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The emergence of European Sign Languages is usually associated with the establishment of 

institutionalised deaf education in the late 18th and 19th centuries. Due to their modality, sign languages 

do not have a written form; we can only refer to printed or manuscript materials, which capture signs 

through written descriptions, less often through pictures; some texts describe the formation of signs. 

Our focus is on Czech Sign Language and the sign languages that have probably influenced it: 

Austrian, German and French. The first step was to compile a list of all usable texts, collect them in 

digital form and analyse them (Ferrand, 1784; Épée, 1786; Knoll, 1788; Eschke, 1811; Dégerando, 1825; 

Mücke, 1834; Reich, 1834; Czech, 1836; Schmalz, 1838; Blanchet, 1850; Jarisch, 1848, 1851; Brouland, 

1855; Péllisier, 1856; Lambert, 1865 etc.).  

The diachronic corpus will then be rather a lexical linguistically processed database of signs 

excerpted from the collection of texts, converted into a machine-readable form, provided with meta-

linguistic tags related to the original text, an ID gloss in the original language, Czech and English, a 

transcription of the written description and/or picture of a sign. The phonological annotation of a sign´s 

components will be documented in as much detail as possible, i.e. type of sign, handshape, orientation, 

place of articulation, movement, nonmanuals, if indicated. Equally important will be the annotation of 

the motivation of the signs and their iconic or metaphorical nature (also in relation to the components). 

This database represents the first step in building a material base to change the approaches of 

diachronic sign language linguistics, a discipline on the periphery of interest (cf. Woodward: 2011; 

Reagan: 2021; Power, 2022). With a few exceptions, historical relationships between sign languages 

have been derived from synchronic data through comparative lexicostatistical methods,  and based on 

extralinguistic connections such as historical, geographical, and educational ones. Our approach is 

different, based on sign language archaeology.  

Signs in the database can be compared to reveal the possible relatedness of sign languages and 

reclassify them into families. We are faced with incomplete records of signs and difficulties 

distinguishing whether identical or similar signs are signs with the same ancestor, a borrowing, or a 

coincidence (false cognates) given by iconicity. Cross-sign language comparison of 19th-century 

historical signs can partially answer the question of to what extent sign language was genuinely 

universal in continental Europe (cf. Reuschert, 1909).  
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