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The contribution of the written form (SW) of sign languages to the field of sign 

linguistics: The case of writing Maltese Sign Language (LSM) pointing signs and 

pronominals. 

 

Abstract 

The use of SignWriting (henceforth SW) (Sutton, 2011) is spreading at an accelerating speed 

(Hoffmann-Dilloway, 2011) with the largest corpus of written sign language data available in 

written ASL of the New Testament (written by Nancy Romero1).  Galea (2014) describes ten 

active and public literature SignPuddles between the years 2011-2014: ASL Bible, Brazil, 

Czech, Germany, Malta Nicaragua Norway, Spain, Tunisia and US Literature Puddles. She 

argues that enough data is now available for researchers to commence serious investigations 

into the linguistic analysis of the written forms of different sign languages.   

The developing orthography of Maltese Sign Language (LSM) that uses SW (Galea, 2014) can 

be found in the Literature Sign Puddle for LSM2.  From the analysis of the LSM texts (Galea, 

2014) it became clear that the reading of pointing signs (index finger plus movement) is highly 

ambiguous.  The forms were tested and read by ten Deaf SW readers.  It was found that in 

order for LSM pronominal pointing signs to become readable and distinct from other pointing 

signs the pronominal forms required written-marking of 1st, 2nd and 3rd person.  This indicates 

that LSM pronoun pointing forms are marked by pronominal loci for 1st, 2nd and 3rd person.   

Within the field of sign linguistics there is an ongoing debate concerning the ambiguity of 

pointing signs within the agreement debate (cf. Cormier, Schembri & Woll, 2013).  It is argued 

here that an analysis of the readability of SW texts of specific languages can shed light on the 

different forms of pointing signs in sign language.  

                                                      
1 ASL Bible Translated from the New Living Translation (NLT) (by Interpreter Nancy  
Romero) available at  http://www.signbank.org/signpuddle2.0/index.php?ui=1&sgn=151  
2 The LSM Literature Puddle can be found at this link: 
http://www.signbank.org/signpuddle2.0/index.php?ui=1&sgn=0&sgn=127  

http://www.signbank.org/signpuddle2.0/index.php?ui=1&sgn=151
http://www.signbank.org/signpuddle2.0/index.php?ui=1&sgn=0&sgn=127
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In the following paper, the LSM written forms of the readable forms of LSM pronominal 

pointing forms and other related issues regarding the writing of agreement in LSM are 

discussed. 

Introduction 

In the Maltese Sign Language (henceforth LSM) literature texts available in the LMAP (see 

footnote 2) LSM pronouns I/ME, YOU SG., HE/SHE/IT Right, HE/SHE/IT Left, YOU PLU., 

THEY/THEM right, THEY/THEM left (all except 1st person plural WE/US) cannot be read as 

they are currently spelt.  This indicates that additional markers are required to distinguish 

pronouns from other pointing signs in LSM written texts.  LSM pronouns could be successfully 

read when they were marked with spatial loci that represent 1st, 2nd and 3rd person. When 

the pointing signs included pronominal markings they could be distinguished from other 

pointing signs such as TODAY, NOW, THERE, HERE.  It is argued here that taking the case of 

LSM pronominals, the readability (or otherwise) of the written representation of a sign 

language may be used as a valuable resource for sign linguistics.   

The LSM texts and the Deaf readers 

LSM is the sign language used by the Maltese Deaf.  The users of the language average 

around 100 in total, although the figure of the profoundly deaf is in the range of 400 people.  

The LSM texts used in the analysis for this work can be found in the Literature Malta Archive 

Puddle, the LMAP (see footnote 2 for link).  The LMAP is a frozen copy of the Malta Literature 

Puddle which was archived on request by Stephen Slevinski in order to carry out the analysis, 

without on-going change to the Puddle (since the Malta Literature Puddle is one of the active 

puddles an thus changes with time). 

In Appendix A, the data is numbered and taken from my own work, Galea (2014). The source 

of each spelling can be found in brackets e.g. (Luqa21v27). This is the title of each sentence 

where the SW sign can be found. One can enter the LMAP which is public and search for each 

title and thus find the use of the spelt signs in context. The LSM texts found in the LMAP 

consist of children’s stories, some traditional prayers and some verses from the New 

Testament. The LMAP can be found at 

http://www.signbank.org/signpuddle2.0/index.php?ui=1&sgn=147  

http://www.signbank.org/signpuddle2.0/index.php?ui=1&sgn=147
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