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Processes of stabilization in gestures. A media-specific and cross-modal approach (short 
version) 
 
 
1 Starting Point 
Researchers have rightly pointed out that our reconstructions of the evolution and development 
of language is overwhelmingly restricted to spoken language. Sign linguists have started to fill 
this gap by systematically studying the processes of grammaticalization in different sign lan-
guages (e.g., Janzen, 2012; Janzen & Shaffer, 2002; Pfau & Steinbach, 2006a; van Loon et al., 
2014). They demonstrated that gestures play a fundamental role in these processes as they can 
be a source for the evolution of signs (ibid.). In the field of gesture studies, processes of “gesture 
change” (Müller, 2018) have already been addressed by Kendon (1988). However, to this date, 
gesture scholars were mainly concerned with the documentation of conventionalized co-speech 
gestures and the development of methodological and theoretical approaches for their investiga-
tion. A recent study is dedicated to this topic but describes the “emancipation of gesture” (Streeck, 
2021) in only one speaker. Only a few studies on negation gestures (Bressem & Müller, 2014a; 
Harrison, 2018; Ladewig & Hotze, 2020) and on the Cyclic gesture (Ladewig, 2010, 2011, 2014b) 
which were based on a broader range of conversational settings and a higher number of  
speakers, have spelled out processes of stabilization of gestures. These missing investigations 
open up a research gap which is the first starting point of this project. It aims to study sys-
tematically the emergence of conventional co-speech (recurrent) gestures in German. 
Based on existing corpora of conventionalized (recurrent) co-speech gestures (Bressem & Müller, 
2014b; Müller et al., 2013) and on additional data, different routes of stabilization will be ex-
plored, taking different parameters in gestures’ forms and their relationship with speech into ac-
count (cf. Fenlon et al., 2019; Ladewig, 2014a, 2020, forthcoming; Müller, 2018). These processes 
of stabilization will be compared to processes of grammaticalization in signs of sign language. 
The second starting point for this project is the missing investigation of sequences of 
recurrent gestures which appears to be a regular feature of gesturing (cf. Calbris, 2011; 
Harrison, 2018; Müller et al., 2013). So far studies on co- speech conventionalized (recurrent) 
gestures have mainly focused on single occurrences ignoring the fact that these gestures often 
occur in sequential combinations. Examples are the Cyclic gesture which is often combined with 
a Palm up open hand to present a searched word or concept (Ladewig, 2014b); the grappolo 
combined with the Palm up open hand to fulfill similar functions (Kendon, 1995, 2004) or the 
Wiping away and Palm down gesture combined with a Palm up open hand to mark shifts in the 
discourse (Harrison, 2018). These gestural combinations recur in particular contexts of use and 
thus appear to be stabilized as well, but to date Harrison (2018) provides the only systematic 
analysis of gesture sequences. Selected gesture sequences will be compared to sequences of 
signs in case studies with sign language researchers. Studying the evolution of conventional 
(recurrent) co-speech gestures and their formation of stabilized sequential patterns offers im-
portant insights into pathways of emergent linear structures considering not only speech or 
signs, but also gesture. The third starting point is a theoretical framework that allows to 
investigate modality-independent as well as modality-specific properties of stabilization 
processes in gestures and signs (cf. Pfau & Steinbach, 2006a). With the aim of exploring me-
dia-specific similarities and cross-modal differences of gestures and signs, the project adds 
to the vivid discussion of the relationship between both modalities whilst establishing an interface 



between accounts considering both as fundamentally different (Goldin-Meadow & Brentari, 
2015) and those which conceive of them as dynamic relations (Kendon, 2008; Müller, 2018). 
In a nutshell, the project concentrates on two hitherto understudied facets of conventionalized 
(recurrent) co-speech gestures: (1) the emergent stabilization of gesture families and (2) the 
temporal and functional dynamics of stabilized gesture sequences (in terms of one-
handed or bi-manual gesture-gesture patterns). By addressing these two aspects of recurrent 
gestures and by comparing them to the evolution and structure of signs, the project formulates a 
3) media-specific and cross-modal approach to stabilization processes in the manual mo-
dality.  
The project benefits greatly from the collaborations with the partners of the Priority Programme 
“Visual communication. Theoretical, empirical, and applied perspectives (ViCom)”, especially with 
Prof Dr. Markus Steinbach (head of ViCom), whose “Sign Lab Göttingen” (SLG) will be the loca-
tion of the project. Moreover, case studies with Dr. Anastasia Bauer –a potential member of Vi-
Com– are planned, who compares conventionalized body movements in Russian and Russian 
sign language. The project also gains from the collaboration with Prof. Dr. Pamela Perniss and 
Prof. Dr. Petra Schumacher who plan to investigate the transition from gesture to sign in M2L2 
acquisition using EEG experiments (within the ViCom programme). Common concerns of these 
projects are the form-based description of gestures and their relation to signs. As such, 
they offer methodological as well as theoretical links for the intended objectives and the ap-
proach taken in this project. The project will thus contribute to the scientific networking and 
cooperation ViCom aims at. 
 
 
1.1 State of the art and preliminary work 
 
What are recurrent gestures?  
Recurrent gestures are conventionalized co-speech gestures. They show a stable form meaning 
relationship and occur repeatedly across different contexts and speakers (Ladewig, 2010, 2011, 
2014b). They may form culturally-shared repertoires like the one documented for German based 
on a large video corpus (Bressem & Müller, 2014b; Müller et al., 2013, Figure 1). Despite the 
commonality of stability, recurrent gestures differ from emblems for several reasons: First, recur-
rent gestures are less stabilized than emblems. Whereas emblems can often be “translated” 
into concrete linguistic units, recurrent gestures rather embody “semantic themes” (Kendon, 2004; 
Ladewig, 2014b) that are more schematic such as the theme of continuity in case of the Cyclic 
gesture (Ladewig, 2011, 2014a; Ruth-Hirrel, 2018), offering, and showing emptiness in cases of 
the Palm up open hand (Cooperrider et al., 2018; Müller, 2004), or moving something away or 
holding things off in case of negation gestures (Bressem & Müller, 2014a; Harrison, 2018; 
Kendon, 2004). 
 
 



Figure 1. Repertoire of recur-
rent gestures based on Bressem and 
Müller (2014b). The gestures high-
lighted in blue were examined in 
terms of gesture families. 

This is reflected in the form. 
Emblems often show a precise 
form where all form parame-
ters, i.e., hand shape, orienta-
tion of the palm, movement, 
and location in gesture space 
(Battison, 1974; Ladewig & 
Bressem, 2013) are stabilized. 
The emblem of “filming” 
(Ladewig, forthcoming; Morris, 
1994, p. 105), for instance, 
shows a circular movement 
performed with a fist. The palm 

of the hand is oriented downwards, and the hand is positioned close to the speaker’s head. Re-
current gestures, on the other hand, are conceived of as “hybrids of idiosyncratic and conventional 
elements” (Müller, 2017, p. 280) where some aspects of form contribute to the core of the gesture 
and others are free to respond to the local exigencies of an interactive situation. The Cyclic ges-
ture, for instance, is characterized by the stable core of a continuous circular movement going 
along with the meaning of continuity. Due to their hybrid character, second, recurrent gestures 
occupy a place between spontaneously created gestures and emblems (as fully conven-
tionalized gestural expressions) on a continuum of increasing stabilization (Ladewig, 
2014b; Ladewig & Bressem, 2013; Müller, 2018, Figure 2). Here they are in a special position 
because recurrent gestures show gestural variants that have specialized in dealing with recurrent 
cognitive, interactive, and communicative tasks associated with recurring communicative activi-
ties or contexts of use. These gestural variants show additional stabilized parameters. The Cyclic 
gesture, for instance, is used among other things to depict temporal processes and thus embodies 
continuous aspect (Ladewig, 2020; Ruth-Hirrel, 2018). This gestural variant exhibits characteris-
tics that would categorize it as a singular gesture (a traditional ‘iconic’). A further variant carries 
out the performative speech act of a request. It is deployed when addressees are in the process 
of a (communicative) action. This variant displays the highest degree of stabilization both in kine-
sic and semantic traits and is therefore akin to emblematic gestures. Therefore, third, recurrent 
gestures show different degrees of stabilization. Notably, these degrees effect one and the 
same movement pattern or hand shape. Fourth, these variants of recurrent gestures stabilize 
into “gesture families,” i.e., socially shared groupings of gestural forms (Fricke et al., 2014; 
Kendon, 2004; Müller, 2004). This notion highlights the structural and functional relation amongst 
the members of a group sharing a core form and a semantic theme (Bressem & Müller, 2014a; 
Müller et al., 2013). Fifth, recurrent gestures are typically used as inherent parts of a verbal 
utterance where they often operate meta-communicatively upon the speaker’s utterance. Exam-
ples are the Cyclic gesture (Ladewig, 2010, 2011, 2014a) which signals an ongoing word or con-
cept search, the Palm up open hand presenting an argument as obvious (Müller, 2004) or showing 
the absence of knowledge ("palm epistemic", Cooperrider et al., 2018). In fact, sixth, their spe-
cialization in pragmatic meaning-making is a reason why they were studied mainly under the 
rubric of “pragmatic gestures” (Kendon, 1995; Payrató & Teßendorf, 2014; Streeck, 2009; 
Teßendorf, 2014) or “interactive gestures” (Bavelas et al., 1992). 
 



 
 

 

Figure 2. Continuum of stabilization in ges-
tures (Ladewig, 2014b, p. 1570) 

 

Seventh, their ability to participate in 
pragmatic meaning-making is re-

garded as based on and informed by the manual action of which recurrent gestures are born. 
To be more precise, many recurrent gestures “are considered as abstracted versions of practical 
actions” (Streeck, 2017, p. 203, see also Bressem & Müller, 2014b; Müller, 2004; Teßendorf, 
2014) They are still iconic which means that their derivational base can still be reconstructed. 
Their embodied basis in everyday actions and as such their motivation of form are assumed to 
be the reasons why recurrent gestures are widespread and occur even in completely unrelated 
languages (cf. Bressem et al., 2017; Cooperrider et al., 2018). However, although recurrent ges-
tures were documented in different speech communities where, eighth, they may form reper-
toires (Bressem & Müller, 2014b; Müller et al., 2013), they remained a marginal research phe-
nomenon until the upsurge of interest observable in recent years. This missing attention was due 
to a major interest in the study of spontaneous gestures reflecting cognitive processes of speaking 
and gesturing (e.g., Goldin-Meadow, 2006; McNeill, 1992). In this perspective recurrent gestures 
are considered as the iconic imagery of a conventional metaphor which has been “expunged” 
from the action in-the-moment of speaking (McNeill, 2018, p. 238). In fact, many recurrent ges-
tures convey metaphorical meaning (Teßendorf, 2014) but metaphors are also considered as an 
important stage in processes of stabilization not only in gestures (Kendon, 1988) but also in spo-
ken and signed languages (e.g., Janzen & Shaffer, 2002). 
In a nutshell, recurrent gestures are stable form meaning pairings integrated with speech. They 
often derive from practical actions and fulfil pragmatic functions. Recurrent gestures stabilize into 
gesture families whose members show different degrees of stabilization. Due to their hybrid char-
acter, they occupy a place between spontaneous (singular) gestures and emblems on a contin-
uum of increasing stabilization. They form culturally-shared repertoires. Such a repertoire builds 
the point of departure for this project which intends to follow and extend Kendon’s perspective 
by a) focusing on co-speech conventionalized (recurrent) gestures in a larger corpus of inter-
active situations, b) addressing their family structures (Subproject 1) and c) characterizing sta-
bilized gesture sequences (Subproject 2). In doing so d) a media-specific ‘common ground’ 
(Kendon, 2008) and cross-modal differences of stabilization processes in gestures and 
signs will be explored defining characteristics that both modalities share and those which are 
linguistic. 
 
 
Stabilization in gestures  
Similar to grammaticalization processes in spoken and signed languages, stabilization processes 
in gestures are conceived of as continua. This idea goes back to Kendon’s (1988) seminal article 
“How gestures can become like words,” where he addressed lexicalization processes of gestures 
and facial expressions and described stages in the emergence of conventional forms. Kendon’s 
thoughts on the emergence of lexicalized gestures inspired McNeill (1992) to conceive different 
types of gestures in terms of a continuum, coined “Kendon’s continuum,” which has been very 
influential in the field of gesture studies. The single continuum presented in “Hand and Mind” 
(1992) was extended later to a scheme of four continua, each of which is based on a different 
demarcation criterion, namely “relationship to speech“, “relationship to linguistic properties”, “re-
lationship to conventions”, and “character of semiosis” (McNeill, 2005, pp. 1–7). These criteria 
differentiate gesticulation, emblematic gestures, pantomime, and signs of sign language from 



each other. This list of gesture types reveals that McNeill excludes conventionalized co-speech 
(recurrent) gestures from his conception of gesture continua. He also excludes the derivational 
base of recurrent gestures (cf. Kendon, 1995) which is crucial for investigating the evolution of 
gestures.  
Kendon himself has not systematically outlined gesture continua but he set the stage for conceiv-
ing dynamic processes of stabilization in terms of different degrees showing different parameters 
(e.g., Ladewig, 2010, 2014a, forthcoming; Müller, 2018).  
 

 

Figure 3. Continuum of stabi-
lization in the Cyclic gesture 
(based on Ladewig 2014, p. 1570)  

To give an example, the 
variants of the recurrent Cy-
clic gesture differ in the 
ranges of meaning, rela-
tionship with speech, and in 
the stabilization of form 
(Ladewig, 2010, 2011, 
2014b, forthcoming, Figure 

3). Whereas the Cyclic gesture in descriptions embodies continuous aspect of a broad range of 
events, the Cyclic gesture in a word or concept search embodies the speech activity of searching 
for a word or concept and thus works meta-communicatively. The Cyclic gesture in requests 
prompts the addressee to continue to do something. What is more, whereas the Cyclic gesture in 
descriptions can be used with a broad range of verbal constructions (verbs, phrases, etc.), the 
Cyclic gesture in word or concept searches is used in only three sequential positions. In requests, 
it is often co-expressed with the adverb weiter (‘keep going’), or it occurs without speech. These 
variants also differ in the stabilization of form. Whereas the Cyclic gesture expressing aspectuality 
shows a stable hand shape (flat hand), the Cyclic gesture in word or concept searches additionally 
stabilizes the position in gesture space (center of the body). The Cyclic gestures used in requests 
shows three stabilized form parameters, i.e., the hand shape, the position in gesture space, and 
the movement size. Based on these different degrees of stabilization in form, meaning, and bond-
edness with speech, Ladewig (ibid.) has argued that the first variant shows the lowest degree of 
stabilization while the latter shows the highest degree and resembles emblems or “quotable 
forms” (Kendon, 1995, p. 272). What is more, Ladewig’s (forthcoming) study of the Cyclic gesture 
revealed the following routes of stabilization: 

a. Lexicalization: Cyclic gesture (to crank) > emblem (filming) 
b. Pragmaticalization: Cyclic gesture (continuity) > meta-comment (word search in progress) > 

speech act (to request so. to continue with sth.) 
 

To conclude, apart from the work on the Cyclic gesture and the Wiping away gesture (Harrison, 
2018), a) more fine-grained conceptions of gesture continua describing stabilization pro-
cesses in gesture remain a research desideratum. Associated with it is b) a missing set of char-
acteristics defined to reconstruct such processes in terms of degrees rather than clear-cut 
boundaries. These findings c) not only fill the gap of describing the gestural side of the evolu-
tion of signs but d) they also serve as a basis for comparative studies of stabilization pro-
cesses in human expressive modes including gesture and sign. 
 
Sequences of recurrent gestures 
Although gesture sequences are considered as a regular feature of gesturing (cf. Calbris, 2011; 
Müller et al., 2013), they have hardly been studied so far. Exceptions include studies on recurrent 



gestures marking the topic-comment structure of an utterance and recurrent gestures embodying 
negation. Gesture sequences of the first kind often show an “open-to” structure such as the com-
bination of a Ring gesture combined with an open Pistol hand (Seyfeddinipur, 2004) or the finger 
bunch or grappolo combined with a Palm up hand (Kendon, 1995, 2004). In both cases, the se-
quences start with a specific handshape and movement, the Ring or the Finger bunch, marking 
the topic, and are followed by an opening of the hands as a comment on the topic given. Kendon 
(2004) refers to these gesture combinations as “hand transformations” (pp. 225–247) and as “rit-
ualised forms of […] actions” (p. 283). Recurrent gestures of negation were studied by Harrison 
(2018, ch. 5) who also gives a comprehensive account of stabilized gesture sequences. Harrison 
defines these sequences as patterns of two “gesture phrases” within one “gesture unit” (Kendon 
2004) where the transition of the gestures involves the rotation of the wrist.  
Further observations sequences of recurrent gestures also involve the Palm up open hand. 
Teßendorf (2014), for instance, describes a sequential pattern where an argument is (metaphor-
ically) presented on the Palm up gesture and then brushed aside by the speaker and thus ges-
turally dismissed or negatively assessed. Ladewig (2010, 2011, 2014b) in turn observed that the 
Cyclic gesture embodying word and concept searches is combined with the Palm up open hand 
in the contexts of word or concept search. The Cyclic gesture is often followed by a Palm up open 
hand that metaphorically presents the result of the search. The reverse pattern was found in 
contexts of requests: here an idea was first metaphorically presented on the open palm, which 
should then be elaborated by an interlocutor (expressed with the Cyclic gesture). Recurrent ges-
tures also combine in longer series, spanning larger verbal units. Calbris (2003) suggests that the 
repeated use of the vertical hand in French marks “the successive consideration of elements as 
they are cut out“ (p. 43) or the singling out of objects (p. 33). Müller (2004) observed, the repeated 
downward movement of the Palm up open hand may be used to list a series of arguments. 
Bressem (2021) documented the repetitive use of recurrent gestures used with a prosodic func-
tion embodied either by an up and down movement or an enlarged movement size. In her exam-
ples, recurrent gestures such as the Ring gesture or the index finger are repeated or enlarged 
covering long series of utterances and marking the focal points of the speaker’s argumentation. 
Harrison (2018) also reports about sequences of recurrent gestures that accompany larger 
stretches of discourse. One example includes a “sequence of Palm Ups to Palm Down to Palm 
Ups” (p. 122) which goes along with the function of presentation – rejection – re-establishment of 
a topic. 
Sequences of recurrent gestures appear to be an important characteristic of how conventional-
ized co-speech (recurrent) gestures are used. The linear combination of semiotic signs is a hall-
mark of language and has been studied for sign languages on the level of morphology and syntax. 
Moreover, it is considered as an important characteristic for emerging sign languages (e.g., 
Senghas & Coppola, 2001) and stabilized gestural systems like home signs (cf., Goldin-
Meadow, 2013). However, for the study of recurrent gestures it must be considered a re-
search desideratum. Their study adds to a media-specific and cross-modal perspective on sta-
bilization processes defining pathways into emergent linear structures.  
 
How the project adds to ViCom?  
ViCom explores the properties of visual communication, with a focus on gestures and sign lan-
guage. With the aim of investigating stabilization processes in gestures, this project contributes 
to this undertaking while being located in one of ViCom’s core clusters, i.e., gesture. In more 
detail, by spelling out similarities and differences in the stabilization of gestures and signs, the 
project not only addresses the interaction of both modalities, which ViCom has put at center 
stage, but it also contributes to the overarching theoretical goal of developing theories that ac-
count for modality-independent as well as modality-specific properties of language and lan-
guage use. By conducting empirical analyses of gestures inspired by linguistic theory the 



project fits into both, the disciplinary framework and the practical approach of exploring properties 
of visual communication. What is more, the planned collaboration with (potential) members of 
ViCom follows one of ViCom’s first goal to unify empirical data, advance existing methods, 
and develop novel methodological approaches. As the planned collaboration involves lin-
guists with a focus on gestures and sign languages, the project also contributes to ViCom’s sec-
ond goal of developing new cross-modal theories of linguistic structure and communication 
(see Section 6.4). Of core importance is the targeted cross-project application of methods that 
relate in particular to the description of gestures. As both aims are addressed, the project makes 
an important contribution to ViCom’s overarching goal of “understanding […] the structure, use 
and evolution of visual communication systems and to bridge the existing gap between linguis-
tic and non-linguistic communication systems” (ViCom proposal, p. 10, emphasis S.L). 
 
Preliminary work by the applicant. Silva Ladewig is an assistant professor (Postdoc) at the 
European University Viadrina, Frankfurt (Oder) and co-coordinator of the project “Multimodal 
Stancetaking” funded by the DFG. She is head of the Viadrina Gesture Center (VGC) and co-
editor of the two-volume handbook Body-Language-Communication (Müller et al., 2013/2014). 
She co-directed the project “Embodied meaning in dance and movement: emergence, languag-
ing, therapies and education” (BMBF) which aligned her interest in multimodal meaning making. 
In the project “Towards a grammar of gesture: evolution, brain, and linguistic structures” (VW 
foundation) she led two sub-projects and was part of the research team that investigated a rep-
ertoire of German recurrent gestures. She has worked intensely on the notion of recurrent ges-
tures (Ladewig 2014a; Harrison & Ladewig in press/2022) and conducted several case studies 
(Ladewig 2010, 2011, 2014b; Ladewig & Hotze 2020). Together with Simon Harrison and Jana 
Bressem she edited a special issue on recurrent gesture for Gesture which is published in 2022. 
She co-developed a linguistic approach to gesture (Müller et al., 2013) and a method for gesture 
analysis (Linguistic Annotation System for Gestures; Bressem et al. 2013) which she taught at 
international conferences, e.g., the International Conference on Multimodal Communication 
(2017) in Osnabrück and the International Society of Gesture Studies (2016) in Paris.  
 
 
1.2 Project-related publications   
1.2.1 Articles published by outlets with scientific quality assurance, book publications, 

and works accepted for publication but not yet published.  
 
1. Harrison, S., & Ladewig, S. H. (in press/2022). Recurrent gestures throughout bodies, languages, and cultural 

practices. In Harrison, S., Ladewig, S. H., & Bressem, J. (Eds.), The diversity of recurrency: Recurrent gesture 
cross-linguistically (Special Issue of Gesture). 

2. Ladewig, S. H. (forthcoming). Recurrent gestures in the process of becoming mutually sedimented forms. A case 
study on the Cyclic gesture. In A. Cienki (Ed.), The Cambridge Handbook of Gesture Studies. 

3. Ladewig, S. H. & L. Hotze (2020). Von der Handlung zur performativen Geste. Eine Untersuchung der Wegschla-
gegeste im Erstspracherwerb (‘From action to performative gesture. An Investigation of the Slapping away gesture 
in first language acquisition’). In: M. Elmentaler & O. Niebuhr (Eds.), An den Rändern der Sprache. Peter Lang, 
327–357. 

4. Ladewig, S. H. (2020). Integrating Gestures. The Dimension of Multimodality in Cognitive Grammar. Berlin/Boston: 
De Gruyter Mouton. 

5. Ladewig, S. H. (2014a). Recurrent gestures. In C. Müller, A. Cienki, E. Fricke, S. H. Ladewig, D. McNeill, & J. 
Bressem (Eds.), Body – Language – Communication. An International Handbook on Multimodality in Human Inter-
action (HSK 38.2, pp. 1558–1575). Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter Mouton. 

6. Ladewig, S. H. (2014b). The cyclic gesture. In C. Müller, et al. (Eds.), HSK 38.2, (pp. 1605–1618). Berlin, Boston: 
De Gruyter Mouton. 

7. Müller, C., Bressem, J., & Ladewig, S. H. (2013). Towards a grammar of gesture: A form-based view. In C. Müller, 
A. Cienki, E. Fricke, S. H. Ladewig, D. McNeill, & S. Teßendorf (Eds.), Body – Language – Communication. An 
International Handbook on Multimodality in Interaction (pp. 707–733). Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter Mouton. 



8. Ladewig, S. H., & Bressem, J. (2013). New insights into the medium hand – Discovering Structures in gestures 
based on the four parameters of sign language. Semiotica, 197, 203–231.  

9. Ladewig, S. H. (2011). Putting the cyclic gesture on a cognitive basis. CogniTextes, 6. 10.4000/cognitextes.406. 
10. Ladewig, S. H. (2010). Beschreiben, suchen und auffordern – Varianten einer rekurrenten Geste (‘Describing, 

searching and prompting - variants of a recurrent gesture’). Sprache und Literatur, 41(1), 89-111.  
 
 
 
2 Objectives and work programme 
2.1 Anticipated total duration of the project 
36 months 
 
2.2 Summary of objectives  
The project aims at studying stabilization processes in gestures and to compare routes of stabili-
zation in gestures with those observed for sign languages. This empirical research contributes to 
a media-specific and cross-modal approach to processes of change in both modalities. In doing 
so, the project focuses on two facets of conventionalized (recurrent) co-speech gestures that are 
hitherto understudied, and which are mirrored in the two subprojects that will be undertaken (0). 
1) On the one hand the project targets a culture specific repertoire of gesture families and 
considers it as emergent and temporary stabilizations. Objectives conceived as subprojects 
and research methods 2) On the other hand, the project explores sequential patterns of recurrent 
gestures 3) All findings contribute to the overarching aim of fleshing out a media-specific and 
cross-modal approach to stabilization processes in human expressive modes focusing on 
gestures and signs.  
 
2.3 Summary of work programme 
Subproject (1) addresses stabilization of gestures in terms of gesture families. Subproject (2) 
targets the temporal and functional dynamics of gesture sequences. The analyses of recurrent 
gestures and gesture sequences will draw on linguistic methods of gesture analysis which the 
applicant has co-developed including the “discovery procedure” to analyze recurrent gestural 
forms (Ladewig & Bressem, 2013), Methods of (recurrent) Gesture Analysis (MGA, Bressem & 
Müller, 2014b; Ladewig, 2010; Ladewig, 2014b; Müller, 2010b), and the Linguistic Annotations 
System for Gestures (LASG, Bressem et al., 2013). They will gain from the collaborations with 
Dr. Jana Bressem and Dr. Simon Harrison whose studies, among others, serve as starting points 
for the two sub-projects. The comparative studies of selected gesture families and gesture se-
quences with signs thrive on the collaboration with the Sign Lab Göttingen (SLG, head: Prof. 
Dr. Markus Steinbach) where the project will be located. They also gain from the collaboration 
with Dr. Anastasia Bauer –a potential member of ViCom– who has agreed upon conducting case 
studies of selected gesture sequences that show kinesic similarities with discourse markers in 
sign language (e.g., the bi-manual Palm up open hand, see work programme in Figure 4. The 
findings will also be related to the project coordinated by Prof. Dr. Pamela Perniss and Prof. Dr. 
Petra Schumacher who plan to investigate the transition from gesture to sign in M2L2 acquisition 
using EEG experiments (within the ViCom programme). Common concerns of these projects are 
the form-based description of gestures and their transition to signs (see section 6.4). Moreover, 
all collaborators are interested in the cross-project application of methods within the pro-
gramme. Hence, joint methodology workshops will be conducted with the collaborators of the 
project and the members of ViCom (see Section on collaborations below and Section 6.4). 
 
Subproject (1): Stabilization processes within families of recurrent gestures: A repertoire of 
German recurrent gestures already exists, but only for a subgroup of gestures an analysis of the 
family structure was made. These include the Away family and the Cyclic gesture (marked blue 



in Figure 1). The project will therefore analyze the remaining gesture families, as well as recurrent 
gestures not yet documented, and base these analyses on additional data. 
 
SP1A. Gesture Families: A usage-based reconstruction of families within the repertoire of Ger-
man recurrent gestures (following Bressem & Müller, 2014a,b) 
SP1B. Describing routes of stabilization in families of German recurrent gestures (following Ken-
don 1988; Ladewig 2010, 2014b, forthcoming; Müller 2018) 
SP1C. Comparing routes of stabilization in gesture to routes of grammaticalization in signs (for 
selected gesture families). This step of investigation benefits greatly from the collaboration with 
Prof. Dr. Markus Steinbach who is an expert in grammaticalization processes in sign languages. 
Collaborative case studies are planned where the methods for such a contrastive description will 
be defined. 
 
Subproject (2): Stabilized gesture sequences of recurrent gestures. Sequences of recurrent 
gestures were not documented in the repertoire of German recurrent gestures. Therefore, the 
existing research is supplemented by this aspect. The methods to be applied are based on the 
description of families of recurrent gestures and adapted to the temporal patterns they may show.  
 
SP2A. Gesture Families: Usage-based reconstruction of sequences German recurrent gestures 
(following Harrison 2018) 
SP2B. Describing degrees of stabilization in sequences of German recurrent gestures based on 
form, meaning and relationship with speech (following (cf. Fenlon et al., 2019; Ladewig, 2014a, 
2020, forthcoming; Müller, 2018) 
SP2C. Comparing sequences of recurrent gestures with sequences of signs (for selected gesture 
sequences). Collaboration with Dr. Anastasia Bauer who plans to investigate the linear, two-
handed use of the Palm up open hand in gestures and sign. Further collaboration with Prof. Dr. 
Markus Steinbach in the “Sign Lab Göttingen” (SLG). The methodological approach for these 
studies is inspired by existing research (e.g., Fenlon et al., 2019; Pfau & Steinbach, 2006a, 2006b) 
and will be defined during the analyses. 
 
 
Collaborations 
Project meetings / workshops (ViCom). The PI (applicant) will attend the annual project meetings 
of ViCom. She will also work in close collaboration with other projects of the clusters “gesture” 
and “sign” and apply for joint workshops in the programme. As all collaborators are interested 
in the cross-project application of methods, for instance, one of the first workshops to be 
conducted will address methodological issues. Milestones. All members and collaborators of the 
project will participate in the three milestones for which renowned international scholars will be 
invited (see Section 7.6). These meetings take place at important stages of the project (

🚩

, Figure 
4). Colloquia Sign Lab Göttingen (SLG). To foster the collaboration with the SLG, the PI (appli-
cant) will attend its meetings and colloquia at a regular basis and present ongoing research there. 
 
 



 
Figure 4. Work programme 

  
Conferences. The applicant will attend the (bi-)annual meetings of the ‘International Society for 
Gesture Studies’ (ISGS), the ‘International Cognitive Linguistics Association’ (ICLA), the ‘German 
Society for Linguistics’ (DGfS), the International Semiotic Congresses of the DGS, and the Inter-
national Pragmatics Conference (IPrA). The applicant plans to submit thematic panels with the 
members of ViCom to ensure the dissemination of research and increase the visibility of ViCom. 
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