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Human language is compositional in the sense that the meaning of complex expressions is 
determined by the meanings of their component parts and the way in which they combine.  In 
contemporary humans, this type of complexity characterizes languages in two modalities -- 
auditory (speech; Krifka 2001; Jackendoff 2011; Smith & Kirby 2012) and visual (sign 
language; Sandler & Lillo-Martin 2006).  These modalities are not entirely independent: 
speakers universally augment their speech with meaningful gestures (McNeill 1992; Kendon 
2005).  In fact, all natural human language exploits visible articulations of the body.   Here I 
show how creative use of the body in our Sign Language Theatre Laboratory contributes to 
a richly articulated model of communicative components and their combination.  
 
The expressiveness and ubiquity of visible communication has led some theorists to propose 
that the evolutionary precursors to language were gestural or pantomimic (e.g., Armstrong et 
al 1995; Corballis 2002; Arbib 2012).  The move from gesture to spoken language is always 
the biggest challenge for such theories, which typically focus primarily on signals made by 
the hands.  However, in sign languages, the hands, while central, are only part of the story.  
Articulations of the rest of the body convey important information, and can help to elaborate 
theories of language evolution.  
 
In fact, sign languages are especially useful in identifying the components of referential and 
grammatical meaning because they are conveyed by actions of a number of individual visible 
articulators -- the hands, head, face, and torso – to comprise a Grammar of the Body 
(Sandler to appear).  The hands convey words, which themselves are compositional (Lepic et 
al 2016; van der Kooij and Zwitserlood 2016); different configurations of the head and face 
convey complex intonational meanings (Dachkovsky & Sandler 2009); and the head and torso 
signal different referents or topics in a discourse (Lillo-Martin 1995; van der Kooij & 
Crasborn 2006).  A schematic representation of the linguistic roles that can be conveyed by 
each part of the body in sign languages is shown in Figure1. 
 
In the present study, we transcend standard linguistic analysis and turn to artistic expression: 
the creative use of the body by deaf actors in our Sign Language Theatre Laboratory.  
By extending language beyond its normal boundaries, artistic and metalinguistic uses of 
language can reveal much about the units of linguistic form and communicative function 
(Bagemihl 1995, Christen 1998).  In our laboratory, theatrical performance by signers artfully 
blurs the line between language, gesture, and mime, to reveal an expanded repertoire of 
visible communicative combinations available to humans.   
 
Our videotaped data include an improvised restaurant scene in which the waitress describes 
the daily specials.  In the actress’ creative and amusing depiction, we find: (1) the full 
continuum from language to gesture (McNeill, 1992; Kendon, 2005); and (2) use of different 
parts of the body to produce a complex combination of gestural and linguistic dimensions 
simultaneously.   
 
Figure 2 below exemplifies a complex, simultaneously conveyed bodily expression.  (a) The 
actress’ right hand is configured to represent a linguistic classifier for a flat object (a steak).  
(b) Her left hand pantomimes flipping the meat in a pan.  (c) On her face is an iconic mouth 
gesture for a visual ‘sound’ – the impact each time the meat hits the pan. (d) At the same 
time, the body swings to enhance the effect of the motion conveyed by the hands to perform 
what we call Enhancement Body Beats (EBBs; Belsitzman, Sandler & Citron accepted).  
 
This study of a creative medium that is exclusively visual zooms out from the limited 
perspective of voice or hands to encompass the whole human body.  It aims to contribute to a 
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more comprehensive and physically articulated model of human communicative expression 
than any that have previously been contemplated in constructing theories of language 
evolution. 

		
Figure 1.  Schema of linguistic functions conveyed by bodily articulators in sign languages 
(following Sandler 2012). 
 

	
		
Figure 3:  Simultaneous composition in theatrical performance 
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