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Modern gesture research has shown that in cooperation with speech coverbal gestures contribute manifoldly to the representation of objects or facts and circumstances of the world (cf. McNeill 1992; Müller 1998; Müller 2004; Kendon 2004). So far studies have focused almost exclusively on the form and function of single gestures. However, in everyday conversation gestures frequently do not occur as single items, even within one utterance. The aim of this talk is to show that spontaneous coverbal gestures are not only involved as simple units in the conveyance of information, but also as complex phenomena, i.e. in combination with each other.

Based on a detailed micro-analysis of a video-recorded free everyday narrative of a German speaker different forms and functions of gestural combinations will be reconstructed. First of all, I will demonstrate systematic patterns by which two or more gestures may combine and build a larger complex. A gesture complex is defined as a local entity of at least two single gestures that are combined in a directly perceptible way: Since speakers can use both hands jointly as well as independently of each other for gestural performance it is possible to realize different gestures in varying forms of temporal overlap. In addition to these formal considerations, examples will be presented that illustrate usage functions of gesture complexes with respect to complex representations of objects, states of affairs and coherencies in the narrated story.

These findings may add another contribution to the ongoing discussion regarding the nature of spontaneous coverbal gestures. More specifically, they will help to further clarify the assumption of gesticulation as being a solely global-synthetic and noncombinatoric mode of expression (cf. McNeill 1992; Singleton et al. 1995).
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