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Iconicity remains an understudied topic in grapholinguistics (but cf. Gliick 2011; Mersmann
2015; Christin 2016 for first approaches); this is a missed chance given that writing is a fertile
ground for the development and analysis of different types of iconicity — such as imagic, dia-
grammatic, and metaphoric iconicity (N6th 2001).

Unlike speech and sign language, writing is a secondary semiotic system and thus — from
a structural point of view — a secondary modality: written units relate not directly to extralin-
guistic referents but are instead always associated with units of primarily spoken languages (or,
in rare cases of notation systems such as SignWriting or HamNoSys, units of sign languages,
Braem 2012). However, this glottographic association does also establish (if only indirectly) a
relationship between units of writing and extralinguistic reality: a written word such as <cat>
relates not only to the morpheme cat and its meaning, but, by doing so, also to the mental
concept ‘cat’ and potentially to a specific specimen of this category.

These intricate relationships between (1) writing as a secondary, (2) speech and signing
as primary modalities of language, as well as (3) extralinguistic meaning and the fact that
iconicity operates between all three result in several layers of complexity in studying iconicity
in writing. Thus, while speech or sign language may be iconic with respect to extralinguistic
reality (Perniss, Thompson & Vigliocco 2010; Dingemanse, Perlman & Perniss 2020), writing
may be iconic either with respect to (a) itself (e. g., when visually similar units have similar
functions, such as the consonant shapes in Cree syllabics), (b) the other modalities of language
(e. g., when the kinemes of sign language are pictographically approximated in SignWriting),
or (c) extralinguistic referents (e. g., when a sign of writing resembles a tree). These possibilities
are not mutually exclusive, and writing can be iconic in all these ways simultaneously, rendering
it a multi-iconic modality and highly relevant object of research in the study of linguistic iconic-
ity. Notably, here, iconicity is conceived of as a matter of degree that is dynamic and dependent
on interpreters; thus, it is not an inherent structural feature but always in the eye of the beholder
(Nénny 1999: 174; see also the perceptual study by Xiao & Treiman 2012).

As for the typology of writing systems, iconicity manifests differently in morphography
and phonography. Morphographic graphemes relate to morphemes, meaning-bearing linguistic
signs associating a form with a meaning; this meaning makes possible imagic iconic relations
between graphemes, morphemes, and extralinguistic reality, such as in Chinese, Egyptian, or
Mayan graphemes. This type of iconicity, often referred to as ‘pictography’, has received the
most attention in the study of writing. Phonemes and syllables, however, are meaningless or
‘empty’ — what do they ‘look’ like, and can their acoustic form be iconically transposed to the
graphic modality? Indeed, such a direct intermodal translation appears impossible (if we disre-
gard graphic representations such as spectrograms, which are not regarded as ‘writing’), which
is why imagic iconicity assumes a marginal role in the study of phonographic iconicity.

This raises the general question of how and what kind(s) of iconicity occur(s) in phono-
graphic writing systems — segmentaries as well as syllabaries. To provide an answer, the refer-
ential perspective implicitly adopted thus far must be extended: while writing systems are sec-
ondary, they are also full-fledged systems of their own. Thus, graphemes are not only in rela-
tions with other linguistic units such as phonemes but always also in complex relationships with
each other, relationships which cannot be explained through recourse to (relations with or



dependencies on) other linguistic levels. These manifold relations bring to the fore the diagram-
matic type of iconicity, in which “the similarity between the sign and its object is only a struc-
tural or relational one” (N6th 2001: 21). Notably, the analysis of diagrammaticity in writing is
complicated by writing’s above-mentioned secondary nature, making for a complex web of
relations and constituting multiple types of diagrammaticity: not only are graphemes related to
each other, they are also related to phonological units. And to make everything more complex,
these phonological units also partake in their own relationships with each other (independently
of writing).

After providing a general overview of how iconicity can manifest in writing, this talk
aims to provide a systematic (though selective) overview of what and how different types of
iconicity occur in phonographic writing systems by discussing a variety of examples: (1) the
well-described imagic iconicity in the Korean alphabet (Lee 2009; Kim 2011), with a focus on
the central questions it raises regarding the general possibility and feasibility of pictography in
phonographic writing (referring also to Visible Speech, Bell 1867); (2) the diagrammaticity in
Cree syllabics, mostly voweled aksharik segmentaries (Gnanadesikan 2017), as well as the di-
agrammaticity inherent in Primus’ (2004) assumption of form-function correlations in writing
systems based on Roman script; and (3) the metaphoric iconicity constituted by the shape of
certain Roman shapes in literary works (Nénny 1999) as well as types of typographic variation
(such as cultural typographic mimicry, Meletis 2023). Furthermore, to expand the perspective
from description to explanation, the final part of the talk is devoted to the cognitive and cultural
foundations underlying the genesis and development of the different types of iconicity in writ-
ing (Jee, Tamariz & Shillcock 2022).

References

Bell, Alexander Melville (1867). Visible Speech: The Science of Universal Alphabetics, or Self-interpreting
Physiological Letters, for the Writing of All Languages in One Alphabet. London, New York:
Simpkin, Marshall & Co.

Braem, Penny B. (2012). Evolving methods for written representations of signed languages of the Deaf, in
Andrea Ender, Adrian Leemann, and Bernhard Walchli (eds.), Methods in Contemporary Linguis-
tics (Trends in Linguistics. Studies and Monographs 247). Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter, 411-38.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110275681.411

Christin, Ann-Marie (2016). Visible/legible: An iconic typology of writing, in Brigitte Bedos-Rezak, and
Jeffrey F. Hamburger (eds.), Sign and Design: Script as Image in Cross-cultural Perspective (300—
1600 CE). Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 19-29.

Dingemanse, Mark, Marcus Perlman, and Pamela Perniss (2020). Construals of iconicity: Experimental ap-
proaches to form-meaning resemblances in language, Language & Cognition 12: 1-14.
https://doi.org/10.1017/langcog.2019.48

Gliick, Helmut (2011). Ikonizitdt der Schrift?, in Antonio Loprieno, Carsten K. Salis, and Birgit Mersmann
(eds.), Bild, Macht, Schrift: Schrifikulturen in bildkritischer Perspektive. Weilerswist: Velbriick
Wissenschaft, 67-79.

Gnanadesikan, Amalia E. (2017). Towards a typology of phonemic scripts. Writing Systems Research 9.1:
14-35. https://doi.org/10.1080/17586801.2017.1308239

Jee, Hana, Monica Tamariz, and Richard Shillcock (2022). Systematicity in language and the fast and slow
creation of writing systems: Understanding two types of non-arbitrary relations between ortho-
graphic characters and their canonical pronunciation. Cognition 226: 105197.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2022.105197

Kim, Sung-Do (2011). Iconicity of Korean writing: A media semiotic approach, in Antonio Loprieno, Car-
sten K. Salis, and Birgit Mersmann (eds.), Bild, Macht, Schrift: Schrifikulturen in bildkritischer
Perspektive. Weilerswist: Velbriick Wissenschaft, 171-99.


https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110275681.411
https://doi.org/10.1017/langcog.2019.48
https://doi.org/10.1080/17586801.2017.1308239
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2022.105197

Lee, Sang-Oak (2009). The Korean alphabet: An optimal featural system with graphical ingenuity. Written
Language & Literacy 12.2: 202—12. https://doi.org/10.1075/wll.12.2.051ee

Meletis, Dimitrios (2023). ‘Is your font racist?’ — Metapragmatic online discourses on the use of typo-
graphic mimicry and its appropriateness. Social Semiotics 33.5: 1046—1068.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10350330.2021.1989296

Mersmann, Birgit (2015). Schriftikonik. Bildphdnomene der Schrift in kultur- und medienkomparativer Per-
spektive. Miinchen: Wilhelm Fink. https://doi.org/10.30965/9783846759127

Nianny, Max (1999). Alphabetic letters as icons in literary texts, in Max Nénny, and Olga Fischer (eds.),
Form Miming Meaning: Iconicity in Language and Literature (Iconicity in Language and Litera-
ture 1). Amsterdam, Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 173—198.

Noth, Winfried (2001). Semiotic foundations of iconicity in language and literacy, in Olga Fischer, and
Max Nénny (eds.), The Motivated Sign (Iconicity in Language and Literature 2). Amsterdam, Phil-
adelphia: John Benjamins, 17-28. https://doi.org/10.1075/ill.2.05n0t

Perniss, Pamela, Robin L. Thompson, and Gabriella Vigliocco (2010). Iconicity as a general property of
language: Evidence from spoken and signed languages. Frontiers in Psychology 1: ¢00227.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2010.00227

Primus, Beatrice (2004). A featural analysis of the Modern Roman Alphabet. Written Language & Literacy
7.2: 235-74. https://doi.org/10.1075/wll.7.2.06pri

Xiao, Wen & Rebecca Treiman (2012). Iconicity of simple Chinese characters. Behavior Research Methods
44.4: 954-60. https://doi.org/10.3758/s13428-012-0191-3


https://doi.org/10.1075/wll.12.2.05lee
https://doi.org/10.1080/10350330.2021.1989296
https://doi.org/10.30965/9783846759127
https://doi.org/10.1075/ill.2.05not
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2010.00227
https://doi.org/10.1075/wll.7.2.06pri
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13428-012-0191-3

