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Specifics of diachronic sign language 
linguistics

ÅSL are considered young x how old are they? 
ÅSL developed in the late 18th and early 19th centuries in schools for 

the deaf, where the Deaf community was forming
ÅSL transmission is specific
ÅSL have a visual-manual modality
ÅSL have no written form тlack of historical sourcesтsigns records 

(paper dictionaries, glossaries)
ÅSL are influenced by majority languages, education system 

(transmission of methods), territorial arrangements and other 
political, cultural and social factors
ÅSL are not sufficiently researched



Historical sign language linguistics 
Å"comparative and historical studies of sign languages have not

been particularly common or important areas of research in sign
linguistics for a number of reasons,и lack of information about
many contemporary sign languages, the dearth of historical
information about even well-known sign languages,and a lack of
clarity about how different sign languages have influenced one
another"(Reagan, 2021, 431)

Å"Woodward (1978) showed that historical relationships among
sign languagescan be reflected in contemporary linguistic data"
(Power, 2022, 3) and modified Swadesh'slist for sign languages



Sign language archaeology approach

X 

Lack of relevant sources and incomplete records 
of signs

?

ñWe cannot assume we know anything at all about the history of sign languages until we have studied their histories explicitly. 

é We must é turn to the unique histories and cultures of Deaf people in the given countriesò (Woodward, 2011. 48-49).



How old are European SignLanguages?

OLD YOUNG

Do we have any linguistically usable sources?

Do we have signs records?

YESMAYBE
Gestures
Finger alphabets
Monastic signs

x



Sign Language Archaeology

Å translators
Å transcriptors
ÅAI

Åphotography 
     and scanning
Åsearchable text
Ådigital libraries



Emergence and formation of sign language

Institutes for Deaf and Dumb  18./19. century



19 th century sign language т universal language?
ÅљEverywhere,conventional sign languageis based on natural sign

language. The foundation is, therefore, the same everywhere,but
not the further structure. The sign language acquires a local
flavour in the individual places, and individual dialects emergeto a
certain extentњ(Reuschert, 1909, 85)

NATURAL SL CONVENTIONAL/ ARTIFICIAL SL

Some schools also use various artificial, special, methodical signs that are 
close to the spoken language and its grammar (cf. Czech, 1836, 49-54)

HOME SCHOOL

METHODICAL SIGNS



Czech Sign Language

French Sign Language group Austro-Hungarian sign languages 

"I have had deaf-mutes from Leipzig, from Prague, from Vienna, and they all used 
exactly the same signs"(Eschke ,1811, 100).



Imperial Foundations: Early Sign Language and 
Methodical Constraints
Å1774: Maria Theresaôs General School Ordinance Ÿ compulsory education across the 

Habsburg Monarchy

ÅJoseph II:  promoted deaf education; founded institutes in Vienna (1779) and Prague 

(1786)

ÅInfluence of  £p®e: French method introduced Ÿ use of sign language + methodical 

signs

ÅPrague Institute (1786):  small group of pupils; sign language emerged from 

home/community signs + Vienna influence

ÅTeaching  practices : German as medium; methodical signs, fingerspelling, and 

teacher-created signs linked to German

ÅObservation : natural signs classified (pictorial, abstract, deictic); needed refinement in 

school

ÅOutcome : sign language used in teaching and daily life, but framed as a tool to 

support spoken/written language.



PRAGUE 1786

VIENNA 1779

PARIS 1760

LEIPZIG 1778

Connections amongthe old deaf and dumb institutes

MANUAL

ORAL



Paris - Charles Michel de ũќEƓĳĲ



France т Paris т  Charles Michel de ũќFƓĳĲ 
ÅџÑőĲЮƚŔŊŰЮũċŰŊƨċŊĲЮŔƚЮůŸƖĲЮĲǂƓƖĲƚƚŔƻĲЮƣőċŰЮċŰǃЮŸƣőĲƖЮĤĲĦċƨƚĲЮŔƣЮŔƚЮŰċƣƨƖċũЮ

and the others are not. Reduced to a methodical art, it would be capable of 
forming a universal language between all peoples. So our signs are absolutely 
ƣőĲЮƚċůĲЮŔŰЮƣőĲЮĬŔŉŉĲƖĲŰƣЮũċŰŊƨċŊĲƚЮŔŰЮƽőŔĦőЮƽĲЮƣĲċĦőЮŸƨƖЮĬĲċŉЮċŰĬЮĬƨůĤѠЮ
(de ũќFƓĳĲ, 1776, 32-33) 

DEAF COMMUNITY

  NATURAL SIGNS

SCHOOL

  METHODICAL SIGNS

    FINGER ALPHABET

Institution des sourds et muets, par la voie des signes m®thodiques (£p®e,1776) 

La v®ritable mani¯re d'instruire les sourds et muets, confirm®e par une longue 

exp®rience (£p®e,1784)

Observations d'un sourd et mu¯t, sur un 

cours ®l®mentaire d'®ducation des 

sourds et muets (Desloges, 1779) 

Dictionnaire des sourd-muets 

(£p®e, 1886) (Ferrand, 1897)

Kaiser Joseph II (1778)
Vienna (1779) 



Paris т Vienna - Prague

Joseph II

1779
Vienna Institute for the Deaf and Dumb

1786
Prague Institute for the Deaf and Dumb

Johann Friedrich Stork Karl Berger



Austria т Vienna

Institute for 
the Deaf

and Dumb 
in Vienna

1779

Friedrich Stork
Anleitung zum Unterrichte der 
Taubstummen nach der Lehrart des  
Abbe de l'Epee nebst einer Nachricht 
von dem  Taubstummeninstitute in Wien 
(1786). 

- methodical  signs
- finger alphabet
- german language

Joseph May
- headmaster 1792т1819 

 

Leipzig
1778

Romedius Knoll

Samuel Heinicke

FRENCH                              method                         GERMAN

Katholische Normalschule ŉƬƖ die Taubstummen, die Kinder und andere 
EŔŰŉęũƣŔŊĲŰ (1788).
Schutzschrift ŉƬƖ die katholische Normalschule der Tauben Wider die 
Einwendungen ĬĲƚЮ ĤĤĳЮĬĲЮũѩEƓĳĲ und Friedrich Stork (1790).

natural signs



Prague

Institute for 
the Deaf

and Dumb 
in Prague

1786

Karl Berger

Blatno

- disciple of Stork
- methodical  signs
- natural signs
- finger alphabet
- german language

Joseph Anton Gross

"What is also to be admired in deaf-mutes is that they understand each other immediately and bring almost the same 
signs  with them wherever they come from, even though they have never seen each other; they ask each other questions 
... and tell each other their own and other people's stories with clarity. Proof that sign language  a common mother tongue" 
(Gross, 1791,  96). 

"it is necessary to maintain unity with the 

Paris and Vienna schools of the deaf and 

dumb, in accordance with the supreme 

command of His Most Serene Majesty 

Joseph II" (Berger, 1794). Andreas Schwarz 

Inmates in the early stages of education 
should use only their natural, simple 
signs to explain concepts, not adapting to 
the artificial signs used in the institution , 
so that they feel their inadequacy and 
make more of an effort to learn to speak 
aloud (Schwarz, 1797).

- follower of Leipzig and May

50-100 
deaf 

people in 
Prague



From Methodical to School Signs: Between 
Pedagogical Control and Natural Signing
ÅExpansion  of  pupils  and teachers  Ÿ wider use of emerging sign language

ÅLeipzig  method  stressed speech, signs only as an initial aid

ÅConflicts  in Prague:  Berger vs. Schwarz on balance between signing and German

ÅPublic examinations : speaking pupils valued more than signing ones

ÅCriticism  of  methodical  signs  Ÿ rise of natural and school signs

ÅM¿cke: deaf people equal in intellect, deprivation caused by lack of language

ÅImperial directive  (1816): handbooks by Venus (1826), Reitter (1828)

ÅPrague Institute:  no fingerspelling, 241 described signs, signing as initial 

communication

ÅGradual  shift:  from methodical systems to regulated school signs shaped by 

teachers



Abandonment of methodical signs and extension of 
natural signing in Austrian and German schools

ÅéĲƖƚƨĦőШƬĤĲƖШĲŔŰĲШċũũŊĲůĲŔŰШċŰƽĲŰĬĤċƖĲШ~ŔůŔťШŔŰШ7ĲǍŔĲőƨŰŊШċƨŉШĬŔĲШ
methodischen Geberdenzeichender Taubstummen (Weinberg, 1806)
ÅMethodenBuchoder Anleitung zum Unterrichte der Taubstummen 

(Venus, 1826)
ÅMethoden-7ƨĦőШǍƨůШÖŰƣĲƖƖŔĦőƣШŉƬƖШÑċƨĤƚƣƨůůĲШ(Reitter, 1828)
ÅTaubstummen-Institut zu Berlin: nebst einer Abhandlung: von der 

Zeichensprache der Taubstummen (Eschke, 1811) т 85 signs
ÅDer erste Unterricht des Taubstummen (Reich, 1834) т 371 signs 
ÅDe l֥ ĳĬƨĦċƣŔŸŰШĬĲƚШƚŸƨƖĬƚ-muets de naissance (?ĳŊĲƖċŰĬŸ, 1827) т 

300 signs
ÅIn Prague, German and Austrian influences collide, and although we do 

not have much information about the sign language of this period, we 
assume that similar transformations also occurred in Prague

In Prague, then, German and Austrian influences collide, and although we do not have much information about the sign language of this period, we assume that similar transformations also occurred in Prague



Prague т sŸőċŰŰШ~ƬĦťĲШΝΥΞΜт1840 
Åinclination towards German methods
Åconsiders sign language to be the natural language of the deaf 

person, developing it in school along with the ability to think
Åit is an essential means of communication between the teacher 

and the child who comes to school 
Åhe didn't use the finger alphabet
ÅAnleitung zum Unterrichte der Taubstummen in der Lautsprache 
ŰĲĤƚƣЮĲŔŰŔŊĲŰЮ7ĲůĲƖťƨŰŊĲŰЮƬĤĲƖЮĬŔĲЮGeberdenzeichender 
Taubstummen (1834)
ÅGlossary (93-120), divided into thematic groups - signs used in 

the Prague Institute



First glossary of signs
sŸőċŰŰШ~ƬĦťĲШΝΥΟΠ

Å242 entries
Å263 written descriptions of signs
Ådivided into the thematic groups
ÅFood and drinks;
ÅClothing and Associated Items; 
ÅHousehold Fittings and Dishes; 
ÅWriting Requisites and Toys; 
ÅMiscellaneous, frequently occurring things;
ÅAnimals; 
ÅPeople; 
ÅVerbs



Written descriptions

(Eschke, 1811)                                              Reich, 1834                                                       Blanchet, 1850



Lost in translation and interpretation ?
Ålanguage of description and terms used and their consistence
Åmany compound signs
Ådescription of sign motivation x sign form
Ådescription of manual components in particular
Ådefective incomplete descriptions of the form
Åviewing old signs through new ones

BREAD. They imitate the cutting of the bread with their right hand, which they hold with their leftдЮё~ƬĦťĲеЮΤΫΦΧђ
BROD. Sie ahmen mit der rechten Hand das Abschneiden des Brods nach, welches sie mit der linken halten.



Manual components - Handshape
ÅThe group of 117 signs attempt to describe the handshape, although 

the repertoire of expressions used for this purpose is quite limited and 
does not always give us complete information. 

ÅThe whole handshape is then described as: flat hand, open hand, fist, 
clenched hand, bent hand, bent hand inward, and rounded hand. 

ÅIn some descriptions, ~ƬĦťĲuses the names of the individual fingers: 
the index finger, the middle finger, the little finger and the thumb; in 
other descriptions, he uses only a general expression, such as the 
finger, or describes combinations of fingers using a phrase, such as 
two fingers, the nearest two fingers, or the first three fingers. 

ÅWe can also see expressions like the fingertips, the finger joints, and 
the outside of the fingers. The finger orientation is also sometimes 
described: downward pointing fingers, upward pointing fingers, and 
fingers pointing half upwards. 

ÅThe handshape is characterized by the position of the fingers: 
clenched fingers, spread fingers, open fingers, connected fingers, 
fingers bent in, and bent fingers.



SOUP - Breathe into rounded hand to indicate WARM, imitate eating 
with spoon and blowing on it to cool.

FLOUR. Touching the collar for WHITE and scattering the flour several 
times with the fingers of both hands together with indicating dusting.



ÅPENCIL We do as if we were licking it in our mouths, then we 
imitate drawing a straight line and give the length.
ÅPAPER Do as if holding it in the left hand, and tearing off small 

pieces with the right, whereupon indicate the circumference 
of the sheet. 
ÅBOOK Both hands flat together are opened like a book, 

whereupon we indicate reading or, in the case of a notebook, 
writing, and then we fold the hands again, and indicate the 
shape.
ÅSHIP/SLOAT Show the shape of a ship with both hands joined 

in front, then spread wide apart and joined again at the end. 
Indicate rowing and show approximate height and length.
ÅCUTTINGS Imitate cutting with the index and middle fingers, 

including indication of length.



SignLanguage as Language: Natural 
Development and Recognition under Frost
ÅWenzel Frost  (1814ï1865): director of the Prague Institute (1840ï1865)

ÅInfluenced by Franz Hermann Czechôs view of natural signs as essential for 

prelingually deaf

ÅFrost saw all  languages  as equal  before  God ; for deaf pupils, the mother  tongue  = 

sign language

ÅReligious  and elementary  instruction  conducted in sign language, supported by 

drawings and symbols

ÅInstitute expanded to ~100 pupils, employed deaf  teachers , hosted lectures and 

public events

ÅPupils also learned German or  Czech  for communication with the hearing world

ÅFrost promoted equality , dignity, and multilingual  coexistence , legitimising sign 

language as a full-fledged language of instruction

ÅDocumentation of signs: first  picture  dictionary  (Jarisch 1851)



PRAGUE

VIENNA

xfÑ§~HÇf9E
priest seminary

Franz Hermann Czech

Johann Maresch

 Wenzel Frost

Johann Anton Jarisch

Reconnection Prague - Vienna

1836
 Czech and German

department



Franz Hermann Czech
ÅVersinnlichte Denk- und Sprachlehre mit Anwendung auf die 

Religions= und Sittenlehre und auf das Leben (1836)
Åan extensive chapter on sign languageand formation of signs
Åapproximately 140 signs represented by pictures  without arrows



Pictures of signs
Å16 pictures show the whole human 

figures signing and images of objects 
displayed next to them

Åsigns are not accompanied by arrows or a 
German equivalent or other labels. 

Åone-handed signs: the figure is facing to 
the left, the dominant right hand 
articulates the sign and the index finger of 
the non-dominant left hand points to the 
depicted object (signs: HAT, PINCE-NEZ, 
AUGER, SCISSORS, BRUSH NUT, APPLE, 
PEAR). 

Åtwo-handed signs, the figure is facing the 
front (or to the left), turned en face (signs: 
SHOE, GLOVE, MIRROR,BULL, DEER, 
DONKEY, RABBIT, CRAYFISH). 





Verbs



The flowering of Czech Sign Language 
Frost֥ s or PragueMethod

ÅWenzel Frost - 1841т1865  third headmaster of Prague institute
Åcalls sign language a language (not speech) and respects it as the 

mother tongue of the deaf in which religious truths are to be 
communicated, common language of Czech and German pupils
Åhe did not wait for the children to learn the majority language 

sufficiently, and after preparatory classes where the children 
acquired the most essential knowledge of the world, he 
proceeded to teach religion in sign language
ÅThe principle of his method: replace the ear with the eye
1.   by observing things in their natural environment
2. by looking at pictures
3. through a symbol drawn on the board
4. through a sign т mother tongue of the deaf



I. 1 man(hat),2 woman(braid) 

II . 1, 2 parents,spouses(holdinghands,whicharewrappedin astole),3 children

III . 1 man,2 woman(handonhip)

IV. 1 old man,2 old women(hunchedoverwith walkingsticks)

V. 1 groom,2 bride(holdingflowersandholdinghands)

VI . 1 apprentice(small, wearinga cap),2 journeyman(with a satchelon his back and a

stick in hishand),3 master(beardedgentleman)

VII . 1 blacksmith(with hammer),2 carpenter(with broadaxe),3 gardener(with spade),4

tailor (with coat)

VIII . 1 infantryman(with bayonetandrifle), 2 non-commissionedofficer (with tasselon the

bayonet,shoulder cord, stars, and rifle), 3 officer (with long sabre, tassel,and wide

decorativebandon themilitary cap),4 general(with plumebehindthehat)

IX. 1 clerk (with a quill behindtheear),2 nobleman(with a decoration),3 duke(with high

ordersanda ribbon),4 king (with crown andsceptre), 5 emperor(with an imperial crown

andsceptre)

X. 1 chaplain(with a biretta and buttonsrunning down the cassock),2 parishpriest (in

addition,buttonson the sleeves),3 canon(in addition,a reliquaryon a ribbon aroundthe

neckor a cross),4 bishop(with mitre andcrozier),5 cardinal(with cardinal'shat),6 pope

(with tiara)

XI . God (a commandinglord ïalmighty, an eye in a radiant triangle = all-knowing and

supremelywise)

XII . 1 angel(with wingsandacrown),2 devil (with bat-like wings,horns,andapitchfork)

XIII . 1 diligent (armsoutstretchedfor work), 2 quiet (resemblinga lambheholds),3 kind-

hearted,gentle,4 temperate(eatsand drinks only up to a markedline ïmoderately),5

humble(with handsfolded on the chest),6 lazy (handshangingloosely), 7 mischievous

(like a jesterwith apointedhatdoingsomersaults,his hatcrushedfrom playfulnessïshown

as a wavy line), 8 evil, angry (with clenchedfists), 9 intemperate(stuffing his belly and

eatinganddrinking up to theneckïshownasa line at theneck),10 proud(handson hips,

struttinglike apeacock),11dead(acrossis madeabovehim)



Bible storiesillustratedwith Frostôssymbols(adapted

fromMalĨ,1907, FigureIV.)

XLII . God giving the commandmentsto the Jewson

MountSinai

I.ïX. TenCommandments

XLIV. DavidandGoliath

XLV. Jesusblessingthechildren
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Pictures can reveal signmotivation
MONTHS


