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AG 2: Linguistic diversity and linguistic modalities
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functions in the Russian Sign Language Corpus
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Fingerspelling (FS) is a linguistic feature of sign languages in which letters from spoken language
alphabets are represented by conventionalized handshapes (Sandler & Lillo-Martin 2006). Mouth-
ings (M) are mouth movements that resemble the articulation of spoken words during signing
(Boyes-Braem & Sutton-Spence 2001).

FS and M are often described as outcomes of cross-modal language contact without parallels
in spoken language situations and are unique to sign-spoken/written language contact (Valli
& Lucas 1992). Although FS and M are diverse in their nature and have their origin in contact
between three modalities (FS is located at the interface between orthography & sign; M is locat-
ed at the interface between speech & sign), their functions appear to be very similar (Sandler
& Lillo-Martin 2006). Following the same pattern, FS and M are used as means of representing
spoken/written vocabulary in sign languages (Padden & Gunsauls 2003). Apart from this often
cited function of filling in the lexical gaps or disambiguating the manual signs, we find the use
of “redundant” M and FS. Redundant FS is used when there is already a lexical sign; redundant
M corresponds exactly with the manual sign in terms of semantic congruency without the ne-
cessity for disambiguation. Interestingly, fingerspelled signs are reported to be accompanied by
mouthings during signing (Johnston et al 2016). The complex nature of the FS and M interrela-
tionship is intriguing and has not yet been explored systematically in any sign language.

This study adds novel data by looking at M and FS in Russian sign language (RSL) Corpus (Bur-
kova 2012-2015). We investigate what drives the use of redundant fingerspelling and mouth-
ing in RSL. We use corpus data to give a more objective impression of the frequency and variation
in the use of these two phenomena.

In this presentation, we discuss that such redundant FS and M have a similar function:
they make a word or specific meaning more prominent within an utterance, generally in focus
con-structions (information and contrastive focus). Fingespelled items or the manual signs co-
occuring with mouthings in the RSL corpus are singled out from a set of elements of equal type
and structure to put themselves in the current state of attention.

Using RSL corpus data our analysis revealed that (i) 95% of all fingerspelled RSL items co-
occur with mouthings, (2) 17% of all fingerspelled RSL items are used to put emphasis of a par-
ticular word and (3) the focused constituents are accompanied by mouthings more frequently
than the non-focused ones. The study thus affirms previous descriptions of emphatic FS in ASL
(Montermurro & Brentari 2018) and focused constituents accompanied by M in NGT (Crasborn
& van der Kooij 2013).
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