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An increasing number of studies suggest grammaticalization of intonation contours in the 
domain of epistemic meaning (Šafářová 2005; Krause 2007; Gravano et al. 2008; Borràs-
Comes et al. 2011; Roseano et al. 2016), i.e. the intonational coding of speaker (un-)certainty. 
While still scarce, some work has also been done on the prosodic coding of information 
source, i.e. evidentiality (Vanrell et al. 2014; Roseano et al. 2016). 

Assuming the universality of these phenomena, intonational languages like German should 
exhibit similar strategies for marking epistemic-evidential meaning. This question is 
addressed empirically on the basis of a spoken corpus of German (IDS, Datenbank für 
Gesprochenes Deutsch (DGD)). Focusing on the prosodic structure of German modal verb 
phrases, this paper will present preliminary results and discuss their relevance for further 
research. This work focuses on the prosodic realization of German modal verbs. A verb is 
classified as such if it allows a second interpretation (usually epistemic) besides root modality 
(see Leiss 2009: 6).  Given this inherent ambiguity of modal verbs, it is plausible to ask 
whether this ambiguity is dissolved by prosodic means.  

In a first attempt, the modal verb sollen is examined, which is generally agreed to have 
epistemic-evidential meaning (see e.g. Droessiger 2012; Zeman 2013). In the corpus, 55 out 
of 2550 instances of sollen-phrases have a clear epistemic-evidential interpretation. These 
were phonetically analyzed using Praat (Boersma & Weenink 2016) and their intonation 
contours were contrasted with the prosodic structure of their deontic counterparts, e.g.: 

(1) Er soll ein guter Lehrer sein. 

which could be read as 

a. He is said to be a good teacher. (evidential interpretation) 
b. He is required to be a good teacher. (deontic expectancy) 

The results show that intonation does serve to disambiguate different readings, which 
underscores its relevance in marking grammatical modality. Follow-up perception studies are 
currently being planned in order to substantiate the grammaticalized status of prosodic 
contours as a disambiguation strategy. 
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