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Abstract. A fundamental property of human language is the distinction between lexical items
that denote entities and those that describe events. While this noun-verb contrast is well-docu-
mented in spoken languages, less is known about whether and how it is marked in sign lan-
guages and whether iconicity and the interface to gesture play a special role in the grammatical
distinction of word classes. Here, we investigate how German Sign Language (DGS) distin-
guishes nouns and verbs, focusing on the role of lexical demonstrations, that is, manual and
non-manual gestural components that iconically depict meaning. We qualitatively examine
morphophonological cues accompanying nominal and verbal uses of several potentially multi-
functional DGS signs in data from a free elicitation task, as well as a sentence reproduction
task. Qualitative analyses reveal systematic differences: Mouth gestures and constructed action
(CA) predominantly accompany verbal uses, whereas mouthings (‘Mundbild”) and sequential
size-and-shape specifiers (SASS) are characteristic of nominal uses of signs. Crucially, the
choice of strategy is mediated by a sign’s iconic potential. Highly iconic signs are more likely
to combine lexical content with gestural demonstrations in verbal contexts. Against this back-
ground, we argue that gestural demonstrations constitute a productive communicative resource
that aligns with the noun-verb distinctions in DGS. Our analyses shed light on how grammar,
iconicity, and gestural elements interact in the visual-spatial modality.
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1. Introduction

The distinction between lexical items that denote entities and those that describe events is
widely regarded a fundamental organizing principles of human language, yet the realization of
the categories noun and verb in sign languages remains subject to scholarly debate. Cross-
linguistic research on spoken languages has traditionally assumed that lexical categories cor-
responding roughly to the notions nouns and verbs are universally available, even though their
morphophonological realization may vary (Rijkhoff 2007; Joseph H. Greenberg 1966; Hockett
1980; Haspelmath 2023). Analyses of sign languages have usually also adopted this classical
noun-verb distinction, despite the fact that many signs frequently appear to be multifunctional,
meaning that they may enable entity- as well as event-related interpretations depending on the
syntactic, semantic, or discourse context (Trettenbrein et al. 2021; Pfau and Steinbach 2006;
Erlenkamp 2000). Although previous studies have identified morphophonological differences
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between nominal and verbal uses of signs in several sign languages (Hunger 2006; Tkachman
and Sandler 2013; Supalla and Newport 1978; Bellugi and Klima 1976; Sutton-Spence and
Woll 1999; Abner et al. 2019), these patterns are often restricted to only small parts of the
lexicon, gradient in nature, and language-specific (Erlenkamp 2000; Pfau and Steinbach 2006;
Pyers and Emmorey 2022). Accordingly, it remains unclear whether and how the classical
noun-verb distinction is systematically and overtly morphophonologically marked across and
within different sign languages. Without any morphophonological marking, the contrast be-
tween lexical items denoting entities and describing events would then primarily emerge on a
cognitive level through syntactic configuration and contextual interpretation.

The analysis of word class distinctions and their overt morphophonological realization in sign
languages is further impacted by the pervasive role of iconicity and the natural interaction of
sign with gesture during articulation (for word class marking in gesture and emerging sign
languages, see Motamedi et al. 2022; Abner et al. 2019; Padden et al. 2015). Sign languages
exploit visual resemblance between form and meaning not only in lexical signs but also in
grammatical constructions (Ferrara et al. 2025; Steinbach 2021; Schlenker 2018; Goldin-
Meadow and Brentari 2017; Perniss et al. 2010; Bellugi and Klima 1976;). Iconicity allows
signers to integrate gradient, depictive elements into linguistic expressions, particularly
through manual and non-manual elements in the form of constructed action (CA) or role shift
and different mouth actions. Recent work at the interface between language and gesture argues
that these elements can contribute structured semantic content and are often grammatically
licensed rather than purely expressive (Steinbach 2023b; Barnes and Ebert 2023; Henderson
2016; Davidson 2015). From this perspective, linguistic expressions in sign languages may
actually constitute mixed representations that combine conventionalized lexical meaning with
iconic elements as in the form of lexicalized demonstrations. This raises the possibility that
grammatical distinctions, including the noun-verb contrasts, may be realized not only through
categorical morphophonological marking but also through the selective deployment of gestural
demonstrations, presumably modulated by the respective iconic potential (or lack thereof) of
every lexical sign.

The present study examines how modality-specific resources such as iconicity and the interface
to gesture contribute to the realization of the noun-verb distinction in German Sign Language
(DGS) in the context of lexical demonstrations. While previous work on DGS has noted that
nominal and verbal uses of signs are often not overtly distinguished (Erlenkamp 2000; Pfau
and Steinbach 2006; Trettenbrein et al. 2021), systematic empirical evidence for this claim
addressing the role of iconicity and gesture in this domain remains limited. In this paper, we
will focus on multifunctional signs and morphophonological features that are used to distin-
guish nouns from verbs and we ignore morphological and syntactic aspects such as inflection
or word order. Building on theoretical accounts that treat demonstrations as integral compo-
nents of linguistic structure, we investigate whether manual and non-manual gestural elements
pattern systematically with nominal and verbal uses of potentially multifunctional DGS signs.
Drawing upon data from an elicitation experiment and a sentence reproduction task, we identify
morphophonological cues such as the differential use of specific mouth actions and the reliance
on CA in relation to the expression of the desired lexical category. By situating the noun-verb
distinction in DGS at the interface between lexical meaning and the iconic components of ges-
tural demonstrations we are then able to sketch a formal analysis of lexical demonstrations as
mixed items (Barnes 2023). Our study contributes to a more nuanced understanding of
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grammatical categories and elements that are relevant to their overt morphophonological mark-
ing in DGS and potentially also other sign languages. In addition, we provide further evidence
for the linguistic relevance of lexicalized demonstrations in sign languages.

2. Theoretical background

Before presenting our data and formal analysis, we here briefly introduce relevant background
information on the noun-verb distinction in DGS and other sign languages, the general concept
of iconicity and the interface of sign and gesture, as well as the idea of lexical demonstrations
as mixed items.

2.1. Noun-verb distinction in sign languages

A central question in the study of sign language grammar has been whether and how the noun-
verb distinction is not just conceptual but systematically in grammar and marked by overt mor-
phophonological means. Work on typologically diverse spoken languages has almost univer-
sally assumed that a distinction between two major lexical categories resembling the notions
of noun and verb constitute a cross-linguistic universal shared by all languages (e.g., Hockett
1980; Greenberg 1966; pace Evans and Levinson 2009). However, how the noun-verb distinc-
tion manifests itself differs between languages as well as even within a particular language.
For example, the different stress patterns of the English noun /'reko:rd/ and the verb /r1 'ko:rd/
constitute a phonological strategy for marking lexical categories. Yet, this strategy is not gen-
erally adopted for overtly marking lexical categories in English which also exhibits other strat-
egies including zero markings. Consider, for example, the English /'d3ad3/ which can be either
a noun or a verb depending exclusively on the syntactic context (i.e., the judge vs. to judge).
Significantly, the nominal (1.77) and verbal use (1.60) of the word even have similar lexical
frequencies (COBUILD log) in the parts-of-speech tagged CELEX corpus (Baayen et al. 1995).
Many if not even most signs in different sign languages have frequently been analyzed along
the lines of the English word judge: That is, most signs in DGS and many other sign languages
are traditionally considered to be ambiguous with regard to lexical category in lieu of syntactic
and semantic context as is evident in the use of the sign WORK as a noun in (1) and as a verb
in (2). Also see Figure 1 and the associated videos for a practical illustration.

(1) POSS:iWORKNEW INTERESTING
‘My new job is interesting.

(2) TODAY IX; WORK BRIEFLY
‘Today, I didn’t work too long.’

With the exception of a small subset of signs that can be inflected for agreement, aspect, and
number (Erlenkamp 2000; Pfau and Steinbach 2006), it has been the standard assumption in
the field that many signs are multifunctional and do not carry any overt morphophonological
marking. Such multifunctional signs may refer to either entities or events depending on context
(and syntactic position).
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Figure 1: Nominal and verbal use of the multifunctional DGS sign WORK. The left panel
shows the target sign being used as a noun in the context of the sentence given in (1). The right
panel shows the target sign being used as a verb in the sentence-final position given in (2).
Videos can be retrieved by navigating to https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.31374181 for the
nominal use and https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.31374199 for the verbal use.

In contrast to this widespread multifunctionality of signs, a number of sign languages have
been argued to employ more systematic overt strategies for distinguishing nominal and verbal
uses of lexical items. Research on American Sign Language (ASL) and other well-described
sign languages has identified morphophonological patterns that correlate with lexical category,
including differences in movement type, reduplication, and temporal structure (Abner et al.
2019; Supalla and Newport 1978; Bellugi and Klima 1976; Ribera-Llonc et al. 2022; Hunger
2006). For example, it has been argued that multifunctional signs in Austrian Sign Language
(OGS) are produced longer and with more extensive movements when used as verbs than when
used as nouns (Hunger 2006). Such overt morphophonological marking of lexical category can
be analyzed as directly reflecting underlying semantic contrasts between object-denoting and
event-denoting meanings by means of an iconic strategy linking form to meaning. In the con-
text of ASL, signers have been shown to employ a different pattern and mark the nominal use
of supposedly multifunctional signs by reduplicating the movement component, whereas the
verbal use is produced with only a single movement (e.g., the minimal pair CHAIR and TO-
SIT). This pattern observed in ASL is not mandatory but can also be realized in the form of a
zero-morph. More significantly, it clearly constitutes a lexicalized strategy which actually runs
counter to the iconic strategies for depicting objects and actions used by hearing users of spo-
ken English who do not know ASL or any other sign language (Pyers and Emmorey 2022).
However, even in languages where such patterns are attested, they are rarely exceptionless:
Category-related alternations tend to be restricted to specific lexical classes, interact with
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aspectual structure, and display gradient rather than categorical behavior. This cross-linguistic
picture suggests that categorical distinctions in sign languages may emerge from the interaction
of lexical meaning, grammatical structure, and modality-driven expressive resources (i.e., the
availability of iconicity for certain lexical items and the direct interface to gesture).

2.2. Iconicity and the sign-gesture interface

Iconicity plays a pervasive role in sign languages, not only in shaping lexical forms but also in
licensing the integration of gestural elements that can be exploited for grammatical purposes
at the interface between sign and gesture. Unlike spoken languages, where the phonological
form of words is traditionally assumed to be mostly arbitrary (e.g., Hockett 1980; de Saussure
1959; but see Pleyer et al. 2025; Blasi et al. 2016; Dingemanse et al. 2015), signs in the visuo-
gestural modality often exploit visual resemblance to the objects, actions, or events they denote
(Bellugi and Klima 1976; Perniss et al. 2010). Consider, for example, the DGS signs for TREE
and SLEEP in Figure 2 which both have a very evident iconic motivation, but nevertheless
exhibit varying levels of transparency to hearing non-signers in experimental investigations
(Trettenbrein et al. 2021). This iconic potential inherent to certain lexical signs across sing
languages that allows signers to directly encode semantic distinctions through the size, shape,
path, and orientation of movements (Ferrara et al. 2025; Zwitserlood 2012), as well as through
non-manual markers such as facial expressions and mouth actions (Pendzich 2020; Bauer and
Kyuseva 2022). Accordingly, while it seems that the iconic potential of a sign as such does not
influence its neuro-cognitive processing unless the task specifically taps into the sign’s iconic
properties (Emmorey 2014; Klann et al. 2005; Emmorey et al. 2004; Baus et al. 2013), signers
can nevertheless exploit the iconic potential of signs by incorporating and changing select as-
pects of its morphophonological form to better capture the intended meaning they wish to ex-
press. Iconic modification may therefore provide a modality-specific resource for distinguish-
ing entities from events that signers could exploit for realizing word class contrasts.

The interface between sign and gesture further extends the communicative possibilities of deaf
signers in the context of iconic signs and, possibly, beyond. Gestural components, including
CA and role shift, allow signers to directly convey actions, events, or participant perspectives
by essentially integrating depictive information into their linguistic expressions (Steinbach
2023b; Davidson 2015; Henderson 2016). It appears that such gestural demonstrations are of-
ten grammatically licensed rather than merely expressive: That is, they directly and systemat-
ically contribute to meaning. Here, we entertain the possibility that these direct contributions
to meaning may also enable enabling fine-grained distinctions between nominal and verbal
uses of a sign—at least in case of signs with a high iconic potential. By exploiting both manual
and non-manual channels, signers can modulate iconic components of a sign in ways that re-
inforce lexical contrasts, particularly for multifunctional signs where context alone may not
always suffice. Understanding the interaction of iconicity and gesture at this interface is there-
fore crucial for explaining how grammatical categories are expressed in sign languages and
how modality-specific resources shape the morphophonological marking strategies of DGS
and other sign languages.
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Figure 2: Iconic and transparent signs. The left panel shows the DGS signs TREE (video:
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.21712619) and the right panel shows the sign for SLEEP
(video: https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.21713123). Both are iconic signs yet have different
levels of transparency: While the iconic motivation of the sign TREE (i.e., the dominant right
hand depicting the stem whereas the fingers represent the treetop) is obvious once the meaning
of the sign is revealed, the meaning of the sign is nevertheless accurately identified by 10 % of
non-signing participants in a guessing task rendering the sign non-transparent to non-signers
despite its iconic motivation. In contrast, the iconic motivation for the lexical sign SLEEP
overlaps with a gesture also frequently used by non-signers to indicate “sleep,” “sleeping,” or
“being tired”, thereby rendering the sign highly transparent also to non-signers. (Illustration
adapted from Trettenbrein et al. 2025 with materials from Trettenbrein et al. 2021.)

2.3. Lexical demonstrations in (sign) languages

Recent work on iconicity in spoken and sign language has argued that demonstrations consti-
tute a general mechanism by which languages integrate iconic, depictive information into
grammatical structure. Demonstrations convey meaning by showing rather than describing and
exploit resemblance, enactment, and gradient form-meaning mappings to contribute structured
semantic content (Clark and Gerrig 1990). In spoken languages, such mechanisms are evident
in ideophones, co-speech gesture, and quotation, where depictive elements interact systemati-
cally with syntax and discourse rather than functioning as purely expressive add-ons (Barnes
2024; Barnes and Ebert 2023; Henderson 2016; Davidson 2015) In the visual-spatial modality
of sign languages, demonstrations are particularly salient and have may be considered to form
an integral part of lexical and grammatical representations, that is, sign languages routinely
employ manual and non-manual demonstrations, including use of signing space, CA, classifier
constructions, and mouth and face actions, to encode event structure, degree relations,
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properties of objects, participant roles, and perspective (Steinbach 2021, 2023a; Schlenker
2018; Herrmann and Pendzich 2018; Davidson 2015) Recent accounts based on data from spo-
ken and sign languages propose that such demonstrations can be lexically anchored, giving rise
to the notion of lexical demonstrations: Mixed items that combine conventionalized lexical
meaning with depictive, iconic content in a grammatically constrained way (Barnes 2024;
Steinbach 2023b; Henderson 2016; Davidson 2015). From this perspective, demonstrations are
not optional embellishments but productive resources that language users can exploit during
communicative acts. Against the background of our interest in the current paper, we will argue
that (sign) language uses may rely on lexical demonstrations to overtly mark grammatical dis-
tinctions in that otherwise lack categorical morphophonological modifications, at least in case
of signs with a high iconic potential and consequently clear interface to gesture. Such marking
may also serve the fundamental linguistic contrast between nominal and verbal interpretation
of multifunctional signs.

3. Nominal and verbal use of signs in DGS

In contrast to other sign languages such as ASL (Abner et al. 2019; Supalla and Newport 1978;
Bellugi and Klima 1976), the noun-verb distinction and its morphophonological realization
remains an underexplored topic in research on DGS. Most previous work on the subject matter
acknowledges that the distinction between nouns and verbs in DGS can be murky as it is not
necessarily overtly marked but may arise simply from syntactic context (Trettenbrein et al.
2021; Erlenkamp 2000) The DGS sign WORK introduced in section 2.1 may be considered an
example for a multifunctional sign. However, it seems that especially concrete signs with a
high iconic potential may potentially be subject to morphophonological modification depend-
ing on the intended word class in the context of an utterance: For example, while the signs for
BICYCLE and well as for TO-CYCLE appear very similar in their form upon first sight, sys-
tematic differences between the nominal and verbal use can be identified. When the sign is
used as a noun, the movement component may not be repeated and the manual production will
frequently be accompanied by a mouthing. In contrast, when the sign is used as a verb the
movement may be reduplicated as well as spatially modified to iconically depict the movement
component of the act of cycling. Moreover, instead of a mouthing the use of a mouth gesture
may be observed. Other DGS signs with a high iconic potential paint a similar picture: In case
of the pair VACCUM-CLEANER and TO-VACCUM-CLEAN, the nominal use is again more
minimal and usually accompanied by a mouthing, whereas the verbal use of the sign consists
of spatially more extended and reduplicated movements accompanied by a mouth gesture. In-
terestingly, the dividing line between these contrasting strategies appears to be whether the
point of reference is an object or an action. This for now only anecdotal evidence therefore
motivated our present much more systematic investigation of different aspects that can impact
the morphophonological form of signs in DGS and how they may support the marking of lex-
ical categories at the interface to gesture in the context of lexical demonstrations.

In this paper, we draw upon novel data from DGS stemming from two different studies: An
elicitation study that focused on generating naturalistic data primarily for concrete multifunc-
tional DGS signs (Meister et al. in preparation), as well as a sentence reproduction task that
provided varying sentence contexts requiring either the nominal or verbal use of different con-
crete and abstract DGS signs (Trettenbrein et al. in preparation). Details of the experimental
setup and data collection process can be found in these forthcoming publications. Notice that
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all participants consented to their data being reproduced in this paper in the form of illustrations
and videos. In the elicitation task, participants watched videos of different scenes and were
asked to describe what they had watched. The scenes were carefully designed to induce either
the nominal or verbal use of multifunctional DGS sings. For example, the scene that was sup-
posed to prompt the nominal use of the sign VACUUM-CLEANER showed a vacuum cleaner
falling over. The scene supposed to prompt the verbal use TO-VACUUM-CLEAN showed a
person actually using the vacuum cleaner. In the sentence reproduction task, participants
watched videos of short sentences in DGS in which the target sign (i.e., either a noun or verb)
was replaced by 1,2000 milliseconds of a gray background showing either a drawing of an
object or action or the translation for the object or action in written German. This procedure
was used so that both concrete and abstract objects and actions could be included in the study.
Participants were asked to repeat back every sentence after watching it, including the missing
target sign. The purpose of using these two paradigms was to be able to obtain both nominal
and verbal productions for relevant target signs first in a prompted but relatively free (i.e., in
case of the elicitation task) and then in a tightly controlled setting (i.e., in case of the sentence
reproduction task). Our goal here is not to provide a comprehensive statistical analysis of these
data, instead we set our focus on identifying morphophonological phenomena that may poten-
tially relevant for the distinction between nouns and verbs in the productions by deaf partici-
pants from either task and how they relate to the theoretical notion of lexical demonstrations.

3.1. Elicitation of iconic multifunctional DGS signs

A qualitative analysis of the elicitation data (Meister et al. in prepration) revealed several mor-
phophonological properties that systematically co-varied with nominal versus verbal uses of
multifunctional DGS signs with a high iconic potential. One particularly robust distinction that
was frequently observed across participants concerns mouth actions: Nominal uses predomi-
nantly co-occur with mouthings, whereas verbal uses frequently involve mouth gestures that
iconically depict manner, effort, or temporal properties of the event. An example is the differ-
ence between the signs BYCICLE and TO-CYCLE (Figure 3, top panel). In addition, verbal
uses tend to recruit increased head and upper-body movement, often extending beyond the
canonical articulation of the lexical sign and shading into CA. An example for this are the signs
VACCUM-CLEANER and TO-VACUUM-CLEAN (Figure 3, second panel). This bodily en-
gagement is accompanied by longer sign duration, movement reduplication, and an expanded
use of signing space, allowing signers to iconically elaborate event structure. Another example
for this is the verbal sign TO-BLOWDRY (Figure 3, third panel, right). By contrast, nominal
uses are typically shorter, more compact, and spatially constrained, with reduplication being
rare or absent. The contrast is evident when comparing HAIRDRYER (Figure 3, third panel,
left) with the verbal form TO-BLOWDRY. Another salient pattern concerns the interface be-
tween the lexical sign and CA: In verbal contexts, the boundary between the conventionalized
sign and demonstrative enactment is often fluid, whereas nominal uses favor a clearer separa-
tion between lexical material and any additional depiction. An example for this are the signs
ICE-CREAM and TO-EAT-ICE-CREAM (Figure 3, bottom panel). Finally, nominal interpre-
tations are frequently supported by sequential size-and-shape specifiers (SASS), which provide
sketch-like or measure-based information about form and dimensions and thus reinforce an
object-denoting construal. These observations suggest that the noun-verb distinction in DGS is
systematically supported by a constellation of modality-specific cues operating at the interface
between lexical signs and gestural demonstrations. The extent to which such
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morphophonological contrasts can be recruited appears to depend on a sign’s baseline iconic
potential: Signs like HAIRDRYER, whose lexical form already affords a rich, manipulable
depiction of object handling and event structure, may license gestural demonstrations and CA
in verbal contexts. In this setting, a clear morphophonolgically marked noun-verb distinction
is present. By contrast, less iconic signs such as PLAY lack a comparably specified depictive
component, constraining the availability of demonstrative enrichment and resulting in weaker
or absent morphophonological differentiation between nominal and verbal uses.

3.2. Sentence reproduction with concrete and abstract DGS signs

Qualitative analysis of data from the sentence reproduction task (Trettenbrein et al. in prepara-
tion) largely corroborates the patterns identified in the elicitation data, while also revealing an
important contrast between concrete and abstract lexical items. Only signs with high iconic
potential show systematic morphophonological modulation depending on whether a nominal
or verbal interpretation is required by the sentential context. In these cases, the same set of
markers observed in the elicitation task (i.e., most notably the use of mouthings versus mouth
gestures, movement reduplication, increased sign duration, and a more extensive exploitation
of signing space) recur in a structured manner. Verbal uses tend to involve greater spatial ex-
pansion, longer and often reduplicated movements, and increased engagement of the body,
whereas nominal uses are typically shorter, more compact, and frequently accompanied by
mouthings. An example for this pattern are the signs BYCLCE and TO-CYCLE (Figure 4, top
panel). Crucially, in the data analyzed so far, these effects appear to be largely restricted to
concrete signs whose lexical entries afford a high degree of iconic modulation. Abstract signs
with a low iconic potential, by contrast, seem to show less systematic morphophonological
differentiation between nominal and verbal contexts. An example for this pattern are the signs
CRITICISM and TO-CRITICISE (Figure 4, bottom panel). The two productions appear mor-
phophonologically more similar (but still differ with regard to the use of mouth gesture), sug-
gesting that in these cases the syntactic position semantic context of the sentence primarily aid
contextual interpretation. Individual participants vary in the consistency and extent to which
they deploy these morphophonological modifications, the overall pattern suggests that the
availability of iconic resources constrains the extent to which lexical category distinctions can
be overtly marked in DGS. Data from the sentence reproduction task thus reinforce the notion
that the noun-verb contrasts in DGS emerge at the interface between lexical semantics, iconic
potential, and gestural modulation rather than through categorical morphophonological mark-
ing alone.
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Figure 3: Morphophonological differences between nouns and verbs in DGS. The top panel
shows representative still images of productions of the signs BYCYCLE (left) and TO-CYCLE
(right) by a participant (video of the nominal use: https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.
31383007, video of the verbal use: https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.31383013). The second
panel shows the signs VACUUM-CLEANER (left) and TO-VACUUM-CLEAN (right) by an-
other participant (video of the nominal use: https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.31383019,
video of the verbal use: https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.31383034). The third panel shows
the signs HAIRDRYER (left) and TO-HAIRDRY (right) as produced by a participant (video
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of nominal use: https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.31383055, video of verbal use: https://doi.
org/ 10.6084/m9.figshare.31383058). The bottom panel shows the signs ICE-CREAM (left)
and TO-EAT-ICE-CREAM (right) as used by yet another participant (video of nominal use:
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.31383067, video of verbal use: https://doi.org/10.6084/
m9.figshare.31383073).

Figure 4: Contrast of concrete and iconic vs. abstract signs from the sentence reproduction task.
The top panel shows representative still images from production of the signs BICYCLE (left)
and TO-CYCLE (right) by a participant, whereas lexical class here was constrained by the
sentence context (videos showing nominal use: https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.31382935,
video for verbal use: https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.31382965). The bottom panel shows
productions of the signs CRITICISM (left) and TO-CRITICISE (right) by a participant with
lexical class again being constrained by the sentence context (video showing the nominal use:
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.31382983, video for verbal use: https://doi.org/10.6084/
m9.figshare.31382995).
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4. Lexical demonstrations and the noun-verb distinction in DGS

The examples discussed in the previous section provide evidence that, on the one hand, DGS
signers exploit the iconic potential of some multifunctional signs used as verbs by adding a
more or less explicit lexical manual and non-manual demonstration in the context of utterance
to depict typical features of the event described by the verb. On the other hand, multifunctional
signs used as nouns are typically marked by mouthing and sequential specification of typical
size and shape properties of the object denoted by the noun. In both cases, the demonstration
(verb) as well as the mouthing and sequential specification (noun) are added in the context of
utterance either simultaneously or sequentially to further specify the multifunctional sign.
However, only the demonstration used in verbal contexts exploits the iconic potential of the
multifunctional sign.

We assume that the semantic representation of iconic multifunctional signs involves a corre-
sponding depictive (iconic) meaning component in addition to the fully conventionalized de-
scriptive (symbolic) meaning component. Following Davidson (2015), Henderson (2016),
Barnes (2023) and Steinbach (2023b), multifunctional iconic signs such as VACUUM-CLEAN
can be analyzed as phonologically fully specified mixed items that combine a conventionalized
description with a lexicalized gestural demonstration. The latter can be activated by a signer in
the context of utterance to add additional depictive meaning components. In this respect, mul-
tifunctional signs share certain phonological and semantic properties with fully conventional-
ized iconic signs such as CAR in DGS and entity classifiers, which are used to depict the
movement and location of entities. Like iconic multifunctional signs, both combine conven-
tionalized symbolic with lexicalized depictive meaning aspects. However, as opposed to fully
lexicalized signs like CAR, multifunctional signs have a more active iconic meaning compo-
nent, which can easily be exploited to demonstrate a specific event and to trigger thus an event
reading (verb) of the sign. As opposed to classifiers, multifunctional signs have a less active
iconic meaning component since conventionalized classifier handshapes only depict specific
classes of entities such as, e.g., vehicles, humans or four-legged animals. The gestural demon-
stration of the movement and location of these entities is, however, not lexically specified, but
only added as a free demonstration in the context of utterance by a gestural specification of the
movement, orientation and location features (Davidson 2015; Tsang et al. 2026).

The corresponding semantic representation of iconic multifunctional signs is given in (3). The
lexical entry of the sign VACUUM-CLEAN consists of a semantic description of the event
(i.e., ‘vacuum-clean’), as well as the semantic roles assigned in the event (i.e., ‘actor’ and ‘in-
strument’). In addition, the sign has a second meaning depictive component, which is the
demonstration of holding a vacuum cleaner and which is in some aspects (the depictive aspects
of Clark and Gerrig 1990) similar to the event depicted by this demonstration. Note that this
demonstration might be the gestural origin of the conventionalized multifunctional sign.

(3) AdierxAiy[vacuum-clean(e) A actor(e,x) A instrument(e,y) A d = dvacuum-cLEAN A
SIM(e, dvacuum-cLEAN)]

In verbal contexts, the second meaning component, the demonstration, can be activated in the

context of utterance, that is, the signer adds a manual CA and a corresponding mouth gesture
to manually and non-manually depict (typical) aspects of the event of vacuum cleaning. By
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contrast, the lexicalized demonstration of the corresponding event remains inactive in nominal
contexts (instrument reading) since the signer only depicts the instrument and not the event
which involves the handling of the instrument. Consequently, the salient interpretation of the
version without CA and mouth gestures is the corresponding instrument used in this event. The
difference between the two versions of the multifunctional sign is enhanced by the mouthing,
which replaces the mouth gesture in the nominal use and triggers a nominal interpretation. Note
that the instrument interpretation has also an iconic meaning component by the lexical demon-
stration depicting how to hold a vacuum cleaner. But since the demonstration does not involve
any additional depictive features typical for an event of vacuum cleaning, a verbal interpreta-
tion of the multifunctional sign is blocked.

As opposed to iconic multifunctional signs like VACUUM-CLEAN, the lexical entry of non-
iconic multifunctional signs such as PLAY in (4) does not involve a gestural demonstration.
Since the lexical entry only consists of a descriptive meaning component and lacks a lexical
demonstration, CA and mouth gestures cannot be used to iconically depict the event described
by the sign in verbal contexts. However, in nominal contexts, a mouthing as additional non-
manual component as well as a sequential specification of the denotation of the noun with a
manual postnominal modifier can be added. Therefore, with non-iconic multifunctional signs,
only the nominal interpretation can be made explicit by additional manual and non-manual
markers.

(4) Aeix[play(e) A actor(e,x)]

The analysis sketched in this section for iconic and non-iconic multifunctional signs suggests
that DGS systematically exploits the lexicalized iconic potential of multifunctional signs, if
possible, to mark the basic distinction between nouns and verbs at the interface between gesture
and grammar. This modality-specific way of marking verbs can be derived from modality-
independent semantic demonstration theories developed for the analysis of classifiers and role
shift in sign languages and ideophones in spoken languages. In addition to these gestural mark-
ers of verbs, DGS uses further modality-specific markers of nouns (mouthing and sequential
modifiers) which does not exploit the iconic potential of the lexicalized sign. These modality-
specific way of marking grammatical categories can be understood as emerging from the in-
teraction of lexical semantics, iconicity, expressive resources afforded by the visual-spatial
modality and the language contact to the surrounding spoken language(s).

5. Conclusion

In this paper, we have argued that the noun-verb distinction in DGS is likely not solely a matter
of syntactic configuration or abstract lexical categorization, but may also be systematically
supported by modality-specific resources of morphophonological modification afforded by the
interface from sign to gesture. Building on qualitative evidence from an elicitation and a sen-
tence reproduction task, we showed that nominal and verbal uses of several supposedly multi-
functional DGS signs with a high iconic potential patterned differently with respect to mouth
actions, CA, and other gestural demonstrations. Importantly, the baseline iconic potential of an
individual sign appears to be the driving factor that enables such modifications. Our analysis
suggests that multifunctional signs function as mixed items in DGS that integrate convention-
alized lexical meaning with lexical demonstrations, i.e. depictive, gestural meaning
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components, in a grammatically constrained way. Rather than constituting optional embellish-
ments, such demonstrations provide a productive strategy for aligning object- and event-related
interpretations with overt form. This is significant because categorical morphophonological
marking otherwise seems weak or absent in DGS (other than, e.g., ASL). This suggests that
grammatical categories in DGS may best be understood as emerging from the interaction of
lexical semantics, iconicity, and expressive resources afforded by the visual-spatial modality.
Future work should quantitatively investigate the relevant morphophonological makers identi-
fied here in DGS and examine the extent to which these strategies or similar strategies may
generalize to other sign languages.
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