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Abstract 

In their book Metaphors We Live By (1980), George Lakoff and Mark Johnson 

argue that metaphor is not just a function of language but also a central 

component of human understanding. One prominent conceptual metaphor 

employed by Western Art Musicians is the notion that pitch relationships exist in 

vertical space, and that music thus obeys a particular form of gravity. In the 

language of cognitive linguistics, the metaphor ‘pitch-as-height’ would be 

described as an image schema, specifically a ‘metaphorical force schema’. An 

image schema is thus considered to be an embodied pre-linguistic structure of 

experience that motivates conceptual metaphor mappings.  

  

There appears to be no literature that attempts to apply the concept of force 

image schemata to Brahms’ late output. Building on the work of theorists such as 

Steve Larson and David Epstein, this dissertation will produce a set of mappings 

for the source-target pairing of gravity and music in selected works from 

Brahms’ op.118 and op.119. A mapping is the systematic set of correspondences 

that exists between a source domain and a target domain, and one understands a 

metaphor through the set of mappings that applies to the source-target pairing. 

The first chapter will review the theories of Lakoff and Johnson, amongst others. 

The second will analyse how these theories may be applied to music and outline 

the metaphorical force schemata active in music, leading eventually to the case-

study mappings in chapter 3.  
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Prologue 

(The Image Schema) 

 

At first glance, the opening of Brahms’ E flat minor Intermezzo (op.118 no.6) is 

intimidating; the performer is immediately confronted by a bizarre opening 

theme that wanders aimlessly in a narrow ambit, which is then answered by a 

cryptic utterance from the depths of the keyboard (Figure 1.1).  Even the 

notation is bewildering, darkening the page with a profusion of leger lines and 

sextuplet demi-semiquavers.  

 

Figure 1.1 - Brahms' Op.118 no.6, bars 1-4. 

 

 

Whilst the opening of Brahms' A major Intermezzo (op.118 no. 2) may appear 

less unusual, it proves, on closer examination, to be just as enigmatic; it is not 
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clear where the strong beats fall, and the second melodic gesture defies 

expectation in a remarkable fashion (figure 1.2).1  

 

Figure 1.2 - Op.118 no.2, bars 1-2. 

  

Whilst many of the late Intermezzi have been domesticated by performers and 

analysts, there remains something feral about them. Conceptual metaphor 

theory provides a powerful language for analyzing what is so extraordinary 

about these pieces. 

 

In 1980, the publication of Lakoff and Johnson’s seminal work, Metaphors We 

Live By, opened up the possibility of a new paradigm for music analysis. Building 

on their work, it would be possible to construct an analytical method that 

engaged not with music itself, but with the ways in which humans construct 

meaning in sound. Arnie Cox has observed that in the decades following its 

publication, Metaphors We Live By sparked a flurry of interest among music 

theorists over the role of conceptual metaphors in musical cognition  (2012:1). 

Today, however, conceptual metaphor theory languishes in relative obscurity 

amongst musicians and musicologists, championed by only a handful of 

 
1 I have typeset the figures myself, drawing the examples for op. 118 from the 1988 ABRSM 
edition, ed. Howard Ferguson, and for op.119 from the 1977 Edition Peters, ed. Carl Seeman and 
Kurt Stephenson. The double bar lines at the end of the figures do not necessarily represent 
double bar lines in the score, and are added for the purpose of neat presentation.  
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academics.  I do not believe that this is a merely the result of the slow 

propagation of academic ideas. Rather, it is because of the failure of analysts to 

produce a coherent analytical method, one that can stand alongside well-

established practices like Schenkerian theory.  

 

I stumbled across conceptual metaphor theory when trying to understand 

precisely what was so unusual about Brahms' op.118 no.2. Quite by chance, I 

discovered David Epstein's article Brahms and the Mechanisms of Motion: The 

Composition of Performance (1991), in which Epstein observes that Brahms 

builds motion into his music, rendering it 'performance-proof'. Epstein's 

description of the ways in which Brahms employs harmony, articulation, accent 

and stress to control the motion within music made perfect sense of the 

Brahmsian fluidity that I, as a performer, find so compelling. As I read, I realized 

how the language we use to describe musical motion was entirely metaphorical, 

and this eventually led me to the work of Lakoff and Johnson.  

 

 In the first chapter of the dissertation, I assess the literature at the intersection 

between conceptual metaphor theory and musical analysis, and format a 

conceptual framework on which to build an analytical method. In the second 

chapter, I consider the involvement of the up-down schema in music cognition, 

and consequent notions of musical gravity. In the third section, I show how 

aspects of conceptual metaphor theory can be applied to the openings of three 

late Intermezzi: op.118 nos. 2 and 6, and op.119 no.1. I then apply the ideas on a 

larger scale, using the theory to produce an analysis of the whole of op.118 no.2.  
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Chapter 1 - Literature Review 
(The Source Domain) 

 

Lakoff and Johnson propose that ‘the essence of metaphor is understanding and 

experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another’ (1980:5). They state that 

‘primarily on the basis of linguistic evidence, we have found that most of our 

ordinary conceptual system is metaphorical in nature’ (ibid.:4). The two 

concepts participating in a metaphor are referred to as ‘domains’, respectively 

the ‘source’ domain (the exemplar) and the ‘target’ domain (the abstract concept 

to be understood).  The sum total of the correspondences between a source 

domain and a target domain constitutes a cross-domain mapping (Larson, 

2012:20). The first example given in Metaphors We Live By is the metaphor 

ARGUMENT IS WAR,2 in which the source domain is WAR, and the target domain 

ARGUMENT. Lakoff and Johnson cite the wide variety of expressions that derive 

from this metaphor as evidence that this metaphor structures our thinking about 

argument. Three such expressions are: 

 

• Your claims are indefensible. 

• She attacked every weak point in my argument. 

• She marshalled her counter-attack. 

 
2 Throughout this dissertation, I adopt the notational convention (established in Lakoff and 
Johnson, 1980) of capitalizing conceptual metaphors. 
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There are other conceptual metaphors used to construct meaning in 'argument',3 

and one could even formulate a new conceptual metaphor with the same target 

domain. Metaphors, however, are memes,4 and are thus subject to a form of 

natural selection; the number of structural correspondences between the 

domains determines 'reproductive fitness'.  A strong metaphor will import more 

of the image-schematic structure5 from the source domain than a weaker one. It 

is perfectly possible, and perhaps even beneficial, to employ apparently 

contradictory metaphors (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980:21). Larson (2012:79) 

theorizes that choosing from a number of different metaphors allows humans to 

select the most appropriate tool for dealing with a stimulus. 

 

Metaphors strongly influence our perception, our choice of language and our 

behaviour. For instance, one would feel less threatened by a person if one were 

to be told ‘she broke down’, rather than ‘she cracked under pressure’. The two 

relevant metaphors are THE MIND IS A MACHINE and THE MIND IS A BRITTLE 

OBJECT. When machines break down, they simply stop working, but when brittle 

objects break, they shatter. In exchange for shaping/limiting perception, 

metaphors offer us an increased understanding of abstract concepts. A person 

may struggle to grasp the mechanism of inflation, but they are likely to be able to 

grasp the metaphor INFLATION IS AN ADVERSARY. This enables humans to take 

action in situations that they do not fully understand.  

 

 
3 'Her counter-argument hit the mark' suggests the metaphor ARGUMENT IS ARCHERY, but this 
metaphor cannot be extended very far.  
4 An element of a culture or system of behaviour passed from one individual to another by 
imitation or other non-genetic means. 
5 The image schema is discussed in more detail below. In short, image schemata are the pre-
linguistic conceptual structures that give rise to metaphors.  
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Some of the most pervasive metaphors are the so-called spatialization 

metaphors, in which the source domain is a spatial one. Because spatialization 

metaphors share a common source domain, they form a coherent system, 

reinforcing one another. For instance, the up-down schema (defined below) is 

the root of one of the most extensive metaphorical systems, which contains 

metaphors such as GOOD IS UP (she’s at the top of her game), HAPPY IS UP (I’m 

feeling on top of the world), ALIVE IS UP (Lazarus rose from the dead) and 

CONTROL IS UP (she came out on top). Johnson (1987) has established that most 

conceptual metaphors are not randomly assigned but derived, through image 

schemata, from our embodied experience. A good example is the spatialization 

metaphor ALIVE IS UP, which derives from the fact that conscious humans spend 

most time upright.   

 

Johnson describes the image schema as ‘a recurring, dynamic pattern of our 

perceptual interactions and motor programmes that gives coherence and 

structure to our experience’ (1987, xiv). For the purposes of this dissertation, I 

define schemata as non-specific, pre-conceptual abstract structures, derived 

from embodied knowledge, which enable us to organize our mental 

representations. No two authors quite agree on how schemata fit into the 

cognitive framework, but there is general consensus on the aspects contained in 

the definition above.  The example given in Table 1.1 moves from a specific 

schema to a linguistic expression that indicates the underlying presence of that 

schema: 
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Table 1.1 - An example of the derivation of an expression from an image schema. 

Category Example 

Image schema Containment 

Conceptual metaphor EMOTIONS ARE CONTAINERS 

Linguistic expression She’s been in a bad mood for days 

 

The containment schema gives rise to a number of different metaphors, for 

instance DIVISIONS OF TIME ARE CONTAINERS (we packed a lot into the last 

few days). It derives from our embodied experience of being a bounded 

container.6 

 

There is considerable disagreement in the field over the place of the image 

schema in the cognitive framework. Michael Spitzer outlines a radical 

reinterpretation of the image schema in Metaphor and Musical Thought (2003).  

Whilst the schema is commonly thought of as a source for metaphor, Spitzer 

conceives of it not just as a source, but also as a hinge. He argues that 

intramusical and cross-domain mappings are isomorphic on the basis of a shared 

array of schemata (2003:55). In other words, ‘analytical categories are actually 

metaphorical projections from the music’ (ibid.:50), sharing a common source 

 
6 There are many different schemata, which, broadly speaking, fall into two categories: schemata 
that relate specifically to qualities of our body (CONTAINER, CENTRE-PERIPHERY, FRONT-BACK, 
PART-WHOLE, UP-DOWN) and schemata that derive from our relationship to the world (LINK, 
FORCE, PATH, SOURCE-PATH-GOAL, NEAR-FAR). 
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with cross-domain mappings. This addresses one of the major issues raised by 

the application of conceptual metaphor theory to music; namely, are analytical 

systems like Schenkerian analysis metaphorical or literal?  

 

Another possible interpretation of the role of the image schema is provided in 

Cox's review of Spitzer (2003). Cox has suggested that musical experience is 

embodied prior to metaphoric conceptualization, and that music itself can 

activate image schemata, thereby triggering metaphor formation (2006b). Cox 

argues that ‘if it cannot be shown how musical experience might activate the 

path schema in its own right … then we are left with the alternative that the 

concept of motion along a path is generated by the force of language, and that 

any bodily grounding is a by-product of conceptualization’ (2006b:296).  

 

If there were indeed an empirical basis for spatialization metaphors within 

music, it would strike a serious blow to the field, particularly the work of Roger 

Scruton. In The Aesthetics of Music (1999), Scruton argues that the listener is 

actively involved in ‘imaginative perception’. Building on Ludwig Wittgenstein’s 

notion of ‘seeing-as’, he asserts that the use of imagination allows the listener to 

transcend the material attributes of sound, engaging in what psychologists term 

'perceptual construction'.  If music itself, however, can trigger the formation of 

conceptual metaphors by activating image schemata, then there must be a non-

metaphorical element in the overlap between music and the source domain.  

 

Lakoff and Johnson’s argument seems so appealing because the evidence is 

drawn from common expressions, and thus every time we speak, we confirm the 
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predictions of the theory. Nevertheless, conceptual metaphor theory is now well 

supported by data from a wide range of disciplines. Cox (1999:269) states that 

the support for conceptual metaphor theory, cross-domain mapping and image-

schematic thinking is ‘good to very good’. It draws on work in cognitive 

linguistics (Gibbs, Fauconnier, Lakoff, Sweetser and Turner), cognitive 

neuroscience (Churchland, Damasio, and Edelman), and cognitive philosophy 

(Johnson, Lakoff, Varela, Thompson and Rosch).  

 

A systematic practical application of Lakoff and Johnson (1980) to music can be 

found in the work of Steve Larson, specifically his book Musical Forces (2012). He 

identifies the two metaphors that are central to the conceptualization of Western 

Art Music as MUSICAL SUCCESSION IS PHYSICAL MOTION and PITCH IS HEIGHT. 

Larson uses these metaphors to formulate three musical forces (defined below) 

which, he argues, underlie our thinking about melody. These musical forces 

engender a set of expectations, and Larson uses the theories set out by Leonard 

Meyer in his book Emotion and Meaning in Music (1961), to argue that ‘it is useful 

to regard part of what we call “expressive meaning” in music as an emergent 

property of metaphorical “musical forces”’, specifically deformations of the 

expectations deriving from those musical forces (2012:3).     

 

Since Larson’s musical forces are derived from two central spatialization 

metaphors, it is worth considering his treatment of those metaphors before 

examining the forces themselves. The primary metaphor used to conceptualize 

musical motion is described by Larson as MUSICAL MOTION IS PHYSICAL 

MOTION. Music consists of a string of independent pitches onto which listeners 



 13 

and musicians project structural patterns that impart meaning. Larson claims 

that ‘people have no robust way of conceptualizing musical motion without 

metaphor’ (2012:66). When we describe movement within music, Larson argues 

that what we actually mean is that 'our experience of [a passage] of music shares 

something with our experience of seeing objects move in physical space’ 

(ibid.:68).  

 

Our metaphorical understanding of musical motion shares a common conceptual 

framework with our understanding of time, since time is experienced in terms of 

motion.  Time is conceptualized by English-speakers using two extensive 

spatialization metaphors. The first is referred to as the ‘moving times’ metaphor 

(in which moments in time are conceptualized as objects moving towards the 

observer) and the second as the ‘time's landscape’ metaphor (in which the 

observer moves along a path that represents the flow of time)(Larson, 2012:65-

66). Almost all time-related linguistic expressions in the English language derive 

from one or other of these metaphors.7  

 

These two metaphoric conceptualizations are preserved almost intact in our 

conceptualization of musical motion. Larson refers to the two metaphors as the 

‘moving music’ metaphor and the ‘musical landscape’ metaphor. My slightly 

modified versions of the cross-domain mappings in Larson (2012) are given in 

Tables 1.2 and 1.3: 

 

 
7 Two such expressions are 'Christmas is fast approaching' and 'we're only three 
days away from implementation'. 
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Table 1.2 - Larson's mapping of the 'Moving Music' metaphor, adapted by the 

author. 

Source domain (motion) Target domain (music) 

Physical object Musical event 

Physical motion Musical motion 

Speed of motion Tempo 

Horizontal distance Time 

Location of observer Present musical event 

Objects in front of the observer Future musical events 

Objects behind observer Past musical events 

Path of motion Musical passage 

Start/end of motion Beginning/end of passage 

Temporary cessation of motion Pause 

Motion over the same path again Recapitulation 

Physical forces ‘Musical forces’ 
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Table 1.3 - Larson's mapping of the 'Musical Landscape' metaphor, adapted by 

the author. 

Source domain (physical space) Target domain (musical space) 

Traveller Listener/performer 

Path traversed Musical work 

Traveller’s present location Present event 

Horizontal Distance Time 

Path behind Music already heard 

Path ahead Music not yet heard 

Segments of the path Elements of musical form 

Speed of traveller’s motion Tempo 

 

Larson suggests that the ‘moving music’ metaphor may be more common in 

listening and performing (diachronic interaction) and the ‘musical landscape’ 

metaphor in analysis (synchronic interaction), because the latter allows a global 

perspective and a greater sense of control (2012:72). 

 

Cox (2012:3) has raised concerns about the problematic nature of Larson's 

formulation MUSICAL MOTION IS PHYSICAL MOTION. As Cox points out in his 

PhD thesis (1999:201), the source domain for this metaphor is actually motion 

through a metaphorical space-time, with no clear distinction between spatial 

location and temporal-spatial location. Because of the metaphoric 
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conceptualizations of time that we use, when events happen is also where they 

happen in this metaphorical space. Cox suggests that a more accurate metaphor 

is MUSICAL SUCCESSION IS MOTION, and cautions against tautological 

metaphors, that is, where there is a shared element between the source domain 

and the target domain (in this case, the word 'motion'). 

 

The other central spatialization metaphor — PITCH IS HEIGHT — is so 

embedded in the tradition of Western Art Music as to be nearly invisible; 

cognitive linguists refer to such metaphors as ‘dead’, and because musicians treat 

them as literal, Marion Guck (1991) uses the term ‘musical-literal’. It is unclear 

when the linkage between pitch and physical space first came into being, but it 

was certainly in place by the tenth century; in Daseian notation,8 the notes are 

vertically distributed on the page, even though this distribution is not required 

to transmit pitch in that style (Zbikowski, 2004:72). The development of 

notation where notes were distributed vertically across the page reinforced the 

metaphor PITCH IS HEIGHT. 

 

 It is thought that the physical origins of this metaphor relate to the position of 

maximum vibration when singing: lower pitches cause vibration lower in the 

body (Zbikowski, 2004:69). The fact that the dominant pitch metaphor in Bali 

and Java is PITCH IS SIZE supports this hypothesis, since the principal mode of 

musical expression in that culture is the gamelan, where pitch is primarily 

determined by the size of instruments.  

 
8 The notation used in the ninth-century musical treatises Musica enchiriadis and Scolica 
enchiriadis. 
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Larson claims that our understanding and conceptualization of musical 

experience is structured by conceptual metaphors derived from physical 

experience, such as the two discussed above (2012:78). These metaphors, in 

drawing parallels between the musical world and the real one, suggest that 

musical analogues of physical forces ought to exist (ibid.:149). Larson defines 

musical forces as ‘tendencies we hear in, and attribute to, music – tendencies to 

move in certain ways’ (ibid.:22), and is clear that ‘these forces are a creation of 

our mind’ (ibid.:2). Table 1.4 contains a list of his musical forces and the 

definitions that he provides. These forces are clearly problematic; they are 

undoubtedly a simplification and they are not comprehensive. Nevertheless, they 

provide an excellent starting point for a metaphorical consideration of music.  
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Table 1.4 - Larson's Musical Forces, as defined in Larson (2012). 

Force Definition 

Melodic gravity The tendency of notes above a 

reference platform to descend 

Melodic magnetism The tendency of unstable notes to 

move to the closest stable pitch 

Musical inertia The tendency of music to continue in a 

pattern perceived 

Rhythmic gravity The quality that we attribute to a 

rhythm, when we map its flow onto a 

physical gesture, that reflects the 

impact that physical gravity has on that 

gesture 

Metric magnetism The pull of a note on an unstable attack 

point to a subsequent and more stable 

attack point 

 

 

Part 1 (chapters 2-7) of Larson (2012) consists of formulation and application of 

the musical forces in Table 1.4, and part 2 (chapters 8-13) provides evidence for 

the theory from a diverse array of disciplines. Larson was planning to write 

another book on how his theories could be applied to music analysis, but died 
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before he was able to publish. Cox (2012:12) laments that in Larson (2012), the 

only analysis of Western Art Music consists of a mere four bars of Schubert’s Die 

schöne Müllerin.  

 

Larson's theory does not properly account for upward leaps in melodies. Robert 

Hatten, in his article Musical Forces and Agential Agencies (2012), addresses this 

problem by bolting a system of agency (invoking the work of Cone and Maus) 

onto Larson’s musical forces. When music seems to resist the forces that 

constrain it (for instance, an upward leap that defies melodic gravity), we sense 

the presence of an energy-supplying agential force, allowing the music to 

overcome ordinary constraints. Matthew BaileyShea (2012:3) describes how, in 

the light of Hatten's work, we might interpret an ascent 'in terms of physical 

effort, the willed motion of a sentient agent who resists the downward forces'. 

He also highlights the fundamental disparity between the views of Hatten and 

Larson; Larson is much more inclined to a passive interpretation using musical 

forces, whereas Hatten prefers to employ agency working against those musical 

forces (BaileyShea, 2012:6).  In his revision of Larson's system, Hatten 

categorizes the three melodic forces (gravity, magnetism and inertia) as 

‘environmental forces’, predictable features of the musical environment upon 

which an agential energy can act.   

 

Whilst Hatten presents a number of ingenious theoretical ideas in the paper 

(including musical analogues to momentum, friction and repulsion), the analysis 

consists only of a collection of illuminating fragments. Indeed, much of the 

musicological work on metaphor to date has been about the integration of 
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conceptual metaphor theory into analysis, and there has been comparatively 

little 'pure' analysis.9  Two papers that do engage in substantial amounts of 

music analysis are BaileyShea’s Musical Forces and Interpretation: Some 

Thoughts on a Measure in Mahler (2012), and Yonatan Malin's Metric Analysis and 

the Metaphor of Energy: A Way into Selected Songs by Wolf and Schoenberg 

(2008). 

 

BaileyShea proposes reducing Larson's forces to a binary push and pull (which 

may both occur at once, if several opposing forces are active), since this is how 

we experience them (2012:8). He formats a simple interpretive method for 

analyzing musical motion in terms of musical forces and agency. He then 

employs all of these observations in an analysis of Mahler's Nun will die Sonn’ so 

hell aufgeh’n, which he suggests could be construed as the interaction between 

background 'field forces'10 and multiple sentient agents within the music. He 

then goes on to propose a number of plausible interpretations of the song, each 

supported by a different analysis. Malin applies the metaphor of energy to Um 

Mitternacht and An die Geliebte by Wolff, and Schoenberg's Valse de Chopin from 

Pierrot Lunaire.11 He argues that this approach enables 'in-time interpretations 

of relations between rhythm and meter, contour, intensification and de-

intensification in other domains, and the desire of musical and poetic personae' 

 
9 Three papers that fall into the former category are Spitzer (2003), Saslaw (1996) and Gur 
(2008), dealing  respectively with Riemannian space as a metaphorical mapping from pitch 
space, the image schema in Hugo Riemann's modulation theory, and embodiment in Rameau's 
conceptualization of tonal harmony. 
10 BaileyShea's 'field forces' are equivalent to Hatten's 'environmental forces'. 
11 Rothfarb (2002) provides a helpful introduction to the historical precedent for a link between 
musical motion and energetics. 
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(2008:61). Both BaileyShea's and Malin's analyses are engaging, and a refreshing 

departure from more conventional modes of analysis.  

 

The beauty of using conceptual metaphor theory as an analytical tool is that it 

can accommodate a wide variety of approaches, and that it allows for a 

significant amount of imagination; theoretically, an analyst could coin a 

completely new metaphor for conceptualizing a particular passage of music. 

Music pedagogy has long relied on metaphor for effective communication of 

ideas; I suspect that analysts are unwilling to adopt this method for fear of the 

perils of subjectivity. But, as mentioned above, metaphors are memes, and are 

therefore self-regulating by a process of natural selection; 'weak' metaphors do 

not propagate effectively.  
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Chapter 2 - Gravity in Music 
(The Target Domain) 

 

Musicians using the PITCH IS HEIGHT metaphor will frequently invoke the force 

of gravity to explain the behaviour of a melody, which seems fairly intuitive. But 

a quick examination of musical terminology shows that the notion of gravity is 

not confined solely to pitch. Why is it that musicians refer to a 'downbeat' or the 

'gravitational pull of the tonic', when neither RHYTHM IS HEIGHT nor TONALITY 

IS HEIGHT are metaphors in common usage? In this chapter, I interrogate the 

notion of gravity in music, arguing that its use in descriptions of pitch, rhythm 

and tonality is explained by the presence of the up-down schema as part of the 

conceptual mechanism employed by Western Art Musicians. 

 

If one can show the presence of an up-down schema, then one can reasonably 

infer a form of gravity exists within our conceptual understanding, because the 

up-down schema interacts with MUSICAL SUCCESSION IS MOTION to produce a 

sense of space and time, from which gravity is a logical corollary. Johnson (1987) 

suggests that our understanding of gravity (the everyday experience of existing 

in a gravitational field) should feed back into our musical understanding. This 

has been experimentally confirmed in the case of rhythm by Neil Todd in The 

Kinematics of Musical Expression (1995), in which he shows that tempo variation 

in music can be compared with velocity in the equations of elementary 

mechanics. In other words, there is a correlation between the 
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acceleration/deceleration of an object in freefall and the way that a musician 

accelerates and decelerates. 

 

For melody, rhythm and tonality,1 I discuss below how our conceptualization is 

structured by the up-down schema, and present a sample metaphor involving 

the schema.2 Normative rhythmic/melodic/tonal behaviour could be described 

as the state in which the behaviour of the object under consideration accords 

with our embodied experience of gravity. The analysis in chapter 3 shows that 

Brahms repeatedly subverts the expectations engendered by the up-down 

schema, resulting in music that can seem highly unusual to performers and 

listeners alike. 

 

 

2.1 Melody 

 

Melody is primarily understood through the metaphor PITCH IS HEIGHT. Cox 

(1999:18) lists ten ‘concepts of verticality’ that relate to pitch, which go some 

way to explaining why the correspondence between pitch and height is so 

strong; the metaphor is constantly renewed by these concepts. Both Cox (1999) 

and Cumming (2006) have suggested that there is something uniquely literal 

 
1 Chord orientation may also have a gravitational element. Given that, in theoretical systems 
based on the work of Rameau, the same notes in a different configuration are thought to be the 
same chord, there must be some kind of rotation schema or orientation schema at work. This is 
not, however, relevant to my analysis in chapter 3, so I will not pursue it. 
2 These metaphors are by no means intended to be exhaustive or universal, merely a suggestion 
of a metaphor that might derive from the up-down schema in that particular case.  
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about the interaction between pitch and height. Perhaps this can also be 

explained by the fact that this metaphor has become musical-literal; any pitch-

based metaphor derived from the up-down schema seems tautological, since we 

so strongly associate pitch and height. Nevertheless, I have presented in Table 

2.1 my own mapping of a standard metaphor employed by musicians, derived 

from the up-down schema. 

 

Table 2.1 – Cross-Domain Mapping of MELODY IS A FLYING OBJECT 

Source domain (flying object) Target domain (melody) 

Flying object  The music 

Physical space Pitch space 

Horizontal movement Time 

Vertical movement Pitch movement 

Flight path Contour of the melody 

Ground Reference level 

Powered flight Movement against musical forces 

Gravity Downwards pull to reference level 

 

In this metaphor, pitch space is conceptualized as the air, with the melody as an 

object flying through it. An example of a common phrase that derives from this 

metaphor is ‘the melody soared upwards’. 
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2.2 Rhythm 

 
The two components of rhythm are duration and attack. Duration comprises the 

basic data set, and attack is a system of pattern-suggestion, which helps the 

listener understand how she ought to group the incoming durations. Duration is 

a function of time, and is therefore conceptualized in terms of distance, using the 

path schema.3 Attack governs prioritization, and is conceptualized using the up-

down schema, where the strong beats are ‘down’, and the weak beats are ‘up’.4 A 

common conceptualization of this is illustrated in Figure 2.1, in which it can be 

seen that the first beat of each bar makes contact with the x axis (representing 

‘down’), and the second and third beats of the bar are ‘up’.  

 

Figure 2.1 – Beats of the bar conceptualized as ‘down’ or ‘up’. 

 

 
3 As mentioned above, time is conceptualized using two spatialization metaphors derived from 
the path schema: ‘moving times’ and ‘time’s landscape’. 
4 Intriguingly, because of the implied gravitational potential energy, the emphasis falls on the 
downbeat. This is the opposite of the ‘normal’ situation with the up-down schema, where ‘up’ 
represents ‘more’.  
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Musicians tap along to a beat because the gravitational potential energy gathered 

on the upbeats adds weight/strength to the downbeat. We find manifestations of 

this in dancing, conducting and, arguably, in the tendency of music to resolve 

downwards at the cadence.5 Because of our system of barring, the cycle schema 

is also active in rhythm, with bars conceptualized as a recurring cycle (Figure 

2.1). Hatten points out that 'the bar-by-bar refreshing of a virtual environment 

enables us to experience gravity ... as a continuous field re-instantiated by each 

downbeat' (2012:21). Table 2.2 contains my mapping of a commonly employed 

metaphor, which combines the three image schemata: path, up-down and cycle.  

 

Table 2.2 - Cross-Domain Mapping of RHYTHM IS A BOUNCING BALL 

Source domain (bouncing ball) Target domain (rhythm) 

Distance Musical time     

Point of contact with ground Downbeat 

Moment of observation Beat 

Repeating cycle Bar 

Upwards throw Upbeat 

Bouncing object The music 

Gravity Pull towards downbeat 

Force Musical strength 

 

In this metaphor, the passing of rhythmic time is conceptualized as a bouncing 

ball, which hits the ground on each downbeat. An example of a common phrase 

 
5 Cadence, from the Latin ‘cadere’, to fall.  
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that derives from this metaphor is ‘the music landed particularly heavily on that 

downbeat’.  

2.3 Tonality 

 

A tonal system derives meaning from the near-far image schema and the 

attraction schema. The tonic represents the ‘near’ and more tonally distant keys 

represent the ‘far’. Saslaw (1996) has shown that the source-path-goal schema is 

crucial to Riemann’s modulation theory, and if one sees the tonic as ‘goal’, then 

an attractive force (pulling towards ‘goal’) must be active within the system. The 

centre-periphery schema is a common modification of the near-far schema, in 

which ‘near’ is prioritized above ‘far’. One archetypal example of the centre-

periphery schema is that of the solar system, which neatly combines centre-

periphery with an attraction schema towards the centre, which can be 

conceptualized using an up-down schema. Just as a bicycle appears to be 

attracted towards the bottom of a hill, the tonic can be conceptualized as a 

gravitational well, drawing the music in towards it. Thus the path schema for a 

journey from near to far can be transformed into the source-path-goal schema by 

the addition of an up-down schema, as illustrated in Figure 2.2.    
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Figure 2.2 – Transformation of a path schema into source-path-goal by addition 

of an up-down schema. 

 

 

Table 2.3 contains my mapping of a commonly-employed metaphor, which is 

derived from the three image schemata: centre-periphery, path and up-down. 

The addition of the up-down schema transforms the path schema into the 

source-path-goal schema.  

 

Table 2.3 - Cross-Domain Mapping of TONAL SPACE IS THE SOLAR SYSTEM 

Source domain (solar system) Target domain (tonal space) 

Central star Tonic   

Stable orbits Other keys 

Physical space Tonal Space 

Movement between orbits Modulation 

Movement within an orbit Music ‘in’ a certain key 

Moving object The music 

Gravity Pull towards the tonic 
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In this metaphor, tonal space is conceptualized as a solar system, wherein all 

massed objects experience a pull towards the star at the centre, which 

represents the tonic. An example of a common phrase that derives from this 

metaphor is 'the music has moved to a particularly distant key, where the pull of 

the tonic is severely weakened'.  

2.4 Gravity 

 

At the heart of the three metaphors is the notion that the abstract notions of 

pitch, tonality and rhythm each exist in a kind of space. These spaces can be 

thought of as according with physical space. When this idea of a musical space is 

combined with the metaphor MUSICAL SUCCESSION IS MOTION, one has both 

implied space (the up-down schema) and implied motion within that space (the 

path schema). The existence of a kind of gravity is then a logical inference.  These 

metaphors are intended to illustrate that the up-down schema, and therefore an 

embodied notion of gravity, is a prominent recurrent feature in metaphorical 

constructions of meaning employed by Western Art Musicians. 

 

I believe that this is one way in which embodiment feeds back into our musical 

understanding. If a performer lingers on a dominant chord, or pauses on an 

upbeat, this may be experienced physically by the performer or a listener as a 

temporary denial of the gravitational forces identified above. If we think about 

music in terms of physically derived metaphors, then our intellectual response is 

joined to our kinetic one, and physical instincts begin to play a part in our 

musical expectations. 
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Chapter 3 – Towards a Metaphorical 
Analysis 

(The Conceptual Metaphor) 

 
In 1880, Elizabet von Herzogenberg wrote to Brahms that the ‘Intermezzi … have 

lost their true characteristics through application, so that they can be used for 

this or that at will’ (quoted in Rings (2012)). Presumably, in this somewhat 

cryptic statement, their ‘true characteristics’ refers to the traditional function of 

the Intermezzo as an intermediary between other musical entities. As to what 

‘this or that’ might mean, I hope to show in this chapter that Brahms was using 

certain Intermezzi as a laboratory for axiomatic experiments;1 he was not 

composing within a system, but experimenting on the axiomatic laws that 

produce the system. In chapter 2, I showed how the up-down schema is central 

to our conceptualization of melody, rhythm and tonality. In this chapter, I 

analyze three particularly perplexing opening gestures from three of the late 

Intermezzi in the light of conceptual metaphor theory, demonstrating that part of 

what makes them so enigmatic is deformation of the expectations deriving from 

an up-down schema. I then go on to use metaphor theory to formulate a global 

narrative for the A major Intermezzo, arguing that this narrative constitutes 

good evidence that Brahms was experimenting with the up-down schema, even if 

he did not think in those terms.2 

 

 
1 In mathematics, non-logical axioms are the defining properties of a domain. For music in which 
Larson’s forces hold true, the forces could be described as axioms of melodic composition.  
2 A reproduction of the 1928 Breitkopf and Härtel edition, ed. Eusebius Mandyczewski, of op.118 
no.2 is provided in the appendix for reference when musical examples are not provided. I have 
annotated the score with bar numbers, for ease of reference. 
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Each of the extracts presented below is unusual tonally, metrically and 

melodically. However, in the interests of clarity and space, I have chosen only 

one element of each extract to examine in terms of the up-down schema. I then 

deal with the metrical ambiguity of the three extracts together, since it is a 

common feature of all three, and therefore more easily comparable.  

Op.119 no.1 

 
Fig. 3.1 – Brahms Op.119 no.1, bars 1-3. 

 

The opening of the B minor Intermezzo deforms the up-down schema used to 

conceptualize tonality. Since harmony is teleological — it invokes the source-

path-goal schema (Saslaw, 1996) — a cyclical element is disruptive to its proper 

functioning, as there can be no source or goal on a cyclical path. Whilst a cycle of 

fifths is also cyclical, and could theoretically perform the same function, the cycle 

of thirds is better suited to Brahms’ use than the former for three reasons. 

Firstly, a cycle of thirds can be traversed much more rapidly than the cycle of 

fifths; a set of minor or major thirds can be traversed in an octave. By contrast, a 

cycle of fifths takes 7 octaves (i.e. nearly an entire piano keyboard) to complete. 

The cycle of thirds is therefore more obviously cyclical than the cycle of fifths, 

and far less unwieldy. Secondly, the interval necessary to complete a cycle of 
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thirds is controllable by the composer, by alternation of minor and major thirds.  

Figure 3.2 shows three different cycles of thirds, the first of which is completed 

in a single octave, the second in two, and the third in three. Brahms is thus better 

able to control the pitch at which the cycle ends than if he were to use the cycle 

of fifths. The composer does not have to return to the starting point of the cycle 

in order to invoke the cyclical notion; it can be quitted at any pitch.  

 

Figure 3.2 – The length of three different cycles of thirds 

 

Thirdly, the cycle of thirds remains harmonically active longer than the cycle of 

fifths. The cycle of fifths is harmonically redundant on the addition of the third 

note, whereas the cycle of thirds can remain active up to the addition of a fourth, 

or arguably even a fifth, note, as illustrated in Figure 3.3.  

 

Figure 3.3 –A cycle of fifths (top stave) becomes harmonically redundant more 

rapidly than a cycle of thirds (bottom stave). 
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The three chords described by the opening of the B minor intermezzo seem to 

float in the air precisely because they resist the gravitational pull of the tonic. 

Brahms has emphasized this registrally (we associate the bass with harmonic 

force; therefore when it is removed, so too is some measure of the harmonic 

force diminished). Other than in the top part, there is no suggestion of voice-

leading; I interpret the passage simply as a succession of falling thirds. Whilst 

these thirds do form triads, the triads are functionally neutered by the thirds 

stacked above or below them, as the overlap between chords (for instance, the B 

in the first bar is shared by the B minor and E minor triads) renders the 

delineation of chords ambiguous. The first two bars are structured on a cycle of 

fifths progression (B minor – E minor – A7 – D major), but this is scarcely 

perceptible, since it is unclear to a listener which of the notes is the fundamental 

of a triad. 

 

Thus, the presence of cycles of thirds is disruptive to the up-down schema 

underlying our conception of the tonic because it resists the gravitational pull 

towards the tonic, which is conceptualized as an up-down schema.3 

 
3 The possible exceptions to this rule are the harmonically active cycles of thirds: the diminished 
seventh, and certain cycles of major thirds. Since these chords have a harmonic function, they can 
reinforce the up-down schema that structures tonality.  
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Op.118 no.2 

Figure 3.4 – Brahms op.118 no.2, bars 1-2. 

 

The opening of the A major Intermezzo is a strong deformation of the 

expectations derived from the up-down schema used to conceptualize melodic 

behaviour. The upwards leap of a seventh is so unusual because it directly 

contradicts Larson’s rule of melodic gravity, which he expresses as ‘the tendency 

of a note (heard above a stable position) to descend’ (2012:2). The seventh leaps 

upwards with no preparation, and does not resolve downwards by step, as we 

might expect, but rather remains hanging, in a possible allusion to the Sarabande 

of Bach’s 4th Keyboard Partita (Figure 3.5).4 The leap of a seventh also 

contradicts Larson’s magnetic force, which is stated as ‘the tendency of an 

unstable note to move to the closest stable pitch’ (2012:2). The magnetic force 

would draw the second motivic fragment towards the nearest stable note, in this 

 
4 We know from Brahms’ correspondence with Theodore Billroth that he had a particular 
interest in Bach’s Sarabandes, a dance form in which the rhythmic up-down schema is deformed 
by an emphasis on the second beat of the bar.  
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case the A4 (an octave beneath the note that Brahms writes).5 Since melodic 

gravity is a consequence of the up-down schema in PITCH IS HEIGHT, this 

opening phrase can be construed as a strong deformation of our expectations 

relating to that up-down schema.  

 

Figure 3.5 – Bars 1-2, Sarabande from Bach’s Keyboard Partita in D major, BWV 

828. 

 

Of course, one could phrase the argument above simply as ‘the rising seventh 

breaks the rules of good voice-leading’. But the strength of expressing it in terms 

of the up-down schema is four-fold: it does not contain a value judgment, but 

allows for the possibility of intention; it provides a more detailed explanation of 

precisely what the unusual feature is; it does not simply explain what is ‘wrong’, 

but explains why it seems wrong to the listener; and it allows us to formulate a 

global narrative for the music by drawing together information from multiple 

musical aspects.  

 
5 I use Scientific Pitch Notation to refer to pitches, in which middle C is referred to as C4. The 
octave number increases upon ascent from a B to a C. Therefore, the A above C4 is referred to as 
A4.  
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Op.118 no.6 

Figure 3.6 – Brahms op.118 no.6, bars 1-4. 

 

 

The opening of op.118 no.6 feels profoundly unusual to a pianist; there is an 

unsettling sense of exposure, as if the right hand were marooned at the top of the 

piano, hanging unsupported over a great gulf. This discomfort arises from a 

refusal of Larson’s law of melodic gravity. Larson states that melodic gravity acts 

'above a stable position', a phrase which Cox (2012:10) has observed that Larson 

never defines satisfactorily. Von Hippel and Huron describe musical gravity as a 

manifestation of the ‘post-skip reversal’, whereby a change of direction usually 

follows a leap. They define Larson's 'stable position' (which they term a 

'reference platform') as the median pitch of a melody (Von Hippel and Huron, 
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2000: 66).6 In this case, the reference platform cannot be the median pitch of a 

melody, otherwise there would be nothing uncomfortable about the opening of 

the E flat minor Intermezzo, because it falls from the third degree of the scale to 

the first; it moves towards its ‘median pitch’.  

 

This reference platform is almost certainly in some way connected to the 

physicality of playing the piano, since metaphorical understanding is derived 

from embodied experience. It seems likely, therefore, that for a pianist, the 

lowest operational finger of the left hand provides the melodic reference 

platform. On top of that platform, there is a best possible configuration for the 

remaining notes, which is a combination of the physical demands of the hand (to 

have all the fingers comfortably spaced) and the demands of good chord-spacing 

(no doubled thirds, for instance). The other fingers can be seen as an extension 

of the reference platform, rather like building up scaffolding, such that if one has 

a chord in the left hand, the reference platform is the top of that chord, rather 

than the little finger. Otherwise, melodies would constantly fall towards the bass 

note of a chord, creating significant difficulties for both pianist and composer.  

 

Since the left hand is not even on the piano keyboard at the start of the E flat 

minor Intermezzo, there is no reference platform. This creates a powerful 

expectation that the melody ought to fall downwards. The melody instead resists 

this tendency, which derives from the melodic up-down schema, and simply 

hovers in the treble register of the keyboard. When the left hand enters, Brahms 

 
6 Von Hippel and Huron (2000: 65) define the reference platform/median pitch as ‘the bulk of [a 
melody’s] pitch distribution’, which is usually the tonic.   
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ensures that it is so obscure (harmonically and metrically non-functional) that it 

does not provide a satisfactory reference platform.   

Metrical Ambiguity 

Whilst the performer has the benefit of bar lines to signal Brahms’ metrical 

intention, the listener has no such handle, and these three fragments are each 

metrically ambiguous, which I demonstrate in figures 3.7-3.9. I established in 

chapter 2 that there is an up-down schema involved in our conceptualization of 

rhythm, specifically in the prioritization of the downbeat. The metrical ambiguity 

of the three openings obscures the up-down schema at the very outset of the 

piece, leaving the listener disorientated, and with no sense of reference point or 

rhythmic gravity.  Whilst harmonic or melodic cues can normally aid the listener 

in establishing the beat pattern, the three openings are so unusual in these 

domains, as has been established above, as to provide almost no assistance.   

 

Figure 3.7 – two possible aural interpretations of the opening rhythm of Brahms 

op.119 no.1. 
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Figure 3.8 - two possible aural interpretations of the opening rhythm of Brahms 

op.118 no.2. 

 

 

Figure 3.9 - two possible aural interpretations of the opening rhythm of Brahms 

op.118 no.6. 

 

 

Thus it can be seen in op.118 no.6 and op.119 no.1, the confusion arises out of a 

short-lived metrical ambiguity between duple or triple time. In op.118 no.2, it is 

unclear to the listener whether the first chord is downbeat or upbeat. These 

ambiguities need not last long in order to disorientate a listener, and their 

presence is enough to weaken the metrical up-down schema significantly. It is 

useful, by way of comparison, to compare the opening to op.118 no.3 (Figure 

3.10), which immediately establishes an extremely strong metrical pattern.  
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Fig 3.10 – Brahms op.118 no.3, bars 1-2. 

 

Correctives as Proof of Awareness 

 

It may not be possible to prove intention, but it is certainly possible to show that 

Brahms was aware of the deformations mentioned above, by highlighting 

passages in the Intermezzi that could be seen as ‘correctives’ to the original 

passages. Three correctives are presented below: 

 

Fig. 3.11 – Brahms op.119 no.1, bars 47-49. Voice-leading denoted by bracketed 

noteheads, which are not present in the origial. 

 

Brahms clarifies the opening theme both metrically and tonally in this passage. 

The subdivision into triplet semiquavers leaves no doubt as to a triple meter 

(since the quaver pulse is well established by this point, the triplet semiquavers 

cannot be grouped as pairs by the listener), and the addition of the extra 

chromaticism suggests a voice-leading profile in an inner part (shown using 
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bracketed noteheads in Figure. 3.11). Both of these changes strengthen the 

relevant up-down schema, causing the music to seem less unusual.  

 

Fig. 3.12 – Brahms op.118 no.2, bars 46-48. 

 

Brahms recasts the harmonic profile as an extended perfect cadence in A major.7 

This goes some way towards clarifying the metrical ambiguity (which is weaker 

anyway, given that the meter has been firmly established by bar 46), but he also 

adds accents on the upbeats, as if to show that some degree of ambiguity still 

remains. The original leap of a seventh can be seen as an octave transfer of the 

‘correct’ resolution of the phrase (Figure 3.13), suggesting disruptive intention 

on Brahms’ part. In contrast to the initial statement of the theme, the voice-

leading in this passage obeys Larson’s force of musical gravity, falling to an A3 

(figure 3.13). There is, however, an echo of the initial seventh, as the last note 

sounded by the pianist is an A4; this statement is at once the deformation and 

the corrective.  

 

Fig. 3.13 – The ‘correct’ inner part, Brahms op.118 no.2, bars 46-48 

 

 
7 See also bars 4-6, where Brahms harmonizes the melody in a different fashion. 
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Fig. 3.14 – Brahms op.118 no.6, bars 81-84. 

 

The final iteration of the first theme of the E flat minor Intermezzo is crucially 

important, because it is clarified harmonically and metrically by the addition of 

chords. Nevertheless, the cadence in bars 83-84 is remarkably weak, resolving to 

a second-inversion chord on an unstressed beat (the next bar contains a root 

position E flat minor chord).   

 

In each of these passages, Brahms corrects some element of the deformation of 

the up-down schema, indicating that he is aware of exactly the effect that those 

initial statements will have on the listener, and precisely what causes that effect. 

However, the ‘correction’ is always weakened, as if Brahms is reluctant to tame 

the themes completely.   

Formulating a Narrative for Op.118 no.2  

 

Arguably, the most striking feature of Brahms’ Intermezzo op.118 no.2 is the 

rising seventh in the first phrase, which is repeated, almost note-for-note, four 

times in the first fourteen bars alone. The Intermezzo is riddled with the echoes 

of that initial gesture, in inversion (bars 7 and 35-36) and in registral 
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augmentation (bars 81-82). Indeed, Brahms’ obsessive repetition of the seventh 

can hardly be ignored; each iteration increases the significance of the leap, until 

every large interval seems reminiscent of that curious opening phrase.  

 

The first appearance of the theme is unusual in many other ways: for example, it 

is mounted on a textural background that suggests a constant falling motion, 

which is diametrically opposed to the reaching quality of the rising seventh. The 

theme sits on a tonic pedal point, which gives some sense of stasis. The tonic 

pedal temporarily abrogates harmonic teleology by upsetting the source-path-

goal schema.8 If the music begins at the ‘goal’, then there is no path to be taken, 

and no harmonic movement available. This is evident in the bass-line, which is 

not harmonically active, has no normal sense of vertical push or pull, and is a 

source of stillness at the foundation of the texture. Brahms himself referred to 

this sensation in a letter, writing ‘in the past I would lie at the bottom, as a solid 

pedal point’ (Avins, 2001:67).  

 

The answering phrase initially consists of an identical melodic profile (bars 4-6), 

but crucially the pedal point is replaced with functional harmony, destroying the 

weightlessness of the gesture. Similarly, the great feeling of empty space 

conjured up by the registral extremes on the first beat of bar 2 is replaced by a 

teleological sensation because of the voice-leading implications of the D#2 in bar 

6.  

 

 
8 I establish in chapter 2 that an up-down schema is active in our conceptualization of tonality. 
The path schema can be transformed into source-path-goal by the addition of an attractive force, 
in this case, an up-down schema.  
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The first theme is answered by an equally enigmatic fragment in bars 16-25, 

which consists of two ascending tricolons over a dominant and a tonic pedal 

respectively. Even if the performer strictly observes Brahms’ dynamic markings 

(hairpins emphasizing the first beat of the bar), there must still be some sense of 

metrical disruption over the bar line, negating the expectations derived from the 

up-down schema in rhythmic conceptualization. The placement of such a 

harmonically striking chord as the first inversion of C major on the third beat of 

bar 16 generates a strong sense of accent. Despite the pedal points, there is a 

greater sense of movement in bars 16-25 than in the arrestingly static opening 

material.  

 

The central F sharp minor section seems very distant from the halting quality of 

the outer sections, almost as if in direct opposition. The sensation of motion is 

woven into the canonic foundations of the music, and enhanced by the sweeping 

left-hand figuration. Canon can be viewed as a special case of metrical 

deformation: if a phrase has a certain profile of downbeats, then when it is 

moved out of phase with itself (i.e. put it in canon), that profile is damaged or 

destroyed, thereby weakening the sense of a metrical gravitational pull.9 The 

sensation of motion is further emphasized by the homophonic section in bars 57-

64, which, through contrast, accentuates the fluidity of the sections on either side 

of it.  

 

 
9 This sense of the music ‘taking flight’ due to downbeats weakened by contrapuntal interactions 
may be present in fugal writing, given that ‘fugare’ is Latin for ‘to put to flight’.  
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The arpeggiated left-hand texture that we encounter so often in Brahms’ writing 

for piano (a good example can be seen in Figure 3.16) can carry meaning through 

metaphorical projection. It could be seen as a method of imparting a sense of 

motion to the music: the passing of the notes is rather like the passing of 

lampposts on the motorway. The more notes (or lampposts) that pass in a given 

period of time, the greater the sense of motion. Similarly, the span of the 

arpeggio has an effect on the sense of motion; the music will seem to be moving 

faster if the arpeggio travels three octaves in the space of a minim than if it 

travels only one, because of the conceptual metaphor that links intervals and 

physical distance (PITCH IS HEIGHT).   

 

This texture can impart a sense of levity to the music, weakening the hold of the 

rhythmic up-down schema, since we associated an increase in speed with objects 

taking flight: geese running to gather speed, and planes accelerating across a 

runway. This is why bars 49-56 seem to sweep past, why bar 69 is so climactic, 

and why there is a sense of crescendo towards bar 45. 

 

The final cadence of the A section (also the final cadence of the piece, given the 

ternary form) mirrors the opening. The first gesture of the piece moves 

immediately onto the subdominant, which gives the strong harmonic suggestion 

of closure. Likewise, the resolution of the final cadence contains both the 

reaching seventh, up to A4, and the ‘natural’ voice-leading (obeying Larson’s 

musical forces) down to A3. The A4 seems open-ended, and the A3 is arguably 

the strongest piece of closure in the whole Intermezzo. Thus, both the opening 

and closing gestures are ambiguous, containing the essence of their antithesis.  
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The recapitulation is heralded by a moment of absolute stasis in bar 76, where 

Brahms pauses on a chord of stacked thirds above an E3. The chord could be 

interpreted in a number of ways, but given that it is found at the end of a string 

of suspensions (bars 73-76), the most compelling interpretation is as a B7 chord, 

with a 9-8 suspension, founded on an E3 (chord II over chord V). The harmonic 

implications of the right hand are out of sync with the harmonic implications of 

the left hand, blurring the moment of recapitulation. In this moment of harmonic 

confusion, absolute stillness prevails beneath the pause, before the suspension 

resolves, breaking the harmonic impasse.  

 

As previously discussed, the cycle of thirds could be seen to represent the 

concept of harmonic stasis in Brahms’ late music. If the thirds are presented 

together, as in bar 76, as each note is added to the stack, the gravitational 

harmonic pull is lessened as the chord’s functionality dissolves. The chord in bar 

76 is rendered unstable by the placement of the E3 at the bottom of the stack, 

which imparts a weak dominant functionality to the chord. The music appears to 

falter, as if musical motion will grind to a halt, but harmonic gravity proves 

irresistible and the chord topples into the recapitulation of the A section.   

 

A deformation must, by definition, imply a formation. In figures 3.15 and 3.16, I 

have attempted to strip away the subversions of rhythm, melody and tonality, to 

return the two main themes to an ‘ur-type’, a mundane normative version of 

these themes, which obeys Larson’s musical forces. This ‘ur-type’ almost 

certainly never existed, and is neither intended as a comment on Brahms’ 
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compositional process, nor as a correction. Rather, I hope to demonstrate 

graphically the layers of deformation by stripping them away.  

 

Figure 3.15 – Brahms op.118 no.2, bars 1-2, presented with a possible ‘ur-type’, 

which obeys Larson’s musical forces. 

 

 

Figure 3.16 - Brahms op.118 no.2, bars 49-52, presented with a possible ‘ur-

type’, which obeys Larson’s musical forces. 
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I argue that the density of these deformations is perceptible to the performer 

and the listener as a potent sense of something unusual occurring in the music. 

Though bars 49-52 are subtly subversive, within the confines of the Brahmsian 

style, one can scarcely imagine a fragment that could be more disruptive to the 

various up-down schemata than the opening of op.118 no.2.  

 

In op.118 no.6, the central section strongly reinforces the up-down schema 

(through functional harmony and a robust duple meter), providing a stark 

contrast to the outer sections, as if to demonstrate how unusual they are. One 

might say that in the root position chords of the central section, which abounds 

with ternary motion, Brahms recalls the spirit of the Renaissance, and in the 

extraordinary outer sections he looks forward to the next century. By contrast, in 

op.118 no.2, both the central and the outer sections are as densely subversive as 

one can imagine in this idiom, in complementary fashion. The first theme is 

predominantly subversive in the domains of melody and tonality, and the second 

theme is predominantly subversive in the metrical domain, through the use of 

canon and the left-hand figuration. It is as if Brahms is utilizing all the tools 

available to him to stretch the rules of his compositional idiom, pouring new 

wine into old skins.  

 

In this chapter, I hope to have shown that Brahms was using certain intermezzi 

as a laboratory; he was not composing within a system, but experimenting on the 

axiomatic laws that produce the system, in particular the up-down schemata in 

melody, tonality and rhythm. I believe that op.118 no.2 is an experiment in 
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deformation of the expectations deriving from these up-down schemata, with 

Brahms systematically investigating various methods of subversion. 
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Postlude 

There are two ways in which a metaphorical understanding of music can assist 

with the construction of musical meaning. Firstly, musical elements can be 

ascribed meaning through their interaction with metaphors (i.e. stacked thirds 

suggesting stasis because of their interaction with the up-down schema active in 

our conceptualization of tonality). Secondly, musical meaning can be constructed 

on a broader scale through repeated interaction with certain metaphors, as in 

the case of op.118 no.2.  

 

Deformations in our musical expectations can engender a feeling of discomfort in 

the listener; we are uncomfortable in unpredictable situations. Thus, music that 

defies expectations could be read as power-play on the part of the composer, 

where he or she reminds us that they are not subject to the forces at work within 

music, but rather in charge of them, manipulating them to their own end. It is 

arguably a gesture of control, a willful deformation that is symptomatic of agency 

within music. Deformation is also indicative of mastery of a certain discipline; by 

the end of his career, Brahms had achieved such fluency in harmony and 

counterpoint that he was able to perform axiomatic deformation with the most 

exquisitely subtle manipulations of the objects contained within that domain.  

 

Analysis through metaphors offers more than a coherent set of apt descriptions 

because of the role of embodiment; if we think about music in terms of physically 

derived metaphors, then our intellectual response is joined to our kinetic one, 

and physical instincts begin to play a part in our musical expectations. Arguably, 
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an instinctive metaphorical understanding enables audiences to engage with a 

piece of music independently of the score.  An audience member will be aware of 

the metaphor MORE IS UP, and will therefore instinctively associate climaxes 

with 'UP'. Even if this audience member has never heard a particular piece of 

music before, if the pitch or the volume is rising, she will automatically anticipate 

a climax, and a composer can exploit this expectation, even in an untrained 

listener.  Metaphorical interpretation is a post hoc rationalization of an 

experience; one does not have to possess knowledge of a metaphor to perceive 

its 'action' (BaileyShea, 2012:9). Johnson’s work on embodiment provides good 

evidence for the argument that whilst these deformations may appear abstruse 

on the page, they can engender a physical reaction in a performer or a listener. If 

we really do conceptualize music primarily through metaphor, then this new 

paradigm of music analysis, which is concerned not with music itself, but with 

how humans construct meaning in sound, offers a great deal to performers and 

analysts alike. 

 

It would be possible to extend the lines of enquiry pursued in this dissertation 

beyond these three Intermezzi to the whole of Brahms' late output. This music 

(in particular the clarinet quintet, op.115) is frequently described by musicians 

as 'autumnal', an adjective that has, to my knowledge, never been clarified in the 

academic literature. One of the predominant features of autumn is the leaf-fall; 

the soft drift of dead leaves, which scarcely seem to obey gravity as they fall from 

the trees. Perhaps the autumnal description is triggered by the fascination with 

falling motion in music that Brahms developed in the latter stages of his life, a 

theme that suffuses his late output.   
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