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MILIUS & REVIEW OF A BLAZE OF LIGHT IN EVERY WORD: ANALYZING THE POPULAR SINGING VOICE

Example 2. Malawey’s spectrogram and transcription of lang, “Hallelujah” at 1:58. (2020, 47).
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Example3. Malawey’s spectrogram and transcription of Buckley, “Hallelujah” at 6:11. (2020, 48).

tween registers, as well as the use of vocal fry, making it
more emotionally expressive. These interpretations relate
to gendered stereotypes (e.g., men’s sexual prowess and
emotional detachment and women’s lack of emotional con-
trol) as well as age assumptions (e.g., sexuality implies bi-

ological maturity), which listeners associate with the per-
formers through their voices. Using excerpts from the var-
ious covers of “Hallelujah,” she shows how each performer
uses aspects of pitch and register in particular ways, such
as Buckley’s switches from chest, to head, to falsetto voices
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and the use of both chest and head voice in lang's and
Burke’s recordings. More specifically, she observes that the
song’s lyrical and expressive meaning varies through these
renditions, ranging from a religious or spiritual hymn, like
Cohen’s or Burke’s, to an explicitly sexual narrative, like
Buckley’s.

While Malawey touches upon aspects of range and tes-
situra, intonation, and vibrato, she devotes most of the
second chapter to discussing register and listeners’ as-
sumptions about the identity of a singer based on their
voice. Malawey draws from multiple types of vocal scholar-
ship—including vocal science (e.g., Callaghan 2000; Hen-
rich 2006), linguistics (e.g., Kreiman and Sidtis 2011), vo-
cal pedagogy (e.g., McKinney 1982; Morris and Chapman
2006; Malde et al. 2009), and voice studies in musicology
(e.g., Wise 2007; Feldman 2015)—to distinguish how the
thickness and connection of the vocal folds create four dis-
tinct vocal registers: Mo/vocal fry, M1/modal voice (which
encompasses multiple forms of vocality), M2/head voice
and falsetto, and M3/whistle tone.> Additionally, she ex-
plains the problems associated with essentializing gen-
dered (or even sexed) distinctions based on biological fac-
tors connected to vocal registers, citing both vocal and fem-
inist scholarship. She specifies that even when discussing
sex, “biological” factors of the vocal tract have been soci-
etally constructed and not proven as essential fact (60-62).
Malawey draws upon scholarship by Suzanne Cusick (1999),
Susan McClary (2013), Nina Sun Eidsheim (2015), and oth-
ers, as well as her own analyses of the covers of “Hallelu-
jah,” to problematize listeners’ automatic gender assump-
tions based on vocal sounds, particularly in regard to regis-
ter, amount of breathiness, and musical genre. She main-
tains that these aspects of pitch not only play into listen-
ers’ assumptions about genre and gender, but that they also
should be reconsidered to include more expansive ideas
about gender identity.

Malawey continues with a similar organization and
methodology to examine prosody in Chapter 3. She effec-
tively provides “a method and language for describing the
characteristics of vocal prosody that have previously been
difficult to address” (93). She breaks prosody—or “the pac-
ing and flow of delivery”—into five components: phras-
ing, metric placement, motility (or a singer’s “capacity
for agility”), embellishment, and consonantal articulation
(69-70, 79). After examining these components, Malawey
makes three levels of what she calls “prosodic profiles”
(70): broad (or genre-specific), middle (or artist-specific),
and local (or individual performance-specific). Similar to

! The M# designation is in regard to the laryngeal positions and the
name (vocal fry, modal voice, etc.) refers to the register the respec-
tive position creates.
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the previous chapter, cover versions of a single song form
the basis for her analyses—in this case, Justin Timber-
lake’s “Cry Me a River” (2002)—allowing her to propose a
way to analyze vocal flow across multiple genres and show
how speech and song integrate in vocal prosody to por-
tray meaning within song texts. In addition to Timber-
lake’s original version, which represents R&B-infused pop,
Malawey explores versions by Glen Hansard (2003, folk-
rock), Ten Masked Men (2003, death metal), and The Cliks
(2006, indie rock). Through her investigations of these cov-
ers, Malawey discovers individualized uses of inter- and
intra-phrase connectivity, syncopation and word stress,
ease of movement, and accent of consonants that distin-
guish both individual performances and larger genre cat-
egories from one another. By examining the ways that text
is organized and stressed in these songs, Malawey is able
to demonstrate how voice and lyrics not only intertwine in
portraying meaning, but also in the production of sound
more generally.

Vocal quality, one of the most important factors in-
fluencing the consumption of recorded popular music to-
day, is the subject of Chapter 4. Here, Malawey expounds
upon different features of vocal quality, including timbre
and sonance, phonation, onset and aspiration, resonance,
clarity, buzziness, vocal effects and paralinguistic features
(such as crying or screaming), and loudness. Drawing from
scholarship by Fales (2002, 2005), Moore (2012), Heide-
mann (2016), Wallmark (2014), and others, Malawey devel-
ops a strong methodology for analyzing vocal timbres that
focuses on the physical production, acoustic information,
and listener perception (including embodiment) of vocal
quality. When applying her methodology throughout this
chapter, she points out the strong correlation between lis-
teners’ associations of timbre and individuality. Further-
more, she provides reasoning for the ways in which aspects
of sonance “may help us better describe and specify the
physiological, acoustic, and perceived qualitative aspects
that we associate with various emotive effects in popular
music” (125). To illustrate the ineffability of vocal quality,
she examines assorted recordings of The Cliks’ lead singer,
Lucas Silveira, both pre- and post-testosterone hormone
therapy (pre-T/post-T) to offer perspectives on the ways
that the vocal changes he experienced through transition
affect how listeners associate his voice with his gender and
vice versa.

Malawey continues to use both musical transcription
and spectrograms to portray her analyses in the fourth
chapter. Following Kate Heidemann (2016), Malawey con-
tends that by showing acoustic information, spectrograms
can be helpful in deciphering this information into per-
ceptual discourse, particularly when considering the em-
bodied aspects of timbral production. For example, in
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WET\
artificial \
technological \
more obvious mediation \
QUALITATIVE EFFECTS
(those which affect timbre)

/ DRY
/ organic
/“natural”
/ more subtle mediation
PITCH EFFECTS
(those which affect

frequency)
COMPRESSION AUTO-TUNE & OTHER
DISTORTION VOCODERS DIGITAL PITCH
MODIFICATION
RECORDING DISTANCE
FILTERING/EQ
PERFORMANCE INTENSITY
REVERB SAMPLING
SPATIAL
PLACEMENT
DELAY ECHO EFFECTS LAYERING
PANNING

LOOPING

PROSODIC EFFECTS
(those which affect phrasing, flow, and pacing of events)

Example 4. Malawey’s continuum of technological processes applied to vocal tracks. (2020, 128).

Malawey’s examination of the original and two cover ver-
sions of “Bad Romance”—Lady Gaga (2009, original ver-
sion), Lucas Silveira and The Cliks (2009, pre-T and 2011,
post-T, respectively)—she uses spectrographic analysis to
illustrate differences in the perceived clarity in the artists’
voices, specifically the varying amounts of overtones in
each recording. Malawey notes that “Silveira’s 2009 version
features the fewest prominent overtones of all three ver-
sions during this passage, which acoustically represents
the relative clarity listeners might perceive” (116). In brief,
Malawey’s analysis of a transgender singer’s timbre not
only gives visibility to transgender singers and the trans-
gender community writ large, but also provides commen-
tary on the performance and perception of gendered as-
pects of the voice.

In Chapter 5, Malawey focuses on the voice’s mediation
with technology, emphasizing “the fiction of the natural”
(127-130). After discussing the idea of a voice being either
“wet” (perceived to be manipulated by technology in one or
more ways) or “dry” (perceived to be natural), she states,

all recorded sounds—no matter how seemingly
dry—are indeed technologically mediated: a sound
source is first mediated by the microphone used to
record it, then by the amplifier and audio interface

that sends the signal to a digital audio workstation,
which is then mixed as a track into the recording ...

which is then bounced to a digital audio file such as a
.wav or .mp3, then transmitted to a listener’s speakers
or headphones. (129)

She goes on to problematize the “concept of naturalness”
(130) and asserts that many aspects of identity, which are
assumed to be innate—such as gender and race—are ac-
tually unnatural constructions created by many societies.
Malawey describes many different ways in which the voice
can be edited with technology, including layering, multi-
tracking, looping, digital pitch modulation, equalization
and filtering, distortion, spatial placement, microphone
placement, performance intensity, reverberation, delay ef-
fects, and compression. Additionally, she provides another
helpful diagram depicting a continuum of these effects
from “wet” to “dry,” which can be seen in Example 4.

To exhibit how these various effects can affect listener
perception and vocal analysis, Malawey supplements her
explanations with another set of cover song analyses, this
time using two songs originally performed by Bjork. In the
first selection, “Hunter” (1997), Malawey juxtaposes Bjork’s
performance, which she describes as alternating between
seemingly dry and wet vocals, with Kaitlyn ni Donovan's
2004 cover. Donovan's cover, Malawey explains, uses far
less technological mediation than Bjoérk’s recording. For
Malawey, Bjork’s “marked contrasts in vocal processing” al-
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low for various interpretations, while Donovan’s “creates
a more straightforward storytelling experience” (143). For
the second song, “Who Is It,” Malawey compares Bon Iver’s
2012 cover with Bjork’s original recording (2004). Malawey
concludes that “technological processes may become fused
with musical content, form, and an artist’s vocality to such a
degree that they define...sound and musical identity” (146).
Through the analyses in this chapter, Malawey provides
both a reason and methodology for considering the techno-
logical aspects of the voice as part of the sound and musical
narrative.

Malawey explores issues related to the reproduction
of emotive quality and authenticity in musical covers in
Chapter 6, titled “Synthesis, or Why Covers of Elliott Smith
Songs Don't Work.” Here, she argues that “the same emo-
tive quality becomes difficult if not impossible to convey
through other singing voices” in subsequent musical cov-
ers (147). Moreover, she suggests that the quality of both
the singing voice and emotion in the original and cover ver-
sions of a song affects listeners’ perception of an artist’s au-
thenticity. She examines three songs by Elliott Smith—“Be-
tween the Bars” (1997), “Twilight” (2004), and “Roman Can-
dle” (1994)—and their cover versions by Seth Avett and Jes-
sica Lea Mayfield (2015) using the tools and methodologies
from Chapters 2-5 to reinforce these points. For Malawey,
the Avett and Mayfield covers “do not work” based on their
differences in pitch, prosody, quality, and technological
mediation. In short, “no one else can sound, and therefore
emote, just like Elliot Smith” (176). While Malawey makes a
compelling argument about why the variances in vocal as-
pects create versions that may or may not “work,” this chap-
ter’s title carries the implication that covers of Elliot Smith's
songs are “wrong” or “bad,” even though that does not seem
to be what Malawey is saying. It is clear that the variances
she points out are important and create different meanings
in the original and subsequent covers; they make unique
recordings that are independent from the original in ways
that cannot be exactly the same, but that are not necessar-
ily “incorrect” or “poor.” That being said, Malawey’s assess-
ment that covers cannot recreate the original performer’s
expression and vocal quality is convincing and percepti-
ble as a listener. Throughout this final chapter, she pro-
vides multiple examples of her methodology in action that
serve as persuasive analyses. In doing so, she emphasizes
the usefulness of these analytic tactics in assessing authen-
ticity and meaning, among other things, in recordings of
popular song.

In conclusion, Malawey presents an extensive litera-
ture review and develops a cutting-edge methodology for
anyone who seeks to analyze, or just learn more about, the
popular singing voice. Malawey’s scholarship in A Blaze of
Light in Every Word not only dissects and explains the many
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aspects that comprise the voice, but also proposes ways
to perceive and discuss how these aspects work together
to create vocal expression in popular song. By using cover
songs as her main source of study, Malawey is able to point
out distinct differences in songs which are, on the sur-
face, the same. In the process, Malawey convincingly show-
cases the immense power the voice holds, most especially
in how listeners perceive emotional expression, authentic-
ity, and meaning in songs containing the same basiclyrical,
melodic, formal, and rhythmic content.
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REVIEW OF MAKING SENSE OF
RECORDINGS: HOw COGNITIVE

PROCESSING OF RECORDED SOUND WORKS
BY MADS WALTHER-HANSEN, OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS, 2020

BY STEPHEN S. HUDSON

ADs Walther-Hansen’s admirably short monograph
M on cognitive metaphors for sound quality and tim-
bre may not be filed under music theory, but lies just out-
side ofa disciplinary boundary that s rapidly expanding to-
wards it. This condensed theoretical text doesn't look like
music theory traditionally has; it contains no score ex-
amples, it analyzes a corpus of technical and journalis-
tic writing about music instead of patterns of pitch and
duration, and it cites very few card-carrying members of
SMT. It has been published by Oxford, but not under their
Studies in Music Theory series—and yet, it is an impor-
tant contribution to the field that resonates with recent
trends, especially in embodied cognition and topic theory.
In this review, I will examine how Walther-Hansen's book
is compatible with established music-theory epistemolo-
gies, and propose ways in which aspects of his model could
be adapted to make an even clearer fit for music theory’s
norms of systematicity and rigor. Finally, I will discuss the
advantages and consequences of this field including more
research that departs from its traditional methodologies,
which have usually focused on segmentation and classifi-
cation of patterns of notes in a score. Specifically, music
theory must include more research like Walther-Hansen's
work on cognitive metaphors if it is to describe listeners’
musical intuitions and experiences with a substantial de-
gree of completeness or veridicality.

1. COGNITIVE METAPHORS AND MusIC
THEORY

The goal of music theory has famously been described
as a “formal description of the musical intuitions of a listener
who is experienced in a musical idiom” (Lerdahl and Jackendoft
1983, 1; italics are original). Traditionally, most music the-
ory has formalized musical knowledge as patterns of notes
found in a score; then in analysis, these familiar patterns
are demarcated in a score, and the resulting segmented
score is often described as a map of composers’ or listen-
ers’ musical expectations, understanding, or experience.
Walther-Hansen describes a very different kind of musi-
cal knowledge, and provides a very different kind of for-
malization, in terms of “cognitive metaphors” (also known
as “conceptual metaphors”), analogical mappings which we
use to understand and experience one idea or domain of ex-
perience in terms of another. (Some famous examples in-
clude TIME IS MONEY, according to which one can save
time, spend time, bank time, etc.; ARGUMENT IS WAR, by
which arguments are experienced as conflicts, and one can
take sides, concede territory, and win or lose; and HAPP-
NIESS IS UP, which means that sadness is down, motivat-
ing thoughts and expressions such as “she’s feeling down
today” or “he’s over the moon.”) Walther-Hansen’s theory
explains how we use cognitive metaphors to perceive sound
quality, which he describes as “the timbral characteristics of
the sound as it emerges in experience, rather than the char-
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acteristics of the sound source or the physical properties of
the sound wave” (2020, 8).

“Cognitive metaphors” is a term made famous by
Lakoff and Johnson (1980), and Walther-Hansen uses this
term to describe how we process music by understanding
sound in terms of other domains of knowledge or experi-
ence. Following Lakoff and Johnson, Walther-Hansen ar-
gues that metaphors are not merely poetic comparisons in
artful language, but form the basic structure of virtually all
human cognition of sound, ranging from our basic under-
standing of what sound is to timbral qualities like “heavy”
or “wet.” (Walther-Hansen generally uses italics for sound
qualities, even when they are considered as metaphors;
metaphor names are in all-caps only when “functioning
in the background of our cognitive system.” See Walther-
Hansen 2020, 127.) Some of these metaphors directly in-
voke physical qualities, such as when “heavy” sounds feel
powerful and are low in pitch, qualities associated with
large objects in human experience; but Walther-Hansen
also argues that cognitive metaphors can be more abstract
mappings with less immediate connection to physical ex-
periences (2020, 3). For example, “wetness” does not describe
a quality of sounds made by wet objects, but by convention
refers to the amount of reverberation, and this mapping is
one which is usually learned from encounters with the dis-
course of sound producers, rather than one which is intu-
itively understood.

Cognitive metaphors may even be used to understand
unfamiliar, unconventional, or even unreal descriptions
(see Walther-Hansen 2020, 51). For example, a recent obit-
uary of ZZ Top's late bass player, Joe Michael “Dusty” Hill,
quoted Hill's crude, self-effacing parody of rock guitarists’
self-obsessed equipment-talk as a testament to Hill's shy
but off-color character: “Someone once asked me to de-
scribe my tone, and I said it was like farting in a trash can.
What I meant is it’s raw, but youve got to have the tone in
there” (Risen 2021). Of course, Hill's guitar tone doesn't lit-
erally sound like farting in a trash can, and is quite eas-
ily recognizable as a bass guitar; but this description di-
rects our attention towards particular salient aspects of
bass guitar timbre and allows us to experience them in a
new way. Even if we have never been in the situation Dusty
Hill described ourselves, we can imagine what he might
have meant by drawing on our previously separate experi-
ences of flatulence and of large metal cans. Part of why Hill’s
joke is so effectively raunchy is that our understanding of
his timbral description is already physical, even though it
references an imaginary experience. At the same time, it
serves as an immediately understood and highly memo-
rable metonym for Hill's bass guitar tone, a metaphor that
(for me, atleast) gives vivid character and renewed physical
impact to a sound that had not previously caught my atten-
tion.
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2. CHAPTER OUTLINES

Walther-Hansen’s book proceeds from the assertion
that any conscious perception we have of timbre is filtered
through cognitive metaphors for physical qualities. To that
end, the book is split into two halves, Part I “Foundations
and Theory,” followed by a concrete survey of conceptual
metaphors in Part II “Encyclopedia.” Before Part I, the In-
troduction explains the concept of “cognitive metaphors,”
and justifies the author’s choice to focus exclusively on
these metaphors rather than sound spectra (this may be one
reason why the author engages so little with existing ana-
lytical studies of timbre, which often are grounded in spec-
trographic analysis, such as Cogan 1984, Fales 2002, Berger
and Fales 2005, and Lavengood 2020). Chapters 1-3in Part I
subsequently develop this framework, contextualize it in
history, and interface with other fields. Chapter 4, “An En-
cyclopedia of Selected Sound Terminology,” comprises all of
Part I and defines the most common cognitive metaphors
from the author’s corpus of writing about sound record-
ings.

Chapter 1 explores the evolution of sound record-
ing media and traces the development of one particu-
lar cognitive metaphor for sound, showing how the early
assumption that a sound recording captured a more-or-
less veridical record of reality (the THERE IS ONE REAL-
ITY metaphor, 32) gradually evolved into an understand-
ing that sound recording could capture that reality from
many different perspectives, and even fabricate sonic un-
realities (the MULTIPLE REALITIES metaphor, 41). Many
of the examples in this chapter are well-rehearsed objects
and scenes from sound studies scholarship on the history
of recording and listening (such as Sterne 2003). Walther-
Hansen's contribution here is to formalize the evolution of
particular cognitive metaphors during this history. In do-
ing so, he introduces a key move from cognitive linguis-
tics that underlies much of this book, the argument that
the structure of discourse represents the structure of cog-
nition; the evolution in words for describing how sound repre-
sents reality indicates an evolution in ways of thinking.

Chapter 2 explores “ontological metaphors,” or
metaphors we use to understand the nature of sound
itself. For example, we often talk about something happen-
ing “in” the sound, or something “sticking out too much’
from the sound; these descriptions draw on the SOUND
CONTAINER metaphor (2020, 60-62). This chapter also
explores how the framing of sound in terms of cognitive
metaphors relates to previous scholars’ philosophical
positions on whether we hear sounds as representations of
real-world objects, or as purely sonic events (for example,
the latter position is represented by Pierre Schaeffer’s
“acousmatic listening”; see Schaeffer 1966, Chapter IV).
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Chapter 3 extends the methods of the previous chap-
ters to nonverbal dimensions, exploring cross-domain
mappings between timbre and color, physical shape, and
smell. This chapter is more speculative than the other chap-
ters; for example, several of the author’s arguments cul-
minate in a prediction that the future of audio interfaces
will represent sounds as tactile, physical shapes through
the SOUND CONTAINER metaphor, replacing the now
dominant SIGNAL FLOW metaphor in sound engineering.
Lakoff and Johnson's concept of “image schemas,” refer-
enced throughout the book, is discussed at more length
here to explore our sensorimotor experiences of sounds,
resonating with music theorists’ similar applications of this
idea though the author does not cite this work (for ex-
ample, Cox 2016 and Zbikowski 2017). The chapter ends
with a compelling argument that cognitive processing of
sound quality works best if metaphors, discourse, action,
etc. have the greatest possible fit or resonance between dif-
ferent sensory domains.

Throughout this book, but especially in Chapter 3,
Walther-Hansen often considers the actions and experi-
ences of producers and sound engineers, while rarely dis-
cussing fan culture in much depth. Cognitive metaphors
for timbre have an enormous impact on fans’ listening ex-
periences and relationship with their favorite styles, so this
omission is a critical missed opportunity to demonstrate
the power and relevance of Walther-Hansen'’s framework.
Examples include experiences of rough timbre as “threat”
and “violence” in death metal culture (Wallmark 2018), or
the use of tape and vinyl sounds as markers of pastness
or nostalgia in hip-hop (Harrison 2006; Fouché 2011). An-
other missed opportunity is Walther-Hansen’s omission of
listeners’ perceiving actions from his discussion of how ac-
tions can be used to understand sound, not just shape it
(2020, 73). In my own research, I argue that metal listeners’
headbanging creates and amplifies experiences of heavi-
ness, by adding corporeal impact to whatever is already
heard in the sound (Hudson 2022). But emphatic listener
motion doesn’t have to be “heavy,” it can engage other con-
ceptual metaphors. In the music video for the 2007 rap
hit “Pop, Lock & Drop It” by the late St.-Louis-based artist
Huey, the female dancers “drop it,” squatting down and
bouncing up simultaneously with the bass hits on beat 2
while the chorus vocals repeat the song title. Whether we
join the dance or just watch the video, this butt-drop surely
contributes something significant to our multi-modal un-
derstanding of the bass’s weight, motional quality, and
meaning—and it definitely adds something different than
the heaviness of headbanging.

The methodology of music theory (as articulated in the
quotation above from Lerdahl and Jackendoff 1983) is most
clearly approached in Chapter 4, a brief “Encyclopedia”

which explores 15 opposing pairs of sound qualities such
as “Dark/Bright” and “Clean/Dirty.” Each entry has the fol-
lowing sections: “Metaphor” describes the domains which
the metaphor maps sound onto (emotion, physical and spa-
tial qualities, etc.), “Physical Signal” briefly describes the
sonic attributes associated with this metaphor, and “Dis-
course” sketches the metaphor’s usage in technical and crit-
ical writing. Finally, each entry includes a table of binary
characteristics which are entailed by this metaphor. For
example, the table for “Clean/Dirty” lists under the header
“Clean sound,” “Is non-distorted; Sounds sterile (unexcit-
ing); Is noise-free; Is unoffensive,” while in the opposing
column “Dirty sound” it lists the opposite qualities, “Is dis-
torted; Does not sound sterile (exciting); Is noisy; Is morally
unclean/offensive” (2020, 95). In sum, the cultural mean-
ings and physical characters evoked by these descriptors
are certainly “musical intuitions of a listener who is experi-
enced in a musical idiom,” and Walther-Hansen’s detailed
encyclopedia entries are certainly “formal descriptions” of
these intuitions.

3. ADAPTATION FOR MUSICAL ANALYSIS

Musical analysis usually works through segmenting
and labelling a musical score or an auditory experience,
as Dora Hanninen (2001, 2012) has highlighted. Walther-
Hansen'’s short encyclopedia provides an understandably
coarse-grained taxonomy, which is arguably not yet a rig-
orous segmentation method for musical analysis (to be fair,
this is outside the stated scope of his book). Below I sug-
gest additional degrees of systematicity that help this en-
cyclopedia meet some recommendations Hanninen has for
theories of segmentation and analysis.

Hanninen suggests that in the most general sense,
“Music analysis might be described as the conceptualiza-
tion and representation of musical relationships” (2001,
345), which can include relationships between individual
notes, but also relationships between different kinds of
musical objects or concepts. Hanninen argues that music
analysis’s descriptions of these relationships can be more
powerful when there are clearer criteria for demarcat-
ing these objects or concepts and distinguishing between
them, because this additional rigor can “open up the pos-
sibility for precise and reasoned intersubjective discourse
about how...analytic interpretations differ, and about am-
biguity, richness, and multiplicity of hearings” (2001, 346).

Adding more systematicity to Walther-Hansen's
method enables it to speak to the richness and plurality
for which Hanninen advocates, by elucidating both the
relationships between different cognitive metaphors for
timbre, and the criteria for their distinction. One way
to make Walther-Hansen’s account more systematic is
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to import additional tools from cognitive linguistics to
describe the relationships between concepts and linguistic
objects, such as Ronald Langacker’s (2002) account of
schematicity and interrelated senses of lexical items.
“Lexical items” is a broad category which includes parts
of words, single whole words, and conventional chains of
words that together form a language’s basic vocabulary.
Langacker argues that our understanding of any one of
these items is more complex than a single definition,
but is better depicted as a network of related metaphors,
derivative terms, and more fine-grained distinctions.

The precise configuration of such a network is less im-

portant than recognizing the inadequacy of any re-

ductionist description of lexical meaning. A speaker’s

knowledge of the conventional value of a lexical item

cannot in general be reduced to a single structure, such

as the prototype or the highest-level schema. For one

thing, not every lexical category has a single, clearly de-

termined prototype, nor can we invariably assume a

high-level schema fully compatible with the specifica-

tions of every node in the network. (Langacker 2002,
2-3)

Similarly, timbres and the cognitive metaphors we use
to understand them are often best conceived as a “consid-
erable array of interrelated senses” (Langacker 2002, 2) in
which each sound quality consists of a network between
several overlapping metaphors, related near-synonyms,
and diverse resonances and associations with other dimen-
sions of experience. Walther-Hansen’s encyclopedia def-
initions are already admirably multi-layered and multi-
modal, but an application of his ideas to musical analysis
must recognize the breadth of overlap between related cog-
nitive metaphors as well as the depth of more fine-grained
distinctions.

For example, the cognitive metaphor for “Heavy” over-
laps considerably with “Dark,” “Hard,” and “Rough.” While
these are not identical metaphors, most instances of
“Heavy” arguably also draw on one or more of the other
three metaphors. Additionally, in Walther-Hansen’s defini-
tions, these four cognitive metaphors share many overlap-
ping entailments, as I've mapped out in Figure 1. For exam-
ple, “Heavy,” “Hard,” and “Rough” sounds all entail apparent
force or effort; “Heavy” and “Dark” sounds are both low in
pitch; etc.

Additionally, a single metaphor like HEAVY oper-
ates in the background for a large network of related
sound qualities with distinct connotations and associa-
tions, which often are not entirely represented within a
single definition or term. Figure 2 takes a few of the
large number of senses for HEAVY used within the metal
genre, grouped into two categories by speed. The Heavy &
Fast category is also closely related to another background
metaphor, HARD. The broad metaphor of HEAVY could be
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Figure1. Four cognitive metaphors with their overlapping
entailments. Top row: cognitive metaphors for sound quality;
Bottom row: entailments / characteristics from other domains of
experience. Based on Walther-Hansen's encyclopedia definitions
(Chapter 4). Dotted lines represent two additional entailments I
added: rough sounds are often literally loud or imply loudness,
and heaviness is often associated with badness or evil.

described as akind of schema which passes on many entail-
ments (like size, weight, impact, etc.) to each of the more
specific senses (such as “brutal,” “thunderous,” “adrenalized,”
etc.). But many of these individual senses resonate with
other metaphors as well, and those other metaphors could
be viewed as schematic for these individual terms. For ex-
ample, “funereal” could be described as a finer sense of both
HEAVY and DARK. This network represents a diverse and
multidimensional space of interrelated senses, which can-
not be reduced to a single definition for HEAVY; for exam-
ple, “funereal” and “adrenalized” are practically opposite in
meaning, but both are senses of HEAVY which apply this
metaphor in divergent ways to create their distinct quali-
ties of physical impact.

4. CONSEQUENCES FOR THE FIELD

But there’s something else that theorists can get from
this book, besides a new method of segmentation analy-
sis. Music theory has traditionally focused on the syntax
of notes and patterns of notes, but there are many other
kinds of intuitions listeners make beyond distinguishing
between different musical pattern-objects and construing
their syntactic structure. The greatest strengths of Walther-
Hansen's approach to timbre may lie not in distinguishing
between different timbres, but in mapping out the quali-
ties and experiences invoked by those timbres, and explain-
ing timbre’s instantaneous and compelling pull over us. In
other words, Walther-Hansen's work points towards a new
direction for music theory and analysis, but one which is
still within the scope of formalizing listeners’ intuitions:
instead of segmenting and labelling different regions of a
score or temporal experience, or elucidating principles of
syntax, music theory and analysis can investigate the rich
web of metaphors and concepts that listeners might bring
to understanding individual musical qualities such as tim-
bre, harmony, melodic motion, or topic.
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Figure 2. Network of senses of the cognitive metaphor HEAVY. Square boxes contain cognitive metaphors. Shaded circles provide two
distinct senses of “heavy” categorized by the characteristic of speed. Individual descriptive terms are in normal text. Dotted lines show
that a term draws on a specific metaphor. Double-dashed line indicates that HEAVY and HARD are closely related metaphors; both
metaphors are activated by the sense “Heavy & Fast”.

If Lakoft and Johnson's arguments about cognitive
metaphors are correct, and virtually all cognition in-
volves metaphor, then music theory needs more cognitive
metaphor research like Walther-Hansern’s book if it is to
map the “intuitions of an experienced listener” and de-
scribe our musical experiences. And music theory is already
moving in this direction; musical meaning and embodied
cognition have become hot topics in the last decade, to the
point that many of Walther-Hansen's non-music references
are already well-cited in some areas of music theory. In
fact, though it is not framed in this way, the recently as-
cendant subfield of topic theory is already a kind of cogni-
tive metaphor theory, as it maps how music can metaphor-
ically represent and evoke affects, images, people, and even
other music—although unlike Walther-Hansen's theory of
timbre, topic theory still shares music theory’s traditional
locus of note patterns in scores. While the field of music
theory may once have prioritized “abstract principles” of
musical structure, over the last decade or two more and
more attention has been devoted to concrete and situated
explorations of cognition and experience. Fully realizing
this scope will mean including more research that works in
new modes other than segmenting scores into discrete seg-
ments or describing the syntax of those note patterns. It’s
a substantial shift, but one the field seems poised to take.
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