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Despite the claims that cognitive linguistics constitutes a usage-based approach to the study 

of language (Barlow & Kemmer 2000), only recently have there been increasing efforts to 

overcome the written language bias that it inherited from its predecessors (Linell 2005).  One 

aspect of this has been the rapidly growing interest in cognitive linguistics in the variably 

multimodal nature of language-based communication, including the study of gesture with 

speech (Cienki 2010).  

 

In this talk we will consider some of the implications for cognitive grammar (Langacker 

1987, 1991) of a set of findings from gesture studies. These include the fact that speakers do 

not normally align their gestures with speech in a simple gesture-to-word fashion. Gestures 

often slightly preceed the coexpressive words in speech (Kendon 1972); furthermore, 

speakers sometimes hold gestures in the air for some time after they are produced (a ‘post-

stroke hold’ [Kita 1990]), they re-use some gestures repeatedly over a stretch of discourse (as 

a ‘cohesive’ [McNeill 1992] or ‘catchment’ [McNeill et al. 2001]), or they ‘return’ each 

other’s gestures (de Fornel 1992). The examples to be shown illustrate that these processes 

happen with gestures used for various functions, including not only physical but also abstract 

(metaphoric) reference.  

 

Given the research arguing that gesture helps maintain mental imagery (de Ruiter 1998) and 

that it involves and reflects mentally simulated action (Hostetter and Alibali 2008), the 

perseverance of gesture over a stretch of discourse can be seen as a reflection of the speaker’s 

maintenance of conceptual imagery. Consequently, we see in gesture a different (and 

variable) time scale for the conceptualization of mental imagery during spoken language 

production than that which is revealed by verbal expression. While this may be interesting, 

this fact raises some problems for analysis if language is taken in the broad sense as a 

symbolic structure “establishing systematic connections between conceptualizations and 

observable phenomena like sounds and gestures” (Langacker 2008: 6) – a characterization 

from a recent exposition of cognitive grammar. We will consider the theoretical implications 

of the phenomena discussed above as well as the practical ramifications they have for 

analysis. One conclusion is that there is a need for new graphic means of representing 

semantic structures, ones which can render the differing temporal contours of verbal and 

gestural means of expression. 
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