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50 Iconicity in invented languages 
Federico Gobbo

This chapter illustrates the role played by iconicity in radical language invention. In the �eld of

“interlinguistics”—that is, the language science devoted to invented languages (used for communication,

like Esperanto, as well as artistic expression, like Dothraki)—there is no systematic study devoted to the

subject. It is important to pay attention to this topic because the process of language invention

immediately faces the problem of iconicity, both at the level of images (e.g. onomatopoeia and sound

symbolism) and diagrams (structurally, as in derivational patterns and compounds, or semantically,

through metaphors). In fact, the language inventor has to take decisions concerning how much iconicity

the language project should show before the invented language is put into usage. Examples from “a-

priori,” philosophical languages and “a-posteriori” languages for communication and artistic expression

are given, as well as of systems mixed between the two. Finally, the chapter provides some re�ections on

the art of language invention and iconicity that may be of interest for theoretical linguistics in general.

50.1 Introduction

Iconicity poses a challenge to the art and craft of language invention. ‘Interlinguistics’, the �eld of study

devoted to invented languages, is “an unorthodox branch of language science” (Schubert 1989: 8). It is not about

lexical innovation, word play, or (minor) language games, but about the construction of complete language

systems (in the sense of Ferdinand de Saussure’s langue, 1916), ready to be used by human beings for one

purpose or another.
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Language invention is a human phenomenon found across space and time, in very different cultures and

contexts. Occasionally, languages may be invented by children and teenagers for aims of self-expression and

ingroup secret communication (Bausani 1974, 1970; Gobbo 1998), or by mediums and psychics for alleged

communication with otherworldly creatures, such as the glossolalia by Hélène Smith in Geneva (a case studied

by Ferdinand de Saussure and the psychologist Théodore Flournoy; see Feshchenko and Newman 2013).

However, most scholars and experts in the �eld of interlinguistics mainly devote their attention to language

systems published with the aim of international communication, such as Volapük and Esperanto (Gobbo 2017;

see also below), and for literary purposes, such as the Elvish tongues devised by Tolkien (Weiner and Marshall

2011), or even for sustaining the estrangement in works of �ction, such as in science-�ction, for instance

Klingon (Okrand et al. 2011).

No matter the purpose of its invention, invented languages differ from natural languages such as Chinese,

English, and Swahili—but also lesser-used ones, such as Catalan, Navaho, and Welsh—because they appear at

�rst as language projects written down by a language inventor; in other words, an invented language does not

respect the historical priority of speech over writing (Gobbo 2017: 37).  During the process of invention that

precedes the publication of the language project, the inventor has to make a series of fundamental choices,

which cannot easily be changed afterwards. In particular, a language system should have both a phonetic and

phonological de�nition and a morphosyntactic set of rules in order to function properly. As the invention is a

process made by writing, a writing system is also needed—typically, an alphabet.

1

Linguistic signs have forms, made by their sounds and visual representation, and meaning. A fundamental

decision for the inventor is the association of form and meaning in the signs of the language project: on one

extreme, they may be absolutely conventional; on the other, their forms may precisely resemble their meaning,

so that there is no need of any convention. If no convention is needed, the sign is iconic (Meir and Tkachman

2018). The choice of the place of iconicity in the language project is fundamental in the process of language

invention, as iconicity covers all the levels of a language: phonetics, phonetics, phonology, morphology, syntax,

semantics, and pragmatics. When the phones or sounds of a language call up an image of the referent (as e.g. in

onomatopoeia or sound symbolism), it would be a case of ‘imagic’ iconicity. This, however, does not play a

major role in the process of language invention. It is ‘diagrammatic’ iconicity that comes most to the fore.

Following Haiman (1980: 515), a language system presupposes the need of “a systematic arrangement of signs,”

or “diagram.” Even when there is no necessary resemblance between sign and referent in the single invented

sign, the relationships of the signs between themselves may resemble the relationships with their referents. As

far as I know, there is no explicit discussion on iconicity per se in interlinguistics; thus, this chapter should be

considered the �rst study of iconicity in the process of language invention, starting from its results; that is,

invented languages.

p. 800
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50.2 Arbitrariness and iconicity

Human languages are made not only to describe humans’ inner states but also and mainly to represent the

external world humans live in. Planning a complete language project for usage by speakers and hearers

therefore forces the language inventor to face the fundamental question of what makes a language a (human)

language. The answer to this question naturally involves the role of iconicity, which dates back to the

discussion in Plato’s Cratylus (1997). In a nutshell, the fundamental question with respect to iconicity can be

formulated as follows: what is the relation between the object (signatum; plural: signata) in the world of

reference—which can be the primary world we live in—that is, the real world—or a secondary, diegetic world

(see Gobbo 2019 about Tolkien’s writings)—and the linguistic sign-vehicle ( signans; plural: signantia) designed

to identify the object itself. Plato’s answer—later reprised by Giambattista Vico (�. 1700), Gottfried Wilhelm

Leibniz (�. 1750), and Bernard Bolzano (�. 1800)—is that the sign-vehicle may mimic, to a certain extent, the

nature of the object, making the relation ‘iconic’ (Gensini 1995; Sebeok 1995; Leclerq 2019; and see also Nobile,

this volume). On the other hand, Aristotle, opposing Plato’s standpoint, considers the relation between the

sign-vehicle and the object essentially arbitrary; that is, ‘symbolic’. Historically, it is the Aristotelian tradition

that turned out to be prevalent in linguistics, especially because of the in�uence by Saussure. The reader

interested in the historical roots of this fundamental issue may �nd more information in Simone (1995).

The word ‘iconic’ is derived from the Greek word ikon, which, in the religious culture of Orthodox Christianity,

indicates a work of art representing Christ, but also Mary, saints, and angels; the point is that, according to that

culture, the �rst icons were painted by angels; their representation therefore comes directly from God (Meyer

2016). In the iconic relationship between the signans and the signatum thus understood, there is no space for

interpretation, rather there is a relation of truth. For this reason, if we follow this interpretation of iconicity,

innovation and originality are not seen as a virtue but as a decadence from perfection: the goal is to imitate, to

repeat.

On the opposite front, in the classic theory of linguistics by Ferdinand de Saussure (1916), that relation is in

principle arbitrary; for example, there is no connection between the sounds of the signans (e.g. of the word

‘tree’), and the signatum; that is, the tree we encounter in the real world, which is the primary world of

reference. Such a position in favor of absolute arbitrariness raised a line of critical analysis, starting from

Roman Jakobson’s (1977) discussion of the semiotics by Charles Sanders Peirce (1883) and the linguistic theory

of Mikolaj Kruszewski, both indicating that the signans may show similarity to the signatum (Radwańska-

Williams 1994), in particular in the case of onomatopoeia, but not only there.

p. 801

Finally, Peirce’s theory of signs can be considered an attempt to reconcile the two traditions—that of Plato on

the side of iconicity and Aristotle pledging for symbolism. In particular, he introduces a third element between

the two extremes of the iconic (physei) and symbolic (thesei); that is, indexicality. An index, like an icon, is a

non-arbitrary sign but the relationship between the signans and the signatum is not based on similarity but on

contiguity, on pointing, on a non-ambiguous, motivated association; in most cases, this means that some kind

of deixis plays a role in the relationship itself.

The proof of the pudding lies in the nature of the relation between the signans and the signatum. This relation is

not simple and direct; see, for example, Wilcox (2004: 123), who writes: “[t]he mapping relation in cognitive

iconicity is not between objectively de�ned forms and objectively determined scenes”; rather it is “between

construals of real-world scenes and construals of forms.” In other words, the presence of iconicity is, “like

beauty, [ … ] in the eye of the beholder” (Nänny 1999: 174); that is, it is the mind that gives sense to the relation

itself. The classic semiotic triangle, introduced by Ogden and Richards (1923: 11; see Figure 50.1) aims to solve

the problem by inserting the ‘referent’ into the picture as well as the relation of adequacy between the referent

and the reference—which corresponds to the object signi�ed, or signatum.
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Figure 50.1  Ogden-Richards triangle.

In truth, the semiotic triangle represents two relations starting from the signatum or referent: one to the

signans (called by the authors, in an unfortunate choice of words, ‘symbol’) on the left, and the other to the

referent. What I propose here is to disentangle the two relations using a different way to represent them, that is,

under the form of a double adpositional tree, where one relation is hierarchically more important than the

other one (Figure 50.2).

Figure 50.2  The semiotic adpositional tree.

The ‘adpositional’ paradigm holds that, whatever their level of abstraction, the relation between each pair of

linguistic elements should be at the center of the analysis (Gobbo and Benini 2011). The application of such a

paradigm to Searle’s (2010) typology of the making of the social world gives as a result that the relationship

between the signans and the signatum is always from world-to-mind (Figure 50.2, bottom-up arrow). In other

words, there is no signans without the signatum—even if the world of reference is �ctional or even

‘impossible’—in the sense of Berto and Jago (2019). Moreover, the adpositional tree placed above the relation

p. 802
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between the signans and the signatum in Figure 50.2 indicates that there is always the need of at least one

referent—or ‘interpretant’, in Peirce’s terms. Figure 50.2 subsumes the situation: the small arrow at the almost

90-degree angle in the right-hand corner indicates the information prominence: in the case of an icon, the

most prominent element in the relationship between the signans and the signatum is the latter (i.e. the object

[right-to-left arrow]); in the case of symbols, it would be the other way around (i.e. a left-to-right arrow).

Finally, in the case of an index, the information prominence is underspeci�ed, therefore it is indicated by the

left-right double arrow (Figure 50.2).

What results from the application of the adpositional paradigm applied to semiosis—that is, the process

according to which something assumes the function of being a sign—is that icons give predominance to the

signatum over the signans, while symbols do the reverse. In other words, iconicity is a driving force when the

signatum is more informative per se, before considering all the rest.

The emphasis on looking at the relation between the signans and the signatum, instead of focusing on the

essential traits of the sign in isolation, can cast a light on the fundamental issue of iconicity. It is worth noting

in this connection that, if we read Saussure carefully, he admitted that in diachrony, as well as during a

linguistic performative act (parole), iconicity is a potential force (Joseph 2015: 9, and this volume). Saussure also

realized that signantia do not live in a vacuum; rather, they appear in combination: the more complex the

combination, and/or the higher the level of abstraction (from sounds to morphemes up to words and phrases

and sentences), the less arbitrary and conventional language becomes. For instance, ‘shoebox’ has a relation

both with the signs ‘shoe’ and ‘box’ (cf. Fischer 1997 and John Joseph, this volume). In the study of iconicity,

such a realization led to a terminological distinction between ‘imagic iconicity’, where the mimetic process

between the signans and the signatum is more or less direct (as in the case of onomatopoeia and sound

symbolism), and ‘diagrammatic iconicity’, where the mimesis is between parts of the signans and parts of the

signatum, as in the example of ‘shoebox’ mentioned above.

As will be made clear in the rest of this chapter, diagrammatic iconicity is more relevant in the case of invented

languages since the process of language invention involves mainly the establishment of a linguistic structure,

which implies that we should consider signantia not in isolation but mainly in their mutual relations within

each linguistic system (langue) and in the way they are put into usage (parole). For this reason, in this chapter I

will use the term ‘iconicity’ to refer to diagrammatic iconicity, unless otherwise speci�ed.

50.3 Language invention and iconicityp. 803

In the act of inventing a language project, the author, as already mentioned above, should make choices

concerning the fundamental issue of iconicity, in particular the question of how much iconicity the new

language project should contain. Ultimately, the answer to this question will decide which kind of language will

be invented. According to the most in�uential taxonomy of invented languages, which dates back to the

monumental reference work by Couturat and Leau (1903), there are three classes of invented languages: ‘a-

priori’, ‘a-posteriori’, and ‘mixed’, the latter being a combination of a-priori and a-posteriori.
2

A-priori languages start from abstract principles, and this is the reason for their name. These abstract

principles are ‘true’ since all the features of the language can be derived from them deductively; that is, top-

down.  For this reason, many a-priori languages are ‘philosophical’—that is, made by philosophers on

ontological and epistemological grounds, and ‘perfect’—that is, made up so that knowledge in every aspect can

be, at least in theory, represented by them—in some cases, including God’s mind. The most complete proposals

in this sense came from British philosophers of the seventeenth century, such as George Dalgarno or John

Wilkins:

3
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The discovery of hieroglyphics and the acquaintance with Chinese script stimulated the study of

symbol systems for their own sake. The development of shorthand systems, the study of

cryptography, the construction of methods for communication with the deaf and dumb were widely

pursued. In mathematics, a revolutionary development such as the emergence of algebra was

recognised to be intimately connected with the use of a new method of notation. (Maat 2004: 9)

A-priori languages are driven by semantics; that is, they have the ambition to offer a procedure to explain the

human sense-making process as a whole, including all signs already produced and all signs yet to be produced.

In contemporary terms, this means that often a-priori languages are ‘impossible’, in the sense of Moro (2015):

learning an a-priori language mainly activates brain areas not devoted to linguistic knowledge, therefore they

most probably violate the boundaries of Babel (Moro’s apt expression).  For example, in the case of Langue Bleue

Bolak, presented to the world by its inventor Léon Bollack in 1900 during the Universal Exposition in Paris, a lot

of grammatical information is carried out by functional morphemes called motules, which change the meaning

of lexemes, called granmots (see Couturat and Leau 1903); this distinction is absolutely in line with natural

language, but their functioning does not re�ect any speci�c known language of the world. For example, from

the granmot, lov (from English ‘love’) you form: alov, literally ‘absence of love’, but translated as 

‘indifference’; elov, ‘abundance of love’, translated as ‘passion’; ilov, ‘excess of love’, becoming ‘idolatry’. As there

is no natural language showing such a semantic transformation through pre�xes, the naturalness of Langue

Bleue Bolak is at least very dubious. In contrast, the typological features of a-posteriori languages can always be

traced back neatly to existing natural languages, starting from the ones known by the language inventor; this

means that, unlike a-priori ones, a-posteriori languages can be learned like any natural language, and they are

therefore fully human languages.

4

p. 804

Chronologically, a-posteriori languages started to be proposed after a-priori ones. This category is the main

focus of Couturat and Leau (1903), as observed by Eco (1995: 317; also 1993). A-posteriori languages were

proposed in particular in the Western world because it embraced the idea of standardizing linguistic

communication at an international level:

The dawn of the twentieth century witnessed a revolution in transport and communication. In 1903

Couturat and Leau noted that it was now possible to voyage around the world in just forty days;

exactly one half of the fateful limit set by Jules Verne just thirty years before. [ … ] As for scienti�c

research, there were supernatural bodies such as the Bureau des poids et mesures (sixteen states) or the

International Geodesic Association (eighteen states), while in 1900 the International Association of

Scienti�c Academies was founded. Couturat and Leau wrote that such a growing of scienti�c

information needed to be organized ‘sous peine de revenir à la tour de Babel’.

While a-priori languages pretend to make order in the chaos of human experience once and for all with the

help of a set of abstract principles, a-posteriori languages come from a less ambitious and more pragmatic

standpoint: it should be possible to acquire them quickly in order to solve concrete issues of communication

between speakers having no natural language in common. From an epistemological point of view, the basic

tenet of a-posteriori languages is that a human language can only be made of parts taken from other existing

human languages, such as national languages, hence their name. Thus, the process of their invention is

inductive, based on observation of the empirical material found in the human languages the inventor has some

knowledge of. This means that the relation between the a-posteriori invented language and its linguistic

sources is diagrammatic and structural, in the typology of iconicity (Fischer 1997: 66, �gure 1).

For this reason, most a-posteriori languages are also contact languages, although the process of their making

is completely different from pidgins and creoles—if not the opposite. In particular, according to Bausani (1974,

1970), the more we go into the core of the language—that is, the phonetic inventory and other fundamental

traits, such as grammatical gender or mobile versus �xed stress—the less the language inventor is conscious of

the fundamental choices in the language structures. In particular, the invented language most probably mirrors
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that of the mother tongue(s). For instance, if there is no genderless language in the repertoire of the inventor,

such as in the case of Hungarian, Finnish, or Turkish, the invented language will not be genderless. Such a

phenomenon limiting the liberty of invention in the realm of linguistic structures already known by the

inventor, is called the ‘Bausani effect’ (Gobbo 2011a).

Blanke (1985) observed, among others, that the dichotomy a-priori vs a-posteriori is not always clear. In

particular, the tendency of hyperregulation of morphological rules (for instance, regarding the verbal system)

in the process of invention of a-posteriori languages is a case of stronger diagrammatic iconicity, as it pertains

to the level of the language system. In particular, the rules for word formation are would then be more regular

than in the original languages, which are full of exceptions. However, hyperregulation may also lead to traits

that cannot be attributed easily to pre-existing languages, as the example of Langue Bleue Bolak illustrated

above shows. This is the reason behind the existence of so-called mixed languages; that is, invented languages

that show both a-priori and a-posteriori traits. Interestingly, in the fundamental work of Couturat and Leau

(1903), the majority of mixed languages are reformations—that is, structural modi�cations—of Volapük, the

�rst international auxiliary language (IAL) that succeeded in gathering a social movement of supporters

(Garvía 2015). However, their ‘traditional classi�cation’ (Blanke 1985: 101) of a-priori, mixed, and a-posteriori

languages, still holds for the purpose of this chapter. In the following sections, it will be shown how the

fundamental choices by the language inventor in terms of a-priori vs a-posteriori, in�uences to what extent

iconicity is relevant in the act of inventing a language; this will be illustrated by the use of examples.

p. 805

50.4 A-priori invented languages and iconicity

Iconicity in a-priori languages is found in the idea that the principles upon which they are based perfectly

mirror the relation between the signans and the represented object (cf. the orthodox Christian interpretation of

the icon, mentioned above) since they re�ect its mechanics with absolute precision; that is, without the

possibility of arbitrary interpretation or misunderstanding. The most common realization of these principles is

the case of pasigraphies, where the pictorial representation of the signantia mimics each concept visually.

Sometimes authors give indications on how to utter sounds corresponding to the visual characters, following

some abstract principles which ultimately are arbitrary. Iconicity here depends on how realistic the depiction of

the characters is. Let me give two contrasting examples of pasigraphies: the �rst one is published by doctor

Damm in Leipzig in 1876; the second one is Näther’s, published in 1805 in Görlitz.  Doctor Damm published his

“practical pasigraphy” to allow “all nations to represent their own languages,” pretending to be a sort of

‘universal grammar’ in symbols (Drezen 1991: 161).

5
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Figure 50.3  Dammʼs pasigraphy: one hundred symbols.

It is clear that the stylized strokes of Damm’s pasigraphy are far from being iconic; on the contrary, they look

rather arbitrary (i.e. they are symbols). In Damm’s system, the �rst set of 100 symbols (Figure 50.3) should

represent 4,000 basic ideas with the help of a cypher between 1 and 40 put on the left of the symbol itself.

Figure 50.4  Dammʼs pasigraphy: grammatical signs.

In addition, through a second set of “grammatical signs,” which consists of only six symbols (Figure 50.4;

Drezen 1991: 161), the basic ideas can be put into relationship with one another. Therefore, in combination with

the �rst set, they are structurally diagrammatic forms of iconicity. For example, the point (Figure 50.4, left)

indicates the application of a second idea modifying the �rst one, as it happens with accusative, genitive, or

ablative, while the horizontal line (Figure 50.4, to the right of the point) indicates pre-de�ned categories

usually found in European languages, such as the de�nite article, nouns, adjectives, adverbs, and so on. In fact,

in a-priori languages, the rules of combination on both the morphological and syntactic levels are often

borrowed from the grammar of natural languages, in particular Indo-European ones. Examples are notions like

‘genitive’, or the binarism in grammatical genders, with prevalence of the masculine over the feminine.

In contrast, the second example of Näther’s pasigraphy, published in 1805 in Görlitz, is more pictorial (i.e.

imagic). He draws different species of trees, �owers, fruits, birds, and so on; of course, the immediate

drawback is that the potential user should have enough skill to draw the sign with accuracy.

p. 806
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Figure 50.5  Näther petition example.

Let us look at three examples (from Drezen 1991: 124). The concept of ‘petition’ (Figure 50.5, top) is rendered

with a subject (the point over the concave line) receiving the information (the vertical line with the dotted

diagonal line) of the action of signing a document (paper + pen) already written by somebody else (the point

over the convex line). The second example means ‘certi�cation of a �re’ (Figure 50.5, middle). On the left we see

a house surrounded by a crown of �re, then a document (as before) written by a subject and a horizontal line

meaning ‘fact’. Finally, the third example (Figure 50.5, bottom) means ‘a letter by a murderer, threatening to

start a �re’. The �rst three signs on the left were already used in the other two concepts, while the pointing

�nger means ‘threat’, and on its right there is the description of the subject causing the �re.

Eco (1995, 1993: ch. 7) traces back to Pythagoras and Plato the fascination of the hieroglyphs as a ‘perfect’

language of images, exactly for their—supposed—iconicity. Next, he mentions the works by Athanasius

Kircher, a Jesuit who brought back home the �rst account of Chinese in the Western world—what Simone calls

‘Vatican linguistics’ (in Eco 1995: 159). However, the idea of perfect pictures as icons is not the only way

iconicity may show up in a-priori language. In fact, there is at least one case, rather relevant in the �eld of

interlinguistics because it is unique in conceptualization and relative popularity at the time, in which iconicity

comes in via another medium, which is music. Music is an art form that can be enjoyed across linguistic and

cultural boundaries; thus, it is often considered universal. As most a-priori language inventors pretended that

their respective inventions were ‘perfect’, as Eco (1995) pointed out, the fascination of giving a correspondence

between musical notes and meaning is understandable although it is in fact totally arbitrary because there is

no direct correspondence between a single musical note and a (linguistic) concept.  The most successful a-

priori language in this respect is Solresol, presented to the Académie des Beaux-Arts  in Paris in 1827 by a French

music teacher, Jean François Sudre. Supporters of Solresol were still active in the early years of the twentieth

century, especially in France, thanks to the activism of Vincent and Boleslas Gajewski. The basic idea is that

musical notes (do, re, mi, fa, sol, la, si) are universal, and that they can be played, sung, written, even signed

with �ngers. Sudre associates meaning to the single notes (e.g. si is ‘yes’, sol is ‘if’) and to pairs in sequence (e.g.

p. 807 6
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dore is ‘I’, misol is ‘good’, remarkably lasi is ‘dative, ablative’) for functional words; as is to be expected, both

single notes and pairs are arbitrary signantia; that is, un-iconic. Lexical items are built up by sequences of three

to �ve notes: the fundamental concepts being three notes long (domisol is ‘God’, milasi is ‘to love’), while

derived concepts, four to �ve notes long, are categorized by pre�xes; for example, do indicates the semantic

sphere of humanness: domilado is ‘to speak’. Also in this case, this choice is not iconic at all, as the

representation of fundamental concepts (imagic iconicity) and the rules for derived ones (diagrammatic

iconicity) are arbitrary. However, there are clear rules for antonyms or for transforming personal pronouns into

adjectives; this shows that Sudre had, at least implicitly, a principle of diagrammatic iconicity in mind. To

obtain both antonyms and syntactic transformations, the Solresol user should simply reverse the order of the

notes: solmido (cf. domisol above, etc.) is ‘devil’, silami is ‘to hate’, solmi is ‘bad’, redo is ‘my, mine’ (for the reader

interested in delving into Solresol, the re�ections in Large 1985 still hold). It is evident that the rules of the

Solresol grammar (a mix between French and Latin, basically) are absolutely arbitrary; therefore, iconicity here

is only pretended. Quite strikingly, there are no indications for harmony (what if notes are played together?) or

other musical indications that appear in standard musical scores such as accento, acciaccato, and not to

mention the rhythm (adagio, allegro, etc.).

p. 808
7

50.5 A-posteriori invented languages and iconicity

An invented language should borrow elements from existing natural languages in its fundamental structural

choices in order to be used. For example, the pronominal system can be identical to English (with one form,

‘you’, for the second-person singular and plural) or French (with the tu/vous distinction), while the verbal

system is understandable if its tenses (for instance, the in�nitive) are recognizable in at least one given

language, known by the inventor. Thus, the conceptualization of iconicity here is very different from the one

seen in a-priori languages: in a-posteriori languages, iconicity is the adherence of the structure to one (but this

is rare, an example being Latino sine Flexione by Peano 1903, based entirely on Latin only) or more languages

(such as Esperanto and its rivals, but also Dothraki or Klingon). However, the (hyper)regularization of

morphosyntactic rules makes the invented a-posteriori language more diagrammatically iconic and thus less

arbitrary.

I call this conceptualization the ‘a-posteriori linguistic iconicity’ formulated as the following principle: all

structural traits of an invented language should be retraceable to existing natural languages, so as to guarantee

that they do not violate any language universal, and to enable them to be acquired by mere imitation of existing

languages, relying on analogy in applying the rules, in a diagrammatical iconic form.

To explain this principle, two examples are will be used for illustration here: Esperanto and Dothraki.

Esperanto is the most successful invented language since it has been in use since 1887 and has passed all the

stages of naturalization as indicated by Blanke (1985), including the existence of family speakers (i.e. bilingual

native speakers of Esperanto and at least one natural language); moreover, it is now well represented on the

internet (Gobbo 2021). In contrast, Dothraki was invented for artistic and marketing purposes in the current

millennium. Languages invented for �ction follow a principle of linguistic aesthetics sustaining ‘estrangement’

in order to enjoy the �ctional world experience (Adams 2017). In particular, Dothraki refers to a tribe of

nomadic people living on horses in the �ctional universe of Game of Thrones, a very popular TV series based on

a saga of fantasy novels by the American writer George Martin (Peterson 2015). The Dothraki language is

therefore a tool to make the �ctional world more realistic and to entertain the fans who use the language

mainly on the web to �ag their sense of belonging to the series.

Both languages follow the principle of a-posteriori linguistic iconicity. In the following, we will give only a few

examples from their respective grammars. In Esperanto, the pronominal system is basically borrowed from

English, with an addition from French (Table 50.1).
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Table 50.1  The pronominal system in Esperanto

mi vi li/ŝi/ĝi ni vi ili oni

I you he/she/it we you they on (French)

The mapping to English is transparent in the triple li/ŝi/ĝi; in particular, the pronoun ŝi is a borrowing from or

re�ection of English ‘she’, as it is pronounced almost identically; we could call this a case of diagrammatic

iconicity because of the relation between the two forms. Similarly, Esperanto oni resembles French on, and is

therefore another example of diagrammatic iconicity, this time not to English but to French; on the other hand,

there is no iconicity involved when only its function is similar, such as in the case of the German man, and,

indirectly,  Dutch men as well. Another example is the particle ĉu to introduce polar questions, which is

diagrammatically iconic to the Polish czy (Marcialis 2011: 333). The fact that the phonological realizations of oni

and ĉu are realizations of diagrammatic iconicity respectively of French and Polish is done on purpose, so as to

make their origins transparent. Zamenhof in fact envisaged a multilingual setting for learning Esperanto:

different learners would have the opportunity to help peers in acquiring different parts of the grammar.

p. 809
8

The case of Hollywood languages is different: there is no explicit attempt at this form of diagrammatic iconicity

to simplify language acquisition because the fascination for these languages is meant to be ‘exotic’ for the

public connected to these Hollywood productions. Hollywood languages are invented as marketing tools in the

context of �lm or TV productions (e.g. for online platforms for entertainment) proposing fantasy or science-

�ction �ctional universes, where the invented languages sustain the voluntary suspension of disbelief in the

public and are a linguistic tool to play with on the internet—and in the real world—to �ag the belonging of its

public to the �ctional universe under scrutiny (Gobbo 2017, 2014). The purpose of Hollywood languages is to be

attractive to the public watching the �lm or TV series. Therefore, in the case of Dothraki, the main language of

the public—that is, American English—becomes the reference point in absentia; thus Dothraki should not be

similar to American English (the discourse would be different if Game of Thrones would have been produced by

Bollywood, for instance). So, the language inventor has a space of maneuvering in inventing the language

structure between two extremes: one being American English (no exotic trait, henceforth boring), the other

one being inaccessibility (too much exoticism, henceforth ‘dif�cult’) because of the presence of linguistic traits

too far from a typological point of view (for instance, morphosyntactic ergativity, or the presence of tonemes in

morphology). In other words, in the case of Dothraki and Hollywood languages in general, rules are similar to

existing natural languages (therefore they are a-posteriori) but their forms are different: therefore, imagic

iconicity is avoided on purpose, while diagrammatic iconicity with other natural languages is present and

relevant.

The example concerns the Dothraki particle hash, which works exactly like the Polish czy and the Esperanto ĉu,

but its phonological realization is entirely different: in other words, the structure is isomorphic to Polish and

Esperanto, but it is always hidden in its phonological form, which is not.  This is because the joy in learning

Dothraki is to not easily �nd resemblances with other languages for speeding up the learning process, as in

the case of Esperanto; on the contrary, it consists in �nding ‘new’ ways of expressing concepts not easily

traceable to the linguistic repertoire of the public—the main public interested in Hollywood languages is

usually made up of teenagers and young adults in the US, thus being exposed to American English and Spanish,

at most.

9
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There is, however, a different diagrammatic form of iconicity in the case of Hollywood languages (i.e. on the

semantic level), via cultural analogy, which pertains to the domain of metaphors. The sentence in (1) literally

means ‘Do you ride well?’, which makes perfect sense in the context of the �ctional world of Game of Thrones as

the Dothraki population is made up of illiterate tribes of nomads living in deserts, where their whole economic

and social system is based on horses. This is why ‘Do you ride well?’ corresponds pragmatically to the English

expression ‘How are you?’, while Fonas chek!, ‘Ride well!’ corresponds to ‘goodbye’. Moreover, the verb dothraat,

‘to ride’, gives the name to the language. And on top of that it plays the role of the auxiliary verb from a

syntactic point of view, used instead of ‘to be’ or ‘to have’ in English, reinforcing the exoticism of Dothraki in

front of the eyes of its target public.

Hollywood languages thus show iconic features in two ways: �rst, while diagrammatic iconicity (in the form of

borrowing) with natural languages is avoided on purpose, diagrammatic iconicity on the structural level is

encouraged; second, metaphors in artistic languages such as Dothraki are generically based on the Sapir–

Whorf hypothesis. Basically, according to its strong interpretation, the Sapir–Whorf hypothesis states that each

language determines its speakers’ worldview and therefore the limits of their culture; as a direct consequence

the variability of our culture is limited by language (for a literature review, see O’Neill 2015).  Interestingly,

language inventors for �ction or art work backwards: the fundamental traits of the language system here

depend on the necessities of the diegetic world; this explains the metaphors in Dothraki illustrated above. In

addition, according to Podhorodecka (2007), another level of iconicity can be found in the choice of sounds. In

her analysis of Tolkien’s artistic languages, in particular Quenya, Sindarin, and the Black Speech, the central

thesis is that very rough consonant clusters and fricatives are supposed to convey the harshness of the

(�ctional) people speaking the Black Speech language, such as the orcs, while sonorants (sounds that pass the

vocal tract relatively unhindered) iconically represent the politeness and elegance of elves. However,

considering the sound symbolism of artistic languages as an example of imagic iconicity is still a working

hypothesis because we need cross-cultural empirical data of the aesthetic resonance of the speech of these

languages (a pilot study is Hoffman 2017). In his handbook describing the process of language invention,

Peterson (2015) indeed recommends choosing phonemes starting from the diegetic culture, following a

phonaesthetic principle: because Dothraki people are harsh and rude, their language contains harsh sounds. In

this way, harsh sounds would imagically indicate the harshness of the people speaking Dothraki. Con�rming

Podhorodecka’s (2007) analysis of Tolkien’s invented languages, we can conclude that language inventors for

�ction apply a sort of inversion of the Sapir–Whorf hypothesis, where the speaker’s (diegetic) worldview

determines the language.

10
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50.6 Mixed invented languages and iconicity

The act of language invention can try to mitigate the unavoidable arbitrary choice of principles leading to the

construction of a-priori languages by inserting parallels with one or more natural languages; the result is a

language project that shows both a-priori and a-posteriori traits. The most relevant illustrating case of mixed

languages is Volapük, the �rst IAL ever put in real use, mainly in written form. Most mixed languages are

projects derived from Volapük, therefore it makes sense to use it as an example for illustration. The term IAL

indicates that the project should be ‘International’; that is, understandable for people with different mother

tongues, and ‘Auxiliary’; that is, it should never totally coincide with one existing language only. Therefore, they

should mimic natural languages, but avoid non-intuitive rules such as verbal exceptions and other ‘oddities’

that hinder the process of learning. The level of adherence to natural languages is of course a matter of choice.

As one of Volapük’s phonological rules is to reduce all the varieties of /r/ into /l/, and the syllabic sequence to

CVC or something similar, with the second consonant as the coda, the lexical roots in Volapük resemble the

original form only up to a certain point; for instance, the roots Blen and Flen are inspired by German and

English, meaning respectively ‘brother’ and ‘friend’, while Dom and Flum are inspired by Latin, meaning

respectively ‘house’ (domus) and ‘river’ (�umen; examples from Kerckhoffs 1888). Volapük syntax is inspired by

German, Latin, and Ancient Greek: for instance, it has the four cases found in standard German, and the aorist

tense found in Ancient Greek. However, unlike these natural languages, Volapük syntax and especially

morphology is absolutely regular, as seen in a few examples in Table 50.2 (from Mattei 1890).p. 811

Table 50.2  Morphology of Volapük (examples)

Lif.ob Lif.ol O.lif.ob Kop kop.ik gudik Gudik.os

live.I live.you FUT.live.I body body.ADJ good good.ABS

ʻI liveʼ ʻyou liveʼ ʻI will liveʼ ʻthe bodyʼ ʻthe bodyʼsʼ ʻgoodʼ ʻThe goodʼ

In the linguistic system (langue) of Volapük, unlike in any natural language known by Schleyer (its inventor),

the af�xes have always the same intended meaning, therefore the system is diagrammatically iconic.

Unfortunately, such an invariance in the use of af�xes may sometimes lead to results without any resemblance

to natural languages: for instance, if Dog is ‘dog’, why is a ‘pejorative’ dog (with the pre�x lu) (Ludog) a ‘wolf’

and not a form of ‘pejorative’ dog (e.g. a mongrel)? If Pen is ‘pen’, why is Pened, literally ‘product of a pen’, a

‘letter’, and not, for instance, a generic text? The conundrum is that there is no clear semantic relation in these

morphological transformations between Volapük and any language known by its inventor, Johann Schleyer.

This is the reason why all language questions by its users ultimately should be answered by him and by him

only. In sum, these weak structural points make Volapük more similar to a cryptography than a language.
11
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Notes
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50.7 Conclusionp. 812

In language invention, iconicity plays the role of the horizon, which is impossible to grasp but it is always there

to indicate the way. Thus, even if iconicity is a leitmotiv of languages invented along a-priori criteria, this

attempt ultimately reveals to be a spectacular failure. In contrast, a-posteriori languages take the structures of

natural languages for granted, extracting traits and regularizing them following the principle of diagrammatic

iconicity, either for the sake of communication, as in the case of Esperanto, or for the sake of art and marketing,

as in the case of Dothraki. In conclusion, the art of language invention should rely on a lot of symbolic—

therefore, arbitrary—relations between the signans and the signatum but, in order to mitigate the risk of being

incomprehensible—or, even worse, to go against the boundaries of language universals—iconic relations with

pre-existing languages are absolutely mandatory. Therefore, iconicity plays a fundamental role in the art of

inventing languages, which is, as far as I am aware, quite often overseen or simply neglected.

Only a few invented languages even succeeded in forming a community of practice actually using it consistently. When
this happens, the invented language will follow the laws of change and modification of natural languages. Besides
invented languages, also sign languages are a notable exception in violating the historical priority of speech over writing.
Interestingly, to my knowledge, there is no record of consistent invented sign language projects. From now on, the term
ʻlanguageʼ used in this chapter will indicate by default ʻspoken language .̓

1

Historically, the two French authors developed the intuition by Gaston Moch already published in 1897 (in Blanke 1985:
100). Here, I follow the presentation of die traditionelle Klassifikation ʻthe traditional classification ,̓ as presented by Detlev
Blanke (1985 and subsequent studies), who has been the most influent interlinguist of the second half of the past century.
However, I add some original observations.

2

In Platoʼs terms, abstract principles are part of the Hyperuranion; that is, they are perfect models that are imperfectly
copied in the empirical world (i.e. in the signified objects); it is because of their imperfection that they may be
misinterpreted.

3

To the best of my knowledge, there is only one study (Malik-Moraleda et al. 2025) investigating the research question of
where the brain processes invented languages and, in particular, whether the same areas of the brain for natural
languages are activated.

4

The encyclopedic work in Esperanto by Drezen (1991) gives some examples rarely put to the attention of the English
readership. Originally written in 1928–30, I refer here to the last edition of 1991, still published in the USSR. On Drezen and
his tragic destiny, readers of English can turn to Schor (2015).

5

Schenkler (2022) shows that music does have semantics, albeit a more abstract one compared to natural language
semantics. I thank the anonymous reviewer for having pointed out this reference.

6

There is no relation between languages like Solresol and whistling modalities for communicating natural languages like
Silbo Gomero, the latter being not a full-fledged language but—although fascinating—just another modality, like signing,
speaking, or writing (Carreiras et al. 2005; Meyer and Casimiro 2008; Gobbo 2011b).

7

The distinction is important because according to the Bausani e�ect (as previously mentioned), Zamenhof had no
command of the latter, therefore similarities with Dutch are second-order or indirect.

8

There is no exact measurement to say how much two signantia may di�er in terms of iconicity, unlike e.g. the Levenshtein
distance.

9

In general, linguists agree that languages di�er on what they are bound to express, but not on what they may express—
what Deutscher (2011) calls the ʻBoas-Jakobson principleʼ—which may be regarded as a mild version of the original
hypothesis, closer to Sapirʼs original formulation than Whorfʼs. E.g. if a language has two genders, masculine and
feminine, speakers are forced to choose one or the other in substantives.

10

The fact that Volapük depended on its inventor, Schleyer, for crucial aspects like lexical innovation turned out to be fatal
for its destiny (Garvía 2015). Perhaps not by chance, the greatest advocate of the language, Auguste Kerckho�s, has a
place in the history of cryptography because of the law that comes a�er his name, Kerckho�sʼ principle (1883).

11
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