
Music  is  commonly  and  conventionally  described  in
terms of motion: melodies fall and rise, and motifs may
follow a harmonic path. The thesis explores the motivati-
on of musical motion expressions in terms of conceptual
metaphors (Lakoff & Johnson 1999). Specifically, it ana-
lyses whether musical  motion expressions are based on
the time is motion metaphor (Johnson & Larson 2003,
Cox 2016). Furthermore, the thesis investigates whether
musical motion expressions are perceived as low in meta-
phoricity because of their conventionality in music criti-
cism, and because of a more general association of music
with motion, given that people often literally move when
they make music and when they listen to music. 

For  the  analysis,  a  6.7-million-word  corpus  of  texts
from the genre of music criticism was compiled including
music analyses and concert reviews retrieved from jour-
nals and newspapers published in the UK and the US. As
an initial study, a sample of 10,000 words was retrieved
from the corpus and exhaustively analysed for metaphori-
cal expressions applying MIPVU (Steen et al. 2010). In a
second study, key motion verbs in the entire music criti-
cism corpus were identified in a keyword analysis, and
selected path and manner motion verbs were further ana-
lysed in a concordance analysis. The two corpus studies
are  complemented  by an  online rating  study,  in  which
participants’ perceived degree of metaphoricity of musi-
cal motion expressions was measured. In the rating study,
participants also had to indicate their degree of knowled-
ge of classical music. The influence of this variable on
the perceived degree of metaphoricity of the musical mo-
tion expressions was statistically tested.

The findings from the corpus studies indicate that whi-
le  motion  expressions  are  frequent  in  music  criticism,
only a few cases can be traced back to the time is motion
metaphor. Instead, motion expressions often function to
highlight the motivic-harmonic development in a musical
piece irrespective of a real-time perspective. Furthermo-
re, musical motion expressions function to highlight the
action of a performer and as such imply aspects about a
specific rendition of a musical piece:

„the soloist floats over the accompaniment“

or they are employed to describe the melodic shape of a
musical passage:
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„the [melodic] line tumbled down“

The lack of time is motion-based metaphorical expression
in  the  music  criticism corpus  can  be  explained  by the
communicative and genre-specific setting: In music criti-
cism,  music  is  described  in  a  manner  that  is  divorced
from its experience in real time; instead, the music ana-
lyst focuses on how musical elements change and deve-
lop over the course of the musical piece from a distanced,
synoptic perspective; and the music critic focuses on cha-
racteristic aspects of a specific rendition of a musical per-
formance irrespective of how music progresses over time.

The results from the rating study demonstrate that the
degree  of  metaphoricity  of  musical  motion expressions
depends on participants’ knowledge of (classical) music:
Participants with more knowledge of music tend to per-
ceive musical motion expressions as more literal. The fin-
dings support an acculturation view of metaphor (Cabal-
lero  & Ibarretxe-Antuñano 2013)  and  indicate  that  the
metaphoricity  of  an  expression,  rather  than  being  a
collective property shared by all language users, depends
on the socio-cultural background of the individual user.
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