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4 The noun phrase 

Summary 4.1 Determiners. – 4.2 Possessive phrases. – 4.3 Numerals. – 4.4 Quantifiers. 
– 4.5 Adjectives. – 4.6 Multiple noun phrase constituents.

The noun phrase is a syntactic domain revolving around a nominal 
head. A noun phrase can include the head noun (a noun or pronoun) 
alone or the head noun accompanied by other elements (nominal mod-
ifiers). The head noun can be modified by several elements: determin-
ers [SYNTAX 4.1], possessives [SYNTAX 4.2], numerals [SYNTAX 4.3], quantifi-
ers [SYNTAX 4.4], and adjectives [SYNTAX 4.5]. It can also be modified by a 
clause (see the section on relative clauses, [SYNTAX 3.4]. 

4.1 Determiners 

Determiners are functional elements that modify the noun. Being 
functional, they constitute a closed class and lack descriptive content. 
The lexical properties of these elements are illustrated in [LEXICON 3.6].

In this section, we consider determiners as a category including 
articles [SYNTAX 4.1.1] and demonstratives [SYNTAX 4.1.2]. 
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4.1.1 Articles

In their contexts of use in LIS, articles are optionally produced. Def-
inite articles are realised as pointing signs with a relaxed position 
[LEXICON 3.6.1], whereas indefinite articles are articulatory similar to 
cardinal one [LEXICON 3.6.2].

It should be noted that articles are not independent items and can-
not be used in isolation to answer questions. As shown in the exam-
ples in the next sections, both definite and indefinite articles must 
co-occur with a noun.

4.1.1.1 The position of the article

In this section, we observe the distribution of definite and indefinite 
articles in LIS. Note that both of them are optionally produced in 
their contexts of use [LEXICON 3.6.1]; [LEXICON 3.6.2].

When used, definite articles usually appear in postnominal posi-
tion. In the example below, the article ix(def) follows the noun young.

younga ix(def)a run quick � 
‘The boy is running quickly.’

Note that noun and article are produced in the same area of the sign-
ing space, and hence show spatial agreement.

When another nominal modifier accompanies the head noun, such 
as an adjective (old in the example below), the definite article ap-
pears after it, at the end of the noun phrase.

furniturea old ix(def)a change need � 
‘The old furniture must be replaced.’
(adapted from Bertone 2007, 60)

A less common option is the reduplication of the article, for instance 
ixa man ixa. In this construction, two co-indexed pointing signs are 
produced, one before and the other after the noun. These two ele-
ments can be functional equivalent, and hence produce a genuine 
case of reduplication, or they can carry out two different functions, 
and hence instantiate a case of demonstrative reinforcer construc-
tion (for more details on this construction see [SYNTAX 4.1.2.2]).

Indefinite articles in LIS usually occur before the noun. In the ex-
ample below, the article one(indef) precedes the noun deaf.

https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_1_1_1_youngixdefrunquick.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_1_1_1_furnitureoldixdefchangeneed.mp4
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one(indef) deaf ix1 meet � 
‘I met a deaf guy.’

As for the postnominal position, judgments are not uniform. Accord-
ing to some signers, when the sign one appears after the noun, it 
functions as a cardinal numeral.

book one 2cL(flat open 5): ‘give_book’1 � 
‘Give me one book.’ (recreated from Bertone 2007, 146)

According to other signers, when the sign one is found in postnomi-
nal position and it is associated with tremoring motion, it functions 
as an indefinite determiner.

book one(indef)[tremoring] 2give1
‘Give me a book.’
(Bertone 2007, 146)

This particular articulation can also be used to express a free choice 
reading (‘any book’).

4.1.1.2 Simultaneous manual articulation

The fact of having two independent manual articulators allows sign-
ers to realise two different items simultaneously. So, in some cases, 
the noun and its modifiers (for example adjective or numeral) are ar-
ticulated with the dominant hand and, at the same time, the article 
is produced with the non-dominant hand. 

In the example below, noun and article are articulated simulta-
neously: specifically, the noun child and the nominal modifier hair 
black are expressed by the dominant hand, whereas the definite ar-
ticle ix(def) is simultaneously expressed by the non-dominant hand 
(see the discussion on pointer buoys in [PRAGMATICS 2.2.3].

 re   sq rs: child
dom: childa hair black walk dad go

n-dom: ixa-------------------- walk � 
‘The kid with black hair left whining and went to his dad.’

https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_1_1_1_oneindefdeafix1meet.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_1_1_1_bookoneclflatopen5givebook.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_1_1_2_domchildhairblackwalkdadgo.mp4
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4.1.1.3 Non-manual marking

Definite articles may be accompanied by special facial expressions 
conveying definiteness [PRAGMATICS 1.2]. They typically include raised 
eyebrows, chin up, contracted cheeks, and mouth slightly open. In 
some cases, squint eyes may also be produced.

Figure 1 Non-manuals marking definiteness

It has been observed that these non-manuals are not compulsory. 
Their use can vary across signers and across contexts. When pro-
duced, they highlight the fact that the referent has already been men-
tioned in the discourse. As for their distribution, these non-manuals 
can: i) be omitted, ii) co-occur with the definite article only, or iii) co-
extend over the whole noun phrase.

Indefinite articles are usually accompanied by facial expressions 
conveying indefiniteness [PRAGMATICS 1.3], such as backward-tilted 
head and mouth-corners down.

Figure 2 Non-manuals marking indefiniteness

4.1.1.4 Articles expressed by non-manual marking only

In their contexts of use, both definite and indefinite articles are not 
obligatory in LIS. However, when they are omitted, they are replaced 
by obligatory non-manuals (the ones described in [SYNTAX 4.1.1.3]).
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In the example below, the pointing sign ix is not produced and the 
noun man is accompanied by obligatory non-manuals marking defi-
niteness (here labelled as ‘def’).

def
man umbrella take � 
‘The man took the umbrella.’

The same pattern holds for indefinite articles. When the manual sign 
is not present, the noun must be accompanied by non-manuals mark-
ing indefiniteness (here labelled as ‘indef’).

 indef
woman cl(g): ‘woman_come’ � 
‘A woman came to me suddenly.’

4.1.2 Demonstratives

Unlike articles, demonstratives are obligatorily produced in their 
contexts of use in LIS. Demonstratives are pointing signs direct-
ed toward a specific point in space and realised with a tense move-
ment [LEXICON 3.6.1].

Demonstratives have a double usage: they can be combined with 
a noun, and hence function as nominal modifiers [LEXICON 3.6.1], but 
they can also be used as pronouns [LEXICON 3.7.1]. An example of de-
monstrative functioning as nominal modifier is shown in the dis-
course stretches below.

 wh
A: ix2 buy qartichoke
B: book ix(dem) � 
‘What did you buy?’ ‘That book.’

An example of demonstrative functioning as pronoun is shown in the 
discourse stretches below.

 wh
A: ix2 buy qartichoke
B: ix(dem) � 
‘What did you buy?’ ‘That one.’

https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_1_1_4_manumbrellatake.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_1_1_4_womanclgwomancome.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_1_2_aix2buyqartichokebbookixdem.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_1_2_aix2buyqartichokebixdem.mp4
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This last example demonstrates that demonstratives can be used in 
isolation to answer questions.

4.1.2.1 The position of the demonstrative

Demonstratives in LIS usually appear in postnominal position. In the 
example below, the deictic demonstrative ix(dem) follows the noun 
phone.

phone ix(dem) world modify � 
‘That mobile phone has changed the world.’

A less common option is the reduplication of the demonstrative. In 
this case, as exemplified below, one demonstrative is produced at the 
beginning of the noun phrase and the other at the end of it. 

ix(dem)a book new two ix(dem)a poss1
‘These two new books are mine.’
(Bertone 2007, 85)

A similar construction is the demonstrative reinforcer construction 
[SYNTAX 4.1.2.2].

Another possibility is to articulate noun and demonstrative simul-
taneously: the former with the dominant hand and the latter with the 
non-dominant hand.

dom:  man go_away � 
n-dom: ix(dem)
‘That man is leaving.’

4.1.2.2 Demonstrative reinforcer construction

The demonstrative reinforcer construction combines three items: 
noun, demonstrative, and locative. The locative element acts as re-
inforcer and provides additional information on the exact location of 
the referent(s).

In the example below, two pointing signs are produced, one be-
fore and the other after the head noun (man). From an articulato-
ry perspective, the two pointing signs do not look alike: the former 
is quickly produced, whereas the latter is characterised by a more 
marked articulation.

https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_1_2_1_phoneixdemworldmodify.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_1_2_1_dommangoaway.mp4
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pietro ix(loc)a man ix(dem)a be_familiar

‘Pietro knows that man over there.’
(adapted from Bertone 2007, 157)

It has been observed that the two pointing signs carry out different 
linguistic functions: the prenominal one functions as locative (rein-
forcer), whereas the postnominal one functions as demonstrative. The 
different status of these two elements is confirmed by plural inflection. 
In this respect, demonstratives and locatives differ from each other in 
that the former can be pluralised, while the latter cannot. As shown 
in the example below, the postnominal pointing sign allows for plu-
ralisation and therefore functions as demonstrative, whereas the pre-
nominal pointing sign does not and therefore it functions as locative.

pietro ix(loc)a man ix(dem)arc-a  be_familiar � 
‘Pietro knows those men over there.’

Alternatively, the locative item can follow the demonstrative (a) or be 
simultaneously articulated with the non-dominant hand (b).

a. pietro man ix(dem)arc-a ix(loc)a be_familiar

‘Pietro knows those men over there.’

b. dom: pietro man ix(dem)arc-a be_familiar

n-dom: ix(loc)a
‘Pietro knows those men over there.’

The demonstrative reinforcer construction is compatible with the an-
aphoric demonstrative pe as well.

suitcasea pea ix(loc)a poss1 � 
‘That suitcase over there is mine.’

4.1.2.3 Non-manual marking

The non-manuals marking definiteness described for articles (raised 
eyebrows, chin up, contracted cheeks, and mouth slightly open, as 
discussed in [SYNTAX 4.1.1.3] are usually also found with demonstratives. 
This is because both classes of determiners are definite in nature.

If the direction of the eye-gaze (here labelled as ‘eg’) coincides 
with that of the demonstrative, the signer emphasises that the refer-
ent is physically present in the extra-linguistic context. In the exam-

https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_1_2_2_pietroixlocmanixdemarcbefamiliar.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_1_2_2_suitcasepeixlocposs1.mp4
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ple below, the eye-gaze is pointed downward, in the same direction 
indicated by the demonstrative ix(dem). This alignment between eye-
gaze and demonstrative suggests that the referent (pen) is physical-
ly present in the scene of the interaction.

 eg
pen ix(dem) need ix1 � 
‘I need this pen.’

Deictic demonstratives refer to someone or something present in the 
surrounding extra-linguistic context, which might be more or less 
distant from the signer. The proximal or distal specification is often 
signalled by non-manuals. For example, proximity can be marked by 
body posture and/or half-closed eyes, as in (a), while distality can be 
marked by eye opening and chin up, as in (b).

 

a. ix(dem)[proximal]
 

b. ix(dem)[distal]

4.1.2.4 Anaphoric usage

Anaphoric demonstratives are used to refer to already-mentioned ref-
erents. Therefore, they rely on the linguistic context. In LIS, the an-
aphoric demonstrative is usually expressed by the sign pe (for more 
details on this sign see [LEXICON 3.6.1]).

https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_1_2_3_penixdemneedix1.mp4
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Like its deictic counterpart, the anaphoric demonstrative in LIS 
appears in postnominal position. In the example below, the sign pe 
is used to express anaphoric reference to an already-mentioned pro-
ject and appears after the noun (project). 

projecta pea ix1 3agive1
_aux personal_growth � 

‘That project boosted my personal growth.’

4.2 Possessive phrases 

The possessive phrase is a syntactic construction involving two ele-
ments: a possessor (i.e. someone who possesses something) and a pos-
sessee (the possessed entity). A distinction that it is important to keep 
in mind is that between attributive (a) and predicative (b) posses-
sion. Examples in LIS of these two constructions are provided below.

a. maria car poss3 comfortable � 
‘Maria’s car is comfortable.’

b. car pe maria poss3  � 
‘This car is Maria’s.’

Attributive possession is included within the noun phrase [SYNTAX 4], 
while predicative possession does not combine with a noun, but pred-
icates something about it. This section is devoted to attributive pos-
sessive phrases only.

4.2.1 Ways of expressing the possessive relation in the noun phrase

A possessive relation in LIS can be expressed as follows: i) by means 
of attributive possessive pronouns, or ii) by juxtaposition of posses-
sor and possessee.

4.2.1.1 Attributive possessive pronouns

The possessive pronouns that occur within attributive possessive 
phrases in LIS can be realised with two different handshapes: poss(G) 
and poss(5) [LEXICON 3.7.3]. In both cases, the sign is directional, mean-
ing that it moves toward the locus in space associated with the posses-
sor. The two types of possessives differ in terms of use as well. When 

https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_1_2_4_projectpeix1give1auxpersonalgrowth.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_2_amariacarposs3comfortable.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_2_bcarpemariaposs3.mp4
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the possessor is animate (e.g. woman, child, dog), the preferred option 
is poss(G), be it a case of alienable (a) or inalienable possession (b).

a. pietro car poss(G)3 function well � 
‘Pietro’s car works well.’

b. pietro mother poss(G)3 sick � 
‘Pietro’s mother is sick.’

On the other hand, when the possessor is inanimate (e.g. italy, com-
pany, school), signers typically use poss(5), as shown below.

italy food poss(5)3 delicious � 
‘Italian food is delicious.’

4.2.1.2 Possessive markers
To be developed.

4.2.1.3 Juxtaposition

In some cases, it is possible to omit the possessive pronouns. As a re-
sult, the attributive possession construction consists in the juxtapo-
sition of possessor and possessee.

For example, ‘Maria’s car’ can be expressed by combining the 
signs maria and car in sequence.

maria car break � 
‘Maria’s car is broken.’

Apparently, the presence or absence of the possessive pronoun does 
not cause a change in meaning.

The strategy of juxtaposition is also used with inalienable posses-
sion, such as body parts (giraffe neck, ‘giraffe’s neck’) and kinship 
relations (pietro mother, ‘Pietro’s mother’).

4.2.2 The position of the possessive pronoun

Possessive pronouns contained in possessive phrases in LIS are typi-
cally produced in postnominal position, i.e. after the possessee. In the 
example below, poss3 follows the sign car, that is the possessed noun.

https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_2_1_1_apietrocarpossg3functionwell.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_2_1_1_bpietromotherpossg3sick.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_2_1_1_italyfoodposs53delicious.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_2_1_3_mariacarbreak.mp4
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car poss3 comfortable � 
‘His/her car is comfortable.’

If the possessor is expressed by a noun (e.g. maria, president, cat), 
the possessive construction typically surfaces in the following or-
der: possessor (maria), possessee (car), possessive pronoun (poss3).

maria car poss3 comfortable � 
‘Maria’s car is comfortable.’

4.2.3 Agreement with the possessor

Possessive pronouns show manual agreement with the possessor. 
During their production, they are directed toward the locus in space 
associated with the referent functioning as possessor. The screen-
shots below show the spatial agreement between possessor and pos-
sessive pronoun. As shown by the indexes associated with the gloss-
es, the two signs are co-referential. 

  

pietroa  poss3a
‘Pietro’s’

Note that such manual agreement is visible when the possessor is re-
alised by a sign articulated in neutral space. If the possessor is repre-
sented by a body-anchored sign, such as maria below, spatial agree-
ment does not occur.

https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_2_2_carposs3comfortable.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_2_2_mariacarposs3comfortable.mp4
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maria poss3
‘Maria’s’

In this case, the possessive pronoun shows spatial agreement with 
an arbitrary locus in space associated with the body-anchored sign.

4.2.4 Agreement with the possessed
To be developed.

4.2.5 Possessive phrases with the possessed elided

In particular discourse contexts, the possessee might represent 
shared knowledge. In these cases, LIS allows the possibility to omit 
the possessee. This is illustrated in the two examples below, in which 
the possessee car is omitted since it can be retrieved from the con-
text.

a. maria poss3 comfortable � 
‘Maria’s is comfortable.’ (talking about cars)

b. poss3 comfortable � 
‘His/hers is comfortable.’ (talking about cars)

It is interesting to note that when the possessee is absent, the signer 
might help the interlocutor retrieve it through specific non-manual 
cues: i) squint eyes, which signal that the information is known by the 
addressee, as in (a) above, and ii) eye gaze, which indicates that the 
possessee is present in the extralinguistic context, as in (b) above.

https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_2_5_amariaposs3comfortable.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_2_5_bposs3comfortable.mp4
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4.3 Numerals

Numerals are nominal modifiers used to indicate the number of en-
tities that are referred to. In LIS, there are three different types of 
numerals: cardinal, ordinal, and distributive numerals [LEXICON 3.10.1]. 
This section discusses the distribution of numerals within the nom-
inal domain, with a special focus on cardinals, the most studied nu-
meral class.

4.3.1 The position of the numeral

The distribution of cardinals in the LIS nominal domain appears quite 
flexible because they can be found both in prenominal and postnom-
inal position. For example, the cardinal three can appear before the 
noun cake, as in (a), or after it, as in (b).

a. maria bring three cake � 
‘Maria brought three cakes.’

b. ix maria bring cake three. see ix(loc) � 
‘Maria brought three cakes, here they are.’

In some cases, the different positions of the cardinal can convey dif-
ferent interpretations [SYNTAX 4.3.3]. 

A less common pattern involves the reduplication of the cardinal, 
before and after the noun, as in the example below.

three cake three

‘Three cakes’

4.3.2 Floating numerals

A floating numeral is a numeral that does not appear in its canonical 
position since it is not close to the noun it modifies. In other words, 
there is a split between the noun and the numeral. This syntactic con-
struction is attested in LIS. 

To illustrate, consider the noun phrase book three. The separation 
between these two elements can be observed in a sentence with top-
icalisation [PRAGMATICS 4.2], namely a sentence in which a topical con-
stituent accompanied by marked non-manuals is preposed to a sen-
tence-initial position. As shown in the example below, the noun (book) 

https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_3_1_amariabringthreecake.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_3_1_bixmariabringcakethreeseeixloc.mp4
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is topicalised at the beginning of the sentence and the related car-
dinal (three) is stranded in a non-adjacent position, after the verb.

 top
book ix1 want three � 
‘I want three books.’

If the noun phrase also includes an adjective, this accompanies the 
topicalised noun, rather than the stranded cardinal. The example be-
low shows the distribution of the adjective red and the cardinal three 
with respect to the noun to which they both refer.

 top
book red ix1 want three � 
‘I want three red books.’

4.3.3 Definite and indefinite reading

The distribution of cardinals in LIS is influenced by information 
structure [PRAGMATICS 4.2]. In that respect, it is important to distin-
guish two distinct cases: i) first-mentioned referents, namely entities 
that are introduced for the first time into the discourse and consti-
tute new-discourse information and ii) already-mentioned referents, 
namely entities that have already been mentioned in the discourse 
and constitute old-discourse information. The noun phrases associ-
ated with first-mentioned referents receive an indefinite interpreta-
tion, whereas the noun phrases associated with already-mentioned 
referents receive a definite interpretation.

For LIS, it has been observed that when a cardinal is included in 
an indefinite nominal expression, it can appear either before or af-
ter the noun. When it occurs in a definite nominal expression, it must 
appear after the noun. 

Therefore, if a signer is introducing new referents in the discourse, 
the cardinal can appear either before or after the noun. In the exam-
ple below, the first-mentioned referents are two children: both pre-
nominal cardinal (a) and postnominal cardinal (b) are acceptable in 
this context. 

https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_3_2_bookix1wantthree.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_3_2_bookredix1wantthree.mp4
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a. two child

‘Two children’ (indefinite reading)
(recreated from Mantovan 2017, 173-4)

    

b. child two
‘Two children’ (indefinite reading)
(recreated from Mantovan 2017, 173-4)

On the contrary, if a signer is talking about already-mentioned refer-
ents, the cardinal is obligatorily postnominal. Below we can see that 
when the two children are mentioned again in the discourse, they re-
ceive a definite reading, which is conveyed through the articulation 
of the cardinal two after the noun child.

    

child two cl(flat closed 5): ‘be_at’
‘The two children’ (definite reading)
(recreated from Mantovan 2017, 173-4)
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As the example above shows, the sequence noun + cardinal conveying a 
definite reading is compatible with the presence of a whole-entity classifi-
er, which defines the position in space of the already-mentioned referents. 

Another difference between the two semantic interpretations is 
represented by non-manuals. As we can see in the examples above, 
cardinals associated with an indefinite reading are usually articu-
lated with backward-tilted head and raised eyebrows, whereas those 
associated with a definite reading are usually articulated with squint 
eyes, lowered eyebrows, and chin bent downward.

4.3.4 Numeral incorporation

In some cases, cardinal and noun are not conveyed through two dis-
tinct lexical signs, rather they come together to form a single sign. 
This phenomenon is known as numeral incorporation [LEXICON 3.10.1.1].

Numeral handshapes (usually from 1 to 5, in some cases from 1 to 
10) are combined with movement, location, and orientation of a root. 
The possible roots, namely signs that can be modified to accommo-
date a numeral handshape, are nouns [LEXICON 3.1], pronouns [LEXICON 
3.7], and classifiers [MORPHOLOGY 5]. Three illustrative examples are pro-
vided below: the noun year (a), the first-person plural pronoun ix1pl 
(b), and the whole-entity classifier for upright person (c).

a. year^four � 
‘Four years’

b. ix1pl^four � 
‘The four of us’

c. cl(4): ‘come’ � 
‘Four people approaching’

4.3.5 Measure phrases

A Measure Phrase is a construction including a measure noun, namely a 
noun referring to time, capacity, weight, length, temperature, or currency.

In LIS, when cardinals are included in Measure Phrases, they show 
a special distributional pattern in that they always occur prenominally. 
Therefore, they always appear before the measure noun. In the follow-
ing examples, cardinal three precedes metre, cardinal two precedes 
kilogramme, and cardinal two^hundred thousand precedes time.

https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_3_4_ayearfour.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_3_4_bix1plfour.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_3_4_ccl4come.mp4
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a. three metre

‘Three metres’
  

b. two kilogramme
‘Two kilogrammes’

   

c. two^hundred thousand time

‘Two hundred thousand times’
(based on Mantovan 2017, 170)

4.4 Quantifiers

While numerals specify exact numbers [LEXICON 3.10.1], quantifiers in-
dicate the non-numeric amount of entities that are referred to [LEXI-
CON 3.10.2]. This section discusses the distribution of quantifiers with-
in the nominal domain.
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4.4.1 The position of the quantifier

Although some variability can be found, the most frequent position 
for quantifiers in LIS is after the noun. Below, we can see some ex-
amples showing the postnominal distribution of these nominal modi-
fiers: the universal quantifier all (a), the distributive quantifier each 
(b), the existential quantifier many (c), and the negative quantifier no-
body (d) follow the noun they quantify.

a. person++ all origin sicily � 
‘All the people come from Sicily.’

b. student each video receive done � 
‘Each student received the video.’

 neg
c. today student many come not � 
‘Today lots of students did not come.’

 neg
d. exam pass student nobody � 
‘No student passed the exam.’ 

In contrast to the other quantifiers, there is a preference for produc-
ing the negative quantifier nobody together with the modified noun 
in sentence-final position.

If a quantifier co-occurs with other nominal modifiers, such as ad-
jectives and possessives, it tends to appear at the end of the nomi-
nal expression. In the examples below, we can see that the quantifi-
er all(unspread 5), a variant of all(g) [LEXICON 3.10.2], follows the noun 
and the possessive in (a) and follows the noun and the adjective in (b).

a. computer poss1 all(unspread 5) break � 
‘All my computers are broken.’

 neg
b. pen red all(unspread 5) function not � 
‘All the red pens do not work.’

https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_4_1_apersonalloriginsicily.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_4_1_bstudenteachvideoreceivedone.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_4_1_ctodaystudentmanycomenot.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_4_1_dexampassstudentnobody.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_4_1_acomputerposs1allunspread5break.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_4_1_bpenredallunspread5functionnot.mp4
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4.4.2 Floating quantifiers

Quantifiers do not necessarily appear close to the noun they modify. 
Sometimes they are separated from the noun phrase they belong to: 
when this happens, they are called ‘floating quantifiers’. This syntac-
tic construction is attested in LIS.

Let us consider the nominal expression student all. In its canon-
ical position, the quantifier all occurs close to the noun student, in 
postnominal position.

student all exam pass be_able � 
‘All the students can pass the exam.’

In related sentences, the quantifier all can be floated to three differ-
ent discontinuous positions: it can appear between the object and the 
lexical verb (a), between the lexical verb and the modal (b), and after 
the modal in sentence-final position (c). 

a. student exam all pass be_able � 

b. student exam pass all be_able � 

c. student exam pass be_able all � 

Interestingly, there are minimal pair sentences that have different 
nuances of meaning according to the syntactic status of the quanti-
fier. For example, consider the two sentences below.

 top
a. friend poss1 all deaf � 
‘All my friends are deaf.’
(recreated from Brunelli 2011, 54)

 top
b. friend poss1 all deaf � 
‘My friends are all deaf.’
(recreated from Brunelli 2011, 54)

The quantifier all appears in its canonical position within the nomi-
nal expression in (a), while it falls outside the noun phrase and hence 
behaves as floating quantifier in (b). A close look at the non-manu-
als used in the two sentences helps detect this difference: when used 
as regular quantifier, all falls within the scope of the non-manuals 

https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_4_2_studentallexampassbeable.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_4_2_astudentexamallpassbeable.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_4_2_bstudentexampassallbeable.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_4_2_cstudentexampassbeableall.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_4_2_afriendposs1alldeaf.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_4_2_bfriendposs1alldeaf.mp4
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marking the noun phrase (a); when used as floating quantifier, all is 
not accompanied by such non-manuals and it is separated from the 
noun phrase by an intonational break (b).

4.5 Adjectives

An adjective occurring within a noun phrase is an attributive adjec-
tive [LEXICON 3.4.1]. This means that it functions as an attribute of the 
noun and modifies it. 

Adjectival modification can be expressed in different ways: i) lexi-
cally, e.g. the sign new in (a), ii) with a classifier, e.g. SASS(F): ‘round_
long’ in (b), and iii) non-manually, e.g. open mouth (om) co-occurring 
with a noun expresses the concept of ‘big’, ‘large’ in (c). These three 
options are illustrated below.

  

a. car new
‘New car’

  

b. drinking_glass SASS(F): ‘round_long’
‘Flute glass’
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 om
c. bridge

‘Big/long bridge’

For the sake of simplicity, in this section we especially focus on the 
distribution of independent lexical adjectives like new in (a) above.

Lexical adjectives can be articulated on the signer’s body (a) or in 
the neutral space (b) [LEXICON 3.4.1].

 

a. beautiful

b. big

The distinction between body-anchored and non-body-anchored adjec-
tives is relevant in terms of agreement. Agreement between noun and 
adjective is usually reflected by the fact that these two signs are articu-
lated in the same location in the neutral space. In most cases, overt noun-
adjective agreement is not compulsory, hence both body-anchored and 
non-body-anchored adjectives can maintain their location. However, in 
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marked cases and coordination between two nominal expressions, the 
two adjectival classes behave differently. On the one hand, non-body-an-
chored adjectives (like big) must shift from a default location to a spe-
cific point in the neutral space, the one in which the noun is localised. 

 bl-left  bl-right
housea newa houseb bigb available anymore � 
‘The big house and the new house are no longer available.’

On the other hand, body-anchored adjectives (like beautiful), which 
cannot modify their place of articulation, must be accompanied by a 
body lean and/or head tilt directed toward the location of the noun. 

 ht-left  ht-right
 bl-left  bl-right
paintinga beautiful paintingb ugly sell done � 
‘The beautiful painting and the ugly painting were sold.’

From the semantic point of view, there are different classes of adjec-
tives. The most common ones are those conveying: quality, size, shape, 
colour, and provenance. In some cases, the semantic category of adjec-
tives has an influence on their distribution with respect to the noun and/
or other adjectives [SYNTAX 4.5.4]. This section is intended to provide in-
formation about the distribution of adjectives with respect to the noun 
[SYNTAX 4.5.1]; [SYNTAX 4.5.2]; [SYNTAX 4.5.3] and other adjectives [SYNTAX 4.5.4].

4.5.1 Prenominal vs. postnominal adjectives

Considering the distribution of an attributive adjective with respect 
to the noun it modifies, the most frequent pattern in LIS is: noun + 
adjective. This distribution holds for provenance, colour, shape, size, 
and quality adjectives, as shown in the examples below. The prove-
nance adjective german (a), the colour adjective red (b), the shape 
adjective round (c), the size adjective big (d), and the quality adjec-
tive beautiful (e) follow the noun they modify.

a. woman german ix(dem) ix1 communicate impossible �
‘It is impossible for me to talk with that German woman.’

b. book red cost SASS(flat closed L): ‘little’ � 
‘The red book is cheap.’

https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_5_housenewhousebigavailableanymore.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_5_paintingbeautifulpaintinguglyselldone.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_5_1_awomangermanixdemix1communicateimpossible.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_5_1_bbookredcostsassflatclosedllittle.mp4
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c. canteen table round exist � 
‘In the canteen, there is a round table.’

d. ix1 dream house big � 
‘I dream of a big house.’

e. travel america ix(loc) experience beautiful � 
‘My travel to the States was a beautiful experience.’

Other types of adjectives, such as other, next, and last, show the 
same preference for a postnominal distribution.

ix1 wait summer next � 
‘I am looking forward to the next summer.’

Although they do not constitute the most frequent pattern, some cas-
es of prenominal adjectives (adjective + noun) are occasionally ob-
served. They are almost exclusively quality adjectives. Here we pro-
vide an example with beautiful.

travel america ix(loc) beautiful experience � 
‘My travel to the States was a beautiful experience.’

Sometimes, the prenominal distribution in LIS might be reminiscent 
of Italian word order. For example, the Italian adjective ex is always 
prenominal (Ita. la mia ex fidanzata, ‘my ex girlfriend’). As shown be-
low, the same distribution is found with the sign ex in LIS.

ex girlfriend city move � 
‘My ex-girlfriend moved to another city.’

4.5.2 Symmetric adjectives

As mentioned before, some quality adjectives can either precede or 
follow the nominal head (beautiful experience or experience beauti-
ful). According to our informants, there is no significant difference 
in meaning between these two distributional patterns.

https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_5_1_ccanteentableroundexist.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_5_1_dix1dreamhousebig.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_5_1_etravelamericaixlocexperiencebeautiful.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_5_1_ix1waitsummernext.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_5_1_travelamericaixlocbeautifulexperience.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_5_1_exgirlfriendcitymove.mp4
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4.5.3 Reduplicated adjectives 

In signing discourse, a lexical adjective might occasionally be redu-
plicated, being articulated both prenominally, and postnominally. 
This is exemplified below with the adjective other.

must other job other

‘I had to find another job.’ (Mantovan 2017, 118)

Notice that reduplication of adjectives does not induce any differ-
ence in meaning.

4.5.4 Ordering restrictions among adjectives

Sometimes, two or more attributive adjectives co-occur within the 
same noun phrase, establishing a complex nominal expression. The 
relative order of multiple adjectives in LIS appears to be sensitive 
to the semantic class they belong to. For the sake of simplicity, we 
take into consideration the distribution of the following semantic 
classes of independent lexical adjectives: provenance, colour, size, 
and quality.

When a provenance adjective and a colour adjective co-occur, the 
most common relative order is: provenance + colour (for example, 
china red).

vase china red

‘Red Chinese vase
 (Bertone 2009, 17)

It should be noted that some signers prefer to express provenance with 
a possessive phrase (china poss, for more details on this construction 
see[ SYNTAX 4.2], rather than an independent adjective (china). In this 
case, the sign order tends to be reversed: the colour adjective precedes 
the possessive construction expressing provenance.
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vase red china poss3
‘Red Chinese vase’

When a size adjective and a colour adjective co-occur, the most com-
mon relative order is: colour + size (for example, red big).

vase red big

‘Big red vase’ (recreated from Bertone 2007, 78)

When a size adjective and a quality adjective co-occur, the most com-
mon relative order is: size + quality (for example, big old).

vase big old

‘Old big vase’ (recreated from Bertone 2007, 78)

To sum up, the unmarked order of LIS attributive adjectives is: (noun 
+) provenance + colour + size + quality.

4.6 Multiple noun phrase constituents

Nominal expressions have the potential to host several nominal mod-
ifiers. When different types of modifiers co-occur in LIS, their distri-
bution can be quite flexible, but it is never random. 

This section illustrates the most frequent sign order patterns ob-
served in complex nominal expressions including multiple modifiers, 
such as determiners [LEXICON 3.6], cardinal numerals [LEXICON 3.10.1.1], 
and attributive adjectives [LEXICON 3.4.1].

4.6.1 Prenominal modifiers

As reported in the previous sections, most nominal modifiers in LIS pref-
erably occur postnominally. However, some of them can be produced be-
fore the noun. This is the case of: i) some quality adjectives [SYNTAX 4.5.1], 
ii) the reinforcer element in the demonstrative reinforcer construction 
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[SYNTAX 4.1.2.2], and iii) some cardinal numerals [SYNTAX 4.3.3]. For the sake 
of comparability, the glosses of the relevant examples are repeated be-
low: (a) shows a prenominal adjective (beautiful), (b) a prenominal re-
inforcer element (ix), and (c) a prenominal cardinal (twelve).

a. travel america ix(loc) beautiful experience

‘My travel to the States was a beautiful experience.’

b. peter ix(loc)a man ix(dem)a be_familiar

‘Peter knows that man over there.’

c. maria bring three cake

‘Maria brought three cakes.’

In the example below, we show an indefinite complex nominal expres-
sion containing a prenominal cardinal (three). The sign order is car-
dinal + noun + adjective. 

 om
ix1 see three dog black � 
‘I suddenly saw three black dogs.’

4.6.2 Postnominal modifiers

LIS shows a preference for postnominal modifiers. In this section, 
we observe how multiple postnominal modifiers co-occurring in the 
same nominal expression are distributed.

Considering indefinite nominal expressions, there are two un-
marked orders: noun + adjective + cardinal, as shown in (a), and 
noun + cardinal + adjective, as shown in (b).

 om
a. ix1 see dog black three � 
‘I suddenly saw three black dogs.’

 om
b. ix1 see dog three black beautiful � 
‘I suddenly saw three beautiful black dogs.’

As for definite nominal expressions, there are two unmarked orders: 
noun + adjective + cardinal + demonstrative, as shown in (a), and 
noun + cardinal + adjective + demonstrative, as shown in (b).

https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_6_1_ix1seethreedogblack.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_6_2_aix1seedogblackthree.mp4
https://edizionicafoscari.unive.it/grammatica-lis/media/video/gr-lis-5-4_6_2_bix1seedogthreeblackbeautiful.mp4
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a. cat red three ix(dem)arc poss3 � 
‘These three red cats are his.’

b. cat three red ix(dem)arc poss3 � 
‘These three red cats are his.’

To summarise, in complex nominal expressions, the relative order 
between adjectives and cardinals seems quite flexible. On the other 
hand, demonstratives tend to appear in the most peripheral position.

Information on Data and Consultants

The descriptions in these sections are based on the references below. The lin-
guistic data illustrated as images and video clips have been checked through 
acceptability judgments and have been reproduced by Deaf native-signing con-
sultants.

Authorship Information

Lara Mantovan
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