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lisabeth Zima’s Multimodal Construction Grammar arrives 
precisely when construction-based theories of grammar 

are addressing the fact that everyday language use is audio-
visual, embodied, and highly interactional. Instead of view-
ing gesture, gaze, prosody, and posture as mere ‘add-ons’ to 
verbal structure, the book argues that a credible construction 
must represent patterned combinations across modalities. 
Framed firmly within usage-based Construction Grammar 
and continuously engaging with Conversation Analysis and 
interactional linguistics, Zima provides both a comprehen-
sive overview of recent findings and a thoughtful proposal for 
how we might model them.

Zima argues that multimodality is not a peripheral cu-
riosity but a constitutive dimension of many constructions. 
That claim is intentionally moderate: the book does not sug-
gest that all constructions are inherently multimodal; in-
stead, it shows that a nontrivial subset displays entrenched, 
functionally relevant cross-modal patterns. The Element is 
written for three overlapping readerships. First are construc-
tion grammarians who need a principled way to incorporate 
bodily conduct and prosody into their representational ma-
chinery. Second are interactional linguists and conversation 
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analysts, whose detailed descriptions of ‘multimodal packages’ and ‘assemblies’ 
(e.g., Bressem and Müller 2017; Stukenbrock 2021) provide rich empirical grist but 
often stop short of cognitive commitments. Third, are corpus and tool developers 
building the archives and annotation pipelines that enable quantitative generaliza-
tions (see also Zima 2020).

The core thesis is straightforward: if constructions are conventionalized 
form-meaning pairings learned from use, and if the evidence of use is routinely au-
diovisual, then a constructicon that ignores nonverbal form underestimates what 
is stored, learned, and processed. The challenge, as Ziem (2017) pointedly asked, 
is whether we ‘really need’ a multimodal construction grammar or whether loos-
er notions of accompaniment suffice. Zima’s answer is empirical and constructive: 
sometimes an association is enough; sometimes the nonverbal layer is integral and 
therefore part of the construction’s form.

Historically, the ‘multimodal turn’ has roots in gesture studies, prosody in interac-
tion, and ethnomethodological CA (e.g., Ogden 2010; Ward 2019; Stukenbrock 2010). 
Zima synthesizes this literature with constructionist commitments about entrench-
ment and schematicity. She sketches how early demonstrations of gesture-speech 
coordination (e.g., deictic and depictive gestures that make spatial dimensions avail-
able to recipients) pushed linguistics beyond transcripts of words alone. Subsequent 
work identified recurrent cross-modal patterns that behave like construction families 
(Bressem and Müller 2017; Ningelgen and Auer 2017), strengthening the case that 
multimodal phenomena are not merely local conveniences but patterned resources 
with learnable form – function pairings. In parallel, constructionist studies began 
to quantify gesture–speech coupling for specific constructions (Zima 2014, 2017a, 
2017b), while interactional research charted how gaze and body orientation scaf-
fold sequential organization (Zima 2020; Stukenbrock 2021). The Element knits these 
strands together into a coherent research program.

One of the book’s most useful contributions is a clear typology of representa-
tional options. Zima reconstructs three families of proposals, each motivated by dif-
ferent data segments.

1. Obligatoriness. In a stringent view, a multimodal construction exists when 
the nonverbal component is required for interpretation. Deictic and depictive 
patterns with German so – for instance, so groß ‘this big’ accompanied by 
a size-depicting gesture – are exemplary: without the gesture, the intended 
meaning is underspecified (Stukenbrock 2010; Ningelgen & Auer 2017). This 
makes the case for representations that include gesture as part of construction-
al form. At the same time, as Ziem (2017) cautions, ‘obligatoriness’ sets a very 
high bar, and only a small corner of multimodal phenomena will qualify.
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2. Cross-modal association. A more graded alternative treats many multimodal 
patterns as robust associations between otherwise unimodal constructions 
and recurring nonverbal behaviors. Uhrig (2022), for example, uses collo-
structional methods to show how hand-gesture families pattern with En-
glish verbs of throwing, revealing meaning-sensitive tendencies without 
making them obligatory. Large-scale, distributional approaches to time 
expressions that integrate gesture (Pagán-Cánovas et al. 2020) converge in 
showing systematic skew in the gesture–speech relationship. Zima favors 
modeling such associations in a network with weighted links, acknowledg-
ing gradience and variability.

3. Utterance Construction Grammar (UCxG). Cienki (2017) proposes that con-
structions are licensed at the level of utterance structure, with deep-struc-
ture representations encoding multimodal potential and surface-structure 
realizations instantiating variable subsets (verbal, gestural, prosodic). Zima 
treats UCxG as an attractive compromise: it respects the event-based na-
ture of interaction (a CA insight), offers representational slots for nonverbal 
form, and avoids pure associationism that merely lists co-occurrences.

Zima resists the urge to declare a winner. Instead, she reframes the problem as 
one of prediction: which representational scheme best accounts for distributional facts, 
psycholinguistic discriminations, and learnability constraints? That orientation is par-
ticularly welcome in a literature that can tilt theoretical.

A strength of the Element is its methodological literacy. Zima compiles quanti-
tative results on gesture–speech co-occurrence across construction types, illustrating 
that coupling varies by constructional family: motion and distance constructions of-
ten recruit depictive gesture; stance-laden idioms can have distinctive tempo and 
intonation profiles; modal particles show weaker association with gesture. Rather 
than canonizing raw proportions, the book highlights tools that quantify association 
with effect sizes and control for dispersion, semantic class, and register (Uhrig 2022; 
Pagán-Cánovas et al. 2020). Zima (2017a, 2017b) shows, for instance, how the English 
[all the way from X PREP Y] construction exhibits recurrent gesture types that cluster 
semantically; Hinell (2018) documents aspectual auxiliaries’ gestural profiles; and 
Bressem and Müller (2017) identify a recurrent ‘throwing-away’ gesture that func-
tions as part of a broader negative-assessment resource.

Prosody receives especially careful treatment. Building on Ward’s (2019) invento-
ry of English prosodic patterns and Ogden’s (2010) work on prosody in complaints, 
Zima reviews recent experiments demonstrating that listeners discriminate construc-
tional senses using prosody alone. Lehmann’s (2024a) study of Tell me about it shows 
that the stance use and the information-request use differ in tempo and that naive 
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listeners reliably sort tokens by use based on audio stripped of lexical content; Lehmann 
(2024b) further develops the idea of a prosodic ‘mode’ as a meaning-bearing, construc-
tional dimension in its own right. Italian ‘list constructions’ offer another window: Ma-
sini, Combei, and Cicchirillo (in press) show how articulation rate and tonal parallelism 
support list interpretation, reinforcing the claim that prosodic features are part of stored 
constructional knowledge. Zima weaves these findings into a persuasive case for treat-
ing prosodic structure as a constructional form rather than merely as performance.

Gaze and recipient design, though less frequently operationalized in CxG, are also 
foregrounded. Zima (2020) demonstrates how gaze behavior in triadic storytelling 
aligns with turn organization and recipient feedback, underscoring that a multimodal 
constructicon must accommodate gaze as both a resource for action and a recurrent 
formal pattern. That perspective dovetails with Stukenbrock’s (2021) notion of ‘multi-
modal gestalts,’ whose routinization may resemble grammaticalization over time.

The book’s dialogue with CA is particularly fruitful. CA research prioritizes se-
quential organization and often deliberately brackets cognitive representation; yet it 
routinely documents recurring couplings of linguistic formats with bodily conduct that 
accomplish recognizable social actions. Bressem and Müller’s (2017) ‘negative-assess-
ment construction,’ built around a recurrent throwing-away gesture, is a case in point. 
Zima argues that such findings are ideal starting points for constructional analysis: 
they identify candidate patterns, delimit their interactional ecology (e.g., dispreferred 
turn shapes, assessments, stance displays), and suggest functional generalizations. 
The challenge, one the Element takes up without polemic, is to move from ‘recurrent 
multimodal package’ to ‘stored construction’ responsibly, with converging evidence 
from distributional tendencies, processing, and learning.

German so again serves as a touchstone. Multiple subpatterns – so groß with 
size-depicting gesture; so machen with iconic enactment; so sieht/sehen X aus with visi-
ble presentation – appear to require gesture for full interpretability (Stukenbrock 2010; 
Ningelgen and Auer 2017). Those are strong candidates for obligatoriness. Elsewhere, 
the pairings are looser: negative assessments can be realized with or without the 
throwing-away gesture; stance idioms like Tell me about it are disambiguated by pros-
ody but still comprehensible without it (Bressem and Müller 2017; Lehmann 2024a). 
Zima’s point is that a single, monolithic criterion (‘obligatory or not?’) is ill-suited to 
this landscape; graded, networked representations are better.

If we grant that some degree of multimodal coupling is entrenched and meaningful, 
how should a usage-based grammar store it? Zima surveys three representational strat-
egies: (i) enlarging constructional form to include prosodic, gestural, and gaze features 
(Ward 2019; Masini et al. in press); (ii) positing associative links between verbal construc-
tions and nonverbal form schemas with weights reflecting strength (Uhrig 2022); and (iii) 
adopting utterance-level deep/surface structure that enumerates modality-specific slots 
(Cienki 2017). Each choice brings trade-offs in redundancy, learnability, and predictive 
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power. Ziem’s (2017) skepticism usefully keeps the bar high: if every co-occurrence is 
stored, the constructicon risks becoming an unprincipled scrapbook. Zima meets that 
worry by urging explicit thresholds derived from effect sizes, dispersion measures, and 
functional specificity, an agenda that points directly to corpus and experimental tests.

Zima repeatedly emphasizes that progress depends on the scale and quality of the 
data. Many tantalizing patterns sit in the medium-frequency range, invisible to small 
corpora and fragile under naive counting. The book calls for larger, higher-fidelity, and 
better-synchronized audiovisual archives; for improved annotation of gesture phases 
and alignment windows; and for tools that make model-based inference accessible to 
linguists. The ‘discovery vs. test’ cycle she proposes is at once modest and ambitious: 
use CA-inspired close analysis to uncover candidate patterns (Bressem and Müller 
2017; Ogden 2010), quantify their distribution with collostructional or distribution-
al methods (Uhrig 2022; Pagán-Cánovas et al. 2020), and then test processing conse-
quences (Lehmann 2024a, 2024b). Zima’s (2014, 2017a) own case studies on English 
motion/distance constructions exemplify this pipeline, as do her and others’ calls to 
include gaze via mobile eye-tracking in naturalistic settings (Zima 2020).

A major virtue of the Element is its even-handed conceptual framing. Zima nei-
ther collapses all multimodal phenomena into “constructions” nor sets an impossibly 
strong criterion that would make the category nearly empty. By juxtaposing oblig-
atoriness (as in deictic so: Stukenbrock 2010; Ningelgen and Auer 2017), strong but 
non-obligatory association (as in throwing verbs and recurrent gesture families: Uhrig 
2022), and utterance-level licensing (Cienki 2017), she clarifies what is at stake theoret-
ically and points to the kinds of evidence that should decide it.

The book treads nimbly between close, sequential analysis and large-scale quanti-
tative work. It takes CA’s descriptive discipline seriously, treating interactional ‘pack-
ages’ as indispensable for discovering patterns (Bressem & Müller 2017; Ogden 2010), 
but it is equally clear that robust generalization demands numbers, ideally, numbers 
that respect dispersion, register, and semantic class (Uhrig 2022; Pagán-Cánovas et al. 
2020). The prosody chapters are exemplary here: Ward (2019) and Ogden (2010) pro-
vide inventories and interactional settings; Lehmann (2024a, 2024b) adds processing 
evidence; Masini et al. (in press) offer construction-specific prosodic profiles. Zima 
doesn’t oversell any single method; she shows how they fit together.

A persistent bias in multimodal work is the equating of ‘multimodality’ with man-
ual gesture. Zima corrects that bias by according equal status to prosody and gaze. The 
cumulative case for ‘prosodic constructions’ now seems compelling, from English stance 
expressions to list structures (Ward 2019; Lehmann 2024a; Masini et al., in press). Gaze is 
admittedly more difficult to capture and operationalize, but Zima (2020) demonstrates 
its patterned role in turn organization, and Stukenbrock (2021) shows how routinized 
visual gestalts can stabilize into recognizable formats. For a constructicon that claims to 
mirror usage, excluding these channels would be an empirical mistake.
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The Element’s tone is integrative rather than polemical. It takes Ziem’s (2017) 
question about the necessity of multimodal CxG seriously, answers it by showing cases 
where a constructional analysis yields explanatory power, and remains candid about 
where the evidence is not yet decisive. By inviting CA researchers to consider repre-
sentational payoffs and CxG scholars to reckon with sequential organization, Zima 
models the kind of cross-tradition dialogue the field needs.

First, readers may want more operational guidance on thresholds, how strong, how 
dispersed, and how functionally specific a cross-modal association should be before we 
posit a stored construction. Zima gestures toward decision criteria, but a worked-out 
decision tree that combines effect size, dispersion, and functional profiling would accel-
erate uptake. Second, the empirical base remains richer for English and German than for 
other languages. Cross-linguistic work on deictic-gesture obligatoriness, stance-prosody 
coupling, and list prosody would sharpen theoretical claims (see Zima 2017b; Stuken-
brock 2021, for initial steps). A third desideratum is a more explicit representational for-
mat for prosody: Ward (2019) provides a descriptive inventory, and Lehmann (2024b) 
argues for prosodic ‘modes,’ but a sketch of how, say, an Italian list construction would 
look in a prosody-rich constructicon would be instructive (Masini et al., in press).

Finally, the acquisition-and-processing story is still developing. Lehmann’s (2024a) 
forced-choice and discrimination studies are exemplary; analogous experiments on 
gesture-speech coupling and gaze-conditioned interpretations would round out the 
picture. How children acquire these cross-modal pairings – what generalizations they 
extract, how they weigh channels, and how quickly they entrain to community-specif-
ic gestural conventions – remains a compelling open agenda (see Pagán-Cánovas et al. 
2020, for large-scale evidence relevant to learning).

Although the Element is tightly argued, it is not forbiddingly technical. Zima writes 
with an expository clarity that will help readers from different traditions meet on com-
mon ground. Summaries of key studies are concise and precise – e.g., Zima’s (2017a, 
2017b) own work on English circular motion and distance constructions; Pagán-Cáno-
vas et al.’s (2020) dataset-driven approach to time expressions; Hinell’s (2018) analysis 
of aspectual auxiliaries; and Lanwer’s (2017, 2020) work on apposition and prosody 
– which makes the book suitable for graduate seminars. The running dialogue with 
skeptics (Ziem 2017) and bridge builders (Cienki 2017) keeps the text honest about 
what is known and what remains unsettled.

Multimodal Construction Grammar is both a lucid primer and a research agenda. It 
shows where the strongest evidence lies (obligatory deictic-gesture couplings; robust, 
graded gesture–speech associations; prosodic constructions), where modelling choices 
matter (obligatoriness vs. association vs. utterance-level structure), and what it will take 
to make cumulative progress (bigger, better-annotated corpora; explicit thresholds; ex-
perimental tests) (Zima 2014, 2017a, 2017b, 2020, 2025). It bridges communities by show-
ing how CA discoveries can seed constructional hypotheses and how constructionist 
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representations can return explanatory dividends for interactional practice (Bressem and 
Müller 2017; Ogden 2010; Ward 2019). For anyone building a constructicon that aspires 
to reflect actual language use, Zima’s Element belongs within arm’s reach.
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