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Abstract 
The aim of the present study is to investigate the use of signing space, especially the 
potential relationship between the structure and function of the discourse. Data 
comes from a ten minute long, descriptive Swedish Sign Language monologue, 
where the signer retells parts of an autobiography. A native signer, who has not read 
the book, is sitting next to the camera as the addressee. This video recording was 
originally made for testing the interpreting skills of a group of professional sign 
language interpreters, and the signer did not know at the time that her signing 
would be the object of analysis. As the book she has read has both a main character 
and several other animate referents, the discourse contains frequent reference to 
these persons, and to their feelings, opinions, actions, and interactions. The general 
theoretical framework is that of Cognitive Linguistics, in particular Real Space 
blending (Liddell, 2003). 

The discourse is characterized by a complex interaction between discourse content 
and the signer’s use of signing space. Providing background and orienting material 
regarding the author, the signer uses the area to her left for meaningfully directed 
signs. In contrast, rendering the life of the author, as described in the book, the area 
in front of the signer is used for meaningfully directed signs. In sequences told from 
narrator’s perspective, in which signs are typically directed to the left, token blends 
dominate. In sequences with rapid switching between narrator’s perspective and 
discourse character’s perspective, signs are directed forward. Such sequences also 
abound with rapid switching between token blends and surrogate blends. Moreover, 
in token spaces containing more than one token, the tokens are frequently stacked in 
one area in signing space, rather than on opposite sides. Surrogates turn out to be 
used not only for constructed dialogue, but also for constructed action and thought, 
even for referents that are non-specific. The functionality of indexing in this 
discourse will also be discussed in some detail in this volume. 
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Introduction 
Much of the early research on signed languages focused on an obvious differing 
factor between spoken and signed languages, viz. the manual component. In 
accordance with linguistic theories of the time, much effort was devoted to finding 
the equivalents of the phonemes and morphemes of spoken languages, focusing on 
individual signs. The first study published was William Stokoe’s analysis of the 
structure of American Sign Language (ASL) (1960, reprinted in 1978). Gradually, 
syntax, and the linguistic use of the signer’s eye gaze and other non-manual signals, 
became the focus of study, as did the fact that signed languages make use of the 
space in front of the signer for linguistic purposes. 

The aim of early analyses of signed languages can be described as being two-fold. 
Not only was the goal to describe different signed languages, but also to show that 
they were indeed “real languages”. Generally held beliefs at the time were that 
signed languages were just unstructured gestures, or manually coded versions of the 
national spoken language. Presenting the rules that generate grammatical sentences 
in signed languages would show that they were indeed natural languages. Much 
effort was devoted to the analysis of individual signs, but as syntax gradually became 
the object of study, longer stretches of discourse were also analyzed. The recordings 
that were analyzed mainly consisted of isolated sentences or elicited narrative 
monologues. One of the early descriptions of ASL, Baker & Cokely (1980), stands out 
as an exception to the rule, in the way it looks at dialogue. It was produced as a 
“teacher’s resource text” in the task of teaching hearing people how to actually 
communicate in sign language, instead of signing like “statues with moveable arms” 
(1980:xi). 

The general theoretical framework of the present study is that of Cognitive 
Linguistics, in particular Real Space blending (Liddell, 2003) described in detail in 
section 3.4. Concepts from the areas of Mental Space Theory and Conceptual 
Blending Theory are also central to the analysis, and are discussed in sections 3.1 
and 3.2. As Janzen (2005) was an inspirational factor, there is also a discussion of 
some interesting similarities and differences between the descriptive Swedish Sign 
Language discourse described in this study and the narrative ASL discourse of his 
study. 

In this explorative study, a descriptive Swedish Sign Language monologue of nearly 
ten minutes was transcribed and analyzed, in order to describe the signer’s use of 
signing space, especially the potential relationship between the structure and the 
content of the discourse. One reason for the choice of material was the signer’s 
seemingly inconsistent use of directions for pointing signs, initially noticed as regards 
pronominal pointing signs referring to the main character of the discourse. Other 
areas of interest were how discourse characters are introduced and re-introduced, 
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and the signer’s use of space to indicate reference. The fact that no detailed 
description of a descriptive Swedish Sign Language discourse of this length has 
previously been published was also a decisive factor. 

In sections 1–3 below, brief reviews of selected research areas that are of particular 
relevance for the study are presented. Areas covered include both topics that have 
been of continued interest since the inception of research on signed languages, and 
some recent developments that have taken place within Cognitive Linguistics. The 
information provided here is not intended to be an extensive overview, though. The 
main description and analysis of the discourse is presented in section 4. Section 5, 
discusses some areas of particular interest in more detail. Finally, in section 6, some 
concluding remarks are made, summarizing the results of the analysis. 

The discourse is characterized by a complex interaction between discourse content 
and the signer’s use of signing space. In distinct sections of the discourse, the signer 
uses different directions when directing signs toward mentally constructed entities in 
signing space, and uses different kinds of blended entities (blending is discussed in 
section 3), depending on the discourse content. One mental space entity can be 
associated with more than one spatial location. However, more than one mental 
space entity can also be associated with a single spatial area. Such entities are then 
frequently placed vertically above each other, not on opposite sides of the signer’s 
body. Taken together, the results indicate that differing discourse features 
correspond to different discourse functions. 

A translation of the whole discourse is given in Appendix A, and Appendix B contains 
a key to transcriptions used in Figures and glossed examples. Appendix C lists the 
expressions used by the signer to talk about the discourse character, ‘dying person’. 
Finally, in Appendices D and E there are photos of all instances of NON-1st-SING used 
for reference to the main character in the first two parts of the discourse.  
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1. Using space for reference 
The fact that the articulators (i.e. the hands) can be moved about in the space in 
front of the signer is one of the most striking differences between signed and spoken 
languages. One of the early observations in the study of signed languages was that 
this property is used for space, time, and person reference, as well as co-reference. 
Indeed, one of the first articles on ASL published in Language was titled “Space, 
time, and person reference in American Sign Language” (Friedman, 1975). In 
practically all signed languages described to date, referents mentioned in the 
discourse may be associated with something that has been described as either 
“points” or “areas” in the signing space, also known as “referential loci”1. This 
constitutes the basis for a type of linguistic system where signs can be meaningfully 
directed in space to indicate reference. Since the signer’s systematic use of signing 
space is the object of study here, some of the findings of earlier studies of this area 
will be discussed. 

The introduction of a referent, i.e. the first mention of it, usually entails the use of a 
noun phrase. Which particular sign (combination) the signer chooses, depends on 
the nature of the referent, as well as on what the interlocutors know about that 
referent. The introduction may consist of a fingerspelled proper name, a name sign, 
a single noun, a more complex noun phrase, etc. Some recent studies have observed 
that not all referents must be identified before reference is made to them, or indeed 
be identified at all (see e.g. Janzen, 2004, and Liddell, 2003, on ASL, Liddell & Vogt-
Svendsen, 2007, on Norwegian Sign Language). 

Once the referent has been introduced, it is possible (but not obligatory) to associate 
it with a specific referential locus. Pronominal pointing signs directed in space are an 
obvious example of how this is done. Numerals, nouns, and verbs can also be 
directed meaningfully in space, sometimes thereby combining the introduction of a 
referent with assigning it a locus. As we will see, descriptions of signed languages 
differ for example, in their view of how many of the referents in a discourse are 
assigned a locus, how this is done, why a certain direction is chosen, and the 
consequences this has for the direction that verbs are produced in. 

 

1.1. Pronouns 
Pronominal reference in speech situations where the referents are present is known 
as “deictic reference”. In studies of signed languages, deictic use of pronouns is 
generally regarded as consisting of pronominal signs that are directed toward 
present referents. Though most scholars would probably agree with van Hoek’s claim 
                                                
1 For the sake of simplicity, the term “referential loci” will be used when discussing this phenomenon 
in general, though this is not how it is described in this study. 
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(regarding ASL) that: “[s]pace is an integral part of the system of pronominal 
reference” (1992:183), there is no consensus as to how the pronoun system as such 
should be described. 

Early descriptions of the pronominal systems of signed languages tend to adopt a 
three-person pronoun system, similar to that of English and several other spoken 
languages (see e.g. Friedman, 1975; Liddell, 1977/1980; and Padden, 1983/1988b, 
all on ASL).2 In some recent studies, scholars still use terms such as “2nd person 
singular” and “3rd person singular”, when discussing “indexical signs” (Sutton-
Spence, 2007:152). A more radical view of the whole issue was presented in the 
form of a claim that Swedish Sign Language has no personal pronouns at all, but 
“employs a complex system of location deictic terms and their anaphoric extensions 
for reference to persons” (Ahlgren, 1990:174). According to a model based in 
Government and Binding theory, ASL has only one personal pronoun, which is 
marked with an overtly manifested R-index (Lillo-Martin & Klima, 1990:198). In the 
volume containing both Ahlgren’s claim that Swedish Sign Language has no personal 
pronouns at all, and Lillo-Martin & Klima’s model for ASL with only one such pronoun, 
Meier argues convincingly that ASL has a system of personal pronouns consisting of 
the categories: 1st singular, 1st plural, and Non-1st (1990:189). A two-person 
distinction (between 1st and non-1st person) has also been proposed for Swedish 
Sign Language  (Bergman, 2002), and this is the analysis adhered to in the present 
study. 

Pronouns can also be used for referring to non-present referents, that is, for 
“anaphoric reference”. In such cases, there is no natural direction to choose as the 
direction for a referential locus for a particular referent. It has been claimed, for ASL, 
that: 

“nominals referring, in particular, to referents that lie outside the 
immediate conversational context may be associated with empty 
locations in the signing space (Friedman 1975; Bellugi and Klima 
1982). G handshape points serving as anaphoric pronouns can 
subsequently index these spatial loci.” (Meier, 1990:179). 

The reasons behind a signer’s choice of directions for loci have been described in 
various ways. According to one view, it is not an issue of reasons at all, but the 
phenomenon is regarded as one of “arbitrary choice” (Lillo-Martin & Klima, 1990, on 
ASL). Several other studies, though, are intent on describing the reasons for 
choosing a particular direction for a locus. In an early resource text on ASL grammar, 
a detailed account is given of how a signer can “set up” or “establish” a non-present 
referent in a specific location, and which strategies are used (Baker & Cokely, 1980). 
Danish Sign Language has been described as having a number of non-arbitrary 
“conventions”, which are at the signer’s disposal when choosing which direction to 
                                                
2 For a thorough discussion of previous analyses of pronouns in ASL, cf. Liddell (2003:70-78). 
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associate with a particular referent (Engberg-Pedersen, 1993:71-74). One of the 
conventions discussed by Engberg-Pedersen is “the iconic convention”, which is 
similar to “the iconic strategy”, described for Swedish Sign Language (Bergman, 
1991:12). The present study will look at the signer’s use of directions in signing 
space, for example pronominal pointing signs, and describe this in accordance with 
recent developments within Cognitive Linguistics. 

 

1.2. Number of referential loci 
To assign a referent a certain direction in space has often been presented as the 
norm. In accordance with this view, there are descriptions of how each referent is 
assigned a locus by a pointing sign directed away from the signer. Verbs are then 
said to move between these locations in space, thus indicating which referent is the 
subject and which is the object (e.g. Baker & Cokely, 1980, for ASL). In a somewhat 
categorical claim for ASL, it is stated: “[w]hen the referent is not present, an 
arbitrary locus in signing space is associated with the referent” (Lillo-Martin & Klima; 
1990:192). 

According to another position, only some of the referents in a discourse are assigned 
loci away from the signer. In a study of narrative discourse in Swedish Sign 
Language, this is described in terms of a “hierarchy of referents”, where the highest 
level referent, i.e. the main character, is introduced with a NP in the introduction, 
and is not “localized” (Ahlgren & Bergman, 1994). In their terminology, localization is 
the process whereby a referent is assigned a location and orientation relative to the 
main character with a verb. The perspective of the main character then decides the 
localization of “level-two referents”, that is, other participating referents, which are 
localized, with verbs, relative to the main character. Interaction between participants 
is then reported with verbs etc. produced from the acting participant’s perspective. 
Level-three referents are non-participating animate referents, and are “referred to by 
a NP marked for definiteness, but not localised” (1994:36). A similar system, where 
“concrete, specific referents with high thematic value or high general relevance to 
the participants in the discourse are more likely to be represented by a locus…” has 
been described for Danish Sign Language (Engberg-Pedersen, 1993:101). According 
to her description, one of the referents, with high discourse value, is not represented 
by a locus either, but, in a sense “takes over” the sender locus, in what she refers to 
as “shifted locus constructions”. What Ahlgren & Bergman (1994) describe in terms 
of the main character not being localized, and Engberg-Pedersen’s (1993) description 
of how a referent with high discourse value can take over the sender locus, will be 
described in terms of Liddell’s (2003) “surrogate blends” in the present study. 

 



 6 

1.3. Co-reference and signing space 
It has been noted for several signed languages that a single referent can be 
associated with more than one area in signing space, but also that one single area in 
space can be associated with more than one referent. There are numerous 
descriptions of how a referent can become associated with a new referential locus, 
for example, through the signer’s use of verbs that move in space. Reasons for the 
same referential locus being associated with more than one referent have also been 
presented. (cf. Bergman (1991) on Swedish Sign Language; Padden (1988a), and 
van Hoek (1992) on ASL; Engberg-Pedersen (1993) on Danish Sign Language; and 
also the section on anaphoric use of pronouns above). 

The detailed description of the signer’s use of signing space in the discourse of this 
study will undoubtedly show if, and possibly also why, a single referent is associated 
with more than one area in signing space here too, and that the same area can be 
associated with more than one referent. 

 

1.4. Frame of reference 
The use of space for reference, as described above, has often been regarded as a 
means of keeping track of referents in signed discourse. Friedman seems to have set 
the scene for descriptions of this phenomenon, and uses the term “frame of 
reference” in her early account of ASL: “The equivalent of pronominal reference is 
achieved by the signer’s first establishing a frame of reference, in front of his body, 
within which he establishes points of reference identified with the objects, persons, 
and locations to which he will refer” (1975:946). In accordance with a somewhat 
simplistic view of this, a referent is thus assigned a direction in space (e.g. by means 
of a NP followed by a pointing sign or a verb) and for continued reference to that 
referent the signer will then use the same direction. Several characters may occur in 
a discourse, and each is then associated with a specific direction in space. 

The term “frame of reference” is also used in an ASL study based in a different 
theoretical framework, where a distinction between a “fixed framework” and a 
“shifting framework” is described (Lillo-Martin & Klima, 1990). According to them 
“[t]he shift is signified by a change in the orientation of the signer’s shoulders, head 
and/or eyes” (1990:194) (cf. section 1.6 below for further discussion regarding 
terminology for this phenomenon). The term “spatial arrangement” has been used 
instead of frame of reference, when describing narrative discourse in Swedish Sign 
Language (Ahlgren & Bergman, 1994). 

Frame of reference has been used in a way that seems to indicate that there is an 
unchanging arrangement of points of reference that is adhered to, and the shifting 
described by, for example, Lillo-Martin & Klima (1990) refers to the signer, not to the 
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points of reference associated with referents in the discourse. Since this is not at all 
in accordance with what we will see in the present study, another way of describing 
these phenomena is needed. 

 

1.5. Point of view 
Signers can discuss events from different perspectives, a phenomenon also referred 
to as “viewpoints”, “points of view”, or as use of “referential shift”. The narrator can 
choose to tell something from a “story character’s view”, or to tell it from “narrator’s 
view”. The narrative viewpoint, in turn, is a complex issue, which has been described 
for narratives in spoken languages: “[n]arrative viewpoint involves the degree to 
which parts of the story are represented as “objective” descriptions of the things and 
events in the storyworld, or as “subjective” thoughts, perceptions and words of the 
characters in the story.” (Mushin, 1998:324). 

The phenomenon has been observed in signed discourse as well, and several 
different concepts have been used when describing it. An early description of ASL 
uses “signer’s perspective”, but also “aerial view” (Baker & Cokely, 1980). For 
Swedish Sign Language, “narrator’s perspective” and “referent’s perspective” have 
been used (Ahlgren, 1990), as well as “spatial view point” and “(acting) participant’s 
perspective” (Ahlgren & Bergman, 1994). Use of the sender locus for a referent other 
than the signer herself is described as a way of expressing a particular “point of 
view” in Danish Sign Language (Engberg-Pedersen, 1993). A more recent description 
of ASL uses the cognitive grammar notion, “viewing arrangement” (Langacker, 
1991), to examine the range of possible variations of signer perspective (Dudis, 
2004a). 

For several signed languages, it has been noted that constant changes in point of 
view, or perspective, is characteristic of connected discourse (e.g. Ahlgren, on 
Swedish Sign Language, 1990). The signer shifting his/her perspective has been 
compared to “the difference between a long-shot and a close-up in a film” (Baker & 
Cokely, on ASL, 1980:228). Whether it would be proper to describe phenomena like 
these as “a series of organizations of the frame of reference”, or as “a series of 
frames of reference” is not clear yet, according to Engberg-Pedersen (1993:78), in 
her description of the use of space in Danish Sign Language. 

Signed languages are set apart from spoken languages by the signer’s manifest 
bodily presence in the discourse. Perceiving the linguistic message actually entails 
watching the signer’s body. The prominence of the signer’s body in the situation of 
speech, and the effect it has on the meaning of what is signed, is noted by Janzen: 
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“The combination of articulation by the hands in space plus the 
signer’s body with its inherent orientation to the space gives us 
an undeniable sense of the signer’s perspective on the 
conceptual scene that the discourse creates.” (2005:8). 

Another approach to describing how different perspectives are expressed, which also 
includes the use of the signer’s body, can be seen in a study of ‘predicates of 
perceived motion’ in ASL, by Lucas & Valli (1990). They suggest two distinct level 
systems, one for representing the general location of objects and events with no 
reference to signer perspective, and another where specific reference is made to 
signer perspective. The reference to signer perspective appears in what they term 
the “height information” of the sign, which has three basic levels. Verbs of motion 
and location produced between the upper chest and shoulders to the top of the head 
convey the meaning from signer perspective (unless otherwise marked). The exact 
height the sign is produced at depends on the relative location of the objects in 
signer perspective. If, on the other hand, a verb of motion and location is produced 
at waist or mid-chest level or a “lower general level”, it is not unless otherwise 
marked, from signer perspective. No similar system has been suggested for Swedish 
Sign Language. 

In the present study, the concepts “narrator’s perspective” and “discourse character’s 
perspective” will be used. They are introduced and discussed in 4. 

 

1.6. Role play, role shift, and body shift 
In addition to producing manual signs, the signer can modify his/her posture, facial 
expression, gaze direction, etc., something which has been referred to as “role-
playing” (Lillo-Martin & Klima, 1990:193-194). In their view, role-playing is one of the 
forms that the shift of frame of reference can take in ASL discourse, though there 
are also occasions of shift that do not include ’role-playing mannerisms’. The effect 
achieved by a shift can be that a locus for a third-person referent changes to the 
locus normally interpreted as first-person reference. The phenomenon is termed ’role 
shift’ by Mandel (1977), and has been associated with an anaphoric process 
described as “pseudodeixis” in Swedish Sign Language by Ahlgren (1990:172-173). 

Studies of ASL have tended to put more emphasis on the importance of actual 
physical shift of the signer’s head and body position for role-play (role shift) than 
have descriptions of Swedish Sign Language. Some of the early descriptions of ASL 
did also observe, however, that: “role-playing is not always marked by body shifts” 
(Meier (1990:182), referring to Bahan & Petitto (1980) and Loew (1984)). On the 
other hand, a recent discussion of ASL refers to McClave (2001), who found that 
American English speakers often make a characteristic shift of the body during 
quoted speech, and suggests that this may have become systematized to mark 
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referential shift in ASL (Pyers & Senghas, 2006). In a study of narratives in Swedish 
Sign Language, analyzing how participant perspectives are marked with head and 
gaze direction, it is stated: “[m]ovements of other parts of the body do not occur in 
our material” (Ahlgren & Bergman, 1994:36, note 3). 

In a detailed analysis of the ‘role shifting’ described for a number of signed 
languages, it is also noted that it is not always clear exactly what is covered by the 
term (Engberg-Pedersen, 1993). In Danish Sign Language, she points out, there are 
three phenomena, which must be distinguished: 

 “1. shifted reference, i.e. the use of pronouns from a quoted 
sender’s point of view … 2. shifted attribution of expressive 
elements, i.e. the use of the signer’s face and/or body posture to 
express the emotions or attitude of somebody other than the 
sender in the context of utterance; 3. shifted locus, i.e. the use 
of the sender locus for somebody other than the signer or the 
use of another locus than the locus c for the signer.” 
(1993:103). 

In a study based on Tannen’s (1989) examples of dialogue constructions in spoken 
English, Metzger (1995) designed equivalent categories for ASL, and looked for 
parallel discourse constructions of action performatives in narratives. Tannen 
describes what had previously been known as the “reporting” of dialogue as 
something as creative as constructing dialogue in a novel, and she thus refers to this 
phenomenon as “constructed dialogue”. Metzger finds many parallels between the 
reporting of words and thoughts of characters in spoken English and ASL. Tannen’s 
identification of reported speech as a creative construction of dialogue in English 
applies to ASL as well. Moreover, as had already been suggested by Winston (1991), 
signers of ASL seem to use a parallel strategy, “constructed action”, to convey the 
actions and mannerisms of characters in a narrative. In Metzger’s own words: 

“Often referred to as role playing, constructed action is the 
creative construction of an event described by a signer in ASL 
discourse. … since communicating is a form of human behavior, 
it seems possible that in ASL constructed dialogue is one type of 
constructed action.” (1995:266). 

The wide-ranging concept mainly used for this kind of constructions in the present 
study is Liddell’s (2003) “surrogate blends”. In section 4.1.4, where such 
constructions are described in more detail, both ’constructed dialogue’ and Metzger’s 
suggested ‘constructed action’ will be discussed. It will also be proposed that 
Swedish Sign Language uses an additional, parallel strategy that might be called 
‘constructed thought’ 
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2. Eye gaze 
The signer’s gaze direction, and the role it plays in different types of discourse, is 
one of the non-manual parts of signed languages that have been of continuous 
interest to researchers. For example, one early observation is that in ASL dialogues, 
gaze direction helps regulate turn taking (Baker, 1977). In a description of narratives 
in Swedish Sign Language, it was noted that the signer maintains eye contact with 
the receiver/addressee (this is referred to as “+C”) during the descriptive, 
introductory part of a narrative, where the time, place, and main character[s] are 
introduced. During the narrative parts of the discourse, gaze direction, in 
combination with directional modifications of verbs, indicates change of perspective 
(Ahlgren & Bergman, 1994). A similar observation has also been reported for ASL: 
“In role-playing, the signer breaks gaze with the addressee.” (Meier, 1990:181). 
According to Engberg-Pedersen, (change of) gaze direction is used to indicate a 
quoted remark in Danish Sign Language (1993:109). 

It has also been suggested that gaze direction is what distinguishes second and third 
person pronouns (Baker & Cokely, 1980:206). In a later analysis, however, a 
convincing case is made that even though gazing at the addressee is an important 
feature of signed conversation, it does not appear to be a grammatical marker of 
second person in ASL (Meier, 1990:186-187). A similar claim has been made for 
Danish Sign Language, noting that gaze-direction is not part of the pronoun, since 
eye contact with the receiver is found in other contexts too (Engberg-Pedersen, 
1993:135). 

In an analysis of a five-minute excerpt from a narrative, the signer’s use of eye gaze 
in Swedish Sign Language is systematically described by Bergman (1991). Her 
transcriptions indicate that signers mainly use noun phrases when referents are 
introduced, and the eye gaze is then directed at the receiver. Localization (cf. 1.2.) is 
predominantly made with verbs, but sometimes also with numerals and pointing 
signs, and in these instances, gaze follows the manual signs. 

The signer’s use of gaze direction will not be described in detail in the present study. 
There will nonetheless be a summarizing discussion of it in 5.2. 
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3. Mental Space blends 
Though the present study is based on Liddell’s (2003) model, several other recent 
studies of signed languages that are framed within Cognitive Linguistics are also 
relevant, and are therefore discussed briefly. In the following, some of the basic 
concepts of Mental Space Theory and Conceptual Blending Theory will be introduced, 
as they are crucial to the analysis and discussion. 

 

3.1. Mental Space Theory 
In Mental Space Theory, all entities that people speak about are conceptual entities 
within conceptual structures called mental spaces. A mental space is a temporary 
structure, which the speaker constructs as s/he speaks. Such spaces can sometimes 
be veridical, i.e. be an “accurate model of (some fragment of) reality”, but they can 
also be “hypothetical, fictional, or counterfactual, or may represent the desires or 
hopes of a speaker” (Taylor, 2002:590). Linguistic structures prompt the construction 
of mental spaces in the addressee. Mental spaces can be organized in “frame 
networks”, which consist of all mental spaces that share an “organizing frame” 
(Fauconnier & Turner, 1998). According to them, such an organizing frame specifies 
the nature of the relevant activity, events, and participants, like “boat sailing along 
an ocean course”. There are also more abstract frames, such as “competition”, which 
do not specify type of activity and event structure. 

In her description of how two different referential loci are used for pronominal 
reference to the same referent in ASL, van Hoek (1992) refers to Fauconnier’s (1985) 
Mental Space Theory. According to van Hoek, Mental Space Theory can help explain 
a great deal about the spatialized referential system in ASL. She claims that 
referential loci are associated not only with referents, but also with mental spaces. 
Van Hoek (1996) goes on to describe how many mental spaces can be created in a 
signed discourse, without all of them being associated with distinct loci in signing 
space. According to her, principles of locus selection in ASL seem to be congruent 
with general principles of the theory of accessibility developed by Givón (1989) and 
Ariel (1988, 1990). In ASL, general ‘principles of accessibility’ explain the selection of 
loci for pronominal reference in contexts where more than one possible choice exists. 
Relative accessibility is influenced by “subtle factors involving discourse focus and 
point of view” (Van Hoek, 1996:340). When there is a point of view distinct from that 
of the signer present in a signed discourse, this also influences the accessibility of 
mental spaces in that discourse. 

Turning to Mental Space Theory, Liddell has also developed a model for the 
description of the use of space in ASL. Liddell’s comprehensive, descriptive model 
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has been developed over several years, and this can be followed in several 
publications, e.g. Liddell 1990, 1994, 1995, 1998, 2000, 2003.3 

 

3.2. Conceptual Blending Theory 
Another theory, which has its roots in Mental Space Theory, is “Conceptual Blending 
Theory”, or “the Theory of Conceptual Integration”. This theory deals with a special 
type of relation between mental spaces called “blending”. Blending is a general 
cognitive process that operates on (at least) two input mental spaces, and yields a 
third mental space. Some of the entities in the input spaces have to be conceived of 
as corresponding to each other in some way, i.e. there has to be “mapping” between 
the elements. When blending occurs, structure from the input spaces is projected 
onto a new space, “the blended space”, often referred to as “the blend”. The blend 
inherits only some of the entities and relations of the input spaces.  The reader is 
referred to Fauconnier & Turner (1998), Liddell (2003) and Selvik (2006) for a more 
detailed account.4 

 

3.3. Real Space 
Using Mental Space Theory and Conceptual Blending Theory for the analysis of ASL, 
Liddell shows that a person’s mental representation of the immediate surroundings 
constitutes a special type of mental space; “Real Space”.5 He defines this as “a 
person’s current conceptualization of the immediate environment based on sensory 
input” (2003:82, referring to 1995). As opposed to other mental spaces, this 
conceptualization is “grounded”, in the sense that “its elements are conceptualized as 
existing in the immediate environment” (2003:82). Real Space only contains 
conceptual entities, i.e. our internal representations of objects and their locations. 
Fortunately, most of the time, the locations of physical objects around us overlap 
with the conceptualized locations of their corresponding Real Space entities. This is 
why, usually, when we reach out to touch an object conceptualized as existing in 
Real Space around us, we find that it is there. Using several examples, though, 
Liddell (2003:84-85) shows that what we perceive as the locations of elements of 
Real Space (i.e. the locations outside the brain where those elements are 

                                                
3 A point has also been made against the use of Mental Space Theory, however, claiming that “‘space’ 
in ASL is not solely a semantic entity, as in various notions of semantic space or ‘mental spaces’ (e.g. 
Fauconnier 1985), but an actual element in the form of particular lexical items.” (Padden, 1988a:261). 
4 The growing interest in describing signed languages in Cognitive Linguistics terms such as mental 
spaces and blending, can be seen also from the fact that Cognitive Linguistics 15:2 (2004) was a 
special issue containing only articles on ASL, guest edited by Terry Janzen and Sherman Wilcox. 
5 I am adopting the convention used by Selvik (2006), where capital ‘R’ and ‘S’, are used as a 
reminder that Real Space does not refer to physical reality. The same convention is used in Liddell 
(1995), but not in Liddell (2003). 
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conceptualized to exist), can sometimes be illusions. One example of such an illusion 
is that looking straight at the corner of a fish tank, we can see four fish in it though 
in reality it only contains three. 

Liddell makes use of Cognitive Grammar, and the concept Real Space, to describe 
pronouns and verbs in ASL (2003). According to his description, pronouns in all 
languages point conceptually to their referents. A manual sign like the non-first 
person singular personal pronoun in ASL (PRO) has the added ability to point not 
only conceptually, but also physically, at the intended referent. The direction chosen 
for producing the sign depends on where the referent is conceptualized to exist in 
Real Space, regardless of whether this mental space entity is physically present 
(deictic reference) or not (anaphoric reference). As for verbs, Liddell introduces the 
collective term “indicating verbs” for all the ASL verbs that can be “meaningfully 
directed in space toward entities, directions, or places” (2003:97). This term covers a 
large number of verbs, which have previously been described as being different kinds 
of verbs. A particularly influential previous description of verbs has been Padden’s 
taxonomy of ASL verbs: “plain verbs”, “spatial verbs”, and “inflecting verbs” 
(1983/1988b). Using Liddell’s model, these verbs can all be described as different 
types of indicating verbs. The other main category of verbs in Liddell’s model is 
“depicting verbs”. Typical for these verbs is that “in addition to their encoded 
meanings, these verbs also depict certain aspects of their meaning” (2003:261). 
According to Liddell depicting verbs can be subdivided into at least three broad 
categories: “verbs signifying the presence of an entity at a place”, “verbs signifying 
the shape and extent of a surface or the extent of a linear arrangement of individual 
entities”, and verbs signifying “movements or actions” (see Liddell 2003:262ff for 
further discussion and examples).  

No such analysis has been made for verbs in Swedish Sign Language, and in the 
following description and analysis, depicting verbs will not be discussed in any great 
detail. Some verbs that Liddell would describe as belonging to the indicating category 
will be described as “meaningfully directed”, as will some nouns and pointing signs. 

 

3.4. Real Space blending 
Real Space blending is a cognitive process we can make use of regardless of whether 
we use spoken or signed language. Creating Real Space blends entails mapping 
mental space elements onto Real Space. Liddell illustrates this with an example of 
how we can use for example a cup, a sugar bowl, and a knife when we talk about 
the street where we live, and the location of buildings on it (2003:148-151). In a 
situation like that, it is perfectly normal to talk about e.g. the coffee cup saying, “the 
coffee cup is my house”. Such a blend inherits the characteristic of being grounded 
from its Real Space input space, i.e. “the elements of the blend now have a presence 
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in the immediate environment” (Liddell, 2003:148). Selvik (2006) calls attention to 
the fact that we create Real Space blends from an early age, for example when we 
play, and a stick becomes a gun, or a sofa becomes a boat. In addition, she points 
out that blending empty locations in Real Space with non-grounded mental space 
entities is not unusual. The example Selvik gives of this, is that when asked about 
the way to the nearest bank, it would not be unusual if the answer entailed the 
sketching of an invisible map, with buildings and streets localized in the area in front 
of us. 

According to Liddell’s (2003) description of signed (ASL) discourse, Real Space 
blending, and long series of rapidly changing blends, is an integral part of the 
language. In slightly more than one minute of narration, one signer in Liddell’s study 
creates and/or reactivates almost 20 blended spaces (2003:206).6 The same 
phenomenon has been described in terms of how ASL narratives include an overtly 
expressed perspective, using the concepts “alternating perspectives”, and “mental 
spatial rotation” (Janzen, 2004, 2005). 

 

3.4.1. Token blends 
Signers often create Real Space blends using empty locations in front of the signer. 
Liddell (2003) illustrates this with an example where the signer wonders whether 
college and professional basketball games are played for the same number of 
minutes. Having started with a topic marked instance of the sign BASKETBALL, a sign 
which is not directed in signing space, the signer then produces two additional signs, 
which are not directional either (i.e. they do not have to be directed in signing space 
in order to be produced correctly). However, in this example, both the sign COLLEGE 
and #PRO (which means ‘professional’) are directed in signing space. First, the noun 
COLLEGE is directed ahead of the signer’s left shoulder, thus indicating the presence of 
a token. The addressee has to make “an association between the concept ‘college’ 
and [the location of the sign]”, and this in turn “prompts the creation of the blended 
entity |college basketball| [in that area]” (2003:191).7 Then, the sign #PRO is 
directed ahead of the signer’s right shoulder, prompting the creation of a token 
which blends the concept ‘professional basketball’ with that area, resulting in the 
blended entity |professional basketball|. Blending with Real Space locations, these 
two abstract concepts become Real Space blended entities, and the signer can then 
direct other signs toward them. Elements in such blended spaces, where the whole 
blend exists ahead of the signer, are termed “tokens”, and the mental spaces they 
exist in are “token spaces”. 

 

                                                
6 This can be compared to the discussion of constant changes in point of view, in 1.5. 
7 In accordance with Liddell’s (2003) convention, words in vertical brackets indicate blended entities. 
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3.4.2. Surrogate blends 
The signer’s own body can also become part of a Real Space blend (Liddell, 
2003:151-157). One of Liddell’s examples is taken from a signed discourse where the 
signer recounts what happens in a Garfield cartoon strip.8 One of the clauses in the 
narrative consists of two signs; the noun CAT, and the verb LOOK-TOWARD, which is 
produced with a V-handshape, and requires the signer’s face and eye gaze, as well 
as the hand, to be directed toward a mental space entity. According to Liddell, the 
meaning expressed by the signer goes beyond what is encoded by those two signs. 
In addition, the signer creates a partially visible demonstration of what he is 
describing. This is done by blending the signer’s own face and torso with that of 
Garfield. According to Liddell, this results in the signer “becoming the visible blended 
entity |Garfield|” (2003:152). The signer’s hand, producing the verb LOOK-TOWARD, is 
not part of the blended entity (cf. the next section, on partitionable zones). Blended 
spaces that are the result of the signer’s body becoming someone or something else 
through blending are termed “surrogate spaces”, and the blended entities in them 
are “surrogates”. Surrogate blends are frequently used for representing constructed 
action and constructed dialogue. 

In addition to the visible blended entity that (part of) the signer constitutes, 
surrogate spaces can also contain invisible surrogates, which are blended with empty 
physical locations in signing space. In the above example, it is clear from the verb 
form used, as well as its directionality, that the blended entity |Garfield| looks toward 
somebody or something, viz. the invisible blended entity |Jon|. According to Liddell 
(2003:152), signs in other parts of the narrative provide evidence for the additional 
existence of a |TV|, and a |chair|, which are both invisible (i.e. can only be deduced 
from the directions of gaze direction and signs).  

 

3.4.2.1. Partitionable zones 
In blends where the signer’s body is part of the blend, that is, surrogate blends, the 
result is typically a visible human |actor|. It is not only possible to project the signer’s 
body, as a single unit, into a blend to create a visible |actor|, however. Dudis 
(2004b) describes how the signer can produce additional visible elements, by for 
example partitioning off the hands from the Real Space body, to produce further 
information. In one of Dudis’ examples, the signer first creates a Real Space blend 
where the whole upper part of his body, including hands and arms, is understood to 
be a |motorcyclist|. That blend is then kept active (using body posture, facial 
expression, and gaze direction), while the signer produces a two-handed verb that 
depicts the action of a vehicle on a surface. Thus, while much of the |motorcyclist| 
remains visible to the addressee, this depicting verb gives further information 
regarding the slope of the |hill| and the path movement of the |motorcycle|, from 
                                                
8 This narrative has been analyzed in terms of blended mental spaces in Liddell and Metzger (1998). 
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two other visible elements (the signer’s hands). The scale properties of the 
|motorcyclist| and the |motorcycle| do not coincide. There is the participant 
viewpoint of the |motorcyclist| versus the more global viewpoint as regards the 
|motorcycle| on the |hill|. This is possible as the signer is producing a multiple Real 
Space blend, which in turn contains two blends with different viewpoints. Dudis 
describes this in terms of four “partitionable zones” of the body, which increase the 
information accessible from these blends. These partitionable zones he refers to as 
“both manual articulators, the oral articulators, and the facial expression” 
(2004b:235). 

 

3.4.3. Buoys 
Signers often produce signs where the weak hand is “held in a stationary 
configuration as the strong hand continues producing signs” (Liddell, 2003:223). 
These weak hand signs can be regarded as conceptual landmarks, which help guide 
the discourse as it proceeds, and are therefore called “buoys”. Some buoys only 
appear for a brief instance, whereas others are maintained for a longer stretch of 
signing. Buoys constitute a special kind of visible blended entities, and Liddell 
describes the following kinds for ASL: “list buoys”, “THEME buoy”, “fragment buoys”, 
“POINTER buoys”, and “depicting buoys”. 

Several kinds of buoys have one additional property in common, viz. that they blend 
with cognitive entities in the discourse, thus becoming visible instances of those 
entities. This is the case for list buoys, THEME buoy, fragment buoys, and depicting 
buoys. List buoys are produced with handshapes corresponding to those used in 
numeral signs. The digits of such handshapes can be associated with specific 
entities. Typically, this is done by touching the tip of the digit before and/or after the 
description of the entity. In ASL, list buoys are used to make associations with one to 
five entities. Signs can then be directed at the digit of a list buoy in order to refer to 
the entity associated with it. The THEME buoy consists of a raised index finger on the 
weak hand, which is held in place while the strong hand produces one or more signs. 
The presence of the THEME buoy indicates that an important discourse theme is being 
discussed. Fragment buoys constitute a special kind of perseveration, according to 
Liddell, where the weak hand configuration of a two-handed sign perseveres during 
the production of the following one-handed sign(s). What distinguishes fragment 
buoys from ordinary perseveration is the fact that the signer chooses to assign 
semantic significance to this fragment of a preceding sign. Depicting buoys are also 
visible instances of cognitive entities in the discourse, but they occur in “depicting 
blends”, which are conceptually distinct from the previously discussed token blends. 
Whereas token blends provide a means of spatially representing entities, without 
placing them in a topographical setting, and without giving them a clear spatial form, 
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entities become part of a topographical setting when they are projected into a 
depicting blend (Liddell, 2003:316).  

The POINTER buoy differs from the other kinds of buoys, in the sense that it does not 
blend with conceptual entities in the discourse. It is an instance of gestural pointing, 
which the signer uses to draw attention to some specific entity in the discourse. 

While some buoy types are referred to in Section 4 below, they are not the primary 
focus of this study. Readers should see Nilsson (2007) for further discussion of such 
entities.  

 

3.4.4. Understanding Real Space blends 
As mentioned above, if an entity that is not currently present is the topic of a signed 
discourse, “signers will conceptualize the space around them as if the entity is 
present” (Liddell & Vogt-Svendsen, 2007:176), and direct signs at those entities 
conceptualized as present. The linguistic structures produced by the signer prompt 
the construction of corresponding mental space entities in the addressee. In order to 
understand the message, the addressee must properly conceptualize space, though 
the input may be limited, and even consist of invisible entities like |Jon|, the |TV|, 
and the |chair| in Liddell’s example in 3.4.2. Essential to the understanding of the 
message is also the concept of frames, as presented in 3.1. If the signer has been 
successful in encoding his/her message, the addressee will arrive at the intended 
mental space entities, thus creating a Real Space blend that corresponds to that of 
the signer. 

Contrary to the previously held belief that the signer has to identify every spatial 
element before using it, a signer in an example in Liddell’s study of ASL “made use of 
the token ahead of the forehead twice prior to explaining what it was” (2003:204). 
Similarly, in a study by Liddell & Vogt-Svendsen (2007), the signer provides explicit 
identification of only some of the spatial elements used. In their analysis of Real 
Space blends in Norwegian Sign Language (NSL), Liddell & Vogt-Svendsen find that 
the task of creating the correct Real Space blend falls on the addressee, and that 
“although the clues provided by the signer are minimal, they are sufficient” 
(2007:193). Liddell & Vogt-Svendsen identify four types of information that can help 
the addressee in this task: “shared knowledge of the world, shared knowledge of the 
current discourse, shared knowledge of NSL grammar, and the directional signs 
produced by the signer” (2007:182). A similar observation is made in Janzen 
(2004:167), where a signer uses a classifier predicate to describe a dog wandering 
away and then coming back. The signer turns his head to the extreme left, thus 
giving the distinct impression of not seeing the action described. The effect is said to 
be one of non-participation in the event described. Despite this, there is still an 
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apparent perspective, but this is not the perspective of either the dog nor of the 
narrator. According to Janzen, the addressee has to infer that the perspective on the 
event must be that of ‘the dog owner’, even though no such referent has been 
mentioned yet 

In the sections above, some areas that have been of continued interest since 
research on signed languages began, as well as some more recent developments, 
have been discussed, all due to their particular interest for the present study. In the 
next sections, the signer’s use of space will be described in detail regarding which 
direction in signing space is used for signs directed toward tokens and surrogates, 
whether a particular referent is always associated with the same area in signing 
space, and whether there is any difference in how signing space is used for 
narrator’s perspective and discourse character’s perspective respectively. 
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4. A descriptive discourse: description and analysis 
The discourse used consists of a nearly ten minutes long Swedish Sign Language 
monologue, where the signer retells the contents of an autobiography she has read.9 
A native signer, who has not read the book, is sitting next to the camera as the 
addressee. This video recording was originally made for testing the interpreting skills 
of a group of professional sign language interpreters, and the signer did not know at 
the time that her signing would be the object of analysis. As the book she has read 
has both a main character and several other animate referents, the discourse 
contains frequent reference to these persons, and to their feelings, opinions, actions, 
and interactions. 

Based on an initial, visual impression regarding the use of signing space, the 
discourse was divided into four main parts. This initial impression was later 
confirmed by the analysis. The photos in Figure 1, illustrate signs that are 
meaningfully directed in signing space in the four different parts, one row of photos 
for each part: 

 

 

 

 

                                                
9 The title of the autobiography is Livets hjul: En självbiografi i dödens närhet (the original title is 
Wheel of life) – written by Elisabeth Kübler-Ross. 
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Figure 1: Meaningfully directed signs from: part one (first row), part two (second row), part three 
(third row), and part four (fourth row). 

 

During the introductory part one, signs are mainly directed toward the area to the 
signer’s left (cf. first row of photos). Then, after a brief pause, the signer switches 
direction. During part two, she uses an area in front of her – mainly the area in front 
of the right side of her chest, where she can easily point with her right (dominant) 
hand (second row of photos). Then, quite suddenly, there is a sequence (part three) 
where the signer switches back to using the area to her left (third row of photos). 
Finally, in part four, signs are directed toward the area in front of the signer again 
(fourth row of photos), mainly on the right side of her chest.10 

To try and find a possible reason for this conspicuous pattern, descriptions were 
made of both the content of the discourse, the use of token space and surrogate 
space, and of narrator’s perspective versus discourse character perspective, as well 
as when and how the two different directions are used. The whole discourse was 
transcribed using glosses for the manual signs and mainly for the nouns and 
pronominal pointing signs, noting in these glosses if the signs seemed to be 
meaningfully directed. The signer’s production of signs is described either as signs 
produced “from narrator’s perspective”, or signs produced “from a discourse 
character’s perspective” (e.g. “from the perspective of |dying person|”). When signs 
are produced from the narrator’s perspective, this entails the signer describing the 
people, actions, etc. that are discussed in the book she is retelling, without choosing 
a particular person’s perspective. As we will see, this is mainly done using token 
space. 

The concept “narrator’s perspective”, as used here, is different from Dudis’ 
description of “signer perspective”, which “can be defined as a signer acting as if he 
or she is an observer to the action being discussed” (2004a:218-219). The way 
narrator’s perspective is used in this study, it does not require the signer to act as if 
s/he is observing anything. As Mushin puts it, in her discussion of narrator’s view (cf. 
1.5.), it simply entails “’objective’ descriptions of the things and events in the 
storyworld” (1998:324). 
                                                
10 A translation of the whole text, divided into paragraphs by content, and into the four main parts of 
the discourse, is given in Appendix A. The duration of each part is also given there. 
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The general aim of the discourse is descriptive, viz. to describe the contents of a 
book. A closer look, though, reveals that there are also several (both brief and quite 
long) sequences, which will be described as more narrative like in their nature. 
Typical narrative discourse introduces the participants, and sets the time and place 
for the event(s) to be told. What then follows is a more or less chronological recount 
of the events, in the order they took place, with interspersed descriptive statements 
and comments from the speaker. According to Ahlgren & Bergman (1990), a 
narrative context may be established with special verb forms in Swedish Sign 
Language, and the signer typically avoids eye contact with the interlocutor since gaze 
direction is used according to the established reference marking. Descriptive 
comments are accompanied by eye contact, which marks a descriptive sequence.  

 

4.1. Part one: Token blends and narrator’s perspective. 
The introductory part of the discourse mainly consists of background and orienting 
material. It is told almost exclusively from narrator’s perspective, and the signer 
creates token blends that are used to talk about various discourse characters. During 
the introduction, several signs are directed toward the area marked with a circle in 
Figure 2. 

 

 
 

Figure 2: The area where signs are directed in the introduction. 
 

The very first signs produced by the signer are the signs glossed in (1), where she 
introduces the topic of her discourse:11 

(1) PERF  INDEX-c  READ  ONE  BOOK  BY,  WRITE  BY,  #ELISABETH #KÜBLER #ROSS 
 
 ‘I have read a book by, written by, Elisabeth Kübler Ross.’ 
 
The signer starts with a very brief mention of herself, using INDEX-c. This pointing 
sign, directed at the signer’s chest, is often designated the 1st person singular 
pronoun. During nearly ten minutes of signing, this is the first and only time that the 
                                                
11 A transcription key for both the figures and the glossed examples is given in Appendix B. 
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signer mentions herself. There are, however, 14 more instances of INDEX-c in the 
discourse, which are used for both specific and non-specific reference to different 
characters in the discourse (cf. Nilsson, 2004). 

 

4.1.1. Introduction of the main character and her background 
The first utterance of the discourse, glossed in (1), also contains the introduction of 
the main character: Elisabeth Kübler Ross (EKR).12 The introduction consists of the 
signer fingerspelling the name of the main character slowly, while maintaining eye 
contact with the addressee. 

Toward the end of the fingerspelling of the main character’s full name in (1), the 
final alphabetic character sign, ‘S’, is held (see Figure 3, first photo). Then, the signer 
adds some background information about EKR: SELF CL-PERSON>left BORN IN SWITZERLAND 
(‘She was born in Switzerland…’). The second and third photos in Figure 3 show the 
first two signs of this continued presentation. First, SELF is produced, in which the 
signer’s dominant hand touches the center of her chest, and then moves slightly 
forward. Then, CL-PERSON>left is produced contralaterally in front of the signer, 
whereas the citation form place of articulation would be slightly more central. 

While she produces SELF CL-PERSON>left, the signer raises her eyebrows and squints her 
eyes (her cheeks are slightly raised as well). Describing the pragmatics of non-
manual behavior in Danish Sign Language, Engberg-Pedersen (1990) looked at the 
use of both raised eyebrows and squinted eyes. She noted that raised eye brows 
mark items as thematically central, and that squinted eyes can be used to 
characterize a known referent, and support the receiver in his effort to “open a file” 
on that referent – i.e. to create a mental space containing that entity. It would seem 
that the same is true for Swedish Sign Language. 

 

 
Figure 3: Introducing the main character. 

                                                
12 As the name of the main character is quite long, I have used the abbreviation “EKR” since the first 
study of this material (Nilsson, 2004), in order to save space. Only recently have I become aware that 
this is an abbreviation used officially, in e.g. “the EKR Foundation”. 
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When the signer produces SELF, she begins to look downward/left, and she continues 
to do so during the production of CL-PERSON>left as well. This, in combination with the 
contralateral production of CL-PERSON>left, is the first indication that the area to the 
signer’s left will be used for reference to the main character of the story. Thus, a 
Real Space blend is created, consisting of a token, which blends the mental space 
entity ‘EKR’ with that area in signing space. 

The signer then states that EKR moved to the US, because she married an American. 
The verb MOVE (see Figure 4) is produced with a movement that starts in the area to 
the signer’s left, associated with the main character’s background, and ends in front 
of the signer, directed forward/up. In combination with the pointing sign 
INDEX>forward/up, also seen in Figure 4, this could possibly be seen as an early 
indication that the area in front of the signer will later be used when describing those 
episodes of the main character’s life that take place in the US. Another possible way 
of glossing the pointing sign could therefore be INDEX>|place EKR moves to|. This pointing 
sign is produced not only with a forward movement, but is also quite high. Producing 
a sign at this height often indicates that something is located or takes place far 
away, and in this instance, it could indicate that the place she moved to was far 
away. 
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The final clause of the sequence where the main character and her background are 
described ends with the first instance of the pronoun NON-1st-SING>x (i.e. the non-1st 
person singular). This can be seen in Figure 5. Since it is directed at the blended 
entity |EKR|, created earlier, it is glossed NON-1st- SING>|EKR|. 

 

 
 

During the rest of part one, there are more than 20 instances of NON-1st-SING>|EKR|, 
which makes this the sign that is most frequently used to refer to the main 
character. The sign is produced with the signer’s arm parallel to her chest, which 
adds to an impression of the token |EKR| being located far to the signer’s left. There 
are some other constructions that are used to refer to her, some of which are also 
directed at the blended entity |EKR| in the area to the left of the signer. 

The fact that EKR was the oldest of a set of triplets is also discussed. The signer 
starts this by producing a POINTER-buoy with her non-dominant hand, directed toward 
|EKR| (see Figure 6a).13 The buoy is produced first, and directed at |EKR|, as an 

                                                
13 For further discussion of use of the POINTER-buoy in Swedish Sign Language cf. Liddell, Vogt-
Svendsen & Bergman (2007). In Nilsson (2007), this particular example is analyzed in more detail, 
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early indication that the signer is now going to talk about the main character. The 
POINTER-buoy is then held on the non-dominant hand, while the signer produces the 
signs: WOW STRANGE CHILDHOOD TOO (‘She had a strange childhood too.’), with the 
dominant hand. Note that the signer’s gaze is also directed toward the token |EKR|, 
downward/left. 

 

 
 

Figure 6a: A POINTER-buoy    Figure 6b: A static list buoy where the 
directed toward |EKR|.    index finger is associated with EKR. 

 

The sequence with the POINTER-buoy is immediately followed by use of a static list 
buoy; a THREE-LIST, which is used to indicate the set of triplets of which EKR was the 
oldest.14 The index finger on the signer’s non-dominant hand is associated with EKR. 
Several times, the signer touches this index finger, as a means of referring to the 
mental space entity associated with it (see Figure 6b). When the signer does that, 
her gaze is directed toward her non-dominant hand. 

Thus, during a short period the signer uses two different types of Real Space blends 
for the same entity. First, NON-1st-SING >|EKR| and the POINTER>|EKR| are directed at the 
(invisible) token |EKR| in token space. Then, the signer uses the static THREE-LIST 
buoy, where the index finger is a visible blended instance of EKR. 

 

4.1.2. Minor discourse characters 
The second animate referent that is mentioned in the discourse, not counting the 
signer herself, is EKR’s husband: MARRY WITH ONE AMERICA CL-PERSON>left, in Figure 4. 
These signs are produced from narrator’s perspective, and the signer’s gaze is 
directed at the addressee. The husband is not important in the story and the sign 

                                                                                                                                                   
and a continuum of the activities of the non-dominant hand is suggested, containing definitions of e.g. 
the “at chest” position in Figure 6a. 
14 For further discussion of this example cf. Nilsson (2007), and for descriptions of list buoys in 
Swedish Sign Language in general, see Liddell, Vogt-Svendsen & Bergman (2007) and Nilsson (2007). 
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CL-PERSON>left is produced in the same area, to the left of the signer, as the instance 
of that sign that was used for EKR in Figure 3. 

The only further mention of the husband is in an aside, some five minutes into the 
story, in the beginning of the fourth part of the discourse. There, in a brief inserted 
comment, the signs PERF DIVORCE SPOUSE INDEX>forward/up (‘had divorced her husband’, 
glossed in (8) discussed in 4.4.1.) are produced. The instance of INDEX>forward/up in (8) 
is produced in a direction very similar to the one that is illustrated in Figure 4. 

In addition, there are two discourse characters that are only mentioned in passing, 
but who are still associated with a visible blended entity, viz. the two other siblings 
who, with EKR, make up the set of triplets of which she is the oldest. As discussed 
earlier, the signer uses a static THREE-LIST buoy, where EKR is associated with the 
index finger. Consequently, though no mention is made of them, the other two 
siblings are associated with the signer’s middle finger and ring finger. 

 

4.1.3. Introducing death and dying person 
Before the signer introduces EKR’s object of research (death and dying persons), her 
gaze first goes down and to the left. Then she produces the signs: BECAUSE NON-1st-
SING>|EKR| DO-RESEARCH MUCH ABOUT DEATH WHAT HAPPEN AFTER DEATH (‘because she does a 
lot of research on death, what happens after death’), followed by: WHAT HAPPEN 

BEFORE DEATH (‘what happens before death’). Both these sequences of signs are 
produced from narrator’s perspective, and the signer’s gaze meets that of the 
addressee. Between the two sequences, however, the signer’s gaze goes down and 
to the left again, indicating that a token |death|, representing death as a research 
object, had already been created here. The signer’s gaze also returns to that 
direction after those two sequences, when she produces the signs in Figure 7. 
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Using the signs WITH HUMAN-BEING CL-PERSON>|dying person|, the signer introduces a type 
of discourse character that will occur throughout the discourse, viz. a dying person. 
Due to the nature of her research, this is the kind of person EKR works with; people 
who are terminally ill and know it. Precisely who they are varies during the course of 
the book, and the signer varies which expression she uses accordingly: HUMAN-BEING, 
SICK PERSON, PERSON, CHILDREN, etc. (The expressions used by the signer to talk about 
dying persons (with the exception of NON-1st-SING. and NON-1st-PLUR.) are listed in 
Appendix C.) Regardless of which dying person in particular she is talking about, 
signs move toward the same area in signing space. The new token |dying person| is 
created with the signs in (2), which include the recently mentioned WHAT HAPPEN 

BEFORE DEATH as well as the signs in Figure 7: 

(2) WHAT  HAPPEN  BEFORE  DEATH  WITH  HUMAN-BEING  CL-PERSON>|dying person|, 
 
 HOW  BE-LOCATED-IN>head 
 
 ‘What happens with a person before death, what happens in their minds.’ 
 
As is seen in Figure 7, the signs WITH and HUMAN-BEING are produced with the gaze 
directed down and to the left, i.e. toward the area where a token representing 
|death| was created during the introduction of EKR’s research on death. Toward the 
end of the following sign, CL-PERSON>|dying person|, the signer’s gaze goes back to the 
addressee, and then a comment about this research follows, from narrator’s 
perspective. 

Later, the signer re-introduces a dying person first by using the signs PATIENT CL-
PERSON (‘patient’), with her gaze directed at the addressee. This is followed by a 
comment about these patients, where she gives more details about them, with the 
signs WILL ON WAY DIE (‘are about to die’), and her gaze is directed at the previously 
used blended entity |dying person| again. After this, she also uses (non-first person) 
personal pronouns in that direction, to refer to such a person: NON-1st-SING>|dying 

person| (see Figure 8). 
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The signer also talks about EKR’s view of her work, and her claim that her research 
is not about death, but about life and what it is like to live when you know you are 
soon going to die. This time, the dying person is re-introduced with the noun phrase 
HUMAN-BEING (with the signer’s gaze directed at the addressee), and here surrogate 
blends are used, as discussed in the next section. 

 

4.1.4. Brief inserted surrogate blends 
So far, we have focused mainly on the signer’s use of token blends, as that is what is 
most frequent in this introductory part of the discourse. There are, however, also a 
few very brief sequences where surrogate blends are created. Two of these entail 
the signer blending either with EKR or with a dying person respectively, thus creating 
surrogate blends where she becomes blended instances of those discourse 
characters.15 In (3) a surrogate |EKR| is created, and here INDEX-c does not refer to 
the signer, but to EKR: 

 

(3) NON-1st-SING>|EKR|  SELF  STUDY  TO  DOCTOR  NON-1st-SING>|EKR|,  INDEX-c  STUDY  

 
 ‘She studied to be a doctor…’ 
 
After the final signs in (3), INDEX-c STUDY, the signer returns to telling the story from 
narrator’s perspective, which makes these two signs a kind of very brief inserted 
comment. The two signs INDEX-c STUDY constitute a unit of their own also as regards 
the signer’s use of gaze direction. The signs before and after them are produced with 
the signer’s gaze directed at the addressee, but precisely during the production of 

                                                
15A more detailed discussion of this kind of construction in Swedish Sign Language, including a 
discussion of the discourse function and differences in what hand-shape is used to produce INDEX-c, as 
well as the use of gaze direction, can be found in Nilsson (2004). 
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those two signs, the gaze goes down and her eyelids are half closed, giving the 
impression that the gaze is directed from the blended entity’s perspective. 

The first part of (3) is easy to translate into English. The inserted signs INDEX-c STUDY, 
however, do not translate as easily. It is as if the signer, as the blended entity |EKR|, 
comments on what she herself is doing: “I am studying”. This is a comment that 
does not fit the pattern of how something is told in English (or in Swedish), but is an 
example of a construction that is common in Swedish Sign Language. The two signs 
are very brief, and it is not a case of the signer as |EKR| illustrating how studying is 
done. The sign STUDY is produced by holding both flat hands in front of the signer’s 
body, palms up with slightly overlapping fingers and a short repeated movement – 
which is not an illustration of what you do when you study. Possibly, we could say 
that she is illustrating the experiences of |EKR|, using a lexical sign to tell us what it 
is EKR is doing. The sign STUDY seems to be a reduplicated form, but as it only lasts 8 
frames, it is difficult to be sure of this. 

The second instance of the signer blending with one of the discourse characters in 
part one is rendered in (4). Here INDEX-c is used for reference to somebody other 
than the signer again, though this time it is not EKR, but a dying person: 

(4) INDEX-c  WHO  INDEX-c 
 
 ‘Who am I?’ 
 
The question in (4) is both preceded and followed by signs produced from narrator’s 
perspective, where the signer discusses the thoughts that go through the minds of 
many people when they know they are soon going to die. This makes it clear that 
the ‘I’ of this question is a non-specific dying person. Thus, the question in (4) could 
be regarded as a kind of constructed thought, expressing the thoughts or inner 
monologue of a person. It differs, however, from (3) when it comes to the signer’s 
use of gaze direction. Here, she directs her gaze at the addressee during the 
production of the whole question. 

In this introductory first part of the discourse, there are three more instances of 
signing that look as if surrogate blends are being constructed, illustrated in Figures 9 
& 10.16 To say whether this is actually the case would require making the very 
detailed kind of classification of verbs that has been done by Liddell (2003) for ASL, 
which is outside the scope of this study. The two signs in Figure 9 are both transitive 
verbs, with animate and inanimate objects respectively. The issue that needs to be 
resolved is whether there is a requirement for these verbs to be produced from an 
agent’s perspective, but without any blended entity necessarily being created. 

                                                
16 Below the photos in Figure 9 & 10 there is also information regarding the surrogates involved. On 
the first line, the visible surrogate is given, e.g. |EKR|. The invisible surrogate is given within brackets 
on the next line, e.g. (|dying person|). The last line has a gloss for the sign produced in the photo. 
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Alternatively, the signs may be instances of verbs that are produced in a surrogate 
blend, with both the signer as the |acting person| and the other (invisible) blended 
entity being parts of this surrogate blend. Should that be the case, we could say that 
the signer has created a Real Space blend, where the signer’s body is the human 
|actor|. The gaze of the |actor| is then directed at the invisible surrogate |dying 
person| discussed with, or an invisible |lesson in life| being leafed through, 
respectively, both conceptualized as present. Note that it would only be the signer’s 
head and torso that blend with the |actor|, while her hands are expressing meaning 
by producing a lexical sign. 

 

 
 

Figure 9: Possible surrogate blends. 
 

The verb LIVE (in Figure 10) is seemingly produced with the signer’s gaze directed at 
an invisible |dying person|. No animate referent has been mentioned in the 
immediate context, but the topic currently being described is contemporary health 
care, that is, there is a health care frame, which helps the addressee understand the 
blend. Here, LIVE is repeated three times. First, it is produced twice as in Figure 10. 
During the third and final repetition, the signer’s gaze returns to the addressee. A 
possible interpretation of the sign as it is produced in Figure 10, considering the 
health care frame, is that the signer blends with |somebody working in the health 
care system|, and shows how this person is trying to convince a |dying person| that 
she must live. This instance of LIVE is produced with an intensity that makes it look as 
an imperative. Here, the whole body of the signer, including the hands, is mapped 
onto the |actor|, who is producing the sign as one discourse character saying 
something to another, i.e. a constructed dialogue. 
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Figure 10: Constructed dialogue in a surrogate blend. 

 

4.1.5. Summary; part one 
During the introductory part one, the signer mainly uses token space, and retells the 
content of the book from narrator’s perspective. A token is created to the left of the 
signer, and the signs that follow help the addressee realize that it is the token |EKR| 
that is created. After this, the first instance of NON-1st-SING>x directed toward |EKR| is 
produced, in that same direction, and that is the most frequently used sign for 
reference to her. When the signer produces NON-1st-SING>|EKR|, her gaze is mainly 
directed at the addressee. However, some of the instances are produced with the 
gaze directed down or downward/left, especially those that occur at the end of a 
phrase. 

A majority of the instances of manual reference to the main character are produced 
in the same direction, toward the token |EKR| on the signer’s left. She mainly uses 
NON-1st-SING>|EKR|, but there is also one instance of the POINTER buoy (produced with 
the non-dominant hand) directed toward |EKR|. Reference to the dying person is 
made either with noun phrases such as HUMAN, and SICK PERSON, or by pronominal 
pointing signs: NON-1st-SING>|dying person|, which are produced in the same direction as 
NON-1st-SING>|EKR|. 

All pronouns are clearly directed to the left (contralaterally), either toward |EKR| or 
toward |dying person|, and never move past the signer’s shoulder. There are 
however a few instances of NON-1st-SING>|EKR| that are produced slightly above 
shoulder height. (All instances of NON-1st-SING>|EKR| in the introductory part of the 
discourse can be seen in Appendix D.) The first impression an addressee gets is that 
there is a height difference between the two tokens, with |EKR| located higher than 
|dying person|. A detailed analysis, however, revealed that there is no systematic 
height difference between pronominal pointing signs referring to these two tokens. A 
possible source for the impression of a height difference, is the fact that verbs that 
are produced from the perspective of |EKR| often are produced with the gaze going 



 32 

down toward the blended entity |dying person|. This could be said to make the 
perceived height difference true in surrogate space only. 

Even though the signer mainly uses token blends, there are also a few brief 
instances of surrogate blends, discussed in 4.1.4. In such constructions, the signer 
blends with, and thus becomes a blended instance of, the main character or other 
animate referents. The use of surrogate blends (which has been regarded as 
characteristic of narrative discourse) in this descriptive discourse will be discussed 
further in 5.3. 

 

4.2. Part two; switching between token blends and surrogate blends 
The second part of the discourse is more vivid, with several sequences where the 
signer makes frequent use of surrogate blends. The signer describes some of the key 
events in the main character’s career as a controversial researcher in the US, more 
or less following the actual chronological order of those events. Brief summarizing 
comments, regarding some of the research EKR has been involved with during her 
career, are intertwined with sequences where the signer expands in more detail on 
certain parts of the life of EKR. During these expansions, there are quite long 
stretches of discourse with no mention of the main character at all, only of the 
objects of her research and people involved in her activities. This second part of the 
discourse, as opposed to the introductory part, contains several other referents, in 
addition to |dying person|. 

Part one of the discourse ends with the signer producing the sign LIVE, quite 
emphatically, and then she lowers her hands and lets both of them rest in her lap as 
seen in Figure 11. At the same time, she turns her head to the right, looks away into 
the distance (forward/right), and nods and also turns her swivel chair slightly to the 
right, before she resumes signing. The first signs she now produces are directed 
toward an area in front of her (see the last two photos in Figure 11). Since the signer 
continues producing signs from narrator’s perspective, this is not an instance of 
“body shift”. 

 



   33 

 
Figure 11: The transition between part one and part two. 

 

During part two of the discourse, the area that is marked with a circle in Figure 12, is 
used for signs that are meaningfully directed. As mentioned in 4.1.1, a possible 
analysis of the direction used when producing MOVE and NON-1st-SING>forward/up, in the 
introductory part (Figure 4), is that it is a precursor to the signer’s use of the area in 
front of her to describe what happened in the country EKR moved to. Though the 
area is referred to as ‘forward’, most signs are not produced on an imagined 
centerline in front of the signer, but more to the right. This is in part because the 
signer is right hand dominant in her signing, and in part, due to how the chair she is 
sitting on is positioned. However, for example, plural pronouns and some contrasting 
tokens are produced more to the left. 

 

 
Figure 12: The area where signs are directed in the second part of the discourse. 

 

4.2.1. Re-introducing the main character 
When she resumes signing, the signer briefly directs her gaze back at the addressee 
again (see final photo in Figure 11). The swivel chair that she turned slightly to the 
right while pausing between the introduction and part two is not moved back to its 
previous position, though. While raising her hand to produce a repeated instance of 
NON-1st-SING>forward, now with the movement directed forward, she directs her gaze 
slightly down/forward – in effect creating a new token for the main character in that 
area. For the signer, there is now a new token |EKR|, located in the area in front of 
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her. To make this difference more easy to distinguish in the text, these instances will 
be glossed NON-1st-SING>|EKR-forward|. (All instances of NON-1st-SING>|EKR-forward| produced 
in this second part of the discourse can be seen in Appendix E.) 

Possibly, the signer is not satisfied that the reference is clear, i.e. that the addressee 
has created a corresponding new Real Space blend, and knows which mental space 
entity to map onto the newly created token in front of the signer. The signer has not 
only created a new mental space and used a new area in signing space for reference 
to the main character. In addition, NON-1st-SING>x can be used for both male and 
female referents, as well as for inanimate referents. Immediately after NON-1st-
SING>|EKR-forward|, the signer produces the fingerspelled pronoun #SHE, which also 
moves toward the area in front of her. (As the Swedish pronoun hon is the original 
source of this sign, it is actually fingerspelled #HON.) The fingerspelled pronoun is 
produced with the gaze directed down/forward, but during the final part of the last 
alphabetic character sign (‘N’) the signer resumes eye contact with the addressee. 
The referent of the fingerspelled pronoun is made even clearer by the fact that #SHE 
is produced with a clear mouthing of the Swedish word hon (‘she’), whereas the 
repeated version of NON-1st-SING>forward that started this second part of the discourse 
was produced with no mouth movement at all.17 There should by now be no 
uncertainty on the addressee’s part, as to who the intended referent is, and changing 
the superscript in the glossing, from NON-1st-SING>forwardx2 to #SHE>|EKR-forward| in Figure 
11, is intended to reflect this. 

Since EKR, who was the main character in the introductory part of the discourse, is 
the main character in this part of the discourse, too, it is essential that the addressee 
realizes that the signer is still talking about her. As is clear from the above 
description, the signer adapts her signing in order to facilitate setting up the 
corresponding mental space for the addressee. This is an indication that re-
introduction takes place here.18  

Having now made sure that the first instances of NON-1st-SING>x produced in the 
forward direction are actually associated with the correct referent, the signer 
continues to use NON-1st-SING>x directed toward that area for reference to the main 
character, i.e. she produces instances of NON-1st-SING>|EKR-forward|. Some of these 
pointing signs are produced so quickly that it is hard to catch them on video, and 
sometimes it is difficult to decide whether a repetition of the sign should be counted 
as one instance (with a hesitation in it) or two different instances. In all, there are 

                                                
17 It is not unusual for sentence initial pronouns in Swedish Sign Language to be produced with a 
mouthing of pronouns borrowed from Swedish. That is not, however, the case for sentence final 
pronouns. 
18 “To say that a NP functions as a re-introduction of a referent makes sense only to the extent that it 
is essential for the understanding of the text to recognize that something has been said about that 
referent before.” (Fraurud, 1992:20). 
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approximately 13 such pointing signs, directed toward |EKR-forward| in this second 
main part of the discourse. 

Another sign used for reference to the main character can be seen in Figure 13, viz. 
an instance of the object pronoun NON-1st-SING-OBJECT. This sign is produced at the 
same location in signing space as NON-1st-SING>|EKR-forward|, and in order to save space 
it is glossed NON-1st-OBJECT >|EKR-forward|. As was the case with #SHE>|EKR-forward|, this 
sign is accompanied by a clear mouthing of a Swedish word, this time the Swedish 
personal object pronoun henne (‘her’). Though the form of the manual sign itself is 
not marked for gender, the mouthing is clearly that of the feminine form, not the 
masculine honom (‘him’). 

The instance of the fingerspelled directionally modified pronoun #SHE>|EKR-forward| in 
Figure 11 is not the only instance of that sign produced in this second part of the 
discourse. There is one more instance, where this fingerspelled pronoun also seems 
to be used in order to disambiguate. It occurs in a highly complex part of the 
discourse, where several blends, containing different mental space entities, have 
been constructed in rapid succession. Here, too, the manual sign is accompanied by 
mouthing of hon (‘she’). Thus, the mouthing of the Swedish, third person feminine 
singular pronoun, combined with the fingerspelled pronoun, has the function of 
uniquely identifying EKR in this discourse. 

 

4.2.2. Re-introducing dying persons 
When the fingerspelled pronoun has been used to re-introduce the main character, 
the dying persons from the introductory part are re-introduced, too: 

(5) #SHE>|EKR-forward|  PERF  INTERVIEW  MANY  PATIENT  CL-PERSON, 
 
 ESPECIALLY  CANCER  NON-1ST-PLUR>|dying person-forward|,  WILL  ON  WAY  DIE  #LIKE19 

 
‘She has interviewed many patients, especially cancer patients, who are about to die, 
sort of…’ 
 

As is seen from the glosses in (5), two pronouns in this sequence are meaningfully 
directed. Interestingly, both #SHE>|EKR-forward| and NON-1st-PLUR>|dying person-forward| are 
produced toward the area in front of the signer, and are therefore glossed with the 
additional ‘-forward’. Thus, just as in the introductory part of the discourse, the two 
tokens |EKR| and |dying person| are both associated with the same area in signing 
space. That area is not located to the left of the signer now, though, but in front of 
her. 

                                                
19 This is actually an instance of a fingerspelled loan from Swedish: #TYP – typ. 
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4.2.3. Frequent switches between token blends and surrogate blends 
The next referent that is introduced is the inanimate entity, hospitals. The signer first 
produces the sign HOSPITAL (in the first row of photos in Figure 13), with her gaze at 
the addressee. It is followed by the determiner (DET-PLUR), which moves in a high 
semi-circle in front of the signer’s body, and the gaze follows the movement of the 
hand. This creates a token for the hospitals, in front of the signer, but located higher 
than, and to the left of, the token |dying person|. A possible reason for this high 
placement is the fact that hospitals rank higher on the social scale than individual 
doctors. (Use of differing height for surrogates is discussed further in 5.3.) 

 

 

 

 
 

Having introduced the hospitals, the signer produces the verb OPPOSE and NON-1ST-
OBJECT>|EKR|, thus stating that hospitals oppose to the work EKR was doing. She goes 
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on to tell (and show) us this, by creating a surrogate blend, where she blends with 
some previously unmentioned person. It is the context, with hospitals being opposed 
to EKR’s work, and the fact that hospitals have staff, and not the articulation of a 
specific noun phrase, that helps the addressee understand which mental space entity 
to map onto this surrogate, viz. a non-specific person working in a non-specific 
hospital. In the last row of photos in Figure 13 INDEX-c is used for reference to this 
non-specific |person working in a hospital|, followed by the sign AGAINST, to convey 
the picture of somebody being against something.20 

After the sequence illustrated in Figure 13, the signer produces the signs glossed in 
(6). First, she repeats the signs HOSPITAL and DET-PLUR, and then she signs DOCTOR 

ESPECIALLY. Thus, this time, she uses lexical signs to give us the identity of the 
referent we need to map onto the surrogate she will create. Both signs are produced 
with the signer’s gaze directed at the addressee again. The signer has now created 
the blended entity |doctors in hospitals|, which is more specified, but still inherits the 
location of the previous blended entity |person working in a hospital|. 

(6) HOSPITAL  DET-PLUR  DOCTOR  ESPECIALLY  THINK  NON-1st-SING>|EKR-forward|  STRANGE  
 
 WEIRD  LIKE  NON-1st-SING>|EKR-forward|  RESEARCH  DEAD 
 
 PLUS  INDEX-c  RECRUIT  DIFFERENT  PATIENT 
 

‘Doctors [in the hospitals] considered her weird - she did research on death and 
recruited patients for that.’ 

 
In (6), the signer describes the conflict between these doctors and the main 
character, with an even more complex construction. First, she uses NON-1st-SING>|EKR-

forward| twice, directing the sign toward the token |EKR|, when she talks about these 
doctors and their view of EKR. Then, in the third line, she uses INDEX-c for reference 
to EKR followed by the verb RECRUIT. Here, the signer creates a surrogate blend, and 
becomes a blended instance of EKR again. 

The signs in (6) are followed by one more surrogate blend, illustrated in Figure 14. 
Here the signer blends with |doctors in hospitals|, using a posture that is similar to 
the one used for |person working in a hospital| in Figure 13, in order to show us how 
they react to what EKR is doing. The one sign utterance in Figure 14 could for 
example, be translated as “What kind of behavior is that?” 

 

                                                
20 In Swedish Sign Language, INDEX-c can be used with plural reference. 
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Figure 14: Surrogate blend. 

 

An indication of the complexity of the discourse, and the large number of different 
mental spaces and blended entities created, is the fact that by now we are only 
twenty seconds into the second part. In Table 1, all blended spaces that have been 
created so far in this second part of the discourse are listed, with information 
regarding which kind of blended entity they contain, and where these are located in 
signing space. 

 
Distance from 
#SHE: 

Blended entity: Kind of blended entity: Location of blended 
entity: 

00:00 min. 
00:02 
00:04 

EKR 
dying person 
dying person (cancer) 

token 
token 
token 

in front of signer 
in front of signer 
in front of signer 

00:10 
00:11 

hospitals 
EKR 

token 
token 

in front of signer 
in front of signer 

00:12 people in hospitals 
EKR 

visible surrogate  
invisible surrogate 

signer 
in front of signer 

00:14 
00:15 
00:15 

hospitals 
doctors in hospitals 
EKR 

token 
token 
token 

in front of signer 
in front of signer 
in front of signer 

00:18 
00:19 

EKR 
dying person 

visible surrogate 
invisible surrogate 

signer 
in front of signer 

00:20 doctors in hospitals 
EKR 

visible surrogate 
invisible surrogate 

signer 
in front of signer 

Table 1 Types and number of blends, and location of blended entities during the first 20 seconds 
of part two. 

 

As can be seen in Table 1, there are three surrogate blends and three token blends 
respectively in the first twenty seconds of part two of the discourse. In the three 
surrogate blends, the signer blends with three different mental space entities: 
|people in hospitals|, |EKR| and |doctors in hospital|, respectively, and acts 
with/against invisible surrogates. The three token blends contain a total of eight 
different tokens, located in front of the signer. 
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4.2.4. Creating contrasting tokens 
The signer returns to discussing dying persons, re-introducing |dying person| with 
the signs glossed in (7), and at the same time setting up a new scenario. 

(7) #IF  SAY  ONE  PATIENT  CL-PERSON>|dying person-forward| 
  THEME-buoy---------------- 
 
 PATIENT  CL-PERSON>|dying person-forward|  DYING  touch-THEME-buoy 
 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

‘If, for example, you have a patient who is dying…’ 
 
During this re-introduction, the signer’s gaze alternates between looking at the token 
|dying person-forward| and looking at the addressee. As she touches the THEME-buoy 
(cf. the last gloss in (7)), she nods her head, then turns it to the right and looks 
forward/up (seen in the first photo in Figure 15). She has now created a surrogate 
blend, and is the blended entity |dying person|. Knowing that s/he is soon about to 
die, |dying person|, referred to with INDEX-c, demands to meet somebody, to talk, 
now. COME-HERE>left/up is directed to the left and upward, thus creating an invisible 
surrogate for |somebody| whom the |dying person| wants to talk to, located to the 
left of the signer, thereby creating a spatial contrast (right-left), which helps the 
addressee separate out the referents. The verb DISCUSS>|somebody| is also produced in 
that direction, and the signer, as the |dying person| looks up to the left, as if talking 
to that (non-specific) invisible |somebody|. This is another instance of constructed 
action. 
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Then, a comment from narrator’s perspective is inserted (#NOW NON-1st-SING>|dying 

person-forward| WANT, ‘That’s what s/he would want.’), seen in the third row in Figure 15. 
Here, the signer uses NON-1st-SING>|dying person-forward| in token space, and her gaze is 
directed at the addressee. Note also that the signer’s head is tilted to the right here. 

During the following signs, NO WAIT TOMORROW (the first photos in the last row), the 
signer tilts her head slightly to the left instead, and her gaze is directed at |dying 
person-forward|, thus creating a new surrogate blend. The signer does not state 
explicitly which person she now blends with. We can deduce that it is somebody who 
can say ‘no’ to the request from the |dying person|, and since the current frame is 
one of health care, it is likely to be a member of hospital staff. In this blend, the 
whole body of the signer is mapped onto the visible surrogate, |dying person|, 
producing the constructed dialogue signs NO WAIT TOMORROW (‘No, wait until 
tomorrow.’). The complex sequence in Figure 15 ends with a one-sign comment, 
where the signer returns to narrator’s perspective again (TOO-LATE). 

 

4.2.5. Summary; part two 
We have seen that the second part of the discourse contains frequent switches 
between sequences of signs from narrator’s perspective, sometimes with token 
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blends, and sequences where the signer creates surrogate blends containing 
constructed action, constructed dialogue, and constructed thought. Since the 
discourse contains rapidly changing Real Space blends, with several different mental 
space entities, referents are not always accessible via use of pronouns alone. This is 
also evident from the fact that a total of 44 noun phrases are used for introducing 
and re-introducing referents in this part of the discourse. 

There are fewer instances of NON-1st-SING>x directed toward |EKR-forward| here, 
than there were instances of it directed toward |EKR| in part one, despite this second 
part being slightly longer. However, a larger number of other discourse characters 
occur in this second part, which has to be taken into account. When a referent has 
been introduced, or re-introduced, with a noun phrase, e.g. PATIENT, CHILDREN, HUMAN-
BEING, continued reference frequently occurs with pronominal pointing signs in token 
space, which are directed toward blended entities in the area in front of the signer. 
There are a total of 43 pronominal pointing signs in this part of the discourse: 20 are 
instances of NON-1st-SING>x, and 13 are instances of NON-1st-PLUR>x, all produced 
toward the area in front of the signer. The remaining 10 pronominal pointing signs 
consist of instances of INDEX-c used in surrogate blends. 

Even when there is more than one token in a token space, they are usually both 
placed in the same area in front of the signer. This is seen for example, with |EKR-
forward|, |dying person-forward|, and |relative of dying person|. Generally, when 
two or more tokens are located in the same area, this may be because they are part 
of the same event being described, and the signer does not seem to have any need 
to contrast them. Sometimes, she does use tokens placed on opposite sides of her 
body, for example, when a third or fourth blended entity occurs. This is, however, 
only the case when there is a need to distinguish them, in order to create contrast 
with what has so far been told, or quite simply to make it easier to keep track of 
them. The signer also uses head tilt to indicate constructed dialogue, placing 
surrogates opposite each other. 

The signer directs signs toward e.g. the two tokens |dying person-forward| and 
|relative of dying person|, both placed in front of her. However, the previously 
created token |EKR-forward|, associated with the main character around whom 
everything circles, seems to remain dormant in the same area, and can easily be 
evoked again whenever she starts talking about that discourse character and uses 
token space. 

 

4.3. Part three; back to token blends and narrator’s perspective only 
After the sequence in Figure 15, the signer sums up with a longer comment from 
narrator’s perspective. The first photo in Figure 16 shows the final sign of this 
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comment: #NOW. The signer then leaves her dominant hand in the “at chest” 
position, looking down. When she resumes signing, she produces an instance of the 
pronoun NON-1st-SING>x, directed at |EKR| (last photo in Figure 16). Now, however, 
she uses a movement toward the area to the signer’s left again (the superscript is 
therefore changed accordingly in the gloss). The sign is accompanied by a quick 
glance downward/left and a mouthing of the Swedish word hon (‘she’). 

 

 
Figure 16: The transition between part two and part three. 

 

This is the start of part three of the discourse, and it evokes the token |EKR-left|, 
which was used in part one of the discourse, but not used at all during the whole of 
part two. That token is now active and the main direction used for meaningfully 
directed signs is once again the area to the left of the signer. This part of the 
discourse is very short, and contains only one animate token: |EKR-left|. In effect, 
part three constitutes a return to what we saw in the introduction as regards the 
content, viz. orienting material regarding the main character: her age and where she 
currently lives. With this additional information, we see a return to the same use of 
signing space as in the introductory part, but this is now used with more consistency 
than in part 1. Only tokens are used and no surrogate blends are created at all. 

There are two instances of NON-1st-SING>|EKR-left| in part three. Apart from |EKR-left|, 
there is only one more token, for the inanimate referent, Arizona. The signer directs 
THERE toward that token, located in front of the left side of the signer’s chest. As is 
seen in Figure 17, it is produced with her non-dominant (left) hand. This makes it 
highly noticeable that both tokens used in this part of the discourse are directed 
toward an area to the left in signing space. Had the signer wanted to emphasize a 
contrast of some kind between these referents, she could have created blended 
entities on either side of her instead. 
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Figure 17: The end of part three. 

 

4.4. Part four; back to switching between token blends and 
surrogate blends 
The eleven seconds of signing in part three end with the instance of THERE>|Arizona| in 
Figure 17, which refers to the main character’s current whereabouts. The signer then 
rests both hands, one on top of the other, at chest height in front of her (“both at 
chest”). Before she looks back at the addressee and resumes signing, her face and 
gaze are directed toward the area in front of her, which was used for meaningfully 
directed signs in part two. This might be an indication that she is about to switch 
back to using the area in front of her. Next, she returns to describing the life of the 
main character as it is presented in the book, and produces the signs in Figure 18: 

 

 
 

Figure 18: Final change of main direction for reference 
 

In this fourth part, the signer’s use of signing space is very similar to that in part 
two, that is, she uses the area in front of her for meaningfully directed signs, not 
only when talking about EKR but for other discourse characters as well. Given the 
similarity to part two, here attention will only be drawn to some sequences. The 
signer recapitulates parts of EKR’s life, and certain events are expanded on in the 
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same, more vivid manner, using surrogate blends with constructed action, 
constructed dialogue, or constructed thought. Other parts of the main character’s life 
are simply told from narrator’s perspective, sometimes, but not always, using token 
blends. 

This fourth and final part of the discourse contains one long sequence, which is not 
illustrated or discussed in detail, as it in many ways resembles how the signer for 
example, describes |dying person| being invited by |EKR| to her lectures (in the 
second part of the discourse). In this sequence, a new discourse topic, AIDS patients 
and EKR’s work with them, is introduced. People dying from AIDS are first introduced 
to the signer’s left, thus contrasting them with the already present |dying person-
forward| (dying from cancer). However, when the signer continues to talk about 
EKR’s work with AIDS patients, the token |AIDS patient| is moved to the area in 
front of the signer that |dying person-forward| occupied. The area in front of the 
signer thus remains the area mainly used for blended entities, i.e. tokens and 
invisible surrogates, in this part of the discourse. 

 

4.4.1. Implicit reference and frames 
The signing in Figure 18 is followed by the signs glossed in (8), which lack overt 
mention of the main character, though she is the obvious topic of the discourse: 

(8) REALLY  PERF  BEFORE  TRAVEL-AROUND  AMERICA  MOVE-AROUND  
 THEME-buoy---------------------------------  AMERICA  THEME-buoy--- 
 
 
 PERF  DIVORCE  SPOUSE  INDEX>forward/up  MOVE-AROUND  MUCH  AMERICA 
             THEME-buoy----------- 
 

‘…was that [she] had traveled around the US, moved around… [She] had divorced her 
husband, and moved around quite a lot in the US.’ 
 

In (8), there are several clauses which do not contain any instances of pronouns like 
NON-1st-SING>|EKR-forward|, #SHE>|EKR-forward|, or any other overt mention of the main 
character. However, as EKR is the main character of the discourse, and the animate 
referent that was most recently mentioned, and considering the content of what is 
being said, as well as the current context, she is the most likely referent. 
Interestingly, the previous occurrence of the THEME-buoy (some 30 seconds earlier in 
(7)) represented a dying person, whereas now, it represents EKR. 

The sequence in (8) is followed by a pause, where both hands rest in front of the 
signer’s chest. When she starts signing again, the first sign is NON-1st-SING>|EKR-forward|. 
The token |EKR-forward| seems to have remained in place during the brief return to 
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use of |EKR-left| in part three, as well as during the sequence where no overt 
subject was produced, and can now be evoked again. 

Describing the kind of lectures EKR was famous for, the signer relates how EKR 
would always invite dying persons to accompany her to her lectures. The signer 
begins by re-introducing dying persons, using the signs: CL-PERSON PATIENT DYING 

PATIENT WILL DIE NON-1st-PLUR>|dying person| (‘dying patients… patients about to die…’). 
These signs are produced slightly to the left in the area in front of the signer, and 
not where |dying person-forward| has previously been located. This is possibly to 
facilitate the following surrogate blend, illustrated in Figure 19, where the signer 
blends with EKR, and as |EKR| asks |dying person| to come with her to the |place of 
lecture|.21 

 

 

 
 

As a result of the direction of the movement in GO-TO>|place of lecture|, the token |dying 
person| also moves to the location in front of the signer, where the |place of lecture| 
is now also located. The signer then inserts a brief description of the content of these 
lectures, without specifically mentioning who is lecturing. Again, the fact that EKR is 
the main character, and famous for her lectures, makes her the obvious choice when 
it comes to deciding who to map onto the blended entity |lecturer| in a lecture blend. 
                                                
21 Note that the signs in Figure 19 are not preceded by an instance of INDEX-c, as has been the case 
in some of the surrogate blends with constructed action described earlier. 
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The inserted description of the contents of these lectures is quite long and detailed, 
and contains several verbs produced both with the signer’s gaze directed at |dying 
person| and from a |dying person|’s perspective. When the signer has finished this 
description, she produces NON-1st-SING>|EKR-forward| SAY (‘She says…’) with her gaze 
directed forward/down. Possibly, she then decides that her digression into the details 
of the lecture content was so long and detailed, that a pronoun is not enough to 
unambiguously identify the referent. Therefore, she directs her gaze at the 
addressee, and produces an instance of the POINTER-buoy with her non-dominant 
hand, but also adds an instance of #SHE>|EKR-forward|, produced with the dominant 
hand (cf. the discussion in 4.2.1.). Moreover, these two simultaneously produced 
signs are accompanied by the mouth movement hon (‘she’). 

 

4.4.2. Non-specific reference and surrogates 
The signer then describes how, during these lectures, EKR will invite one or many 
dying persons on stage with her, and invite the audience to ask them questions 
(Figure 20). The audience is never explicitly introduced, but has to be deduced from 
the lecture frame of the current blend, and it is also located in the area in front of 
the signer. This is one of several instances when the signer blends with a discourse 
character in a surrogate blend used for non-specific reference. 
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The signer continues to describe the reaction of the audience, by creating a 
surrogate blend where she herself blends with a (person in the) audience (see 
NONPLUSSED in the second row in Figure 20). Note that the noun phrase that was used 
to indicate to the addressee which referent to map onto this blended entity is a plural 
pronoun (MANY), though the signer will only blend with one of those non-specific 
many persons to show their reaction. 

The reaction of the audience is to do nothing, and the first instance of the sign (in 
the last row) tentatively glossed NONPLUSSED is held for more than a second. But, the 
signer cannot just do nothing but hold NONPLUSSED, and expect the addressee to 
understand that she is now saying something, and not just doing nothing. Therefore, 
she inserts a comment from narrator’s perspective to indicate what happens. She 
resumes eye contact with the addressee and produces the signs DON’T-WANT ASK 
(‘they didn’t want to ask [any questions]), while still holding NONPLUSSED on her non-
dominant hand.22 Then, in the last photo in the second row, she resumes the posture 
she previously used to indicate that the person in the audience did nothing, seen in 
the first instance of NONPLUSSED in the same row. In the last photo, the gaze is no 
longer directed from the surrogate’s perspective, but directed at the addressee, and 
NONPLUSSED is not held as long. 

 

4.4.3. Summary; part four 
The fourth and final part of the discourse is similar to the second part in many ways. 
Several different discourse characters are involved, but the main character EKR and 
the dying person (referring to different individuals at different points in the 
discourse) who have been reappearing throughout the whole discourse also appear 
here. The signer switches between summarizing events from narrator’s perspective, 
sometimes using token space, and expanding on other events using both token 
space and surrogate space. Many referents are first introduced or re-introduced with 
a noun phrase, and then pronominal pointing signs are directed at tokens 
representing them. The token |EKR-forward| seems to have remained in place during 
part three, and is now evoked again. 

                                                
22 Discussed as a “sign fragment” in Nilsson (2007). 
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5. Discussion 
The description and analysis of the discourse in this study has provided several new 
insights regarding Swedish Sign Language. In this discourse, signs are meaningfully 
directed toward two different areas in signing space, and both these areas are used 
to talk about the same characters in distinct parts of the discourse. Two of the 
discourse characters, viz. the main character and several instantiations of a dying 
person occur throughout the discourse, in both token blends and surrogate blends, 
and are associated with areas both to the left of and in front of the signer. This 
corroborates early findings by Bergman (1991) that in narrative discourse in Swedish 
Sign Language the same referent may be associated with different directions in 
signing space within the same discourse, and that one direction in signing space can 
be “marked” for different referents. 

In this mainly descriptive discourse, several sequences resemble typical narrative 
discourse. The signer presents not only interaction, but also the attitudes and 
opinions of people as constructed dialogue, constructed action and constructed 
thought, using surrogate blends. Wulf & Dudis, describing ASL, discuss something 
similar in terms of both “grounded blends as narrative enrichment” and “nonnarrative 
use of grounded blends” (2005:317-320). Though they do not use the term 
“surrogate blends”, the constructions they describe seem analogous to those in this 
study. According to Wulf & Dudis, in addition to the use of grounded blends in 
narratives, there is also nonnarrative use of grounded blends, which supplements a 
more direct-to-addressee discourse, and can be varied for different types of 
discourse in ways that “contribute to the level of vividness produced” (2005:320). In 
the Swedish Sign Language discourse analyzed in this study, surrogate blends are 
also used as narrative enrichment and give a vivid impression of the discourse, 
despite the discourse being mainly descriptive. It is possible that these blends should 
thus not be regarded as typical of narrative discourse only. 

In 5.1, we turn to look at discourse content and use of signing space in greater 
detail, with specific focus on the relationship between structure and content. 

 

5.1. Discourse content and use of signing space 
In this discourse, there is a connection between discourse structure and content, i.e. 
between how signs are directed in signing space and what is being told. This is 
mainly observable in the way signs are meaningfully directed toward two different 
areas in signing space. Figure 21 illustrates the areas where signs are directed in the 
four main parts of the discourse, starting from the left with part one. When the 
signer presents background and orienting material in parts one and three, many 
signs are directed toward the area to her left. When the life of the main character, as 
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described in the book, is rendered in parts two and four, it is toward the area in front 
of the signer that signs are directed. Most of the signs are directed toward the right 
hand area of the circle, but some are produced in the left part of the circle as well. 

 

 
 

Figure 21: The areas where signs are directed in the four different parts of the discourse. 
 

In their description of narrative discourse in Swedish Sign Language, Ahlgren & 
Bergman (1990) found a similar, superordinate, use of signing space. In the 
narrative discourses of their study, signing space was divided in two, with one half 
being used for the storyline and the “narrative mode”, and the other half being used 
for descriptive sequences. It thus seems clear that, in both narrative and descriptive 
Swedish Sign Language discourse, there are more ways of using directions in signing 
space than simply as a means of keeping track of referents by assigning them a fixed 
direction in signing space. 

In addition, in the discourse studied here, there is a consistent difference in the 
signer’s use of token blends and surrogate blends respectively, which is also related 
to discourse content and to decisions regarding which direction in signing space is 
used. Both part one and part three essentially contain background and orienting 
material, and the area to the signer’s left is used. In those parts, the signer rarely 
mentions interaction between people, and only infrequently the actions of people. 
Signs are mainly produced from narrator’s perspective, and with a few minor 
exceptions, only token blends are used. Part two and four together constitute the 
bulk of the discourse, and also contain the main part of the signer’s description of 
the contents of the book. Here, the main character’s life and controversial work are 
described, using the area in front of the signer. Focus is on the actions of, and the 
interaction between, people, but also on the views and opinions of people. There are 
frequent switches between token blends and surrogate blends, and between 
sequences where signs are produced from narrator’s perspective and from a 
discourse character’s perspective. 

In all four parts of the discourse, the signer uses token blends to summarize, or 
“fast-forward”, through the book, and thus through the life of the main character, as 
seen from narrator’s perspective. In surrogate blends, the signer blends with one of 
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the discourse characters, and such blends are therefore well suited for rendering the 
actions and interactions of people. They are used to provide a closer look at certain 
events in the book, seen from a particular discourse character’s perspective, as 
chosen by the signer. This makes the language produced appear more vivid, and (as 
discussed in 5) has been regarded as more typical of narrative discourse in Swedish 
Sign Language. 

The signer frequently uses token blends and surrogate blends, but there are also 
short sequences where signs are produced from narrator’s perspective and neither 
token blends nor surrogate blends are used. 

 

5.2. Gaze direction 
In sequences where signs are produced from narrator’s perspective, the general 
impression is that the signer’s gaze is directed toward the addressee. However, a 
more detailed analysis shows that the signer also frequently directs her gaze at 
various tokens, i.e. away from the addressee. Generally, referents are introduced, 
and re-introduced, with noun phrases, which are produced with the signer’s gaze 
directed at the addressee. When a token is created, the signer’s gaze sometimes 
moves toward that area before and/or during the final part of the production of that 
noun phrase, and thus it does not remain directed at the addressee. The signs that 
follow the noun phrase may be produced with the signer’s gaze directed at the 
addressee, if for example, she adds more information about that token. 

For signed sequences in surrogate space, the opposite holds. The signer’s gaze is 
mainly directed away from the addressee, and is an integral part of how the 
addressee knows which mental space entity the signer is now blending with. This is 
especially striking in the production of verbs in surrogate space (see Figures 22 and 
23). When descriptive narrator’s comments are inserted though, the signer’s gaze is 
mainly directed at the addressee. 

There are several instances where the signer gradually zooms in on a referent. It 
may first be introduced as a dying person for example, with the signer’s gaze 
directed at the addressee. Information can later be added that narrows down the 
scope of reference, for example from ‘dying person’ to ‘person dying from cancer’. 
Another example is the audience attending EKR’s lectures, which is only introduced 
by implication from the lecture frame. It is then narrowed down to ‘many in the 
audience’, with the sign MANY. After another few phrases, the signer adds MANY 

DOCTOR, thus making ‘many doctors in the audience’ the referent, narrowing down 
the scope even more. In such sequences, the signer’s gaze returns to the addressee 
during the production of each noun phrase that indicates the new scope of 
reference. 
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5.3. Surrogates 
The signer, as a visible blended entity in surrogate space, interacts with other 
(invisible) blended entities, in a sense demonstrating what these entities are doing. 
In both the second and fourth part of the discourse, the signer produces sequences 
of signs that construct the actions of, and the interaction between, various discourse 
characters, creating several surrogate blends. The signer even uses surrogate blends 
when describing the views and opinions of people, and demonstrates the interaction 
between people that could possibly ensue from such views and opinions. Some 
examples of surrogate blends that will be discussed in more detail in this section are 
presented in Figures 22 and 23. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 22: Surrogates where the signer has become a blended instance of a discourse character. 
 

Apart from the main character, her husband, and her siblings (who are only 
mentioned in passing), all other discourse characters are non-specific. This means 
that understanding who the signer is talking about entails knowing what kind of 
person is being referred to, rather than knowing the identity of the individual in 
question. Consequently, when the signer becomes a blended instance of a person, 
this is frequently a non-specific person. Even when the signer is talking about a non-
specific referent consisting of many people, if she constructs a surrogate blend, that 
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referent will be represented by a blended entity consisting of the body of one single 
person (e.g. NONPLUSSED in Figure 22). As the signer’s own body is used to represent 
this other person’s body (or parts of it), in a sense, a specific body is used to 
represent a non-specific referent 

A large number of the surrogate blends in the discourse entail the signer clearly 
becoming a blended instance of EKR or some other animate entity. There are also 
surrogate blends, however, where an inanimate entity has been introduced, for 
example, hospitals. When the signer then becomes a blended instance of a person, 
the addressee must use his/her knowledge of the world, the situation being 
described, etc., and from this access the correct frame to understand who the 
referent for that blended entity is. In a blend like INDEX-c AGAINST in Figure 22, with a 
hospital frame active, it is necessary to associate a hospital with its employees, in 
order to arrive at the correct referent for the, clearly animate blended entity. 

Interestingly, as we saw in Figure 20 (NONPLUSSED is repeated from that figure as the 
last sign in Figure 22), surrogate blends are also used to describe what people do not 
do. Since it is not possible to actively demonstrate somebody doing nothing in a 
surrogate blend, the signer has to discontinue the surrogate blend, and supplement 
it with a narrator’s comment. She adds the lexical signs DON’T-WANT ASK, to help the 
addressee understand that she was showing an instance of people being nonplussed 
and not wanting to ask questions. Thus, she was not simply doing nothing as the 
narrator, but doing nothing as a surrogate, namely not asking the questions that she, 
as a person in the audience, had been invited to ask. 

As opposed to token blends, which are restricted to the area ahead of the signer and 
are non-topographical, surrogates are virtually unrestricted in where they can be 
located. Whereas the signer is projected into the blend, becoming a blended instance 
of a discourse character, there can also be invisible surrogates above, below, to the 
side of, or even behind the signer (Liddell, 2003:154). Surrogate blends are therefore 
well suited to express not only the interaction between referents, but also various 
types of height differences between them. In Figure 23, examples of this are 
illustrated. 
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Figure 23: Surrogates where the signer has become a blended instance of a discourse character. 
 

DISCUSS-WITH, in Figure 23, could be interpreted as representing the concrete, 
physical height difference between EKR and a child. However, this, as well as the 
other examples, could also be considered as consisting of a combination of physical 
and social difference. Higher on a social scale, or on a power scale, is metaphorically 
represented as physically higher in signing space. In DISCUSS-WITH, EKR as an adult 
and a researcher, is higher on that power scale, than is a child. For both LIVE and NO, 
inducing a hospital frame, hospital staff would be envisioned standing by the bed of 
their patients, thus physically higher. They may also be considered to rank higher on 
a power scale than the patients, resulting in a higher position used metaphorically. In 
AGAINST, hospitals, along with their entire staff, may be regarded as higher on a 
power scale than an individual doctor, especially a controversial one like EKR. Finally, 
in IDENTIFY-WITH, a patient who, in a hospital frame, is prototypically thought of as 
lying in a bed is physically placed lower than his/her relative (|somebody|), 
envisioned standing by the hospital bed. Here, a power scale could also be at work, 
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with the healthy relative, who can disregard the dying person trying to persuade her 
of something, higher on such a scale.23 

As mentioned earlier, the signer’s gaze is central to how surrogate blends like these 
are perceived by the addressee. The visible surrogate (i.e. the signer) will look in a 
direction that indicates the location of the invisible surrogate with which she is 
interacting. 

 

5.4. Stacked vs. opposing tokens 
In this discourse, two or three tokens are often vertically “stacked” within the same 
main area in signing space, and not located on opposing sides of the signer’s body. 
This could be seen as a reflection of the superordinate use of signing space, with its 
correlation between discourse content and use of signing space. Thus, in part two 
and four, as signs are directed toward the area in front of the signer, most tokens 
are located there too. 

On the other hand, there could be one more reason why tokens are stacked in 
signing space and not placed on opposing sides of the signer. The fact that the same 
direction is used to talk about, for example, the two persons joined by marriage 
could be seen as an instance of “the convention of semantic affinity”, which Engberg-
Pedersen has described for choice of loci in Danish Sign Language (1993:75). A 
similar example is described by Liddell (2003:214-219), in terms of how one token 
can contain two other tokens. The main character’s husband not being assigned a 
direction in signing space is also consistent with the “hierarchy of referents” 
discussed by Ahlgren & Bergman (1994), in their description of Swedish Sign 
Language (cf. 1.2.). 

Regardless of what the reason may be, one area in Real Space can thus be used for 
tokens associated with several different referents. A sequence containing such 
stacked tokens is illustrated in Figure 24, with selected photos of some pronouns 
used in the sequence (it is also described in Figure 15). The tokens |EKR|, |dying 
person|, and |relative| (of a dying person) are all located in front of the signer, i.e. 
signs associated with them are directed toward the area in front of the signer. 

 

                                                
23 Similar use of vertical distinctions in signing space has been described for Danish Sign Language 
(Engberg-Pedersen, 1993), and for ASL (Taub, 2001). 
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Figure 24: Pronouns directed at three different tokens located in the area in front of the signer. 
 

In this sequence, the signer first mentions the main character with a phrase 
containing an instance of NON-1st-SING>|EKR|, seen in the first photo in Figure 24. 
Next, she describes the phases a dying person goes through, creating a new mental 
space, a ‘dying person space’. The second and third photo show instances of NON-
1st-SING>|relative| in this mental space. Then, the signer introduces EKR’s notions 
regarding life after death and near death experiences, which activates another 
mental space, a ‘life after death space’. The first photo in the second row is a new 
instance of NON-1st-SING>|EKR| in this mental space. Finally, the signer returns to the 
earlier ‘dying person space’ and the fact that dying people, according to EKR, know 
when they are going to die. The last photo is an instance of NON-1st-SING>|dying person| 

in this mental space. 

The signer uses opposing sides for tokens only when she explicitly contrasts things. 
In the next example, illustrated in Figure 25, there are once again tokens stacked in 
front of the signer, but an opposing token is also created. In this sequence, the 
signer has already talked about EKR, and the dying person, using two tokens in front 
of her (cf. the first two photos in Figure 25). 
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Figure 25: The signer directing signs toward two tokens in front of her, and toward a contrasting 
token up on her left. 

 

The signer has described EKR’s first experiences of meeting AIDS-patients, and her 
negative reactions to them. She continues, stating that EKR suddenly started thinking 
that if she, of all people, reacted like this, how would others, who supposedly know 
less about AIDS and death, react? A third token, |others|, is introduced with the sign 
OTHER-PLUR>up/left, seen in the third photo in Figure 25. The token |other people| is 
introduced as a contrast to |EKR|, and the sign is produced way up to the signer’s 
left. This is not because there would be too many tokens in front of her if she placed 
one more there. So far, there are only two in this sequence, and in the example in 
Figure 24, there were three, without this causing any problems. It seems to be the 
contrasting semantic content that requires this token to be placed on the opposite 
side of the signer’s body, since the people associated with it are contrasted with EKR. 

Even though the signer places a sign high up on her left side, she has not switched 
back to directing all signs to the area on her left. The discourse content, and the use 
of token and surrogate space, remain those typical for parts two and four, and the 
signer continues to direct signs mainly toward the area in front of her. 

 

5.5. Identifying referents in token space 
The use of different directions in signing space for reference, also referred to as the 
use of “loci”, has often been seen as a means of keeping track of referents. Despite 
van Hoek’s (1992) early mention of one referent being associated with more than 
one locus in ASL, many studies continued to focus on one locus for each referent as 
a kind of norm. As was described in the previous section, however, in this discourse 
referents are not allocated only one direction in signing space, which is then always 
used for that referent. In the data examined for this study, several of the discourse 
characters are associated with more than one area in signing space. This matches 
Liddell’s observation about a blend he is describing (discussed in 3.4.2.), that though 
the use of space in ASL has often been characterized as a means of keeping track of 
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referents, it is not the primary function in that blend: The primary function is said to 
be that of providing “a real-time partial demonstration of the event being described.” 
(2003:154) 

An area containing several tokens can be quite small, making it hard to tell exactly 
toward which token a sign is directed. Pronouns directed toward the three stacked 
tokens in front of the signer in Figure 24, are all located within a small area in 
signing space, which is marked in Figure 26. 

 

 
Figure 26: The area where NON-1st-SING>x is directed toward three different tokens. 

 

When two (or more) tokens are stacked in the same area in signing space, the 
impression an addressee gets is that |EKR| and |dying person|, for example, are kept 
distinctly apart in signing space, one above the other. A detailed analysis, however, 
showed that two such tokens may overlap. Pronominal pointing signs are not 
consistently produced at different heights depending on who the referent is. It is the 
modified verbs, and the signer’s use of gaze direction, that create an impression of a 
height difference in the mental space created by the addressee. It is also possible 
that the use of surrogates with height differences, described in 5.3., helps create an 
image of one being higher than the other, and this may then spread to how the 
location of the tokens is perceived. 

Generally, using the POINTER-buoy alone is enough to draw attention to some specific 
entity in the discourse, and indicate who/what is the current topic. In 4.4.1. 
however, a sequence where the signer digresses from her current topic, and goes 
into a lengthy description of the contents of EKR’s lectures, was described. When she 
returns to her earlier topic, the signer seems uncertain whether using the POINTER-
buoy alone will result in unambiguous reference. As EKR is the main character, and 
other referents are non-specific, EKR is the only discourse character that can be 
uniquely identified with the third person singular pronoun ‘she’. To make clear who 
she is now talking about, the signer directs her gaze at the addressee and not only 
produces an instance of the POINTER buoy with her non-dominant hand, directed 
toward |EKR|, but also adds an instance of #SHE directed toward |EKR|, produced 
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with her dominant hand. In addition, these simultaneously produced manual signs 
are accompanied by the mouthing of hon (‘she’). There are five instances of the 
combination of #SHE and the mouthing of hon (‘she’) in the whole discourse, and 
they are all directed toward |EKR|. They occur in parts two and four, where the 
number of tokens is quite high, and therefore possibly also the need for 
disambiguation higher. It seems as if this combination is used as a means of 
disambiguating, and uniquely identifying the main character, in contexts where the 
signer is not sure the addressee will access the correct mental entity. 

One more factor needs to be taken into consideration regarding the identity of 
referents in token space. As already mentioned, the exact identity of the blended 
entity |dying person| varies throughout the discourse, though the token remains in 
the same area. Throughout the discourse, different noun phrases are used as the 
account develops, and it would have been possible to gloss the discourse in a way 
that would have made this more visible, e.g. NON-1st-SING>|person dying from cancer|, NON-
1st-SING>|AIDS-patients|, NON-1st-SING>|children dying from cancer|, etc.24 This would have shown 
that the number of referents associated with the same area in signing space is higher 
than the present glossing demonstrates. But, on the other hand, it could have 
obscured the fact that the same area in signing space is used for so many tokens, 
which is now made visible with the use of “-forward” for all of them. Part three of the 
discourse stands out as the only one where no dying person is mentioned at all. The 
only referents mentioned there are EKR and Arizona. 

In conclusion, a referent is not introduced and then associated with one area in 
signing space, which is then consistently used for reference to that entity in order to 
keep track of it. Moreover, tokens tend to be stacked, rather than being placed on 
opposite sides of the signer, adding to the complexity of how signing space is used. 
Despite this complexity, in a dialogue, an addressee who is a fluent signer will have 
no problems identifying which mental space entity is associated with which area in 
signing space. As Liddell & Vogt-Svendsen (2007) point out for ASL and Norwegian 
Sign Language, knowing the context, using world knowledge, etc., is essential for the 
addressee to construct Real Space blends that correspond to those of the signer. 

 

5.6. Rapid switching between token blends and surrogate blends 
Identifying tokens and surrogates is also made complex by the rapid and frequent 
switching between use of token blends and surrogate blends. This is illustrated here 
by returning to, and expanding on, the example in Figure 24. The photos from that 
figure are repeated in Figure 27, where photos of surrogates have been added as 
well. 

                                                
24 With the exception of NON-1st-SING. and NON-1st-PLUR., expressions used to talk about dying 
person are listed in Appendix C. 
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Figure 27: Rapid switching between token blends and surrogate blends. 
 

Here, the signer is talking about the main character, and the sequence is introduced 
with a phrase containing NON-1st-SING>|EKR| (seen in the first photo in Figure 27), i.e. 
a pointing sign directed toward a token |EKR|. The signer then describes the five 
phases EKR believes a dying person goes through, creating a ‘five phases space’. 
Here, she creates a surrogate blend, and becomes a blended instance of such a 
dying person, using INDEX-c (seen in the second photo) for reference to that person. 
The third and fourth photos show two instances of NON-1st-SING>|relative| directed at 
the token |relative| (of dying person) in this ‘five phases space’. 

Then, the signer activates a new mental space, introducing EKR’s notions regarding 
life after death and near death experiences. This starts with the signer talking about 
EKR again, and not about dying persons and their relatives. She uses a new instance 
of NON-1st-SING>|EKR| (first photo in the second row) directed toward the token |EKR| 
in this new ‘life after death space’. 

Finally, the signer returns to the ‘dying person space’ and the fact that dying people 
know when they are going to die, using NON-1st-SING>|dying person| directed at a token 
(second photo in the second row). Then, however, a fourth discourse character 
appears and the signer creates a surrogate blend, where she blends with a non-
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specific |somebody| saying ‘no’ to |dying person| (third photo). This discourse 
character is not introduced with a noun phrase, and the identity has to be deduced 
from the frame of this hospital space instead. It has to be somebody in a hospital 
who is in a position to say no to a request from a patient. The only physical signal 
that another person is now talking, is the way the signer changes the tilt of her head 
when creating the surrogate blend, combined with a changed facial expression. 

 

5.7. Comparison with an ASL narrative 
Previous studies of narratives in Swedish Sign Language have observed that so-called 
body shift is not frequently used (cf. 1.6). The same is true for the mainly descriptive 
discourse of this study, and what we see here is in many ways analogous to what 
Janzen (2005) describes. In his study, “perspective taking” and “perspective related 
constructions” in narrative ASL texts are analyzed. The examples are primarily taken 
from one single narrative, where the signer does not use the often-discussed overt 
body shift. In his data “…the space does not remain static, but instead the signer 
rotates the conceptualized space so that the perspective of various referents align 
and realign with her own stance.” (2005:5). Generally, there seem to be striking 
similarities regarding the non-use of body shift in the two discourses. We do, 
however, also find some interesting differences between the two different discourse 
types analyzed. 

Though the discourse analyzed in this study does not have a clear chronological 
ordering of events, such as narratives typically have, there is still a kind of temporal 
order. The signer begins with EKR’s background, and then relates her early work, 
followed by later work and finally her current situation. In the ASL narrative, “for 
utterances that describe events that move the story forward the narrator adopts the 
perspective of some agent, actor or experiencer within the scene” (2005:67). There 
are several brief sequences in the EKR discourse, however, where the signer adopts 
the perspective of one of the story characters without the story moving forward. 
Something that has already been told from narrator’s perspective is retold from a 
discourse character’s perspective – in effect “stopping” the story, not moving it 
forward. The repetition is made either with exactly the same signs, or with 
synonyms. Two examples are glossed below, (3) which is repeated here, and (9), 
which is a glossing of Figure 13 (described in 4.2.3): 

(3) NON-1st-SING>|EKR|  SELF  STUDY  TO  DOCTOR  NON-1st-SING>|EKR|,  INDEX-c  STUDY  

 
 ‘She studied to be a doctor…’ 
 
(9) HOSPITAL  DET-PLUR  OPPOSE  NON-1st-OBJECT>|EKR-forward|, INDEX-c  AGAINST 
 
 ‘The hospitals were opposed to what she was doing…’ 
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In both these examples, the last two signs entail information being repeated, now 
from a discourse character’s perspective. Thus, even when the signer adopts the 
perspective of some “agent, actor or experiencer within the scene” (Janzen, 
2005:67) it does not move the story forward as it did in the ASL narrative. (The use 
of INDEX-c in (3) and (9) will be further discussed in 5.8.) 

Typical of parts one and three of the descriptive discourse of this study is that 
narrator’s perspective is frequently used to provide background and orienting 
material. The same is noted by Janzen for the narrative discourse in his study: “For 
utterances that supply background or orienting material, comment on a character or 
event, or that appear more objective in nature (are more “off stage”), the 
perspective remains that of the narrator.” (2005:67). However, returning again to 
example (3), the sign STUDY is repeated in surrogate space. That is, the signer 
provides background information (even though it is repeated) from a discourse 
character’s perspective, using a surrogate blend. Hence, this is also an area where 
the two discourse types described seem to differ. 

Example 10, which is a glossing of Figure 15, contains several surrogate blends, 
where signs are produced from different discourse characters’ perspective, and new 
information is added continuously, regardless of whether the signer is producing 
signs from narrator’s perspective or discourse character perspective. 

 (10) HAVE-A-FEELING  INDEX-c  COME-HERE>left/up  #NOW  MEET  #NOW  MEET   
 THEME-buoy---- 
 

DISCUSS>|somebody|  #NOW.  NON-1st-SING>|dying person|  WANT.  NO  WAIT  TOMORROW.   
 
TOO-LATE. 
 
‘…who has that feeling [that s/he will soon die], and demands to meet somebody to 
talk, now. That’s what s/he would want. Then you mustn’t say “No, wait till tomorrow”, 
because then it will be too late.’ 

 

Thus, in the descriptive discourse of this study, the story moves forward both when 
narrator’s perspective and discourse character’s perspective is used. As parts of the 
discourse that move the story forward are not produced using only story character 
perspective, as in Janzen’s study, but also using narrator’s perspective, this is also an 
area where the narrative ASL discourse of his study and the descriptive Swedish Sign 
Language discourse of this study are different. 

Narrative discourse has been extensively described both for ASL and for Swedish 
Sign Language, and it has been noted that there are many similarities between 
narratives in the two languages. The present study, in contrast, offers a detailed 
description of a descriptive discourse, and more knowledge regarding whether a 
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comparable degree of similarity exists between descriptive discourses in the two 
languages would be valuable. Some of the differences noted between the ASL 
narrative and the Swedish Sign Language EKR discourse considered here might be 
typical of their respective discourse types. 

 

5.8. Use of INDEX-c 
Despite earlier claims to the contrary, utterances like those in (3), (9), and (10) are 
completely grammatical in Swedish Sign Language. INDEX-c can be used for reference 
to somebody other than the signer, not only in constructed dialogue, but also in 
constructed thought. Among all of the instances of INDEX-c in the present study, 
there is in fact not a single one that is used in reported speech. This clearly differs 
from what has been claimed regarding ASL: 

“The use of a first person pronoun is ungrammatical during 
reported action; that is, if PRO1st is used, signers interpret the 
discourse as speech rather than as a description of action (see 
Poulin, 1995).” (Emmorey & Reilly, 1998:83) 

In the first study of this material (Nilsson, 2004), it was also noted that there are two 
different forms of INDEX-c in Swedish Sign Language, a distinct form (“dist-INDEX-c”) 
and a reduced form (“red-INDEX-c”). The one systematic difference found in that 
study, regarding the use of these two forms of INDEX-c, was related to discourse 
content. While “dist-INDEX-c” was used when the discourse moves forward and new 
information is added, “red-INDEX-c” is used for “narrative repetition” of the kind seen 
in (3) and (9). 
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6. Conclusions 
In this descriptive Swedish Sign Language discourse there is a correlation between 
discourse content and the area in signing space towards which signs are 
meaningfully directed. There is also a connection between these directions and which 
types of blends are used. The area to the signer’s left is used in parts one and three, 
where the signer provides background and orienting material about the main 
character. Here, use of token blends is the rule (broken only by a few very brief 
sequences with surrogate blends). The area in front of the signer is used in parts two 
and four, where the life of the main character, as described in the book, is rendered. 
Here, the actions and doings of the main character, as well as other referents are 
presented, from both narrator perspective and story character perspective. The 
signer constantly switches between using token blends and surrogate blends. As 
some discourse characters are mentioned when the signer uses the area to her left 
and when she uses the area in front of her for meaningfully directed signs, this 
means that these characters are associated with more than one area in signing 
space. 

Instead of describing, for example, a person’s attitudes and opinions from narrator’s 
perspective using token blends only, the signer chooses to present not only 
interaction, but also the attitudes and opinions of people, using surrogate blends. In 
such surrogate blends, the signer blends with and becomes a visible instance of a 
discourse character. Sometimes this entails the signer, a specific individual, becoming 
a blended instance of a single non-specific person who represents a group of people. 
Thus, in a descriptive discourse of this kind, where focus is clearly on people, the 
signer produces sequences where surrogate blends are created, applying what has 
been considered typically narrative discourse techniques. The use of these blends 
contributes to a more vivid impression of the discourse than would be the case if 
only token blends were used. 

When a token blend contains more than one token, these are frequently stacked 
within the same area in signing space, rather than placed on opposite sides of the 
signer. Only when there is a distinct contrast made is a new token placed on the 
opposite side of the signer’s body, and thus opposite the already existing ones. As 
many as three tokens can be stacked within the same area without this generally 
creating any problem associating meaningfully directed signs with the correct mental 
space entity. Matters are actually even more complicated, since |dying person| is 
used as an umbrella term of sorts. Throughout the discourse the kinds of dying 
persons that EKR works with vary, and |dying person| is associated with, for 
example, ‘cancer patients’, ‘children dying from cancer’, ‘AIDS patients’, and ‘children 
who have AIDS’. The signer also gradually zooms in on a referent, starting with, for 
example, an ‘audience’, then talking about ‘many in the audience’, and finally about 
‘many doctors in the audience’. This is typically done by switching between use of 
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token blends and surrogate blends. Each time a new referent with a reduced scope is 
introduced, the signer looks at the addressee. In surrogate blends, the signer’s gaze 
direction indicates with which invisible surrogate she (as a visible blended surrogate) 
is interacting. The stacked tokens can initially give an impression of being separated 
by a height difference. A detailed analysis, however, measuring the actual location of 
pointing signs directed at tokens, indicated that this is not true. Possibly, this could 
be regarded as a “virtual” height difference, created through the signer’s use of gaze 
direction, and verbs produced in surrogate space. 

The results of the present study offer a new understanding and further insights into 
the use of space in Swedish Sign Language. Describing Swedish Sign Language data 
using Liddell’s (2003) model for describing ASL has demonstrated that his model can 
also be used for other signed languages. It also illustrates that the concept Real 
Space Blends is beneficial when analyzing reference and the use of signing space in 
signed languages. Understanding these mechanisms in Swedish Sign Language are 
essential for tracking referents across a discourse, and explicit awareness of these 
mechanisms are thus necessary for interpreters to provide accurate interpretations. 
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Appendix A: translation of the discourse, divided into four main parts (with duration 
for each part) and divided into paragraphs by content. 

 
Note: the translation follows the original signed discourse closely, and is therefore 
more of a transliteration. 
 
 
Introductory part, 00.00.00–00.02.17: 
Well, I have read a book by, written by, Elisabeth Kübler Ross. She was born in 
Switzerland, but moved to the US, because she married an American during WWII, 
well, right after, thatʼs when she married. She studied to be a doctor, but digressed 
from that, began to study psychology and became a psychiatrist instead. 
 
She is a truly remarkable woman. She is known as ”the lady of death”, as she does a 
lot of research on death.25 What happens after death, what happens to a person 
before death, what happens in their minds? Well, maybe itʼs a bit difficult to tell what 
happens after death, but she at least seems to have found out some things. 
Moreover, she enjoys talking to patients, patients who are going to die soon. She 
thinks that todayʼs health care is too focused on life and living. Even though some 
people may need someone to talk to, some people also need to die. According to 
her, there are certain rules; she calls it ”lessons”, ”the lessons of life”. And once you 
have learned all your lessons, gone through all of them piece by piece, then God or 
someone will allow you to die. 
 
She had a strange childhood, too. She was one of a set of triplets, the oldest of them. 
But, she only weighed one kilo when she was born, and therefore she really fought 
hard to achieve her goals. Since she was the smallest, the expectations of her were a 
bit special. 
 
She has done research in different hospitals, about death. But she says that her 
research is not about death, but about life… what it is like to live knowing you are 
soon going to die. Because thatʼs when people are truly alive – thatʼs her view of 
things. 
 
What does she mean by that? Well, it is when death is nearing that people often start 
to wonder about who they are. They start living intensely, they look into themselves, 
they quite simply start living. 
 
Second part, 00.02.19–00.04.48: 
She has interviewed many patients, especially those dying from cancer. And it is 
difficult for her to get in touch with dying patients, because the hospitals are opposed 
to the work she is doing. Hospitals, especially the doctors, think she is weird, doing 
research on death and recruiting patients for that. Such a weird person really needed 

                                                
25 “The lady of death” is my translation into English from Swedish Sign Language, some other epithet 
may actually be used in English. I am using present tense, as Elisabeth Kübler Ross was still alive at 
the time of the video recording, though she has since passed away. 
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to be stopped. So it has been really hard for her, but she continued struggling 
anyway. 
 
And the patients she was interviewing, she noticed one thing about them – they didnʼt 
fear death. To begin with, you go through different phases. First, youʼre in a state of 
shock, then youʼre in denial, the third phase is when youʼre coming to grips, then you 
accept and finally, in the fifth phase, you need to get those around you to accept it. 
Thatʼs the hard bit, to get others to accept it. Of course, as a relative of a person who 
is going to die, it is hard to accept that, really hard. But you have to, because when 
you do, it is easier to move on. 
 
She also says that there is a better world after death. She says that most people say 
there is a new life, another life after this, so that once this life is over with, there is 
another life. Itʼs not that we get to be dead, and are just gone, but thereʼs a new life. 
 
And those who have had an out-of-body, near-death experience, they have told her 
about it… She has done research on that all over the world… in Asia, America, 
Europe, down in Australia, well, in different countries all over the world. And sheʼs 
found a common pattern for all near-death experiences. 
 
And she says that children are the best to interview, talk to, etc. They are simple and 
straightforward, and never try to be evasive. 
 
She also says that people know, they know when they are about to die. When the 
moment is there, they know. Thatʼs why you mustnʼt… if, for example, you have a 
patient, who is dying… who has that feeling, and demands to meet somebody to talk, 
now. Thatʼs what s/he would want. Then, you mustnʼt say ”No, wait till tomorrow”, 
because then it will be too late. Thatʼs why, if they say now, then now it is, and 
nothing else. 
 
Third part; 00.04.49–00.05.00: 
Today, sheʼs eighty, or over? Well… sheʼs about eighty now. She lives in Arizona, in 
the US. 
 
Fourth part; 00.05.01–end: 
How come she moved there? She had traveled around the US, moved around… She 
had divorced her husband, and moved around quite a lot in the US. She had set up 
different centers, dealing with healing, spiritual rebirth, and other strange things. 
 
A lot of people fear her research, the things she does, etc. Her lectures are really 
popular, lots of people gather to listen to her. And she always asks dying people if 
they want to come to her lectures, so that after an hour about death, fear, relations, 
not being afraid to face these issues, these people who are sick and dying, the 
phases they go through, that you have to face this… Then, she will say that these 
people are patients who are about to die. After that one-hour lecture, she will invite 
the audience to ask questions. She will say ”Go ahead, ask questions, they are about 
to die any time now, maybe tomorrow, the day after tomorrow, or today - maybe 
during this lecture… Feel free to ask them questions.” But the audience is usually 
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completely nonplussed, not wanting to ask anything. Then, gradually, they start, and 
more and more questions will be asked. 
 
And a lot of people have also been helped during her lectures, thinking ”So, this is 
me, these are my feelings…” And many doctors are afraid to face the fact that even 
though they try to save the life of a patient, that patient may still die, and this may 
happen quite often… However, her lectures will introduce them to a different way of 
thinking. If somebody dies, itʼs not such a big deal, itʼs because it was time for him or 
her to die. 
 
She has received threats to her life, attempts have been made to kill her several 
times, etc., and so sheʼs become pretty hardened by now. 
 
When she was moving around the US, she wanted to set up a center, where she 
could hold different workshops, or whatever itʼs called… thatʼs what she wanted. So, 
she looked around, and she found a place in Virginia, in the south east of the US. 
She found a big farm… and lots of people came there as volunteers, to help build, 
plant, fix the house and animals. Lots of people kept coming there. 
 
Then, after a while, she started to think about something else… what about AIDS? 
[Yes, AIDS.]26 What about AIDS? She had done research on cancer, but what about 
AIDS. 
 
Therefore, she met her first AIDS-patient, and she said she was shocked, and all she 
wanted was for that person to go away… The person had an air of death, the body 
was full of marks, and she was really shocked. But, then she realized that, if she, she 
of all people, reacted like that… how would others react? How would the whole world 
react? That thought really made her feel ashamed, and she decided to meet with 
them anyway, and to start working with AIDS-patients too. So, when she was 
lecturing in different places, she would bring them too. 
 
Then, after a while, she started thinking about something else… she saw it in the 
papers, in interviews, in medical journals, etc.… And that was the AIDS-children, who 
had contracted AIDS e.g. via blood transfusions, or who were born with AIDS 
because their parents had it. Back then; people were hysterical, afraid of an epidemic 
breaking out, etc. They would get rid of these children, throw them in trash cans, 
leave them in an orphanage, or anything. Therefore, she was wondering what could 
be done for these children, who were unwanted only because they had AIDS. It was 
regarded as a punishment for oneʼs sins, the will of God, etc. But she didnʼt think that 
was true. Therefore, she decided to make that big farm she had into an AIDS-center, 
a kind of adoption center… for children nobody wanted, simply because they had 
AIDS. Those children, she would take care of and let them stay on her farm. 
 
She also said that she would bring them up…27 Well… she never got around to that. 
Her taking on these AIDS-children made the neighbors really upset. Somebody set 

                                                
26 The signer used a sign which the addressee was not familiar with, and this is the signer’s answer to 
the addressee’s question ’Do you mean AIDS?’ where AIDS was fingerspelled. 
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her farm on fire, and it burnt down completely. Fortunately, the children had not been 
taken there yet. So, she decided to give up her plan of bringing up the children on the 
farm, and to start an adoption center instead, where people could call if they wanted 
to take care of an AIDS-child.  
 
Thatʼs why sheʼs in Arizona now. She says in her last book… sheʼs had a massive 
stroke, sheʼs been seriously ill, and she canʼt walk. She says that this will be her last 
book, and that the only thing she regrets is that the AIDS-center never came to exist. 
 
And what will happen in the future, nobody knows…

                                                                                                                                                   
27 The addressee is signalling that the signer has to finish soon, since the recording was only 
supposed to be some 5-7 minutes long… The signer is distracted for a while, before she starts signing 
again, now with the aim to wrap things up. 
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Appendix B: transcription key for Figures and glossed examples. 

 
 
General note: 
With the exception of illustrations of surrogate blends, both the figures and the 
glossed examples generally have only one line of glosses. When there are two lines 
of glosses the top line represents the signer’s dominant (right) hand, and the lower 
line represents the signer’s non-dominant hand. A line of hyphens (---) is used to 
indicate the duration of a sign, when that is of particular interest. In illustrations of 
Real Space blends, one or two more lines are added, where the blended entities are 
identified (cf. detailed description below). Notations regarding the direction of a 
specific instance of a sign have been made mainly for pronouns and nouns. In a few 
long glossed examples, full stop (.) has been used to indicate phrase or sentence 
boundaries. 
 
The English translations below the transcriptions give the meaning of the signs in 
that particular context. 
 
In the figures, one photo is generally chosen to represent each sign. When two 
photos are chosen, they are presented without any space between them, and the 
gloss centered under them. 
 
General transcription notes: 
LIVE English words in capitals are used to identify Swedish 

Sign Language signs. Some glosses indicate the form of 
the sign, some the function, whereas most are chosen 
to represent the meaning of the sign. This does not 
imply that the sign has the same semantic, 
morphological or syntactic characteristics as the English 
word chosen. No special notation has been used for 
compounds, except in Appendix C. Compound signs are 
often loans from Swedish, and this tends to lead to 
glossing that might be confusing since it is very far 
removed from the English meaning of the sign. 
 

HAVE-A-FEELING Glosses containing hyphens indicate that more than one 
English word is used to identify a sign. 
 

#THEN A gloss preceded by a ’#’ indicates a fingerspelled item. 
 

INDEX-c A pointing sign directed at the signer’s chest that can 
either be a first person singular personal pronoun, or 
the equvalent of the Swedish word man (Eng. ‘one’), 
which is a non-specific third person personal pronoun 
(and can have both singular and plural reference). 
 

NON-1st-SING Non-first person singular personal pronoun. 
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NON-1st-PLUR Non-first person plural personal pronoun. 
 

POSS Possessive pronoun. 

NON-1ST-OBJECT Non-first person object pronoun. 
 

NON-1st-SING>x 
 

 ‘>x’ indicates that the non-directed form of a sign is 
discussed. 
 

CL-PERSON>left 
 

‘>’ followed by a direction (e.g. ‘>left’) indicates that a 
specific instance of the sign is discussed. 
 

POINTER>|EKR| ‘>’ followed by a notation representing a blended 
discourse entity (e.g. ‘>|EKR|’) indicates that a specific 
instance of the sign is discussed. 
 

INDEX>forward/up As the use of space is of key interest in this study, some 
pointing signs have been glossed with INDEX only, when 
it is not considered important whether that particular 
instance is a determiner (DET), a pronoun, or something 
else. 
 

CL-PERSON A noun classifier, which uses a handshape where the 
thumb and index finger are both bent and opposed. 
 

CL-AREA A noun classifier, which uses a flat hand handshape. 
 

PERF A perfect marker, which can be produced either with 
one hand or with both hands. 
 

DET-PLUR A plural determiner, consisting of a pointing sign. 
 

attention-getter 

 
 

Gestures used in surrogate blends are written with lower 
case letters. 
 

at chest 
 

Descriptions of where the hands are held when not 
producing signs are written with lower case letters. 
 

|dying person| 
(|somebody|) 

Words enclosed in vertical brackets identify an entity in 
a Real Space blend. If a blend contains both visible and 
invisible surrogates, an invisible surrogate is enclosed in 
brackets: (|somebody|). 
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Appendix C: the expressions used by the signer to talk about ‘dying person’ 
that are not NON-1st-SING. or NON-1st-PLUR. 

 
 
In this appendix each mention of people whom the main character worked 
with has been assigned a separate line. If there are several signs, separated 
by commas, the signer has, for example, hesitated, or added extra 
information. The sign glossed *DEAD can also mean ʻdeadʼ, but here has a 
clear mouthing of döende (ʻdyingʼ). The sign glossed PATIENT can also mean 
ʻsickʼ, but is here accompanied by a clear mouthing of patient (ʻpatientʼ). The 
sign is sometimes used on its own, sometimes in a compound which is 
indicated with a ʻ/ʼ. 
 
 
Part one: 
HUMAN-BEING 
CL-PERSON,  PATIENT/CL-PERSON,  *DEAD  PATIENT 
SOME 
SOME 
HUMAN-BEING 
HUMAN-BEING 
 
 
Part two: 
PATIENT/CL-PERSON,  ESPECIALLY  CANCER  DET-PLUR 
*DEAD  PATIENT 
PATIENT 
NON-1ST-PLURAL,  PATIENT/CL-PERSON-pl 
MOST-PEOPLE  DET-PLUR 
DET-PLUR  MOST-PEOPLE 
NEAR-DEATH-EXPERIENCE  DET-PLUR 
CHILDREN 
HUMAN-BEING 
HUMAN-BEING 
ONE  PATIENT/CL-PERSON,  PATIENT/CL-PERSON  *DEAD 
 
 
Part three: 
----- 
 
 
Part four: 
CL-PERSON-pl  PATIENT,  *DEAD  PATIENT 
PATIENT  CL-PERSON-pl 
CANCER  PATIENT 
AIDS  CL-PERSON  PATIENT 
AIDS  PATIENT/CL-PERSON-pl 
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AIDS  CHILDREN 
CHILDREN 
CHILDREN 
CHILDREN 
AIDS/CHILDREN 
CHILDREN 
CHILDREN 
CHILDREN
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Appendix D: all instances of NON-1st-SING>|EKR| in part one. 
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Appendix E: all instances of NON-1st-SING>|EKR-forward| in part two. 
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