





























Chapter . Lexicon

e three NGT signs for telephone in (6) illustrate that an old sign can be replaced by
a new sign when the iconic relation to the referent is changing or no longer present.

e old-fashioned wind-up telephone was the basis for the sign in (6a).  is sign was
later replaced by a new sign for telephone, in which the handshape re ects the form
of the handset of modern telephones (6b). e sign in (6¢c) means cell phone, and this
is increasingly becoming the standard form used to refer to a telephone.

Sign Language of the Netherlands
6) a b. c.
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Phonological parameters of signs can also change over time for articulatory reasons,
as we saw in the signs for (4a) and (4b) (see also Chapter 13.4). For the
present language user though, the signs in the frozen lexicon are xed: there is only
one way in which they can be made (except for phonetic variation, of course; see
Chapter 10.4 for discussion).
In contrast, signs in a di erent part of the lexicon are not (yet) characterized by a
xed form or meaning. Just like signs in the frozen lexicon, these signs are composed
from a set of handshapes, locations, movements, and hon-manual components, but
in contrast to these, they are 0 en formed ad hoc.  is part of the lexicon is called the
productive lexicon. For instance, when telling a story about driving in a car, a Spanish
Sign Language (LSE) signer could use the sign (inacar) shownin (7a). is
sign has a xed form and meaning and thus belongs to the frozen lexicon of LSE.
However, at the moment that the storyteller wants to make clear that the engine of the
car was failing, which caused the car to jerk ahead, he can modify the sign. By chang-
ing the movement pattern and the non-manual component, he creates a new sign that
re ects the way the car is driving: the sign (inacar, in ajerky way) shown in
(7b). issign is created on the spot; it hasno xed form or meaning, but in the story
about the car, the meaning is clear from the context. In another context, the same sign
might be used to convey the meaning of driving over bumpy cobblestones. s sign
is thus part of the productive lexicon.
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Spanish Sign Language
(7) a. b.
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J(in acar) (ifffa: in a jerky way)
e ASL sign is another example of a productive sign. In the choice of hand-

shape and movement for this verb, the signer is taking into account the object that is
being given. In (8a), the sign is articulated with a J-hand, indicating that the object
given is something that can be held on the palm of your hand. In (8b), the same sign
is articulated with a = -handshape that refers to something that is at but can be held
between ngers and thumb, for instance, a book. In (8c), two hands are used, indicating
alarger at object, and at the same time, the movement and the non-manual compo-
nent (pu ed cheeks) indicate that the object is heavy, that is, that it is given with e ort.

American Sign Language
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(a atobject) (e.9. a book) (e.g. a big/heavy book)

Depending on the perspective of the signer, an object can also change form. A church
tower, for example, which looks quite slender from a distance, may appear to be much
broader when you stand in front of it. A sign language user can take this perspective
into account in his choice of handshape, that is, he can refer to one and the same object
by di erent forms.

It is possible that these kinds of signs, in speci ¢ combinations with other signs,
have never been produced before. And yet, they are completely clear and full of
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meaning for other signers in that speci ¢ context.  is is due to the fact that signers
do not create new signs in an idiosyncratic way, but rather combine the components
from the productive lexicon in a systematic way that is understood by other signers.
Recent research indicates that productive forms are a much bigger part of sign language
use than has previously been assumed. e assumption has been that productive forms
appear with high frequency in stories and poetry, while they are rare in other contexts.

is, however, appears not to be true; the productive lexicon is also frequently used
in legal, medical, and other scienti ¢ conversations. Its use is a creative process: the
language user creates, as it were, new signs that are necessary at that moment in order
to make something clear. In Section 8.7, we will show that the productive lexicon is
extensively used in metaphors.

Signs that have become part of the frozen lexicon usually have handshapes that
are also used in the productive lexicon. isis illustrated by the examples in (9) from
Libras. In the sign - (9a), the at hands refer to the at sides of
the building; the sts in the sign (9b) re ect the way the steering wheel is held;
and in the sign - in (9¢), the handshape with two extended ngers refers to
the two legs of a human (see also the sign in (1b)).

Brazilian Sign Language
9) a b. C.
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ese signs are all part of the frozen lexicon in Libras, so the handshapes are not de-
pendent on the context. Here we observe that there is actually a continuum between the
frozen and the productive lexicon. When productive forms are considered to form part
of the lexicon, they can be included in a dictionary. When they are seen as morphologi-
cally modi ed forms (see Chapter 9), then they do not appear in a dictionary just like
morphologically modi ed words would not usually be included in the dictionary of a
spoken language. Lexicographers di er in their view on whether or not the productive
lexicon should be included in dictionaries.
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Sign language dictionaries

So far, we have used the term lexicon to refer to the collection of words from a spoken
language or signs from a sign language. When these words or signs are listed, 0 en
together with a brief description, then we call these lists dictionaries.

Dictionaries of spoken languages are made up of lemmas, as was brie y mentioned
in Section 1.8. A lemma is the word or heading under which the meanings are listed
that are connected to each other. e English word awesome, for instance, has several
di erent related meanings and is listed as one lemma, whereas the word steer has two
di erent meanings, namely to guide and ayoung bovine animal, and thus constitutes
two lemmas.  ere is no one-to-one relationship between word and meaning. A word
can have multiple meanings, and one meaning can be listed under various words. Many
sign language dictionaries, whether in book form or on DVD, list signs based on either
their gloss or their translation from the spoken language to the sign language. Note
that the gloss and the translation are o en identical (e.g. ASL car ) but they do
not have to be, as is true for many compounds (e.g. DGS N abbott ; see
Chapter 9.3). In any case, the lemmas in such bilingual dictionaries are thus words
from the spoken language (see Section 1.8, Example (18), for an example from an ASL
dictionary). is implies that the user can only search for an answer to the question

What is the sign for ? but not to the question | have seen a sign, but what does it
mean? . Such dictionaries usually only include signs from the frozen lexicon, and then
in their citation form, which is a form of the sign that isnot in uenced by the linguistic
context, that is, that has not undergone any morphological or phonological changes.

In other words, the starting point in such dictionaries is the meaning of the words,
not the meaning of the signs. By using glosses as opposed to translations as lemmas,
some dictionary makers attempt to reduce the emphasis on the meaning of the word.
In the introduction to this chapter, we already made clear that a gloss is not the trans-
lation of a sign, but a representation (or approximation) of its meaning in words. A
disadvantage is that, since the gloss is a word from the spoken language, the word will
continue to subconsciously play a role in the mind of dictionary users: the user might
stick to the meaning of the word, even though it is represented in the form of a gloss.

is can be overcome by making the gloss as speci ¢ as possible. For instance, the gloss
can indicate di erences in meaning, so instead of simply using the gloss , the
gloss can specify either ( ) or ( ).

However, there are also sign language dictionaries that take the sign as the starting
point. e signs are then ordered on the basis of the form of the sign. e users can
look up asign, for example, on the basis of its handshape and whether it is one- or two-
handed. every rstsignlanguage dictionary to be organized in this way was the ASL
dictionary compiled by William Stokoe, the pioneer of linguistic research on ASL, and
dates from 1965. Other examples are the rst national NGT dictionary for parents of
deaf children from 1988, the BSL dictionary from 1992, the Australian Sign Language
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(Auslan) dictionary from 1998, and the Finnish Sign Language (FinSL) dictionary
from 1998. All these early dictionaries were in book form and contained drawings or
photographs of the signs. e rapid developments in information technology in the
early 1990s made it possible to develop digital dictionaries in which the lemmas are
citation movies. It is thus now possible in principle to create a monolingual dictionary
in which the user can search for signs on the basis of their basic elements handshape,
location, palm and nger orientation, and movement and where de nitions and
grammatical information are also presented in the respective sign language. No such
dictionary has yet been produced. However, a number of bilingual sign dictionaries
exist on DVD or online in which users can search for signs either on the basis of some
or all the basic elements of a sign or by gloss. Such dictionaries have been compiled,
for example, for Flemish Sign Language (VGT online), for Auslan, and for NGT. e
meaning of signs, however, is still conveyed using the written language.

ere are huge di erences in the way in which sign dictionaries are compiled, and
with respect to the reliability of the information provided. Sometimes a dictionary is a
re ection of the signs that the compilers themselves use, or the dictionary contains only
signs from a certain area. O en very little information is provided about sign variation
(see Chapter 12) or the way in which the signs were selected. isis in contrast to dic-
tionaries for spoken languages, and it is an indication that sign language lexicography
is still in its infancy. However, modern sign dictionaries in many countries, be they
in digital or book form, are increasingly based on nationwide inventories of signs, the
so-called corpus projects, and take into account regional and age-based variation, for
instance (see also Chapter 12).

Sign language dictionaries di er also in terms of the information supplied with
individual lemmas. In some dictionaries, there is only a one-to-one translation from
word to sign.  isis actually not a dictionary, but rather a glossary. Other dictionaries
provide information on the form and use of the sign. Digital dictionaries in particular
can contain more elaborate information, such as:

extra information on the form of the sign, especially when a sign is presented in
the form of a drawing or a picture;

a movie of a sign instead of a drawing or picture;

an example sentence in written language when the meaning of a word and a sign
are not exactly the same, or (in digital dictionaries) a signed sentence;
information about the word class and other grammatical information;
information on regional variation;

information about form and meaning relations with other signs.

When it comes to printed dictionaries of spoken languages, there is no relation whatso-
ever between the user of a dictionary and the person who has typed the word into the
dictionary or the person who provided the information. For sign language dictionaries,
the situation is di erent. All sorts of dictionaries may include pictures and drawings
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