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Conceptualizing gesture form: Introducing a set of gesture form principles tested
through 3D motion capture data analyses
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Assuming that co-speech gesture is an integral part of language (McNeill 1985, Kendon 2004), this paper
proposes a set of ‘gesture form principles’ underlying iconic gestures. In Gesture Studies, hands are often
described in terms of parameters such as location, configuration, and motion (Stokoe 2005). The present
approach understands these physical parameters pertaining to the hands — held still or in motion — as
‘articulator form’. By contrast, ‘gesture form’ also involves the conceptualization of articulator form.

One of our basic assumptions is that the variety of gestures that might be called iconic is not
conceptualized uniformly (Streeck 2008:287), but relies on different cognitive and semiotic strategies,
(Mandel 1977; Mittelberg & Waugh 2009; Muller 1998; Streeck 2008).

Here, such strategies are broken down into a set of specific cognitive principles that operate on a
given articulator form. For instance, if a speaker holds his right hand up in his central gesture space,
index and thumb held parallel to each other with the remaining fingers curled in (Figure 1), gesture form
results from the operation of the following three gesture form principles (Hassemer et al. 2011):

a) Articulator Profiling: profiling index finger and thumb as the active articulators, a 3D portion of the 3D body.
b) Shape Profiling: profiling one form aspect of the 3D articulator (here, the inner 2D surface of index and thumb).
c) Enclosure: partially enclosing an imagined object, conveying one axis of its size.

To investigate how these principles are involved in building gesture form, 27 participants were recorded
describing nine differently shaped physical objects. Immediately afterwards, they were shown a mute
video of their own gestures and were asked to report the type of curvature conveyed by their hands.

This paper focuses on analyses of two groups of recurring iconic gestures, in which index and thumb are
profiled in different ways (Figure 1 and 2, Sowa 2006:199). They are similar in articulator form, but are
conceptualized as markedly distinct gesture forms and hence fulfill distinct functions: measuring the
distance between the two finger pads (Figure 1) versus enclosing a round shape with the entire index and
thumb (Figure 2).

Figure 1: lllustration of the three principles of a measurement gesture resulting in a form defined in only one dimension.
Figure 2: lllustration of the three principles of a shape gesture resulting in a form defined in two dimensions.

The study tested whether these two kinds of iconic gestures can be distinguished systematically on the
ground of participant reports and motion capture angle and curvature measurements, as qualitative
analyses and non-representative quantitative results suggest. The overall goal of this approach is to
establish a flexible typology of gesture form that spans all kinds of gestures.
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