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Abstract

Our verbal descriptions about musical attributes frequently rely on metaphor. Metaphor
entrenched in everyday life is used without conscious effort, but it governs our thoughts (Kdvecses,
2010). In this sense, understanding metaphor is a way of understanding our thoughts and experiences.
According to conceptual metaphor theory, when A is understood as B, the target A is conceptualized by
the source B. It has been found that the source domain of musical attributes such as pitch, duration, and
loudness is spatial dimension (Moravec & Stepanek, 2005). However, less attention has been given to
the examination of timbre. Therefore, this study aims to understand how we conceptualize timbre by
investigating the source domain of timbre descriptors based on the conceptual metaphor theory.

Sixty-nine descriptors were collected from three timbre research articles: Moravec and Stepanek
(2005), Stépanek (2006), and Traube and Bernays (2011). As a result of the semantic analysis, the
descriptors were largely categorized as vision, touch, sound, taste, and person. The dominant source
domains were vision and touch. The sub-domains of vision were brightness, clarity, density, shape and
spatial dimension. The sub-domains of touch were surface and solidity of materials, temperature, and
humidity. Brightness, clarity, and dimension in vision and surface in touch had relatively more
descriptors than other sub-domains did.

Both target and source domains were sense modalities except for the “person” domain. It
indicates that timbre is conceptualized through a concrete bodily experience. In case of the source
domain of "sound”, it can be regarded as metonymy instead of metaphor in that metaphor is mapping
across two domains, while metonymy is mapping with one domain (Kovecses, 2010). As Moravec and
Stepanek (2005) reported, some descriptors might be regarded as words for quality of playing and
artistic expression. This study yields new questions: In real life, what source domains are frequently
used to describe timbre? Is there inter-subjectivity in using timbre descriptors?
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Applications

+ Verbal descriptions can be a useful source to understand students’ musical concepts, ideas and
experiences. Specifically, understanding the characteristics of metaphor when we describe musical
attributes such as pitch and timbre can be a way of understanding our musical thoughts and
experiences.

+ Even though certain metaphorical descriptions have been commonly used to communicate our
musical images, as a teacher we need to check out whether students have the same understanding
about the descriptions as we.

4+ Metaphorical expressions about timbre can be helpful to perceive and discuss the characteristics of a

tone and to evoke a student’s imagination leading to a vivid musical experience.
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