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Chapter 15 

Music, language, and multimodal metaphor 

Lawrence M Zbikowski 

Abstract 

This cha1?ter considers the topic of multimodal metaphor from the perspective of 
cross-domain mappings between the musical and the linguistic domains. Begin
ning with an example of what musicans call "text painting" (in which music is 
used to "paint" an image related to the text of a vocal work), I explore the differ
ent ways music and language structure thought. Examples of musical passages 
from Palestrina, Biber, Bach, Schubert, and Jerome Kern are used to demonstrate 
how music contributes to meaning construction and thus may serve as a source 
domain for a multimodal metaphor. I conclude with a brief discussion of how 
conceptual blending theory can be used for the analysis of text-music relations, 
and the multimodal metaphors that may result. 

Keywords: music, text-pamtmg, conceptual blending, popular song, musical 
grammar, Bach, Schubert 

1. Introduction 

Giving voice to an idea that took a number of forms in his later work, 
Ludwig Wittgenstein, near the end of his Philosophical Investigations, 
wrote, "Understanding a sentence is much more akin to understanding a 
theme in music than one may think" (Wittgenstein 2001: frag. 527). The 
close relationship between language and music suggested by Wittgenstein's 
observation is borne out by similarities between the two: both are unique to 
the human species, both unfold over time, both have syntactic properties, 
and both make use of sound. There are also, of course, notable differences: 
musical meaning is on the whole much less precise than linguistic meaning; 
music often involves simultaneous events, where language does not; and 
there is more of a sense of play in ordinary music than there is in ordinary 
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language. On the one hand, these differences suggest that language and mu
sic belong to two different conceptual domains. On the other hand, the simi
larities between the two suggest that language and music may recruit some 
of t~e same cognitive resources, and that structure from one domain may be 
readIly mapped to the other to create meaning. Understanding a sentence is 
like understanding a musical theme because both language and music offer 
possibilities for constructing meaning, possibilities that can be exploited 
through multimodal metaphors. 

As an example, consider the passage from the Credo of Giovanni Pier
luigi da Palestrina's Pope Marcellus Mass (printed 1567) given in figure 1.1 

The text Palestrina sets here is "Qui propter nos homines et propter nostram 
salutem descendit de crelis" ("Who for us men, and for our salvation, came 
down from heaven"). With the fITst statement of the word "descendit " each . ' vOIce begins a scalar descent. Christ's descent from heaven is thus repre-
sented with a cascading fall through musical space, a series of overlapping 
movements "down" the musical scale. This representation exploits the com
mon construal of musical pitches as situated in vertical space, a construal 
that follows from the characterization of pitches as "high" or "low" with 
respect to one another. 

n 
Cantus 

"' -tern. de - seen - dit de cae lis. 

n n 
Altus 

I"' 
de-scen-dit de cae 

_ .... 
- lis, de - seen - dit de cae lis._ 

" . .,..~.... n 
Tenor I 

I,., 
-tern de - scen-dit de_ cae lis. 

n 
TenerI! -dil de cae - lis. de-soen-dit de_ cae - lis. 

de- seen dit de cae - lis. 

-tern de - seen dit de cae - lis. 

Figure I. Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Credo of the Pope Marcellus Mass, 
mm.53-58. 
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Although this characterization seems quite natural, it is actually rather arbi
trary. For instance, when you play "higher" notes on the piano, you move 
your hand to the right; when you play "higher" notes on a cello, you move 
your hand down toward the ground.2 Describing musical pitch~s in terms of 
"high" and "low" is in fact a product of mapping structure from one domain 
of knowledge (relationships among points in vertical space) onto another 
(relationships among musical pitches). From the perspective provided by the 
contemporary theory of metaphor (Lakoff 1993), this mapping relies on the 
conceptual metaphor PITCH RELATIONSHIPS ARE RELATIONSHIPS IN PHYSI
CAL SPACE. Language, of course, facilitates this mapping. In that language 
belongs to one mode (that of either spoken or written signs) and music to 
another, the metaphorical description of pitches as "high" or "low" is multi
modal in at least a minimal sense. If, however, we take a closer look at Pal
estrina's compositional choices, a somewhat more textured view ofmultim~7 
dal metaphors that involve music emerges. Were Palestrina interested only in 
portraying a move from "high" to "low," he could have used a single falling 
interval rather than his stepwise descending scale. Using the resources of
fered by six voices, he also reinforced and inflected his sonic image of de
scent through a series of multiple, and subtly different, descending gestures, 
all of which culminate in the important cadential arrival of measure 58. 
What Palestrina gives us, then, is the sound of descent, realized as an or
derly, stately process. Contrast his setting of "descendit" with that of 
Heinrich Biber at the corresponding point in the Credo from Biber's Missa 
Christi resurgentis, written a little over a hundred years after Palestrina's 
mass. As shown in figure 2, the path sketched by Biber is much more in
.volved, comprising fifteen notes and proceeding through a series of twisting 
turns before reaching its goal. Palestrina, for his part, takes only eight notes, 
and never changes direction.3 The sonic image of descent offered by Biber is 
consequently quite different than that offered by Palestrina. Biber's descent 

~c:r::i:: J 'Il : : I: 1 : 

de - seen - dit de cae - lis 

Figure 2. Comparison of melodic passages from Heinrich Biber, Credo of the 
Missa Christi resurgentis, mm. 51-57 and Giovanni Pierluigi da Pal
estrina, Credo ofthe Pope Marcellus Mass, mm. 53-55. 
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is a leisurely, almost caressing, affair in which the journey is at least as im
portant as the goal. Indeed, when Biber approaches the cadence that articu
lates the end of this section of the Credo he leaves behind the melodic mate
rial of figure 2 and adopts a much more proclamatory style, effectively 
bracketing off the sensation of descent from its goal. 

Palestrina's and Biber's settings of "descendit" demonstrate, in a concise 
way, the different resources offered by language and music for the construc
tion of multimodal metaphors. Language gives access to a rich network of 
conce~tual .fra"!ework~. "High" and "low," for instance, are used not only 
for onentatlOn In phYSIcal space, but also as evaluative terms: Christ's de
scent is from heaven, where everything is good, to earth, where it is not, a 
perspective that relies on the conceptual metaphor STATE OF BEING IS ORI

ENTATION IN VERTICAL SPACE.
4 As another example of the conceptual 

frameworks to which language offers access, the continuum of vertical space 
can be divided up into a series of points with distances between them. When 
these points are mapped onto musical pitches (through the conceptual meta
phor PITCH RELATIONSHIPS ARE RELATIONSHIPS IN PHYSICAL SPACE) it be
comes possible to measure the "distance" between any two notes. I would 
emphasize that neither of these conceptual frameworks has immediate rele
vance for Palestrina's or Biber's setting of "descendit," yet both are accessi
ble through the conceptual networks to which the "high" and "low" ofmusi
cal space is connected. Music, for its part, infuses the process of meaning 
construction with a crucial dynamic aspect. It is not simply the concept of 
descent through vertical space that we draw from the musical domains set up 
by Palestrina and Biber but particular kinds of descent, each with its own 
texture and shape. Where language provides us with only the bare prompt of 
the word "descend it," a notion we fill out with our own experiences with the 
process of descent, music actively sketches different sorts of descents 
through carefully arranged sonic materials. 

In this chapter I want to explore in greater detail multimodal metaphors 
that involve language and music from both theoretical and practical perspec
tives. The theoretical perspective, which is developed in the first main sec
tion that follows, concerns the different functions of language and music in 
human culture. I should note that in this section, and indeed throughout this 
chapter, I shall be concerned with the ways musical materials actually give 
rise to meaning rather than the meanings with which they may become asso
ciated.s The practical perspective, which is developed in the second main 
section, begins with a treatment of my opening examples in terms of the 
theoretical perspective for which I have argued and expands the discussion 
to consider relationships between text and music in greater detail. In a con-
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c1uding section I shall return to Wittgenstein's observations about under
standing in language and music, and consider what multimodal metaphors 
can tell us about how we understand language and music. 

2. Function and structure in language and music 

As was noted above, there are numerous similarities between language and 
music, and there are any number of cultural practices that blur the bounda
ries between the two modes of communication (Boiles 1967; Fornas 2003). 
It is still the case, however, that we do not live our lives inside the equivalent 
of a grand opera or Broadway musical, with every utterance sung and every 
action accompanied by an orchestra. So why is it that human cultures have 
developed both language and music? Although there is any number of ways 
to approach this question, I take the position that language and music have 
different functions within human culture. In doing so I am influenced by the 
work ofthe developmental psychologist Michael Tomasello, who situates the 
emergence of language in our species within the broader development of 
human culture. In Tomasello's view, the primary function of language is to 
direct the attention of another person to objects or concepts within a shared 
referential frame (Tomasello 1999: chap. 5). I would argue that music is 
similarly part of a cultural framework unique to our species, but one whose 
primary function is to represent through patterned sound various dynamic 
processes that are common in human experience. Chief among these dy
namic processes are those associated with the emotions (which, following 
recent work by Antonio Damasio, can be construed as sequences of physio
logical and psychological events that subtend feelings [Damasio 1999, 
2003]) and the movements of bodies - including our own - through space. 

The difference in function between these two modes of communication is 
matched by a difference in the forms through which the functions are real
ized. In the case of language, this is accomplished through symbolic units 
that correlate with functions such as those represented by nouns and verbs, 
as well as with the many other parts of speech recognized by grammarians 
(Croft 200 I: chap. 2). Through the use ofthese symbolic units we can direct 
the attention of another person to objects or concepts within a shared refer
ential frame. 

In the case of music, the basic formal unit is what I call a sonic analog, 
which represents through patterned sound the central features of some dy
namic process.6 "Descent," for instance, is one such dynamic process: Pal
estrina, in the example shown above, provides one sonic analog for this 
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process; Biber, in the Credo from his mass, provides another. I would hasten 
to add that neither musical passage stands for descent in a direct or un
equivocal fashion. Instead, the phenomenal properties of these passages are 
such that they can serve as analogs for the process of descent. 7 

Given this perspective, it should be clear that mappings between the do
mains of language and music will involve structures that are fundamentally 
different in kind. Language tends to focus on objects (whether real or imag
ined) and relationships between objects. Language can direct our attention to 
a process (that is, the noun "descent" picks out a dynamic process that in
volves a traversal of space), but it is less common for language to embody 
such a process. When it does - when, for instance, we imitate the sound of a 
horse's step with the words "clip-clop, clip-clop" - language starts to be
come more like music. Music, for its part, does not tend to be involved with 
the rich symbolic systems typical of language.8 In those cases where music 
does exploit this sort of symbolic system - as, for instance, through musical 
topics of the type employed by Mozart and Haydn (Ratner 1980; Allanbrook 
1983; Agawu 1991, 1999) - its dynamic aspect tends to recede in impor
tance. In sum, then, mappings from language to music will tend to focus on 
static aspects of the musical domain; mappings from music to language will 
draw out the dynamic aspects of the domain of language. 

Although any attempt to determine a crisp boundary for. what counts as 
language or what counts as music may be an endeavor destined to generate 
more heat than light, it seems clear that, at least in their characteristic usage 
in the contemporary world, language and music have different functions. 
While the range of language functions is broad, primary among these is the 
use of symbolic tokens to direct the attention of another person to objects 
and relations within a shared referential frame. Music, by contrast, provides 
sonic analogs for a wide range of dynamic processes that are marked in hu
man experience, especially those associated with the regulation of emotions. 
Multimodal metaphors that involve language and music draw on both of 
these resources, as the analyses in the next section shall make clear. 

3. Text Painting 

Because so much of our communication is done through language, the con
tribution of non-linguistic forms of communication to the construction of 
meaning often goes unnoticed. However, as work on the gesture that accom
panies speech has shown (Goldin-Meadow 2003a; Goldin-Meadow 2003b; 
Kendon 2004; McNeill 1992, 2005; MUller and Cienki this volume; Mittel-
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berg and Waugh this volume), non-linguistic forms of communication are an 
important way humans shape their thought. Evidence for a similar role for 
prosody has been provided by a recent set of experiments that demonstrated 
the use of pitch inflection as an analog for motion through space, and rate of 
delivery as an analog for the speed of an object (Shintel, Nusbaum, and Ok
rent 2006). With regard to the latter, when subjects were asked to character
ize the motion of a dot that moved horizontally across a screen at one of two 
speeds by saying either "It is going left" or "It is going right," they spoke 
more rapidly if the dot was moving quickly than if it was moving slowly. 
Moreover, listeners were able to make accurate judgments about the speed of 
the dot when they heard recordings of these statements. 

In the case of multimodal metaphors that involve language and music, a 
consequence of the emphasis on language has been that mappings from lan
guage to music have received the most attention (Zbikowski 2008). Map
pings from music to language - which function, as do gesture and prosody, 
to shape thought - have been, by comparison, rather neglected (although see 
Lidov 2005 for a recent corrective). The compositional technique of text 
painting provides an opportunity to explore both ways of mapping in more 
detail, and to develop a better understanding of multimodal metaphors that 
involve music. 

The basic idea of text painting is simple enough. When a particularly 
strong or compelling image occurs in the text for a musical work, the com
poser writes the accompanying music to suggest, or "paint," the image. Thus 
if the text mentions a galloping horse, the music coincident with the text 
might imitate the sound and action of a horse proceeding at full speed. The 
passages from Palestrina's and Biber's masses that I discussed in my intro
ductory comments are typical examples of text painting, but with one illumi
nating characteristic: there is in fact nothing in Palestrina's or Biber's music 
that imitates the sound of an actual descent. Indeed, the sounds associated 
with descents have little in common with a descending scale, and in some 
cases - for instance, walking down a hill - descent may be virtually sound
less. Text painting is, in consequence, not so much about imitating some 
naturally-occurring sound as it is about providing sonic analogs for various 
dynamic processes. In Biber's and Palestrina's masses, the music provides a 
sonic analog for the dynamic process associated with descent (correlating 
descending pitch with a decrease in potential energy), and our understanding 
of this analog is structured by the accompanying text. 

In terms of the contemporary theory of metaphor, text painting occurs 
when concepts prompted by the text for a musical work (which serves as the 
source domain) are mapped on to a series of musical events (which serves as 
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the target domain). This mapping structures our understanding of the musi
~al domain: we hear the sounds as "descending." But as I suggested in my 
Introductory comments, the sonic analog provided by the music also shapes 
our understanding of the text, for the music gives the delivery of the words a 
specific contour and duration.9 Again, given our tendency to give priority to 
linguistic domains, the notion that the seemingly indefinite and nonconcep
tual domain of music could be used to structure thought may seem at best 
little more than a passing curiosity, and at worst downright nonsense. But 
consider three situations: "descend it" spoken; "descendit" sung by Pal
estrina's singers; and "descendit" sung by Biber's singers. If there are any 
differences between these three utterances, they come from the structure 
music can impose on language. 

Two further examples of text painting can help to elaborate this point. 
The first of these comes from the fourth movement of Johann Sebastian 
Bach's Advent cantata "Nun komm der Heiden Heiland" (BWV 6\). The 
text and music for each of the three preceding movements ofthe cantata have 
all focused on the coming of Christ (as befits the Advent theme). In the 
fourth movement Christ is suddenly before us, speaking words from the third 
chapter of Revelation: "Behold, I stand at the door, and knock. If any man 
hear my voice, and open the door, I will come in to him, and will sup with 
him, and he with me." Bach sets this text as an accompanied recitative for 
baritone, with the strings playing pizzicato throughout; a shorthand version 
of the string parts and solo bass melody for the first four measures is given 
in figure 3. 

).54 ... 
: 

Sic- he. sic- he. ich stc-hc \"ordcrTur Wld klo pre an. und klo-pre an. 

1\ ~ ~ ~ ~ 1> 1\ 1> 1> ~ 

r~: V V IV V • Iy 

Figure 3. Measures 1-4 of the fourth movement (Recitativo) from 1. S. Bach's 
cantata "Nun komm der Heiden Heiland" (BWV 61). 

Bach's text painting centers on the words "und klopfe an" - that is, "and 
knock." Bach uses three compositional techniques to paint this activity. 
First, he summons the repetitions we associate with the act of knocking by 
repeating the words, and by using three notes to set the first syllable of the 
initial "klopfe" (a device called a melisma) such that the articulation of the 
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syllable is repeated. Second, he uses staccato marks on the three notes of the 
melisma, which place silences between these notes; these silences are similar 
to those that fall between knocks on a door. Third, he sets the words with a 
broken chord (or arpeggio). This places a kind of distance between each 
successive note but also allows us to hear all as belonging to a single con
nected gesture. 

Again, as an out-and-out imitation of the act of knocking Bach's setting 
of "und klopfe an" leaves something to be desired. Knocks are usually un
pitched, for instance, but Bach gives us different pitches for each blow. 
Knocking is not usually accompanied, but here we have pizzicato strings 
pulsing in the background.1O The reason we hear these musical events as 
knocking (to the extent that we do) is that our understanding of them is 
structured by mapping concepts from language onto music. Again, once we 
hear these musical events as the sound of knocking our understanding ofthe 
text starts to change, for the music creates a rather specific analog for the 
dynamic process of knocking on a door. This sonic analog relies on the 
rhythmic and pitch resources of music: the delivery of "und klopfe an" is at 
first halting and then (when it is repeated) hurried; the rhythmic structure of 
the passage is coordinated with a notable expansion of pitch space (from the 
span of B3 to D#3 in measures \-2 to the span of C4 to B2 in the first part 
of measure 3) which is then compressed by the final F#3-B3-F#3-G3. These 
resources in tum shape our understanding of the text. We not only know that 
someone is knocking at the door, but how they are knocking: first tentatively, 
and then with more urgency. 

My final example of text painting is from Franz Schubert's song 
"Gretchen am Spinnrade," which takes as its text a scene from Goethe's 
Faust. In the scene we overhear Gretchen as, alone in her room, she de
scribes her love for - or perhaps enchantment by - Faust. The song begins, 
as shown in figure 4, with the briefest of introductions by the piano, a swirl
ing sixteenth-note figure that circles around a D minor chord, a few sparse 
and repetitive bass notes sounding beneath. This pattern, or some version of 
it, continues throughout the entire \20 measures of the song, with but one 
interruption (to which we shall return in a moment). At first glance, the text 
(the first lines of which translate as "My peace is gone, / My heart is heavy, 
/ I will find it never / and never more") may seem to have little to do with 
this monotonous accompaniment. The link is provided by the title: this is 
Gretchen at the spinning wheel. Schubert's accompaniment is, of course, 
meant to evoke the sound of the wheel in action, with the swirling sixteenth 
notes summoning the wheel itself and the repetitive, off-beat accents in the 
middle voice representing the clack of the bobbin, but for modem listeners 
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this sonic image will not typically resolve itself until we have mapped con
ceptual structure from the domain of the text onto the domain of the music. 
The text thus serves a. function similar to what Roland Barthes has called 
"a~choring," rendering transparent an aural image that might otherwise re
mamopaque. 

Nlcht ZD gesch .... d (M.M J - 72) 
~ -

1
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_ is! ""'-------. 

mtin ~ is! 
I~ 

Ii 6--===- -
01 

~ n 11 11 n 11 11 n h J,---...1I h 11 n h 

v 

• schwer. ich rm de, ich rm -desienim mer omd 

10 

nim mer - mehr. 

Figure 4. Measures 1-13 from Franz Schubert's "Gretchen am Spinnrade," op. 2 
(D. 118). 

Again, Schubert's accompaniment does not, in any direct way, imitate the 
soun~ ?f a spinning wheel (which is unpitched) although it does provide a 
surpnsmgly accurate analog for the act of spinning. Typical treadle speeds 
start at about 60 treadles per minute, with the main wheel turning -around 
once ~ith each push of the treadle. II Each complete pattern of sixteenth 
notes m Schubert's accompaniment (with two complete patterns per meas
ure) takes a bit less than a second to complete at standard performance tem
pos, meaning that Schubert's "wheel" spins at approximately the same speed 
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as does Gretchen's. And, as does Gretchen's wheel, Schubert's continues 
uninterrupted until, midway through the song, Gretchen seems to forget her
self and the accompaniment momentarily breaks off. The resumption of the 
musical pattern - and, presumably, Gretchen's spinning - is at first halting, 
getting under way only with the return to the music shown in figure 4. 

In my other examples of text painting, the mappings between language 
and music were more or less focused: a particular musical passage provided 
a sonic analog for descent, or for the act of knocking. In "Gretchen am 
Spinnrade" the mappings are rather less focused: the correlation is not be
tween a word or cluster of words and a particular musical passage, but be.. 
tween the situation described in the title and the accompaniment pattern that 
permeates the song. As a result, the music informs our understanding of not 
just one word from the text but the text as a whole. Through the music we 
can hear Gretchen's obsession with Faust (in the relentless patterns of the 
accompaniment) and sense its fevered intensity: over the course of the song 
Schubert makes sparing use of the sort of normative harmonic syntax used 
to suggest progress, and relies instead on quicksilver gestures toward various 
harmonic centers indicative of a mind that cannot settle down to anything. 

The curious situation evident in this last case of text painting,' where a 
sonic analog informs our understanding of an entire scene rather than just a 
single word, points to an interesting feature of multimodal metaphors that 
involve language and music, and that can be illuminated by a brief consid
eration of directionality in metaphor- As has often been noted, metaphors are 
directional: the statement "The hippopotamus is a ballerina" is rather differ
ent from the statement "The ballerina is a hippopotamus." In the first case, 
attributes associated with a ballerina are mapped on to the hippopotamus; in 
the second case, attributes associated with a hippopotamus are mapped on to 
the ballerina. One relatively straightforward explanation for the obvious 
differences between these two mappings views metaphor as a special case of 
analogy, in which the correlated domains are conceptually distant from one 
another (Holyoak and Thagard 1995: 213). From this perspective, the direc
tionality of metaphor can be viewed as a consequence of mapping conceptual 
structure from a source domain to a target domain when there is relatively 
little conceptual overlap between the two; when the mapping is reversed, the 
large amount of new information introduced creates a second metaphor 
markedly different from the fIrst. In the case of linguistic metaphors, the 
more abstract structure of the correlated domains is nonetheless retained: 
objects are mapped to objects ("ballerina" to "hippopotamus") and relations 
to relations ("dances" to "lumbers"). Given the account ofthe different func
tions of language and music that I have offered, however, even this aspect of 
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correlation drops away in the case of multimodal metaphors that involve 
lan~uage and music: the objects and relations of language do not have an 
b?VIOUS correlate among music's sonic analogs. The directionality of map
pmgs between .the d?mains of music and language will, in consequence, take 
on an added dunenslOn. When language is used to structure our understand
ing of music, the result will be a view of music that is static and reflective. 
(This is a view basic to much musical analysis, one which Hans Keller 1994 
tried to counter with his wordless musical analyses.) When music is used to 
structure our understanding of language, the result will be a view of lan
guage that emphasizes moment to moment transitions and semiotic indeter
minacy. 

In the preceding analyses of text painting I have deliberately tried to be 
even h~ded: I have described how language can structure our understanding 
of mUSIC, but I have also tried to describe how music can structure our un
derstanding of language. While this strategy reflects my long acquaintance 
with music - music for me does not simply accompany thought, bilt actively 
shapes it - it raises two problems. First (and returning to my initial exam
ples), are the concepts summoned by "descendit" and the passages by Pal
estrina and Biber really different from one another? The answer is "yes and 
no." "No" in that the meaning structures activated by all share certain ele
ments and relations. But ''yes'' in that the way these elements and relations 
are configured is decidedly different in each case. The second problem is one 
of source and target. Do the novel meaning structures created by these map
pings really reflect mapping either from language to music, or from music 
to language, or do both domains contribute more or less equally to the proc
ess of meaning construction? The answer is, it depends. On just what it de
pends can be made clearer by exploring the perspective on cross-domain 
mapping provided by the theory of conceptual blending. 

4. Conceptual blending and song 

As was contemporary metaphor theory, the theory of conceptual blending 
was developed primarily with respect to linguistic phenomena. 12 Early on, . 
however, its application was extended to non-linguistic areas (Zbikowski 
1999; Cook 2001), in part because blending involved mental spaces (Fau
connier 1994) rather than conceptual domains (with the former understood 
as ephemeral and pragmatic and the latter as relatively stable and abstract.) 
In the following, I would like to explore a conceptual blend in which one of 
the input spaces is set up by language, but the other is set up by music. My 
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focus here will not be on one moment, or even one basic image, but on con~ 
cepts that are developed over the course of an entire song. 

£00' ~ g7 \/71>' £00'1\ £00' II' ~ Doo' !oo' 

IJJJ(dDJrrIFijmJJIl J 129' 

~Doo' !OO' 

,I I o 
LM' - LY. 

II 

Figure 5. Lead sheet for Jerome Kern and Dorothy Field's "The Way You Look 
Tonight" © Polygram International Publishing, Inc., and Aldi Music. 

Jerome Kern and Dorothy Field's "The Way You Look Tonight" is typical 
of many of the tunes produced during what some have called the Golden Age 
of American song. As can be seen from the lead sheet given in figure 5, Kern 
chose an AABA form for the tune. That is, the music for the first sixteen 
measures (the A section) is re-used with little alteration for the second six
teen measures. Contrasting music (the B section, often called the bridge) is 
introduced in the third sixteen-measure unit (measures 33-48), and this is 
then followed in measure 49 by a return of the A section (in a slightly modi
fied form, with a "tag" added at the end). Kern's musical form meshes with 
that of Field's lyrics, in which the third stanza contrasts with the others in 
both the length of its lines and its rhyme scheme. In the following, I would 
like to concentrate on the first verse and explore the mental space set up by 



372 Lawrence M. Zbikowski 

the lyrics, the mental space set up by the music, and then the blended space 
that results from their combination. 

Fields's lyrics open with a characteristic space builder: "Someday.,,'3 
Here, the space builder establishes a mental space focused on a future state 
of affairs rather than on the present. The followings lines fill out the picture: 
the speaker, beset with rather dire circumstances ("When I'm awfully low / 
And. the wo~ld is cold") will be comforted by the remembrance of the object 
of hJ~ affections and, more specifically, by the way she looks on this particu
lar mght ("I will feel a glow just thinking of you / And the way you look 
tonight"). As is hinted at by the transformative effect of the appearance of 
the beloved (an effect confirmed by the second verse's "There is nothing for 
me ~ut to ~ove you"), what is involved here is not simply a kind of passive 
lookmg, wIth one person gazing on another, but an intimacy of association 
that has both power and depth. The mental space established by the first 
verse thus develops into a scene in which what is of moment is not some 
future opportunity to look back to the present as a golden past but the cen
trality of "the way you look tonight" to a highly charged romantic relation
ship. The "Someday" space builder is thus somewhat misleading: what is 
important is not the future but the present. 

The melody for the song also begins with a space builder, but in this case 
the falling fifth AS-D4. Although these pitches could be understood in a 
variety of ways, the simplest interpretation (and one supported by the open
ing D major chord) is as the fifth and first notes in a 0 scale. In the music 
that follows the registral space between 04 and AS is filled in by a sequence 
of arch-like figures that flesh out the musical topography with notes from the 
key of 0 major (rather than, for instance, D minor). These figures ultimately 
move past AS (in measure 7) and arrive on the high note of the melody (OS) 
of measure 9. This arrival coincides with a return to the rhythm of the open
ing gesture, but with the AS-04 falling fifth replaced by a DS-D4 descend
ing octave. It is worth noting that while the D4 of measure 2 and the D4 of 
measure 10 are the same pitch, their context is quite different: the registral 
space above the 04 of measure 10 has been expanded through the sequential 
figures of measures 3-8, and the temporal space between the two whole 
notes has been filled in by the moving quarter-notes in these same measures. 
Measure lOis followed by a final passage that owes something to the com
positional strategies that filled out the musical space in measures 3-8, but 
which now lead directly to the D4 that concludes the melody of the A section 
in measure 13. From a musical perspective, then, the song opens with a 
space builder roughly equivalent to the "Someday" of the words, after which 

,; I 

'" 

Music, language, and multimodal metaphor 373 

the space is filled out - with notes instead of words - to solidifY and stabilize 
the conceptual realm prompted by the space builder. 

The melodic process that leads to the arrival on 04 in measure 13 is rein
forced by rhythmic and harmonic processes that are to some extent inde
pendent of the melody.'4 Over the course of measures 1-8 the number of 
shorter-duration notes increases until it reaches its maximum density in 
measures 7-8. This is followed (as has already been noted) by the whole 
notes of measures 9-10. The contrast between shorter- and longer-duration 
notes is then revisited in a more orderly fashion, with the quarter notes of 
measure 11, half notes of measure 12, and whole note of measure 13 (tied 
over into the quarter note of measure 14). While the harmonies used by Kern 
- a four-measure pattern repeated (with slight variation) four times - are 
quite typical in American popular music (what musicians would call a I-VI
II-V pattern), two details contribute to the overall dynamic shape of the A 
section. First, although the 0 major harmony of measure S represents a re
turn to the opening harmony, the music is kept moving by the melodic se
quence that accompanies this harmony. Second, although D major returns 
once more in measure 9 (and supports long notes that recall the long notes of 
the opening measures), Kern destabilizes the chord by turning it into' a domi
nant seventh. The overall effect of all of these processes - melodic, rhyth
mic, and harmonic - is to make measures 11-13 a goal for the A section, a 
goal whose culmination is the 04 of measure 13, the note which correlates 
with the arrival on the last syllable of "The way you look tonight." 

Essential features ofthe mental spaces set up by the lyrics and the music 
for the first verse of "The Way You Look Tonight" are given in the concep
tual integration network diagrammed in figure 6, with each mental space 
represented by a circle. Where the mental space set up by the text is con
cerned primarily with objects and relations (namely, the appearance of the 
beloved and its importance for "romance") the mental space set up by the 
music is concerned with a set of coordinated processes that lead to the final 
phrase in the section. When these two spaces are correlated with one another 
(as they are in the song) aspects of their structure are projected into the 
blended space to yield a dynamic representation of the development of an 
intimacy of association. Guiding the integration of these concepts is the ge
neric space (represented in the top circle of the diagram), which defines the 
core cross-space mapping and basic topography for the network. The generic 
space, which reflects the insights captured in the invariance principle (Lakoff 
1990; Turner 1990), is centered on the idea that focused attention is a form 
of intimacy. This sort of attention is behind the fixed gaze of the lover, and it 
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is also behind our discomfort when confronted with the unbending stare of a 
stranger. 

Geller11,) 
space 

Blended 
space 

Figure 6. Conceptual integration network for the first verse of "The Way You 
Look Tonight." 

The development of this sort of intimacy was at the heart of the scene from 
the 1935 movie Swing Time (starring Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers) 
where ."The Way You Look Tonight" first appeared. In this scene Astaire is 
trying to win Rogers over: he has managed to get in to her hotel suite, and, 
even though she has repeatedly spurned him, gives it his best effort by sing
ing this song ("accompanying" himself at the piano). Rogers, for her part, 
has locked herself in her room and has started shampooing her hair. As the 
song unfolds, however, she emerges from her room in a bathrobe with hair 
lathered, fITst smiling on Astaire and then soundlessly walking over to stand 
behind him at the piano, where she rests her hand on his shoulder. This· ges
ture coincides with Astaire's arrival at the music of measure 61 (the penul
timate statement of "The way you look tonight"), and in response to it he 
sings the words one more time, turning to look into Rogers' eyes. At the 
conclusion of the song his gaze becomes quizzical as he notices the lather on 
her head and she, observing this change, turns to a mirror and discovers her 
appearance. This comedic moment is, of course, a play on "the way you look 
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tonight," but Astaire and Rogers have just shared an encounter typical of a 
much more intimate relationship than they have enjoyed thus far. This inti
macy is one that is worked out not only in the fITst verse of Kern and Field's 
song, but over its entire course. The second verse moves from generalities of 
appearance to specifics ("With your smile so warm / And your cheek so 
soft"), the bridge (with its music momentarily suspending the process en
acted by the fITst two A sections) adds the detail of "that laugh that wrinkles 
your nose," and the fmal verse finds the singer speaking directly to the be
loved: ''Never, never change." 

From the perspective of conceptual blending theory, then, in some cases 
words and music will prompt the construction of two independent \>ut corre
lated mental spaces. Both of these spaces contribute structure to a third men
tal space, in which concepts drawn from each of these two input spaces are 
blended. This new space typically serves as a site for the imagination. For 
the conceptual blend created by the words and music for "The Way You 
Look Tonight," we might well imagine that the intimacy established between 
the lovers is one that would lead them to dance together, or to exchange lov
ing words, or perhaps just to stare into each other's eyes. None of these pos
sibilities concludes the scene from Swing Time - Rogers, aghast at her ap
pearance, rushes back to her boudoir - but subsequent scenes do make clear . 
that Rogers' and Astaire's characters are now a pair. 

The mappings associated with a conceptual blend of this sort are different 
from those associated with a metaphor in two important ways. First, blend
ing typically involves highly fluid and thoroughly pragmatic mental spaces 
rather than established domains. Metaphorical mappings often yield systems 
of metaphor; while blends may exploit such systems, they may also destabi
lize them by extending the system in novel ways, and thus push against the 
boundaries of the domain. Second, rather than one domain (the source) pro
viding structure for the other (the target) - a mapping that gives rise to the 
directionality of metaphor noted above - in a blend correlated spaces each 
contribute to structure that is mapped onto the blend. But whether metaphor 
or conceptual blending is involved, I hope I have demonstrated the resources 
for meaning construction provided by these two different modalities. Most 
readers will fmd mapping from language to music to be simple enough, not 
the least because language is the primary means most humans use to struc
ture their understanding of the world. Mapping from music to language 
might seem a stranger alternative, but I believe it is a real possibility, espe
cially when language is for some reason ambiguous (as it is in the opening of 
Schubert's "Gretchen am Spinnrade"). Additional evidence that music can 
serve as a proper conceptual domain, and thus have at least the potential to 
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structure our understanding of language, comes from instances of conceptual 
blending where music provides one of the input spaces for a conceptual 
blend. (I discuss further instances in Zbikowski 2002: chaps. 2 and 6.) 

5. Conclusion 

Although Wittgenstein believed that how we understand music provided 
important insights into how we understand anything in general - and lan
guage in particular - he himself struggled with what it meant to understand 
music. In a fragment that dates from 1948 he wrote, "If I now ask 'So what 
do I actually experience when I hear this theme and understand what I hear?' 
- nothing occurs to me by way of reply except trivialities. Images, sensations 
of movement, recollections and such like" (Wittgenstein 1980: 6ge-70e). 
Multimodal metaphors that involve language and music have the potential to 
provide crucial insights into this question, for such metaphors make clear the 
different functions of language and music in human culture, and the different 
ways they construct meaning. Language gives us the means to represent 
symbolically objects and relations, and through these representations we can 
direct the attention of another person to things within a shared referential 
frame. Music, by contrast, provides us with sonic analogs for dynamic proc
esses, processes that include movement through space (such as descent), 
physical gestures (like knocking), and emotional states (such as obsession or 
the development of intimacy). A place to begin understanding how we under
stand music is with such sonic analogs. 

Although the established models of cross-domain mapping can tell us 
much about the different contributions language and music make to multi
modal metaphors, the methodology of conceptual blending, and the some
what more fluid construct of a mental space basic to this methodology, of
fers one way to capture the unique contribution of each mode of 
communication to the process of meaning construction. Conceptual blending 
raises at least as many questions as it answers, but it has the potential to 
place language and music on an equal footing so that we may better under
stand the contribution of each to multimodal metaphor. 

As Wittgenstein suggested, understanding a sentence is much more akin 
to understanding a musical theme than we might first think. This is not to 
say that language and music accomplish their ends by the same means - I 
have in fact argued just the contrary - but that they draw on some of the 
same cognitive resources for constructing meaning. A key to understanding 
how this is possible is offered by multimodal metaphors that involve both 
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language and music, for such metaphors give us compelling insights into the 
rich and varied world of meaning within which humans dwell. 

Notes 

I. I discuss this passage at greater length in Zbikowski (2002: chap. 2). 
2. Further discussion of ways to characterize relationships between musical 

pitches can be found in Zbikowski (2002: chap. 2) and Ashley (2004). 
3. For the sake of concision I have given only one of Biber's melodic strands. 

At this point in the Credo there are nine vocal parts, and together with the 
instrumental ensemble the melodic contour shown in example 2 is replicated 
no fewer than four times (in most cases with pairs of voices). The temporal 
span of Biber's setting of "descendit de ca:lis" is also significantly longer 
than that of Palestrina: Biber's setting runs to forty-five seconds, where Pal
estrina's is only about twenty seconds long. 

4. This conceptual metaphor is a variant of STATES ARE LOCATIONS discussed by 
Lakoff and Turner (1989). 

5. With regard to the associational meanings of music, it is worth noting th~t 
one of the most well-known depictions of the pounding of horse's hooves m 
American popular culture - the use of a portion of Gioa~chino Ross.i~i's 
overture to Guillaume Tell for the theme music for the radIO and teleVISIOn 
series The Lone Ranger - does not have any associations with horses in its 
original context, but with general ideas about victory.. . . 

6. As I use the term, "representation" does not have to entaIl a full semIOtIC 
system. This perspective is similar to that adopted by Naomi Cumming 
(2000: chap. 3). A dynamic process may be provisionally defined.as a coher
ent sequence of phenomena that is distributed over time and typIfied by pa
rametric modulation or change. 

7. Sonic analogs are akin to Charles Peirce's notion of an icon, and in part.icu
lar to the form of an icon he called a diagram, ''which represent the relatIOns 
... of the parts of one thing by analogous relations in their own parts" (Peirce 
1960, 1:277). 

8. 

9. 

10. 

I draw my perspective on the unique symbolic aspect of language from Dea-
con (1997,2003). . . 
The rough equivalent in prosody would combme the two parameters studIed 
by Shintel and her colleagues, yielding something like "It is going 
dooooowwwwnnn" spoken with a descending inflection. 
A few writers have gone so far as to interpret the steady plucki~g of the o~
chestra in this movement as a further embodiment of knockmg, but thIS 
seems something of a stretch. Not only are the attack points too widely 
spaced to sound much like knocking but the effect is far too persi~tent, more 
like Edgar Allen Poe's telltale heart than a summo~s fro~ the Savl?r. 

II. This information was gleaned from http://www.hJsstudlo.com/espmner.html 
(accessed 26 September 2006). 
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12. For. an overview of the theory see Fauconnier and Turner (1998, 2002). For a 
revIew ofthe latter, see Forceville (2004). 

13. Fa~connier des~ribes a space builder as follows: "Linguistic expressions will 
typIcally estabhsh new spaces, elements within them, and relations holding 
~etween the elements. I shall call space-builders expressions that may estab
hsh a new space or refer back to one already introduced in the discourse" 
(\994: 17). 

14. Music scholars often analyze music in terms of three primary parameters: 
~~~ody, .harmony, and rhythm. In the same way that the very notion of"mu
SIC van~s broadly across ~ultural practices, the manifestation of these pa
r~meters IS not always obvIous or unequivocal. In "The Way You Look To
mght," however, both the harmony (indicated by the chord symbols above the 
staff) and the rhythmic frame (indicated by the notated durations of pitches 
and by barlines) are relatively clear-cut. 
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