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An Analysis of the Artistic and Linguistic Characteristics of Sign Songs in
Korean Sign Language
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ABSTRACT

[Purpose] Sign languages, as is the case with spoken languages, make use of their special properties when
they are used for the creative arts. In this paper, we investigate the artistic and linguistic characteristics
embedded in sign songs in Korean Sign Language. [Method] In order to verify that different types of sign
songs exist and that they bear different linguistic features, we compared three translated sign songs that
can be identified as belonging to one of two types, according to their authors and motivation. The first
type includes a sign song translated by a committee of both hearing and Deaf people with the special
purpose of standardizing the Korean National Anthem so that it can be sung together with hearing people.
The other type includes two sign songs composed by Deaf authors, without any special intention other
than their motivation to create art. The three songs were annotated according to ELAN (EUDICO
Linguistic Annotator) for comprehensive analyses. [Results] The results show that there are striking
differences between the two types of sign songs. First, the latter type was far less faithful to acoustic
music than the first. Instead, it displayed higher dependency on its internal language rhythm. Second, the
latter type displayed greater faithfulness to the use of sign language as a natural language for the sake
of clear communication with the Deaf community. Third, the latter type used the sign space far more
creatively, especially when marking contrasts metaphorically. Fourth, the creative use of sign language
morphology and lexicon, such as spreading, was far more frequently found in the latter type. Lastly,
metaphor, metonymy, and other poetic usages of the language were found in the latter type but not in
the former. [Conclusion] These results support the notion that sign songs are not merely a translated
version of acoustic music. Rather, sign songs demonstrate that music transcends the boundaries of acoustic
realities. This means that, together with other creative art forms expressed through sign language, sign
songs created by Deaf authors for the purposes of the creative arts can play an important role in
promoting Deaf identity. Furthermore, this study implies the importance of providing Deaf schools with
music curricula that recognize and promote a musical experience that is uniquely Deaf.
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<Table 1> Analyzed Sign Songs

Title Producer/Artist Type Length
Korean National Anthem- KSL Standardization Committee
Re Perf 2
Version 1 (2007) (Deaf and Hearing members) ecorded Performance 323

Korean National Anthem-
Version 2 (2022)
Squeak (2022) Ji, Hye-Won (Deaf) Recorded Performance 1:10

Source : KSL Standardization Committee (2008), Second video celebrating KSL Day - DJ DOC Squeak (by Ji,
Hye-Won) - YouTube

Lee, Sang-Hyun (Deaf)™* Recorded Performance 0:29
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<Table 2> Transcription Tiers

# Tier Content
Transcribe when a sign song performance proceeds in accordance with
the background music.

1 Background Music

Transcribe when the sign space is used to convey meanings.

2 Sign Space (left, right, above, below)

5 Non-manual Transcribe when markings are made non-manually by eye brows, eyes,
markings mouth etc.

4 Dominant hand Transcribe when the dominant hand is used to express lexical items.

5 Non-dominant hand | Transcribe when the non-dominant hand is used to express lexical items.

Transcribe when the same non-dominant hand is maintained from the

6 Spread
preading previous word to the next word.
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<Table 3> “Korean National Anthem-Version 1™ Sign Song Lyrics

Korean Lyrics KSL Sign Song Lyrics

East.Sea-and Baekdu.Mount-Nom

And] [Mount Baekdu] [Dried] [W( Till
dried.up-and worn.out-til [East Sea] [And] [Mount Baekdu] [Dried] [Worn++] [Till]

God-Nom  protect-do-thus

. [God] [Protect] [Give] [We] [Country] [Long Live]
our.country long.live

Rose.of .Sharon 3000.1i glorious.land | [Rose of Sharon] [3000] [Li] [Glorious] [River] [Mountain Peak]

Korean people Korean-as long

[Korean] [Person] [Korean] [Country] [As] [Long] [Protect] [Pass on]
keep-Hort

Source : Korean Standardization Committee (2008)
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<Table 4> “Korean National Anthem-Version 2™ Sign Song Lyrics

Korean Lyrics KSL Sign Song Lyrics
[Sea] [Sun Rise] [Waves Break]

[Mount Baekdu] [Waves Break] [Mountain Peak]
[Snow Fall] [Wind Blow] [Mountain Peak]

East.Sea-and Baekdu.Mount-Nom
dried.up-and worn.out-till

God-Nom  protect-do-thus

. [God] [Korean Peninsula] [Protect] [Forever]
our.country longlive

Rose.of Sharon 3000.1i glorious.land | [Korean Peninsulal [Flowers bloom in Korean Peninsula] [Mountain Peak]

Korean people Korean-as long [Korean] [Community] [Proud] [Korean] [Descendants] [Protect]

keep-Hort [Pass on]
Source : Lee, S. H. (2022)
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<Table 5> “Squeak™ Sign Song Lyrics

Korean Lyrics

KSL Sign Song Lyrics

everyday night 9 o’ clock-Nom become
[-Top News-Acc watch-Dec

[Time] [9 O’ clok] [Turn On TV With A Remote Control]
[Watch TV] [While Stroking (A Dog) Watch TV]

comedy-even not thing-Nom really
funny-Dec

{Upper Body Leans Forward} {Head Shakes Sideways}

politics-do mister-Pl daily fight-Dec

[Sit In A Circle] [Get Up Simultaneously]
[Shout Out Loud With Exposed Teeth++] [Fight] [£%]

one two fight-then after.all a.mess
become-Dec

[Stroke (A Dog)] {Head Shakes Sideways}

my dog name hammer-be-Dec

at.that.time hammar face look
embarrassing-become-Dec

[Dog] {While Stroking A Dog Make A Sad Face}

who well do I do.not.know-dec

[IXa] [Best] [IXb] [Worst] [Two Hands Shake Sideways++]

my eyes-to-Top all the.same look-Dec

[Best/Worst] [Two Hands Shakel

like.that fight-and again reconcile-Acc
do-Dec

[[Xa] [IXb] [Fight] [Give Bribe] [Fight] [Give Bride] [Fight]
[Hands Hold Together]

completely us-Acc possess-and play-Dec

{Look Here and There} {Nod} {Stop With Two Hands}
[Drama] [#Show] {Stop With Two Hands}

again keep-even unable promise really
do.well-Dec

[IXs] [President] [Run For Office]

[Sign Language] [Institute] [Pass] [Help]
[Economy] [Recover] [Develop] [Help] [Pledge]
[IXs] {Make a V With Two Hands and Shake}
[Vow] [Forget (using two hands)]

time-Nom pass-and see
only-word-be-Dec

[Money] [Count Money] [Inciting Gesture] [Put In Pocket]

[Pick Teeth] [Knock On The Stomach]

{Upper Body Leaning Forward And See} [Mouth] [Cannon
(using two hands)] {Head Shakes Sideways}

someone change-give-Dec do-and
wait-then should.not.be-Dec

[IXs.pl (lower space)] [IX (upper space)] [Change (upper
space)] [Open Mouth] [Tow Hands Shake]

now change do we-Nom change do-Dec

[Roll Up Both Arms] [Revolution] [Shoot Guns] [Need]

weak people everyday suffer-only
live-Dec

[[Xs.pl (lower space)] [ncompetent] [Ploughl [Dry Sweat]
[Fall(lower space)]

S0 squeaky world-Top run-Dec

[Fight (left space)] [Confusion (left space)] [World runs slowly
(neutral space)]

Source : Second video celebrating KSL Day - DJ DOC Squeak (by Ji, Hye-Won) - YouTube

ANAA B Lotel A FHESE BRFlle FUHY BHOE F IFY
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of FAsGOR $1 Bl o Ao ZA Y FI5o] Abgol F U
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<Figure 3> *“Squeak” : Horizontal Division of Sign Space
Source : Second video celebrating KSL Day - DJ DOC Squeak (by Ji, Hye-Won) - YouTube
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