a Pierced Nose’ 

Manual Sign; KATIE TELL RACHEL 

Mouthing; Katie told Rachel BT;00;02;03.342

Example 3.2;

(35) Michael G; ‘Bloke Walks into a Pub’ 

Manual Sign; IRISH MAN TELL BARMAN 

Mouthing; Irish man told barman BT; 00;03;14.088

On the other hand, on the four occasions when the verb was not inflected, 

and the mouthing ‘tell’ was used, it was followed by an indexical sign, as in 

the following example;

Example 3.3;

(05) Michelle; ‘Where’s my Ladder?’

INDEX+me WAIT A MINUTE TELL INDEX+f INDEX+me FIRST SON

In this example, the deictic^^ use of pronouns indicates the physical presence 

of the referent in the signer’s story and the presence of the referent, in this 

case the signer’s son, was in relation to the signer’s actual presence in Real 

Space.

“The deictic use relies on the physical presence of the referent in the context of communication Deictic pronouns 
are formed by using pointing signs. The direction of pointing allows 3-fold distinction between signer, addressee and 
others, each identified by their real-world location. We can gloss these as INDEX+c (ist Person) or INDEX+f (YOU, 
HE, SHE as determined by context or previously established locus at that point in space) (Leeson & Saeed, 
2012:154). This topic will be addressed more comprehensively in Chapter Five.

--------------- hold--------

( I told my eldest son)

•tell

BT;00;01;59.035

•first son
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In the instances where the mouthing of the verb Is inflected, the referent is at 

a remove In a different location or the story was being related about another 

person, not the signer directly as seen in examples 3.4 and 3.5 above.

The first example is an objective viewpoint, whereas the second example Is a 

subjective one. This requires further analysis.

Further research would be necessary to ascertain if this aspect is purely a 

facet of single agreement verbs In ISL. For example, TELL is also a 

dlstransltlve verb along with ASK and GIVE, neither of which carried an 

inflected mouthing in the SOI data.

As already mentioned, this inflection of single agreement verbs could merely 

be a performance related phenomenon, where signers are attempting to 

create semantic and morphological congruence and, as it was considered as 

being generally used more by late learners of DSGS (Boyes-Braem, 2001), 

perhaps we might assume that its presence is a feature of language contact 

through oral education in ISL also.

With regard to this, the question of inflection being pragmatically derived, 

where signers are assessing their mutual cultural milieu in conveying the 

information in a manner most easily comprehended by their interlocutors 

cannot be ignored. We can speculate that this feature has, or is in the process 

now, of being grammaticalised through mouthing into ISL, substituting the 

signed English morphemes such as ‘S’ handshape denoting plural, or the affix 

‘er’ (as in TEACHER) being conveyed by the signing of ‘R’ handshape on the 

dh, being pulled towards the body from under the nd hand, (previously 

discussed in Section 2.3.1 as an artificially created signed English 

system).This might prove to be a fruitful source of future research.

3.2.7 TYPE 7: Reduced mouthings

Mohr-Militzer gives the examples of BRILLIANT being accompanied by the 

mouthing ‘brill’, FINISH with ‘fsh’, PRACTICE with ‘pra-pra’ and PART
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accompanied by the mouthing ‘p’ as those which occur in the category of 

‘Reduced Mouthings’ (2011:107).

I have chosen to illustrate this phenomenon through Figure 3.19 below.

Figure 3.19: A Reduced Mouthing:

(14) -  Lianne (Dublin): “A Scare in Belfast”

Manual Sign: MEMORY BT:00:00:04.180

Mouthing: morm BT:00:00:03.982

Lianne is thinking back to when she was seven years old, and she went on a 

trip to Belfast with her family. Her sister played a trick on her by telling her that 

there was a bomb in the hotel they were visiting. She uses the first syllable 

only of the word ‘memory’ in her mouthing.

Sutton-Spence and Day found that in rare cases, mouthing in BSL:

“deviated considerably from the English word but still came from the 

English word e.g. “el” mouthing was used with “LEARNER-DRIVER” 

(2001:71)

Schermer also describes reduced Dutch lexical items in SLN where the first 

part of the Dutch word is usually retained. The resultant mouthing is barely 

recognisable as part of a Dutch lexical item unless it is accompanied by the 

manual sign e.g. ‘L’ mouthing used with LEKKER (nice) (2001:276). She 

questions whether these reduced forms can even be labelled as ‘mouthings’. 

She quotes Schroeder as saying that mouthing in NSL originally borrowed 

words from spoken Norwegian:
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“...which since have been remodelled with the need and rules of the 

Sign Language. It is not slurring pronunciation; it is a special 

pronunciation with the lips connected with the manual part of the sign. 

Deaf immigrants who come to Norway often master both the manual 

and nonmanual components of NSL in a short amount of time to the 

point where other typical deaf signers describe them as “speaking 

Norwegian fluently”. Although they master NSL, they cannot 

understand or recognise spoken or written Norwegian” (1985:199).

Vogt-Svendsen (2001) claims that mouthings have been restructured. 

Therefore it appears that the original borrowed mouthings are no longer 

NoHA/egian words but a derivation of these developed to be a necessary part 

of the structure of sign.

In BSL, a great number of mouthings which arose in Sutton-Spence & Day’s 

(2001) study were not whole English words, for example the ’el’ mouthing 

with LEARNER-DRIVER mentioned above. However, they recorded all 

mouthings as full words apart from this one. They observed that a great 

number of mouthings were not of whole English words. They have not 

distinguished between full and partly articulated mouthings, though they 

suggest that this needs to be undertaken in the future for a more specific and 

accurate interpretation of the production. They give the example of ‘fsh’ 

mouthed with FINISH and ‘hsp’ mouthed with HUSBAND as examples of an 

English word, now reduced and accepted as part of the BSL sign. We 

described this in the previous chapter as an example of borrowing at the 

phonological level.

In DSGS, reduced forms of words comprised 1% of the total mouthings of 

both early and late learners of sign language. The lower percentage found in 

DSGS can be associated with methodology in which ‘doubtful’ cases were 

counted as full words (Boyes Braem, 2001:104).
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Ebbinghaus and Hessmann (1996) found 9.5% reduced words in their 

mouthing data of DGS. In the SLN, Schermer (1990) found the number of 

reduced words in mouthing to be 7% and she claims that the first part of the 

mouthing is retained and that they are hardly recognisable as part of the 

Dutch lexicon without the manual sign. She provides the example of the 

mouthing ‘L’ with the sign LEKKER (nice) as previously discussed.

Ebbinghaus and Hessmann perceived more reduction in verbs than nouns in 

DGS, claiming that a reduction in a German verb “does not impair the 

understanding of the meaning” as does the reduction of a noun (1995:105). 

Raino says that Finnish mono-morphemic words, which originally contain one 

to three syllables, are normally reduced in mouthing:

“ ...to a monosyllabic form that preserves the beginning of the word, or 

the visually perceivable part of the beginning. The monosyllabic 

mouthing is produced at the same time as the manual sign, despite the 

fact that there would be enough time to co-produce the whole 

polysyllabic Finnish word” (2001:42).

Bank et al. (2011) also found reduced mouthings, or temporal reduction, 

showing only part of the spoken word, usually the first syllable. They consider 

that a large part of the articulated speech is not visible to the interlocutor and 

therefore, the stressed part of the speech is the most important. They claim 

that in NGT, for all two-syllable words, that the stress is on the first syllable 

and for all three-syllable words, the stress is on the second syllable. Because 

of the difference between English and Dutch, the findings are not directly 

relatable, similarly as in the case of Finnish above.

ISL signers in the SOI Corpus varied greatly in their choice of how many 

syllables were incorporated into their mouthings. Three syllable words were 

rarely accompanied by three mouthed syllables, though there were exceptions 

as in Figure 2.3 above, where the signer accompanied the newly recognised 

sign for JANUARY with the corresponding lexical item fully mouthed.
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However, other three-syllable mouthings usually carried just the first syllable 

as in MEMORY (Figure 3.19) and REMEMBER (Figure 2.12) or the first two 

syllables as in ‘satur’ for SATURDAY (06: Fergus D. BT: 00:02:08.830). Two 

syllable words in ISL were enunciated with initial syllables only as in Figure 

3.22, or with two syllables as in ‘father’/ FATHER (35 Louise: ‘My Dog Lassie’ 

BT: 00:00:18.210) or ‘forgot’/ FORGOT (14 Lianne: ‘A Scare in Belfast’ 

BT:00:00:07.356). These outcomes appeared to depend on the choice 

individual signers. Udoff & Nip (2013) surmise that neuromotor control of 

multimodal coordination may cause the simultaneous movement of the hands 

to influence movements of the mouth during co-sign mouthing. They further 

suggest that Deaf signers may represent co-sign mouthings as part of the 

lexical specification of a sign, distinct from its spoken language translation and 

native signers may represent mouthings differently from speech.

However, Bank et al. (2011) contend that forms of temporal reduction that 

occur in mouthings have a lot in common with casual spoken language as 

there is no fixed form of mouthing accompanying a sign, it can be reduced just 

like corresponding spoken language forms. They consider this as support for 

the code-blending argument. They also suggest that, while they did not 

systematically test inflection in NOT, they surmise that it may influence 

reduced mouthings, through changing what is perceived on the lips.

3.2.8 TYPE 8 Mouthings:

This category has been sub-divided into three sub-categories: (a), (b) and (c) 

(Mohr-Militzer, 2011:108). We begin with a discussion of TYPE 8 (a).

TYPE 8(a): Mouthings that are in no way related to the manual sign they 

accompany but add a nuance of meaning:

Type 8(a) may be considered as those signs that “add an additional nuance of 

meaning” . Examples of this are STRIPES-ON-TOP-OF-SHOES with the 

accompanying mouthing ‘brown, beige’ or REDUCE and ‘lucky’ (ibid). We 

provide an example of this in Figure 3.20 below.
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Figure 3.20: A Mouthing adding an additional nuance of meaning:

(04) -  Orla (Dublin) “Holidays in Tenerife”

Manual Sign: GO-IN ROOF BT:00:00:40.202

Mouthing:  shade BT:00:00:40.371

While on holidays in Tenerife, the signer’s husband spent some time on the 

roof in the shade drinking beer, while she sunbathed. We can see here how 

the manual sign GO-IN ROOF is elaborated on by the mouthing of ‘shade’.

Vogt-Svendsen refers to these constructions as “simultaneous compound 

signs” as in the case of the NSL sign OMRADE (area), articulated 

simultaneously with the mouthing (H)VI(T) , a bound morpheme denoting the 

colour white. Together the hands and mouth express the concept “white area” 

(2001 :22).

Crasborn et al. state that, as morphemes, “mouthings can be paired with 

semantically incongruent manual signs to form complex meanings” (2008:48). 

They list the NOT manual sign ETEN (to eat), accompanied by the mouthed 

word ‘brood’ (bread), forming the composite sign ‘brood eaten’ (to eat bread) 

as an example of this.

Hohenberger & Happ claim that in their DOS data, they only very rarely find 

“lexical gaps in signing which are vicariously filled by mouthings”. They claim 

that candidates for this distinction are “complex determiner phrases with an 

attributive adjective and a noun”. The noun is signed and the adjective is 

mouthed as in: ‘red’/ PULLOVER (2001: 167). This will be examined as a 

particular type of blend in Chapter Six.
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Another example of this blending is where a mouthing can specify a character 

performing an action specified in the manual sign while bearing no similarity to 

the sign articulated on the hands as in the example below.

Eilish produces a mouthing/manual p a ir : ‘dog’AA/EAVING-AWAY in StorylO; 

Eilish: ’One Thirsty Dog’ (BT:00:00:43.677/BT:00:00:43.980)).

The opposite may also occur where the verb is mouthed while the noun is 

articulated on the hands as in the next example.

Laurence mouths the verb and sign the noun: ‘turn-on-there’/ENGINE in story 

(19) Laurence: ’Hiring a Motorbike’ (BT:00:01:37.769/BT:00:01:37.654).

The next sub-type of TYPE 8 mouthings, involves the spreading of mouthings.

TYPE 8(b): Mouthings that are in no way related to the manual sign they 

accompany but spread from an adjacent sign:

Bank et al. consider this as “lexico-semantic variation” (2011:267).

Sutton-Spence (2007) found that 15% of all mouth patterns in her BSL data 

did not correspond exactly to the manual sign and at least 30 different types 

of non-corresponding mouth-manual patterns were identified. She found that 

the most common type of a mismatch was the stretching of a mouthing over 

one or more sequentially produced signs. We have chosen the following ISL 

example to illustrate this kind of spreading where, although the mouthing 

begins after the onset of the manual sign and ends before the completion of 

the second manual sign, the mouthing is stretched over both manual signs.
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Figure 3.21: A Perseverating Mouthing;

(20) -  Geraldine (Dublin): Where I Live

Mouthing: -deaf-- BT:00:00:04.970

Manual Sign: DEAF ALL BT:00:00:04.780

Geraldine is explaining how all the Deaf people who lived in her area, thought

she lived in a flat as a teenager.

This is an example of progressive spreading. Sutton-Spence calls this type of 

example ‘perseverating’ stretched mouthings (2007:154). The mouthing here 

appears to begin slightly after the initial manual component and ends before 

the manual sign which follows, is completed. No timings are recorded by 

Sutton Spence and it is one of her recommendations for further research.

Bank et al. (2011) also suggest that future research might consider the 

precise alignment of signs and mouthings and mouth patterns more generally, 

since their beginning and end do not necessarily align with the manual sign. 

They suggest that investigation of this aspect grants insight into the degree of 

freedom possessed by a signer in combining spoken language and signed 

language along with insight into the prosodic features of the language. They 

found that spread mouthings were longer than non-spread mouthings.

As we can see from the onset and offset times, the mouthing, which begins at 

practically the same time, continues over the verb and part of the indexical 

sign. It is only since the advent of ELAN that such an exact examination of the 

timing is possible.

Evident in our examples of stretched mouthings here, is a very small time-lag 

before the onset of the mouthed word, though without the precision of Elan 

analysis, most mouthings and manual signs do indeed appear to co-occur.
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However, no analyses of time lags appear in the literature I have researched 

to date, though Raino (2001) for FinSL also found that while mouthing begins 

at the onset of the sign and ends concurrently with the sign, it can be 

extended to the next bound morpheme i.e. a determiner, a classifier or a 

pronoun.

Another example of perseveration Sutton-Spence (ibid) found in BSL was 

where the leading verb was an established verb, the second verb was 

productively created or polycomponential. We can see an example of this 

from ISL below where the signer, Kevin, tells us that when his friend hears 

that a job is available at a cemetery, he begins to practised digging graves.

Figure 3.22: A Perseverating Mouthing over a polycomponential verb:

( 17) Kevin (Dublin): “Grave Digging”

Mouthing: pra pra________________________ BT:00:01;04.014

Manual Sign: PRACTICE++ PLACE-SHOVEL

BT:00:01:04.028

Here the signer demonstrates how his friend practised digging by placing the 

shovel in a particular way. The friend had been fooled into thinking that there 

was a job for him in Harold’s Cross cemetery and bought a shovel in 

anticipation of being paid to dig graves.

Sutton-Spence concludes that stretched mouthing patterns in BSL frequently 

serve to bind identifying established signs with the related productive sign, 

“whether the leading sign is a noun, verb or other sign” (2007: 155) because, 

even though 49% of leading signs in bound constituents are nouns, they only 

compose 16% of second constituents.
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An example of regressive spreading in ISL can be seen below in Example 3.6. 

Sutton-Spence considers these as “anticipations” (2007:154). Examples of 

anticipations in BSL include MY FATHER where the mouthing ‘father’ extends 

back over MY as well as the equivalent sign FATHER (ibid). In BSL, this form 

of stretched mouthing, (3%) was less prevalent than perseverating mouthings 

(37%) and 50% of these anticipatory mouthings covered indexical signs.

This differs from the findings for ISL, where progressive/perseverating 

spreading occurred 55.7% of the time and regressive/anticipatory spreading 

occurring 44.3% of the time (Mohr-Militzer, 2011:110), suggesting that ISL 

may more readily lend itself to both progressive and regressive spreading 

than is the case in BSL. We can see an example of anticipatory spreading in 

Example 3.4 below where the mouthing of ‘Iraq’ stretches back over the 

manual sign. It begins (BT:00:00:44.910) before the completion of the manual 

indexical sign INDEX + f (ET:00:00:45.680):

Example 3.4: An Anticipatory Mouthing:

(01) Senan: ‘War in Iraq’

Manual Sign: INDEX + f IRAQ BT:00:00:44.910

Mouthing:  Iraq-- BT: 00:00:45.443

Stretched mouthings may also serve a prosodic function (Sutton-Spence, 

2007; Crasborn et al. 2008). Boyes Braem claims that mouthings belong to 

“the repertoire of possible prosodic markers in DSGS, along with facial and 

body markers” (2001:115). In DSGS, in binding constituents of noun phrases, 

stretched mouthing is used with manual signs utilizing spatial techniques, so 

that the mouthing stretched over the noun sign and a spatial index sign:
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Mouthing: Ma_ _nn

Manual Sign: MANN INDEX

(man) (spatial locus)

(Boyes Braem, 2001:115)

A similar example appears in the ISL data in Figure 3.23 below:

Figure 3.23 (a) and (b): Binding Constituents of Noun Phrases:

(28) Derek: Joke: “The Violinist”:

Mouthing:

Manual Sign:

man-

MAN INDEX

(The man)

BT:00:00:02.388

ET:00:00:02.928

BT:00:00:02.440

ET:00:00:03.030

From the ELAN timings above, we can see that the beginning time (BT) for 

the mouthing ‘man’ begins in advance of the manual sign MAN, but that it 

stretches over the indexical sign albeit that it finishes before it.

Sutton-Spence’s (2007) BSL data had stretched mouthings in 52% of nouns 

and indexical locus; 21% over a verb and indexical locus and 12% over an 

adjective and indexical locus. Of the remaining 37%, stretched mouthing 

covered a non-indexical sign.

In the ISL Corpus data, spreading was most frequent from content words to 

function words and Mohr-Militzer claims that such an occurrence facilitated
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the spread of mouthings onto the pronouns and indexicals and therefore ISL 

appears to be “word class sensitive” with regard to spreading (2011:112) 

allowing both progressive and regressive spreading. Crasborn et al. (2008) 

also found spreading from content words to function words, in line with Boyes 

Braem (2001) and Sandler (1999). This type of spreading suggests that 

mouthing plays a role in the phonology of signed language, forming part of the 

lexicon.

However, spreading from content word to content word occurred in ISL also 

as seen in our example in Figure 3.22 above, linking the verb and its object, 

and accounted for one third of spread mouthings in the SOI Corpus data 

(ibid). Bank et al. (2013) suggest that this may be a way of linking larger 

domains such as a phonological phrase.

TYPE 8(c): Mouthings that are in no way related to the manual sign they 

accompany but relate to the overall story:

Mohr-Militzer suggests that:

“This category is comprised of signs and mouthings for which no 

relation can be established in that the mouthing does neither add an 

additional meaning nor is it a spread mouthing from a neighbouring 

sign” (2011:114).

An example of this type can be observed in the manual sign BUS- 

CONDUCTOR accompanied with the mouthing ‘whatever’. Mohr-Militzer (ibid) 

claims that this mouthing did not spread from an adjacent sign, rather she 

claims it appears to be a metalinguistic remark, not belonging to the storyline. 

She further claims that in the above example it appears to be merely a 

performance phenomenon that is not used deliberately in order to fulfil a 

specific function. However, she states that within this TYPE 8(c) category, the 

mouthings may also reflect the signer’s thoughts as in the combination ‘fuck, 

shit’/HOLD-OBJECT-IN-HANDBAG. They may add information related to the 

storyline in general (but not to the manual sign it accompanies) for example
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'Brown-ThomasVKNOW or they may ensure text cohesion (ibid). With regard 

to the above example, Sutton-Spence regards such instances in BSL as 

intrusions from English grammar and morphology, and she gives the example 

PROTECT HIMSELF with the mouthing ‘must’ (2007:158).

Similarly, in the following ISL example, the signer is delighted that when she 

moved house from Rathmines to Terenure, the question of her living in a flat 

was no longer mentioned by the Deaf people whom she met.

Figure 3.24: Intrusions from English grammar and morphology

(20) -  Geraldine (Dublin): “Where I Live”

Mouthing: better BT:00:00:42.738

Manual Sign: MENTION NO-MORE BT:00:00:42.898

In this instance the mouthing appears to be a systematic means of ensuring 

text cohesion as mentioned by Mohr-Militzer (2011) as the English translation 

would be ‘[It is] better not to mention it anymore’.

Boyes-Braem agrees with this definition for TYPE 8(c) where mouthings carry 

the function of emphasising aspects or particular perspectives of a narrative 

and in these instances were shown to have “meaning redundant to the 

manual sign” (2001:119).

We see this in the following example from ISL from (01) Senan: “War in Iraq”: 

Manual Sign: AREA OF IRAQ LAND BT:00:00:08.800

Mouthing: All_____________________ BT:00:00:17.260

Mismatches therefore occur when mouthings do not correspond exactly with 

the transcription of the sign and Sutton-Spence says they show that the
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simultaneous use of signs and mouthings is not restricted to direct English- 

BSL equivalences:

“This lack of exact one to one correspondence between sign and 

mouthing is another example of simultaneity occurring in signed 

languages, as information different some way from that on the hands, 

is simultaneously articulated with the hands” (2007: 149).

We already discussed this phenomenon in relation to code-mixing in the 

previous chapter. Overall, Mohr-Militzer (2011) states that mismatches 

between mouthings and manual signs as they occur in ISL, may add a 

nuance of meaning to the manual sign, merely be a performance phenomena 

or systematically establish text cohesion.

3.2.9 TYPE 9: Mouthings not accompanying any manual sign:

This is the final categorization in the list compiled by Mohr-Militzer (2011) for 

ISL, however she discounted them from further discussion as her concern 

was for mouthings and manual sign combinations.

Schermer considers such mouthings to be the sole carrier of meaning when 

there is no manual component (2001:88).

We have chosen the following figure as an example of mouthing without a 

manual component. In this story, the signer is recalling a day when the signer 

and the Deaf researcher were at school together and they smuggled a kitten 

into the classroom while the teacher was outside. The teacher returned 

quickly and the signer tried to hide the kitten.
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Figure 3.25 (a): Mouthings not accompanying any manual sign;

(08) -  Marion (Dublin): “Animals in the Classroom”

Mouthing: alright? BT:00:00:53.904

Here we see the signer taking on the perspective of the teacher who returns 

unexpectedly to the classroom and asks if everything is ‘alright’. In the next 

example, the signer is busy trying to hide a kitten from the teacher, and 

answers ‘nothing’ when the teacher asks what she is doing.

Figure 3.25 (b): Mouthings not accompanying any manual sign:

(08) -  Marion (Dublin) -  “Animals in the Classroom”

Mouthing: nothing BT:00:01:04.454

Mouthings can report direct speech during role-shift and can occur with or 

without a manual component. We saw an example of the latter in the TYPE 1 

Constructed Speech examples, and we discuss this aspect further in Chapter 

Six. In Figure 3.25(a), the signer adopted the point of view of the teacher. In 

Figure 3.25(b), she has taken on the point of view of the pupil (herself as she 

was then).
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Of course the opposite is also possible where a manual sign is executed 

without a mouthing and Hohenberger and Happ’s experience of one 

competent signer who used no mouthings at all calls our attention to the 

phenomenon. They note that we are all accustomed to:

“the omnipresence of mouthings and are led to attribute some linguistic

significance to it (2001:164).

However, it is important to emphasise that in ISL, mouthing is directly 

associated with the generation of orally-educated children, while those 

educated in the pre-oral era made no such use of mouthing. In the SOI 

Corpus, the signer in Story (18), 'My Daughter’s Return’ uses no mouthing at 

all. This can be attributed to the fact that an oral system of education was not 

in place when the signer attended the school for Deaf boys in Cabra.

In summing up, Table 3.2 shows a summary of the nine categories and sub

categories defined for ISL.
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Table 3.2: Revised Categories of Mouthings in ISL (Based on the original 

devised by Mohr-Militzer, 2011):
Categories Function:

IVIouthings + manual signs

% Use by Women 

for each Type of the 

Total Nine Types

% Use by Men for 

each Type of the 

Total Nine Types

Type 1 One-to one matches 48.4 59.3

Type 2(a) Fingerspellings + Mouthings 6.6 6.1

Type 2(b) Mouthed + manual fingerspellings 0.4 0

Type 3 Semantically Related 5.4 0.2

Type 4(a) Classifier + Mouthed Verb 1.0 2.4

Type 4(b) Mouthed Preposition + Verb 4.1 5.4

Type 5 Manual + mouthings not one-to-one 8.1 3.4

Type 6 Inflected English mouthings + 

manual sign

4.4 1.9

Type 7 Reduced mouthings + manual sign 7.0 1.9

Type 8(a) Nuanced mouthings + manual sign 0.7 5.4

Type 8(b) Spread Mouthing 7.6 6.3

Type 8(c) Mouthings Related only to overall 

story

7.2 7.4

Type 9 Mouthings minus manual sign 0.1 0

In this Table, we have quantified the occurrence of various types of mouthings 

in ISL.

Men displayed a greater preponderance of Type 1 mouthings i.e. a direct 

correlation between the manually articulated sign and the mouthing.

On the other hand, we can see that a greater variety of types is available in 

the signing of women than appears in that of men. Type 6, Type 3 and Type 7 

are more prevalent in the signing of women. As both Types 6 and 3 are 

suggestive of a knowledge of English, other than that of a one-to-one 

correlation between mouthing and manual sign, we suggest that women may 

have a greater versatility in English due to English having been established 

earlier in St. Mary’s girls’ school. It must also be borne in mind that two male
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signers, in this study, were not educated within the oral systenn. Type 7, 

involving the reduction of mouthlngs, appears more prevalent in the signing of 

women. However, four women and three men used reduced mouthlngs in 

similar quantities, but one signer used 38 of the total number of 50 assigned 

to the female signers. Hence we can say, apart from one signer, both groups 

used Type 7 mouthings in a similar way.

Disparity within the results for Type 8(a) can also be accounted for through a 

similar finding. Three male signers and one female signer used these 

nuanced mouthings with manual signs. However, one male signer used 21 of 

the total 25, thus skewing the othenA/ise comparable findings.

Type 8(b), which concerns spread mouthings, shows similar perseverating 

and anticipatory patterns in both men and women, with perseverating 

mouthing more frequent, 58% in women and 51.72% in men. Anticipatory 

mouthings occurred 48.28% of the time in women and 42% of the time in 

men. While spreading occurs most frequently between content and function 

words, the spreading of content word to content word was greater in the 

articulations of men at 55.17% as opposed to 18% in the signing of women 

(Mohr-Militzer, 2011). It may be that content to content spreading is on the 

spreading spectrum and because of the delay in implementing oralism in the 

boys’ school, may be a stage behind that of the female signers. However, it 

may also be, as suggested earlier by van de Sande & Crasborn (2009) that its 

use is marking larger domains such as phonological phrasing. Further 

research may indicate whether there are differences in this respect with 

regard the articulations of male and female signers.

3.3 Summary:

In this chapter we have identified and quantified the functions of mouthings as 

including redundancy, intensification, emphasis or disambiguation of the 

manual sign. Code switching was noted for lexical purposes but also for 

stylistic reasons, as in the case of constructed speech, or in the case of 

prosodic emphasis in stretched mouthings.
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We saw how “homonym-avoiding and derivation functions” have been 

reported for several other European signed languages (Boyes Braem, 

2001:111). With regard to homonyms in ISL, Leeson & Saeed (2012) give the 

example of the manual signs FEEL and LIVE being distinguishable only by 

the phonological feature of mouthing. They also note however that given 

Mohr-Militzer’s (2009) preliminary findings that:

“this kind of minimal pair is more likely to occur in the signing of 

women, and more so in that of younger women. In contrast, older men 

are much less likely to use a mouthed element and would either expect 

the lexical items to be differentiated from each other on the basis of 

context or, if there is the potential for confusion or a desire to clarify, 

they may fingerspell the item in lieu of or in addition to using the 

manual sign” (ibid: 84).

If we examine the signs LIVE and FEEL below as described by Leeson & 

Saeed, we can see that were each individual sign used in its citation form in 

isolation, we could say that mouthing was useful in distinguishing between 

them:

“The salient point for consideration here is the fact that the manual 

articulatory parameters for the signs LIVE and FEEL are identical. They 

both are one-handed signs, articulated with the middle finger bent, 

making contact with the signer’s torso at the centre of the chest and 

travelling upwards along the sternum” (ibid).
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Figure 3.26 (a) and (b): Manual Signs distinguished by IVIouthing;

(05) Michelle: ‘Where’s my Ladder?”

Manual Sign; LIVE BT:00:02:05.895 FEEL BT:00:00:52.603

Mouthing: live BT:00:02:05.870 feel 81:00:00:53.105

However, when used in context, we can see that the NMF’s such as the facial 

expression; the simultaneous articulation of the nd hand (indicating an area as 

in the case of LIVE) and the overall context of the narration would be sufficient 

to distinguish between the two manual signs.

We therefore suggest that the mouthing accompanying the articulation of 

homonyms is one of sociolinguistic origin, based on an oral education system 

and further a generational one, where more mouthings and fewer 

fingerspellings are used, making mouthing now an embedded phenomenon in 

ISL rather than a necessary one established purely for the purposes of 

disambiguation. We have seen how mouthing functions have been influenced 

by sociolinguistic factors, in particular gender and generational factors, and 

we have attempted to examine the current status of mouthings within the 

articulation of ISL based on analysis of current international research where 

Hohenberger & Happ consider them to be purely “performance phenomena”, 

not related to knowledge of language or competence (2001:183).

We have seen that mouthings occur mainly at the lexical level as suggested 

by Hohenberger & Happ (ibid). However, noting the more frequent inflection of 

verbs. Bank et al. consider that further investigation of this phenomenon 

would be “an interesting next step” in the study of mouthings as it would tell us
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whether only the spoken lexicon was being activated during signed language 

production or whether the grammar of the spoken language was similarly 

being activated (2011:264). This current research has taken the first tentative 

steps in this direction, and it appears that the grammar of English is being 

activated concurrently with articulations in ISL.

We further suggest, that category Type 8(a), which involves the construction 

of simultaneous blends (Vogt-Svendsen, 2001), warrants further research in 

respect of structures being created from a combination of mouthings and 

manual sign which would not be possible otherwise. These constructions will 

be addressed further in Chapter Six.

In this chapter the categorization of mouthings in ISL was based on that 

devised by Mohr-Militzer (2011). However, we have further elaborated upon 

each category to include specific areas not alluded to in the original 

categorization and we have illustrated these additions with examples which 

we extracted from the SOI Corpus.

This present research also suggests that, in instances where the mouthing 

accompanying a verb is inflected, the referent is at a remove in a different 

location or the story was being related about another person, not the signer. 

This appears to be a facet of single agreement verbs.

We further suggest that a new subcategory of mouthings be established as 

part of the categorization delineated by Mohr-Militzer (2011) for mouthings in 

ISL, namely category TYPE 2(b), to take account of individual letters mouthed 

in synchrony with fingerspelled letters of the alphabet.

We addressed the question of gender differences in Chapter Two. Mouthing 

accompanied 69.8% of manual signs articulated by women, while the 

frequency was 50.6% for men in the SOI Corpus (Mohr-Militzer, 2011:145). 

With regard to generational differences, mouthings have become more 

frequently used in younger age groups of both sexes (ibid).
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We further concur with the findings of Bank et al. (2011) suggesting that, 

considering the high percentage of mouthings per sign in their study of NGT, 

an average of 77% mouthing frequency accompanying frequently used signs, 

mouthings may be considered as obligatory for the majority of young ISL 

signers.

With regard to individual differences within genders we can say that, in the 

use of mouthing, one female signer, had a mouthing frequency of 81.7%, 

while that of another was 44.2%. The difference between individual signers 

was even more pronounced in men, with one signer accompanying his 

manual signs with 78.7% mouthings and another only accompanied 1.3% of 

his manual signs with mouthings (ibid). We therefore give a brief nod here to 

those ‘additional conjectures’ as suggested by Keller (2001), as we examine 

the mouthings of these two male signers. The signer with the greatest number 

of mouthings amongst the six male signers was raised with ISL from birth, but 

educated in the oral system. The signer who produced the least mouthings 

was raised in a hearing family and claims not to have learned ISL until he was 

twelve years old. This would verify the opinion of Hohenberger & Happ (2001) 

discussed in Chapter Two, regarding the degree of mouthings used by DGS 

signers as not completely dependent on the family situation and type of sign 

language acquisition, and that signers with Deaf parents, who acquired signed 

language as their mother tongue, may display the same amount of mouthings 

as do subjects with hearing parents who acquired DGS later as a second 

language. We can therefore agree that the individual Deaf adult’s choice of 

language in later life, along with their level of communication ability in both 

signed and oral languages, appear to be major factors.

With regard to the nine mouthings types identified as occurring within ISL, we 

can say that 50% of men employed fewer of the types identified than did 

women. Types 3 and 6 appeared to be rarer in the signing of men than in that 

of women while Types 9 and 2(b) were a rare occurrence in the signing of 

both sexes. However, all types of mouthings, identified as occurring in the 

signing of women, was also present in the signing of men (Mohr-Militzer, 

2011).
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We are now in a position to confirm our hypotheses as suggested in Chapter 

One; mouthings are structured phenomena, assigned specific linguistic forms; 

mouthings are assigned specific functions, executed in a systematic manner, 

and the mouthing categories established for ISL, are similar to those 

established for other signed languages.

In the next chapter we undertake the testing of similar hypotheses with regard 

to the categorisation and quantification of mouth gestures, a task which has 

not been previously comprehensively addressed with regard to ISL, and which 

this study is undertaking here for the first time.
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Chapter Four

The Identification, Description and Prevalence of 

Mouth Gestures in Irish Sign Language

4.0 introduction:

In the previous chapter we described and quantified various types of 

mouthings in ISL. We saw that they are structured phenomena, assigned 

specific linguistic forms and functions, and executed in a systematic manner. 

We further noted that the mouthing categories established for a number of 

other signed languages equally capture the range of ISL data explored.

Our review of the relevant literature suggests that research denoting the 

categorisation and quantification of mouth gestures has been less 

comprehensive. Therefore, in Section 4.3 of this chapter, a definitive 

designation, for the mouth gestures that occur within ISL, will be established.

We base the examination of the occurrence of mouth gestures in ISL on the 

investigation of twelve stories, six personal stories and six ‘Frog Where Are 

You?” Stories. As only seven ‘Frog Where Are You?” stories from the total of 

forty recorded in the SOI Corpus have been annotated, we utilise six of these, 

narrated by the same six signers who sign personal stories, thus facilitating a 

comparison. The hypothesis, that a greater number of mouth gestures occur 

in the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ stories, (a Fantasy genre), than in the Personal 

Stories, (a more factual genre), necessitates this comparison. The total length 

of the signing time was 33 minutes and 13 seconds.

It can be further hypothesised that mouth gestures are considered as an 

inherent phenomenon in a wide range of signed languages (Pfau and Quer, 

2010). However, the category of mouth gestures in ISL contains a unique
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group of separate female gendered signs (Le Master, 1990; Leeson &

Grehan, 2004) which will need to be accounted for within the broader 

categorisation of mouth gestures. This will be undertaken in Section 4.4.2.

4.1 The Forms and Functions of Mouth Gestures in ISL

While mouthings are movements of the mouth that can be identified as 

productions of spoken language lexical items, mouth gestures do not attain 

their significance from their resemblance to spoken language. They are 

idiomatic gestures produced by the mouth, which cannot be traced back to 

spoken language (Sutton-Spence, 2007). We will see however that this 

assertion may not always hold true in the case of ISL, as in the case of 

Female Gendered signs.

Sutton-Spence & Day also claim that at a ‘lexical level, mouth gestures form 

an essential part of signs’ (2001:78). Ajello et al. (2001) view mouth gestures 

in Italian Sign Language (LIS) as paradigmatic choices and part of a shared 

language competence. They also consider them as structural linguistic 

elements which are an integral part of both the lexical and the morphological 

organization of signs.

Ebbinghaus & Hessmann also regard mouth gestures as an integral part of 

both the lexical and morphological organization of signs, but state that mouth 

gestures should not be regarded as ‘components of manual signs’ in DGS 

(2001:133), as they are but “one aspect of a more generalised adaptation of 

human expressive behaviour for intentional communicative purposes”

(ibid: 150). Bergman & Wallin (2001) suggest that in SSL they are borrowed 

from Swedish and reconstructed to fit the signed language pattern.

In Section 4.3 we will consider this further in relation to the ‘Semantically 

Empty’ category of mouth gestures, where in some instances, mouth gestures 

may be comprised of phonemes that come from English but do not constitute 

English words, as is the case in some female gendered signs in ISL.
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Bickford and Fraychineaud (2008) also nnention mouth gestures derived from 

English in their research on ASL. They agree with Ajello (2001), Sutton- 

Spence and Day (2007) and Pfau and Quer (2010), that certain mouth 

gestures are inherent parts of the manual signs. In their approach, they 

disagree with the current diachronic method of categorising mouth gestures 

etymologically, in terms of whether they originated in spoken language. They 

choose to classify the uses of the mouth according to their status in 

synchronic grammar:

• The use of the mouth which is an inherent part of specific manual 

signs; (i) borrowed from English e.g. [fj] with FINISH and

(ii) not borrowed from English e.g. [pa] with BORROWED

• Mouth shapes independent of particular manual signs which they term 

‘mouth morphemes’:

(i) borrowed from English: ‘oo’ (‘to an amazing degree’, from the 

interjection ‘oo’).

(ii) not borrowed from English e.g. 'cs’ (near); 'th’(sloppily).

We will discuss these categories in Section 4.2, albeit under different 

headings.

As this brief review of the literature demonstrates, there are some divergent 

points of view with regard to the status of mouth gestures, therefore a 

comparative analysis of how they function in a number of signed languages, is 

useful at this juncture.

To begin, we examine the work of Crasborn et al. (2008) who propose a 

typology for, and report the frequency distribution of, mouth patterns in three 

European signed languages: BSL, NGT and SSL. Data for their research was 

collected from one female and one male Deaf native signer of each of the 

three signed languages, giving a total of six signers and a total of 51 minutes 

of signed material based on Aesop’s fables. They claim to have found a 

remarkable similarity between the three languages in terms of the types of 

mouth patterns and their distribution and use.

146



However, referring back to the hypothesis suggested in Section 4.0, that 

fantasy stories may contain more mouth gestures than personal narratives, 

we need to be mindful when we make comparisons between findings from ISL 

and those from other signed languages. The above research (ibid) was based 

on fables, which may have yielded a higher mouth gesture count. It will be 

interesting to compare results, as mouth gestures tend to be more prevalent 

in descriptive narratives than they are in information giving registers such as 

the personal stories (Sutton-Spence & Day, 2001).

Mouth gestures, according to Crasborn et al. (ibid), were divided into four 

main groupings according to their lexical or morpho-semantic properties: 

Adverbial (A-Type), Semantically Empty (E-Type), Enacting (4-Type) and 

mouth activity in the context of Whole Face activity (W-Type). No sub

categories were provided.

Section 4.2 below outlines the categorisation this research proposes for ISL. 

While retaining the four main original headings as presented by Crasborn et 

al., sub-categories are added to each heading and an additional new main 

category of ‘Idiosyncratic Mouth Gestures’ is established to capture specific 

kinds of data in the ISL set.

4.2 Categories of Mouth Gestures:

Table 4.1 below displays the ISL mouth gesture categories as they will be 

discussed in this chapter:
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Table 4.1: Categories of Mouth Gesture
(Main category headings 1- 4 are based on those denoted by Crasborn at al., 2008)

1. Adverbial 
(A-Type)

2. Semantically 
Empty (E-Type)

3. Enacting 
(4-Type)

4. Whole Face 
(W-Type)

5. Idiosyncratic

• Of Manner

• Of Degree

• Behavioural
\

(P-NM)
(T-NM)

• Echo Phonology

• English 
Phonemes

• Non-English 
Phonemes

• Iconic

• Kinetographs

• Universal

• Emotion

• Embodiment

4.2.1 Adverbial Mouth Gestures: (A-Type mouth actions):

The function of Adverbial Mouth Actions is to modify nneaning through 

conveying adverbial information, additional to that specified by a manual sign 

or signs (O’Baoill & Matthews, 2000). Mouth gestures providing an adverbial 

function when modifying verbs can be considered as morphological and are 

analysed as bound morphemes (Pfau and Quer, 2010). Adverbial mouth 

gestures are not lexically associated with, nor are they borrowed from, a 

spoken language and their meaning is independent (Crasborn et al. 2008).

Sub-division of the Adverbial category appears to be necessary because not 

all aspects of adverbial mouth gestures have been granted similar treatment 

in research up to now, and not all mouth movements, modifying both 

adverbial and nominal signs, have been accounted for in any systematic way. 

Adverbs of manner have been listed for several signed languages (Liddell, 

(1980) for ASL; Sutton-Spence & Woll, (1999) for BSL and O’Baoill & 

Matthews (2000) for ISL. Crasborn et al. (2008) have now also included 

mouth patterns that modify nominal signs, as bound morphemes (e.g. puffed 

cheeks meaning ‘big’), in their categorisation of mouth gestures in SSL, BSL 

and NGT.

In the SOI Corpus, there appears to be quite a number of annotations carrying 

the transcription of ‘closed, stretched up/down’ or ‘open, stretched up/down’
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that could not be considered as the non-manual components of any one type 

of manual form with which they were co-articulated, and these occurrences 

warrant closer examination in their own right.

For the purpose of establishing definitive categories of Adverbial mouth 

gestures for ISL, four sub-types of adverbial markers have been selected: 

adverbs of manner, (which we discuss in Section 4.2.1.1); adverbs of degree 

and adjectives modifying nominal signs (4.2.1.2) and behavioural non

manuals (4.2.1.3). In discussing Behavioural Non-Manuals, we will consider 

two subtypes: (i) Posture Non-Manuals and (ii) Transitional Non-Manuals.

4.2.1.1 Adverbs of Manner

Adverbs of Manner, produced during the articulation of a verb phrase, can 

illustrate how the action denoted by the verbal predicate is executed. For 

example Woll (2001) describes the adverbial group in BSL as consisting of 

‘tense spread lips to denote determination and intensity’ (‘ee’) and (‘mm’) 

‘gently pursed lips meaning relaxed and casual’ (ibid:90).

There are equivalent manner markers in ISL:

“There are four special manner markers in use in ISL. They can be 

termed non-manual markers and they accompany the verb when the 

signer feels that he/she ought to show the manner in which someone 

carried out a particular action. They are labelled according to the mouth 

patterns employed in their articulation, namely- (a) intense ‘ee’ marker, 

(b) the clumsy ‘th’ marker, (c) the thin/delicate ‘oo’ marker and (d) the 

disappearing ‘um’ marker” (O’Baoill & Matthews, 2000:162).

Figures 4.0 to 4.5 show examples of these as they occur in the ISL Corpus 

and we discuss several of these markers in turn below.
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(a) The Intense ‘ee’ Marker;

This ‘ee’ marker in ISL is considered as demonstrating intensity (O’Baoill and 

Matthews, 2000) and in BSL as depicting both determination and intensity 

(Woll, 2001). O’Baoill and Matthews state that certain features or markers, 

that occur with lexical items, do not involve emotional content to any great 

extent but are used to “modulate or intensify" the content of a message 

(2000:174).

In the example below from the SOI Corpus, the signer is describing how his 

friend threw down his shovel after he discovered that he had been fooled into 

thinking he would find a job at a cemetery in Harold’s Cross, Dublin. He had 

been practising how to dig a grave at home, in anticipation of getting a job in 

the cemetery as a gravedigger following misinformation from a friend.

Figure 4.0: The Intense ‘ee’ marker:

(17) Kevin: Grave Digging:

Manual Sign: THROWS-DOWN-SHOVEL BT: 00:02:28.500

Mouth Gesture: ee

(Elan annotation o f MG: open, stretched)

The ‘ee’ marker is produced with the lips stretched wide and the teeth 

showing. The signer’s friend put great effort and force behind his throwing 

down of the shovel, as he was very annoyed at being duped into thinking he 

was about to be employed. (However, though I have chosen this figure to 

illustrate the adverb ‘ee’, it has not been annotated as such by the SOI 

Corpus annotators, who have annotated the mouth pattern as ‘open, 

stretched’. This will prove to be important as we shall see later on).
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(b) The Clumsy ‘th’ Marker:

In ISL, the ‘th’ marker is articulated with the head tilted slightly backwards as 

the tongue protrudes slightly from the lips and carries the meaning ‘clumsy’ 

(O’Baoill & Matthews, 2000). McDonnell (1996:43) notes that in some 

contexts in ISL, the use of ‘th’ can indicate that something was ‘incredibly 

easy’ or ‘no problem’. Brennan (1992) attributes a similar additional meaning 

to this marker in BSL but even this use carries a negative or pejorative 

connotation (Lewin and Schembri, 2009).

Lewin and Schembri (2009) in their research into the ‘th’ manner adverbial, 

confirm that it sometimes functions as an adverbial mouth gesture in BSL 

when produced with a lexical verb sign, but it also occurs with a broader 

range of meanings than previously suggested. It can occur with echo 

phonology, enaction and adverbial meaning (ibid).

In the following story, the signer has narrowly avoided being knocked off her 

motorbike as she drove to work, because she was unaware that a long 

hosepipe was inadvertently connected to the back of her bike:

Figure 4.1: The Clumsy ‘th’ marker:

(37) Fiona: The Hosepipe Incident:

Manual Sign: CL-BENT-5 x 2 BT: 00:02:18.560

Mouth Gesture: th

In Figure 4.1 Fiona’s mouth gesture shows how clumsy and disgusting a job it 

is trying to wrap a 20ft. hose around her arm as she retrieves it from the back 

of her bike.
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Lewin and Schembri (2009) found that the ‘th’ adverbial occurred as part of 

echo phonology, enaction and v\/ith adverbial meaning in BSL. They agree 

that it also carries similar adverbial information as in ASL, where it is used to 

convey “lack of control, inattention and unawareness....” (Liddell, 1980:50).

(c) The Delicate ‘oo’ Marker:

This is the third marker listed by O’Baoill and Matthews (2000) as occurring in 

ISL. Bickford and Fraychineaud list this marker under the title of ‘po’ marker, 

meaning ‘very small’ in ASL. The mouth is closed and opens to a small slit in 

the centre (2006: 44). They claim that it is only used with classifiers denoting 

small size or with adjectives.

Figure 4.2 demonstrates similar ISL usage as that described for ASL. The 

signer is demonstrating the very small parts that belong to the engine of his 

car.

Figure 4.2; The Delicate ‘oo’ Marker

(06) Fergus D.: Engine Trouble

Manual Sign: SMALL-NARROW-OBJECT BT: 00:02:23.380

Mouth Gestures: ‘oo’

(Elan annotation of MG: closed, forward);

The signer’s lips go forward and we can see how other non-manual features 

are also present. His brow is furrowed and he has narrowed his eyeshape. He 

appears to be peering at something small and precise, i.e. the tiny parts of an 

engine. He is describing how minute they are. His manual sign also indicates 

his picking up a very small narrow object.

152



(d) The Disappearing ‘um’ Marker:

The fourth adverbial manner marker mentioned in our introductory paragraph 

is the “disappearing ‘um’ marker” (O’Baoill and Matthews, 2001:162).

Figure 4.3; The Disappearing ‘um’ IVIarker:

(13) Sean: ‘Frog Where Are You?’:

Manual Sign: DISAPPEAR BT: 00:00:13.468

Mouth Gesture: um

(Elan annotation of MG: closed, upper lip in).

Here the signer is describing how the frog in the ‘Frog Story’ has escaped and 

disappeared overnight.

The ISL signer in Figure 4.3 turns his body as he articulates this sign 

describing the disappearance of a pet frog. What is interesting to note here 

also is that the sign goes outside the signing space as if it is embodying the 

disappearance of the frog (i.e. he is no longer in the immediate environment).

We have listed the four manner markers mentioned by O’Baoill and Matthews, 

(2000) as occurring in ISL. A further two markers have been discussed by 

McDonnell (1996) and Leeson (2001). They are the ‘mm’ and the ‘cs’ 

markers:

(e) The ‘mm’ Marker:

In ‘mm’, the lips are characteristically kept closed and pushed out, without 

being puckered and it suggests that things are happening ‘as normal’ or ‘with
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ease’ (McDonnell, 1996; Leeson, 2004). Sutton-Spence & Woll, (1998) 

describe two forms of the’ mm’ for BSL: ’relaxed mm’ (easy, effortless, 

average) and ‘tense mm’ (determined, firm, exact). Bickford and Fraychineaud 

describe ‘mm’ as meaning ‘as normally expected’ in ASL, but they claim that 

translations vary depending on the nature of the manual sign (2006:43). When 

articulated with verbs they equate it with ‘going along fine’ or ‘at a moderate 

speed’ (ibid). We can see this aspect depicted in the following Figure 4.4 

which we have taken from the Signs of Ireland Corpus:

Figure 4.4: The ‘mm’ Marker

(37) Fiona: The Hosepipe Incident:

Manual Sign: HAVE MOTORBIKE BT: 00:02:29.040

Mouth Gesture: mm

(Elan annotation of MG: mm)

In the ISL example. Figure 4.4, Fiona finally gets the hose out of harm’s way 

and is on her bike to work. The “mm” displays that she is now driving with a 

degree of safety and ease and that all is normal again. This resembles the 

explanation given above for how this mouth gesture is utilised with verbs in 

ASL.

(f) The ‘cs’ Marker.-

The ‘cs’ marker involves the turning of the cheek and mouth towards the 

shoulder, which is brought forward, ‘cs’ marks for proximity in time and space 

and can co-occur with lexical adverbials of time such as RECENTLY or 

SOON (O’Baoill & Matthews, 2000:154). Bickford and Fraychineaud attribute 

the meaning ‘close in space or time’ to this marker and confirm its usage in 

ASL with adverbial expressions representing ‘extent’ in space or time, or with
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“an apparently small number of active verbs such as APPROACH and 

ARRIVE” (2006:42). We have chosen Figure 4.5 below to illustrate its 

occurrence in ISL:

Figure 4.5: The ‘os’ Marker;

(06) Fergus D.: Engine Trouble:

Manual Sign: RECENTLY BT: 00:00:18.648

Mouth Gesture: cs

(Elan annotation of MG: open, corner up)

This sign is being used in the context of the signer’s telling us about the car 

he has had for a long time i.e. a number of years and how he has enjoyed 

driving his family around. Recently however, it has begun to develop engine 

trouble.

(g) The ‘brr’ Marker:

Sutton-Spence and Woll describe a further marker in BSL consisting of oral 

components serving as adverbs: ‘brr’: lips vibrating denoting 'movement either 

through space or time’ (1999:88).

The next example, Figure 4.6 shows ‘brr’ as it occurs with a similar meaning 

in ISL. The signer is describing how a large crowd of Deaf people arrived in 

Ireland from various countries in the British Isles.
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Figure 4.6: The ‘brr’ Marker:

(13) Sean: Deaf Youth Camp

Manual Sign; ALL-COME-OVER BT;00:00:08.131

Mouth Gesture: brr

(Elan: closed, forward, ao)

In this Personal Story taken from the SOI Corpus, the signer is describing the 

large group of Deaf participants who arrived from England, Scotland, Wales 

and Northern Ireland to take part in the Summer Deaf Youth camp in which he 

participated. It appears as if his lips vibrate and the Elan annotation of ‘ao’ (air 

out) confirms this. At the same time, he moves the classifier hand shape 

showing their arrival:

sr + [CL-5], PALM-SIDEWAYS + trace + arc + c meaning ALL COME OVER.

Bickford and Fraychineaud also list this marker for ASL under the title 

‘puffedBlow’: ‘IVIouth closed, cheeks inflated but not as much as with ‘puffed’, 

air leaks out through small opening” (2006:45).

As we hypothesised in Chapter One, these oral components are not the same 

in all signed languages, though we have mentioned similarities between these 

adverbials across several signed languages. Sutton-Spence and Woll claim 

that “the ‘th’ marker in ASL means ‘carelessness’ and that in Finnish Signed 

Language (FinSI) ‘hyu’ is similar to the relaxed ‘mm’ in BSL” (1999:88). Nor 

has the ‘shh’ (rounded lips) marker of BSL (meaning ‘long duration, many, 

large or difficult’) which originally occurred in the Northern England and now 

being used more widely (ibid), been located within the ISL corpus. (A similar
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mouth gesture ‘shh’, associated with a female gendered sign will be 

discussed in Section 4.4.2, but it conveys a different meaning to that 

suggested for BSL).

However, as has been demonstrated, most of these markers in ISL convey 

the same meaning as do those in BSL (ibid) and Locker McKee (2007) 

confirms a similar meaning for the ‘mm’ marker in NZSL, due perhaps to the 

historical influence of BSL on both NZSL and ISL (Leeson & Saeed, 2012). 

Bergman & Wallin (2001) also confirm this for SSL, as do Bickford and 

Fraychineaud (2006) and Liddell (1980) for ASL. Therefore, this category of 

Adverbs of Manner, has been established within the published research 

literature of signed languages.

In the next Section a further adverbial sub-category considered as Adverbs of 

Degree will be examined as to whether it warrants a separate division in its 

own right.

4.2.1.2 Adverbs of Degree:

Woll defines adverbial manner markers of BSL discussed above, as including 

‘gently pursed lips’ meaning relaxed or casual and 'tense spread lips’ denoting 

“determination or intensity” (2001:90). She differentiates these configurations 

from the ‘visually motivated’ configurations of adverbs of degree i.e. ‘the 

‘puffed-out cheeks’ denoting LARGE and the sucked-in cheeks denoting 

THIN’ (ibid).

Bickford and Fraychineaud (2006) also describe a type of adverbial for ASL 

that they term ‘puffed’, where the cheeks and often the lips, are inflated 

(2006:45). They state that this adverbial marker can accompany certain 

classifier signs e.g. WADDLE ALONG (fat person walking). Crasborn et al. 

(2008) state that when this type of mouth pattern modifies nominal signs it 

should also be considered part of the category of adverbials.
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Pfau and Quer (2010) consider that certain adjectival signs are lexically 

specified for a particular non-manual, and agree that non-manual markers 

serve a morphological function also when they modify nouns in DGS.

Sucking in of the cheeks can accompany the sign SMALL, or alternately 

blowing out of the cheeks can accompany the sign BIG in DGS. In this 

instance they claim, the non-manual mouth gestures “function as intensifiers” 

(ibid: 386). Similarly, Bickford and Fraychineaud (2006) suggest that puffed 

cheeks carry the semantic designation in ASL of ‘fat, large and round’ and 

occur with certain adjectives of size e.g. FAT.

Figure 4.7 from the SOI Corpus, illustrates a signer telling us how she went on 

a shopping trip and she is describing a pair of shoes that were extremely 

expensive:

Figure 4.7: The adverbial mouth gesture ‘puffed cheeks’ as intensifier:

(16) Marian: Shopping Trip

'1

Manual Sign: EXPENSIVE

Mouth Gesture: closed, stretched, ao

2 X puffed cheeks BT: 00:01:45.080

The signer has been narrating how she went for a walk in the Blackrock area 

of Dublin and came across a sale in an upmarket shoe shop. She saw a pair 

of shoes reduced in the sale. We can see from the puffed cheeks in the above 

Figure 4.7, how she considered the pre-sale price of the shoes to be 

extremely expensive. This mouth gesture acts as an ‘intensifier’ in modifying 

the adjective EXPENSIVE, as suggested by Pfau and Quer (2010:386).
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Pfau and Quer also maintain that in DGS certain adjectival meanings can be 

realised by a non-manual configuration alone, when articulated 

simultaneously with the nominal that it modifies. They give an example of 

sucking in the cheeks for ‘small’ and blowing out the cheeks for ‘large’ that 

can just accompany the sign HOUSE (ibid:386).

Similarly in Figure 4.8, the signer narrates how the boy encountered 

numerous difficulties as he searched outside for his missing frog in a version 

of ‘Frog Where Are You’? At one stage towards the end of the story, we are 

told how he and his dog peer out from behind a large log and see a family of 

frogs including the boy’s own frog, sitting in a row. The puffed cheeks used 

with a classifier depicting the shape of the log tell us that it was a large log.

Figure 4.8: The mouth gesture ‘puffed cheeks’ modifying the Noun

(06) Fergus D.: ‘Frog Where Are You?’

Manual Sign: LOG-LYING-DOWN

Mouth Gesture: big 2 x puffed cheeks BT: 00:02:41.590

In Figure 4.8 above, we can see how the mouth gesture alone can modify the 

noun (articulated as a size and shape classifier).

Bickford and Fraychineaud cite the grammatical function of the Adverb of 

Manner ‘mm’, discussed in Figure 4.4, as that of accompanying adjectives as 

well as verbs in ASL. When used with adjectives, it can be translated as 

meaning ‘to a moderate degree/not extreme’ when combined with DIRTY, 

MEDIUM-SIZED or HEARING (2006:43).
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We can see an example of this occurring in ISL in Figure 4.9 as the signer 

accompanies the manual adjective GOOD with the adverbial mouth gesture

‘mm’:

Figure 4.9; The Mouth Gesture ‘mm’ with an adjective

(06) Fergus D.: Engine Trouble:

Manual Sign: (VERY) GOOD

Mouth Gesture: ‘mm’ BT: 00:01:22.890

(Elan annotation of MG: Mouth closed, forward, stretched)

In the above example, the signer’s car, which he has had for a number of 

years, has developed engine trouble and a garage has failed to fix it. He is 

delighted when he remembers that a friend of his, who lives in Wexford, may 

be of help to him, as he has fixed many cars before and is considered to be a 

good mechanic. Figure 4.9 shows the signer using ‘mm’ to modify the 

adjective GOOD to indicate what a good mechanic his friend is.

This degree marker consisting of puffed cheeks, also denotes a degree of 

difficulty (Sutton-Spence and Woll, 1999:88) evident in Figure 4.10 where the 

signer’s cheeks are puffed, indicating that a degree of difficulty was involved. 

The signer has been telling us the about the boy in the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ 

story who has mislaid his frog. He is searching everywhere in an effort to find 

it. His dog is also looking all over and sticks his head into the glass bowl 

where he inadvertently gets stuck:
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Figure 4.10: The Mouth Gesture puffed cheeks indicating Degree of 

Difficulty

Fergus D: ‘Frog Where Are You?’

Manual Sign: PUT-HEAD-THROUGH-JAR-STUCK

Mouth Gesture: lips closed, pursed, cheeks puffed

BT:00:00:44.93

The signer shows the dog sticking his head in a glass jar and the puffed 

cheeks denote the degree of difficulty involved in getting it out again.

4.2.1.3 Behaviour Non-manuals:

In examining the annotation of the SOI Corpus it can be observed that on 

some occasions, while adverbial mouth gestures were annotated as 

described in the markers discussed above (‘mm’, ‘ee’ etc), on the majority of 

occasions, the same mouth gestures were frequently glossed as ‘closed, 

stretched up/down’ or ‘open stretched up/down’. Coincidently, Mohr-Militzer in 

her examination of mouth gestures in ISL states that:

“I ...want to mention some often recurring mouth gestures which would 

need to be classified as different types of mouth gestures according to 

the manual signs they accompany. Examples of these mouth gestures 

are ‘closed, stretched up/down’ and ‘open, stretched up/down’. The 

signs they occurred with varied a lot, thus they accompanied verbs, 

adjectives and indexical signs alike. This hints at the conclusion that 

they are not limited to certain signs or even constitute an obligatory 

part of certain signs” (2011:135).
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However, as she did not provide any further elaboration of their occurrence, 

this chapter will attempt to account for both their fornn and function within the 

SOI Corpus.

A set of adverbial mouth gestures identified by Schalber and Grose as 

occurring in both ASL and Austrian (OGS) signed languages, and which they 

termed ‘Behaviour Non-manuals’ (2008: 552), may help account for this 

phenomenon in ISL in a systematic way. These adverbial types appear to 

show that their occurrence cannot be predicted based solely on their co

articulated manual form, which confirms the findings for ISL above. The 

researchers postulate that the fact that these types of adverbials are present 

in two geographically distinct signed languages means that they could be 

present in other signed languages. This chapter will seek to establish whether 

or not this is indeed the case with respect to ISL.

Schalber and Grose (ibid) exclude lexicalised non-manuals and echo- 

phonology from the category of Behavioural Non-manuals. Thus they exclude 

the category of Semantically Empty Mouth Gestures that we will discuss in the 

next section.

Claiming that Behavioural Non-manuals are adverbial and that they contribute 

morphemically to the predicate as a whole, Schalber and Grose’s premise is 

that they modify specific components of the “internal structure of the event 

denoted by the predicate” (ibid:555). They consider Behavioural Non-manuals 

as optional (rather than obligatory) parts of the predicate and the frequency of 

their occurrence is subjective on the part of the signer (ibid). Thus they agree 

with the premise (discussed above regarding ISL), that those gestures 

annotated as ‘open/closed, stretched up/down’, are not limited to certain 

manual signs nor can they be considered obligatory. We will see, when we 

quantify their occurrence later in this chapter, in Table 4.4, that this holds true. 

However, they should not be confused with idiosyncratic mouth gestures 

discussed in Section 4.6.
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Behavioural Non-manuals are of two specific recognisable types, Posture 

Non-Manuals (P-NM) and Transition Non-Manuals (T-NM). P-NM ’s consists of 

a continuous facial posture, maintained over a verb phrase. T -N M ’s Involves a 

single abrupt change of articulation, timed to mark a transition between states. 

Table 4.2 illustrates the characteristics of both Posture (P-NM) and Transition 

(T-NM) Non-Manuals as categorised by Schalber and Grose (2008):

Table 4.2: Characteristics of Posture (P-NM) and Transition (T-NM):

Phonology Semantics Syntax

Posture (P-NM) Continuous facial posture M anner Adverbial Scope over 
dynamic VP:

[(P -N M ) Vdp]

Transition

(T-NM)

Single abrupt change of 
articulator

Marks achievem ent of 
transitions

Located between 
V P ’s:

[VP [(T-NM ) VP]]

(Schalber & Grose, 2008:552)

This table identifies two phonologically and morphosyntactically distinct non

manuals produced on the lower face in OGS and ASL:

(i) Syntactically, Posture Non-Manuals have scope over the dynamic 

component of the event i.e. the VdP.

(ii) Transition Non-manuals on the other hand are markers of transitions and 

are syntactically located between two verb phrases.

Figure 4.11 demonstrates the first of these two categories, that of Posture 

Non-Manuals (Schalber and Grose, 2008:552).
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Figure 4.11: Posture Non-Manual in OGS:

P-NM

(Schalber and Grose, 2008:553).

P-NM’s are composed of a continuous facial posture such as pursed lips and 

cheek and mouth corner tension that are co-articulated with manual 

predicates which they modify in both manner and degree but they appear to 

modify other manual signs also.

They have three distinct functions: (a) Indicating the internal state of a 

participant; (b) Indicating how or to what degree a participating entity 

undergoes or experiences the predicate and (c) modifying the dynamic 

component of the event e.g. how the entity moves along a path. We will 

discuss each of these facets in turn.

(a) Indicating the internal state of a participant:

The P-NM in this instance demonstrates how the subject engages in the 

event. The signer in Figure 4.12 is indicating how relaxed she was as she was 

resting.

from OGS:
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Figure 4.12: P-NM indicating the Internal State of a Participant:

(05) Michelle; Where’s my Ladder?

Manual Sign: REST 

Mouthing/MG: open stretched up

BT: 00;00:02.570

Here, the signer is telling how she was resting one warm summer’s day. Her 

baby was asleep and her other children were outside playing so she relaxed 

and watched T.V. In this situation, the P-NM is co-articulated with the verb, 

REST.

(b) Indicating how or to what degree a participating entity undergoes or 

experiences the predicate:

Another example demonstrating the P-NM representing an internal state 

occurs in example 4.13, where the signer is dismayed at the thought of the 

work that has to be completed to get his car road worthy again.

Figure 4.13: P-NM indicating an entity experiencing the predicate:

Fergus (06): Engine Trouble

Manual Sign: INDEX-me

MG: open, stretched down

BT:00:01:47.661
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In this example, the P-NM is co-articulated with an indexical sign. The signer 

is pointing to himself and his mouth gesture shows his desolation at not 

knowing what is in store regarding the problem with his car.

(c) Modifying the dynamic component of the event e.g. how the entity 

moves along a path:

In Figure 4.14, the P-NM modifies the manner of motion as the signer 

articulates how she walked continuously.

Figure 4.14: P-NM modifies the dynamic component of the verb:

(16) Marian: Shopping Trip

Manual Sign: WALK-ALONG

Mouth Gesture: open-stretched down BT:00:02:21.131

However, P-NM’s do not indicate the entity’s initial or final location. We can 

see this in Figure 4.14 above, where there is no change in the mouth gesture 

to indicate location. The mouth gesture in this instance is co-articulated with a 

Legs-classifier.

(11) Transitional Nonmanuals (T-NM):

Schalber and Grose (2008) consider T-NM’s as segmental adverbials, 

composed of a single abrupt change of aperture such as an opening or 

closing of the mouth, marking the transitions between the static and dynamic 

components of the predicate.
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An example of a T-NM taken from Austrian Sign Language (OGS) is shown in 

Figure 4.15 below:

Figure 4.15: Transitional Non-Manual in OGS:

T-NM from OGS:

(Schalber and Grose, ibid:553)

Transitions between static and dynamic components of the predicate include 

those between (a) an initial state and a dynamic event, or (b) the transitions 

between a dynamic event and the final state.

(a) Indicating a transition between an initial state and a dynamic event:

Figures 4.16 (a) and (b) illustrate the transition between static and dynamic 

components of the predicate in Fergus D’s rendition of the 'Frog where Are 

You?’ story.

Figures 4.16 (a) and (b): T-NM indicating A Transition between an Initial 

State and Dynamic Event:

Fergus: ‘Frog Where Are You?’

Manual Sign: TOSSED-BACKWARDS

Mouth Gesture: open/closed BT: 00:02:05.260
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Here the signer is narrating what happened to the boy and his dog as they 

search for his frog. He tells us how the boy, inadvertently, grabbed the antlers 

of a deer (thinking they were tree branches) and was tossed backwards over 

the head of the deer. We can see how he uses the ‘legs’ classifier on his dh to 

demonstrate how the boy was tossed while his nd hand maintains his ‘hold’ 

on the antlers. The T-NM is timed with the manual form expressing how the 

boy rises and travels through the air. The mouth gesture moves from ‘open’ to 

‘closed’.

(b) Indicating the achievement of a transition between the dynamic event 

and the final stage:

In the Figures 4.17 (a) and (b) below, the T-NM marks the transition between 

the dynamic event and the final stage of the predicate.

Figures 4.17 (a) and (b): T-NM Indicating the achievement of a transition 

between the dynamic event and the final stage:

(01) Senan: War in Iraq

Manual Sign; GO-MAD

Mouth Gesture: open, closed BT: 00:00:28.833

The signer tells us that when war broke out in Iraq everything ‘went mad’. We 

can see the Transitional NM (T-NM) here consisting of a single abrupt change 

of aperture i.e. the closing of the mouth indicating the achievement of a 

completion of the event. The mouth gesture goes from ‘open’ to ‘closed’.

The nature of T-NM’s restricts them to single syllables and the non-manual 

changes of aperture or the non-manual changes of the lower face are 

generally timed with various components of the co-articulated manual form. 

These include changes of manual aperture, orientation and movements to
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points of contact. Schalber and Grose claim that this is because T-NM’s are 

sensitive to the same open to closed transitions underlying the manual 

structure. They state that many T-NM’s share phonological features with their 

co-articulated manual forms and therefore appear to be instances of echo- 

phonology, where opening and closing hand movements tend to be 

accompanied by opening and closing mouth movements. However, they 

confirm that in other cases, the features of the T-NM are distinct and do not 

echo those of the manual form. Therefore a phonological account does not 

address the morphosyntactic functions of T-NM’s and their sensitivity to 

underlying event structure, for example when a manual form “includes a 

movement to a point of contact and the co-articulated T-NM is a change of 

aperture” (ibid;554).

Another obvious difference between T-NM and echo phonology is that Woll 

(2001) considers the mouth gestures of echo phonology to be obligatory 

whereas those of Behavioural Non-manual mouth gestures are considered by 

Schalber and Grose (2008) to be optional. This would appear to agree with 

the opinion of Ebbinghaus & Hessmann (2001) above.

By incorporating this category of Behavioural Non-Manuals into the 

categorisation of mouth gestures in ISL, it is possible to account for many of 

those mouth gestures glossed as ‘closed/open, stretched, up/down’ in the SOI 

corpus. A detailed analysis and quantification of these Behavioural mouth 

gestures will be undertaken in Section 4.4.

Schalber and Grose give the following example where both T-NM and P-NM 

appear in the same utterance:

Manual: CAT SWING SMASH AGAINST WALL /SLIDE DOWN WALL 

Mouth G: tongue in and out / exhale

T-NM P-NM

(2008:563)
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The example here shows two events, one of hitting a wall, followed by another 

of sliding down a wall. The first event includes a T-NM, timed with the manual 

form expressing the impact of the cat hitting the wall. This T-NM is then 

followed by a P-NM, modifying the slide down the wall. The events encoded 

here are sequential and the T-NM and P-NM function within an individual 

classifier predicate.

We can find similar examples in the SOI Corpus as in the following illustration 

from Kevin’s rendition of ‘Frog Where Are You?’ demonstrates:

Figures 4.18 (a), (b), (c) and (d): A T-NM and a P-NM in one construction:

Kevin: ‘Frog Where Are You?’

(a) (b)

(c) (d)

Manual: FROG-JUMP-OUT FROG ON GROUND/FROG-HOP-AWAY

Mouth G: open, stretched wide/ closed lips pushed together/ closed------

T-NM / P-NM

BT: 00:00:34.20
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In Figures 4.18 (a) to (d) above shows two events, one of (the frog) jumping 

out of a hole and one of (the frog) hopping away. The first event includes a T- 

NM timed with the manual form expressing the change of state of the frog 

emerging from the hole (‘open, stretched wide’) and landing on the ground 

('closed, lips pushed together’). The first two figures illustrate the change of 

aperture from open to closed and its synchronisation with the movements of 

the hands.

This T-NM is then followed by a P-NM (‘closed’) modifying the ‘hopping away’. 

As in the example given by Schalber and Grose (2008) the events encoded 

here are sequential and the T-NM and P-NM function within an individual 

classifier predicate. However, they state that whilst a T-NM modifies a single 

classifier predicate, a P-NM may extend over multiple classifier predicates 

and modify the internal state of the participant in the events.

There may also be differences in behaviour within this P-NM category 

depending on whether the adverb is subject-or-agent-oriented or a manner-of- 

motion-adverbial. However, Schalber and Grose (ibid) do not research this 

question further. We, however, referred to an aspect of this in the previous 

chapter in Section 3.2.4 in relation to Type 4 mouthings, where we suggested 

that consideration o f ‘focus’ (Boyes Braem, 2001) was important in choosing a 

particular construction. Given this brief review of the behaviour of P-NM so 

far, we can speculate that the P-NM may extend over one manual sign e.g. 

classifier predicate if its purpose is to modify the manner of motion as in 

Figures 4.14 and 4.16 above. However, should the purpose of the P-NM be 

subject or agent-orientated, its scope may include multiple manual forms as in 

Figures 4.18 and 6.16.

4.2.1.4 Summary of Adverbial Mouth Gestures

Our analysis of Adverbial mouth gestures has identified three types of mouth 

gestures which will be quantified with regard to ISL; Adverbs of Manner, 

Adverbs of Degree and Behavioural Non-manuals.
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Within the Category of Behavioural Non-manuals, two phonologically and 

morphologically distinct non-manuals are recognised: (i) Posture Non

manuals (P-NM’s) that modify dynamic events, possessing phonological 

domains that include manual forms, and (ii) Transitional Non-manuals (T- 

NM’s) that mark transitions in the underlying event structure and co- 

articulated with manual marking of the same transitions.

In Section 4.3, Semantically Empty gestures, the second category of mouth 

gestures identified by Crasborn et al. (2008), will be discussed.

4.3 Semantically Empty Mouth Gestures/Echo Phonology: IE- 

type mouth actions):

Semantically Empty gestures are mouth gestures that accompany manual 

signs but do not carry additional or independent meaning and therefore are 

‘semantically empty’ (Crasborn et al., ibid:49). Even though they do not carry 

meaning, these mouth actions may be considered obligatory as they are 

necessary for the sign to be considered well-formed as citation forms (ibid). 

Crasborn et al. based their consideration on an analysis by Schermer (1990), 

as to whether or not a mouth gesture is obligatory. These mouth gestures, 

which mirror or echo the manual movements of the hands, have been termed 

‘echo phonology’ by Woll & Sieratzki (1998).

Crasborn et al. (2008) consider the semantically empty mouth pattern as a 

motoric echo of the manual component of the sign that carries no independent 

meaning. They also consider it to be lexically associated and not borrowed 

from a spoken language.

Within this category of semantically empty signs, apart from echo phonology 

(which we discuss in Section 4.3.1), this research hopes to establish two 

further sub-categories of mouth gestures that are unique to ISL: (i) mouth 

gestures that do not constitute English words but uses English phonetics 

(Section 4.3.2) and (ii) mouth gestures not based on English phonetics 

(Section 4.3.3).
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4.3.1 Echo Phonology:

Echo Phonology is the main constituent of the category of semantically empty 

mouth gestures as defined by Crasborn et al. (2008) and Lewin and Schembri 

(2009). Pfau and Quer (2010) state that there is a strong tendency for non- 

manual markers to be synchronised with the manual part of the sign whereby 

opening and closing hand internal movements tend to be accompanied by 

opening and closing mouth movements respectively.

Bergman & Wallin (2001) for SSL, and Woll (2001) for BSL, also confirm that 

the movements of the hands and the mouth seem to be synchronized. When 

a sign is reduplicated, the mouth movements often conform to the 

reduplication of the manual component.

An example from Norwegian Sign Language (NZSL) shows that when the 

sign DRAa (go away) is reduplicated, the mouth gesture is also reduplicated 

(Vogt-Svendsen, 2001). Ajello et al. (2001) also found that mouth gestures in 

Italian Sign Language (LIS) appear to be co-extensive with the manual sign, 

particularly with the rapidly enacted signs (2001). These findings are further 

corroborated by both Liddell (1980) and Davies (1985) for ASL.

Woll referred to this characteristic synchronisation pattern in BSL as ‘echo 

phonology’ (2002:91; Woll & Sieratzki,1998) in contrast to the static 

configurations of adverbial mouth gestures already described in Section 4.2.1 

above. This ‘subgroup’ of mouth gestures occurs in citation forms of lexical 

signs. Woll considers them as neither adverbials (added to the citation forms 

of the sign), nor enactions. Rather, they are ‘specifiers of meaning’ (2002:91). 

The mouth gestures mirror or echo the manual movements in these signs, 

hence the term ‘echo phonology’. The following syllables were identified: pa>, 

fi>, A p <  ; am< or A m ,  6p ,/and hw or hy> (Woll & Sieratzki, 1998:538). They 

are also examples of very visible, front of mouth articulations.

Woll states that these mouth gestures, unlike those of manner and degree, 

also contain some movement, either of the breath or of mouth configuration.
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They are dependent on the articulatory features of the manual movements of 

the signs for example, pa> accompanies manual signs with either one or two 

active hands. When used with the sign SUCCEED, the movement 

characteristically consists of hands separating and twisting in a single sharp 

action (2001:91).

Thus they resemble the Behaviour Non-manuals discussed above in Section 

4.2.1.3 as many of the T-NM discussed share phonological features with their 

co-articulated manual forms, thereby appearing to be instances of echo 

phonology. However, in other instances, the features of the T-NM are distinct 

and do not echo those of the manual form. This can happen when the manual 

form includes a movement to a point of contact and the co-articulated T-NM is 

a change of aperture as seen in the following Figure 4.19 (Schalber and 

Grose, 2008:561).

Figure 4.19: Demonstration of a Transitional Non-manual from ASL:

(9) ASL

/

(mouth)open => dosed
CAT Vbentrfall.down => to.ground
'The cat falls down to the ground.

(Schalber and Grose, ibid:561).

Therefore, the T-NM included here cannot be analysed purely as echo 

phonology, since:
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“a phonological account does not address the morphosyntactic 

functions of T-NM and their sensitivity to the underlying event structure” 

(Schalber and Grose, 2008:554-555).

Ebbinghaus & Hessmann (2001) also claim that, for DGS, besides the mouth 

gestures which have been assigned an adverbial function, there are those 

which do not have meaning in an obvious way. Therefore, they suggest 

limiting research to this type i.e. those that 'have been proposed as 

candidates for arbitrary phonological components of manual signs’

(2001:142). They list the following signs which co-occur with the mouth 

gesture [p] (the sudden release of a bilabial closure), as examples:

(1) ‘something is got rid o f (GARBAGE, DISMISS, GET-RID-OF);

(2) ‘something collides with something’ (SHOT, BEAT, BURST, SLAPPING, 

EXPLOSION);

(3)’something is directed against something else’ (RETORT; OBJECTION; 

AGAINST);

(4)’ something is lifted out of its environment ‘according to (a) superiority 

(BOSS, INTELLIGENT), or (b) temporal or local relations (IN-THE- 

DIRECTION-OF, LATER).

Ebbinghaus and Hessmann (ibid) consider this accompanying mouth gesture 

[p], to be arbitrary because the actions of the mouth in echo phonology are 

not visually motivated and the process of echoing the formal movement and 

location elements, according to them, loses any iconicity. Therefore, echo 

phonology shows how non-arbitrary gestural forms can be the basis of 

arbitrary spoken forms.

Woll & Sieratzki (1998) also claimed that echo phonology has a structure that 

can serve to support theories about syllables in the manual component of 

signed languages because of their phonological structure, and can also 

provide clues about the possible origin of spoken language phonology.
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In the next example, Fergus D. tells us the carburettor in his car was leaking. 

He indicates this through the movements of both hands and mouth which are 

synchronized and indicative of ^on/the drops leak from the engine. However, 

the mouth gesture is arbitrary and not illustrative of the actual drops.

Figure 4.20: Echo Phonology in ISL:

(06) Fergus D.: Engine Trouble:

Manual Sign; LEAK-FROM-ENGINE BT:00:03:42.093

Mouth Gestures; round, forward, tense, ao (air out)

In Figure 4.20 above, both the signer’s hands and mouth movements are 

synchronized and indicate how the drops leak from the engine. He is 

discussing how his car engine has been giving trouble. We see how the 

annotation of ‘ao’ conforms to the suggestion that some movement of the 

mouth, for example the exhalation of air, is present in echo phonology (Woll & 

Sieratzki’s,1998) as shown in this example.

Within echo phonology we have shown how the researchers mentioned 

above, consider that the articulatory features of the manual sign as the most 

important basis for the mouth gesture. They claim that the mouth gesture itself 

is arbitrary and that iconicity is lost:

“ The oral actions in echo phonology are themselves not visually 

motivated. It is impossible to reconstruct from a syllable such as [j] (in 

the BSL sign EXIST) the meaning ‘exists’, although the manual actions 

can be interpreted as a visually motivated form. In the process of 

echoing the formal movement and location elements, any iconicity is 

lost” (Woll, 2001:97).
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Has iconicity been lost from echo phonology? A question has often arisen as 

to whether signed language onomatopoeia is simply the iconicity of sound 

(Fowler & Heaton, 2006). Sutton-Spence and Woll (1999) demonstrate how 

different languages and cultures affect onomatopoeia in spoken languages. 

They report that a United Nations pig says ‘oink’ to the British delegates but 

‘bu’ to the Japanese; Americans see Superman ‘Zap’ the bad guys, while 

French viewers see him ‘Paf them. Fowler and Heaton state that Deaf and 

hearing people have different perceptions of sound, because of how they 

perceive it and also because of their varying cultures and languages. They 

suggest further research be undertaken to establish the new linguistic 

category of ‘sign onomatopoeia’ (2006:244). This is a point we return to in our 

discussion of iconicity in Section 4.4.1 below.

First, we discuss the first of the new sub-categories of Semantically Empty 

mouth gestures which we suggest be established for ISL, where mouth 

gestures do not constitute English words but use English phonetics.

4.3.2. Mouth Gestures which do not constitute English words but use 

English phonetics:

Some signs are accompanied by a mouth gesture that can be described as a 

sound using English phonetics, but which does not relate to any English word. 

Kristoffersen and Niemala (2006) in their categorisation of mouth patterns for 

the dictionary of Danish Signed Language (DSL), found 35 different mouth 

patterns of this type that do not imitate Danish words but can be described as 

using Danish phonemes e.g. /ar/, /paf/, /fi/ etc.

I propose that a similar category is warranted to account for female gendered 

signs in ISL. Leeson & Grehan, in their description of female gendered signs, 

describe such signs as occurring with specific non-manual components, i.e. 

they are lexically associated. They consider the oral element of these signs as 

‘obligatory’ (2004:44). They do not consider these female gendered signs to 

be idiomatic, that is they do not contain figurative as well as literal meanings
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(ibid). These signs are specific to ISL and do not have easily identifiable 

correlates in English.

With regard to finding correlates in the surrounding language, Vogt-Svendsen 

claims that signers may not always know whether a mouth movement is a 

mouthing or a mouth gesture (that is, it could, in some circumstances, be 

either). She states that it is not always possible to decide the origin of signs 

and sign elements in signed languages and asks whether something is 

categorised as a mouth gesture because that mouth position occurs as a 

mouth gesture in other contexts or could it be that it may be a restructured 

word. She notes that:

“ In Norwegian Signed Language (NSL), with the sign NETTOPP 

(recently), the mouth movement “crack, pursed together, tip out” may 

be a mouth gesture because the mouth position occurs as a mouth 

gesture in many other contexts in NSL, and because that mouth 

position does not appear in spoken Norwegian. On the other hand, this 

mouth position may also be a result of a restructured Norwegian word

 the position of the tongue “tip out” may originally stem from the /t/

in the Norwegian word <nettopp> (recently)”

(2001:32).

Restructuring of English words may also be evident in the female gendered 

ISL sign: DOESN’T SUIT-YOU/ FUNNY-ON that will be discussed in the next 

section, though one of the defining aspects of the semantically empty 

category as defined by Crasborn et al. (2008) is that the mouth gestures are 

not borrowed from the surrounding language.

4.3.2.1 Female Gendered Signs:

A discussion of gendered variation in ISL and its sociolinguistic connotations, 

was undertaken in Chapter Two, therefore further analysis here will be from 

the perspective of how to classify the mouth gestures associated with these 

signs.
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Leeson and Grehan consider these gendered lexemes to be:

“parallel mouth/hand signs lexical items that co-occur with

obligatory, sign-language-specific oral elements in which the oral 

element functions as an obligatory component” (2004:44).

Examples of female gendered signs in ISL are: DOESN’T SUIT YOU/FUNNY 

ON, FOO, WUF and DID-ON-PURPOSE:

Figure 4.21 (a) and (b): DOESN’T SUIT YOU/FUNNY-ON:

b. O ffs e t

Manual Sign: FUNNY-ON

Mouth Gesture: ‘vun-a’

(Leeson and Grehan, 2004:50).

Figures 4.21 (a) and (b) show the onset and offset of FUNNY-ON.

In this sign, the manual sign co-occurs with a soft ‘vun-a’ lip pattern. This sign 

is called FUNNY-ON and the oral component may have been originally 

derived from the English ‘funny on’. Were we in a position to say this 

definitively, then this sign would not be included in the category of 

semantically empty signs as these are not borrowed from a surrounding 

spoken language.

The manual components of this sign involve a primary articulation beginning 

at the mouth, with an ASL ‘F’ handshape. The dh then travels towards the nd 

hand in neutral signing space. The nd has an ASL ‘G’ handshape, with the 

palm facing the signer’s body. The dominant handshape changes from an 

ASL ‘F’ shape to an ‘O’ handshape. Then when the dh makes contact with the
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nd hand, it opens into a 5-handshape, with palm facing down. The final 

component of the sign co-occurs with the ‘ah’ lip pattern. The sign means that:

“an item of clothing or a suit of clothes does not look good on a 

person; that a person’s clothes look funny (strange) on that person.

This item [sign] is typically used by women aged from their mid-thirties 

up” (ibid).

Figures 4.22 (a) and (b) demonstrate the onset and offset of the sign FOO 

which appear to be co-articulated with an arbitrary mouth gesture, composed 

of English phonemes but not having any meaning in that language.

Figure 4.22: FOO:

a. Onset b. O ffset

Manual Sign: FOO (Leeson & Grehan, 2004:48).

Mouth Gesture: ‘a-vu’

FOO can be articulated in two ways. In can be articulated with an ASL T  

handshape that has its onset at the signer’s body at chest level. The hand 

then travels forward, making contact with the nd hand, which finds its position 

in neutral space. The nd hand then travels, palm facing signer, back toward 

the onset point. The movement is rapid and smooth.

FOO is typically used when the signer observes or learns that someone has 

“told an interlocutor something that the person already knew, something that 

is hurtful to the person, or something that the interlocutor should not have 

known” (Leeson & Grehan, 2004:47).
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FOO can also be articulated at the side of the signer. Here the handshapes of 

the donninant and nondominant hands remain in an ASL T  handshape, but 

the place of articulation is lowered and to the right of the signer, so as to be 

observable by a third party. When articulated at this location, FOO is used 

when the signer wants to quietly inform an interlocutor that what the 

interlocutor is saying is inappropriate and that the person should stop. The 

oral component accompanying FOO is comprised of the lip pattern ‘a-vu’. In 

the next illustration. Figures 4.23 (a) and (b) the signer articulates the 

gendered lexeme WUF.

Figure 4.23: WUF

'• O n w t h. O ffse t

Manual Sign; WUF (Leeson and Grehan, 2004:45).

Mouth Gesture; ‘wuf

This sign is articulated with a bent-5 handshape, palm facing sideways. The 

onset of the sign is parallel with the signer’s cheek on the dominant side of the 

signing space. The hand moves across the signer’s face, closing as it moves, 

until it becomes a closed-fist S handshape. The oral component is a /wuf/ 

movement, lending its name to the way the sign is labelled by female signers.

WUF is used in response to one’s finding out that someone other than the 

signer has decided that an activity is not permitted. It is a response to thinking 

that the decision is silly.

This is a female-gendered sign but is now being also used by male signers in 

the thirty to forty-five age group (ibid).
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A further gendered lexeme is illustrated in the following Figure 4.24: 

Figure 4.24; DID-ON-PURPOSE:

a. Onset b. Offset

Manual Sign; DID-ON-PURPOSE (Leeson and Grehan, 2004:49).

Mouth Gesture: ‘buv-e’

This is a two handed sign. The dh takes an ASL ‘G’ handshape, with the palm 

facing the signer. The tip of the index finger moves from a point of onset at the 

chin. As the hand moves, the palm rotates. The hand arcs forward and 

downward and as it moves, the handshape changes, becoming an open-5 

handshape. The palm at this stage faces downward. The nd hand finds its 

position in neutral space, with a flat ‘B’ handshape, palm facing upward. The 

dominant hand makes contact with the nondominant hand and slides along its 

surface. The manual sign here co-occurs with the oral component ‘buv-e’.

DID-ON-PURPOSE can be used in a broad range of circumstances:

“A female signer can use it to refer to her own deliberate actions or to

describe the wilful actions of another person, male or female (or)

when a signer’s interlocutor have deliberately manipulated the

situation (or) when the interlocutor intended no manipulation but it

nevertheless suspected by the signer”

(Leeson & Grehan, 2004:49).
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These signs exist only as female varieties albeit some are now also being 

used more often by younger male Deaf signers and we can count them as a 

variety of semantically empty mouth gestures. Where the mouth gesture co

articulated with FUNNY-ON may originally have been based on the English 

‘funny-on’, mouth gestures accompanying the remaining signs discussed 

appear to be arbitrary. They do not carry additional or independent meaning. 

However they are considered an obligatory part of the sign, since if they are 

not present, the signs are judged to be not well formed as citation forms 

(Schermer, 1990; Brennan, 1992; Sutton-Spence and Woll, 1999; Leeson and 

Grehan, 2004).

They are therefore part of the category of semantically empty signs, similar to 

echo phonology where the movements of the mouth parallel, and never 

oppose the movement of the hands (Crasborn et al. 2008).

In the next section, we discuss mouth gestures which do not constitute 

English words nor do they use English phonetics.

4.3.3 Mouth Gestures which do not constitute English words nor use 

English phonetics:

Kristoffersen and Niemala (2006) also found mouth patterns in DSL bearing 

no relation to the Danish Language and not using Danish phonemes. These 

mouth patterns cannot be analysed as imitating either sounds or words from 

Danish. They cannot be described by Danish phonemes but must instead be 

given a description in prose as to the exact movements made by the mouth. 

They give an example of the manual sign EKISISTENS, meaning ‘existence’, 

‘possession’ and ‘location’, where the mouth performs a quick side-to-side 

movement of the tongue. This appears to form an interesting parallel with the 

sign EXISTS in BSL which we earlier described as being accompanied by a 

prolonged arbitrary ‘shh’ sound (Woll, 2001).

Returning to DSL, Kristoffersen and Niemala identified eighteen different 

mouth patterns bearing no relation to the surrounding Danish language e.g.
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<bite one’s tongue>; < lick one’s lips>; <pout>; <tongue out> were listed by 

(2006:233).

Just as some female gendered ISL manual signs are accompanied by mouth 

patterns that consist of English phonemes, so also are some accompanied by 

mouth patterns that bear no relation to the English language. These demand 

a description in prose of exact movements made in the mouth area. Some of 

the gendered lexemes that constitute this category are SHH and EYEBROW 

RAISE.

The following female gendered sign SHH is used in contexts in which the 

interlocutors are at cross-purposes, for example if the signer asked someone 

to bring her a sheet of paper and instead they brought her a pen, then she 

might use ‘SHH’ to indicate that this was not what she had expected (Leeson 

& Grehan, 2004:46).

Figure 4.25: SHH:

a. Onset o f  O ffset (AS l. K handshapc)

Manual Sign: SHH (Leeson and Grehan, 2004:48).

Mouth Gesture: ‘shh’

Figure 4.25 (a) and (b) illustrate the onset and offset of the sign SHH.

SHH is articulated by the dh and has its onset on the contralateral side of the 

signer’s chest. The hand then arcs across the signer’s chest, making a final 

point of contact on the ipsilateral side, in a position parallel to the onset 

contact point. Two variants of the sign are used. One variant uses the ASL ‘K’ 

handshape and the other variant uses the ISL ‘H’ handshape.
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The oral component, maintained throughout the articulation of the manual 

sign, involves pouting lips as in the articulation of the ‘shh’ sound.

The final female gendered sign discussed as being in the semantically empty 

category is EYEBROW RAISE shown in Figure 4.26 below:

Figure 4.26: EYEBROW RAISE:

FIGUKF 8 . tY E B R O V -R A IS E

Manual Sign: EYEBROW RAISE (Leeson and Grehan, 2004:42).

Mouth Gesture: ‘bbbbbb’

Figure 4.26 illustrates how the manual sign is articulated with the dh in an 

ASL baby ‘C’ handshape, with the palm facing the signer. It can be used in a 

wide variety of contexts and while the manual sign remains the same, the 

non-manual features may change depending on the context. It can occur with 

a tense upper lip to mark surprise or fear at some suggestion, for example the 

idea of a woman walking home alone in a dangerous area late at night. It can 

also occur with wide eyes and a continuous fricative movement with both lips 

together in a continuous fricative ‘b’ movement (Leeson & Grehan, 2004:52).

These examples of female gendered signs do not constitute a comprehensive 

list of the totality of signs in this category. However, they exist only as female 

varieties and we can count them as a variety of semantically empty mouth 

gestures, unique to ISL. They carry no independent meaning (allowing for 

some independent meaning which might attach to the 'tense upper lip’
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mentioned in the above example) and are lexically associated. We also saw 

that the mouth gestures are not borrowed from a spoken language (apart from 

the possibility that FUNNY-ON may be, which were that definitely the case, 

could therefore not be included in this category).

We also draw attention to the female gendered signs DON’T LIKE (1) and 

DON’T LIKE (2) in Figure 4.27 below, where the mouth gesture can be 

considered as the adverbial mouth gesture ‘ee’, signifying intensity, in this 

case of aversion.

DON’T-LIKE (1) and DON’T-LIKE (2) appear to be related forms both in terms 

of articulation and meaning, though DON’T-LIKE (2) ‘seems to exhibit some 

extension of its semantic field’ (Leeson & Grehan, 2004:45).

Figure 4.27 (a) and (b): DON’T-LIKE (1) and DON’T-LIKE (2):

Manual Sign: DON’T-LIKE (1) and DON’T-LIKE (2)

Mouth Gesture: ‘ee (Leeson and Grehan, 2004:45).

DON’T LIKE (1) is articulated by the dh with an open-5 handshape in Figure 

4.27(a). The palm faces up and the little finger makes repeated contact with 

the signer’s body just below the breast. The oral component accompanying 

this sign is stretched lips over exposed teeth. It is conveniently called the ‘ee’ 

lip pattern. It resembles the universal facial expression of aversion. When this 

sign is used, it means that the signer strongly dislikes a person.
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DON’T-LIKE (2): This is a two-handed sign. In this sign, Figure 4.27 (b), the 

little finger and side of the palm of the dominant hand make repeated contact 

with the nondominant hand. It carries a similar oral pattern to DONT-LIKE (1). 

It is also used to convey intense dislike of a person or a “specific artistic 

genre, for example, horror movies or movies about aliens” (Leeson and 

Grehan, 2004:46). This sign could be included with the adverbial mouth 

gesture of manner, ‘ee’, as shown in Figure 4.0 above.

4.3.4 A Summary of the Category of Semantically Empty Mouth Gestures

The category of mouth gestures classed as semantically empty has been 

identified by Crasborn et al. (2008) as consisting of the phenomenon of 'echo 

phonology’ (Woll and Sieratzki, 1998), where the mouth action is a motoric 

echo of the manual component of the sign and has no independent meaning 

in its own right nor is it borrowed from a spoken language.

While we identified this phenomenon as also occurring in ISL in Figure 4.20 

above, we further identified gendered lexemes unique to ISL that can also be 

categorised as being part of the semantically empty category.

In the next section, we discuss the third category of mouth gestures as 

suggested by Crasborn et al. (2008), those of Enaction.

4.4 Enacting Mouth Gestures (‘mouth 4 mouth’, 4-type mouth 

actions)

Crasborn et al. describe enacting mouth gestures as the mouth performing an 

action of the mouth itself e.g. biting, chewing, shouting etc. Their meaning is 

independent and they are not lexically associated. Neither are they borrowed 

from a spoken language (ibid:50).

Enacting mouth gestures may occur in three scenarios: (i) Representing 

actions associated with the meaning of the sign; (ii) Sole articulator of an
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action while the hands provide additional information and (iii) Sole articulator 

without the manual articulator.

(i) Representing actions associated with the meaning of the sign:

An example of this from BSL is the puffing of the cheeks with the sign 

BALLOON or the biting action associated with APPLE (Woll, 2001:90). We 

can see this occurring with a licking action co-articulated with the sign LICK in 

the ISL Personal Story below.

Figure 4.28: Action associated with the meaning of the sign:

(10) Eilish: ‘One Thirsty Dog’

Manual Sign: LICK BT:00:00:39.124

Mouth Gesture: licking action

(ii) Enacting mouth gestures may be the sole articulator of an action:

This scenario is the opposite of what happens in the previous example where 

both hands and mouth articulated the same sign. Here the enacting mouth 

gesture is the sole articulator of the action, and the hands are left free to 

convey related information. Crasborn et al. cite an example of this from BSL 

where the manual sign RUN is accompanied by a ‘shouting’ mouth gesture, 

with the resultant meaning of ‘run while shouting’ (2008:50). Figure 4.29 

illustrates this type of enacting mouth gesture in ISL below.

188



Figure 4.29: A Mouth Gesture as the Sole Articulator of the Action:

Fergus: ‘Frog Where Are You?’

Manual Sign: DOG-LICK-FACE

Mouth Gesture: open, tongue 20%, loll side to side BT:00:00:5.500

Here we see that the mouth alone produces the licking action leaving the 

hands free to convey additional information. In this instance the signer has the 

same point of view as that of the dog who is licking the boy’s face. Meanwhile, 

the nd hand maintains the image of a dog’s paw while the dh signifies the 

dog’s tongue. This is also an example of a constructed action that we will 

discuss in greater detail in Chapter Six. Further, it is also an example of body 

partitioning (Dudis, 2004a) discussed earlier in Chapter Two, where the 

mouth, tongue, eyegaze, head and both manual articulators all cohere to 

produce a blend, a concept we continue to explore in Chapter Five.

(iii) Sole Articulator without the manual sign:

Pfau and Quer (2010) state that, occasionally, a non-manual marker may 

serve a morphological function as a free morpheme through occurring on its 

own without a manual sign. Vogt-Svendsen (2001), agrees that this seems to 

be a function primarily of mouth gestures as opposed to mouthings. In 

Chapter Three we classified mouthings occurring on their own as Type 9 

mouthings which appeared to be examples of Constructed Speech. In the 

following figure from the SOI Corpus, we see an example of a mouth gesture 

occurring without a manual sign:
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Figure 4.30: Mouth Gesture as Sole Articulator without the manual sign:

Kevin: ‘Frog Where Are You?’

Manual Sign:   BT:00:01:56.618

Mouth Gesture: open, corner stretched down.

Here the signer is presenting the point of view of the boy. He expresses the 

concept of dismay or fear through his mouth gesture. He has seen a rat 

emerge from a hole and appears to be contemplating this fact. When the 

signer begins signing again, it will be to tell us how the dog begins to play with 

a beehive. His mouth gesture is enacting the response of the boy

In the next section, we discuss the question of iconicity as any attempt to 

establish an enactment category in ISL must necessarily consider the 

question of iconicity.

4.4.1 Iconicity

Sandler (2003) claims that mouth gestures are classed as iconic because 

they directly convey physical images or sensations associated with the event 

being described by the hands. She states that they represent either the 

appearance of something (over-full, large, etc) or a tactile effect of a motion 

event for example friction or vibration or the tactile effect of an object for 

example soft or lightweight. Taylor (2002) suggests that the resemblance 

between the signifier and the signified, the defining characteristic of an iconic 

sign, has to be a resemblance as perceived by someone. However, Givon 

states that:
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‘Iconicity is not a monolith, but rather may operate at many different 

levels; and ... occasionally motivations derived from different -  equally 

natural -  sources may come into conflict. The resolution of such 

conflicts is not always predictable...’

(1983:212).

This is especially true in the case of signed languages where the sharing of 

cultural experiences is difficult to isolate from iconic signing and, contrary to 

the definition of iconicity as being directly representative of events and objects 

in the real world, iconic signs are not always self-evident and demand a 

degree of construal between the sign and its referent.

Ajello et al. noted that this factor of embodiment within Italian Sign Language 

(LIS), where there was a high degree of iconicity present in mouth gestures, 

gave rise to “a very diverse degree of iconicity in mouth gestures” in their data 

(2001:240). Their research grouped the mouth gestures into three groups of 

differing levels of iconicity. This categorization was based on the model 

developed by Klima and Bellugi (1979): transparent (when a sign is guessed 

by a large number of participants) as in ABBIARE (to bark); translucent (the 

form-meaning of the sign) occurring in NON-PIACERE (to dislike) and opaque 

(when none or very few participants correctly guessed the meaning) as in 

PRESTO (soon).

Ajello et al. stress that the mouth gestures which they categorise as 

‘transparent’ are not to be viewed as imitations of sounds from the real world 

but as:

“movements of the articulatory organs at the proprio-perceptive level 

imitative expressions of fundamentally visual or tactile characteristics of 

objects or actions in the real world. It is a kinaesthetic process by which 

a kind of iconic inter-sensory correlation is made between the 

movement of the articulatory organs, as perceived by the signer, and 

an interpretation of characteristics of the real world” (2001:242).
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Ajello et al. discuss this ‘inter-sensory mechanism’ as not just being a property 

of mouth gestures, but as also being present in spoken language e.g. in the 

Hausa language, where round objects are designated by words that begin 

with the rounding of the lips (ibid).

However, Ebbinghaus & Hessmann argue that while the iconicity of manual 

signs is evident without explanation, no such claims can be made for mouth 

gestures. They claim that motivated mouth gesture is not understandable as 

an abstract form defined by constructive parameters alone, and that while 

iconicity is evident in some mouth gestures, in others ‘it is less translucent and 

harder to paraphrase’ (2001:147). For example, in German Sign Language 

(DGS), while the mouth gesture [bam] accompanying STRIKE (a person), or 

PUNCH (a ticket), may be obvious, the mouth gesture showing the tip of the 

tongue accompanying A-LITTLE, RECENTLY, is somewhat less obvious, 

though it is connected to the concept of ‘little extension’. (Figure 4.5 above 

illustrates this in ISL). Nevertheless, apart from their occurrence in echo 

phonology, Ebbinghaus and Hessmann (2001) consider most mouth gestures 

to be iconically charged.

As Taylor (2002) notes for spoken language, iconicity can be cited as a factor 

that motivates linguistic convention, but the conventions themselves cannot 

be reduced to principles of iconicity. Wilcox claims that when viewed from a 

cognitive perspective, grammatical iconicity is revealed to be just as 

ubiquitous among signed languages as it is among spoken languages 

because;

“visible movements of the hands have even more semiotic potential 

than the predominantly invisible movements of vocal tract articulators, 

signed languages are even more richly iconic that spoken languages” 

(2004b:121).

The following example in Figure 4.31, taken from the SOI Corpus exemplifies 

these viewpoints.
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Figure 4.30: Iconic Information

Michelle (05): Where’s my Ladder?

Manual Sign: CL-ISL-L B ent‘place on rung’x 3 BT:00:01:10.086

Mouth Gesture: open
(Corpus Annotators’ information: “Iconic Information: hand classifier climbing a ladder’’).

We can see, when we know the context, that some precision and careful 

negotiation of steps is involved as the signer describes the careful climbing of 

a ladder. We can consider this as a Posture Non-Manual (P-NM) mouth 

gesture under our previous categorisation in Section 4.2.1.3, as it modifies the 

dynamic component of the event i.e. how the entity moves along the path.

As previously mentioned, Taylor (2002) identifies the defining characteristic of 

an iconic sign to be a resemblance as perceived by someone. Deaf 

interlocutors would immediately be aware of the comprehensive role of the 

accompanying mouth gesture in the context depicted in Figure 4.30 above. 

This however would not be obvious, were we unaware of the context.

The sharing of cultural experiences therefore is difficult to isolate from iconic 

signing, therefore we need to consider another dimension when we examine 

iconicity in signed languages. Wilcox claims that iconicity demonstrates the 

underlying unity of phonological and semantic space as domains within our 

conceptual space. He states that:

“the congruence of phonological and semantic structures in iconicity 

emanates from a common conceptual system that underlies and gives 

structure to both linguistic form and meaning” (2003:41).
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Within the Cognitive Linguistic Framework, linguistic knowledge is considered 

as part of general cognition, that is, language behaviour is part of human 

cognition (Lakoff, 1987).

In the next chapter, we illustrate how both the visual and gestural elements of 

ISL are embodied and convey signer perspective, and we demonstrate the 

importance of non-manual features, in particular those of the mouth, in this 

regard. We discuss how ISL uses the signing space by locating referents in 

locations within this space. These are referential loci that are fundamentally 

iconic, and the verb agreement system is both iconic and metaphorical (Taub, 

2001). The classifier system also provides signs for abstract concepts in an 

iconic fashion, as does aspectual marking for time and manner. Taub 

suggests that, to the best of our knowledge, all signed languages have 

classifiers, 'iconically motivated forms representing shapes, locations and 

movements’ (ibid:225). However, Nyst (2007) has shown that Adamorobe 

Sign Language (AdaSL) makes much more limited use of a classifier system 

that those with which we are familiar. Taub (2001) further claims that all 

signed languages establish referential loci in space and also inflect their verbs 

for temporal aspect. These language structures are pervasive in both older 

and newer signed languages, for example, they are also present in 

Nicaraguan Sign Language (Senghas,1995). Signed languages therefore, are 

similar in their creation of certain grammatical structures and the 

establishment of these structures is motivated by the universal properties of 

human cognition:

“the ability to establish concepts, associate them with visual and 

kinaesthetic images (some of which are universal), simplify the images, 

and choose body parts and movements to encode these

images (these) are part of being human, of having the kinds of

brains, bodies and experiences that we do” (Taub, 2001:227).

In Chapter Six, we examine the role of the ‘mental space’ of signing and the 

‘real space’ of sign usage and how they relate to each other. We consider the 

role that metaphor and iconicity play in this through their shared grammatical
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structures (ibid) and illustrate how mouthings and mouth gestures are intrinsic 

to these structures.

In the next section we consider those signs which are not thought of as iconic 

but may be considered as mimetic replicas of an action.

4.4.2 Mimetic Replica

Any discussion of mimetic signing tends to be emotive as, for so long, signed 

languages were considered to be mere ‘pantomime’ (Klima & Bellugi, 1979). 

Wilcox (2004b) claims that while iconicity in spoken language has been 

acknowledged, with the exception of Pizzuto et al. (1995); Cuxac (2000,1996) 

and Engberg-Pedersen (1996), iconicity in signed language has been 

relegated to the periphery.

Sandler differentiates between a “symbolic icon” and a “mimetic replica”:

“Iconic gestures create a likeness of an object or concept symbolically, 

through a configuration of the hands or mouth. In contrast, a replica 

uses the same body part to replicate itself or an action, made with it. 

According to this distinction, a replica is not symbolic in the same 

sense that an icon is, but is rather imitative or mimetic”

(2009:257).

If we examine Figures 4.28 and 4.29 above, we can see the licking action is 

evident and its meaning can be largely ascertained even without the context. 

However, this is not always the case and as we saw in Figure 4.30 above, 

and unless we are aware of the context, the meaning conveyed by classifiers, 

is not always obvious. [We also saw this in the case of the Hausa language 

mentioned earlier]. Depending on how an object is perceived by any particular 

culture, different morphemes are used in order to classify that object as 

belonging to a particular lexical set, denoting spatial relations or movement 

events, or for delineating the sizes and shapes of objects (O’Baoill & 

Matthews, 2000). For example, Nyst found extensive use of simultaneous
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manual-oral constructions in Adamorobe Sign Language (AdaSL) in the fields 

of size and shape and colour, where the sign for BIG was accompanied by the 

mouthing ‘abo + puffed cheeks’, indicating the “integration of mouthings in the 

language system” (2007:131).

Can we say then that enacting mouth gestures are therefore part of the 

mimetic use of the mouth as suggested by Sandler (2009)? We suggest that 

while they not linguistic, neither are they iconic, rather they may be 

considered isomorphic. They replicate the actual mouth shapes of a 

character. However, here we need to consider the question of embodiment as 

discussed above, and its intrinsic place within signed language. The semantic 

structure, along with other cognitive domains, reflects the mental categories 

which people have formed from their experiences of growing up and acting in 

the world. Our experiences cannot be considered as being given meaning by 

being based on objective reality, nor can they be regarded as totally arbitrary 

and subjective, but are embodied in us as human beings:

“Meaning connected with language, is not separable from all our other 

kinds of knowledge; it incorporates many of the myriad structures in our 

conceptual systems”

(Taub, 2001:17).

I suggest therefore, that the enaction mouth gesture of ‘licking’ in Figure 4.28 

not be considered as a purely “mimetic” gesture as suggested by Sandler 

(2009:257) but rather that it be placed in the Transparent’ category (i.e. when 

a sign meaning is guessed by a large number of participants) as suggested by 

Ajello et al. (2001).

In Chapter Six, we explore the theme of how meaning cannot be separated 

from form in a more comprehensive and detailed manner and examine how 

various linguistic items cohere to represent categories of human cognition.

We will contextualise the discussion of mouthings and mouth gestures in 

signed ISL articulations in terms of their conceptualisation and expression in 

Conceptual Blending.
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In the next section we examine Kinetographs, another type of Enacting mouth 

gestures.

4.4.3 Mouth Gestures as Kinetographs

Kinetograph movements also depict a bodily action. Vogt-Svendsen (2001) 

gives an example of a mouth gesture spread over a series of signs in the fairy 

story called ‘Askeladden and the good helpers’. The mouth gesture, ‘closed, 

puffed out’ is stretched over a long sequence which contains several signs. 

While the signs report what the character in the fairy tale utters, the long-held 

mouth gesture illustrates what he looks like. He had to keep his mouth closed 

in order not to let out seven summers and fifteen winters held there and his 

cheeks were puffed out because they contained all the summers and the 

winters. Vogt- Svendsen (ibid) has surmised that mouth gestures stretched 

over a sequence of manual signs may be a function of mouth gestures only 

and a very special one compared with their other functions.

In the following example taken from the ISL Data, a similar mouth gesture is 

maintained over a series of manual signs;

Figure 4.31: IVIouth Gesture as Kinetographs

Michelle: Where’s my Ladder?

Manual: CI-V-BENT CL-4,+lo+hi WINDOW CL-A LIFT NET CURTAINS 

Mouth Gestures: open, stretched wide, jaw forward BT:00:01:10.086

In Example 4.31, the signer tells us how her three-year-old daughter is angrily 

searching for her LADDER. Her mother, the signer, thinks that the manual 

sign enacted by her daughter means that she wants her BICYCLE and 

explains that the BICYCLE is outside. Her daughter runs to the window; lifts
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the curtain; looks outside and finds that her LADDER is not there. Throughout 

this last segment, the signer has maintained her daughter’s angry, purposeful 

expression. Though the facial expression may be considered as a Whole- 

Face angry expression, its main function is the enaction of the expression on 

the face of the signer’s daughter.

It was considered briefly that this gesture could be classified as a P-NM 

because P-NM’s are considered as having a continuous facial posture 

indicating manner of movement. Hov\/ever, example Figure 4.31 depicts an 

enaction of how the signer’s daughter looked. It is not a modification of 

manner or degree as to how she performed a particular manual action. It is of 

course also the sole carrier of meaning, allowing the hands to expand the 

narrative, similar to a kinetograph and an enacting mouth gesture.

4.4.4 A Summary of Enacting Mouth Gestures (mouth 4 mouth)

Enaction mouth gestures is the third category of mouth gestures identified by 

Crasborn et al. (2008). We examined how this type of mouth gesture can 

occur as a direct imitation of an action by the mouth or as a sole carrier of 

meaning in a signed articulation. We considered the occurrence of 

Kinetographs as an unusual form of mouth gesture and consider such 

instances as both an enaction and a sole carrier of meaning. Therefore, we 

subsume it into the Enaction category, as in this research we have broadened 

out this latter category to encompass the mouth gesture of a character in a 

constructed action.

We examined the part that iconicity plays in signed languages and touched on 

the question of embodiment and how meaning and form cohere in the co

articulation of manual signs and mouth gestures and their relation to 

isomorphism.

In the next section, we consider a fourth type of mouth gesture proposed by 

Crasborn et al. (ibid), that of Whole Face mouth gestures.
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4.5 Mouth Activity in the context of Whole-Face activity (W- 

type mouth actions)

In mouth gestures in the context of whole-face activity, Crasborn et al. (2008) 

consider the mouth as active but not independent of other facial actions and 

that these actions carry some of the mimetic characteristics which we listed 

above as part of the category of Enacting mouth gestures. In such instances, 

the mouth appears to be part of a global facial expression, for example in the 

expression of ‘disgust’, the mouth is involved but has no independent role. 

There is no lexical association nor is there any borrowing from the 

surrounding spoken language.

There are three perspectives from which we can view these mouth gestures 

and we discuss each one in turn:

• Whole Face Expressions are Universal (4.6.1)

• Whole Face Expressions signify the Emotion of the Character (4.6.2)

• Whole Face Expressions are Embodied in Deaf Culture (4.6.3)

4.5.1 Whole Face Expressions are Universal;

Lexically specified facial expressions are closely related to the semantics of 

the sign. Signs such as HAPPY, ANGRY and SURPRISED are accompanied 

by facial expressions reflecting the emotional state and Pfau and Quer (2010) 

consider them as part of the phonology of the sign.

Likewise, it could be claimed that the reaction in the next example from the 

ISL Corpus, is an obvious one, and the reaction of ‘surprise’ is universal 

rather than constituting any particular type of mouth gesture. In the ‘Frog 

Where Are You?’ story, the signer gets a ‘surprise’, (or perhaps ‘shock’ would 

a be more accurate description), when an owl appears out of a hole into 

which the boy has just stuck his head:
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Figure 4.32: Whole Face Expression: SHOCK

Michelle: ‘Frog Where Are You?’

Manual: HEAD-POP-OUT-OF HOLE BT:00:01:51.445

Mouth Gesture: open, jaw low

Whilst the mouth is active and can be considered as part of ‘a global facial 

expression’ (Crasborn et al., ibid), it is not independent of what is happening 

on the rest of the face.

4.5.2 Whole Face Expressions Signify the Emotion of a Character

While mouth actions as part of overall facial expression may be dismissed by 

some researchers as irrelevant (Mohr-Militzer, 2011), in an analysis from a 

Conceptual Blending perspective, the facial expressions of characters who 

are the subject of the action in any discussion of constructed action blends, 

need to be addressed.

Non-verbal gestures signifying the signer’s own emotion at the time of signing 

is relatively rare, in contrast to that signifying the emotions of a character 

being signed about (Sutton-Spence and Day, 2001). Emmorey (2002) says 

that gesture usually reflects the attitudes of the referent. We see an example 

of this in Figure 4.33 below, where the signer shifts perspective to that of the 

boy frantically searching for his dog.

However, Ebbinghaus & Hessmann (2001) do not distinguish between the 

signer and the character being signed about and claim that most, if not all, 

mouth gestures have their origins in expressive gesture. They state that while 

mouth gestures contribute to the semantic content of the utterance, this is not
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similar to the contribution of either manual signs or words. They believe that 

the non-manual adverb ‘mm’ derives its meaning from the fact that the signer 

LOOKS content and satisfied, rather than from any specific configuration of 

the mouth. They also claim that expressive behaviour is culturally controlled 

and not referred to through words, but rather depicted and enacted, and the 

interpretation of this is based on how people in certain situations are expected 

to react. Therefore it is ‘context sensitive and elusive’ (2001:143).

Emmorey agrees, stating that:

‘just as speakers vary in their tendency to use their voice to depict 

different characters or to convey affective information, signers vary in 

the extent in which they use facial expression’ (2002:166).

We however agree with the contention that non-verbal gestures signify the 

emotions of the character being signed about (Sutton-Spence & Day, 2001) 

as illustrated in figure 4.33 from ISL, where the character of the boy displays 

the emotion of one of ‘looking in desperation’:

Figure 4.33: Whole Face Expression Signifying Emotion:

Michelle: Frog Story:

i

w
Manual Sign: LOOK-OUT-THE -WINDOW BT:00:00:53.721

Mouth Gesture: open, round, jaw low

In this example, the signer has shifted perspective to the character of the boy 

in the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ Story, as he looks out of the window, in the vain 

hope of seeing his frog outside. This follows from his waking to find that his 

pet frog had vanished. The mouth gesture is one where the wide-open mouth 

is typical of that of somebody frantically looking for someone or something.
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Further examples from the “Frog Where Are You?’ stories indicate 

SURPRISE being expressed in the same manner as in Figure 4.33 above:

Marian: ‘Frog Where Are You?’: SURPRISE/open, jaw low BT:00:01:47.240 

Kevin: ‘Frog Where Are You?’: SURPRISE/open, jaw low BT:00:03:27.747 

Kevin: ‘Frog Where Are You?’: SURPRISE/open, jaw low BT:00:00:08.040

Emmorey (2002) also states however, that signers do not change their 

obligatory mouth gestures and whilst it can be argued that the above mouth 

gesture is a universal one signifying the emotion conveyed by the character, it 

is perhaps fair to say that in the context in which the signer uses it, it is also 

appears to be obligatory for a Deaf audience and to be embodied in the 

culture as mooted by Ebbinghaus & Hessmann (2001) and discussed in 

Section 4.4.2 above. Further examples from the Personal stories data indicate 

having encoded SURPRISE /jaw low, in a similar fashion:

(17) Kevin: ‘Grave Digging’: BT: 00:02:09.934

(06) Fergus D. ‘Engine Trouble’: BT: 00:02:50.490

4.5.3 Whole Face Expressions are Embodied in Deaf Culture

A cognitive view of grammatical constructions holds that thought is structured 

according to the intended meaning of the speaker in a particular context and 

cannot be parsed along narrow syntactic confines. Concepts constructed by 

language users as they experience living and behaving in the world and 

continually use over time, become embodied, facilitating the establishment of 

a range of abstract conceptual structures within a language. Linguistic 

knowledge cannot therefore be separated from cognition (Lakoff, 1987), for 

example in Figure 4.33 above, the signer embodies the narrative viewpoint by 

describing the actions of a boy through the medium of her own body.

A very pertinent example of the importance of context and embodiment, and 

one that is again unique to ISL, is where this category of Whole-Face 

Expression can distinguish a minimal pair.
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Section 4.3 examined the category of semantically empty mouth gestures and 

discussed the inclusion of female gendered lexemes in this category. While 

some of these gendered lexemes exist only as female varieties (or as with 

WUF, are female signs that male signers occasionally use), there are some 

signs that began as signs used by males only, which are now being used 

throughout the Irish Deaf community. The most readily recognised of these is 

‘the F sign’ seen in Figure 4.34 below. However, it appears that its use may 

be more prevalent amongst men than that amongst women (Leeson and 

Grehan, 2004). The ‘F sign’ is an arbitrary ISL sign whose place of articulation 

is on the non-dominant side of the face, around the jaw line (Matthews, 

1996a).

While we can see that mouth gestures are a primary source of distinguishing 

between the minimal pairs here, we must also be cognisant of head and body 

movements in distinguishing between them.
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Figure 4.34: The ISL ‘F’ Sign:

The Structure o f ISL

D IS B E L IE F  (as in, for
example, the expression in 
English ‘you can take that 

with a grain o f salt’)

SURPRISE (as in, for 
example, ‘ I didn’t know

FALSE
(as in the sense ‘unreal’ .

that’ , or ‘that’s a new one on 
me’)

‘untrue’, ‘ lie’)

' i

Oops, I got it wrong, my 
mistake

Oops, I got it wrong, my 
mistake ‘emphatic’

Surprise, shock. 
Amazing news

The ISL ‘F’ Sign (O’Baoill and Matthews, 2000:168).

While it may be that we wish to treat signs that are articulated manually in the 

same way, Figure 4.34 demonstrates how minimal pairs are distinguished 

very effectively through non-manual features in the articulation of the ‘F’ sign 

in ISL;

“Whenever different non-manual expressions accompany the same 

manual sign, it usually means a change of meaning”.

(O’Baoill & Matthews, 2000:168).

When the same sign ‘F’ is articulated on the face its meaning changes 

depending on the accompanying:
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“pace of movement combined with various non-manual features 

together with the head and shoulder movement. These combinations of 

features give rise to several explicitly different meanings”

(Matthews, 1996a: 157).

These disparate meanings include DISBELIEF, SURPRISE, FALSE, 

SURPRISE and OOPS I GOT IT WRONG. However, as DISBELIEF and 

FALSE also indicate a downward movement we consider them separately as 

they also rely further on the mouth gesture (and a head movement) to 

distinguish them as a minimal pair. While we recognise that non-manual 

features other than mouth gestures are involved here, we can see how the 

absence of the mouth gesture could impede the meaning.

In this section we demonstrated how Whole-Face mouth gestures appear to 

be embodied in ISL and in the case of the unique ‘F’ sign, to be necessary for 

distinguishing between minimal pairs.

4.5.4 Summary of Whole-Face Gestures

This category of Whole-Face mouth gestures (W-type mouth actions) includes 

universal facial expressions and those that express emotion.

Crasborn et al. (2008) found that these W-type mouth actions accounted for 

16% to 20% of all mouth activity in their research. They regard this finding as 

substantial, but as this category is comprised of actions of the face generally 

and not specifically informative of mouth actions, it was excluded from further 

discussion. They also considered the mouth gestures included in that 

category to be too heterogeneous to be discussed as a group.

However, spreading of Whole-Face actions may be relevant when 

investigating the formation of narrative or information structure domains (ibid) 

and considering this, in the next chapter, where we discuss Conceptual 

Blending in discourse and narrative, Whole-face mouth patterns will form part 

of the analysis and will be classified under one umbrella heading of Whole-
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Face mouth gestures. We consider Enacting mouth gestures to be associated 

more with referents associated with changing perspectives in surrogate 

space, while Whole-face mouth gestures relate to the persona of signers 

themselves.

In the next section, alerted by annotations on the SOI Corpus, we establish a 

category of signs unique to ISL.

4.6 Idiosyncratic IVIouth Gestures

In the course of this analysis of mouth gestures within the SOI corpus, some 

mouth gestures have been glossed as ‘idiosyncratic’. Ajello et al. also raise 

this aspect with regard to Italian Sign Language (LIS), stating that one aspect 

of mouth gestures which still needs to be studied in depth concerns the 

variability in the realisations of the same mouth gesture:

“It is important to establish whether it is an individual variability (but of 

an allophonic or of a paralinguistic type?) or whether it is connected to 

a variation of meaning, as a parameter of different degrees of lip 

aperture would seem to indicate” (2001:244).

We have already mentioned adverbs of degree above, but ‘different degrees 

of lip aperture’ have not so far been examined with regard to how degrees of 

aperture may map onto degrees of variations of meaning, nor are they within 

the scope of this current analysis.

Sandler (2009), while acknowledging that idiosyncrasy has been found in 

mouth gestures in Israeli Sign Language states that it may be that McNeill’s 

(1992) criterion that gestures are idiosyncratic, having no standards of form, 

will have to be relaxed somewhat for mouth gestures in signed language. She 

claims that mouth gestures may be somewhat less free in form than are the 

manual gestures that accompany spoken language, in fact, it may turn out 

that there is a continuum from true mouth gestures to more conventionalised 

mouth shapes of the adverbial system. Vermeerbergen & Demey (2007) also

206



suggest that signers make use of a range of forms and therefore not all 

manual production from signers may be considered as belonging to one end 

of the continuum.

In her study of a corpus of Israeli Sign Language, Sandler found that the 

idiosyncratic and context-sensitivity exhibited by mouth gestures contrasts 

with patterns observed in linguistic non-manual signals. In a study that elicited 

different kinds of isolated sentences in Israeli Sign Language, such as polar 

questions, wh-questions and conditionals, she found that facial intonational 

patterns were identical across signers. Conventionalised and adverbial mouth 

shapes also behaved uniformly (2009:260). However, as these findings were 

based on elicited material, citation forms may be more evident in responses, 

especially as that material consisted of isolated sentences. We discuss the 

gesture-language interface below in Section 4.9, but first we examine two 

reasons advanced for a tendency for gesture to move towards 

conventionalisation in this modality:

First, we can note that the mouth has far fewer configurational options than 

the hands, especially when we consider the two hands together. This means 

that each mouth gesture is relatively simple and easy to process. The fact that 

the signed language addressee looks at the face of their signing interlocutor 

rather than at the hands, makes this processing more immediate.

Second, mouth gestures are transmitted visually like the rest of a signed 

language. Sandler claims that:

“the pressure to conventionalise simple and salient gestures that are 

transmitted in the same perceptual modality as the words of the 

language might in some cases overwhelm the idiosyncrasy that mouth 

gestures have at their original (Sandler, 2003:402).

In the course of the examination of the SOI corpus, we found that not all 

mouth gestures have been standardised and we therefore suggest that a 

category of idiosyncratic mouth gestures be established for ISL.
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4.7 Distribution of IVIouth Gestures for Individual Signers:

The distribution of mouth gestures for each individual signer whose production 

was considered as part of this study, and calculated for both Personal and 

'Frog Where Are You?’ stories, appears in Table 4.3. The total number of 

mouth gestures in each story was counted (PS: Personal Story; FS; ‘Frog 

Where Are You?’ Story), and each individual type is shown as a percentage 

of that total. The percentage result is based on the total number of mouth 

gestures occurring in each story, not on the total number of mouth patterns 

including mouthings.

Table 4.3: Number of Mouth Gestures by category for each participant in 

both Personal Stories and Frog Stories [percentage of total number of 

mouth gestures]:

Signer A-Type
(Adverbial)

E-Type
(Semantic

ally Empty)

4-Type
(Enaction)

W-Type
(Whole-Face)

1-Type
(Idio

syncratic)

Total no. 

of mouth 

gestures 

per story 

(100%)

Michelle PS 45.2% [19] 2.3% [1] 4.7% [2] 30.9% [13] 16.6% [7] 42

FS 75.0% [45] 0% 13.3% [8] 8.3% [5] 3.3% [2] 60

Fiona PS 62.5% [20] 6.25% [2] 0% 28.1% [9] 3.1% [1] 32

FS 76.9% [30] 0% 7.6% [3] 10.2% [4] 5.1% [2] 39

Sean PS 56.3% [9] 0% 6.25% [1] 37.5% [6] 0% 16

FS 54.5% [24] 0% 13.6% [6] 31.8% [14] 0% 44

Fergus D PS 56.0% [37] 0% 10.1% [7] 21.2% [14] 12.1% [8] 66

FS 68.4% [65] 1.0% [1] 16.8% [16] 13.6% [13] 0% 95

Kevin PS 60.6% [20] 0% 9.0% [3] 30.3% [10] 0% 33

FS 72.7% [48] 3.0% [2] 10.6% [7] 12.1% [8] 1.5% [1] 66

Marian PS 64.7% [33] 3.92% [2] 5.8% [3] 11.7% [6] 13.7% [7] 51

FS 64.4% [29] 0% 11.1%[5] 20.0% [9] 4.4% [2] 45

Average PS 57.6% [23] 2.1% [0.8] 6.0% [2.7] 26.6% [9.7] 7.6% [3.8]

FS 68.6% [40.2] 0.7% [0.5] 12.2% [7.5] 16.0% [8.8] 2.4% [1.2]

This detailed analysis allows us to see that the category of Adverbial mouth 

gestures is the largest category across all signers, accounting for an average
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of 63.1% of all mouth gestures, therefore we discuss these in detail in the next 

Table 4.4.

Semantically Empty (E-Type) mouth gestures account for an average of 1.4% 

of the total number of mouth gestures, while Enacting Mouth Gestures (‘4’ 

Type) account for 9.0%.

Whole-face mouth gestures (W-Type) account for 21.3% of mouth gesture 

activity. This is a significant proportion of the total number of mouth gestures 

and as we already discussed, cannot therefore be dismissed as irrelevant.

The category of Idiosyncratic mouth gestures averages 5% of the total 

number of mouth gestures observed in both Personal and Frog stories and 

therefore warrants a category in its own right.
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Table 4.4: Number of Types of Adverbial Mouth Gestures by category for 

each participant in both Personal Stories (PS) and Frog Stories (FS) 

[percentage of total number of mouth gestures]:

Signer Manner Degree Adjectival P-NM T-NM Total no. 

of Adverbial 

MG per story 

(100%)

Michelle

PS

FS

26.3% [5] 0% 10.5% [2] 63.1%[12] 0% 19

6.6% [3] 2.2% [1] 8.8% [4] 60% [27] 22.2%[10] 45

Fiona

PS

FS

35% [7] 0% 8.3% [1] 60% [12] 0% 20

25.9% [7] 0% 7.4% [2] 55.5%[15] 11.1%[3] 27

Sean

PS

FS

33.3% [3] 0% 33.3% [3] 11.1%[1] 22.2%[2] 9

20.8% [5] 25% [6] 0% 50% [12] 4.1% [1] 24

Fergus D 

PS 

FS

10.8% [4] 45.9%[17] 21.6% [8] 21.6% [8] 0% 37

10.7% [7] 9.2% [6] 7.6% [5] 46.1%[30] 26.1%[17] 65

Kevin

PS

FS

40% [8] 25% [5] 0% 35%[7] 0% 20

10% [6] 3.3% [2] 3.3% [2] 55%[33] 28.3%[17] 60

Marian

PS

FS

3.0% [1] 6.0% [2] 3.0% [1] 75.7%[25] 12.1%[4] 33

6.8% [2] 3.4% [1] 0% 41.3%[12] 48.2%[14] 29

Table 4.4 illustrates that Behavioural mouth gestures constitute the largest 

category of adverbial mouth gestures across all signers. Postural Non- 

Manuals (P-NM), having a continuous facial posture, account for an average 

of 44.4% of mouth gestures in the adverbial category in the Personal stories 

and an average of 51.3% in the Frog stories.

Transitional Non-Manual (T-NM) mouth gestures, indicating a single abrupt 

change of articulator, account for an average of 5.7% of the total number of
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adverbial mouth gestures in the Personal stories and an average of 23.3% in 

the Frog stories.

Three aspects of these results are immediately interesting:

(i) At the outset of this research, we hypothesised that a greater occurrence of 

mouth gestures was to be expected in the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ stories than 

in other narratives. This has proven to be the case with regard to adverbial 

mouth gestures with both Postural (P-NM) and Transitional (T-NM) Non- 

Manuals occurring more frequently in the Frog stories.

(ii) The frequency of occurrence of Transitional Non-Manuals (T-NM’s) may 

be influenced by the story genre i.e. more T-NM may occur in less formal 

registers. However, this requires more research and is outside the remit of 

this current analysis.

(iii) Adverbs of Manner average 24.7% in the Personal stories and 13.4% in 

the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ stories.

What we find is that adverbs in the category of degree account for an average 

12.8% of mouth gesture activity in the Personal stories and of 7.1% in the 

‘Frog Where Are You?’ stories while those in the adjectival category average 

12.7% in the personal stories and 4.5% in the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ stories.

All three categories of adverbial mouth gestures, those of manner, degree and 

adjectives (in this adverbial category) appeared to occur more frequently in 

the Personal stories. We can hypothesise as to the reason for this. These 

three categories tend to associate with one lexical item. A more 

conventionally articulated narrative, for example a Personal Story, may tend 

to be articulated utilising the established lexicon and citation forms of signs to 

a greater extent. The ‘Frog Where Are You?’ stories on the other hand tend to 

make a greater use of the productive lexicon which lends to itself to whole 

phrases being produced with an accompanying mouth gesture, particularly 

Behavioural non-manuals. The increase in T-NM’s, evident in the Frog stories,
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suggests that greater use is made of a more phrase-based structure involving 

the predicate.

Table 4.5 illustrates the distribution of the second category of mouth gestures 

analysed i.e. the semantically empty category of mouth gestures.

Table 4.5: Number of Types of Semantically Empty Mouth Gestures by 

category for each participant in both Personal Stories (PS) and Frog 

Stories (FS) [percentage of the total number of mouth gestures in each 

story]:
Signer Echo

Phonology

English

Phonemes

Non-English

Phonemes

Total no. of mouth 

gestures in each 

story (100%)

Michelle

PS

FS

0 0 1 [2.3%] 42

0 0 0 60

Fiona

PS

FS

2 [6.25%] 0 0 32

0 0 0 39

Sean

PS

FS

0 0 0 16

0 0 0 44

Fergus

PS

FS
0 0 0 66

0 0 0 95

Kevin

PS

FS

0 0 0 33

1 [1.5%] 0 0 66

Marian

PS

FS

0 0 2 [3.92%] 51

0 0 0 45

From this data we can see that not many of ISL signers in this subset of the 

corpus use echo phonology. This is in line with the finding of Lewin and 

Schembri (2009), who analysed the same BSL data as Crasborn et al. (2008),
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from the ECHO (European Cultural Heritage Online) corpus. They examined 

occurrence of tongue protrusion, the ‘th’ adverbial mouth gesture in the 

signing of two BSL signers, one male and one female. They found that the 

male signer used no echo phonology in the thirty one signs he articulated 

while the female had three instances in a total of sixteen signs, equating to 

18.7% of the total number of the specific mouth gestures they examined. In 

our ISL analysis we see that Echo Phonology was limited to three instances 

amongst two signers, with one female signer being responsible for two 

instances equating to 6.25% in a total of thirty two mouth gestures and the 

male signer had one instance, equating to 1.5% of the total of sixty six mouth 

gestures examined, as shown in the above table.

The number of Enacting mouth gestures that occurred in each of the ISL 

stories examined is illustrated in Table 4.6.
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Table 4.6: Number of Types of Enacting Mouth Gestures by category for 

each participant in both Personal Stories and Frog Stories [Percentage 

of total number of mouth gestures in each story]:
Signer Iconic Kinetographs Total no. of mouth gestures 

in each story (100%)

Michelle

PS

FS

1 [2.3%] 1 [2.3%] 42

8 [13.3%] 4 [6.6%] 60

Fiona

PS

FS

0 0 32

3 [7.6%] 0 39

Sean

PS

FS

1 [6.25%] 0 16

6 [13.6%] 0 44

Fergus

PS

FS

7 [10.6%] 0 66

14 [14.7%] 2 [9.5%] 95

Kevin

PS

FS

3 [9.0%] 0 33

6 [9.0%] 1 [1.5%] 66

Marian

PS

FS

3 [5.8%] 0 51

5 [11.1%] 0 45

Table 4.6 demonstrates that the number of iconic mouth gestures increases 

when the signers are articulating the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ stories. The table 

also shows that the signers also made use of kinetographs (Vogt-Svendsen, 

2001), where the mouth remained closed over a series of signs. With regard 

to the latter, Liddell noted the use of ‘mm’ across an entire clause but stated 

that it was ‘not yet clear how to account for such usage’ (1980:66). However, I 

suggest that these can be classed as P-NM mouth gestures as the mouth 

gesture remains fixed throughout a series of signs, indicating how an entity 

moves along a path.
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If a decision is made to use a categorisation based on Behavioural Non

manuals, then the sub-category of kinetograph becomes redundant.

Table 4.7: Number of Types of Whole-Face Mouth Gestures by category 

for each participant in both Personal Stories (PS) and Frog Stories (FS) 

[percentage of total of mouth gestures in each story]:
Signer Whole-Face Total

Michelle

PS

FS
8 [19%] 42

5 [8.3%] 60

Fiona

PS

FS

9 [28.7%] 32

4 [10.2%] 39

Sean

PS

FS

6 [37.5%] 16

14 [31.8%] 44

Fergus

PS

FS

14 [21.2%] 66

13 [13.6%] 95

Kevin

PS

FS

10 [30.3%] 33

8 [12.1%] 66

Marian

PS

FS

6 [11.7%] 51

9 [20%] 45

In the introduction to this category, we suggested that universal Whole-Face 

mouth gestures incorporate the sub-categories of emotion and embodiment.

In our examination this hypothesis appears to be strengthened as we see that 

Whole-Face gestures incorporate facial gestures that are universal like 

‘sleep’, those of an emotional nature like ‘frightened’ and those embodied in 

ISL such as the ‘F’ sign.

As we can see from Table 4.7, 66% of signers used more Whole-Face 

gestures in the Personal stories than in the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ stories 

while use of Enacting mouth gestures in Table 4.6 is inverted: occurring more
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frequently in the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ stories than in the Personal stories. 

This is an interesting finding and may be related to Constructed Action which 

we discuss in Chapter Six. For now we can say that the Personal stories 

contain direct narration in many instances and are concerned with the signer’s 

own emotion whereas the Frog stories are concerned with a referent and 

therefore may be more likely to be an enaction.

We present Table 4.8 here to illustrate the pervasiveness of Idiosyncratic 

Mouth Gestures in the ISL data:

Table 4.8: Number of Types of Idiosyncratic Mouth Gestures by category 

for each participant in both Personal Stories (PS) and Frog Stories (FS) 

[percentage of total mouth gestures in both stories]:
Signer Idiosyncratic Mouth Gestures Total number of mouth gestures in 

each story (100%)

Michelle

PS

FS

7 [16.6%] 42

2 [3.3%] 60

Fiona

PS

FS

1 [3.1%] 32

2 [5.1%] 39

Sean

PS

FS

0 16

0 44

Fergus

PS

FS

8 [12.1%] 66

0 95

Kevin

PS

FS

0 33

1 [1.5%] 66

Marian

PS

FS

7 [13.7%] 51

2 [4.4%] 45

It appears from the above results that there are more idiosyncratic gestures in 

Personal stories that in the ‘Frog Where Are You’ stories. It appears that
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some idiosyncratic mouth gestures may also be based on a purely gestural 

form and glossed as English idioms as shown in the following example:

(06) Fergus D.: ‘Engine Trouble’

Manual: ‘taking that long’ BT:00:03:22.000

Mouthing: open

In this example, the signer tells us that he was waiting so long to get his car 

fixed, that he eventually, at Sam, fell asleep.. He adds that he couldn’t believe 

the job would take that long. The lexical gloss for the manual articulation has 

been annotated as ‘taking that long’.

We see further evidence of this in the next example:

(16) Marian: ‘Shopping Trip’

Manual: ‘so what?’

Mouthing: closed, forward BT: 00:00:32.850

We can see idiosyncratic mouth patterns which may have evolved in the 

schools in the next two examples, the first example eliciting a mouth gesture 

based on a unique form of the manual signs and the second example 

illustrating a unique mouthing:

In the next example, Michelle realises that the ‘ladder’ her daughter has been 

looking for is the back of a broken chair which she has thrown out in the back 

garden. The manual signing indicates that she may not want her daughter to 

know this.

(05) Michelle: ‘Where’s my Ladder” BT: 00:01:48.750.

This example has been annotated in the SOI Corpus as:

“Non-standard orientation, as if signing is kept secret from daughter, ‘under 

the table’ as at school”.

The signer recognises what it is her daughter wants, and realises that she has 

thrown the item (a broken chairback) out, and doesn’t want her daughter to 

know:
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Manual: MY HOUSE HOLDING BROKEN LADDER

Mouthing: my house, closed, stretched down, forward

A further example in the personal story ‘Animals in the Classroom’, Marion 

rubs a kitten which she has brought into the classroom while worried as to 

what she will do with it now that the teacher is returning:

(08) Marion: ‘Animals in the Classroom’

Manual Sign: RUB-KITTEN ++ 81:00:00:37.274

Mouthing: help Mummy

(Annotated as “St. Mary’s mouth pattern”)

While there is an argument that these examples could be subsumed into the 

Behavioural category of mouth gestures, I suggest that it might be more 

beneficial to maintain a distinct category of idiosyncratic mouth gestures as a 

visible expression of the unique forms of signing developed within the schools 

for Deaf pupils.

Tables 4.9 and 4.10 provide a summary of the mouth gesture categories as a 

percentage of the total mouth gestures occurring in each story. As we can 

readily see, adverbial mouth gestures are the largest category (63.1%), with 

Whole-Face mouth gestures the second largest (21.3%).

These types of mouth gestures were recorded for both male and female 

signers in all stories, and they appear to be an intrinsic part of the categories 

of ISL. Therefore, we suggest that a more structured method to account for 

their occurrence is one that uses the category of Behavioural Mouth Gesture
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Table 4.9: Distribution of Mouth Gestures in Personal Stories by signer.
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90%
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Idiosyncratic

■ Whole-Face 

Enacting

■ Semantically Empty

■ Adverbial

It is interesting to note here that only the three female signers are shown to 

employ both Semantically Empty and Idiosyncratic signs.

Table 4.10: Distribution of Mouth Gesture categories in the Frog stories 

by signer.
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Here, we can note, that the largest number of Idiosyncratic signs are again 

articulated by the female signers.

219



While data displayed in previous tables showed percentages calculated on 

the basis of the total number of mouth gestures in any given story, Table 4.11 

below shows figures in terms of the total number of mouth patterns including 

the number of mouthings (discussed in the previous chapter) in each story.

In ISL, Adverbial (A-Type) mouth gestures averaged 13.7% in the Personal 

stories and 21.8% in the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ stories. When taken as a 

percentage of the total number of mouth patterns, (mouthings and mouth 

gestures), Crasborn et al. (2008) found that Adverbial mouth gestures (A- 

Type) accounted for 21% in BSL, 30% in NGT and 14% in SSL, an overall 

average of 21%. As the research of Crasborn et al. (ibid) was based on 

Aesop’s fables, the second figure for mouth gestures in ISL (21.8%) is the 

more obviously comparable one, as it relates to the ‘Frog, Where are You?’ 

story. Both research outcomes demonstrated that adverbial mouth gestures 

are the most frequently occurring category of mouth gestures.

In ISL, Semantically Empty (E-Type) mouth gestures averaged 0.3% in the 

Personal stories and 0.2% in the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ stories. The 

occurrence of Semantically Empty (‘E’ Type) was shown to be 2% in BSL, 8% 

in NGT and 7% in SSL, an overall average of 5.6% (Crasborn et al. 2008). As 

we saw earlier, Lewin and Schembri (2009), using the same data as Crasborn 

et al. (2008), found 0% echo phonology in a male signer in BSL and 18.7% in 

a female BSL signer. Therefore there appears to be great variation in this 

category. Crasborn et al. (ibid) appear to limit the semantically empty category 

to echo phonology only, and their results are calculated on the total number of 

mouth patterns including mouthing.

With regard to Enaction (4-Type) mouth gestures in ISL, this research has 

found that this category accounted for 1.6% in the Personal stories and 3.8% 

in the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ stories, the latter again being closer in genre to 

Aesop’s fables and therefore in agreement with the findings of Crasborn et al. 

(ibid), who claim that Enaction (‘4 ’ Type) accounted for between 5% and 7% 

of all mouth activity (ibid).
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Whole-Face (W-Type) mouth gestures in ISL averaged 6.9% in the Personal 

Stories to an average of 5.7% in the 'Frog Where Are You?’ stories, when all 

mouth pattern types including mouthing are involved, showing the greatest 

divergence in results from those of Crasborn et al., who found that Whole- 

Face (W-Type) mouth gestures were present in 16% to 20% of mouth 

patterns in the three signed languages studied. However, as a category within 

the total number of mouth gestures alone in ISL, they averaged 21.3% and if 

we examine the results of individual signers, we can see that usage varies 

from 1.8% in one signer to 13.5% in another for the Personal Stories and from 

1.8% to 10.2% in the Frog Stories.

It is interesting to note that the signer who showed fewest W-Type mouth 

gestures in the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ Story, (Fiona), was also the signer who 

produced the most mouthings in both stories (90.7% and 81.5%) while the 

signer who produced the least number of W-Type mouth gestures in the 

Personal Story, (Marian), was the signer with the second highest level of 

mouthings in the Frog Stories (67.3%).This appears to confirm the view that 

the more mouthings present in a story, the fewer mouth gestures will be 

present in the same narrative (Sutton-Spence & Day, 2001). It also 

corroborates our findings in Chapter Three, that female signers used more 

mouthings than male signers in this research on the SOI Corpus.
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Table 4.11; Number of Mouth Gestures by category for each participant 

in both Personal Stories (PS) and Frog Stories (FS) [percentage of total 

mouth patterns including mouthings]:
Signer A-Type E-Type 4-Type W-Type 1-Type Total no. of 

mouth 

patterns per 

story (100%)

Michelle

PS

FS

15.2% [19] 0.8% [1] 1.6% [2] 10.4% [13] 5.6% [7] 125

28.8% [45] 0% 5.1% [8] 3.2% [5] 1.2% [2] 156

Fiona

PS

FS

5.7% [20] 0.5% [2] 0% 2.6% [9] 0.2% [1] 346

14.2% [30] 0% 1.4% [3] 1.8% [4] 0.9% [2] 211

Sean

PS

FS

14.5% [9] 0% 1.6% [1] 9.6% [6] 0% 62

17.5 [24] 0% 4.3% [6] 10.2% [14] 0% 137

Fergus D 

PS 

FS

10.1% [37] 0% 1.9% [7] 3.8% [14] 2.2% [8] 363

23.4% [65] 0.3% [1] 5.7% [16] 4.6% [13] 0% 277

Kevin

PS

FS

27.0% [20] 0% 4.0% [3] 13.5% [10] 0% 74

25.8% [48] 1.0% [2] 3.7% [7] 4.3% [8] 0.5% [1] 186

Marian

PS

FS

9.9% [33] 0.6% [2] 0.9% [3] 1.8% [6] 2.1% [7] 331

21.3%[29] 0% 3.6%[5] 6.5% [9] 1.4% [2] 138

For the purposes of this research, the categories of mouth gestures 

suggested at the outset will be maintained. The Adverbial category will 

incorporate Behaviour Non-manuals, but will not include the sub-categories of 

Degree and Adjectives.

The Enaction category consists of mouth gestures embodied by signers in 

their depiction of the perspective of a character in a narrative. This category 

also contains ‘transparent’ mouth gesture imitative of the actions of the mouth 

itself.
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The Semantically Empty category of echo phonology and female gendered 

signs is also necessary as no other category can account for them.

The Whole-Face and Idiosyncratic categories are also maintained, the latter 

because it is illustrative of the various influences on ISL.

Table 4.12 illustrates the final set of categories that we utilise in this analysis:

Table 4.12: Categories of Mouth Gesture
1. A dverb ial 
(A -Type)

2. S em antically  
Em pty (E -Type)

3. Enaction  
(4 -Type)

4. W ho le  Face  
(W -Type)

5. Id iosyncratic

• Behavioural
\

(P -NM )
(T-N M )

• Echo Phonology

• English Phonemes

• Non-English 
Phonemes

• Transparent

• Embodied

• Universal • Idiomatic

• Gestural

4.8 Mouth Gestures and the influence of Register

Sutton-Spence & Day collected data in seven different registers in BSL. They 

suggested that these registers may be divided into those that are primarily 

“informative” and those that are primarily “narrative" and “descriptive” 

(2001:70). The informative registers consisted of demographic interviews, 

news interpreting and lectures. The descriptive and narrative registers 

consisted of news stories, stories supplying teaching material, and fantasy 

stories. Analysis of data arising from informative registers had higher 

incidence of mouthings and correspondingly lower incidence of mouth 

gestures. They hypothesised that the relatively low percentage of mouthings 

(44%) found in Fantasy stories implied that the number of mouth gestures 

was high. These findings corresponding to our findings for ISL above.

Crasborn et al. (2008) note that the broad similarity evident in their findings 

between the three signed languages they examined, may have been due to 

the fact that the signers from all three countries were signing in the same 

register, that of storytelling. They postulate that comparison of the present 

data with signing in other registers (e.g. personal narratives, lectures or
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dialogues) may serve to distinguish the possible effect of signing in a common 

register from actual differences between the three languages. To this end 

further research was undertaken by van de Sande & Crasborn (2009) with 

regard to NGT. They found that Whole-Face (W-Type) mouth gestures 

occurred 31% of the time in narratives and 12% in interactive stories. The 

larger proportion of mouthings in the interactive (conversation) register (78%) 

as opposed to the story telling (narrative) register (47%), is balanced primarily 

by the relatively more W-type gestures in the narrative register (31%) as 

opposed to the interactive register (12%) and to some extent by the difference 

in the ‘A’ type categories (9% in narrative stories; 4% in interactive stories) 

and ‘4 ’ type (4% and 1% respectively).

These findings demonstrate that there are differences arising across signed 

languages, for example our ISL data results differ from that of Crasborn et al. 

(2008) in their discussion of the same phenomenon in NGT. However, a key 

point here with regard to register in the (2009) findings, is that a greater 

number of mouthings occur in the interactive or conversational register (78%) 

as opposed to the narrative or story telling register (47%), showing that the 

proportion of lexical signs is therefore smaller in story telling register for NGT. 

van de Sande & Crasborn (ibid) therefore suggest that register is a significant 

factor for various types of mouth actions and confirm that mouth gestures, 

having a more expressive quality, may occur more often in story telling 

whereas mouthings, being more informative, are more suited to interaction.

With regard to ISL, it is possible confirm this assertion by comparing the 

outcomes for two different registers i.e. personal narratives and storytelling.

As stated at the outset, my hypothesis was that the percentage of mouthings 

would be higher in the personal stories than in the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ 

stories. Therefore I expected the percentage of mouth gestures to be higher in 

the latter because of the influence of their differing registers. Table 4.13 

illustrates the number of mouthings and mouth gestures in each story type.
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Table 4.13: Number of Mouth Gestures and Mouthings in Personal 

Stories (PS) and Frog Stories (FS) for each participant [percentage of 

total mouth patterns]

Signer Mouthings Mouth Gesture Total 100%

Michelle

PS

FS

66.4% [83] 33.6% [42] 125

61.5% [96] 38.4% [60] 156

Fiona

PS

FS

90.7% [314] 9.2% [32] 346

81.5% [172] 18.4% [39] 211

Sean

PS

FS

74.6% [46] 25.8% [16] 62

67.8% [93] 32.1% [44] 137

Fergus D.

PS

FS

81.8% [297] 18.1% [66] 363

65.7% [182] 34.2% [95] 277

Kevin

PS

FS

55.4% [41] 44.5% [33] 74

64.5% [120] 35.4% [66] 186

Marian

PS

FS

84.5% [280] 15.4% [51] 331

67.3% [93] 32.6% [45] 138

Average

PS

FS

75.5% 24.4%

68.0% 31.8%

Table 4.13 above, shows that apart from those of one signer (Kevin), the 

number of mouthings in the Frog Stories is less and the number of mouth 

gestures increased, as anticipated, due to the register differences. The 

average number of mouthings decreased from 75.5% in the Personal Stories 

to 68% in the Frog Stories, while the number of mouth gestures rose from
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24.4% to 31.8%. the signer, (Fiona), who produced the most mouthings in 

both stories also produced the least amount of mouth gestures in both stories.

Levels of mouthings seen here for ISL are greater than those reported by 

Crasborn et al. (2008) for BSL (51%), NGT (39%) and SSL (57%). This could 

also account therefore for the greater number of Whole-Face (W-Type) mouth 

gestures found in their data, as they found 49% of mouth gestures in BSL, 

61% in NGT and 43% in SSL, indicating yet again that the more mouthings, 

the fewer mouth gestures in a story.

The average level of mouth gestures for ISL was 24.4% for the personal 

stories and 31.8% in the ‘Frog, Where are You?’ stories. This is exactly in line 

with an average of 25% given for ISL Personal Stories by Mohr-Militzer (2011) 

and allows us to suggest that mouthings are more pervasive than mouth 

gestures in both Personal and creative stories in ISL.

Crasborn et al. (2008) suggest that the signers from all three countries had 

experienced broadly similar education systems with the concomitant influence 

of spoken language, including mouthing and fingerspelling. They suggest that 

a cross-linguistic comparison of the data with signed languages with less 

similar sociolinguistic contexts may prove useful in this context (ibid).

The term mouth gestures necessitates our discussing the question of the 

place of gesture in signed languages and in particular the ‘gesture-language 

interface’ (Armstrong & Wilcox, 2007).

4.9 The Gesture-Language Interface:

The degree to which visual perception enters into accounts of grammar, is 

one area where signed language can offer new insight, by providing data in 

the visual domain “complementary to spoken language data” (Wilcox & 

Morford, 2006: 173). Visual perception involves the perception of gesture and 

the gestural roots of both lexicon and grammar in signed languages are 

gradually being revealed. The question of gesture is of prime importance in
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any research in the area of the evolution of language. Here, in signed 

languages, cognitive linguistics and gesture coalesce:

“What role did hand actions play in the evolution of language?........

What role does visual perception and its accounting for cognitive 

abilities that underlie human language, especially construal operations 

so important to grammar?....and the cognitive linguistic study of 

gesture and signed languages can inform an empirical approach to the 

study of the evolution of language” (ibid; 189).

Liddell (2003) suggests that v\/e view signed language and gesture, not as 

discreet aspects but as part of a single working system. A categorical 

distinction between where gestures disappear and linguistic units take their 

place is not distinguishable in signed language according to Armstrong & 

Wilcox, instead there is a ‘never-ending evolutionary process’ according to 

which symbolic gestures are introduced into linguistic systems (2007:104). 

Non-linguistic gestures first become incorporated as manual lexical signs in a 

particular signed language where they may further evolve into grammatical 

elements through the process of grammaticalisation (ibid). In a comparative 

analysis of corpora of both historical and modern conversational data, Janzen 

& Schaffer, (2002) demonstrate that the grammatical morpheme marking 

‘future’ in ASL, developed from a lexical morpheme ‘go’ which in turn had 

developed from a gesture signalling “departure-demand” and “departure- 

description” (Wilcox, 2004a:51). This example illustrates the first route 

whereby a gesture becomes incorporated into a signed language as a manual 

lexical item in ASL. Leeson & Saeed quote the example of GO-OFF as an 

instance of similar lexicalisation in ISL (2012:141).

The second route whereby a manual gesture is incorporated in signed 

languages is not based on a freestanding gesture being incorporated as a 

lexical item into a signed language, but instead, the gestures may be sourced 

from various different bases. Armstrong & Wilcox consider that source 

gestures in the instance of grammaticalisation, can be of varying types 

including those of the mouth. These instances demonstrate linguistic features:
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“1. A particular manner of nnovement such as that seen in the 

intensifier morpheme and verb aspect;

2. A facial gesture such as question markers and adverbials ...or 

topic/conditional marker;

3. Various mouth and eye gestures” (2007:108).

Wilcox states that support for the claim that these linguistic features originate 

from gestures can be derived from a three-pronged approach: their similarity 

to verbal gestures and intonation; the identification of topic and conditional 

markers with non-linguistic gestures marking surprise and the similarity 

between the form of aspect-marked speech to that of verb-aspect in signed 

language (2004b: 137).

Leeson & Saeed (2012) suggest that the lexical morpheme FEEL in ISL, is an 

example of this route to grammaticalisation where it represents both physical 

and evidential situations: (i) FEEL SNOW (physical touching); (ii) FEEL 

HOLD-LIFTING BRANCHES THERE STAG (sensing the presence) and (iii) 

FEEL FREE (mental state). While no examination of the continuum from 

gesture to lexicalisation to grammaticalisation has occurred in ISL, their 

analysis appears to parallel that given by Wilcox (2004b) for ASL. In the 

following Table 4.14 we see the first and second routes whereby gesture is 

codified into a linguistic system in the context of signed languages as 

proposed by Wilcox et al. (2010:333):

Table 4.14; First and Second Routes of Codification of Gesture;

The First Route of 

Codification

Gesture Lexical Morphemes Grammatical

Morphemes

The Second Route 

of Codification;

Gesture Prosody/Intonation Grammatical

Marker
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However, the two routes whereby gesture becomes incorporated into signed 

language differ in the degree of schematicity of their form and meaning (ibid) 

and I suggest that if this holds true for manual signs as demonstrated above, 

it also holds true for mouth gestures as demonstrated in the following 

examples.

The first route, as discussed for manual signs above (Armstrong & Wilcox, 

2007; Wilcox, 2004a) involves gestural elements evolving into lexical items 

possessing a specific phonological form, for example, in terms of manual 

signs, a specific handshape. With regard to mouth gestures, I propose that we 

can categorise the phenomena of Echo Phonology as the result of gestures of 

the mouth being subsumed into signs through this route. As we saw above, 

these are categorised as Semantically Empty signs, having no additional 

meaning. However, they do specify meaning and are obligatory because their 

absence in articulation may result in signs being judged as ill formed (Woll, 

2001). We saw how the following syllables in BSL are considered as 

examples of this: pa>, fi>, Ap< ; am< or Am, 6p, /  and hw or hy> (Woll & 

Sieratzki, 1998:538). These signs are arbitrary having lost any iconicity, but 

they demonstrate how non-arbitrary gestural forms can be the basis of 

arbitrary spoken forms (ibid). The mouth gestures mirror or echo the manual 

movements in these signs.

The second category of mouth gestures that I suggest have become 

lexicalised into ISL also belongs to the Semantically Empty category of female 

gendered signs. Leeson & Grehan describe the signs as occurring with 

specific non-manual components i.e. they are lexically associated. They 

consider the oral element of these signs as ‘obligatory’ (2004:44) similar to 

echo phonology above. As we saw, these signs are specific to ISL and do not 

have easily identifiable correlates in English, for example the mouth gesture 

associated with the manual sign WUF, resembles ‘wuf on the lips, hence the 

name of the sign. Thus, both Echo Phonology and some Female Gendered 

signs appear to follow the lexicalisation route as described by Armstrong and 

Wilcox (2007).
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We discussed earlier a category of mouth patterns that have developed in the 

opposite direction i.e. they developed from speech. The mouth pattern ‘fsh’, 

which accompanies the manual sign FINISH, originated with the spoken word 

‘finish’. This gesture is lexically associated and obligatory for the correct 

production of the citation form of the manual sign.

Gestural types along the second route whereby gestures are incorporated into 

sign tend to be more schematic in form and meaning, both phonologically and 

semantically (Wilcox, 2007b, 2004a). Wilcox et al., state that it is important to 

keep the distinction between type of movement {what movement is being 

produced) and manner movement (the way in which it is being reproduced) 

(2010:335). With regard to mouth gestures, we previously discussed how 

adverbs of manner, produced during the articulation of a verb phrase, can 

illustrate how the action denoted by the verbal predicate is executed, showing 

the manner in which someone carried out a particular action as in the ‘th’ 

marker shown in Figure 4.1 above. We can see that the mouth gesture in this 

figure is a component element in creating a composite symbolic structure, as 

is also the case in co-speech contexts when (cross-modal) visible gestures 

occur (Armstrong & Wilcox, 2007:109).

Evidence of this progression from gesture to classifier and thus of 

grammaticalisation comes from Tang et al. (2007) in their investigation of the 

acquisition of simultaneous constructions by Deaf children in Hong Kong 

Signed Language (HKSL). They found that gesture plays a pivotal role in the 

development of classifier predicates. We saw how mouth gestures 

accompany classifier constructions (Sandler, 2003) and can be considered as 

component parts of these articulations (Vermeerbergen & Demey, 2007). 

However, Wilcox states that in addition to differences in degree of 

schematicity and conventionalisation, the source gestures in the second route 

also differ along the dimension o f ‘autonomy-dependence’ (2004a:58). He 

claims that when components combine, it is often possible to identify one as 

conceptually autonomous relative to another dependent component:

230



“An autonomous component is one that does not presuppose another 

for its manifestation; a dependent component does presuppose 

another for its manifestation....The way in which the autonomy- 

dependency relation manifests depends on the type of source gesture. 

For example, when manual and facial gestures combine, the facial 

gesture often modulates the meaning of the manual gesture in some 

way, an indication that it is dependent relative to the more autonomous

manual gesture The source gesture is a particular way of making

the movement of a gesture or sign... .The way a movement is made 

makes internal reference to the type of movement and so manner of 

movement is conceptually dependent relative to movement type” 

(ibid:59).

In Figure 4.1 above, (and repeated here for ease of reference), we can see 

that the type of movement is the wrapping of the hose performed by the 

hands, while the manner movement is demonstrated by the mouth and we 

can therefore say that the mouth gesture is dependent on the movement of 

the hands.

Figure 4.1: The Clumsy ‘th’ marker:

(37) Fiona: The Hosepipe Incident:

Manual Sign: CL-BENT-5 x 2 BT: 00:02:18.560

Mouth Gesture: th

Wilcox et al. (2010) consider the initial entry of facial gestures and manner of 

movement into the linguistic systems of signed languages, as not lexical, but 

as markers of prosody and intonation, for example the markers of increased 

intensity include the non-manual markers of mouth gestures and eye
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movements. This has also been suggested by Sandler (1993) and Winston 

(1996). Wilcox suggests that these markers reflect the different stages along 

the second route from gesture to language and that manner of movement 

begins as a paralinguistic gestural element analogous to intonation in spoken 

languages. As these gestural elements enter the linguistic system they 

become less gradient in their meaning and more restricted in their 

grammatical function, finally appearing as obligatory inflectional and 

derivational morphemes:

“The heavier functional load that manner of movement has in 

grammatical morphology over lexical morphology, reflects its 

codification from a gestural and paralinguistic source such as 

intonation into grammatical morphology” (2004a:66).

Sandler (1999), maintaining a distinction between prosody and intonation in 

signed languages, suggests that facial articulations involving positions of the 

head, eyes, brows, cheeks and mouth may fulfil the role of intonation, while 

Winston (1996) suggests that prosodic marking involves movements of the 

body and torso.

In summary we can say that morphemes arise in signed languages just as 

they do in spoken languages. The first route proposed by Wilcox (2004a) 

documents a process that extends beyond lexical items to the gestural 

sources of signed language grammatical morphology. We classified the 

mouth gestures of echo phonology and some female gendered signs as 

exemplifying this route.

The second route suggests that for signed languages, grammatical 

morphemes arise directly from gestural sources (ibid). We demonstrated how 

adverbial mouth gestures of manner illustrate this. Further, Wilcox claims that 

by classifying gesture we gain insight into the:
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“overarching biological, cognitive and social processes that unite the 

varieties of gesture with each other and with signed and spoken 

languages” (2004a:69).

In Chapter Six, we examine how these cognitive processes provide this 

insight.

First, we offer a brief summary of our findings with regard to the form and 

meaning of mouth gestures and the frequency of their occurrence within ISL. 

We also mention how future research might approach some of the question 

raised in this chapter.

4.10 Summary

The main problem encountered in an attempt at categorisation of mouth 

gestures in ISL has to be that of the influence of subjectivity on the various 

outcomes of the research reviewed. We encounter this in the research of 

Crasborn et al. where in their classification of mouth gestures as adverbial, 

they state that:

“ even if we could not always classify the manual sign as verbal (and

thus the mouth pattern as ‘adverbial’) or as nominal (and thus the 

mouth pattern as ‘adjectival’), the NGT coding included mouth actions 

in this category if our informant indicated that the mouth pattern was 

productive. This expanded interpretation of adverbial mouth action 

category may in part account for the apparently greater proportion of A- 

Type mouth actions in the NGT data” (2008:49).

Here we see that one researcher appeared to adopt a broader system of 

classification for NGT than those adopted for BSL and SSL though all findings 

were then averaged.

In this study, we identified data that falls into the categories of Adverbial, 

Semantically Empty, Enaction, Whole-Face and Idiosyncratic mouth gestures
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for ISL. For the first time, we have also established sub-categories pertaining 

to these major categories. Acknowledging the place of Idiosyncratic mouth 

gestures in ISL, is also a new departure.

It has become clear, that there is an overlap between some of the categories, 

while some are unique to ISL:

• Mouth Gestures considered as belonging to the category of Enacting 

Mouth Gestures can also be thought of as belonging in some 

instances, to the category of Whole Face Activity Gestures and their 

necessary link to the manual sign and its phonology. These can further 

be thought of less as grammatical expressions and more expressions 

of emotion.

• In view of the current focus of this research being one of conceptual 

blending involving Constructed Action and Constructed Dialogue, the 

question of a category of Whole-face versus Enacting mouth gestures 

is a pertinent one. We suggest that the former are employed by signer 

as they relate a story where they remain in their own persona, while 

Enaction mouth Gestures are employed when the signer embodies a 

character and enacts their behaviour.

• Behavioural Mouth Gestures straddle the areas of both Adverbial 

Mouth Gestures and Semantically Empty Mouth Gestures but provide 

us with a useful categorisation tool for those difficult to label gestures. 

Because such usages depend on the choice of the individual signer, 

we can expect differing results across signers with regard to which 

manual signs are accompanied by mouth gestures. For this reason, the 

extent to which Behavioural Non-manuals modify other POS needs to 

be quantified in future research.

• Transitional Non-Manuals (T-NM) are utilised in three different ways 

demonstrating the internal influences of the predicate. It appears that 

the majority of occurrences are in the second category and appear 

more often with classifier handshapes.
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As hypothesised earlier, it appears that the number, and more tellingly the 

type of mouth gestures, increases/decreases depending on the register of the 

narration.

In Chapter Five we turn to look at how both the mouthings and mouth 

gestures we have categorised as occurring in ISL are utilised in signing 

space, by focusing on the morphology of ISL. Space can be harnessed to 

convey both spatial and non-spatial information through both the manual and 

oral elements of ISL. Sometimes these articulators work in tandem to produce 

one lexical item, while in other instances they operate to convey different 

types of information (Vermeerbergen et al. 2007). Cognitive Linguistics 

challenges the researcher to have a comprehensive knowledge of the 

language (Wilcox & Morford, 2006). It demands a detailed knowledge of 

lexical relations and details of use and frequency in order to conduct 

grammatical studies of sign language. To this end, we explore the structure of 

articulations in space, in Chapter 5. Manual and oral elements are embodied 

and convey signer perspectives in signing space, exploiting spatial distance 

as conceptual difference (Janzen, 2010). We acknowledge that a signer’s 

ability to direct elements in space is based on their conceptualisation of 

mental spaces and in Chapter Six we consider how the construal of these 

conceptualisations by addressees also relies on the cognitive processes:

“the imaginative operations of meaning construction that work at

lightening speed, below the horizon of consciousness” (Fauconnier &

Turner, 2002:15).
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Chapter Five 

The Use Of Space In Irish Sign Language

5.0 Introduction:

Discussing Mouthings in Chapter Three, Mouth Gestures in Chapter Four and 

the Signing Space in this present chapter, might suggest that elements of a 

signed articulation may be disparate in nature. This chapter will dispel any 

such notion and demonstrate that the opposite is the case, illustrating how 

each element in an articulation is indispensible to the conceptualization of that 

articulation as an event space. The approach employed in this current 

research was considered necessary in order to describe and quantify each 

element, and further as a way of enabling a more relevant review of the 

literature pertaining to each aspect. Liddell & Vogt-Svendsen (2007) consider 

that four elements need to be present in order for an interlocutor to 

comprehend and construe a signer’s message: shared knowledge of the 

world; shared knowledge of the current discourse; shared knowledge of 

signed language grammar and directional signs produced by the signer. To 

this end therefore, and to enable a more comprehensive understanding of the 

conceptual blends, we now examine how these complex articulations are 

structured in signing space. In Chapter Six we describe how comprehension 

of the unfolding discourse is achieved through participants’ construal of these 

complex simultaneously articulated referential strategies, where 

conceptualised space and articulation space cohere.

The gestural-visual modality of signed languages is reflected in their linguistic 

structure, executed in signing space. Having categorised the various types of 

mouthings and mouth gestures occurring in ISL in the previous chapters, in 

this chapter we examine how these mouth patterns accompany the manual 

mapping of space.
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Such a mapping is accomplished through the use of loci and frames of 

reference and the incorporation of spatial locations to indicate verbal 

arguments in the signing space. As signers construct a narrative they use real 

space, directing referents and loci within this space, and they employ various 

perspectives in their construal of situations and characters within that 

narrative.

Liddell (2003) claims that a mental representation of one’s immediate 

surroundings constitutes a Real Space and is the person’s conceptualisation 

of their immediate environment. Within Real Space blends, mental elements 

are mapped onto real space (the real signing space surrounding the signer at 

the present time). As outlined in Chapter One, Liddell (ibid) confirms that in all 

of these cases, signs are directed towards elements of mental spaces by the 

general cognitive ability of signers to point at things in physical space, and 

while the discussion in this chapter concentrates on the actual articulations in 

space, we must continue to keep their cognitive underpinnings in mind. In 

addition to grammatical structure, understanding [signed language] involves 

conceptual mappings between semantic representations and numerous types 

of both spatial and non-spatial conceptualisations. The underlying premise of 

this thesis is that the system of ISL mouth patterns require examination, not 

as a formal system employed in the formal mental manipulation of arbitrary 

symbols, but as one that has been embodied by its users, that is, it has been 

influenced by their culture, their environment and their education. However, 

unless we comprehend the intent behind the physical formations of 

articulations, their grammar and their use of directionality, we cannot 

conceptualise their cognitive underpinnings.

Therefore, in order to situate mouth patterns within the articulations of ISL 

more broadly. Section 5.1 illustrates the use of space, including the use of loci 

in the frame of reference. Referential shift and its consequent variation in 

signer perspective, including the use made of mouthings and mouth gestures 

is also illustrated. In Section 5.2, the role of verbs, along with their varying 

degrees of mouthings, in mapping between semantic and syntactic argument 

structures in space, is elaborated on. Given that non-manual mouth patterns
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are the chief focus of this research we illustrate how their use, concomitant 

with manual signs, results in the phenomenon of simultaneous constructions 

in Section 5.3, while fleeting reference is made to iconicity and construal in 

Section 5.4. The issues addressed in this chapter therefore form the basis 

from which to provide a detailed, theoretically robust account of mouth 

patterns in ISL.

5.1 The Use of Space:

The use of space is a central feature of signed languages and the hands may 

be positioned relative to each other in the signer’s articulation space in an 

almost unlimited number of ways (Janzen, 2005). The signer’s body is also 

present within this space and all signing is executed face-to-face, reflecting 

“the canonical communication situation” (Me Donnell, 1996:50). The signer is 

at the C- locus, the deictic centre of the utterance, and is always facing an 

addressee (Engberg-Pedersen, 1993).

Johnston postulates that an imaginary line is always present in Auslan, linking 

the signer to the addressee. The signing space represents a literal and 

symbolic space relative to them:

“Virtually all signs are made in a relatively restricted space in front of 

the signer. The hands may be placed in any position, from just above 

the head to the waist on the vertical axis, and in any position in front of 

the signer from fully extended arms close to the signer, or just past the 

signer on the horizontal axis. Naturally, the elbows are always pointing 

outwards (left or right respectively) or downwards when the arm is 

bent” (1989:135).

Winston (1996) states that an awareness of, and fluency with, spatial features 

in a signed language is essential, as communication demands a recognition of 

spatial meaning with regard to references and locations in space. In the next 

section we examine how these loci are established.

Fo' a detailed description of the Signing Space in ISL see Thorvaldsdottir (2012).
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5.1.1 Definition of Loci:

A locus is a ‘point on the body’ or a ‘point in space’ associated with an entity 

and having a number of functions (Liddell, 1990: 176). Liddell accords four 

functions to loci: (i) articulatory function; (ii) location fixing function (iii) a three 

dimensional function and (iv) a referential equality function. We will examine 

each function in turn.

The articulatory function endows the locus with “phonological importance” 

(ibid: 176). When a locus is established using a classifier predicate, the signer 

first executes the lexical sign for the entity being established and 

subsequently locates the classifier predicate. A signer can, for example, 

produce the name sign for a particular place and then point at a certain 

location in space to establish the locus for this place as shown in Figures 

5.0(a) to 5.0(c). Here the signer is beginning her narrative regarding an 

incident that occurred when she was travelling on a train in Thailand.

Figures 5.0(a)(b)(c): Establishing a Locus having Articulatory Function:

(09) Sarah Jane: What Are They Looking At?

Figure 5.0(a) Figure 5.0(b) Figure 5.0(c)

Manual: Nonce s ig n ‘T ’ THAILAND INDEX

Mouthing: Thailand.......................................... closed, stretched down

BT: 00:00:14.550

Figure 5.0(a) above shows the signer executing a nonce sign ‘T ’ (shortening 

for Thailand) while beginning to mouth the Proper Noun ‘Thailand’. Figure 

5.0(b) illustrates the manual sign for Thailand, while the mouthing continues. 

In Figure 5.0(c), the signer sets up the locus by indicating its location in
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signing space. In this way, the signer produces a lexical sign first and then 

establishes a locus and the Proper Noun is mouthed, a Type 1 mouthing. 

Boyes-Braem (2001) considers a nonce mouthing as a one-time occurrence 

for lexical purposes, confined to one particular story, accompanied by a 

manual sign and not usually inflected.

In ASL, a locus can also be established by producing a lexical sign at a 

location other than that of the citation form of the sign, and pointing or 

directing a gaze towards it (Liddell, 1990). This appears to be a less 

frequently used method both in ISL (Leeson & Saeed, 2012) and in Icelandic 

Signed Language (Thorvaldsdottir, 2007).

The second function attached to the locus is that of location fixing, where 

entities are situated at a particular location (Liddell, 1990) and seen in Figure 

5.1 below.

Figure 5.1: Location Fixing:

(01) Senan (Dublin): War in Iraq;

Manual: ASIA

Mouthing: Asia BT:00:00:03:14.425

The signer is establishing the location of countries involved in the Iraq war in 

signing space. In this Figure 5.1, he is placing Asia on his right hand (dh) side 

where its location will be fixed and referred back to throughout the discussion. 

A Type 1 Mouthing again occurs with the Proper Noun and can be considered 

as another example of a nonce mouthing.
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The third function ascribed to a locus occurs when it possesses a three- 

dimensional function representing a spatial location (ibid). Liddell claims that 

the use of loci in three-dimensional signing space corresponds to locations in 

the three-dimensional abstract space and he considers this to be the 3-D 

function of a locus. In this instance, the signing space can be conceived of as 

a stage on which are placed classifier predicates representing entities in the 

real world and which are located in relation to each other as they are in the 

real world. It is a spatial layout in signing space of representations as they 

really are and is established in ‘topological space’ (Sutton-Spence and Woll, 

1999:29) which we discuss further below.

Figure 5.2: The 3-D Function of a Locus:

(06): Fergus D.: Engine Trouble

Manual: (dh) [CL-C]+POUR

(nd) CL-C ‘VESSEL’

Mouthing: ‘fill’ BT: 00:00:26.701

In Figure 5.2, the signer is describing how his car was causing problems and 

he noticed that the water gauge was at zero. He then goes on to describe the 

action he performed when filling the empty water tank. The loci above 

possess a three-dimensional function because they are now placed in relation 

to each other in space. The classifier predicate of the signer’s right hand (dh) 

represents the action of ‘pouring’ and incorporates the shape of the vessel 

located in the space in front of the signer, which is being used to pour the 

water into the radiator. The classifier shape of his left hand (nd) CL-C 

represents the radiator of his car. Here the mouthing ‘fill’ is specifying the 

action of the classifier predicate, that of filling the empty water tank. We take 

note here of the mouthing, as opposed to a mouth gesture, being articulated 

with the classifier verb and we can classify it as a TYPE 4 (a classifier
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construction accompanied by the mouthing of the verb only). We noted in 

Section 3.4.2 in Chapter Three how polycomponential verbs with classifier 

handshapes are not usually accompanied by a mouthing associated with the 

verbal component (Boyes-Braem, 2001), and we suggested it was a question 

of focus, where in this instance, the signer’s attention is on the verb i.e. the 

action of ‘filling’. We discuss the mouthing of this particular figure further in 

Chapter Six.

The fourth function ascribed to loci is that of referential eqfua//Yy function that 

occurs when entities are located at an ordinal tip (Liddell, 2003). Entities are 

allocated a locus on the fingertips and individual fingertips can then be 

activated as a locus that is co-referential with that entity. Reference to these 

entities is accomplished through the direction of agreement verbs towards 

them (Leeson & Saeed, 2003). Agreement verbs make use of space to link 

with subject or object or both. These are discussed in relation to mouthing in 

Section 5.4.2 below.

In reality however locations are not fixed, and are in most cases an 

approximation, especially with regard to participants who are not addressed. 

McDonnell states that the category of locus is a significant structural feature in 

signed languages and that in ISL:

“locus is best understood as a meaningful direction from the signer or 

a meaningful point or area in signing space, standing in paradigmatic 

contrast with some other direction, point or area. Locus markers play 

an important role in the verb morphology of ISL and in particular we 

noted that the grammatical categories of person and location are 

realised through loci which are denoted by locus markers” (1996: 60).

We now discuss where these locations are activated in signing space.

5.1.2 Topographic and Syntactic Space

Some researchers have described the use of signing space as entailing two 

categories which, in turn, influence the selection and placement of loci. As we
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have seen, signers establish indices at certain locations in space either in an 

arbitrary or iconic manner. The placement of iconically located loci is 

considered to be the utilisation of ‘topological space’ (Sutton-Spence & Woll, 

1999:129) already mentioned above, while arbitrarily establishing loci in space 

is considered as ‘syntactic’ use of space. Topological space has been 

described as allowing for:

“ The imaginary placement of persons and objects in space allows, by 

extension, relationships such as cause and effect, subject and object, 

or agent and patient to be spatially represented (Johnson,1989:141).

Syntactic space is created from within the language and may not map onto 

the real world (Sutton-Spence & Woll, 1999). In Figure 5.3 below we see how 

the signer has placed a classifier (CL-ISL-L), representing Deaf people on the 

left side of her signing space.

Figure 5.3: The Use of Syntactic Space

(20) Geraldine: Where I Live

Manual: DEAF ALL

Mouthing: deaf--------  BT:00:00:04.780

The signer is narrating how she lived in Rathmines, in her family home, when 

she was a teenager. However, as the area was considered ‘Flatland’ where 

students lived. Deaf people were surprised that one so young should be living 

in that area, as they assumed that she lived in a flat. The placement of a 

group of Deaf people here merely affords the signer the opportunity to refer to 

them in space. No further nuance regarding location is derived. The signer

243



mouths 'Deaf, a TYPE 1 mouthing representing the noun, the collective group 

of Deaf people, not the adjective ‘deaf (though the annotation in the SOI 

Corpus does not include the capital ‘D’).

However, according to Liddell (1990) and Johnston (1989), the boundaries 

between topographic space and syntactic space are not clear-cut and 

frequently overlap. The main difference is that in topographic space, the 

referent is af the location, (Figure 5.2), whereas in syntactic space, the 

referent is the location and the location is the referent, and they are arbitrary 

(Sutton-Spence & Woll, 1999: 130) as shown in Figure 5.3 above.

We can see that the use of space and spatial contrasts in a signed language 

is crucial at all levels of linguistic organisation, and constructions rely on the 

establishment of links between points in the signing space and referents in the 

discourse. Quite abstract entities such as ideas or segments of signed 

discourse itself may also “metaphorically occupy locations in the scene of 

action” (Johnston, 1989; 141) as we will see in Chapter Six. The referent of a 

nominal associated with a particular point in signing space is considered as a 

referential locus (Liddell, 1990; Poulin, 1995) and we discuss the arrangement 

of referential loci in space in the next section.

5.1.3 The Frame of Reference:

The frame of reference (Poulin, 1995) controls the arrangement of loci and 

their referents. In spoken language also, deictic devices commit speakers to 

set up a frame of reference around themselves:

“ .. .every language carries an implicit division of space around the 

current speaker, a division of time relative to the act of speaking, and 

via pronouns, a shorthand naming system for the participants involved 

in the talk” (Saeed, 2009:191).

In signed communication, a frame of reference has also been viewed as a 

means of tracking referents. A signer may divide space at the beginning of a

244



discourse to make it more accessible for an addressee and this division is 

understood as “placement” (O’Baoill & Matthews, 2000: 195) or “spatial 

mapping” (Winston, 1996: 3). We can see an example of this in Figure 5.3 

above where the signer places the plural noun ALL, at the location on her left 

(nd) side.

In Danish Sign Language (DSL), Engberg-Pedersen describes the frame of 

reference as being either deictic or anaphoric. Should a signer point to the 

entity to which he is referring, we can say that the frame of reference is 

deictic. This entity can be real or imagined as being present. The point of 

reference can change if the signer changes his/her position in space or if the 

entities referred to move their locations in space. The deictic frame of 

reference is determined by the “actual locations” of the entities or places to 

which the signer refers (1993:71).

The anaphoric use of pronouns on the other hand is dependent on the prior 

establishment of nominal referents. A pronominal referent is subsequently 

activated when a pointing sign is directed to that location. Johnston & 

Schembri (2007) give an example of anaphoric reference in Auslan in 

TEACHER PT + rt, (The teacher is located on the right), where the noun sign 

is accompanied by a determiner that points to a particular location in signing 

space. This establishes an association between the referent and the right side 

of the signing space. Later, the signer uses a pointing sign to refer back to the 

teacher. PRO-3+rt is an example of anaphoric reference because the pronoun 

is referring back to the noun phrase TEACHER PT + r t . We see an example 

of this occurring in ISL in Figure 5.0 above.

Cataphoric reference on the other hand, as illustrated by Johnson & Schembri 

(ibid) in the following example from Auslan, is where a signer articulates the 

very general pronoun PRO-l+pl meaning ‘we/us’ referring forward to the noun 

phrase ALL BOY. The exact referent of this sign is not clarified until the signer 

explains that only the boys go to carpentry class (ibid).
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An example of this also occurs in ISL. where the signer sets up a locus, and 

then produces a lexical sign, U.N. This can be observed in Figure 5.4 below.

Figure 5.4 (a) and (b): Establishing a Locus First:

(01) Senan (Dublin): War in Iraq;

Manual: INDEX UN

Mouthing: u.n

BT:00:00:47.520

Here the signer is discussing the war in Iraq and sets up the locus for the 

United Nations on his left hand (nd) side by first establishing a locus and then 

articulating the lexical sign. As is the case above, the mouthing that 

accompanies the Proper Noun in a TYPE 2 (b) mouthing, in this case the 

abbreviated fingerspelled version o f ‘United Nations’ i.e. U.N.^^

The anaphoric frame of reference reflects discourse dependent “semantic- 

pragmatic features of the referents” because even though Engberg-Pedersen 

states that loci have a deictic basis, the choice of loci is not arbitrary. There 

are conventions for choosing loci and the anaphoric frame of reference occurs 

through those of semantic affinity, comparison and iconic location (ibid: 140). 

Two dimensions are utilised in the articulation of loci within these frames of 

reference: a ‘side-to-side’ dimension and a ‘diagonal’ dimension (ibid).

In the first of these conventions, that of semantic affinity, semantically related 

entities will have the same locus. This occurs in the case of relations between

In attem pting to differentia te  b etw een  defin ite determ iners  and pronouns which a re  often identical in phonological 
form , Lillo -M artin (2 0 0 5 ) for A S L , states that should the pointer or zo n e  index initially assign a locus, it functions as a 
determ iner. S hould it refer back to a specific referent, it is a pronoun. H o w e v e r Johnston (2 0 1 2 )  c laim s that pointing 
signs a p p e a r to perform  severa l functions of which the m ost com m on are  pronom inal, locative and determ in ing and  
that it is difficult to identify purely pronom inal signs that do not have  som e underlying locative sense.
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person and place or person and their possessions, and an entity may be 

placed on either the left or right of the signer albeit more forward in signing 

space (ibid). In this instance, Engberg-Pedersen claims that deictic and 

anaphoric frames of reference can sometimes overlap and she gives the 

example of a person from a place but not currently there, being assigned the 

same locus by the signer as the place itself (ibid:72). Semantic affinity has 

also been referred to as ‘spatial analogy’ (Friedman & Liddell, 1998). Should 

the entities being referred to be equivalent in the discourse, the signer may 

use the side-to-side dimension. This has been demonstrated for ISL also 

(Leeson et al. 2013).

In the second of these conventions, that of the comparison of two entities, one 

may be located in space on the right while the other entity may be placed in 

space on the left (Engberg-Pedersen, 1993:74). We see this convention 

utilised in Figure 5.4 above, where the signer established the United Nations 

on his left hand side. In contrast, in Figure 5.1, he locates Asia on his right 

hand side.

Winston states that, in ASL, a signer can use “comparative spatial mapping” 

for comparative purposes and gives the example of a discussion regarding 

the advantages and disadvantages of purchasing a house or a condo 

(1996:5). These can be laid out on a comparative spatial map, leading the 

audience to an understanding of which type the signer prefers. The signer in 

ASL first signs to the non-dominant side of his/her signing space to refer to 

the first entity. The second entity is situated on the dominant side. The signer 

can then compare the two. In closing a comparison, a signer can either point 

to the entity on the dominant hand last, in the instance where an entity was 

established on the nd side first, or to use alternating signing or parallel signing 

to emphasise the comparison, ending with both hands in space pointing at 

both sides of the spatial map at the same time (ibid).

The third convention for choosing a locus as defined by Engberg-Pedersen 

(1993) is concerned with iconic location, where entities are placed in relation 

to the signer’s own location and in topographic space as in Figure 5.2 above.
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In Figures 5.1 and 5.4 above, when the signer establishes areas of both the 

East and the West, he does so as they are on the world map but he creates 

them from his own perspective, not of that of his addressee. Leeson & Saeed 

(2012) state that this is the privileging of the signer perspective in ISL, in that 

the world-view of the signer, i.e. the slant they want to convey, is centre stage. 

Emmorey (1996) reports this as also being the case for ASL, where locations 

are most likely to be expressed from the viewpoint of the narrator as occurs in 

referential shift which we discuss in the next section 5.1.4.

5.1.4 Referential Shift

Lesson & Saeed (2012) state that discourse cohesion is more than a 

sequence of well-formed sentences. They confirm that pragmatics’ research, 

in various theoretical approaches, has revealed how language users 

cooperate in establishing and maintaining shared conversational goals and a 

common ground of shared assumptions. All languages it appears, offer their 

users resources to distinguish between shared assumptions and new 

information; to vary perspective on events; to structure a narrative; and to 

show empathy with certain participants in scenes. These resources include 

the use of the signer’s body to alter perspective on an event. These altered 

perspectives can be employed through referential shift i.e. choosing to convey 

the story from the point of view of a character from within a story or choosing 

to tell it from the signer’s perspective. We discussed this in the previous 

chapter from the point of view of Enaction mouth gestures.

Further, Perniss (2007) states that, when a mouth gesture in German Sign 

Language (DGS) co-occurs with a torso turn, it signifies a change of state, 

while in ASL, Janzen argues that the combination of articulation of the hands 

in space, plus the signer’s body with its inherent orientation to the space, 

gives us an “undeniable sense of the signer’s perspective” on the conceptual 

scene that the discourse creates (2005:8). In fact, he concludes that a non- 

subjective reading of any action or situation is impossible. For ISL, Me Donnell 

states that;
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“When a reference shift occurs, the signer normally breaks gaze with 

the addressee. It is often, but not always accompanied by a change in 

the non-manual features of a signer. The signer may assume a posture 

of facial expression associated with the third person referent and may 

change his/her body position by rotating to the left or right. Sometimes 

there is no change of body position and the referential shift is signalled 

by a movement of the head and shoulders or by a change in head 

position and gaze direction” (1996:57).

Leeson & Saeed describe these point of view changing structures in ISL as 

those where signers can manipulate the use of pronominal referencing 

systems as described above, in order to inhabit a locus and ‘become’ the 

other person. In this way, a signer can present the views of another person as 

first person rather than reporting their speech as occurs in English. Another 

way of saying this is that the signer “embodies” the perspective of the 

intended referent by inhabiting their locus for the duration of their contribution 

in the discourse (2012; 185).

Similarly, Sallandre (following Cuxac, 1996, 2000) talks of Transfer of Person’ 

(TP), involving a role (agent or patient) and a process whereby the signer 

‘becomes’ the entity to which she refers:

“There is a phenomenon of incorporation with the signer’s entire body

playing the role as such, the signer can embody a little boy, a

horse, a tree and so on” (2007:107-108).

This phenomenon has also been associated with other signed languages and 

has been referred to in ASL, as ‘aerial view’ (Baker & Cokely, 1980), ‘role- 

shifting’ (Padden, 1990) and ‘body-shifting’ (Liddell, 1990). It has also been 

described in SSL as ‘narrator’s perspective’, ‘referent’s perspective’, ‘spatial 

viewpoint’ and ‘acting participants’ perspective’ (Ahlgren, 1990; Ahlgren & 

Bergman, 1994).
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Within DSL, Engberg-Pedersen (1993) identifies three different ‘reference- 

shifting’ structures, which may occur together or separately: shifted reference, 

shifted attribution and shifted locus, most recently referred to within cognitive 

linguistics as Constructed Action and Constructed Discourse (Liddell, 2003). 

We discuss these elements here as they form the basis of the conceptual 

blends at the core of our discussion in the next chapter. We see in Figure 5.5 

below how the first of these structures, shifted reference, occurs in ISL.

5.1.4.1 Shifted Reference

Shifted reference is the first reference-shifting structure that occurs where 

pronouns are used from a quoted sender's point of vievy and is not reserved 

for reported speech but can also be used to convey thoughts, actions and 

attitudes (Nilsson, 2004). According to Engberg-Pedersen the signer may use 

a “first person pronoun to refer to the person he is quoting but a non-first 

person pronoun cannot be used to refer to him self (1993:104). Liddell claims 

that pronouns in any language point “conceptually” to their referents (2003: 

67) which prompts the construction of further mental constructions. Figure 5.5 

below illustrates shifted reference in showing both the reported speech and 

the demeanour of the signer’s three-year-old daughter.

Figure 5.5: Shifted Reference:

Michelle (05): Where’s my Ladder?

Manual: NO! BICYCLE

Mouthing: N o ! ladder

BT:00:00:28.960
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In the above figure, the signer embodies the perspective of her three-year old 

daughter. As discussed in previous chapters, her daughter has been asking 

her mother for her LADDER but her mother thinks she is searching for her 

bicycle. We see how she demonstrates her daughter’s frustration through her 

facial expression and reports her daughter’s speech: “No! Ladder”. This is a 

TYPE 8(c) mouthing where the mouthing bears no resemblance to the manual 

sign but is relevant in the context of the story. The signer, in the character of 

the mother, thinks her daughter is saying BICYCLE, when in actual fact she is 

looking for her ‘ladder’. This is a demonstration of constructed dialogue and 

also illustrates shifted attribution as discussed in the next section.

5.1.4.2 Shifted Attribution:

The signer’s body and face are used to express the mood or attitude of a 

referent other than the signer, including their thoughts, feelings and actions 

(ibid: 111). We can see how the signer demonstrates this with regard to her 

daughter’s anger and frustration in Figure 5.5 above. However, sometimes the 

signer’s locus and the shifted attribution of the same, signed element need not 

represent the same referent as is shown in Figure 5.6 below:

Figure 5.6 (a) and (b): Shifted Attribution:

Fergus D.: ‘Frog Where Are You?’

/S

Manual: LICK-FACE FACE-LICKED

Mouthing: open, tongue 20%, loll side to side BT: 00:00:56.810
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In Figure 5.6(a), the signer in the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ story has shifted into 

the character of the dog gazing at the boy. The boy has just discovered that 

his pet frog has disappeared.

In Figure 5.6(b), there is a change of perspective and the signer has shifted 

into the character of boy who is now having his face licked. The signer’s locus 

represents the boy, but the mouth represents the dog doing the licking, while 

the signer’s dh represents the dog’s tongue. The nd hand represents the 

dog’s paw. The mouth gesture belongs to the category of Transparent 

Enaction (E-Type) Mouth Gestures and can be considered as a constructed 

action.

5.1.4.3 Shifted Locus

Shifted locus is the third reference-shifting structure, mentioned by Engberg- 

Pedersen (1993), where differing perspectives can be demonstrated by a 

signer through shifting locus and we can see this in Figure 5.6 above. In 

Figure 5.6 (a), the dog is gazing up at the boy from its position on a lower 

level. In Figure 5.6 (b), the signer has changed locus by altering his head 

position and eye-gaze. It is usual for shifted locus to co-occur at the same 

time as the signer shifts into the role of the other person, as the signer 

invariably depicts the thoughts and feelings of that person as we can see in 

Figure 5.5. This feature is used when signers want to report both their own or 

someone else’s interaction with a referent associated with another locus. A 

signer can use the signer locus ‘C’ to denote someone else, and a locus other 

than the signer locus to denote themselves, or the signer can choose to shift 

locus in space or remain at the same location and change their non-manual 

features such as head orientation, eye-gaze or facial expression as happens 

in Figure 5.6 above.

We mentioned in Section 5.2.3 how Winston (1996) described signers as 

utilising spatial mapping to set up referential loci in space. She claims that 

while spatial mapping has received attention for locating referents in order to 

create a picture of some physical real-world event, this is only one form of
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spatial mapping. She further claims that when NMF’s are used to mark 

boundaries in space rather than just mapping a specific concept on to an area 

of space, spatial mappings function prosodically, segmenting discourse into 

perceivable utterances, adding stress or emphasis, creating rhythm and 

rhyme, and separating larger discourse structures. Prosodic spatial mapping 

is accomplished by “pointing the body, torso and/or head and eye-gaze 

towards an area during sign” (1996:4). A signer’s torso can for example, mark 

the shift from one utterance to the next without assigning a referential 

meaning to the space itself.

Similarly, Sandler (2003), while addressing NMF’s concerning movements of 

the face and head area only, ascribed an intonational function to their 

articulation. These topics of prosody and intonation as executed by NMF’s 

were addressed in Chapter Four when the functions of mouth gestures were 

addressed with regard to Behaviour Non-manuals. Meanwhile in the next 

section we discuss signer perspective, so important in conceptual blending, 

based on theories other than those of referential shift.

5.1.5 Signer Perspective

In the above sections we discussed one form of signer perspective arising 

from referential shift and we primarily based our observations on those of 

Engberg-Pedersen (1993) for DSL. Janzen acknowledges these strategies 

whereby the signer locates a referent at some locus in their articulation space 

and then uses a body shift toward the locus to represent the reported action 

or speech. According to Janzen, the actions of that referent occur in ‘static 

space’. When the referent relationships are built up in the space, they remain 

in that place as the signer moves toward each differentiated locus to 

designate the perspective of each referent. He draws attention however to an 

alternative mechanism for portraying the perspective of various referents, that 

of mentally rotated space:
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“In these cases, the space does not remain static, but instead, the 

signer rotates the conceptualized space so that the perspective of 

various referents align and realign with her own stance” (2005:5).

These shifts are not marked by overt body shifting, but instead, other 

structural features of the constructions serve to identify the referents whose 

perspectives the narrator portrays. Different spatial features are layered in 

articulation space and therefore iconic representations compete but do not 

cause difficulties for the narrator, who shifts from one perspective to another 

in the course of a narrative, by mentally rotating their conceptualization of 

space (ibid). The signer mentally rotates the conceptualized scene so that 

each referent in the interaction is in turn aligned with the signer’s own stance 

and outlook. The signer’s own stance remains essentially the same i.e. facing 

forward toward an interlocutor. There is no “overt positioning of referents” in 

various loci in the signer’s articulation space and “no body shift toward any 

such loci” (ibid: 16). We can see this mental rotation in Figures 5.6 (a) and (b) 

above. The only possible explanation is that the signer:

“is mentally rotating the conceptualized scene so that each referent in 

the interaction is in turn aligned with the signer’s own stance and 

outlook” (ibid: 17).

We can assume that in Figure 5.6 (a) that the signer takes the perspective of 

the dog. In Figure 5.6 (b) he switches to the perspective of the boy, depicting 

the boys face being licked by the dog. Janzen claims that when the space is 

mentally rotated in this way, the signer aligns the viewpoint of a referent with 

his/her own stance rather than shifting physically toward an alternate locus. 

The space is therefore not a static one with the signer moving around to align 

and re-align their stance with that of various referents as we discussed above 

but operates “much like a spatial turntable” in which any viewpoint can shift to 

align with the stationary signer’s position (ibid: 23).

Dudis (2004b) considers a range of signer perspectives using Langacker’s 

(1991) notion of viewing arrangements and concludes that these occur in six
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different ways and we discuss this categorization of perspective in blends 

further in Chapter Six, as a mechanism for allowing us to consider further our 

theoretical analysis of mouth patterns in ISL.

5.2 Verbs and their Use of Space in ISL

Having examined how signers use topographic and syntactic space we now 

explore how the verbs, identified as occurring in ISL, are accommodated by 

signers within these signing spaces and the relevance of mouth patterns in 

their articulation. In some verbs we have an image of a layout and the verbs 

move with their related objects throughout this image. In other words, they are 

using topological space. In other instances, the location is part of the verb and 

not part of any pre-existing layout. The importance of both of these aspects 

will be demonstrated in Chapter Six when we discuss their occurrence in 

blends, where directing a verb towards elements of real space is best 

understood as an instruction for mappings between the verb’s semantic pole 

and the mental space element it is directed towards (Liddell, 2003).

Padden’s (1988) examination of the syntax of ASL has been acknowledged 

as the basis of the tripartite classification of verbs in signed languages, 

namely that plain verbs, inflecting verbs and spatial verbs. McDonnell 

(1996) maintains a similar categorisation for ISL. We begin with a description 

of plain verbs.

5.2.1 Plain Verbs:

The place of articulation of plain verbs remains constant and immovable in 

signing space. They are uninflected and therefore do not take agreement 

affixes. Plain verbs can be divided into two categories, those that are stative 

(body-anchored) like HAVE and those that are not (ibid). In BSL, many non

body anchored plain verbs can show information about manner and aspect 

through speed of repetition of the verb and the presence of NMF’s (Sutton- 

Spence & Woll, 1999) including mouth patterns. We discussed in Chapter 

Four how Transitional Non-Manuals (T-NM’s) in ISL were related to manner.
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Non body-anchored plain verbs in ISL like SWIM, RUN, RIDE-A-BIKE can 

also show information through manner and aspect (by employing repetition 

and increased speed of movement) and direct object (through handshape and 

movement). However, any information about person and number needs to be 

given by pronouns. Plain verbs like HAVE above however cannot do this. 

Figure 5.7 illustrates a plain body-anchored verb in ISL that cannot be 

modified in space:

Figure 5.7: A Body-Anchored Plain Verb in ISL:

(03) Noeleen: 'My Job in St. Joseph’s’

Manual: LOVE

Mouth Pattern: love BT: 00:00:08.240

Here, the signer is describing how she loves her job at the school for Deaf 

boys. This plain verb LOVE is accompanied by the NMF of the TYPE 1 (one- 

to-one) mouthing, ‘love’. O’Baoill and Matthews (2000) claim that plain verbs 

are usually accompanied by mouthings and our analysis of data from across 

the SOI Corpus confirms this fact.

In the next section we discuss the second category of verbs in ISL, that of 

agreement verbs.

5.2.2. Agreement Verbs

In signed languages, agreement takes the form of changes in the direction of 

movement of the verb, its palm orientation, and/or location such as that, when 

an argument’s referent is present in the visible environment of the
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conversation, the verb “agrees with, or indexes, or points to that referent” 

(Meier, 2002: 117). This occurs in syntactic space. When a referent is absent, 

the signer may associate an empty location in the signing space with that 

referent.

Verbs may agree with or point to such locations as well. This property of 

signed verbs Meier calls ‘directionality’ in ASL (ibid). Meier states that while 

the form of directional verbs in ASL is akin to pointing, the function of such 

verbs is akin to an agreement system in spoken languages. Across signed 

languages, verbs that differ minimally in form and meaning may nonetheless 

differ in whether or not they are directional (ibid). The verb’s directionality 

forces a mapping between its trajector and another mental conceptualisation 

(Liddell, 2003).

Liddell & Johnson (1987) consider that agreement verbs can be divided into 

those that show person agreement with subject/actor, object/undergoer, etc. 

and those whose affixes are controlled by locations. Meier (2002) states that 

the issue of whether agreement in signed languages is properly viewed as a 

linguistic rule, is the topic of debate in current literature but based on the 

acquisition of agreement in small children, he considers it as part of the 

morphology of signed languages.

However, an investigation of this debate is outside the remit of this study and 

we adopt the twin classification of agreement verbs for ISL as proposed by 

McDonnell (1996) that of Person Agreement and Locative Agreement verbs.

5.2.2.1 Person Agreement Verbs in ISL

Person agreement verbs in ISL such as ASK and TELL are articulated at a 

lexically specified height. The height on the body, to which the verb is 

directed, is the lexical portion of the sign (Liddell, 1990). What distinguishes 

person agreement verbs is that they associate with particular types of roles, 

for example actor, patient or experiencer and express a particular kind of 

relationship between thematic tiers and action tiers. The movement and
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orientation of the verb indicate who or what is affected by the action. 

Information about manner and aspect can also be added by changing the 

movement of the verb and by adding non-manual features as we also saw 

happening in the case of plain verbs. In the following Figure 5.8 we can see 

the signer articulating the sign GIVE:

Figure 5.8: Person Agreement Verb GIVE:

(22) Nicholas; ‘Car Crash’

Manual; GIVE-COPY-TO-WIFE

Mouthing; ‘give copy to wife’ BT;00;01;15.703

Here the onset of the verb agrees with the actor argument and the offset 

corresponds to the undergoer argument, a recipient, in this case, the signer’s 

wife. The theme, the thing given, must be represented independently, by an 

independent nominal. The GIVE sign articulated by the signer immediately 

prior to this was a reciprocal sign, discussed below, where he exchanged 

documents with the police following a car crash. TYPE 1 (one-to-one) 

mouthing accompanies the verb.

Three sub-categories of person agreement verbs can be identified;

(i) reciprocal (ii) reverse and (iii) single agreement verbs;

(i) In the first sub-category that of reciprocal person agreement verbs, the 

morphological markers of both actors and undergoer occur on both hands, 

indicative of the “dual or reciprocal nature of the action” (Leeson & Saeed, 

2012;99) as in the verb DISCUSS shown in Figure 5.9 below.

258



Figure 5.9: Person Agreement Reciprocal Verb DISCUSS:

(01) Senan: ‘War in Iraq’

Manual: DISCUSS

Mouth Gesture: closed BT: 00:03:20.000

In Figure 5.9, the signer Is narrating how people all over Europe and 

elsewhere were against the war in Iraq. So a decision was taken to agree that 

the U.N would nnake a decision following discussion. Hence the reciprocal 

sign DISCUSS is used. This sign contains the morphological markers of both 

actor (agent) and undergoer (recipient) on both hands, indicative of mutual 

exchange.

We considered GIVE as a Person Agreement verb in ISL in Figure 5.8 above 

And we saw how the onset of the verb agrees with the actor argument and the 

offset corresponds to the undergoer argument i.e. a recipient. This example 

can be considered as a Double Person agreement verb because it has “cells 

for two agreement markers” (Me Donnell, 1996:162).

(ii) The next sub-category of personal agreement verbs can be categorised as 

reverse or backward agreement verbs as in the verb CHOOSE. Reverse or 

backward agreement verbs mark the participants inflectionally, while the verb 

begins at the location of the undergoer and moves toward the location of the 

actor as in the sign WITHDRAW below.
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Figure 5.10 (a) and (b): Reverse backward agreement Verb WITHDRAW:

(01) Senan: ‘War in Iraq’

Figure 5.10 (a) Figure 5.10 (b)

Manual: WITHDRAW WHAT IS AFFECTING THE DUST

Mouth Gesture: closed------------------------------------------------  BT:00:02:42.631

Here the signer is discussing how inspectors are coming in to examine what 

has taken place during the war in Iraq and how they need to clear or withdraw 

the dangerous chemicals from the soil. We can consider this a Positional Non- 

Manual (P-NM) adverbial mouth gesture because the lip pattern is maintained 

over a series of signs.

(iii) In the third sub-category of single agreement verbs, the verb displays only 

one argument as in the sign SAY or SEE. The onset is uninflected and no 

agreement exists between a subject or actor. The offset of the sign agrees 

with an object/ undergoer argument.
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Figure 5.11 (a) and (b): Single Agreement Verb SAY:

(36) Fiona: The Hosepipe Incident’

Figure 5.11(a) Figure 5.11(b)

Manual: SEE DO

Mouthing: closed 'What’s that?’

The signer is narrating how, after a ‘near nniss’ on her motorbike, she arrives 

at work in dirty clothes and puts them on the floor of the bathroom at work.

Her supervisor comes in and sees the clothes in a pile and asks her what they 

are. We see the TYPE 8 (c) mouthing here (i.e. mouthings not related to the 

manual sign but related to the overall story), elaborating the situation. The 

mouthing alone could be considered in the context of Constructed Dialogue. 

We can see that the verb is uninflected and no agreement exists between an 

actor or subject in the onset sign in Figure 5.12(a) while the offset sign in 

Figure 5.12 (b) agrees with the object as does the mouthing. We discussed 

single agreement verbs in detail in Section 3.2.6 in Chapter Three, when 

addressing the question of TYPE 6 inflected mouthings. We found that SAY 

carried inflected mouthings of 40% and SEE had 74% (31 out of 42), while the 

incidence of inflected mouthing was 74% of the verb TELL (13 out of 17) and 

an 80% (16 out of 20) with ASK.

In the next section we discuss Locative Agreement verbs.
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5.2.2.2 Locative Agreement Verbs

Locative agreement verbs in ISL refer to locations in space rather than to 

participants, and typically refer to spatial relations between the verb and its 

arguments (McDonnell, 1996). The verb may agree with a single location or 

with two locations. We can see that agreement verbs map between the verb’s 

semantic pole and the mental space element directed towards it, creating 

mappings between entities in mental space. For example, in the verb GIVE- 

YOU, the trajector (the sender) is mapped onto the signer in real space and 

the landmark (the receiver) is mapped onto the receiver in real space. 

However, in GIVE-HIM, the landmark is not physically there and therefore the 

landmark is mapped onto an abstract entity in mental space as we will see 

later on. These verbs are also known as indicating verbs in ASL and they 

have the ability to provide directional instructions for making mental space 

mappings (Liddell, 2003).

We can see this in Figure 5.12 where we see the signer lift the chair as if 

giving it to a person. The signer’s three year old daughter has been crying and 

searching for her LADDER. Her mother now realises that what she has been 

looking for is the back of a broken chair. She now gives this item to her 

daughter’s friend so that her daughter can be pacified.

Figure 5.12: Locative Agreement Verb:

Michelle (05): “Where’s my Ladder?”

Manual: GIVE (Iconic handshape)

Mouthing: give

BT: 00:01:36.800

262



The verb is not describing the movement perse, nor is the verb covering the 

actual distance to the established locus, instead the signer directs the verb 

GIVE-TO, towards a location in space where she has already established an 

index. As mentioned previously, a signer can establish an index either before 

or after the agreement verb is produced (Liddell, 1990). Earlier, she has set 

up an index on her left-hand side in a manner that establishes the location of 

her daughter and her friend as they played with the chair. In Figure 5.12 the 

signer’s classifier handshape depicts the chair, so the mouthing serves an 

explanatory function, as it is not obvious from the manual articulation alone 

that the verb GIVE is the intention of the signer. We can see here also how 

yet again, a TYPE 4 (a classifier construction accompanied only by the verb 

depicted) mouthing accompanies this verb. This could be described as a 

classifier handshape, yet it still carries mouthing.

McDonnell (1996) identifies a sub-category of locative agreement verbs that 

adopt locations on the body as opposed to marking agreement with location in 

space such as LICK FACE as we saw on Figure 5.6(a) above. Of the 11 

instances of LICK in the Personal Stories in the Corpus, 2 (18.1%) carried 

mouthing. The remainder were co-articulated with an Enaction Mouth Gesture 

‘lick’ indicating the signer’s embodiment of the character either as the dog (the 

actor) or as the boy (the undergoer).

Figure 5.13 illustrates the classes of verbs proposed by McDonnell for ISL:
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Figure 5.13: Morphologically defined classes of verbs in ISL:

Verbs in Irish Sign Language

Plain Verbs Classifier Predicates

(do not mark for agreem ent)

Agreem ent Verbs

Person agreem ent verbs Locative agreem ent verbs

Classifier Predicates of motion and location Locative verbs

(McDonnell, 1996: 272).

We can see here that a third class of verb has also been categorised, namely 

that of classifier predicates.

5.2.2.3. Classifier Predicates

A further group of verbs are known as “classifier verbs” in ISL (McDonnell, 

1996: 109) or “spatial verbs” in BSL (Sutton-Spence & Woll, 1999: 129). They 

are comprised of a classifier i.e. a hand configuration (Schembri, 2000), and a 

movement, with the hand configuration giving information about predication 

and semantic classification. McDonnell claims that the handshape element is 

the classifier morpheme that classifies the noun as a two-legged entity, or a 

round three-dimensional entity, and that the classifier morpheme is 

“obligatorily affixed to the predicate root” (1996: 94). The handshape 

parameter may vary depending on the salient size and shape characteristics 

of the referent and may describe both animate and inanimate entities. Figure 

5.6 above demonstrates the former, while Figure 5.2 illustrates the latter.
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O’Baoill & Matthews claim that classifiers permeate the nominal, verbal and 

adjectival systems of ISL. They are usually preceded by the citation form of 

the lexical item, granting it a specific meaning and thereby a “full referent” for 

the duration of a particular narrative (2000: 68).

McDonnell has established four categories of classifier predicates for ISL:

(i) Whole entity-CL stems which refer to entities as wholes, including 

Semantic-CL stems referring to animate entities and fulfil the thematic 

role of agent, and Size and shape-CL stems denoting dimensions and 

shape of entities;

(ii) Extension-CL stems which outline the extent of entities;

(iii) Handle entity-CL stems which refer to how objects are held, used 

or touched, implying an animate agent and an object represented by 

the handshake and

(iv) Body-CL stems involving the body of the signer and referring to the 

body of an animate entity. They occur mainly in backgrounded 

constructions (1996: 234).

While classifier verbs depict motion in space, agreement verbs are concerned 

with transfer in space (Aronoff et al. 2005). Classifier verbs differ from 

agreement verbs in that they do not inflect for person and number and their 

movement is ‘isomorphic’ with the real world, in that whatever the movement 

or location of the referent, the verb moves in the same way (Sutton-Spence & 

Woll, 1999:145). However, not all researchers agree on this categorisation. 

Keller (2001) found no morphological difference between referential loci of 

classifier verbs and referential loci of agreement verbs in DGS. O’Baoill & 

Matthews summarise verbs in ISL into two main categories only, that of 

morphologically marked verbs and that of “morphologically unmarked, 

invariant or plain verbs” (2000:120).

Sutton-Spence & Woll also claim that a clear difference does not always exist 

between agreement verbs and spatial/classifier verbs in BSL as in the verb 

LOOK-AT. However, they go on to say that the variations l-LOOK-AT-MY- 

ARM or l-LOOK-AT-THE-FLOOR, do act as spatial verbs because “they
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convey the information regarding the location of the looking” (1999:138). The 

verb itself, l-LOOK-AT, can be considered as an agreement verb that does 

not change direction of movement to show agreement, but instead changes 

the orientation of the fingers. For example, l-LOOK-AT-YOU does not move 

from the subject to the object, but instead the fingers point from the subject 

(T) towards the object (‘you’). We can see this occurring in ISL in Figure 5.14 

below.

Figure 5.14: DOG-LOOK-AT-BEE

Fergus D. “Frog Story”

Manual: DOG LOOK SEE BEE

Mouthing: d o g ..........................bee BT: 00:01:05.071

Mouth Gesture: Enaction

In this ‘Frog Where Are You?’ story, the main protagonist, the boy, searches 

for his escaped frog, with his dog. In the above figure, the signer has shifted 

point of view to become the dog looking up at a swarm of bees. Type 1 

mouthing (one-to-one matching) of the nouns accompany this sentence, and 

the classifier verb is accompanied by an Enaction mouth gesture, as the 

signer is embodying the dog.

Liddell (2003) considers that the elements of this verb LOOK-TOWARD, 

which combines a lexically encoded meaning, directs the verb (through an 

orientation of the fingers towards an entity) and enacts the looking action, are 

all part of the verb’s production and all contribute to meaning construction.

One of the ways in which additional information regarding these movements 

of verbs in space is conveyed, is through aspectual marking.
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5.2.3 Aspect

Leeson & Saeed state that aspect is an important inflectional category in ISL:

“Aspect systems allow speakers to relate situations and time, but 

instead of fixing situations in time relative to the act of speaking like 

tense does, aspect allows speakers to view an event in various ways: 

as complete, or incomplete, as so short as to involve almost no time, 

as something stretched over a perceptible period, or as something 

repeated over a period” (2012:106).

Aspectual marking is, in all likelihood, built in to verbs because of their 

underlying meaning and they can be divided into two groups: stative verbs 

and dynamic verbs (Sutton-Spence & Woll, 1999). Stative situations refer to 

“intellectual, emotional or perceptual conditions” (McDonnell, 1996: 64), that 

is, the way people or things are. They do not allow for aspectual marking, as it 

is unknown when the exact state came about.

On the other hand, dynamic verbs describe an action, allowing the internal 

timing of the event to be discussed and indicating how an action occurred 

relative to other events (Sutton-Spence & Woll, 1999).

Different verb types interact with aspectual morphology to produce different 

interpretations of dynamic situations, those continuing through time (durative), 

or those involving very little time (punctual) (ibid). Durational actions may go 

on for an unspecified length of time as in the verbs TALK, READ or THINK 

while punctual verbs are momentary occurrences as in the verbs HIT, KNOCK 

or TAP. These verbs accept imperfective aspect. Aspect is concerned with 

modification of the movement parameter of the sign, and reduplication is of 

particular importance in this respect. (We already discussed this phenomenon 

in relation to nouns in Chapter Three in relation to adding intensity to 

mouthing. Figure 3.2).
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Aspectual marking can consist of a fast or slow reduplication (ibid). A fast 

reduplication on a durative verb may indicate habitual durational action as in 

the ‘walk for a long time’ in relation to the verb WALK. On the other hand, a 

fast reduplication on a punctual verb may indicate that the action is habitual 

as in ‘always knock’ with the verb KNOCK.

A slow reduplication on the durative verb WALK may indicate ‘walking for a 

very long time’, while slow reduplication on a punctual verb may indicate the 

iterative as in ‘knock again and again’ with the verb KNOCK. Leeson & Saeed 

(2012) give the example of the durative verb CRY in ISL involving a circular 

movement of the hands, indicating it went on for a long time. Figure 5.15 

illustrates these variations below:

Figure 5.15: Aspectual marking:

Verbs

Stative Dynamic

Durative Punctual

Durational (Fast Reduplication) Habitual (Fast Reduplication)

Continuative (Slow Reduplication) Iterative (Slow Reduplication)

(Based on Sutton-Spence & Woll, 1999)

A ‘hold’ at the end of a sign may serve the same purpose as a slow 

reduplication and in BSL. Sutton-Spence & Woll claim that this is particularly 

true for signs that have no movement in them: “LOOK held for a long time 

would be translated in English as ‘look for a long time’” (1999: 121). An initial 

‘hold’ (‘inceptive aspect’) shows that an event is about to happen but does
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not. ‘Incremental aspect’ may involve a ‘stop-start’ articulation, indicating that 

something happened bit by bit (ibid: 120).

While most signs change movement to signify aspect, aspectual marking may 

also be accomplished by an individual sign, as in the sign FINISH/’fsh’ in ISL, 

indicating the completion of an action. This is an example of perfective 

aspectual marking (Leeson & Saeed, 2012). McDonnell (1996) states that 

there is a telic/atelic distinction that separates processes that have a natural 

conclusion from those that can continue indefinitely.

Sutton-Spence & Woll (1999) claim that signers can also represent aspect 

with regard to two events happening in relation to each other by showing two 

events on two different hands or one event on the hands and one on the face. 

The latter scenario is what concerns this particular research and we saw this 

in the simultaneous construction in Figure 5.6 above.

Having addressed the concepts of movements in the signing space, and 

examined how signers construct a narrative within the confines of this space, 

we need to stress that none of these would be possible without the articulation 

of these simultaneous constructions and their conceptualization as body- 

partitioning in action. This partitioning includes actions of the mouth.

5.3 Simultaneous Constructions

In spoken languages, apart from the simultaneous occurrence of intonation 

and prosody, linguistic information is ordered sequentially, but because of the 

modality difference, signed languages yield a multiplicity of simultaneous 

constructions (Miller, 1994). Simultaneity in signed languages has been 

described at the lexical, sub-lexical and syntactic levels (Vermeerbergen et 

al., 2007; Janzen, 2005; Liddell, 2003; Dudis, 2002; Frishberg,1975).

Sutton-Spence & Woll (1999) describe how simultaneous constructions 

articulate the various facets of movements in space that we have described in 

the foregoing sections of this chapter, namely those of placing referents in
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space; of showing how referents move in space; of enabling role-shift; of 

indicating a location or a pronoun and of incorporating an object into a verb. 

Simultaneous constructions further illustrate topic-comment structures, enable 

the construction of simultaneous compounds and are the very essence of 

blends. We saw how the choice of what is represented on the dominant and 

non-dominant hands may be dictated by the actual positioning of entities in 

the real world, modelled in topographic signing space. We illustrated, in 

Chapters Three and Four respectively, the part played by nine categories of 

mouthings and five categories of mouth gestures in simultaneous 

articulations.

Vermeerbergen et al. have grouped different forms of simultaneity under three 

headings: “manual simultaneity”, “manual-oral simultaneity” and 

“simultaneous use of other manual or non-manual articulators” (2007: 2).

We begin by addressing the first of these, that of manual simultaneity.

5.3.1 Manual Simultaneity

Manual simultaneity occurs when each hand conveys different information. 

Vermeerbergen et al. (ibid) state that this may take the form of “full 

simultaneity” where two different lexical items are produced as illustrated in 

Figure 5.6 above. Alternatively, one hand may hold a sign in stationary 

configuration while the other hand continues signing, thus indicating the 

perseveration of a topic, while the other hand continues the realisation of a 

topic (ibid) as in Figure 5.14 above. Simultaneous constructions may also 

involve classifiers, where the relative location of actors in a motion event is 

displayed on either hand (ibid). This can be seen in Figure 4.4 above (and 

which we reproduce here for clarity) where one hand is holding on to the hose 

while the other drives the motorbike:
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(37) Fiona; The Hosepipe Incident:

Manual Sign: HAVE MOTORBIKE BT: 00:02:29.040

Mouth Gesture: mm

The second type of simultaneity listed by Vermeerbergen et al. (ibid) is that of 

manual oral simultaneity.

5.3.2 Manual-Oral Simultaneity

As discussed in Chapter One, NMF’s are meaningful units which convey 

additional information concomitant with the meaning being expressed by the 

handshapes and in the case of NMF’s of the mouth, the manual channel may 

be accompanied by either mouthings or mouth gestures thus resulting in 

simultaneous constructions.

As an example of how both mouthings and mouth gestures function in the 

creation of simultaneous constructions at the phonological level in ISL, we 

discussed the question of how mouth patterns function in the creation of 

minimal pairs. For example this can be observed in the creation of a 

distinction between the manual signs of APPLE and PROSTITUTE. APPLE is 

articulated with an A-handshape, with contact at the ipsilateral cheek, and the 

sign has a circular movement. The mouthing ‘apple’ co-occurs with this sign. 

PROSTITUTE is made up of the same manual components, but for some 

typically older signers there is no mouthing and instead, the signer’s tongue is 

extended into the hollow of the ipsilateral cheek and is visible to the 

interlocutor as a mouth gesture. Younger signers tend to mouth ‘prostitute’ 

(Leeson & Saeed, 2012: 81). Leeson & Saeed state that identifying this lexical 

use represents a claim that the mouthing NMF is an obligatory part of the sign
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rather than an optional modifier, belonging more properly to the sentence 

level for younger signers.

However, while this observation may hold true for the above example, the use 

of mouthings to distinguish between manual signs in ISL does not appear to 

be widespread. We discussed how the signs LIVE and FEEL, illustrated in 

Figures 3.26(a) and (b) in Chapter Three, were not relying on the mouthings 

only, for disambiguation.

We discussed in Chapter Four how specific manual signs are sometimes 

accompanied by specific oral adverbial mouth gestures indicating the manner 

in which actions are carried out or indicating degrees of difficulty, clumsiness 

or relaxation, thus creating simultaneous constructions.

Our findings, for simultaneous constructions involving mouth patterns in ISL, 

mirror those for BSL as reported by Sutton-Spence (2007), who considers that 

in all cases, the simultaneity of mouth patterns occurring with manual signs of 

the hands, as an essential feature.

The third type of simultaneity, described by Vermeerbergen et al. (2007) 

involves both manual and non-manual (but non-oral) articulators.

5.3.3 Manual and Non-Manual/Non-Oral Articulators

Simultaneous constructions involving NMF’s, other than those of the mouth, 

can perform syntactic functions in ISL. O’Baoill & Matthews claim that these 

non-oral NMF’s may be incorporated into simultaneous constructions to 

discriminate between declarative and interrogative sentences (movement of 

the eyebrows, head and shoulders), to indicate negation (headshake), to form 

conditionals (raised head, eyebrows and wide open eyes) and to deal with 

topic-comment constructions (head tilt, raised eyebrows and headnod). 

Similarly, at the syntactic level, emotions may be expressed by the 

simultaneous use of NMF’s including disappointment, happiness, doubt etc 

(2000:173).

272



NMF’s can also function at a morphological level through the addition of facial 

expressions to the manual sign. This is evident in the expression of certain 

adjectival formations to denote the comparative and superlative degrees of 

the adjective, as in for example HOT and HOTTER paralleling the English 

expressions of big, bigger and biggest (ibid; 179). We discussed these in the 

previous chapter in relation to mouth gestures (4.2.1.2).

At the semantic level, simultaneity is indicated through eye gaze and body 

leans, articulated with manual signs being associated with alternating 

perspectives (Vermeerbergen et al. 2007) which we discussed in Section 

5.1.5.

Leeson & Saeed (2007) note that simultaneity operates on several linguistic 

and cognitive levels within ISL. They examined the role of simultaneity in 

foregrounding and backgrounding elements in discourse with the dominant 

hand marking foregrounded material while the non-dominant hand marks 

backgrounded material (Leeson & Saeed 2007; Saeed & Leeson 2004). They 

note that simultaneous constructions play an important role in windowing of 

attention and focusing in ISL, in particular in the representation of locative 

relations discussed above, where they focus attention on the activities of one 

entity in respect to another. Following Talmy (1996), they suggest that the 

choice of what to articulate on which hand, is based on principles of 

windowing of attention which provides the signer with an additional or 

alternate choice of the focusing or the windowing of attention on the same 

event frame. We discussed this question of focus (as suggested by Boyes 

Braem, 2001), in relation to TYPE 4 mouthings (classifier constructions and 

English prepositional verbs accompanied only by the verb depicted), in 

Chapter Three.

Outlining the prototypical simultaneous constructions in ISL, Leeson & Saeed 

(2004) suggest that the features foregrounded, animacy and activity typically 

map into articulation on the dominant (dh) hand while the features
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backgrounded, inaninnacy and inactivity, map into articulation of the non

dominant (nd) hand. This facility affords the addressee the ability to;

“infer the different gapped portions for each alternative so as to 

reconstruct back to the same single event frame. Thus signers can 

choose to place focus on one element in isolation while gapping certain 

information. They can establish a chronological relationship between 

one element and the next, and, like speakers of any language, place 

greater focus on one element than on others (Leeson & Saeed, 2012: 

193-194).

We can see this in Figures 5.11(a) and (b) above, where the signer is 

narrating how, after a ‘near miss’ accident on her motorbike, she arrives at 

work in dirty clothes and puts them on the floor of the bathroom at work. Her 

supervisor came in and saw the clothes in a pile and asked her what they 

were. So, she maintains the bundle of clothes with her non-dominant hand, 

while articulating SEE with her dominant hand. We therefore see how she 

places the focus on the entrance of the supervisor, while maintaining the 

chronological relationship with the gapped element, that of the bundle of 

clothes on the ground. This gapping of information will prove to be an 

important element of the blending process where signers conceptualise how 

things exist in space when we discuss this aspect in Chapter Six.

Leeson & Saeed (2012) state that it is clear that there is a relationship 

between how signers conceptualise these relationships and then demonstrate 

these relationships in signing space. They surmise that this occurs because of 

the visual nature of signed languages, where the relationship between 

conceptualisation of space and articulation of how things are, are related to 

each other in space. In outlining the spatial aspects of ISL grammar in this 

chapter, this research is attempting to convey how this occurs and how the 

articulation of mouth patterns is subsumed into this conceptualization.
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5.3.3.1 Prototypicality in Simultaneous Constructions:

Taub claims that the establishment of these conceptual structures is 

motivated by the universal properties of human cognition:

“The ability to establish concepts, associate them with visual and 

kinaesthetic images (some of which are universal), simplify the images, 

and choose body parts and movements to encode these

images (these) are part of being human, of having the kinds of

brains, bodies and experiences that we do” (2001: 227).

To this end, a Cognitive Linguistic Framework assumes that all linguistic 

categories may show prototype structuring, for example the prototype of 

‘noun’ being ‘thing’ and the prototype of verb being ‘action’ (Langacker,

1991b). Prototypical members of cognitive categories, 'good examples’, (for 

example the noun ‘car’ for the category of vehicles), have the largest number 

of attributes in common with other members of the category and the smallest 

number of attributes that occur with neighbouring categories (Rosch & Mervis, 

1995). Categorisation, and therefore the “structure of reality’ as reflected in 

language, is the product of the human mind (Saeed, 2009: 357).

Rosch (1973) first discussed protypical categories, where the boundaries can 

be acceptably ‘fuzzy’, showing prototype structure i.e. the best example in a 

category set, though graduated membership may be granted to word meaning 

(Aitchison, 1987; Sweetser, 1990). ‘Fuzzy’ or ‘bad example’ members, share 

only a small number of attributes with other members of a category but have 

several attributes that belong to other categories as well. As we saw above, 

Taub (2001) considers linguistic categories in signed languages as categories 

of human cognition, with the same type of prototype fuzzy structure. 

Luchjenbroers agrees and considers that human categorization involves 

mental concepts which have fuzzy boundaries and are culturally based and 

that their comprehension and production involve “conceptual mappings 

between varying domains of cognitive function” (2006:2).
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Prototype Theory therefore, within the cognitive framework, can prove useful 

in the analysis of mouthing and mouth gestures in ISL. With regard to fuzzy 

boundaries, we can surmise that fingerspelling may be utilised amongst 

younger signers to ‘flesh out’ the manual sign as seen in the following 

example.

(17) Fiona: The Hosepipe Incident’ BT:00;01:24.000

Manual Sign: V-A-N 

Mouthing: van

In this instance, the mouthing ‘van’ supplies the lexical information regarding 

the specific type of vehicle. As there is no corresponding manual sign for 

VAN, the signer employs fingerspelling. In the hierarchy of prototypicality for 

‘car’, ‘van’ would be allocated to the fuzzy category as while it shares a 

number of attributes with other members of a category, it has several 

attributes that belong to other categories as well.

Prototypicality may also be extended to metonymic relations, in their use of 

action for activity, for example in DRIVE-CAR, the prototypical action of 

holding the steering wheel represents the actual driving of the car (Wilcox et 

al., 2003:145). Further research within the SOI Corpus is required to 

document how it provides us with instances of more or less prototypical 

instantiations of mouthing and mouth gestures. For example, in theory, we do 

not expect a mouthing to accompany a classifier predicate, but as we saw in 

Chapter Three, this was not always the case when we discussed TYPE 4 

mouthings (mouthing of the verb, or in some cases a noun with classifier 

constructions). We would expect a mouth gesture denoting adverbial 

information to be co-articulated with CL-LEGS, CL-VEHICLE or CL-EYES. 

This aspect requires further examination.

Thus we can say that simultaneity is used to mark information structure and 

discourse prominence relations i.e. listing, topic and focus partitioning and 

“narrative dynamism” (Liddell, 2003:223). Simultaneity is essential to the 

creation of the conceptualisation of grounded blends as will be shown in 

Chapter Six, but how we conceive of these blends and navigate their
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organisation is based on cognitive iconicity and metaphor, without which, 

signed language constructions would be impenetrable to a large extent.

5.4 Cognitive Iconicity:

We have addressed iconicity in relation to mouth gestures in the previous 

chapter and we noted its presence in diverse degrees. Armstrong & Wilcox 

describe iconicity, not as a relation between language and external reality, but 

as a mapping within multidimensional conceptual space, between the 

semantic and phonological poles of “symbolic structures such as words and 

morphemes” (2007:86). Stokoe called this ‘semantic phonology’, where the 

hands, as the articulators of signed languages, move through three- 

dimensional space and carry with them conceptual properties (1991: 111).

Cognitive iconicity is defined therefore, not as a relation between the form of 

the sign and what it refers to in the real world but, as a relation between two 

conceptual spaces (Wilcox, 2002), originally suggested by Langacker (1987) 

as being sub-regions of conceptual space. Wilcox states that:

“If iconicity is seen as a direct mapping of linguistic form to an objective 

reality, clearly iconicity will be easiest to find in more concrete lexical 

items such as CHAIR, less so in abstract, bound morphology such as 

intensification, and virtually impossible to locate in the highly abstract 

grammatical areas of the language such as verb aspect or grammatical 

class distinctions. It is here that Cognitive Linguistics has the most to 

contribute to the study of iconity (2007a: 1119).

Two aspects involved in the comprehension of how cognitive iconicity works 

need to be considered, in order to set the scene for discussion of blending in 

Chapter Six, namely those of construal and of metaphor.
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5.4.1 Construal:

The mapping relation in cognitive iconicity is therefore not between objectively 

defined forms and objectively determined scenes. Instead, as Langacker 

points out, there are many ways to construe an event, and an event’s 

objective properties are insufficient to predict its construal. Iconicity is not a 

relation between the objective properties of a situation and the objective 

properties of articulators, therefore objective properties, whether of events in 

the world or of articulatory events, play little role in cognitive iconicity. Rather, 

“the iconic relation is between construals of real-world scenes and construals 

of form” (1991b: 284).

In refuting the claim by Valli & Lucas (1992) that iconicity is absent from verb 

aspect morphology, Wilcox (2004a) claims that signers can depict aspects of 

conceptualized space within the articulation space. In fact he suggests, that 

articulation space is also a conceptualized space wherein signers use their 

hands and bodies as symbolic units that can act and interact within this 

space. Hands, bodies, actions and spatial relationships between things are all 

conceptualized as representational. We mentioned earlier how this space is 

fluid and as construal changes, the spatial relationships represented by the 

hands and body can also shift to represent each stance.

Wilcox (2007a) demonstrates how the spatial features, discussed in this 

chapter, of classifier predicates; aspectual verbal marking and the derivational 

morphology of nouns and verbs, can be realized as being iconic. In 

commenting on the description of the formational patterns of classifier 

predicates, Wilcox states that the handshapes represent objects and their 

features (human, animate non-human, vehicle); secondary handshapes 

represent secondary objects and their features; the spatial relationship of the 

hands represents the spatial relationship of the referents; hand shapes 

represent actions and manner of motion of the articulator represents manner 

of motion of the referent. He therefore claims that:
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“Classifier predicates thus exhibit a systematic pattern of iconic 

relations in which conceptual objects and actions are mapped onto 

handshapes and their movements (ibid: 1119).

With regard to the construal of aspectual marking, Wilcox (ibid) says that the 

bound grammatical morpheme marking intensification, is a conceptually 

dependent notion, relying on a prior conception of what is being intensified. It 

is iconic in two ways. Firstly, because it represents the metaphorical 

conceptualization of intensity as pent up release. Secondly, because change 

in how the movement is articulated relies on a prior conception of what 

movement is produced.

With regard to deviational morphology, Wilcox also claims that this is equally 

iconic, with nouns profiling a thing, while verbs profiling a process. He claims 

that the articulation of noun forms in a restricted region of space “motivates 

their construal as things at a phonological pole” . Verb forms on the other 

hand, through their motion through space, as “construed as processes at their 

phonological pole” (ibid: 1120).

A second method of establishing iconic mapping is through metaphor as 

discussed in Chapter Two (2.3.1). Wilcox claims that metaphor and iconicity 

are often simultaneously present, but in many cases, iconicity depends on “a 

logically prior metaphorical mapping” (ibid: 1124).

Thus, each signed articulation is dependent on how signers construe 

constructions and, to a large extent, these construals are influenced by what 

has been embodied up to that point (Ajello et al. 2001) and this will be seen 

as an important feature of blends in Chapter Six.

5.5 Summary:

While Chapters Three and Four discussed mouthings and mouth gestures 

respectively in ISL, this chapter situates these mouth patterns in signing 

space. We saw how spatial placements are utilised to establish links between
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referential loci in signing space and referents in discourse. We examined the 

types and roles of mouth patterns accompanying these constructions.

We further saw how agreement verbs move between specific loci to indicate 

grammatical relations and this arrangement of loci and their associated 

referents is acknowledged as the frame of reference. When the frame of 

reference shifts through modification of the signer’s non-manual features 

including those of the mouth, face and body, referential shift occurs. When the 

signer adopts the persona of another character, as in the case of a hearing 

person, constructed dialogue, the reported mouthings of that character are 

articulated concomitant with the articulation of the manual signs.

With regard to the occurrence of mouthings with verbs in ISL, discussed in 

detail in Section 3.2.6, we can say that Person Agreement verbs and the sub

category Single Agreement verbs carry a large number of mouthings. We 

noted this as Type 6 mouthings, where manual signs were accompanied by 

inflected English verb forms.

We can speculate as to whether it is just a coincidence that the verbs ASK 

(80%), TELL (74%) and SAY (40%), which carry a large percentage of 

mouthings, are all articulated beginning at the mouth and may have embodied 

connotations to do with hearing.

Inflection forming the past participles of the most frequently used verbs has 

also been suggested as being the case in DSGS (Boyes-Braem, 2001). 

Further, the use of inflected verbs suggests that not only is the English lexicon 

being employed by ISL signers in their use of English words with manual 

signs, but it may suggest that English morphosyntax is also being employed 

as suggested by Bank et al. (2011) for NGT.

We noted in Chapter Three, that when the mouthing of the verb is inflected, 

the referent is at a remove in a different location or the story was being related 

about a person other than the signer, therefore carrying a more objective 

viewpoint. When the verb remains uninflected, it signals the physical presence 

of the referent in relation to the signer in Real Space.
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As already discussed in relation to Type 6 mouthings, the idea that inflection 

may be pragmatically derived, whereby signers convey information in a 

manner most easily understood by their addressees, has to be acknowledged. 

The presence of mouthings in Locative Agreement Verbs varied from 29.6% 

for GIVE-TO (18 out of an incidence of 27) to 54.8% for RUN (17 out of an 

incidence of 31), while the sub-set marking locations on the body had an 

incidence of 18.1% (2 out of 11). Reciprocal Agreement verbs varied between 

no mouthings and an incidence of 25% (2 out of 8) for DISCUSS and no 

mouthings for ARGUE (2). Backward Agreement Verbs also carried no 

mouthings. However, we have to bear in mind that for some selected verbs 

discussed here, very few tokens were present in the SOI Corpus making any 

kind of quantification inferences problematic.

Classifier predicates are generally expected to carry mouth gestures as 

opposed to mouthings, but as we saw above, individual choice makes it 

impossible to establish strict criteria. Where we might have expected SEE 

(Fig.5.11) to carry a mouthing, it carried a mouth gesture and where we might 

have expected a classifier handshape incorporating GIVE-TO to have a 

mouth gesture, it was articulated with a mouthing (Fig.5.12).

Bank et al. (2011) also confirm that the alternate use of mouthings and mouth 

gestures accompanying nouns and adjectives in Dutch Sign Language (NGT) 

as a new development that warrants further examination.

Mohr-Militzer (2011) undertook the first analysis of ISL data with regard to 

parts of speech distinctions and she correlated syntactic and lexical 

categories with mouth patterns in order to discover whether they function as a 

modality-specific tool in word class recognition in ISL. As expected, in the 

Personal Stories, she verified that morphologically simpler signs (referential 

phrases, plain verbs, modifiers) co-occurred most frequently with mouthings, 

averaging 81.3%, while mouth gestures accompanied more morphologically 

complex predicate signs 65.6% of the time. However, she confirms that her 

findings refute the claim that mouth patterns serve as a modality-specific tool 

for word class recognition in ISL.
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We just reiterate here what we stated in Chapter Three, that mouth gestures 

hint at more morphological complexity but neither mouthings nor mouth 

gestures alone can predicting syntactic categories within ISL. With mouthings 

becoming more frequent in ISL articulation from generation to generation, 

constructions within the language are changing.

One of the unique properties of signed languages is that they exhibit a high 

degree of isomorphism (Cormier, 2007:63). That is, many characteristics of 

signed languages involve a close relationship between form and meaning, 

much more so than spoken languages. Such characteristics include the use of 

topographic space, indexicality and iconicity.

Topographic use of signing space maps onto real world space, such that 

placement of signs in particular locations in the signing space reflects entity 

locations in real-world space. Indexic signs point toward (or are located at) the 

location associated with their referents. In the instances where Proper Nouns 

were being placed in topological space and syntactic space, mouthings 

accompanied the manual articulation. We acknowledged that when a 

mouthing accompanied a three-dimensional classifier construction in 

topographic space, the question of signer focus may be paramount.

We considered cognitive iconicity, not as a relation between language and 

external reality, but as a mapping within multidimensional conceptual space, 

between the semantic and phonological poles of a symbol. Iconicity is 

pervasive in signed language (Leeson & Saeed, 2012; Armstrong & Wilcox, 

2007; Brennan, 1992). It pervades polymorphemic classifier predicates; 

atemporal and temporal relations and grammatical classes and we already 

discussed how it influences mouth gestures in the previous chapter.

In this chapter we examined how articulations, incorporating both manual and 

non-manual elements, are physically executed in signing space and we 

illustrated their underlying grammatical intent. We mentioned how our 

approach to the discussion of mouth patterns might suggest that mouthings.
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mouth gestures and manual articulations were all discreet elements of a 

signed articulation. This chapter will have dispelled this notion and illustrated 

how each element in an articulation is necessary for the successful construal 

and inferencing of the event space. This enables us to discuss in Chapter Six 

how these physical manifestations are conceptualised as metaphorical in 

mental space. As Liddell (2003) claims, the meanings understood by an 

addressee go far beyond what is lexically encoded, where grammatically 

encoded information, together with pointing and gestural information of 

various types, prompts the addressee to construct both non-grounded mental 

spaces and real space blends. The language structures we have discussed 

up to now, while prompting the constructions of conceptual domains, are not 

themselves part of them (ibid). Fauconnier refers to this construal as a 

“succession of cognitive configurations”(1997: 38). The resultant construction 

of conceptual blends allows signers to navigate even the most complex 

discourse and we now identify how mouth patterns enable them to do this 

effectively.
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Chapter Six

Mouthings and Mouth Gestures as Instances of 

Conceptual Blending in Irish Sign Language

6.0 Introduction:

In the previous chapter we saw how signers use the signing space to convey 

both spatial and non-spatial relations to marl< the arguments of verbs and to 

make pronominal reference (Risler, 2007; Wilcox 2007a; Liddell, 2003). We 

also saw how NMF’s, including mouth patterns, modify signers’ articulations, 

giving rise to referential shift through Constructed Dialogue and Constructed 

Action, and altering the perspective of an event. As construal of an event 

changes, so too do the spatial relationships between NMF’s and the hands, 

signalling varying stances.

The role of metaphorical mapping (Taub, 2001) was evident, indicating how 

mental concepts are mapped onto linguistic elements created in signing 

space, depicting aspects of conceptualised space within the articulation 

space. Wulf & Dudis (2005) consider that metaphor is already visible at an 

articulatory level and iconicity and metaphor are bound together.

Johnston states that signers exploit the features inherent in space as well as 

investing it with meanings which are “conventional to the system or only 

metaphorically spatial” (1989: 134). We considered iconicity, not as a relation 

between language and external reality, but as a mapping within 

multidimensional conceptual space, between the semantic and phonological 

poles of a symbol (Wilcox, 2007a). We saw how comprehension of discourse 

is dependent on how participants construe events, as they “shape and 

construe a conceived situation in alternate ways” (Langacker, 1990; 213).
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In this chapter we discuss how these metaphorical movements through 

mental space, and the resultant construction of conceptual blends, allow 

signers to navigate even the most complex discourse and we examine the 

place of mouth patterns in these constructions. Wilcox (2007) states that 

through the presence of iconicity we can identify concrete lexical items, but in 

the more abstract areas of communication, we rely on cognitive linguistics to 

allow us account for the application of this iconicity. Taub similarly advocates 

the use of a cognitive linguistic framework of “conceptual mappings, frame 

semantics, prototype theory and conceptual metaphor theory” (2001: 230) to 

describe the way in which these mental concepts are constructed. We 

addressed Prototype Theory briefly when we talked about simultaneous 

constructions in the Chapter Five and in Chapter Two we saw how frame 

semantics and ICM’s, as collections of embodied cultural views, aided the 

construction of metaphors. Following Taub (ibid), we will address conceptual 

metaphor theory later on in this chapter and identify the role that mouth 

patterns play in the navigation of complex discourse.

Within this Cognitive Linguistic Framework, linguistic knowledge is considered 

as part of general cognition (Lakoff, 1987). In other words, language 

behaviour is part of human thinking. The language structures, embodying 

linguistic knowledge, which we discussed in the previous chapter, are 

pervasive in both older and newer signed languages (Senghas, 1995). Hence, 

in Sections 6.2 and 6.3, we examine the role of Mental Space and Conceptual 

Blending Theories in signed languages. Through our discussion in Sections 

6.4 and 6.5, we examine the place of mouthing and mouth gesture in blends 

of Constructed Dialogue representing elaboration and intensification of the 

manual signs, while in Section 6.6, Partial Blending and Constructed Action 

are examined from this perspective. We hypothesise that there may be a 

difference o1 purpose between the use of mouthing in Constructed Action, 

where mouthing represents the persona of the signer, as opposed to its use in 

Constructed Dialogue, where mouthing represents the speech of an 

embodied character.
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We examine blends occurring in Token Space in Section 6.7, while Section 

6.8 demonstrates how we incorporate mouthing and mouth gesture into Body 

Partitioning enabling the creation of megablends, alongside a discussion of 

signer perspectives illustrating how blended viewpoints can create a 

megablend. That Buoys can be considered as a main ingredient of blends in 

their own right is addressed in Section 6.9. Section 6.10 deals with a type of 

blend involving the articulation of a mouthing and mouth gesture within the 

same blend, and we suggest that there are four sub-types within this newly 

created category for ISL. Section 6.11 deals with Metaphorical Blends 

involving either a mouthing or a mouth gesture, while Section 6.12 addresses 

Simultaneous Compound Blends.

In Section 6.1, we begin with a brief description of the cognitive linguistic 

framework and the theories of Mental Spaces (Fauconnier, 1997), and 

Conceptual Blending (Fauconnier & Turner, 1996), in which our findings of are 

situated.

6.1 The Cognitive Linguistic Framework:

A Cognitive Linguistic framework presupposes that the manner in which 

signers conceptualise space is based on embodied archetypes resulting from 

their lived interactions with the world i.e. how they visualise objects moving in 

three-dimensional space; how they conceptualise the energetic interactions of 

objects and the transfer of energy and how signers conceptualise certain 

scenes from various perspectives or vantage points (Wilcox & Morford, 2006). 

Further, because of its focus on conceptual structures, cognitive linguistics 

drives research in such areas as metaphor, metonymy and iconicity and 

investigates how these motivate lexical, morphological and syntactic 

behaviour, as well as their role in the process of grammaticalisation (ibid). We 

have already alluded to these factors in previous chapters.

Phyllis Wilcox, in her discussion of ASL, also states that signed languages are 

not “dualistically separated” from their physical realization but have an 

experiential bodily basis, which is motivated by metaphorical and iconic
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principles (2002:490). As the cognitive perspective employed in this thesis is 

based on the theories of Mental Spaces and Conceptual Blending, we begin 

by giving a brief description of Mental Space Theory, elaborating on our 

introductory comments in Chapter One.

6.2 Mental Space Theory

Mental Spaces are the domains that discourse builds up to provide a cognitive 

substrate for reasoning and for interfacing with the world. Sometimes, mental 

spaces are taken to be accurate models of some part of reality, but they can 

be “hypothetical, fictional or counterfactual, or they may represent a speaker’s 

desires or hopes” (Taylor, 2002:590).

In signed languages, when mental spaces represent a part of reality 

representing locations outside the brain, where those entities are 

conceptualised to exist, Liddell considers them as representing Real Space. 

This space is “grounded”, as its elements are conceptualised as existing in 

the immediate environment (2003:82). He states that typically the things we 

talk about are separate and distinct from the meanings encoded by the words 

and morphemes that make up an utterance. In other words, the semantic 

structure of the utterance is not an expression of the meaning of the 

utterance, but rather prompts the construction of a separate set of, what 

Fauconnier calls, “interconnected domains with internal structure” (1997:35).

As discussed in Chapter Five, Mental spaces contain elements, entities either 

constructed on-line or pre-existing entities in the conceptual system, allowing 

speakers to keep track of “chains of reference” (Evans and Greene,

2006:396). These elements, existing within each mental space, are connected 

by identity connectors. However, this does not imply that they have the same 

features or properties. When someone says: ‘When I was six, I weighed fifty 

pounds’, we build an identity connector between the person now and the 

person as they were then, despite existing differences (Fauconnier, 2007: 

352). Likewise, because the same scenario can be construed in multiple 

ways, identity connectors are also used when mental spaces partition
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incoming information about elements in the referential representation 

(Coulson & Oakley, 2000). For example, understanding the sentence “When I 

was six, I weighed fifty pounds” necessitates that the reader construct two 

mental spaces, one for the present utterance space, and one for the time 

when the speaker was twelve years old, the event space (ibid). Here the 

correspondence, between the focal participant in the utterance and the event 

space, is represented via an identity connector between the two.

In Chapter Five, we saw this in relation to referential loci in ISL where, when 

the signer conceptualises an event, it is mapped onto signing space and 

tracked by a range of methods including establishing loci and referential 

shifting into surrogate space. We illustrate this aspect more fully in our 

discussion of Figure 6.7 below.

Identity connectors are always open. An established space (the daughter 

space) can be included in another space (the parent space). In this way, 

mental spaces are layered, and signers have to be able to follow the different 

stages of this spatial layering. When the information in the various mental 

spaces are exhibited via body partitioning in signed language, the result is a 

megablend (Fauconnier & Turner, 2002). We will discuss body partitioning 

and megablends in detail below, but we have already alluded to these 

phenomena in Chapter Two, Figure 2.14, in relation to the embodied mouth 

gesture ‘mm’, where it framed the megablend and supplied gapped^® 

information.

Fauconnier and Turner visualised mental spaces as 'small conceptual 

packets’ constructed and modified as thought and discourse unfolds and are 

connected to each other by various kinds of mappings (1996:113).

6.2.1 Mappings in Mental Spaces:

Mapping makes cross-space connections between a particular semantic 

structure and entities in other mental space representations, because

'G apped ' inform ation refers to data  that has to be inferred from  the context, on the basis of prior know ledge
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elements in one mental space often have counterparts in other spaces. These 

mappings can be based on a number of different types of relations, including 

identity, similarity, analogy and pragmatic functions based on metonymy, 

synecdoche and representation (Coulson & Oakley, 2000). We can see this in 

the example given by Fauconnier (2007) above, where identity mapping 

occurs between the speaker at aged six and the speaker at the time of 

utterance. We will see evidence of analogy mapping when we discuss 

metonymy and synecdoche, along with pragmatic functioning mappings 

below.

Mappings can be highly conventionalised and become culturally and lexically 

entrenched and can define the category structure for the language and culture 

(Turner, 1991). We saw this in Chapter Two when we discussed how 

metaphors in signed languages are embodied. However, mappings can also 

be constructed ‘on-line’ for purposes of local understanding.

Winston states that an awareness of, and fluency with, spatial features in 

signed language is essential, as communication demands a recognition of 

spatial meaning. During this process, signers have in mind the underlying 

meaning of their communication: they have a mental image of what they want 

to communicate. The challenge is to build a similar meaning in the minds of 

their addressees. Signers therefore shape the visual patterns we perceive in 

order to build meaning. They mould the signing space and it is the visual 

space that we perceive in conjunction with signs that help us interpret a 

signer’s underlying message. This overall use of space Winston terms “spatial 

mapping” (1996:3).

Spatial mapping can be described as the use of space for locating referents in 

order to create a picture (ibid) and the signing space with its imaginary signer 

to addressee line, lies at the basis of the pronominal system in signed 

languages and has its foundation in “pointing to one’s addressee, oneself or 

objects physically present” (Johnston, 1989:134). In this way, as we saw in 

the previous chapter, signers establish an entity at a certain location in space 

and this location becomes associated with that entity and becomes the locus
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(Liddell, 2003), or we can imagine that a locus is a projection of a referent into 

said space (Engberg-Pedersen 1993).

Fauconnier explores the idea that mappings between domains are at the 

heart of the unique human cognitive faculty of producing, transferring and 

processing meaning. Mapping between spaces, although cognitively active, 

remains opaque. The projection of one domain onto another is automatic. He 

lists three types of mappings as being at ‘the very heart of natural language 

semantics and everyday reasoning’. These are projection mappings, 

pragmatic function mappings and schema mappings (1997:9).

Projection mappings project part of the structure of one domain onto another, 

as occurs in the case of metaphorical mappings (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; 

Sweetser,1990). In order to talk and think about some (target) domains, we 

use the structure of other (source) domains. Within the scope of projection 

mappings, Lakoff (1987) shows how inference, built in a concrete source 

domain, transfers by projection, to an abstract domain, as in TIME IS THE 

MOTION OF OBJECTS.

In Chapter Two Figure 2.12 (and reproduced below as Figure 6.0), illustrated 

an ISL example where the signer articulated the sign REMEMBER, based on 

the abstract metaphorical concept of IDEAS ARE OBJECTS.

The handshape formations and articulations i.e. the linguistic aspect, which 

can be observed for example the GRASP morpheme, is organized in part by 

concepts grounded in metaphorical mapping. The metaphor 

UNDERSTANDING IS GRASPING expresses the notion that ‘understanding’ 

is a physical grasping of mental objects.
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Figure 6.0: Metaphorical ‘grasping’ in the sign REMEIVIBER

(03) Noeleen: ‘My Job in St. Joseph’s’

Manual Sign: REMEMBER BT:00:00:55.000

Mouthing: remember

The signer is narrating a story about her job as a teacher’s aid in the school 

for Deaf boys in St. Joseph’s and she is remembering back to her own 

schooldays. If we examine this one handed two part sign, we can see that it 

begins with the initialised handshape ‘R’ brought towards the forehead. (This 

signer did not bring the sign fully to her forehead). Remaining in the forehead 

area, it changes into the closed fist sign ‘S’. This resembles an idea being 

grasped and held in the mind, suggesting that the mind is capable of holding 

things within itself, illustrating the body as a container metaphor and in this 

instance, the brain is a container of memories.

While projection mapping occurs metaphorically between domains, pragmatic 

mapping occurs within domains. Two relevant domains, representing two 

categories of objects, are mapped onto each other by a pragmatic function, 

therefore authors may be matched with the books they write or patients 

matched to the illnesses for which they are being treated (Fauconnier, 1997). 

Metonymy and synecdoche are considered as pragmatic function mappings in 

that, in language use, the pragmatic function mappings allow an entity to be 

identified in terms of its counterpart in the projection. In the following 

sentence: “The gastric ulcer in Room 12 would like some coffee” (ibid: 11), a 

nurse is using an illness to identify the patient who has it, illustrating the
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metonymic part-whole relationship. One example of where this occurs this 

occurs in ISL is where a person’s ‘sign name’ can be based on a physical trait 

for example curly hair, and this has also been reported as also occurring in 

ASL and Catalan Sign Language (LSC) by Wilcox et al. (2003).

Sutton-Spence & Woll differentiate between synecdoche and metonymy in 

BSL in defining the former as “part of something that refers to the whole of it” 

as in the sign ELEPHANT represented by the trunk, and the latter by defining 

it as a case where “something associated with the referent stands for the 

referent” as in the BSL sign SCOTLAND represented by bagpipes (1999:

188).

Schema mappings (or schema induction) are the third type of mappings listed 

by Fauconnier (ibid) and they operate when a general schema, frame or 

model is used to structure a situation in context. They relate to the projection 

of a schema or frame onto particular utterances. In discourse, an array of 

mental spaces is set up with mutual connections and shifts of viewpoint and of 

focus from one space to another (ibid). In this way, Fauconnier (2007) claims 

that a mental space may be organised by a specific frame for example the 

frame of BOXING and have a more generic frame such as FIGHTING and a 

yet more generic frame such as COMPETITION. A finer typology can be 

further employed to provide more specific information e.g. boxers’ shoe size 

or type of headgear etc. We can see an example of this in Figure 6.1 below:
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Figure 6.1: The SHOPPING Frame

(11) Frankie: Butterfly Statue

Mouthing: ‘ I want I want I want

Manual: (dh): WANT WANT WANT

(nd): CL-0'HOLD STATUE’ BT:00:00:52.170

The mental space, in this instance, is organised by the frame of SHOPPING 

WITH CHILDREN. The generic frame of SHOPPING may be employed and a 

yet more generic frame such as A DAY IN TOWN can be part of this 

construal. A finer typology is also present in this instance, in that we are 

informed of the ages of the children and the number of adults present on the 

trip.

Fauconnier considers projection mappings, pragmatic function mappings and 

schematic mappings, as 'central to any understanding of semantic and 

pragmatic language interpretation and cognitive construction’ (1997:12). 

Therefore, once a mental space has been constructed, it is linked to the other 

process in which unfolding discourse is a 'succession of cognitive 

configurations’ resulting in a mental space network (ibid: 38).

6.2.2 The Mental Space Network:

As discourse proceeds, mental spaces proliferate within a network or lattice, 

as more schemas are introduced and links between the resulting spaces are 

created (ibid). This is illustrated in Figure 6.2 below:
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Figure 6.2; A Lattice of IVIental Spaces

Base

(Evans and Greene, 2006:374).

The circles represent the mental spaces and dotted lines indicate links 

between spaces. Navigation through this array of mental spaces is facilitated 

through the organisation of spaces into three dynamic interchangeable 

categories consisting of Base, Viewpoint and Focus.

At any given point in the discourse, one of the spaces is a ‘base’ i.e. “the 

space that remains accessible for the construction of a new mental space” 

(Evans & Greene, 2006:374). The Base space is situated at the top of the 

lattice in Figure 6.2 above. The Viewpoint space supplies the vantage point 

from where other spaces are constructed. The space being manipulated at a 

current point in a discourse is the Focus space and an entity within one 

mental space may be referred to in terms of another. Fauconnier states that:

“In the unfolding of a full discourse, a rich array of mental spaces is 

typically set up with mutual connections and shifts of viewpoint and of 

focus from one space to another (2007:352).

A crucial property of language, cognitive constructions and conceptual links 

which enable us to accomplish this, is the ‘Access Principle’ (Sweetser &
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Fauconnier, 1996; Fauconnier, 2007) also termed the ‘Identification Principle’ 

(Fauconnier, 1995:3).

6.2.3 The Access Principle:

This principle states that the expression which names or describes an 

element in one mental space, can be used to access a counterpart of that 

element in another mental space:

“Access Principle: If two elements, a and b are linked by a connector 

F (b=F(a)), then element b can be identified by naming, describing or 

pointing to its counterpart a” (Fauconnier, 2007:353).

When this indirect identification is used, we say that an expression which 

names or describes one entity, a, (the trigger), can be used to access, and 

therefore refer to, an entity b (the target) in another domain, only if the second 

domain is “cognitively accessible” from the first, and if there is a connection 

between trigger and target (Fauconnier & Sweetser, 1996:7), as we shall see 

in Figure 6.8 below.

In this way, a representational painting of a seascape allows “ready cognitive 

access” to a hypothesised ocean and shore which is thus represented, and 

there may be a specific cognitive connection between a depiction of a given 

boat and a real or imagined model for the depiction (ibid:8).

van Hoek states that, within Accessibility Theory, a particular nominal form 

may be selected for reference in a given context, to reflect the degree of 

accessibility (‘retrievability’) of the referent in that context (1996: 337). She 

further states that cross-linguistically names and descriptive phrases (i.e. full 

nominals) are markers of relatively low accessibility, used where the referent 

is not highly active in the addressee’s awareness. Pronouns are markers of 

relatively high accessibility and “null anaphora (i.e. no phonological marking of 

co-reference) marks still higher accessibility” (ibid). She asserts that in ASL, 

principles of Accessibility explain the selection of loci for pronominal reference
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in contexts in which more than one locus has been previously established in 

discourse, where Accessibility is equated with how active a referent is in the 

conceptualizer’s awareness.

She agrees that, in ASL, the pronominal system involves much more than 

merely remembering one-to-one associations between referents and spatial 

loci, though of course this does also occur as we saw in Chapter Five. 

Determining which locus to use for reference frequently involves assessing 

the relative “salience, both perceptual and conceptual”, of various loci and 

their corresponding mental spaces (ibid:388). Perceptual salience is a major 

factor, as an image of the referent visible to both signer and addressee will 

most typically be selected as the locus for pronominal reference, even where 

other loci have previously been used for pronominal reference for the same 

referent.

6.2.3.1 Mental Spaces and Referential Loci;

We saw in Chapter One, how mental spaces are sometimes taken to be 

accurate models of some part of reality but that they can also be hypothetical, 

fictional or counterfactual, or that they may represent a speaker’s desires or 

hopes (Taylor, 2002). We discussed above how Liddell considers mental 

spaces as representing Real Space in signed language and that this space is 

‘grounded’, as its elements are conceptualised as existing in the immediate 

environment (2003:82). We further saw how Mental Spaces contain elements, 

either entities constructed on-line or pre-existing entities in the conceptual 

system, allowing speakers to keep track of ‘chains of reference’ (Evans and 

Greene, 2006:396). We described how signers in ISL maintained these chains 

of reference through the use of spatial locations and the establishment of loci 

in a sophisticated system of pronominal reference. Chains of reference can be 

maintained even where two referents occupy the same locus, or in the case 

where the referent moves to another locus, while still maintaining the 

referential link. Thus one referent may be associated with more than one 

locus (Janzen, 2005; Nilsson, 2008; van Hoek, 1996).
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The use of two distinct loci to refer to a sole entity overtly shows that the 

referent is involved in two distinct mental spaces (Poulin, 1995). In this way, 

van Hoek (1996) establishes a relationship between mental spaces and 

referential loci. The shift from one locus to the other corresponds to a shift in 

focus space, the space being manipulated at a current point in a discourse 

(Fauconnier, 2007: 352). This relationship between multiple mental spaces 

and multiple loci does not mean however that all these loci are likely to be 

used at a given point in discourse. We saw in Chapter Five, how signers may 

select certain loci for pronominal reference, and may judge other loci to be 

unacceptable for use in a particular context, van Hoek therefore surmises that 

the principles of locus selection in ASL discussed above, “seem congruent 

with general principles of the theory of accessibility as developed by Givon 

(1989)” (1996:337).

The Access Principle, as we have seen, states that the expression that names 

or describes an element in one mental space, can be used to access a 

counterpart of that element in another mental space i.e. one entity, a, (the 

trigger), can be used to access, (and hence refer to) an entity b (the target) in 

another domain only if the second domain is cognitively accessible from the 

first, and if there is a connection between trigger and target (Fauconnier and 

Sweetser, 1996:7). Figures 6.7(a) and (b) below illustrate this. The conceived 

situations: (i) the signer’s job at the School for Deaf Boys and (ii) the pupils 

attending the school, constitute mental spaces, each of which is associated 

with the same locus. The signer accesses the referent DEAF via the locus 

associated with SCHOOL. The conception of the SCHOOL functions as a 

trigger to access the target DEAF. This is also an example of semantic affinity 

discussed in Section 5.1.3.

The use of the pronominal system by ISL signers can therefore be succinctly 

encapsulated by the theory of Mental Spaces. Leeson & Saeed (2012) state 

that this may help explain the fact that fluent ISL signers can distinguish 

between c. locus as first person and c. locus as non-specified agent in 

discourse, as occurs in passives. This agrees with van Hoek’s position that in 

passive constructions, the patient is the most highly activated referent in both
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the signer’s and the addressee’s awareness, licensing the signer’s use of 

constructions with little or no attention focused on the agent. Thus 

accessibility is determined by salience. This has implications for more abstract 

loci such as those occurring in the mental conceptualization, where certain 

mental spaces are brought into the centre of attention and other are relegated 

to the periphery. We saw the relevance of this in Chapter Three when we 

discussed the question of salience with regard to the TYPE 4 categorization of 

mouthings, where both English prepositional verbs and classifier 

constructions were accompanied by mouthing of the verb only.

The virtue of the concept of mental spaces is that it allows the addressee to 

divide information at the referential level into concepts relevant to different 

aspects of the scenario (Coulson & Oakley, 2000) and it can be utilised to 

explain the phenomenon of referential opacity (Saeed, 2009) where 

knowledge interacts with reference and which Fauconnier (1997) claims to be 

a special instance of the Access Principle. Sallandre (2007) and Nilsson 

(2008) also argue for a relationship between mental spaces and referential 

loci when knowledge interacts with referencing in signed languages. We will 

discuss Conceptual Blending Theory in the next section.

6.3 Conceptual Blending Theory:

Conceptual Blending Theory derives from both Conceptual Metaphor Theory 

(CMT) (Lakoff, 1993, 1990, 1987) and Mental Spaces Theory (Fauconnier, 

1994, 1997). Blending Theory developed out of Fauconnier’s interest in 

Mental Spaces Theory and Turner’s research on metaphors (1991), when 

they discovered that a range of linguistic phenomena, sharing very obvious 

similarities, resisted explanation by either of their frameworks. They observed 

that meaning construction appears to derive from structure that is unavailable 

in the linguistic or conceptual structure that functions as the input to the 

meaning construction process.

Conceptual blending occurs when mental spaces, containing different 

experiences and knowledge of different domains, combine to form analogies.
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(Fauconnier and Turner, 1996). While Mental Spaces Theory was conceived 

as a means of describing how language users organise complex referential 

strategies through the establishment and manipulation of conceptualised 

spaces containing various elements, Conceptual Blending Theory accounts 

for how mental spaces are constructed and blended during online processing. 

Input spaces are combined to form a blend, a new space possessing a 

different meaning to the input spaces, albeit containing elements of both 

(Fauconnier & Turner, 2002) as shown in Figure 6.3.

Figure 6.3: Constructing a Blend:

generic space

input space 2input space 1

blended space

(Fauconnier, 1997:151).

In Cross-Space mapping, partial cross mapping of counterparts occurs 

between the Input space 1 and Input space 2

There is a generic space which maps onto each of the inputs. This generic 

space reflects some common, usually more abstract structure and 

organization, shared by the inputs and defines the core cross-space mapping 

between them.
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Inputs spaces 1 and 2, are partially projected onto a fourth space, the Blend, 

which in turn has Emergent Structure not provided by the inputs.

According to Fauconnier & Turner (2002:48), the projection from the input 

spaces into the blended space, giving rise to emergent structure, involves 

three processes: composition, completion and elaboration. Composition is 

always involved when conceptual content from two or more mental spaces is 

fused in a blended space e.g. THAT SURGEON IS A BUTCHER blend 

composes the elements projected from the SURGEON input with those 

projected from the BUTCHER input.

The second process, that of completion, involves the recruitment of structure 

to ‘fill out’ or complete the information projected from the inputs in order to 

derive the blends, because schema induction, involving the unconscious 

accessing of background frames such as THAT SURGEON IS A BUTCHER, 

underspecifies the situation described. In other words, while the blend 

contains structure projected from both inputs, it also contains additional 

structures projected by neither. In the input space for BUTCHER rests a 

skilled professional. However, in the blend, these skills are inappropriate for 

performing surgery on live humans (as opposed to dead animals). Butchers 

dismember, surgeons repair. The consequence of these contrasts is that in a 

blend, a surgeon who is assessed as a butcher, brings inappropriate skills to 

the task in hand and is therefore incompetent (Evans & Green, 2006).

The final process, that of elaboration, is the dynamic on-line processing that 

produces the structure unique to this blend and is known as simulating or 

running the blend. Ungerer & Schmid state that the idea behind these 

explanatory metaphors is that:

“the event construed in the blend is mentally unfolded and taken 

through its stages like a computer programme being tested for 

correctness and consistency. During this process, the blend can be 

enriched by information deemed necessary, pertinent or even just
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interesting. What is important is that the depth of the process of 

elaboration is in principle open-ended and will vary amongst readers” 

(2006:260).

Based on the example metaphor THAT SURGEON IS A BUTCHER, we can 

assume that some people will be satisfied with having constructed a blended 

space that contains the general information that a particular doctor is not very 

good, while other people may call up an image of the doctor actually standing 

behind a butcher’s counter. The blend contains structure that is not copied 

from the inputs, and any mental space in the integration network can be 

modified at any moment in its construction. For example, because the inputs 

remain connected to THAT SURGEON IS A BUTCHER blend, the structure 

that emerges in the blend is projected back to the input spaces. This 

backward projection gives rise to the disanalogy between a surgeon and a 

butcher. In other words, the inputs are modified by the blend: a powerful 

contrast is established between the work of a surgeon and that of a butcher 

(ibid).

Initially, Blending Theory was interested in the use of figurative language and 

counterfactuals and their effects (ibid). Fauconnier & Turner (2002) noted that 

the complexities involved in conceptual integration applied not only to 

figurative language but also to ‘ordinary’ language such as character 

attribution and non-linguistic symbolic activity.

Grady, Oakley and Coulson (1999, 2007), discuss the possibilities of 

integrating the perspectives of CMT and Blending Theory. They suggest that 

while CMT is good at describing regularities in figurative language use. 

Blending Theory may be better at describing what is novel emerging from 

figurative language comprehension, as in the above example: THAT 

SURGEON IS A BUTCHER.

However, the Blending Theory perspective is that literal category attribution is 

not much less complex than figurative meaning construction. Turner 

summarizes the blending process as:
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“Running multiple mental spaces, or more generally, multiple 

constellated networks of mental spaces when we should be absorbed 

only by one, and blending them when they should be kept apart, is at 

the root of what makes us human. Blending, especially in its advanced 

forms, is creative....” (2002:378).

However, Conceptual Blending Theory is a distinct theory in its own right, 

where extended analogies select and combine existing domains of knowledge 

to create new scenarios (Saeed, 2009) and from the point of view of this 

thesis:

“ The crucial insight of Blending Theory is that meaning construction 

typically involves integration of structure that gives rise to more than 

the sum of its parts” (Evans & Greene, 2006:400).

Though rooted in CMT, Blending Theory, rather than postulating a target and 

source domain, presents two or more input spaces, with both unique and 

shared characteristics, the combination of which “allows for the construal of a 

blended space” (Forceville, 2006: 380).

In the example of THE SURGEON IS A BUTCHER, while metaphorical in 

nature, cannot be accounted for by CMT, as within it, mapping occurs from 

the source domain BUTCHER, onto the target domain SURGEON, but it does 

not convey the negative implications intended in this statement. Given that 

being a butcher is recognised as a skilled profession, we need to question 

where the negativity arises. In this instance. Blending Theory proposes that 

meaning construction involves emergent structure that it is more than the sum 

of its component parts. How this emergent meaning might come about, has 

been illustrated above, through integration networks consisting of inputs in 

which elements in each input are linked by mappings. This feature resembles 

that of CMT in which a two-domain model has domains linked by mappings 

relating to comparable elements. However, the conceptual units which
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emerge in the integration network are Mental Spaces, not domains of 

knowledge from CMT.

Why were Mental Spaces chosen as the second element in Integration 

Networks as opposed to domains of knowledge from CMT? It appears that 

there are two main reasons (Evans & Greene, 2006). Firstly, because 

domains of knowledge are stable pre-existing knowledge structures, while 

mental spaces are temporary and account more readily for on-line dynamic 

processing. Secondly, because integration networks are not just two space 

entities as in the domains of CMT, but are multiple-space entities like mental 

space lattices.

Blending Theory, which is a mainly descriptive theory, claims to be superior to 

CMT because it allows for ad hoc forms of creativity, metaphorical and 

otherwise (Forceville, 2006).

Liddell (2003) claims that blending is fundamental to understanding the 

concept of meaning in language. As mentioned in Section 6.2 above, he has 

extended Fauconnier’s theories of mental spaces and conceptual blending to 

signed languages to show how a mental representation of one’s immediate 

surroundings constitutes a Real Space. When we create Real Space blends, 

we map mental space elements onto real space. In Chapter Five, we 

discussed how signers utilized space in their manual articulation of signs. 

Within signers’ mental conceptualization of these articulations, Liddell has 

proposed that three specific types of spaces are active within this signing 

space. Based on Fauconnier’s (1994,1997) theory of Mental Spaces, he has 

termed these as Real Space, Surrogate Space and Token Space (Liddell, 

1995). In the following sections, we consider how each space type. Real 

Space, Surrogate Space and Token Space can form its own distinctive 

blends, carrying their own distinctive mouth patterns.
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6.4 Real Space:

Real Space^^ constitutes a mental representation of one’s surroundings and is 

“a person’s current conceptualization of the immediate environment” (Liddell, 

2003:82). Real physical entities are not contained in Real Space, rather it 

contains:

“only conceptual entities internal representations of objects

and locations that we conceptualize as being external to us”

(Selvik, 2006:50).

Most of the time however. Real Space entities and entities in our physical 

environment correspond, and we can reach out and touch a conceptualized 

item more often than not. In this context, Liddell makes a distinction between 

‘grounded’ mental space and ‘non-grounded’ mental space.

Entities in grounded mental spaces are conceptualized as existing in the 

immediate environment. As a result, they possess an additional property not 

found in non-grounded mental spaces: their elements have physical locations 

and can therefore have “gestures directed towards them” (1998: 290). Should 

entities not have a physical location, a signer may allocate a location to them 

in signing space and they likewise, will be considered as having been located 

in grounded mental space (ibid).

However, entities not in possession of a physical location, and not allocated 

one in signing space, are considered as non-grounded for example merely 

recollecting an entity does not assign it a physical location (ibid). We saw this 

in relation to inflected Single Agreement Verbs in Chapter Three, (Section 

3.2.6). Dudis considers this non-grounded space to be a “narrative space” 

containing elements introduced during a narrative. An example of one of 

these elements may be that the signer indicates to the addressee that he is 

going to talk about a particular incident (2004b: 226), i.e. explicitly establishing

Liddell (1 9 9 5 )  uses the  convention of capital letters ‘R ’ and 'S ’ to distinguish the conceptual entity o f R ea l S pace  
from the physical reality o f real space. In his la ter work, he abandoned the notion of a tripartite division o f space.

304



the discourse topic as is a frequent occurrence in ISL (Leeson & Saeed,

2012).

As signers build a discourse, they use Real Space as part of the language 

structure (Liddell, 1995, 2003; Dudis, 2004b; Janzen, 2005) and they also use 

various techniques for referring to elements within Real Space such as 

“pointing, grasping, directing eye-gaze and various other gestures that may 

acquire a pointing function" (Selvik, 2006:51). We discussed these techniques 

in Chapter Five in terms of NMF’s, pronominal reference and verb agreement 

and we will illustrate their functions further in the context of blends as they 

arise in this chapter.

The signer does not have to establish real space^® as it already exists and is 

dependent on the “surrounding physical environment” (Liddell, 1995:23). Real 

Space is based on perception, including the perception of the addressee 

pertaining to the signer in the real physical space (ibid).

6.4.1 Real Space Blends:

Liddell claims that Real Space blends are used extensively in ASL. He 

describes the creation of a Real-Space blend where:

“mental space elements are mapped onto real space. That 

cognitive act involves conceptualizing things as something other 

than what they are. Whether created as part of discourse or not, 

Real-Space blends create otherwise impossible entities which have 

physical properties inherited from real-space and conceptual 

properties inherited from another mental space” (2003:175).

Real space blending is a cognitive process we can make use of regardless of 

whether we use spoken, written or signed language (Nilsson, 2008). When we 

create Real Space blends, we map mental space elements onto real space. 

Liddell illustrates this by placing small model ships on a large table. The top of

The actual physical space around the signer, real space, remains uncapitalised.
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the table is blue with two irregular areas painted brown. The model ships are 

placed in specific positions in blue areas on top of the table (Liddell, 2003). 

The resulting map conceptualized on the tabletop is a blended mental space 

(ibid) shown in Figure 6.3 below, consisting of two "input" spaces and a 

resulting Real Space "blend” {based on Fauconnier & Turner, 2003:40).

One input space contains the ‘naval formation space’ containing a conception 

of the ocean, the islands and the locations of the ships. The other input space 

is the top of the table in real space, including the model ships, the areas of 

blue paint and the areas of brown paint. The two islands and the surrounding 

ocean in the naval formation space and the two outlined shapes on the top of 

the table surrounded by a blue painted surface in real space, are counterparts 

and project into the blend as the two islands and surrounding ocean in the 

blend. Likewise, the ships in the naval formation space and the model ships in 

real space are projected into the blend as the ships in the blend. The result is 

a visible three dimensional map (Liddell, 2003).

Figure 6.4: A Map as a Real Space Blend:

island 1 island 2

real spacenaval formation space

jisland 1

jisland 2|

iship a|

Iship b| Iship c|

blended space

(Liddell, 2003:146)
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Liddell claims that by Its very nature, the map is an example of an “emergent 

structure” in this blend, as neither input space by itself constitutes a map 

(ibid). He further shows that as elements of the naval formation space are 

projected onto visible entities in real space, such as the painted parts of the 

top of the table and the model ships, some elements within the blended space 

are visible. That is, one can see the locations of ships with respect to the 

island simply by inspecting the mental space.

The two Input spaces differ in their “groundedness” (ibid; 147). The naval 

formation space is not grounded because the islands are not part of the 

immediate environment of the sailors who are putting together the map on the 

table. The tabletop and the models do exist however in the sailors’ real 

space.

Blending involves two input spaces and a generic space. Liddell however, 

does not include generic spaces in the delineation of his blends. He states 

that a generic mental space is conceived of as including what input spaces 

have in common. In the grounded blends in his analysis, he claims that 

“whatever the input spaces have in common must be very abstract and since 

the blends are understandable and coherent without representation in generic 

space”, he includes only the two input spaces and the blend (2003:146).

In the above blend described by Liddell (ibid), there are two grounded mental 

spaces ahead of the speaker at the same time, that is, real space and the 

Real Space blend. By pointing to a location within the blend, the speaker 

simultaneously points at a location in real space. This follows, because both 

real space and the blended space are grounded and occupy the same 

physical space. Therefore, the spoken phrase “right about here” accompanied 

by a gesture towards the top of the table could potentially be about the table 

or about the blend (Liddell, 2003:150). This blending of mental spaces creates 

a new domain of meaning in discourse.

Fauconnier (1997) describes discourse as being comprised of several mental 

spaces within a single lattice as we saw in Figure 6.2 above. Dudis (2007)
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describes the discourse participants as navigators through this lattice, where 

the producer of the discourse builds spaces and guides addressees through a 

lattice via a variety of cues, both linguistic and non-linguistic beginning with 

the Base space. He considers that Real Space could be considered as part of 

conceptualized Base space. Dancygier & Sweetser describe the Base Space 

as:

“a privileged set of mental-space structures which [the speaker] 

understands as corresponding to her actual experience and/or to 

situations which she believes actually prevail or took place in the past” 

(2005: 31).

Distinct mental spaces are created relative to not just other mental spaces, 

but to this Base Space as well (Dudis, 2007). In the next section, in Figure 

6.4, we see how the signer’s body has become part of the Real Space blend, 

drawing on her experience of a past experience in her Base Space, a non

grounded mental space.

6.5 Surrogate Space:

When signers refer to people and things not present, they use “Surrogate 

Space” (ibid). Entities, absent from this space are treated by signers as if they 

were present. These are referred to as ‘surrogates’ possessing:

“the properties of being invisible, being normal sized, having body 

features, being viewed as present with the signer”

(ibid:28).

In Chapter Five we discussed how surrogate space was utilized when we 

examined referential shift. We saw how, when a signer shifts reference and 

adopts the persona of another animate entity, this transference occurs in 

surrogate space. The signer treats these entities as if they were present even 

when this is not the case. Thus surrogates form part of grounded mental 

space and can exist virtually anywhere, near the signer or at a great distance.
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They can be above, below, to the side of, or even behind the signer. Liddell 

states that:

“Surrogate representations are spatially unbounded and make up part 

of a here-and-now conceptual scene, distinct from real space 

(2003:154).

The signer’s body, or part of the body, can become a part of the Real Space 

blend (Liddell, 2003). Blended spaces, that are the result of the signer’s body 

becoming someone or something else through blending, are termed 

“surrogate spaces”. When a signer shifts reference by taking the role of 

another person, this takes place in surrogate space. This is how the ‘mental 

space’ of signing and the ‘real space’ of sign usage, relate to one another.

An example of where the signer shifts reference and takes on the role of the 

children in the story is shown in Figure 6.5 where the signer treats entities as 

if they were present and therefore they become part of grounded mental 

space.

Figure 6.5: The Signer in Surrogate Space:

(11) Frankie: Butterfly Statue

Mouthing: ‘ I want I want I want

Manual: (dh): WANT WANT WANT

(nd): C L -0 ‘HOLD STATUE’ BT:00:00:52.170

The signer has shifted perspective to that of children on a shopping trip, 

where they are crying in a shop and demanding a glass ornament. In this 

case, the nd (right hand) specifies the glass ornament; the dh (left hand) 

specifies WANT and the mouthing reflects the dh lexical items ‘I want’. The
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signer’s body is orientated to look-up, indicating a child’s perspective as it 

turns upwards to face the adult; eye-gaze is also upward; the facial 

expression is that of an upset crying child.

By shifting point of view to that of the children, the signer is creating a 

surrogate space, wherein she demonstrates the naughty behaviour of the 

children in the shop. She becomes the children. The shop, as narrated by the 

signer, is understood to be the actual size of the shop they visited. The signer 

as the children, is inside the shop and is therefore in the middle of surrogate 

space, mapped onto real space around her. The signer herself, as herself, is 

understood to be present to the left of the signing space, and to be her normal 

size hence the eye-gaze of the children is directed upwards towards her.

The signer has blended different spaces: One input space includes the signer 

in real space, that is, the empty physical space around her, and the present 

time. Another input space, the event space, consists of the children, the adults 

and the day they all went shopping, that is, when the event took place in the 

past. The two spaces blended together create a third space, the blended 

space. This blended space has its own unique meaning, which differs from 

that of either of the two input spaces. It contains |the children!, |the ornament], 

|the adultsi and |the shopp®.

6.5.1 Constructed Dialogue in Surrogate Blends:

In Figure 6.5 above, the signer’s own body has become part of a Real Space 

blend and we see how, by shifting into the role of the children in surrogate 

space, the signer has succeeded in blending different spaces.

Liddell states that understanding the meaning constructed in this context, 

involves mappings that relate the event space, the surrogate blend and 

semantic space. The semantic space represents the meanings “encoded by 

the individual signs and subject-verb constructions” (Liddell, 2003: 153). In 

other words, the linguistic structures produced by the signer prompt the

^ V e rtic a l brackets indicate b lended entities in line with the conventions used by Liddell (1 9 9 5 )
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“construction of corresponding mental space entities in the addressee” 

(Nilsson, 2008: 17). However, we saw in Chapter Five that though linguistic 

structures may prompt the construction of mental space entities, Liddell states 

that typically the things we talk about are separate and distinct from the 

meanings encoded by the words and morphemes that make up an utterance. 

In other words, the semantic structure of the utterance is not an expression of 

the meaning of the utterance, but rather prompts the construction of a 

separate set of “interconnected domains with internal structure” (Fauconnier, 

1997:35).

Though Liddell does not advocate the establishment of a generic space,

Dudis claims that generic space helps to guide the “counterpart connections” 

between the two inputs and includes entities “abstracted away” from both 

input spaces at the schematic level, without the blending process having been 

completed (2004b: 226).

Figure 6.5 involves mouthing as part of the blend. It becomes part of that 

blend by its further depiction of the children’s behaviour through its 

elaboration and intensification of the manual sign. This is an example of 

Constructed Dialogue, and the mouthing can be considered as a TYPE 1 

(one-to-one) mouthing as defined in Chapter Three, accompanying the verb 

on the dh. We further saw how, when one manual sign specifies a lexical item 

and the other locates it, the mouthing reflects the specifying manual sign 

(Sutton-Spence, 2007).

Metzger (1995) and Tannen (1989, 1986) coined the term 'constructed 

dialogue’ to describe representations of actual or internal speech. Within 

cognitive linguistics it is considered that this dynamic processing occurs 

whenever humans use language (Wilcox & Morford, 2006). This is a core 

feature of both the “Constructed Action” (Metzger, 1995: 266) and 

“Constructed Dialogue” °̂ (ibid) blends.

“  We use the terms 'constructed dialogue’ and 'constructed speech’ interchangeably throughout this chapter.
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Within constructed dialogue, the signer becomes a blended instance of the 

character in the narrative for example in Figure 6.5 above, the signer blends 

with the character of the children and her repeated mouthing of 'I want I want 

I want’ conveys the urgency in a way that intensifies the manual articulation. 

We discussed Constructed Speaking in Chapter Three where we saw that it 

makes use of mouthings without manual signs (Type 9, Figure 3.25); matches 

one mouthing with one manual sign (Type 1, Figure 6.5 above) and may 

involve multiple mouthings per sign (Type 5), as shown in the following 

example below:

In Story (11): Frankie -  Dublin: “Butterfly Statue” the narrator reports how she 

was speaking with the children and telling them that they couldn’t have the 

glass ornament: She signs NO ++ CANNOT and mouths ‘no no you can’t 

have one’ (BT:00:01:02:430).

Having discussed one aspect of mouthing in surrogate blends, that of 

constructed speech, we now examine how mouth gestures may feature as 

elements in those blends.

6.5.2 Mouth Gestures as part of a Surrogate Blend

Figure 6.6 illustrates how mouth gestures may form part of a surrogate blend.

Figure 6.6: Mouth Gesture as part of a Surrogate Blend:

(36) Fiona (Wexford): The Hosepipe Incident

Manual Sign: HAVE MOTORBIKE BT: 00:02:29.040

Mouth Gesture: mm
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Here again, one input space includes the signer herself in real space, the 

empty physical space around her and the present time. Another input space, 

the event space, consists of a person on the bike, the hose and the early 

morning, occurring in Real Space. Dudis (2007) considers this Real Space as 

conceptualized Base Space, where the actual experience took place in the 

past. The generic space consists of driving a motorbike in traffic, danger and 

a hosepipe. Here, as in the ‘Butterfly Statue’ example, tv\/o input spaces are 

blended together to create a third space, the blended space, which has 

meaning on its own, different from the two input spaces: |driver holding hose|, 

|motorbike|, |early morning] |relaxed|. We can see here, how the driver 

incorporates the mouth gesture ‘mm’ into the blend to illustrate when she is 

finally satisfied that she is driving in a relatively safe manner (as discussed in 

Chapter Four, Figure 4.4).

In Figures 6.5 and 6.6 above, the Real-Space blend involves the projection of 

the signer’s body into the blend, producing a visible blended element, a 

human actor. For example, in Figure 6.6, the signer creates a grounded blend 

where the facial expression, the eye-gaze, the position of the torso, the 

outward arm, the hands and the mouth gesture are all understood to be those 

of the signer (motorcyclist). A surrogate blend can involve the signers 

themselves as surrogate at another time or place and contain both visible and 

invisible surrogates (Nilsson, 2010). Invisible surrogates can be blended with 

empty physical locations in signing space and signs produced in other parts of 

the discourse provide evidence of their existence (ibid). In this instance, the 

signer maintains an invisible surrogate for the motorbike. Information about 

the road or the motorcycle itself cannot be obtained directly from the blend. 

The signer can effortlessly produce other visible elements while keeping the 

motorcyclist blend active, as depicted by the right hand holding a garden 

hose, a further illustration of synecdoche in pragmatic mapping.

As discussed in Section 6.5.1 above, Liddell (2003) claims that meaning is 

constructed in the blend through these mappings related to the event space, 

the surrogate blend and the semantic space, the latter through meanings 

encoded by the individual signs and subject-verb constructions. However, he
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does not consider that the semantic space as an expression of the meaning of 

the utterance, but agrees with Fauconnier (1997) that it prompts the 

construction of a separate set of interconnected domains with internal 

structure. In Figure 6.6 above therefore, the mouth gesture ‘mm’ prompts a 

separate layer of meaning, creating the understanding that what was a 

dangerous situation has now been resolved. In this way, identity connectors, 

mentioned earlier in this chapter, help to partition incoming information about 

elements in referential information and build the connection between the 

person now and the person in an earlier scenario.

An important aspect in differentiating between Figures 6.5 and 6.6 above, is 

that the former uses mouthings and the latter a mouth gesture. In Figure 6.5 

the mouthing ‘I WANT I WANT I WANT is visible and we understand 

immediately how the children behaved. Here the signer is focusing or 

“windowing” attention on that portion of the story and the mouthing is playing 

a major role. In Figure 6.6 however, the mouth gesture may be considered as 

“gapped” (Talmy,1996; 236), in that the data has to be inferred from the 

context on the basis of prior knowledge. As we reconstruct the gapped data, 

we conceptualise what the situation was prior to the signer’s now indicating 

that all is well through her articulation of the mouth gesture ‘mm’. Hence we 

can say that while mouthing appears to focus or window attention in Figure 

6.5, the mouth gesture in Figure 6.6 is gapped.

I suggest that this gives rise to partial blends, discussed in the next section, 

where the addressee has to integrate information provided both by a linguistic 

expression and a Real Space blend in order to understand the message 

(Selvik, 2006).

6.6 Partial Blends:

In partial blending, as the name suggests, the signer only partially 

blends with the character in a narrative, unlike the total blending of the signer 

and surrogate discussed above. In partial blends, it is the signer and not the 

character who produces the sign, but it is the signer as the character who
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completes the action. An example of partial blending in surrogate space is 

visible in Figure 6.7 below and occurs in constructed action.

6.6.1 Mouthing in Constructed Action:

“Constructed Action” (Metzger, 1995:266; Tannen, 1989, 1986), refers to the 

narrator’s construction of another’s actions, not a direct copy of these actions. 

Constructed Action can be considered as a form of partial blending, where it is 

the signer and not the character that produces the sign, although the 

character completes the action. In Figure 6.7 below, the signer doesn’t 

understand what her three-year old daughter is looking for, so she asks her to 

demonstrate what it is she wants. The signer maintains her narrator stance as 

she demonstrates to us how her daughter knelt down.

Figure 6.7: IVIouthing in Constructed Action:

(05) Michelle (Dublin): Where’s my Ladder?

Manual Sign: CL-INDEX + f SHOW CL-ISL-L+me DESCRIBE KNEEL 

Mouthing: Show me describe kneel down

BT:00:01:00.033

Here we have a very important example of constructed action involving a 

partial blend and being maintained as such by the mouthing. The signer 

shows her daughter in the act of kneeling down, but maintains her narrator

315



stance through the mouthing. She was unaware that her daughter was about 

to kneel, as she was asking her to describe what she meant by her ‘ladder’. 

The blending is only a partial blend, as the words being spoken, are not 

meant to be understood as her daughter’s words, but rather those of the 

narrator.

Nilsson claims that parallels exist between reportage of words and thoughts of 

characters in spoken English and that of signed language. She posits the 

notion that the ‘constructed action’ of signed language, seems to parallel the 

‘constructed speech’ of spoken English (2008:9). She places this concept in 

the context of Liddell’s (2003) ‘surrogate blends’. Sallandre appears to agree 

with this when she states that the terms ‘blend’ and ‘surrogate’ used by Liddell 

(1998, 2003), would be very appropriate when dealing with cognitive 

operations like ‘transfers of persons’ (2007:109), a term used in the French 

Sign Linguistics tradition that parallels what we are discussing here. Wulf et 

al. consider constructed dialogue as a “special instance of constructed action” 

(2002:69). Leeson (2006) has shown that mouthing in Constructed Action is 

evidence of embodied cultural experiences for Deaf people engaging with 

hearing communities.

In the next section, we discuss the third type of space present in signers’ 

conceptualization of space, that of Token Space (Liddell, 1994, 1995). Nilsson 

(2010) indicates that token blends, in which the discourse is presented from 

the signer’s perspective, tend to create a structure with comparatively few 

Real Space blends as opposed to surrogate blends where signs are produced 

from the perspective of different discourse entities, thus creating a structure 

with more Real space Blends.

6.7 Blends in Token Space

Liddell says that tokens are “conceptual entities given a manifestation in 

physical space” and these entities can be referred to, by pointing at the place 

where the index was established (1995:33). Token space is situated in the 

confined signing space in front of the signer and differs from surrogate space
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in that entities are not life sized. As discussed in Chapter Five, the signer may 

establish an entity in signing space and subsequently, throughout the 

discourse, this referent will be associated with that entity. Entities established 

in this manner are referred to as “tokens” (ibid). Tokens, similar to surrogates, 

are established in grounded mental space. Events associated with that 

referent may be situated at the same location throughout the discourse 

(Fridman-Mintz & Liddell, 1998). We addressed this as ‘semantic affinity’ 

in Chapter Five (Engberg-Pedersen, 1993). In Figures 6.8(a) and 6.8(b) below 

we see an example of this.

Figure 6.8 (a) and (b): The Signer in Token Space

(03) Noeleen: ‘My Job in St. Joseph’s’

Figure 6.8(a) Figure 6.8(b)

Manual: INDEX+ f

Mouth Pattern; open, relaxed

DEAF

‘deaf

BT:00:00:38.867

BT:00:01;27.564

The signer has established a blend in the space in front of her.

In Figure 6.8(a), we see how the signer sets up the locus for St. Joseph’s 

School for Deaf Boys towards her left side, directing the noun sign for 

SCHOOL to the space to her left, indicating the presence of a token. The 

addressee has to make the connection between the concept SCHOOL and its 

location. The signer is narrating how she changed jobs and is now working at 

the school and enjoys it very much. She goes on to explain how the Deaf 

boys are so important to her (“the centre of my world”).
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In Figure 6.8(b), she also directs the sign DEAF to this location. Now the 

addressee has to make the connection between the concept DEAF and the 

original location of the school, resulting in the blend |DEAF pupils].

In this blend, we see how the signer places the Deaf boys at the same 

location where she has originally located the school. Though the signer does 

not sign the word BOYS, we can extrapolate from the fact that DEAF is co- 

referential with the locus for the school, that these are Deaf male pupils at St. 

Joseph’s School. In this way, the signer refers to other entities associated with 

a token through signing at the same location in space where the token was 

originally established.

The signer is situated with actual real space all around her whilst conceptually 

occupying Real Space. A second Mental Space is created when the signer 

delineates links between tokens and referents. By identifying loci the signer 

creates links between two spaces, one associated with the school and the 

other associated with the Deaf pupils. In this instance, we see blends created 

and the Access Principle being activated.

Token blends are also non-topographical in that they are not using signing 

space to represent the relative position of entities in the real world:

“A token merely exists as an isolated entity within a token space,

where concepts like near, far, above and below are not relevant”

(Liddell, 2003:190).

We saw in Section 6.1.1 how elements existing within each mental space are 

connected by identity connectors and because the same scenario can be 

construed in multiple ways, identity connectors are also used when mental 

spaces partition incoming information about elements in the referential 

representation (Coulson & Oakley, 2000) as shown in Figures 6.8 (a) and (b) 

above. Figure 6.8(a) represents the conceptualization of the school at a 

particular location and Figure 6.8(b) represents the conceptualization of the 

Deaf pupils at that school.

318



Dudis claims that one way the amount of information accessible from the Real 

Space blends is increased, is related to the ability of the signer to create 

“distinct visible blended elements” (2004b: 227). He acknowledges that the 

creation of these elements depends not only on the blending process but also 

on the existence of “partitionable zones of the body” (ibid).

In the next section we discuss how parts of the body are partitioned and the 

types of contributions they make to the conceptual integration network within 

single or multiple Real Space blends known as megablends. An input space 

can also have occurred in a previous blend and be carried over into the new 

blend. Fauconnier and Turner (2003) have called this formation a 

‘megablend’, which are formed through body partitioning (Dudis, 2004a).

6.8 Body Partitioning

Dudis (2004a) ascribes partitionable zones to elements of these megablends. 

Body partitioning, which carries the underlying assumption of simultaneity, 

discussed in Chapter Five, illustrates the ways in which signers partition their 

bodies to structure blends within signing discourse by subdividing the body to 

represent a number of different actors at the same time. Different parts of the 

signer’s body, involved in Real Space blends, are recognized as “partitionable 

zones” (ibid:225).

These zones are the body subparts that can participate in mappings thereby 

creating blends that have Real Space as one input. When the signer is part of 

such a blend a visible |actor| results. Information from blends is increased 

when the signer produces other visible elements in addition to the |actor|. If 

more visible elements are introduced i.e. multiple simultaneous blends 

(Liddell, 2000, 2003; Dudis, 2002), a more explicit description of an action 

ensues.

Increase in accessibility depends, among other things, on the existence of the 

partitionability of the manual articulators and the face. Without these 

partitionable zones, conventional ways of building real-space blends are not
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possible (Dudis, 2002). We mentioned at the beginning of this chapter how 

body partitioning could be equated with various mental spaces, and noted that 

the amount of information accessible from the Real Space blends is increased 

depending on the number of visible blended elements.

A second outcome of an inability to partition the manual articulators would, 

Dudis claims, have a negative impact on the articulators taking part in 

mappings that create visible blend elements. Without partitioning, signers 

would not be able to produce depicting verbs when activating a real-space 

blend containing a visible |actor| and he claims, certain types of depicting 

verbs such as the ‘vehicle moving forward’ verb, may not be possible at all, as 

to conceptualize this appears to involve the separation of the hand from the 

real body (i.e. signers must conceptualize the signer’s body as one 

partitionable zone and the hand as a separate zone).

The ability to subdivide the body which provides us with NMF’s and the 

introduction of more than one character at a time in a story, is undenA/ritten by 

the phenomenon of simultaneity discussed in Chapter Five. From a cognitive 

perspective, when we partition the body it becomes possible to combine 

previously established blends from the discourse and create megablends.

A megablend occurs when one input space is also a blend from a previous 

blending process (Fauconnier & Turner, 2003). Figures 6.5 and 6.6 discussed 

above, provide examples of body partitioning resulting in megablends, where 

the signer partitions off several body parts, including the mouth, to create the 

megablend involving either a mouthing or a mouth gesture.

6.8.1 Signer Perspective

Dudis (2004b) considers a range of signer perspectives using Langacker’s 

(1991) notion of viewing arrangements. He concludes that these occur in the 

following six ways:

(i) Off-Stage Viewers: Signers may be off-stage viewers with a high degree of 

subjectivity in that they are not as conscious of their role in the
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conceptualization as in the example YESTERDAY PLANE DEPART 

(2004b:219).

(ii) On-Stage Participants: On-Stage participants have a lower degree of 

subjectivity as shown in the example TWO-OF-US-AGREE (ibid).

(iii) Blended Viewpoint: In a blended viewpoint, the signer’s viewpoint and the 

viewpoint of a counterpoint entity blend to create a third distinct viewpoint in a 

surrogate blend as in Figure 6.5 above, where we saw the signer is shopping 

with four rowdy children who demand a glass ornament from the shop. This is 

illustrated through two blends.

The first blend is mapped onto the signer’s non-dominant hand, as a classifier 

representing the ‘fragile’ glass ornament (‘butterfly stick’). This is a token 

entity mapped onto surrogate space and held by the |signer as adult shopper], 

and providing an ‘off-stage’ perspective (Dudis, 2004b:218).

The second blend is represented by the signer’s dh (left hand) signing WANT 

while the signer's body embodies |the children] mapped onto the signer in 

surrogate space. The blend is narrated from their perspective, the ‘on-stage’ 

viewpoint (ibid) and showing their relative position.

The signer’s mouth is also partitioned off to show their demanding behaviour 

through the mouthing ‘want’. The facial expression shows their demeanour 

and all partitioned zones become part of the same blend. Full comprehension 

of the articulation in Figure 6.5 emerges only when the interlocutor knows to 

combine both blends combine both blends into one megablend showing the 

following partitionable zones:

WANT------------------------------------------------dh manual articulator

I w ant-----------------------------------------------mouthing

Crying---------------------------------------------- facial expression

Eye-gaze------------------------------------------ upward eye-gaze

Facial Expression------------------------------ distressed

Head-------------------------------------------------upward tilt
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Glass Ornament nd hand

(iv) Signer’s Viewpoint only in a Blend: This type of viewing arrangement also 

involves a surrogate blend and focuses on the descriptions of the settings, 

such as furniture in a room. In such cases, it is possible to project the signer’s 

viewpoint into the blend, independent of a counterpart viewpoint. That is, the 

signer is not understood to be a surrogate (ibid:223), as in Figure 6.7 above.

(v) Signers may create multiple Real-Space Blends with several visible 

blended elements: This occurs in the description of someone seeing a plane 

take off, where one scene describes the actions of the [signer as surrogate] 

and a separate scene describes the actions of the |plane|. To understand the 

scene fully, Dudis claims that both scenes need to be integrated together. We 

see this in Figure 6.11 below.

(vi) Signers may also create multiple Real Space blends with two separate 

scenes that have somewhat identical blended viewpoints o f the signer and the 

counterpart entity. The partitioned off visible element that is understood to be 

associated with the blended viewpoint, is placed near the front of the signer. 

This element and the jsigner as surrogate] are integrated together as in Figure 

6.9 (a) below.
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Figure 6.9 (a): Blended viewpoints in a IVIegablend:

Fergus D.; Frog Story

Manual Sign: DOG-SWARM-AFTER-DOG

Mouthing: dog----------------------------------  BT:00:01:44.490

In this surrogate blend, the signer places the DOG, represented by the person 

classifier (having fingerspelled D-O-G immediately prior) on his dominant 

hand in the signing space immediately in front, and the swarm of bees is 

represented by the CL-5 open classifier on his non-dominant hand. In this 

way, the signer integrates the element of his counterpart entity, the dog, and 

the [signer as surrogatel together, as suggested by Dudis (2004b). His 

perspective is that of the signer and the dog, and is maintained by his mouth 

gesture and facial expression. The second scene created here is that of the 

bees swarming.

A similar situation arises in the next Figure 6.9(b), where in another rendition 

of ‘Frog Where Are You?’, the signer tells us how the boy is falling from the 

head of the deer. Here the signer annotators of the SOI Corpus have stated 

that it can be viewed “from different viewpoints: narrator’s and boy’s”:
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Figure 6.9 (b): Blended viewpoints in a IVIegablend:

Michelle: Frog Story

Manual Sign; BOY-ON-SNOUT BOY-FALL FALL BT;00;02:49.100

Mouthing: fall----------------------boy, open, tongue 5%, open, jaw low

The boy is falling from the head of a deer and the signer is both surrogate and 

narrator.

“Blend maintenance” occurs in the above situation, where two blends are 

active at the same time, making use of partitlonable zones and where 

narrative quality is enhanced (Dudis, 2002: 53). Figure 6.9 above indicates 

how this is maintained through mouth gesture indicating the falling and its 

effect on the dog. We suggest that mouthing plays an important role In blend 

maintenance also through the focusing of our attention, on ‘fall’ in the first 

instance and then on the effects of this fall on the ‘boy’. We saw in Chapter 

Three (3.2.4) in Type 4 mouthings, that should the focus be on the action, 

then a mouth gesture may be expected. However, should the focus be on the 

interaction, the naming of the key participant might be expected. Nilsson 

(2010) equates such complexity with text density and the consequent 

difficulties it presents for interpreters.

6.8.2 IVIouthing as a Partitionable Zone

These 'partitionable zones’ to which Dudis refers are: both manual 

articulators, the oral articulators and the facial expression (2004b: 235). When 

he refers to the 'oral articulators’ as a partitionable zone, he is referring to the 

phenomenon of onomatopoeia conveyed by a particular type of mouth
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gesture, similar to what Woll and Sieratzki have termed ‘echo phonology’ 

(1998:538) discussed in Chapter Four. He considers that this “contributes 

sensory detail” to the blend (2004a; 232). An example of “liquid dropping from 

a container” carries a non-manual oral production ‘bip’ in ASL (ibid:233).

Dudis claims that the onomatopoeic element in the blend is not constrained as 

visible, despite its channel, but rather understood to be the auditory/vibratory 

result of the |drop of water] hitting the |sink| (ibid:234).

Sutton-Spence (2007) also refers to this phenomenon where the actual sound 

made by the action, represented by the manual sign, is evident on the lips of 

the speaker. This is illustrated for BSL in Example 6.0(a) and for ISL in 

Example 6.0(b):

Example 6.0: Mouth Gesture Movements indicating Sounds in (a) BSL and (b) 

ISL:

Example 6.0(a): Mouthing: beep beep beep

Manual: ALARM-SOUNDS (ibid:2007:160)

Example 6.0(b): (19) Laurence: ‘Hiring a Motorbike’

Mouthing: crash ‘bam’

Manual: CRASH BT:00:01:50.244

We discuss this further in relation to a combination of mouthing and mouth 

gesture in Section 6.10.3 below.

However, mouth patterns also have a role to play in the imitation of how a 

hearing person looks when speaking and their voice is not audible. The 

repeated mouth gesture “dadadada” or “babababa”, which accompanies a 

manual sign meaning SPEAK, was evident in the Swiss German Sign 

Language (DSGS) data (Boyes Braem, 2001:118). Examples of this also 

appear in the SOI Corpus where Marion (08) in “Animals in Class” imitates the 

movements of the teacher’s mouth as she talks to the class (a) and (b) where 

the teacher says she hears a cat:

(a) Mouthing: mouth-moving-as-if-talking
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Manual Sign: TEACHER-TALK TEACHER-TALKING BT:00:00:47.144

(b) Mouthing: can hear ‘miaow’

Manual: CAN HEAR MIAOW BT:00:00:51.054

Dudis does not appear to be specifically referring to mouth patterns or the use 

of mouthing as a partitionable zone. Instead, he appears to consider it just as 

part of a facial expression or of onomatopoeia:

“A second partitionable zone is the facial expression, in the sense that 

it can be used as a depiction of someone’s facial expression from the 

perspective of a visible |actor| mapped onto the signer” (2004a:234).

This chapter demonstrates that mouthing can be considered as a partitionable 

zone in its own right. In answer to the research question we posed at the 

outset of this chapter, we can confirm that differences in signer perspective 

are noted in the context of the mouthing of constructed action as opposed to 

that of constructed dialogue.

Constructed Action and partial blends are maintained by mouthing or mouth 

gesture, where the narrator does not adopt the persona of the character. The 

perspective is that of a narrator and the signer remains as a commentator on 

the action of the character being signed about.

Constructed Dialogue can elaborate on an action where the mouthing is 

different to the hands, or where there is a difference between the manual 

signs on the dominant and non-dominant hands. The perspective is that of the 

character in the narrative and the signer becomes a surrogate for that 

character.

If we return again to Figure 6.5, we can say that this is an instance of where 

the signer creates a double Real-Space blend with several visible blended 

elements involving the manual articulators, facial expression, eye-gaze, head 

movement and mouthing, thus creating a megablend. The signer is depicting
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the behaviour of the children through her mouthing and the dominant hand, 

while depicting the endangered ornament with her non-dominant hand.

This example of constructed dialogue also appears to be a prototypical 

simultaneous construction as described by Leeson & Saeed (2007) for 

ISL, suggesting that the features foregrounded, animacy and activity typically 

map into articulation on the dominant hand while features backgrounded, 

inanimacy and inactivity map into articulation on the non-dominant hand. It 

appears therefore, that mouthing in a constructed dialogue blend, also maps 

onto the dominant hand and plays a role in windowing and focusing.

6.9: Blends involving Buoys:

Another example of simultaneity is evident in the articulation of buoys. Liddell 

(2003) noted that signers frequently produced signs with the non-dominant 

hand that were held in stationary configuration as the dominant hand 

continued to produce signs. He described these signs of the non-dominant 

hand as “buoys” and considers them to be “conceptual landmarks”, 

representing discourse entities that can be pointed at and be considered as 

referential, as they can have verbs and pronouns directed towards them.

Thus, he claims, they can function as discourse markers.

Liddell lists five types of buoy: LIST buoys (corresponding to a numeral), 

THEME Buoys (maintaining focus on a topic), POINTER buoys (directing 

attention towards an entity), FRAGMENT buoys and DEPICTING buoys, 

discussed below, which blend with conceptual entities in discourse to become 

visible instances of these entities (ibid:260). We suggest that those of 

Fragment Buoys and Depicting Buoys warrant description as blends in their 

own right.

6.9.1 Fragment Buoys:

When a one-handed sign follows a two-handed sign, it is common for the non

dominant hand to maintain its configuration from the preceding two-handed
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sign, as the dominant hand produces the following one-handed sign. When 

this occurs, the non-dominant hand is said to perseverate into the succeeding 

one-handed sign (Liddell & Johnson, 1989). Fragment buoys are created by 

associating the meaning of a sign with all or part of its final state of production 

(Leeson & Saeed, 2012). The fragment buoy held on the non-dominant hand 

can be considered as information already conveyed or as less-focused 

information, than whatever the signer is discussing on the dominant hand 

(Leeson and Saeed, 2007; Saeed and Leeson, 2004). Liddell et al. (2007) 

state that, unlike other types of buoys, fragment buoys are created 

spontaneously and do not have lexically fixed forms.

Liddell (2003) claims that for ASL, the signer can point at the fragment buoy to 

refer to the entity it stands for or to reactivate it in the discourse. In ISL, 

fragment buoys also serve to guide the interlocutor with respect to the signer’s 

perspective as is the case in the following Figure 6.10, where the fragment 

buoy continues to stand for the signer’s breast and indicates that this is the 

focus of her perspective.

Here, the signer is describing how, when travelling on a train in Thailand, she 

is at the receiving end of a lot of unwanted attention on the train as 

conductors continuously pass by her seat and smile at her. She is very 

puzzled by this constant attention, until her friend tells her that her breast is 

exposed. While this is not the case, as her friend is joking, the signer then 

realizes that the men she thought were ‘conductors’ were fakes.

She begins by signing BOOB-HANGING-OUT with the dominant hand and 

then, as this becomes the main focus point of the story, she places both 

dominant and non-dominant hands on her left breast, one on top of the other: 

CL5 PALM IN+chest. As it then becomes clear to her that the conductors 

were merely interested passengers, she leaves her non-dominant hand on 

her breast, but uses her dominant hand to sign ALL FALSE BUS 

CONDUCTOR. While the non-dominant hand perseverates, it is also 

accorded significance.
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Figure 6.10: A Fragment Buoy Blend:

(09) Sarah Jane (Dublin): “What are they staring at”?

Dh; BOOB-HANG-OUT CL5 PALM IN+ chest ALL FALSE BUSCONDUCTOR

nd: CL5 PALM IN+ chest C L 5 -----------------------------

Mouthing; boob hang out all false conductor

BT:00:01:12.000

It is important to remember that what distinguishes fragment buoys from 

ordinary perseveration is that the signer chooses to assign symbiotic 

significance to this fragment of the preceding sign, thereby creating a blend 

incorporating body partitioning and mouthing, with the latter again focusing 

attention on the dominant hand. This blend is not established in surrogate 

space and we can attribute an off-stage perspective to it.

6.9.2 Depicting Buoys

Depicting buoys also represent cognitive entities in discourse, but they occur 

in ‘depicting blends’ that become part of topographical space (Liddell, 

2003:316).

In Figure 6.11 (a), where Michelle provides a rendition of ‘Frog Where Are 

You?’, the depicting blend provides a visual image of the row of frogs as they 

sat side by side. The surrogate blend also expresses how the boy in the story 

felt when he saw the frogs. Both mouth gesture and mouthing are utilized 

here. Facial expression also plays a big part in this blend and we can say that 

it is yet another example of a megablend within the cognitive linguistic
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framework, making use of the partitionable zones and simultaneous 

constructions.

Figure 6.11 (a): A Depicting Buoy Blend:

Michelle; Frog Story

Manual Sign: WHOLE BABY FROG MULTIPLE FROGS IN A ROW

Mouthing;------------------------------------------ baby frog

Mouth Gesture:----------------------------------- open, stretched up, jaw low.

Facial Expression:------------------------------ Surphse

D h:--------------------------------------------------- Picking up a baby frog

Nd:---------------------------------------------------- Indicating frogs in a row

Eyegaze:--------------------------------------------Downward

Body Position:------------------------------------- Leaning toward the frogs

BT:00:03.17.618

Next, the signer tells us how the boy picks up one of the frogs. While this is 

taking place, the left hand (nd) shows the remaining seated frogs by means of 

a depicting buoy FROGS IN A ROW. A copy of the picture from the ‘Frog 

Where Are You?’ story represented by Figure 6.11 (a), is shown in Figure 

6.11(b) below:
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Figure 6.11 (b): Illustration from ‘Frog Where Are You?’:

We can see that there are six partitionable zones active in the illustration of 

this megablend in Figure 6.11 (a) at any one time. This is an example of 

perspective five as suggested by Dudis (2004b), v\/here signers may create 

multiple Real-Space Blends with several visible blended elements. In this 

instance, v\/here one scene describes the actions of the |signer as surrogate] 

and a separate scene describes the actions of the |frogs|. To understand the 

scene fully, Dudis (ibid) claims that both scenes need to be integrated 

together. The mouth gesture of enaction, maintains a unifying effect over both 

blends.

Figure 6.11(a) is also in line with the findings of Leeson & Saeed (2012) when 

they state that the choice of what is represented on the dominant hand and 

non-dominant hand may be dictated by the actual positioning of entities in the 

real world, modelled in topographic signing space. It is clear that there is a 

relationship between how signers conceptualize these relationships and then 

demonstrate these relationships in signing space. We also saw in Figure 

6.11(a) above, how both mouthing and mouth gestures may be utilised 

together to establish megablends over a phrase. Thus, blends can incorporate 

a mouthing and a mouth gesture at the lexical level. We suggest that there 

are four instances where this may occur as we discuss in the next section.
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6.10 Mouthing and Mouth Gesture together in a Blend:

Mouthing and mouth gestures may co-occur in a blend to illustrate a lexical 

item in four ways, indicative of Onomatopoeia, Enaction, Movement and a 

Transitional Non-manual Blend. We begin with an illustration of those blends 

which display onomatopoeia.

6.10.1 Onomatopoeia in Blended IVIouthing and IVIouth Gesture:

We discussed the mouthing of sounds in Section 6.8.2, indicating how 

mouthing occurs as a partitionable zone. In the following situation however, 

we see how this occurs when both a mouthing and a mouth gesture are 

closely synchronised to indicate a sound. In the following example, the signer 

is telling how a bee got into her drink and moved around and her mouth 

gesture, following on seamlessly from the mouthing, appearing to blend with 

the mouthing, is indicative of the bee’s buzzing.

(30) Mary C.: There’s a Bee in my Pint’

Manual Sign: BEE

Mouthing + Mouth Gesture: ‘bee..ee..ee’ BT:00:00:45.668

We can see similar occurrences in ‘Frog Where Are You?” where the signers 

are describing how a swarm of bees attacked the boy and his dog as they 

searched for the boy’s frog:

Sean: ‘Frog Where Are You?’

Manual Sign: SWARMING BEES

Mouthing + Mouth Gesture: ‘bee— ee-------- ee’ BT: 00:00:58.460

Michelle: ‘Frog Where Are You?’

Manual Sign: BEE SWARM

Mouthing + Mouth Gesture: ‘bee— ee-------- ee’ BT: 00:01:36.620
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In the next section we discuss how mouthings and mouth gestures blend 

together to illustrate a lexical item through enaction.

6.10.2: Enaction in Blended Mouthing and Mouth Gesture

The signer in this example is telling us how, on a night when there was an 

information night for Deaf people, he put on the kettle to make some tea. After 

being told that the kettle was boiling, he caught the handle of the kettle but 

immediately let it go because it was too hot. His elbow hit the wall and he was 

screaming and holding his elbow. Though the pain was bad, they all had a 

good laugh about it.

In this case, the signer is enacting the response of the character in the story, 

(himself). He mouths the word ‘laugh’ while enacting the mouth gesture of 

laughing. His manual sign is also a gesture, not the citation form of the sign 

LAUGH.

Figure 6.12: Enaction in a Blend

(37) Willie: ‘Hot Kettle’

Manual Sign: LAUGH ++

Mouthing: ‘laugh, laugh, laugh, laugh’

Mouth Gesture: laughing BT:00:00:22.540

We can see this in two further examples below:

(31) Catherine: ‘Vanished’

Manual Sign: LAUGH+++ BT:00:03:09.900

Mouthing and Mouth Gesture: open, jaw low, stretched up, ‘laugh’
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(36) Fiona; The Hosepipe Incident’

Manual Sign: LAUGH ++

Mouthing and Mouth Gesture: ‘laugh, laugh’ + smiling BT: 00:03:35.806

The enaction mouth gesture appears to accompany the sign LAUGH, and a 

Type 1 (one-to-one) mouthing, when the story is considered as amusing by 

the signer. However, when the signer is being laughed af and does not 

consider the incident to be funny, then the enaction mouth gesture ‘laugh’ 

does not appear to accompany the lexical sign. This is demonstrated in the 

next example, where people were laughing at the signer because of her 

trouble with a bee. However, she did not find this funny:

(30) Mary C.: ’There’s a Bee in my Pint’

Manual: ALL PEOPLE LAUGH ++ NOT FUNNY

Mouthing & Mouth Gesture: ‘all people laugh laugh’, open, stretched, ‘not 

funny’ BT:00:01:10.389

Here we have a Type 1 (one-to-one) mouthing. The enaction mouth gesture, 

‘laughing’, is absent. The signer tells us, through the mouthing, how the 

people watching her laughed at her when the bee went into her drink. The 

mouth gesture of laughing is absent, as she is enacting her own negative 

feelings (as the character in the story) towards that outcome.

6.10.3 Movement in Blended Mouthing and Mouth gestures:

Mouthing and mouth gestures may be blended in a way that indicates 

movement as shown in the next Figure 6.13, where the signer is describing 

how long it took to fix his car.
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Figure 6.13: Movement in Blended mouthing and mouth gestures:

(06) Fergus D.: ‘Engine Trouble’

Manual Sign: TIME +++

Mouth Pattern: MG + ‘time, time, time’ BT:00:03:20.000

Here the signer reiterates the manual sign TIME, and a Type 1 (one-to-one) 

mouthing, indicating the length of time it took to fix his car. But the movement 

was also slowed down, indicating how slowly things happened. The mouth 

gesture of compressed lips is shown above and this is then followed by the 

reiterated mouthing. Both together indicate intensity due to reiteration as 

discussed in Chapter Three in relation to Type 1 mouthings (one-to-one). The 

mouth gesture and the mouthing are synchronised with the manual sign. We 

can see further examples of this in the following examples:

(36) Fiona: ‘The Motorbike Incident’

Manual Sign: DRIVE-MOTORBIKE

Mouthing: ‘drive’ BT:00:00:55.637

The mouthing in this instance is articulated as ‘dr i— i— i ve, with an

accompanying mouth gesture, mirroring the movement of the bike as it 

weaved along. A similar paralleling of manual movements and mouth patterns 

also occurs in the following example:
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Marian; ‘Frog Where Are You?’

Manual Sign: PICK-UP-DOG-AND-COMFORT

Mouthing and Mouth Gesture: open, round, forward, ao, ‘sh,sh,sh’

BT:00:00.3.670

In this example, the signer is telling us how the boy picked up the dog and 

stroked it after it fell from the window as he searched for his frog. The 

movement of the boy’s stroking is timed with the mouthing ‘sh, sh, sh’.

6.10.4 Blended mouthing and Mouth Gesture in a Transitional Non- 

Manual (T-NM) construction:

In Chapter Four we illustrated how T-NM’s indicated a transition between the 

static and dynamic components of the predicate to include those between (a) 

an initial state and a dynamic event or (b) the transitions between the dynamic 

event and the final state. This latter function is demonstrated in the following 

figure.

Figure 6.14: Blended mouthing and Mouth Gesture in a Transitional Non- 

Manual (T-NM) construction:

(06) Fergus: ‘Engine Trouble’

Manual Sign: LIFT-OFF

Mouthing: open, ‘off’ BT: 00:02:52.340
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Here the signer is using a Handle-Entity classifier handshape indicating the 

engine head that has to be removed form his car. The handshape is indicating 

its size and shape but also it’s MOVE type movement (McDonnell, 1996). The 

initial mouth opening coincides with the lifting of the object and closes when 

this has been successfully achieved. The opening and closing is also the 

articulation of the Type 1 mouthing ‘off but at the same time, exemplifies a T- 

NM mouth gesture.

In the next example we see how the same signer, Fergus D., articulates a 

further example of the transitions between the dynamic event and the final 

state:

Manual Sign; POUR-INTO-TANK

Mouthing: ‘fi----------------------- II’ BT:00:00;26.701

We have illustrated this example in Chapter Five, Figure 5.2, where we 

attributed a three-dimensional function to this classifier construction. Here the 

signer narrates the mouthing as ‘fill’, which was co-extensive with the manual 

sign and where a T-NM mouth gesture was maintained between the 

beginning and ending of the mouthing.

In the next example the signer combines a mouthing and a mouth gesture to 

illustrate yet another classifier construction and a T-NM mouth gesture, in this 

instance again illustrating the movement between a dynamic event and the 

final state:

Mouthing: INDICATOR RIDING

Mouthing + Mouth Gesture: ‘lev-------------------- el’ + open mouth gesture

BT: 00:00:26.701

In this example, the mouthing is co-extensive with the manual sign and 

carrying a mouth gesture of an open mouth between the beginning of the 

mouthing ‘lev’ and ending with ‘el’.
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The examples examined in this section all involve classifier constructions, 

mouthings and T-NM mouth gestures. The mouth patterns begin with the 

onset of manual sign and end with offset the manual sign.

6.11 Metaphorical Blends

In the previous sections we have demonstrated grounded blending in ISL and 

we have illustrated how the partitioning of both manual and non-manual 

articulators including those of the mouth, allow the signer to decide on the 

structure of the blend. More than one entity may therefore be visible in the 

blend. These may be a combination of different parts of the signer’s own body 

and different entities from the second input space. Wulf & Dudis (2005) claim 

that this phenomenon is realised when blend constructions involve 

metaphorical components. Partitioning has the same function in metaphorical 

blends as it has in other grounded blends (ibid).

We discussed metaphor in Chapter Two and saw how it is built into ISL at an 

articulatory level. This occurs in a manner similar to ASL, where Wulf & Dudis 

claim that articulators and articulatory features are chosen for their ability to 

iconically represent elements of the source domain by conceptually mapping 

onto them. They say that while the intended meaning of a particular sign 

might be related to a particular target domain, the physical structure of the 

sign represents “a schematic version of a prototypical scene from a source 

domain” (ibid:4).

The first type of metaphorical blends addressed in this section, are those 

which do not make use of the partitionable zones of the body.

6.11.1 Non-Partitioned Metaphorical Grounded Blends:

In the following example, the signer is narrating a story about her job as a 

teacher’s aid at St. Joseph’s School for Deaf Boys and she is remembering 

back to her own schooldays.
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Figure 6.15: Metaphorical non-partitioned grounded blend:

(03) Noeleen: ‘My Job in St. Joseph’s’

Manual Sign; REMEMBER BT:00:00:55.000

Mouthing: remember

If we examine this one handed two part sign REMEMBER, we can see that it 

begins with the initialised handshape ‘R’ brought towards the forehead. (This 

signer did not bring the sign fully to her forehead). Remaining in the forehead 

area, it changes into the closed fist sign ‘S’. This resembles |an idea being 

grasped! arid |held in the mind|, suggesting that the mind is capable of holding 

things within itself i.e. remembering.

Though as illustrated above, the overall blend as produced by the signer 

involves partitioning (where she maintains a theme buoy on her non-dominant 

hand), but the sign itself in its citation form is an unpartitioned metaphorical 

utterance, drawing on the UNDERSTANDING IS GRASPING conceptual 

metaphor. There is a double-mapping involved here, involving the combined 

mapping of iconic and conceptual elements (Taub, 2001). The target domain 

concept is linked with the physical form of the sign, as suggested by Wulf & 

Dudis (2005) for ASL in the metaphorical grounded blend INFORM. We map 

the ISL sign REMEMBER, based on this analysis of the manual sign INFORM 

in ASL (ibid:10);
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Blended Elements in Metaphorical Double Mapping:

REMEMBER

Iconic Information

Articulators 

(Empty air space) 

Forehead

Source Elements 

Object grasped 

Head

Movement toward forehead Putting object in head

Metaphorical Mapping

Target Elements 

Idea/Information 

Mind

Idea kept in mind

Real Space 

[Empty Air Space] 

Signer’s Hands

Signer mouthing

BLEND

Source Elements 

Object

Grasping Object

‘remember’

Blended Space 

|Air-Object-Concept] 

|Signer’s-hands- 

grasping-is- 

understandingl 

ISigner-grasper-informs 

-mouthingl

In this metaphorical blend, the target-domain concept is linked with the 

physical form of the sign by double-mapping. Wulf & Dudis state that:

“What seems to be a visible source-domain scene is produced by 

blending the signer’s articulators and other elements of real space with 

the conceptual output of the source target mapping” (2005:4).

The signer’s articulators are mapped with certain conceptual elements from 

the source domain. An event of grasping is construed as remembering.

This results in a grounded blend between Real Space and a metaphorical 

UNDERSTANDING IS GRASPING input. The mouthing ‘remember’, a Type 1 

(one-to-one) mouthing occurs in this instance, though it is not providing any 

extra information to that provided by the manual sign. This sign can be 

considered as an example of both an ontological and a structural metaphor.
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6.11.2 Metaphorical Blends involving Body Partitioning

In the above blend, the signer’s face and body can be understood as the face 

and body of a single agent from a metaphorical source domain. In the next 

example, the use of partitioning in metaphorical grounded blends can provide 

a “richer, more detailed source-domain scene than would otherwise be 

possible” (ibid:4).

Figure 6.16 demonstrates how the face and body are partitioned off from the 

rest of the signer to contribute an additional element to the overall 

metaphor/Real Space blend containing both literal and metaphorical 

elements.

Figure 6.16: Metaphor and Body Partitioning:

(01) Senan: 'War in Iraq’.

Manual: GIVING-UP-AND-AND-BACK-OFF

Mouthing: open, jaw low, tongue 10%,...back, back, BT:00:00:42.061

In Figure 6.16, the signer is describing how Iraq withdrew from Kuwait during 

the war in Iraq. The annotation in the SOI Corpus is interesting here: ”a series 

of partially articulated signs indicating hesitancy”. The signer physically pulls 

his body backwards, literally ‘backing-off’, indicating the overlap of the literal 

with the metaphor PERSISTING IS REMAINING UPRIGHT (Grady. 1997b).
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The body is partitioned in the following way;

Manual Handshapes pulling backwards

Body literally pulling back

Mouth Gesture

Mouthing ‘back’

The mouthing here is elaborating on the action of the body, while the mouth 

gesture along with the note from the annotators of th SOI Corpus, indicate 

what a clumsy/hurried operation this withdrawal was. We can construe this 

blend in two ways. In the section where the mouth gesture is part of the 

manual sign, we can say that the signer could be in surrogate space as the 

embodied |lraqi Army|. In the latter section of the manual sign, where the 

signer uses mouthing, we can say that the signer is in a Partial Blend, as he, 

as the signer, comments on the |lraqi army| in |retreat| in a Real Space 

metaphorical grounded blend.

We have seen how metaphorical grounded blends may or may not make use 

of body partitioning. In the next section, we discuss simultaneous blends in

6.12 Simultaneous Blends

The issue of determining whether a combination of a bound and a free 

morpheme represents a compound or a blend was discussed in Chapter Two. 

We saw that Leeson & Saeed (2012) consider the term as a misnomer, 

viewing them as two-handed signs meeting Battison’s dominance constraint. 

We gave the example of the simultaneous compound sign FLAT-SURFACE + 

RUBBER-STAMP as referring to any type of record-keeping book which is 

usually preceded by a nominative form denoting full reference to the bound- 

morphemic compound form. However, in Figure 2.1 from the SOI Corpus, we 

illustrated how the mouthing ‘passport’ accompanying the manual sign FLAT- 

SURFACE + RUBBER STAMP as described above, distinguished it from any 

of the other objects it could represent, thus excluding the need for the

ISL.
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nominative to be fingerspelled prior to its articulation. Ajello et al. (2001) 

regard them as instances of semantic integration between signed and spoken 

language when they are accompanied by a mouthing, a partitionable zone.

The mouthing accompanying these simultaneous compounds is categorised 

as Type 8(a) i.e. mouthing that adds an additional nuance of meaning. 

Examples of this are STRIPES-ON-TOP-OF-SHOES with the accompanying 

mouthing ‘brown, beige’. However, while these constructions may be 

regarded as blends in their construction, this remains purely at the lexical 

level and does not warrant any great conceptual organisation of mental 

spaces.

On the other hand, the example provided in Figure 6.17 below, indicating a 

blend composed of two free morphemes, does entail conceptual organization 

and is an example of a blend in token space.

Figure 6.17 A Simultaneous Compound Blend:

(04) -  Orla (Dublin) “Holidays in Tenerife”

Manual Sign: ROOF BT;00:00:40.202

Mouthing: shade

While on holidays in Tenerife, the signer’s husband spent some of the time on 

the roof in the shade drinking beer, while she sunbathed. We can see here 

how the manual sign GO-IN ROOF is elaborated on by the mouthing of 

‘shade’.

The function of the mouthing (‘shade’) here is to make the manual sign more 

precise (Boyes-Braem, 2001), but it also adds information. The signed 

component ROOF, on its own, would not convey the information that it was 

because the roof had shade, that her husband spent long hours up there. In
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this instance, the mouthing adds information and creates a blend, through the 

conceptual entity being established as an entity in physical space.

A further research question arising from this use of token space is the need to 

map how older male signers, who do not typically use mouthing, create a 

similar blend i.e. how they construct the blend through fingerspelling, in the 

absence of mouthing. The mouthing in Figure 6.17 above, creates a very 

succinct description, which would otherwise demand a longer narrative in 

manual sign were the mouthing absent.

Further examples of this type of blending were examined in Chapter Three, 

where we saw that a mouthing can specify a character performing an action 

(Example 3.8), and where the opposite may also occur i.e. where the verb is 

mouthed while the noun is articulated on the hands (Example 3.9).

6.13 Summary

The relationship between mental spaces discussed in this chapter and 

referential loci discussed in Chapter Five, indicates that when more than one 

locus is being accessed, mental spaces are activated, each mental space 

being associated with a locus in signing space. These spaces may be 

stacked, linked by semantic affinity. The mental space within which the 

referent is accessed in each case, directly reflects pronominals formed and 

used for reference. This verifies van Hoek’s contention that referential loci are 

associated with the “larger scenes or spatial settings which the referent 

occupies” (1996: 234), thus agreeing with Liddell (1990,1995) that a locus 

does not represent a referent but the referent’s conceived location.

The successful construal and interpretation of these complex constructions is 

a “testimonial to conceptual blending” (Dudis, 2002:71). It can be seen to 

navigate the audience through the signer’s establishment of blends and the 

constructions that follow. The signer’s body parts may have different functions 

during a single instance of discourse, but partitioning of the elements 

associated with these body parts, minimises the potential for misinterpretation
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(ibid). Cross-space mappings, some of which have become culturally and 

lexically embodied, aided by an awareness of the spatial features of ISL, 

enable the signer and their interlocutors to successfully comprehend the 

message being conveyed through the formation of analogies. We saw how 

Liddell & Vogt-Svendsen (2007) consider that shared knowledge of the world; 

of current discourse; of signed language grammar and of directional signs to 

be necessary to the successful construal of Real Space blends by an 

addressee.

We addressed the role of mouth patterns in blending in ISL discourse and 

identified seven types of blends where the role of both mouthing and mouth 

gestures is critical for the succinct formation of those blends, outlined in 

Table 6.1.

Table 6.1 Categorisation of Blends identified for Mouth Patterns in ISL

Surrogate Blends Constructed Speech 

Gapped Mouth Gesture

Partial Blends Constructed Action

Token Blends

Buoys Fragment Buoys 

Depicting Buoys

Mouthing & Mouth Gestures Blends Onomatopoeia

Enaction

Movement

T-NM

Metaphorical Blends Non-Partitioned 

Body Partitioned

Simultaneous Blends

We hypothesised earlier in the chapter that mouthing may serve a different 

purpose in Constructed Action versus Constructed Dialogue. This proved to 

be the case, with mouthing in the former maintaining the persona of the 

signer, while the latter captures the speech of the embodied character.
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An unexpected finding was that there appears to be constraints on the 

Enaction mouth gesture accompanying LAUGH, where it only appears if the 

narrator thinks the story amusing, and is omitted in cases of the laugh being 

at the signer expense.

A particular blend which warrants more investigation is that of the T-NM blend 

incorporating both a mouthing and a mouth gesture where it appears that 

though the mouthing ‘o ff is timed to co-occur with the manual movement, it 

also appears to carry a mouth gesture throughout its extended articulation. If 

this is the case, it is a most unusual and elegant construction. However, being 

unaware of the probability of its occurrence may have caused it to be 

overlooked throughout this research until now. Further investigation is 

necessary to establish the existence and extent of similar constructions in ISL.

We also suggest that, in the case of surrogate blends which make use of 

mouth gesture, the information supplied by the blend is gapped, needing 

inferential information from the context for processing. On the other hand, 

mouthing in Constructed Dialogue is recognised as the speech of the 

character embodied by the signer. Mouthing in this situation maps onto the 

dominant hand and plays its part in the windowing and focusing of attention.

We saw how the partitioning of the body enabled the signer to produce 

megablends and furthermore, when two blends are activated at the same 

time, mouthing and mouth gestures play an important role in blend 

maintenance. This research has, for the first time, highlighted the role of the 

mouth as a partitionable zone in its own right.
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We proposed at the outset of this research that a cognitive approach be 

adopted in relation to the articulation of mouthings and mouth gestures. We 

saw in this chapter, how real space is mapped onto conceptual space, which 

in turn is mapped onto articulation space, and we can now comprehend how 

signers choose to “align (and realign) various spatial and relational aspects of 

their articulation space the way they do” (Janzen, 2005:67-68) and, crucially, 

the part that mouth patterns play in this.

We can acknowledge the elegance and succinctness of Conceptual Blends in 

accounting for signed language constructions when we recognise the 

complexity of these articulations. In his discussion of spatial structuring in 

signed language, Talmy states that the generalised signed language system 

partitions in the following manner:

“A subsystem of lexical forms (including noun, verb and adjective 

signs); an ‘inflectional’ subsystem (including modulations of lexical 

signs for person, aspect); a subsystem of size-and-shape specifiers (or 

SASS’s); a subsystem of so-called ‘classifier’ expressions; a gestural 

sub-system (along a gradient of incorporation into preceding 

subsystems; a subsystem of face, head and torso representations; a 

gradient subsystem of ‘bodily dynamics’ (including amplitude, rate, 

distinctness unit separation) and an associated or overlaid somatic 

subsystem (including further facial expression and body language)” 

(2010:333).

Cognitive Linguistics captures the complexity of such sub-systems and offers 

such an elegant account of their co-occurrence in the creation of meaning. 

This makes this framework the only choice in an analysis of mouth patterns in 

ISL. Wilcox & Morford claim that cognitive linguistics has brought new energy 

to the studies of signed languages. When applied to signed language 

research, the insights afforded by this theoretical framework have led 

researchers to ask new types of questions concerning the nature of language, 

the cognitive abilities that “underlie the human language ability” and how 

these abilities may have evolved (2006:196). We can learn much about
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human conceptual organisation, because the mapping between conceptual 

space and articulation space is so often “expressly iconic” (Janzen,

2006:372).

Based on the findings of Hohenberger & Happ (2001), we asked whether 

mouthings may occur at the lexical level only and are a performance related 

phenomena. However, we can now say that, similar to findings in Dutch Sign 

Language (NGT), mouthing for lexical signs is fully established and that, for a 

selection of frequently occurring signs, lexical items chosen by signers to 

articulate with the manual sign, show little variation amongst signers (Bank et 

al. 2011). Our research was concerned with mouth patterns as they occur with 

single signs. We were therefore not concerned with:

“shared grammatical structures, and hence not with congruent

lexicalisation but with lexical insertion, a word-level process really

lexical addition: addition of materials (lexical items or entire 

constituents) from a language in one modality to material of a language 

in another modality. Since this is a word-level (or sign-level) process, 

potential differences in grammatical structures do not play a role here”

(Banketa l. 2011:250).

Our findings suggest however, that mouthings may also have properties of 

functional categories i.e. syntactic properties, capable of structure-building in 

the composition of phrases. The grammatical constructions uncovered in this 

chapter indicate that our exploration of mouth patterns is yet in its infancy and 

warrants a more holistic approach than that adopted in the literature up to 

now. While the alternate use of mouthings and mouth gestures accompanying 

nouns and adjectives may be considered as a new finding warranting further 

investigation (ibid), this current research in ISL goes even further in 

suggesting that mouthings and mouth gestures may be overlaid in a single 

mouth pattern.
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Chapter Seven 

Summary and Conclusions

The principle aims of this study were (i) to describe how mouth patterns are 

formulated and articulated in ISL and (ii) to account for their occurrence in 

discourse within the framework of Cognitive Blending Theory. In accordance 

with these aims, we have succeeded in establishing a typology of mouth 

gestures for ISL, and in elaborating on an existing categorization of 

mouthings, based on data examined from the Signs of Ireland Corpus.

We have established seven categories of blends which include mouth 

patterns in ISL. We have also demonstrated, through a review of the 

literature, that mouth patterns are present in other signed languages and have 

a similar range of functions. Our findings also succeeded in verifying the 

hypothesis that mouthing outputs within a signed language may vary 

depending on the type of narrative being articulated, namely those of fantasy 

and personal narratives.

As a basis from which to access the origins of mouthings in ISL, language 

contact and sociolinguistic factors were addressed in Chapter Two, 

incorporating a brief review of the education of Deaf children in Ireland. The 

influence of this education system on gender and generational variation within 

mouthings in ISL was addressed. We saw how borrowings from English can 

influence both the established and productive lexicons in ISL and how 

through fingerspelling and lexical borrowing, grammaticalisation produces 

changes in the lexicon of ISL.

We acknowledged how Frames and Idealised Cognitive Models (ICMs) can 

help us organise knowledge of the world according to cognitive processes and 

embodied cultural knowledge.
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We suggested that further research would be interesting to ascertain whether 

this influenced the cohort of signers in the SOI Corpus in relation to their 

mouth patterns, similar to an acquired accent in spoken language.

In relation to this, we saw how a new generation of signers has begun a 

process of diachronic change within the language, whereby (i) # Fingersigns 

denoting the months of the year, seem to be undergoing a process of 

replacement by an initialised sign and a mouthing and (ii) manual signs are 

being constructed based on English idiomatic words (‘whatever’) 

accompanied by the mouthing of the English word. In this way, we have 

confirmed our initial hypothesis in Chapter Two, that language contact has 

influenced the presence of mouthings in ISL.

We also noted how mouthings are used to different extents by individual 

signers, with some researchers stating that this is evidence that they are a 

performance phenomena, while others consider mouthings as loans from the 

surrounding majority language because they have developed in a systematic 

and predictable manner like loan elements in spoken languages.

We confirmed that individual choice, involving varying levels of bilingualism, 

have also given rise to mouthing following English word order, the use of 

prepositions and constructions with ‘that’, and we saw that mouthing served 

an important function in the univerbation of compound signs. Overall, we can 

now say however, that those mouthings which are firmly established, are now 

part of the ISL lexicon.

Chapter Three presents a categorisation of these mouthings in ISL. In the 

course of this chapter, the functions of mouthings were identified as being 

ones of redundancy, intensification, emphasis or disambiguation of the 

manual sign. Code switching was noted for lexical purposes but also for 

stylistic reasons, as in the case of prosodic emphasis in stretched mouthings 

or in the case of constructed speech. We noted that there may be more than a 

question of stylistics involved in the latter however, and that this may be an 

expression of embodiment, reflecting the world from a Deaf-centric viewpoint.
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where interactions with hearing people means doing what they do i.e. 

speaking.

Whilst demonstrating that mouthings occur mainly at the lexical level, we 

suggest that category Type 8(a), which involves the construction of 

simultaneous blends, be included in the list of blends we enumerated for ISL. 

We saw how homonym-avoiding and derivation functions have been reported 

for several other European signed languages. This research suggests 

however that the mouthing accompanying the articulation of homonyms in ISL 

is one of sociolinguistic origin, based on an oral education system and that 

homonym disambiguation is not a major function of mouthings in ISL. We 

further surmise that this aspect is a generational one, where more mouthings 

and fewer fingerspellings are currently employed by younger signers, making 

mouthing now an embedded phenomenon in ISL rather than a necessary one 

established purely for the purposes of disambiguation.

The categorization of mouthings in ISL discussed here, is based on nine types 

devised by Mohr-Militzer (2011). However, we have further elaborated upon 

each category to include specific areas not alluded to in the original 

categorization and we have illustrated these additions by examples which we 

extracted from the SOI Corpus. We further suggest that a new subcategory of 

mouthings be established, namely category TYPE 2(b), to take account of 

individual letters mouthed in synchrony with fingerspelled letters of the 

alphabet.

This research has uncovered an unexpected development in instances where 

the mouthing of the verb is inflected for past tense, as in Type 6 mouthings 

(inflected English forms and plurals). This occurred where the subject and 

indirect object are not present in Real Space in close proximity to the signer, 

and are not in anyway connected to the signer. Where the indirect object was 

present in Real Space, the mouthing remained uninflected. This appears to be 

a facet of single agreement verbs and may be in the process of being 

grammaticalised in ISL. However, a second hypothesis needs to be 

suggested here. In the examples where the verb was inflected, non-Deaf

351



people were the subjects of the narrative. It may therefore, be another 

example of a Deaf-centric viewpoint where hearing people speak especially 

apt in the case of an agreement verb like TELL. Further research is needed 

with regard to this.

We also addressed the question of how gender and generational differences 

influence mouth pattern output. Mouthing is employed more frequently and to 

a greater extent by women in all age groups, an average of 68% when 

compared to the mouthing output of men, an average of 34%. This is 

especially obvious in the older age group where men accompanied 12.7% of 

manual signs with mouthings, while the number of mouthings employed by 

women was 62.4%. Overall, because of the educational and language contact 

issues, mouthings have become more frequently used in the younger age 

cohorts in both sexes. Whilst there are individual differences of production 

within the cohort of female signers, these differences are even more 

pronounced amongst male signers. However, while the quantity of mouthings 

used is dependent to a large extent on the individual Deaf adult’s choice of 

language in later life, along with their level of bilingual communication comfort 

in both signed and oral languages, the use of mouthings appear to now be 

normalised as a part of ISL.

We can also confirm our hypothesis that mouthings are structured 

phenomena, assigned specific linguistic forms; mouthings are assigned 

specific functions, executed in a systematic manner, and the mouthing 

categories established for ISL are similar to those established for other signed 

languages.

We have established a structure for the categorisation of mouth gestures for 

the first time in ISL. Five broad categories were established: Adverbial 

(Behaviour Non-manuals of Position and Transition); Semantically Empty 

(Echo Phonology, English Phoneme based; Non-English Phoneme based); 

Enaction (Iconically Transparent); Whole-Face (universal facial expressions) 

and Idiosyncratic Mouth Gestures (Idiomatic and Gestural).
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We demonstrated that the accepted view in the literature that mouth gestures 

are idiomatic gestures produced by the mouth and cannot be traced back to 

spoken language, does not always hold true for ISL.

We also demonstrated for the first time, that should the purpose of an 

adverbial Positional Non-manual mouth gesture be to modify manner of 

motion, it may extend over one manual sign, for example a classifier 

predicate. However, should its purpose be subject or agent orientated, then its 

scope may include multiple manual forms.

Within the newly created category of Idiosyncratic mouth gestures in ISL, this 

research uncovered two types, that of mouth gestures based on idiomatic 

English expressions and glossed as such by the annotators of the SOI 

Corpus, and mouth gestures inherent in the language albeit not widespread.

It appears from the above results that there are more idiosyncratic English 

based gestures in Personal stories than in the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ stories. 

These mouth gestures, arising from language contact phenomena (for 

example 'taking that long’), would be more likely to occur in the more formal 

setting of the Personal stories than in the genre of the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ 

stories.

While there is an argument that both of these types could be subsumed into 

the Behavioural Non-Manual category of mouth gestures, it would be more 

beneficial to keep a distinct category of Idiosyncratic mouth gestures for ISL 

as it is part of the embodiment of signing concepts in Deaf culture (for 

example those associated with signing under the table at school). However, if 

our conclusions are correct with regard to the first type of idiosyncratic mouth 

gestures is correct, we can see that language contact has again played its 

part.

An interesting topic for further research is to discover to what extent, and in 

what form, idiosyncratic mouth gestures are present in ISL across a broader 

sample of data and the degree to which both language contact and embodied 

gesture has contributed to the two types suggested here as existing in ISL.
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We hypothesised earlier that a greater occurrence of mouth gestures was to 

be expected in the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ stories. This has proven to be the 

case with regard to adverbial mouth gestures, with both P-NM and T-NM 

occurring more frequently in the Frog stories. The frequency of occurrence of 

T-NM may be influenced by the story genre i.e. more T-NM may occur in less 

formal registers. However, this requires further research and is outside the 

remit of this current analysis. It appears, from this section of the ISL Corpus, 

that the number and more tellingly, the type of mouth gestures, 

increases/decreases depending on the register.

Adverbial mouth gestures of manner, degree and adjectives (in this adverbial 

category), appeared to occur more frequently in the Personal stories. We can 

hypothesise as to the reasons for this: these three categories tend to be 

associated with one lexical item (‘cs’ with RECENTLY or ‘um’ with 

DISAPPEAR). A more conventionally articulated story, for example a 

Personal Story, may tend to be articulated utilising the established lexicon and 

citation forms of signs to a greater extent. The ‘Frog Where Are You?’ stories 

on the other hand make use of a more productive lexicon and hence a 

structure that lends to itself to whole phrases being produced with an 

accompanying mouth gesture, thereby making use of the Behavioural Non

manuals.

Behavioural Mouth Gestures straddle the areas of both Adverbial Mouth 

Gestures and Semantically Empty Mouth Gestures but provide us with a 

useful categorisation tool for those difficult to label gestures.

A large percentage of adverbs are Behaviour Non-manuals, with P-NM’s 

accounting for 44.4% in the Personal Stories and 51.3% in the ‘Frog Where 

Are You?’ story. T-NM’s account for 5.7% in the Personal Stories and 23.3% 

in the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ stories. It would be interesting for future 

research to engage with the suggestion of Crasborn et al. that spread 

mouthings provide evidence not only of prosodic words but also for “prosodic 

phrases” (2008:65) and apply it to Behaviour Non-manuals. The increase in T- 

NM’s evident in the ‘Frog Where Are You?’ stories, would suggest that greater
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use is being made of a more phrase-based structure involving the predicate 

e.g. FROG JUMP OUT FROG ON GROUND. However, further research is 

needed to determine this.

This research indicated the problems of subjectivity associated with 

establishing a system for the categorisation of mouth gestures within ISL, 

giving rise to an overlap between some of the categories.

Mouth Gestures, considered as belonging to the category of Enacting Mouth 

Gestures, can also be thought of as belonging in some instances, to the 

category of Whole Face Activity Gestures and their necessary link to the 

manual sign and its phonology.

We need to highlight here that the process of automatic searches using Elan 

for various constructions presents difficulties, as some searches include both 

Personal Stories and Frog Stories, while some only give results for Personal 

Stories. Unless the researcher has a thorough knowledge of each story, this 

fact may be overlooked. Furthermore, categories of manual and mouthing are 

added together and therefore, before examples were discussed in the body of 

this research, each individual sign or mouthing was distinguished in its 

surrounding context.

An unusual finding of this research is the frequency with which the various 

forms and functions of mouth patterns are annotated as ‘open’ in the SOI 

Corpus. A brief analysis of the annotations of ‘open, stretched up/wide’ versus 

‘closed, stretched, up/wide’ in the ISL Corpus revealed that the annotations 

containing the ‘open’ designation appear to be associated with danger of 

difficulty or negative feelings, while the ‘closed’ annotations were associated 

movement, positive feelings and classifiers.

Mouth gestures hint at more morphological complexity as in classifier 

predicates, but neither mouthings nor mouth gestures alone can predict 

syntactic categories within ISL. While we can say that we found more 

mouthings co-occurring with Plain verbs and with personal agreement verbs 

and more mouth gestures co-occurring with Classifier Predicates, mouth
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patterns do not serve as a modality-specific tool for word class recognition in 

ISL. Mouthings are becoming more frequent in ISL articulations, constructions 

within the language are changing and individual choice amongst bilingual 

signers of varying competencies in both modalities is defying the 

establishment of any ‘hard and fast’ rules.

This research has also explored and analysed the gesture/language interface 

from the perspective of mouth patterns. We suggest that the first route of how 

gesture becomes incorporated into ISL as a manual lexical item, also applies 

to mouth gestures. We classified the mouth gestures of Echo phonology and 

some Female Gendered signs as exemplifying this route.

The second route whereby a manual gesture is incorporated as a lexical item 

in ISL is not based on a freestanding gesture but is sourced from various 

bases including those of the mouth. We demonstrated how adverbial mouth 

gestures of manner illustrate this, thus indicating how cognitive and social 

processes unite the varieties of gesture with each other and with signed and 

spoken languages.

We addressed the occurrence of iconicity in Chapter Four. Determining 

whether the tendency for mouth gestures to co-occur with classifier 

constructions is coincidental because such constructions also tend to be used 

when describing physical shapes, states or relations, or whether there is a 

more principled relation and interaction between the two would be an 

interesting basis for future research. We saw how iconicity pervades 

polymorphemic classifier predicates; atemporal and temporal relations and 

grammatical classes and we discussed how it influences mouth gestures and 

while iconicity aids the identification of concrete lexical items, in the more 

abstract areas of communication, cognitive linguistics is paramount in 

enabling application of this iconicity.

Iconicity and metaphor are bound together, and metaphorical signs are bound 

by two mappings: a metaphorical mapping from concrete to abstract 

conceptual domains and an iconic mapping between the concrete source
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domain and the linguistic forms that represent it. Conceptual Blending results 

in the cohesion of grammar and creativity, through mouth patterns and body 

partitioning, and the construction of megablends. In our examination of the 

signing space, we saw the important role of NMF’s and in particular the part 

played by those of the mouth. ISL exploits visual imagery for linguistic 

purposes in its incorporation of verb agreement, locus markers, iconic 

structures and referential shift underpinning metaphorical mappings.

An understanding of spatial metaphors is imperative if we are to comprehend 

the form-meaning relationships and this is more readily achievable in the 

context of a Cognitive Linguistic framework. Comprehension of the unfolding 

discourse is achieved through the participants’ construal of these complex 

simultaneously articulated referential strategies, where conceptualised space 

and articulation space cohere. Metaphorical movement through mental space 

and the resultant construction of conceptual blends allows signers to navigate 

even the most complex discourse involving referential loci.

In Chapter Five, we demonstrated how the use of two distinct loci to refer to a 

sole entity overtly shows that the referent is involved in two distinct mental 

spaces. In this way, a relationship is established between mental spaces and 

referential loci. The shift from one locus to the other corresponds to a shift in 

focus space, the space being manipulated at a current point in a discourse. 

The use of the pronominal system by ISL signers can therefore be succinctly 

encapsulated by the theory of Mental Spaces.

An important aspect in differentiating between blends which employ 

mouthings and those using a mouth gesture, is that while mouth gestures can 

be considered as ‘gapped’ in that the data has to be inferred from the context 

on the basis of prior knowledge, mouthings are always visible. It is plausible to 

suggest therefore that this gives rise to partial blends, where the addressee 

has to integrate information provided both by a linguistic expression and a 

Real Space blend in order to understand the message.
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We confirmed that mouthing can be considered as a partitionable zone in its 

own right, and we noted that a difference of perspective exists in the mouthing 

of constructed dialogue as opposed to that of constructed action. Mouthing in 

Constructed Dialogue is recognised as the speech of the character embodied 

by the signer in surrogate space and mouthing in this situation maps onto the 

dominant hand and plays its part in the windowing and focusing of attention. 

Mouthing in Constructed Action on the other hand, is considered as that of the 

signer as narrator.

It is worth examining a theory put forward by Wilcox (1998). He applied 

Langacker’s (1991b) definition of objective (‘on-stage’ or perceived) versus 

subjective (part of the perceiver or conceptualizer) to the articulators of ASL. 

He argued that the hands are ‘on-stage’ or visible to the conceptualizer, and 

as such should iconically represent objective concepts, whereas the face is 

necessarily subjective and part of the conceptualizer, and thus should 

represent subjective concepts. Because, in his view, lexical signs tend to have 

objective meanings and morphology tends to have more subjective meanings, 

he predicted that all signed languages will tend to code lexical material with 

the hands and not the face and facial morphemes will tend to be bound rather 

than free.

However, this research on blends in ISL has shown that mouthings may act 

as free morphemes as, for example, in the case of the simultaneous blend 

‘shade’/ROOF. Further examples of this type of blending suggest that a 

mouthing can specify a character performing an action and where the 

opposite may also occur i.e. where the verb is mouthed while the noun is 

articulated on the hands.

Thus, mouthings also occur with functional categories (inflections, tense, 

agreement) and not just with lexical categories (nouns, verbs, adjectives and 

prepositions). As some participants in the SOI Corpus may now be 

considered as an older generation of signers, further research with a younger 

cohort is necessary to examine the growth or otherwise of this phenomenon.
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Though we expect that this will be an increasing rather than a decreasing 

phenomenon.

A particular blend which warrants more investigation is that of the T-NM blend 

incorporating both a mouthing and a mouth gesture, where it appears as 

though the mouthing ‘off, is co-articulated articulated with a mouth gesture. 

We suggest that should this prove to be the case, it is a most unusual 

construction and may be a lot more pervasive than this research has 

indicated. Because the incorporation of mouthing into ISL is a relatively new 

phenomenon, research has not undertaken a comprehensive holistic analysis 

with respect to how its increasing presence may be changing ISL 

articulations.

Liddell also claims that restricting the analysis of ASL to symbolic units and 

their grammatical organization, “is hopelessly inadequate” (2003:362). He 

claims that it is probable that both signed and spoken languages make use 

both make use of “multiple types of semiotic elements in the language signal” 

(ibid), but that our understanding of what constitutes language is much too 

narrow.

While acknowledging the findings of researchers with regard to these 

functions, we agree that simply categorising and labelling will not grant us a 

comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon. We need to provide a 

coherent framework that integrates the representational data with a cognitive 

understanding of the nature of the observable patterns. To this end, we 

situated this research in a Conceptual Blending framework, where the signer 

draws on varying domains of experience.

In order for a signer’s articulation of conceptual space to be comprehended, 

an interlocutor needs to infer that referents and event spaces are being 

layered in megablends in the signing space. The role of the body in 

conceptualised space in linguistic concepts, the role of metaphor, metonymy 

and iconicity in the lexicon and grammar and the place of the mouth and non-
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manual features in body partitioning, all play their part in establishing the 

mental spaces necessary in the management of referential links.

The outcome of this research would therefore disagree with Raino (2001) for 

FinSL and Schermer (2001) with regard to SLN when they state that, with 

signed language now increasingly the method of education for Deaf children, 

mouthings will eventually disappear. The reverse has occurred in ISL. We 

reiterate the contention with regard to the status of mouthings that, there is a 

continuum between fully signed and fully spoken utterances, on the one hand 

mouthings are seen as the outcome of on-line code blending, while on the 

other hand they are seen as fully lexicalised into signed language.

Documentation of longitudinal studies concerned with the acquisition of 

mouthings amongst Deaf children of Deaf parents and Deaf children of 

hearing parents learning ISL, needs to be undertaken. Studies of early 

learners (Boyes Braem, 2001) have shown that their mouthings are 

grammaticalised, involving stylistic and prosodic functions. An account of 

mouthings should therefore not just involve a knowledge of bilingual signers, 

but it should also offer a principled account of mouthings in native Deaf 

monolinguals and pre-school Deaf children acquiring signed language as their 

mother tongue. Grammatical regularities for both mouthings and mouth 

gestures needs to be addressed, as mouthing forms are not consistent 

amongst signers and can often be based on lip-reading or on those mouth 

patterns developed from within small family groupings.

The establishment of signed language corpora now permits diachronic 

investigation. The examination of regional variation arising in the mouth 

patterns of ISL is now possible given the time which has elapsed since the 

establishment of the Midwest School for Deaf children in Limerick. A further 

factor in this diachronic research is a comparison of the forms and quantities 

of mouth patterns present in the signing of pupils attending mainstream 

schools with those of children attending schools for Deaf children. This should 

prove to be especially interesting in the case of mouth gestures. As increasing 

numbers of children are receiving cochlear implants, the number of late
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learners of ISL may rise in the future, giving rise to yet another variable in the 

acquisition of mouth patterns.

An area that remains under researched is that of signers’ attendance at third 

level institutions with the assistance of an interpreter. The extent to which both 

manual signs and mouthings are borrowed, for technical terms and other 

specialised vocabulary from both English and other signed languages, 

remains undocumented. It may involve an increase in the productive lexicon, 

in initialised signs or in mouthings, or perhaps an increase in all three. We 

need to be aware of a degree of transference and interference from English 

occurring in these situations, where interpreters may alter their language 

production, including their production of mouth patterns and fingerspelling.

The study of signed language corpora aids the identification of patterns in 

language variation which could otherwise be missed i.e. gradience and fuzzy 

categories as means through which skilled users manage the indeterminate 

complexities of the language. This element is an important one in the training 

of second language learners including interpreters, and indeed in the 

acquisition of the language learning of Deaf children in the future.

One aspect of further research into mouthings in signed languages is the 

question of reduced mouthings, in order to ascertain the forms they take and 

the precise reductions involved. A system of transcription for reduced 

mouthings needs to be agreed, rather than the present system of an 

annotator’s opinion as to the approximate English word. It may happen that 

there are mouthings occurring which are unrelated to English but which are 

being missed.

In Chapter Six, we have shown the inter-connectedness of mouthings and 

mouth gestures. Further research needs to build on these findings. Whilst 

acknowledging a degree of subjectivity in the classification of mouth gestures, 

a theoretical perspective on the place of mouth gestures in ISL is warranted.
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A cognitively-oriented approach to research allows us to learn about 

conceptual structure and the degree to which visual perception enters into 

accounts of grammar. In this context, signed language can offer new insight 

by providing data in the visual domain which compliments spoken language 

data (Wilcox & Morford, 2006). It has been suggested that the syllabic 

properties of echo phonology be employed in explaining the origin of speech 

elements where arbitrary spoken forms can be derived from non-arbitrary 

gestural forms (Woll, 2001). With regard to this question of the evolution of 

language, Rohrer (2007) says that it is important for cognitive linguists to 

reach out to the other cognitive sciences. Lakoff (1990) likewise characterised 

the study of language through the medium of cognitive linguistics as a 

commitment to make one’s account of human language accord with what is 

generally known about the mind and the brain, incorporating a multi

disciplinary approach.

Overall, we consider this present study to be significant in its ability to add to 

research on mouth patterns. Mouthing is now a part of ISL and the more we 

delve into its intricacies, the less we realise we know. There is diachronic 

change occurring within the language, where heretofore undocumented 

constructions involving mouth patterns are being grammaticalised, and not 

merely at the lexical level. Perhaps this study has gone some way to raising 

awareness with regard to this for future research to build upon.
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Appendix One

Centre for Deaf Studies

School of Linguistic, Speech and Communication Sciences

Terms and Conditions for Using the Signs of Ireland Corpus

(1) The SOI corpus can be used in research, teaching and publishing providing 
reference to the origins of the corpus are made.

(2) The corpus may not be used for personal financial benefit or gain. Its use is 
for educational purposes only.

(3) Materials should be acknowledged as follows: Data from the Signs of Ireland 
corpus are used with permission of the Centre for Deaf Studies, Trinity 
College Dublin.

(4) Individual signers should be acknowledged if their images are used. For 
example: SOI -  Personal Stories (03) -  Noeleen (Dublin -  My Job in St. 
Joseph’s.

(5) Any additions or modifications made to EAF files should be sent to Dr. 
Lorraine Leeson (leesonl(a>tcd.ie) so that they can potentially be 
incorporated into existing files. The aim here is to maximize the sharing of 
learning that occurs with the use of the data.

(6) A digital/ hard copy of any publication that makes use of the SOI corpus will 
be forwarded to Dr. Lorraine Leeson, Centre for Deaf Studies, Trinity College 
Dublin for archiving purposes.

(7) The data remains the property of the Centre for Deaf Studies, Trinity College 
Dublin.

(8) Breach of these terms and conditions will result in permission for use of the 
SOI corpus being rescinded.

I understand that permission to use the Signs of Ireland (SOI) Corpus is conditional 

on the above terms and conditions being met. I confirm that I accept these terms and

conditions.

Signed

Date
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Appendix Two 

Picture Sequence of the ‘Frog Where are You?’ story
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