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EXPLORING THE NARRATIVE FUNCTIONS OF HAND MOVEMENTS IN 
THE TEASER PHASE IN HOUSE MD: 
A CORPUS-ASSISTED ANALYSIS

Cristina Arizzi
University of Catania

This paper illustrates the findings of research into the function of hand movements in 
structuring the teaser phase in the House MD TV series. Building on previous research 
into online film repositories (Arizzi 2012), the analysis is grounded in multimodal corpus 
studies (Baldry and Thibault 2006, 2008) and supported by the House Corpus (Taibi, 
Marenzi, Ahmad 2019) with its tools for scene-based viewings of episodes, manual 
annotation of multisemiotic features and retrieval of data through corpus searches. A 
model for the annotation of hand movements was developed and incorporated as an 
annotation tool in the House Corpus interface. Subsequently, all the teasers, i.e. the 
beginning of each episode preceding the initial credits, were annotated according to 
the model provided. Thanks to the data collected as a result of the annotation process, 
the research led to a clearer understanding of the special role played by hand movement 
patterns when structuring episode narratives.

Multimodal corpus studies, multisemiotic annotation, teaser

1. Introduction

Normally identified as the initial part of each episode in a TV series, 
teasers are mini narratives. As distinctive meaning-making units, they are 
separated from the rest of the episode by the opening credits and theme tune, 
and crucially determine the narrative’s subsequent unfolding. The teasers in 
House MD contextualise a medical emergency through a narrative that contains 
a beginning (apparently serene circumstances), a development and a crisis (a 
dangerous threat to an individual’s health), and a solution (someone calls 911) 
that points, deictically, to subsequent post-crisis action in the rest of the episode. 
Hence, in the House MD series, teasers, with few exceptions, mark the transition 
from the world outside to the world inside hospitals, with the story unfolding in 
various hospital facilities.
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Watching a few episodes is enough to note that each teaser presents a 
slightly different version of an essentially recurrent narrative pattern. The 
risk is that viewers will find this opening scene pattern all too predictable, 
despite the diverse characters and situations presented. Various devices are 
used to offset this risk, for example, duping viewers into believing that one 
character is about to succumb to a health crisis, when, in fact, this fate befalls 
the least likely candidate among those portrayed. Indeed, a sufficient number 
of variants are introduced to maintain viewers’ interest and curiosity. All this 
ensures that the basic scaffolding on which the narrative structuring depends 
is backgrounded, with its basic outlines becoming deliberately blurred.

This raises the question as to what resources are deployed to this end. In 
this article, careful analysis of hand movements throws light on one of the ways 
in which this backgrounding of the narrative template occurs. Specifically, 
the suggestion is made that hand movements are visual signals that allow the 
teaser narrative to be compressed, enriching at the same time the overall set of 
styles used in this narrative phase.

This project draws on pioneering research into the analysis and 
classification of nonverbal communication. Johnson, Ekman and Friesen (1975) 
experimented with a group of American people, attempting to understand how 
they could convey information without using language. Then they classified 
body movements and reflected on how this process is culture-bound. From 
a cognitive perspective, McNeill (1992) strongly recommended examining 
language and gestures together, so as to understand how the mind works. 
He (2000) also explored the connection between gestures, thought, action and 
performance, arguing that gestures impact on thought because they directly 
transfer mental images to visible forms. Kendon (2010) presented a review of 
possible classifications of gestures, including voluntary and involuntary ones, 
natural or conventional ones, those with literal and those with metaphorical 
meanings, showing how they crucially serve to punctuate, structure and 
organize discourse.

Studies on the combination of body movements and language abound, and 
provide interesting social, ethnic and anthropological insights into how people 
communicate and what semiotic systems they use. For instance, interactional 
sociology considers gestures, including those with ritual significance, as a 
complement for language (Goffman 1981), while micro-ethnography, focusing 
on the social practices that impact societal processes of talk (Erickson 2004), has 
produced a methodology for the analysis of face-to-face interactions in complex 
modern societies. However, even when these social-ethno-anthropological 
methodologies are combined with linguistics, as occurs in interactional 
sociolinguistics (Gumperz 1999), linguistic anthropology (Duranti 1997), and 
linguistic ethnography (Creese 2008), the focus is preponderantly on language. 
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This also applies to such fields as developmental pedagogy, where gestures 
mark progress in children’s communicative skills, in a step-by-step process 
from behaviour to language (Caselli et al. 2012). The current research instead 
is concerned with the critical analysis of textual structures and strategies, and 
draws on the idea of abandoning the concept of a hierarchy of modes, adopting 
a view of multimodality in which common semiotic principles operate in and 
across different modes (Kress 2010; Kress and van Leeuwen 2001; Baldry and 
Thibault 2010[2006]). It analyses House MD as a multimodal corpus, in line with 
and expanding on work by Law, who analysed the verbal components of House 
MD (2015) and then its other semiotic resources (2019).

The analysis given below aims to show that, in fact, hand movements 
constitute key moments in the teaser structure that contribute to enhancing 
the appeal of House MD by foregrounding each episode’s individuality, while 
at the same time masking the episode templates around which this series is 
built. Below, Section 2, describes the methods used to elucidate this narrative 
strategy, while Section 3 presents the results obtained. Sections 4 and 5, 
respectively, provide a discussion of these results and draw some conclusions.

2. Materials and methods

Demonstrating that hand movements constitute a hidden semiotic 
patterning poses various methodological challenges for the analyst. On the 
one hand, detecting the patterning that underlies the organisation of teasers 
requires detailed frame-by-frame analysis of the 177 teasers that make up the 
series. This means that the analyst has to work both on micro and macro scales, 
while considering the meaning-making potential of hand movements on both 
these scales. As well as interpersonal functions that establish a relationship 
with the outer world (e.g. pointing, holding), hand movements also have 
intrapersonal functions (e.g. touching one’s forehead, clasping one’s throat) 
that signal a relation with the inner world, be it physical or mental, all of which 
begs the question as to how interpersonal and intrapersonal hand functions 
are typically deployed in the different teaser types (hereafter TTs).

An essential starting point was to draw up a working hypothesis about the 
various TTs and a model of the use of hands that could be tested out objectively. 
This was made possible by the affordances of the MWS Web platform (Taibi, 
Marenzi, Ahmad 2019) which hosts the House Corpus, and which can break up 
the entire House MD series into its 6,300 scenes, each of which can be retrieved 
thanks to an internal search engine. The House Corpus is thus a multimedia 
corpus providing users with a multimedia co-text (Baldry and Thibault 2008) 
which makes it possible to carry out multisemiotic annotation of visual, verbal 
and spatial features as well as searches of instances of their combinations. 
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This characteristic facilitates its includer possible use in relation to CFRIDiL-
inspired (Sindoni et al. 2019) undergraduate student training in multimodal 
corpus construction (Vasta and Baldry 2020).

Figure 1. A partial view of the House Corpus Hands annotation menu

A Hands Annotation and search tool was incorporated into the House Corpus 
interface (Figure 1), allowing annotators to select the season, episode and scene 
of interest from a menu and to save annotations for the selected scenes on 
the basis of a pre-established list of options that included the teaser’s overall 
context (usually non-medical), the number and position of the hands (e.g. single 
raised hand) and whether they were instrumented (e.g. holding a pen). Only 
one frame per scene in which the use of hands was particularly meaningful 
was also annotated by selecting the appropriate options among those available 
on the interface with regard to the narrative functions performed by the hands, 
with a particular focus on: climax (annotated when the hands are used to signal 
the medical problem currently occurring), cataphoric reference (annotated 
when hand movements anticipate a medical problem) and anaphoric reference 
(annotated when the signs of medical emergency are reiterated once they have 
already been indicated).

The annotation was carried out in two stages. In the first, university 
students from several Italian universities annotated teasers according to the 
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types exemplified in the guidelines provided. The left-hand part of Figure 2 
shows the possible six TT selections, indicated in the interphase as “Type 1 – 
Gradual build-up (TT1), Type 2 – Unexpected switch (TT2), Type 3 – Sudden 
crisis (TT3), Type 4 – Uncertain till the last moment (TT4), Type 5 – Other type 
(TT5), Type 6 – Undecided (TT6).

Figure 2. TTs annotation interface

A second phase followed, in which a fresh set of annotators examined 
teasers again (S1 and S2 in the screenshot shown on the right-hand side of 
Figure 2), so that the results were double-checked. The double annotation 
carried out in a way that guaranteed objective evaluation, is the basis for the 
present research findings.

3. Results

As Figure 3 shows, most teasers fall into two types, TT1 and TT3. TT1 
(33%) follows a gradual build-up with hints of what is to be expected, while the 
reverse is true of TT3 (29%), where the emergency arises quite unexpectedly. 
Though less frequent, TT2 (11%) diverges from TT1, as it deliberately misleads 
viewers, thus avoiding the passive acceptance of the evidence displayed in 
TT1. TT2 is in many respects the quintessential teaser, as it teasingly plays 
with viewers, wrong-footing them at every turn. The fact that this TT is less 
frequent than might be expected suggests that the series producers and screen 
players were aware that such bluffing can be overused. In other words, TT2 
questions TT1, but validates it by offering an alternative conclusion. Likewise, 
TT4 (7%) may be considered a variant of TT3, as in both of them the medical 
emergency comes as a surprise. They both convey a sense of suspense, but the 
difference lies in the narrative construction: while TT3 incorporates no signs 
of danger, these are abundantly present in TT4, so much so that the audience is 
kept in a state of uncertainty. TT5 (8%) relates to teasers that have diverse and 
complex narrative patterns, while TT6 (12%) blends two or more categories or 
relates to those cases where the annotators felt no categorisation was possible.
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Figure 3. Distribution of TTs in the TV series

Based on the annotations, the research challenge was now to understand 
to what extent the hands were involved in the construction of these TTs. 
Below, for reasons of space, selective illustrations of the search results are 
presented in the form of hand frames (Figures 5, 7, 9, 11, 13 and 14) and tables 
relating to the incidence of each TT (Figures 4, 6, 8, 10, 12 and 15). The tables 
that illustrate the incidence of each TT, for instance Figure 4, represent the 
seasons in the columns and the episodes in the rows; the point of intersection 
between the columns and the rows gives a number, either 1 or 0, indicating 
whether the episode was annotated for this type or not. Some dashes can 
be seen in the final cells in some of the rows, indicating that those seasons 
contained less than 24 episodes (e.g. only 16 episodes in Season 4). The last 
column indicates how many times the TT in question was annotated for each 
season, while the Grand Total in the right bottom corner gives the overall 
score for a specific TT for the entire series.

3.1 TT1: Gradual build-up

TT1 was annotated 59 times overall out of 177 teasers, exactly one third of 
all episodes. TT1 is characterized by a coherent narration that gradually leads 
to an expected ending. The climax is preceded by several anticipatory signs 
leading the audience to assume that the character highlighted will suffer a 
medical emergency.
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Figure 4. Search results for TT1

TT1 is illustrated with reference to some scenes from Episode 3, Season 3, 
entitled “Informed consent”, which opens with a solo scene where a researcher 
is working in a lab handling a guinea pig. Because only one character is 
presented, viewers know that, unless another character suddenly appears, the 
medical emergency will affect him. This is heralded by a crescendo of signals 
concerning his health. The soundtrack records the researcher’s monologue 
made up of some words addressed to the guinea pig and other observations 
about the research results that he records on tape as he speaks. Viewers 
reconstruct most of what is happening in the lab through the videotrack; the 
hands perform all the actions needed to find out if the research is producing 
the desired results and thus contextualize the scene, adding to meanings 
made through language and other visual components, such as white coat and 
surgical instruments.

In contrast to these “unmarked” hand functions – i.e. performing actions 
expected from a researcher in a lab – hands also perform other “marked” 
movements that break the expectations and convey meanings unrelated to 
this scientific context. Thus, the researcher first fixes his glasses that have 
slipped on his nose and touches his forehead, then pulls out his shirt collar 
and finally lets the guinea pig go (Figure 5). Touching one’s forehead is a 
movement that naturally accompanies a pain in one’s head or dizziness, 
while pulling off one’s shirt collar indicates the need for more air, respiratory 
difficulty, or a moment of panic. While the first hand movement is universal, 
the second is partially culture-bound, as only in Western cultures do male 
professionals wear shirts and ties. The third hand movement, that is dropping 
what is being held, signifies lack of control. The sequence of the three hand 
movements saliently marks the narrative steps and heralds the researcher’s 
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final collapse. While operating on the guinea pig, the hands perform an 
interpersonal function, as they create a connection with another living 
creature, but perform an intrapersonal function when the researcher touches 
his forehead and tries to loosen his shirt collar. Thus, the contextualizing 
function is performed through interpersonal hand movements, while the 
health-related hand movements are intrapersonal. 

Figure 5. Sequence of hand movements indicating health issues

3.2 TT2: Unexpected switch

In TT2, the narration follows a deliberately misleading construction. 
Several signals make viewers believe that one of the characters presented will 
suffer a medical emergency, but instead, this unexpectedly affects another 
character. TT2 was annotated 19 times in the eight seasons (Figure 6) and is 
here exemplified in Episode 6, Season 2, entitled “Spin”.

Figure 4. Search results for TT2

The teaser starts outdoors with some excited kids hurrying to see a cycle 
race. As they run towards the sidelines, one of them stops and touches his 
chest twice. From the dialogue between the kid’s parents, viewers know that 
he needs an inhaler that was left in the car; the kid’s hand movements and 
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the parents’ reference to his asthma channel viewers’ expectations towards 
this kid. To increase the pathos, the mother lovingly asks her wheezing child 
how he feels. By the time the father gets him his inhaler, the narrative focus 
is well and truly on the asthmatic kid, whereupon there is a sudden change: 
one of the cyclists swerves, loses his balance and falls causing a massive 
crash, involving many other cyclists. 

Figure 7. Sequence of misleading hand movements preceding the climax

The kid’s hand movements (Figure 7) have an intrapersonal function, being 
self-directed actions; from a narrative perspective, they visually acknowledge 
his problems. The narration development is thus coherently marked by hand 
movements that inform, contextualise, alert and introduce specific signals. 
The reiteration of the same instinctive hand movement increases the pathos, 
further underscored through zooming in on the kid until the final close-up 
of him breathing from an inhaler. But the solid premise constructed through 
the co-deployment of verbal and visual components ends up frustrating the 
audience with a startling ending; for this reason, this teaser is categorized 
under the “unexpected switch” type.

3.4 TT3: Sudden crisis

TT3 was annotated 51 times (Figure 8). In TT3, the narration develops 
without any premonitory sign of emergency, until suddenly someone is 
unpredictably endangered, thus the hand movements do not prepare viewers 
for any medical emergency and their functions are limited to building 
contextualization. Episode 18, Season 3, “Airborne”, is a good example. The 
teaser opens in a living-room where a woman called Fran is getting ready 
to receive a guest. Someone knocks at the door and it gradually becomes 
clear that the guest is a sex worker sent in by a specialized lesbian dating 
agency. When Fran goes to her bedroom to get money from a drawer, her 
vision suddenly gets blurred and she faints. The second woman calls 911 after 
stealing Fran’s money.
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Figure 8. Search results for TT3

Figure 9 shows a sequence of screenshots from this teaser. In the first, 
Fran looks at herself in the mirror and fixes her make up; the scene is totally 
silent, so the meaning is made only through hand movements; even though 
self-directed, the ultimate function of these hand movements is interpersonal 
because Fran only wants to look attractive. The audience then learns more 
about Fran’s personality: she is presented as a middle-aged woman eager to 
look nice and neat for her guest. Knocking at the door instead of ringing a 
doorbell adds to the idea of an old-style household, while the act of taking cash 
from a chest of drawers is ambiguous in that it builds on the idea of an out-of-
fashion old woman who hides her money among personal belongings, but at 
the same time makes the audience think that some illicit transaction is going 
to happen. Hands are used throughout the teaser both in an intrapersonal and 
an interpersonal way, prominently making non-specialised contextualising 
meanings unconnected with medical emergency which, on the contrary, 
everybody expects at the end of the teaser. Only in the post-climax phase are 
the sex worker’s hands used to hold the phone to call 911.

Figure 9. Sequence of contextualising hand movements
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3.4 TT4: Uncertain till the last moment

In TT4, the person suffering from a health issue is kept concealed until the 
very last moment. There is a lot of suspense, because more than one character 
could be the victim of the medical emergency, and the focus shifts from one to 
another without showing any clear sign that might help the audience figure out 
who, among the various candidates, will be singled out. The matter is finally 
resolved at the very end of the teaser. Even though TT4 is very engaging for the 
audience, it does not seem to be frequently used; in fact, it was annotated only 
13 times (Figure 10).

A good example of TT4 is Season 3, Episode 5, “Fools for love”, which opens 
at a diner where two unsavoury men pretending to be ordinary customers 
suddenly pull out their guns and order those present to put their hands up. They 
address a young married couple at the booth and threateningly ask for their 
belongings. One of the robbers whispers into the other man’s ear something 
that cannot be heard but it is hinted that the two men are attracted by the 
woman and try to drag her to the backroom.

Figure 10. Search results for TT4

At this stage, it seems that the young woman is going to be sexually assaulted 
and hence the most likely candidate for a medical emergency. Meanwhile, her 
husband tries to react, but has to give up because he has a gun pointed at his 
throat. Now, the audience focuses on him as the likely candidate of medical 
problems. However, with the strength of desperation, he ferociously attacks 
one of the gunmen, who, in turn, becomes the one in danger. While the two 
men continue to fight and it is unclear who will get the worst of it, attention is 
drawn to the wife who, sitting unnoticed in a corner, has a serious respiratory 
problem, explored through Computer Generated Imagery, which shows her 
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throat closed. Finally, the teaser ends with a person in danger, as expected; it 
is the first one singled out, but unexpectedly, this person is not a victim of rape 
but rather someone with an obstructed throat. 

Figure 11. Sequence of hand movements preceding the climax

The confused sequence of events is narrated with many visual and spatial 
components accompanying the dialogue. Hand movements mark every single 
step in the development of the narrative (Figure 11). Clutching the wife’s waist 
and keeping her steady signal the first person in danger. Hand movements are 
again prominent in the silent scene when the husband knocks the gunman 
to the ground and hits him on his head. In both cases, the use of hands is 
interpersonal, being addressed towards others to perform physical aggression. 
Finally, hands signal the moment when the real medical emergency becomes 
evident, and the wife instinctively puts her hands on her throat in a movement 
that shows pain in a specific body part. The hand movement in this final case 
is intrapersonal and functions as a marker of medical issues. TT2 and TT4 are 
similar, as both have a surprise ending. The difference between them is that in 
TT4 the suspense keeps the audience tense through multiple red herrings: the 
audience knows that somebody will succumb, but they do not know whom; in 
TT2, instead, the audience is tricked wrongly into thinking that the real victim 
is no way threatened.

3.5 TT5: Other types

TT5 covers those cases which do not comply with any of the patterns discussed 
above and are mostly puzzling mysteries and strange events, sometimes with 
temporal and spatial variation and ellipsis, such as different time scales, dreams, 
hallucinations, and recollections of the past. Sometimes apparently unconnected 
events involving different places end up overlapping and becoming merged 
with each other. In some cases, TT5 involves signalling a threat that may lead 
to a medical emergency in the future, rather than a medical emergency that is 
actually taking place. TT5 has been annotated 14 times, as Figure 12 shows.
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Figure 12. Search results for TT5

Some teasers categorized as TT5 present House sitting in a psychoanalysis 
session, in which different scenes are interconnected and past and present 
overlap. In these cases, there is no medical emergency, but House’s mental 
health is under analysis. In other cases, the medical crisis has already occurred, 
but is not directly presented, and the focus is on doctors getting ready to face it. 
The teaser from Season 5, Episode 2, entitled “Not cancer” is presented here to 
show the complexity that characterises TT5. It presents a sequence of different 
contexts that deliberately confuse the audience. The teaser opens on a tennis 
match when one of the players suddenly misses the ball and topples down 
touching her chest with her hand. The audience would expect initial credits to 
appear on the screen, as an emergency has just occurred, but strangely enough 
another scene starts with a different context. In a busy construction site, a 
crane is moving a container. The worker controlling the crane loosens his 
grip on the lever and the container plummets, almost crushing other workers. 
When the crane door is opened from the outside, the worker hits the ground as 
a dead weight. Quickly, another scene starts, set in a kick-boxing ring during 
a violent match. To everybody’s surprise, the boxer who has just unleashed a 
flurry of punches on his opponent stumbles and collapses bleeding from his 
ear. The referee bends down and touches his neck to check his pulse. Another 
quick scene change occurs. The setting is now an orchestra rehearsal room. A 
tuba player, who is practising, suddenly starts to cough and falls down, spitting 
blood. Viewers have now understood the pattern, and expect another scene to 
start, and this actually happens, but this time the ending is different. During 
a college class, a professor is writing figures on the blackboard when Thirteen, 
a doctor from House’s team, and a security guard enter announcing the end of 
the lesson. Thirteen asks the professor if she had a corneal transplant five years 
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before, and informs her that every other patient who had a transplanted organ 
from that donor was either dead or dying, so the professor needs to be taken to 
hospital for examination. Finally, the initial credits appear on screen to mark 
the teaser’s end.

This teaser falls into TT5 because of its multiple contextualisations, its 
multi-layered structure, and because it reverses the pattern of the injured 
person being taken to hospital. Here, in fact, nothing is known about the 
endangered people of the first scenes, apart from a generic reference to all the 
other transplant recipients, which might – or might not – be referring to them, 
and the one brought to hospital is apparently perfectly healthy. The teaser’s 
individual scenes are elliptical, there is no spatial connection, and the vague 
temporal connection only requires the college scene to be the last, being the 
result of off-the-records investigations on the other weird emergencies.

Figure 13. Sequence of hand movements relating to multiple contexts

Figure 13 shows some frames from this teaser. In the first two frames, 
hand movements suggest a medical issue. The tennis player’s intrapersonal 
hand movement signals chest problems and the worker’s loosening grip 
shows he is losing control of his body. The third frame is also connected to 
health issues, but in this case the hand involved in the movement belongs to 
a first aider checking the victim’s pulse. Thus, the first three frames mark a 
medical emergency, using both intra- and interpersonal directionality. The 
last two frames show interpersonal directionality and have a contextualising 
function.

3.6 TT6: Undecided

TT6 applies when the teaser is a hybrid between the other types and there 
is no particular prevalence of one over the others. Alternatively, it can be 
something completely different and slippery. TT6 is illustrated with reference 
to “The Dig”, Episode 18, Season 7. In this teaser, the verbal part is limited to 
a short dialogue in which House dismisses a taxi-driver waiting in an empty 
parking lot. After that, the narration is carried out only through visual items 
and sounds. 
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Figure 14. Contextualising hand movements

In the first frame in Figure 14, hands are used to complement the meaning 
made through language. While House says: “Take the day off”, the video 
zooms on his hands handing the taxi-driver some money, so nobody talks 
about money, but viewers can see that the taxi-driver is being paid to go. After 
that, meanings are made mainly through hand movements. In the second 
frame, a close-up on House’s hand opening his briefcase moves the story on, 
preparing the audience for further developments. His intentions are not clear 
yet, but he seems to have a plan. The third frame shows House looking at his 
watch, with his right hand around his left wrist: he is obviously waiting for 
something and his impatience is revealed by a close-up emphasising the act 
of checking his watch. An all-round shot shows that the scene is set outside 
the entrance gate to the State of New Jersey Correctional Institution, and an 
alarm announces the gate opening. Finally, the audience can see Thirteen, a 
former member of House’s medical team, coming out of prison, and it becomes 
clear that House was waiting for her. He welcomes her with a Martini that she 
willingly drinks; all this is narrated through hand movements as shown in 
the last frames of Figure 14. The interpersonal function of hand movements is 
dominant in this case, as hands establish a relation with a person’s outer space. 
Only in the last frame do hand movements become intrapersonal as they are 
directed towards a person’s inner space; however, in a wider interpretation, 
this intrapersonal movement reinforces the interpersonal relation with the 
outer world, in this case with House, who welcomes Thirteen back with a 
celebratory drink.

The reason for including this teaser in TT6 is its odd nature. The first 
bizarre element is that House is there, as teasers do not normally include the 
TV series’ protagonists; likewise, there is no hint of any medical emergency, 
neither present nor future. The puzzling atmosphere is emphasised by the 
lack of verbal resources, so that the audience needs to stay focused on other 
semiotic resources. Strangely enough, even though viewers feel that no 
medical emergency will occur, they are kept glued to their seats till the end 
of the episode by the mysterious atmosphere of suspense established since 
the beginning. Figure 15 shows the annotation results for TT6.
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Figure 15. Search results for TT6

9. Discussion

What has been shown above invites reflection on various issues, in primis 
the relationship between qualitative and quantitative analyses presented in 
this paper, which blends multimodal and corpus studies. Multimodal studies 
provide the theoretical background for the interpretation of semiotic resources 
other than language, in this case hand movements, while corpus studies provide 
the necessary tools to gather, retrieve and analyse data thanks to specific 
multimodal corpus analysis tools that were developed to this end. Typically, a 
corpus is defined as a large body of texts representative of a language collected in 
such a way as to be machine- readable and which acts as a source of information 
about what is typical in language (McEnery and Hardie 2012). While corpora 
as collections of language-only texts entextualise language produced in both 
written and spoken modes, the development of corpora that record non-linguistic 
features such as head nods (Knight, Evans, Carter 2009), gestures (Tsuchiya 2019) 
and sign languages (Johnston and Schembri 2006) is still sporadic. However, 
the current study suggests that qualitative/quantitative analytical techniques 
that characterise language-based corpora can be extended to multimodal 
concordancing. Indeed, where the multimodal corpora based on TV series are 
the intended object of analysis, it is clear that there is a need to redefine the 
nature of corpora and corpus studies, a challenge which necessarily transforms 
the traditional conception of corpus linguistics into an innovative one, concerned 
with facilitating access to multimodal genres, where, for example, the traditional 
type-token ratio is remodelled in terms of the types of sequences found in online 
videos (Vasta and Baldry 2020: 14).

Despite being a pilot study, restricted to some aspects of the organisation 
of just one of the recurrent phases in online video genres, this study clearly 
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contributes to a better understanding of sequence types. For example, the methods 
adopted in this study provide preliminary data regarding the predictability of 
quantitative-to-qualitative aspects in relation to the number of scenes per TT. 
Some 60% of teasers (108/177) consist of a single scene, with 26% articulated as 
two scenes (46/177), while only 13% (23/177) are made up of 3 to 6 scenes. Figure 16 
suggests that TT1, with its expected ending, is typically enacted in a single scene 
(40/59 cases) as compared with TT5, where discontinuities in time and place and 
in real vs. dream worlds predominate, and thus requiring enactment over a larger 
number of scenes.

Figure 16. Relationship between TTs and number of scenes

A further factor to consider is how TTs are distributed per season, which 
accounts for the evolution of the TV series over the years. As Figure 17 shows, 
Season 1 alternated between TT1 and TT3, with only 2 instances of TT2, and a 
single instance of TT6 which, towards the end of the season, introduced some 
novelty. 

Figure 17. Distribution of TTs per season
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Seasons 2, 3 and 4 consolidate TT1 as the series favourite, but Season 5 
introduces some changes. A new pattern emerges, in which TT3 is the most 
frequent, and TT5 and TT6 keep increasing. This pattern continues in Seasons 
6 and 7, but changes abruptly in Season 8. Being the one destined to close the 
TV series for good, as was well known at the time, the pattern does not fit in 
with the previous seasons. TT1 is again the most frequent one, a return to what 
happened at the beginning of the series, but the number of TT5s and TT6s, when 
taken together, almost equals the number of TT1s. There is an explanation for 
this. Season 8 has shifted its focus away from the medical emergencies that 
characterised the previous seasons towards the personal problems faced by 
House and his friend Wilson. In other words, Season 8 is a different subgenre, 
as perfectly revealed by TT annotation.

Another consideration relates to the annotation process. Besides TT 
annotation, a single frame per scene in which hand movements were prominent 
was annotated. Normally attention is immediately attracted by what is salient 
and overlooks the many other items, i.e. distractors, that are present in the 
scene (Treisman and Gelade 1980; Wolfe 1998). The one-frame-per-scene 
constraint allocated annotators’ attention to what was visually salient, mainly 
in the climax moment, when someone suffered from a medical emergency – 
provided that hand movements were involved – ignoring the anticipatory steps 
or subsequent action. Thus, it was necessary to go back to the video in the 
post-annotation phase and watch again in search of extra hand movements 
that complemented the one annotated. By doing so, the annotation was double 
checked and enriched with new material.

The question of how medical issues are conveyed through hand movements 
intersects with a related question regarding who those hands belong to. The 
person who suffers from a sudden pain instinctively signals this through 
intrapersonal hand movements, touching the part of the body involved. In 
other cases, a medical emergency is signalled through interpersonal hand 
movements interacting with the outer world. In these cases, the person in 
trouble may drop objects, or lose control of their actions. Hand movements 
perform a narrative function that is visual rather than verbal. They are often 
used as an anticipatory expression of something that is going to be manifest 
later, so they have a cohesive function similar to cataphora in verbal texts.

5. Conclusions

Television doctors have raised constant interest among researchers around 
the world (Chory-Assad and Tamborini 2001). TV series such as House MD have 
provided important inputs for corpus-based studies both in the field of research 
and ELT. Many aspects of House MD have been explored, most of them relating 
to the teaching possibilities it offers for medical schools (Franklin-Landi 
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2017). Indeed, the potential effects of House’s controversial medical decisions 
on medical school students’ beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions regarding the 
practice of medicine and bioethical issues has been widely investigated (Arawi 
2010; Czarny et al. 2008).

The current research, instead, has explored different fields of analysis, 
focusing on the role hands perform in the development of the narrative in 
teasers. Teasers were chosen for analysis because they are self-contained mini-
stories, and the alternation of different TTs keeps the audience engaged also 
thanks to the use of hand movements with specific textual functions. Rather 
than just providing visual cohesion, hand movements constitute “bricks” in the 
construction of the narrative. They are often cataphoric, and less frequently 
anaphoric references, marking the beginning and worsening of a medical 
issue and its aftermath; they are sometimes used to confuse the audience 
by creating false leads, but also mark the point where a climax is reached, 
suggesting which body part is ill. On other occasions, they simply contribute 
to the contextualisation of the medical issue, helping to shape the personality 
of the characters in a particular episode.

In reaching its conclusions, this project has marked a further step in 
multimodal corpus analysis based on TV series, using an objective annotation 
procedure to show that visual, corporeal and spatial elements combine to 
perform functions and make meanings that in TV discourse are in no way 
secondary to language-based meaning-making. A further side aspect of this 
project relates to teacher-student interactions, as the students’ involvement 
provided the data required to achieve objective research conclusions, but it 
also empowered students in terms of their critical skills vis-à-vis multisemiotic 
discourse analysis.
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