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The Pe rc ep t i o n o f Mus i c : S ou rc e s o f S i g n i f i c a n c e

Wecan experience music as sad, as exuberant, as sombre. We can experience
it as expressing immensity, identification with the rest of humanity, or grat-

itude. The foundational question of what it is for music to express these or any-
thing else is easily asked; and it has proved extraordinarily difficult to answer
satisfactorily. The question of what it is for emotion or other states to be heard in
music is not the causal or computational question of how it comes to be heard. It is
not the question of the social influences on how we hear music. Nor is it the ques-
tion of the evolutionary explanation, if such there be, of the existence of such per-
ceptions. It is the constitutive question, the ‘what-is-it?’ question, that is my
concern here. It is a question unaddressed by purely syntactic analyses of music.

A correct answer to this constitutive question constrains all those other,
equally challenging, empirical questions about music. I am going to propose an
answer to the constitutive question, drawing on the resources of our current phi-
losophy of perception and cognition within contemporary philosophy of mind. In
the very tight space available to me, I will not survey the extant competing pro-
posals, but simply offer my own suggestion straight out, while noting some points
of contrast with other approaches.

My account is built from three components, or more strictly, from two com-
ponents together with a certain conception of the way they are related to each
other in the perception of music. My plan is to expound these components; to for-
mulate the account built from them; to give some examples of what the account
can explain; and to discuss very briefly its bearing on some classical issues about
the perception of music.

1. THREE KINDS OF EXPERIENCING-AS
The first component of the account is a classification that distinguishes

between three different varieties of experiencing-as. The varieties are found in sev-
eral different sense modalities, and I illustrate them first in the case of vision, to
emphasize that some of the phenomena in question go beyond auditory experience.

The first variety of experiencing-as is simply that of experiencing the world
as being a certain way, as when one sees a cat as a cat; or, maybe, if there is dap-
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pled lighting, experiences the cat as a small raccoon. It is part of what much con-
temporary philosophy of mind would count as the representational content of
experience. There is such a thing as taking the content of this species of experienc-
ing-as at face value. When I take such an experience of an object as a cat at face
value, I judge of the object that it is a cat.

The second variety of experiencing-as in the visual case is experiencing
something as a depiction of something else, the experience one has when seeing a
drawing or painting of, say, the Hudson River. This is a distinctive type of experi-
ence - we are not here concerned merely with imagination or inference. But expe-
riences of this type are evidently not to be characterized, at least straightforwardly,
as representational content. In seeing the painting as of the river, it does not seem
to you that there is a river in front of you. Taking your whole experience at face
value does not involve judging that there is a river in front of you.

It is the third variety of experiencing-as which is of a general type that I claim
is involved in the answer to our question about music. This kind of experiencing-
as in the visual case is seeing something metaphorically-as something else. Take
this painting by Zurbaran of a group of pieces of pottery.

Many people see the pots as a group of people. What does ‘seeing as’ mean in
this kind of case? In having this experience, it does not look to a person who
enjoys it as if there are people in front of him. Nor is the painting experienced as a
depiction of people. It is, and is experienced as, a depiction of pieces of pottery.
The classification that captures what is distinctive of the case is that it is a depic-
tion of pieces of pottery that are perceived metaphorically as people. The
metaphor enters the content of the experience, but not as representational content,
nor as what is depicted. A group of real pots could also be so experienced
metaphorically-as a group of people. Depiction is not essential to the occurrence
of visual experiences of this third kind.

Mod Schlmn march-may 2009 FNL:Mod Schlmn Jan 2006r1  7/12/11  9:19 AM  Page 240



The Perception of Music: Sources of Significance
Christopher Peacocke

241

Metaphorical content, even in the visual case, can involve psychological
notions in the content of the metaphor. We perceive Friedrich’s painting ‘Solitary
Tree’ as one in which the nearby tree is a person, isolated, saliently lacking fea-
tures of a normal tree, in a psychologically gloomy part of a landscape that else-
where is sunny and contains normal trees or subjects. Friedrich’s painting is not to
all current tastes, but this and many other of his paintings draw on the ability to
experience something metaphorically-as another. (It is the very fact that this
exploitation can become rather trite that is the explanation for why many do not
find these paintings deep.)

The metaphorical content of experience is a kind of content of experience in
its own right. It cannot be reduced to a combination of visual experience of some
other kind with an element of imagining that something is the case. You can look
at four selected objects on your desk, and also imagine that they are four people.
This does not thereby give you the distinctive experience of metaphorically seeing
them as four people, the distinctive experience you enjoy when you see four pots
of the sort arranged as Zurbaran depicts them. It may or may not cause such an
experience. That it may do so is already enough to show that metaphorical percep-
tion is distinct from perception plus imagining-that, since a cause must be distinct
from what it causes.

The phenomenon of experiencing one thing metaphorically as another is
found in the other arts, and in architecture too. Daniel Libeskind’s Jewish
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Museum in Berlin contains a passage that comes to a dead end. Encountering the
dead end is experienced metaphorically as the termination of a life by a human
intentional agency.1 Another room is so dark that you cannot see your own feet,
and there is only a tiny slit of light high above. It can be experienced metaphori-
cally as the situation of someone faced with unfathomable horrors, but who is still
capable of experiencing a ray of hope.

2. METAPHOR IN COGNITION AND IN MUSIC
The second component of my account is a conception of metaphor as essen-

tially non-linguistic, as something cognitive that can be present in many different
types of mental state and event. Metaphor can enter thought; it can enter imagina-
tion; and it can enter perception. We can think of life as a journey; we can imagine
an atom as consisting of a star and orbiting planets; we can perceive modern wind-
mills in a wind farm as an army of warriors. On this view, metaphor is not essen-
tially linguistic. We have metaphors in language only because we need a device
for expressing these mental states whose content involves metaphor.
Understanding a metaphor expressed in language involves thinking or imagining
whose content is a metaphor. There would be no metaphorical language if there
were no mental states whose contents involve metaphor.2

Whenever there is metaphorical representation, whether in thought, imagina-
tion or experience, there is some kind of isomorphism between two domains. It
does not follow, and is not true, that to enjoy metaphorical thought, imagination or
experience is to think about, imagine or experience a correspondence or isomor-
phism. It is one thing to think about or otherwise represent an isomorphism as
such. It is another to exploit it in thought, imagination or experience. Metaphorical
thought, imagination or experience exploits a correspondence, rather than repre-
sents it. When you think of life as a journey, various features of your representa-
tion of a journey are mapped onto your representation of a life. The mapping is
exploited, rather than being thought about or represented. This is why, when you
think or imagine or experience metaphorically, you appreciate the metaphor first.
In more complex cases you may have to think hard about, and work out, what
exactly the correspondence in question is if someone raises the issue.

The third and most important component of the account is the claim that
when a piece of music is perceived as expressing the property F, then some feature
of the music, possibly a relational feature, is heard metaphorically-as F. As the
pots in Zurbaran’s painting can be seen metaphorically-as people, the rising pas-
sage and the progression in Josquin des Prez’s setting of the lines ‘Caelestia,
Terrestria, Nova replete laetitia’/ ‘Fills heaven and earth with new gladness’ can
be heard metaphorically as the gradual filling of a space with gladness:
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Ave, cuius Conceptio, Hail, thou whose conception
Solemni plena gaudio, Full of great joy
Caelestia, Terrestria, Fills heaven and earth
Nova replet laetitia With new gladness.

This very general condition on hearing something metaphorically-as F does
not restrict the expressed property F to an emotion, or even to the psychological.
Some passages of a symphony may express the marshalling of resources and
weapons in preparation for war. One section of Debussy’s La Mer expresses the
sun’s rising over the ocean. Perhaps it is meant to express the perceptual effect of
the sun’s rising over the ocean, but that is still not an emotion.

If we use a highly generic notion of some feature of a piece of music repre-
senting something, it is important to distinguish within this highly general catego-
ry between representation that depends for its effect on hearing metaphorically-as,
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and representation that does not so depend. One way it does not so depend is when
the representation really does operate by perceived resemblance (and so goes via
representational content), as with Mahler’s ringing cowbells in his Sixth
Symphony representing, of course, ringing cowbells. Another way representation
may not depend on representation-as is illustrated by the representation of Russian
and French forces by their respective national anthems in Tchaikovsky’s 1812
Overture. Neither of these last two is a case of hearing something metaphorically-
as (metaphorically-as cowbells, or metaphorically-as Russian, whatever that
might be). The very triviality of these representations highlights the importance of
hearing metaphorically-as in music with real expressive significance.

An emotion can be a conscious state or event: there can be something it is like
to experience the emotion. The subjective experience of a conscious emotion
includes its affect. Often a piece of music succeeds in expressing a particular emo-
tion by some of its features being perceived metaphorically-as having characteris-
tics of this affect, either at a single moment, or in the development of the affect
over time. The features may also be comparative. A minor chord, sounded by
itself, outside any other context sounds sad. Many theories of musical expression
have great difficulty with this simple case. The minor chord is nothing like a pre-
musical human expression of sadness. There is no changing pitch contour of the
music that in some way corresponds to the contour of a non-musical bodily or ver-
bal expression of sadness over time. There is no changing contour of the single,
isolated chord. If someone were to play the chord to indicate sadness, that will
succeed only because the chord is already heard as expressing sadness.

Some theorists state that in cases such as the isolated minor triad, the associa-
tion with sadness results from a convention.3 But a conventional association by no
means ensures that what is conventionally associated enters the conscious content
of the relevant perception itself. If you are in the United States, there is a conven-
tion to drive on the right-hand side of the road, and you know it. It by no means
follows that you experience someone driving there on the left as driving on the
wrong side of the road. Rather, you may well just experience him as driving on the
left, while also knowing that he is on the wrong side of the road. What we need a
philosophical elucidation of is the way in which sadness enters the content of the
experience of one who hears the minor triad, a specifically perceptual phenome-
non. Even if there were a lawlike association between conventions and such expe-
riences, that would not give us a philosophical elucidation of the constitutive issue
of what it is to have that perceptual experience. Further, if that kind of perceptual
experience is present, it seems that we have what matters for musical experience,
be conventions as they may.4

On the present account, however, there is a relatively straightforward expla-
nation of how the chord can express sadness. The relation of the perceived minor
to its (unheard) major is perceived metaphorically-as an instance of the relation an
emotion of sadness, a subdued emotion experienced from the inside, bears to a
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non-sad ordinary state of mind that is not subdued. The isomorphism in question
is a mapping from the domain of moods (a normal non-sad mood, and sadness in
this case) to the modes of major and minor. One of the literal relations of sadness
to a normal mood is that of the former being more subdued than the latter. Under
the isomorphism, this relation is mapped onto the relation of being the minor of
the corresponding (unheard) major. In particular, the flattened third of the minor
scale is heard metaphorically-as a more subdued version of the unheard major.
Sadness enters the content of the metaphor which helps specify the content of the
auditory perception of the minor triad. The perception of the chord as expressing
sadness is possible only for someone who has some idea of what sadness is like
from the inside.

Thinkers about music are sometimes puzzled as to what it is that is really sad
when we apparently truly describe the music as sad. The music itself is not literal-
ly sad (it is not a mind); the composer need not have been sad when writing it, nor
need it have been an expression of his or anyone else’s imagined sadness; the per-
former need not be sad; the listener need not be sad. The notion of sadness enters
only as an essential element of the intentional content, more specifically the
metaphorical intentional content, of the perception of the music.

In giving this description of musical experience, I am aiming to give a literal
description of an experience with metaphorical content. What I am saying does
not imply that some things in principle defy literal description, or that some things
can as a matter of principle (as opposed to our cognitive limitations) be described
only by the use of metaphor in the description. We should aim to specify precisely
and literally the metaphorical content of mental events of perception, imagination
and thought, when they have such content.

Both the range of properties of a passage of music that lend themselves to
metaphorical experience, and the range of properties that can enter the content of
the experienced metaphor, are very wide. The features that lend themselves to
metaphorical experience may involve a location in the temporal development of a
piece of music. This is possible because one section of a work may be perceived
as standing in certain relations to earlier sections. Maynard Solomon says that one
way of hearing Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations is as an expression of the dignity
that can be found even in the humble.5 This is certainly one way of experiencing
the work. Doing so involves, as does the proper perception of any variations on a
theme, hearing some of the relations in which the variation stands to the original
theme.

The presence of a text in one form or another constrains the open-ended range
of metaphorical contents that a piece of music, without text, may be experienced
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as possessing. Joseph Kerman is surely right when he says that in opera, the com-
poser is the dramatist.6 But the composer, even as dramatist, needs the text. The
text, if understood, allows the hearer to have experiences with metaphorical con-
tent with a specificity practically unattainable in the absence of the text. Take the
music of any great Schubert song, in particular some song that sets a strophic
poem, and imagine the text removed. What remains is an interesting and engaging
piece of music, but it cannot be heard with the same specific metaphorical content
without the text. Consider for instance Schubert’s song Am Tage aller Seelen
(D343) (On All Souls’ Day).

Ruhn in Frieden alle Seelen May all souls rest in peace;
Die vollbracht ein banges Quälen, Those whose fearful torment is over;
Die vollendet süssen Traum, Those whose sweet dreams are past;
Lebensatt, geboren kaum Those sated with life, those barely

born
Aus der Welt hinüber schieden Who have left this world:
Alle Seelen ruhn in Frieden! May all souls rest in peace!

Liebevoller Mädchen Seelen Souls of girls full of love
Deren Tränen nicht zu zählen Whose tears cannot be numbered
Die ein falscher Freund verliess Who, abandoned by a faithless lover,
Und die blinde Welt verstiess: Rejected the blind world:
Alle, die von hinnen schieden, May all who have departed hence,
Alle Seele ruh’n in Frieden! All souls, rest in peace!

Hearing this song as an expression of sympathy, relief that the sufferings of
others are over, is not an experience the composer could rely on the hearer as
having unless the text were there. The same goes for the metaphorical signifi-
cance of the strophic form in this particular example. That all the sufferings are
released in the same way, through death, is a perceptible metaphor that can be
heard in this form. With the text too, the specific metaphorical contents made
accessible to the perceiver are greatly enhanced when we consider development
over time. With a continuing text, we have the possibility of hearing music as
expressing developing, and changing, personal character or historical situation,
and their associated emotions; and, as Bernard Williams emphasizes in one of his
most brilliant essays, changes in the music may capture changes in emotions and
mood that the words do not.7

It follows that the relations between the words and the music is reciprocally
beneficial. Each contributes something the other would not be able to do without
it. The text fixes a proper subset of the metaphorical contents that can be heard in
the music, and so requires the music to be heard in one kind of way rather than
another. But the music, at least in the hands of a great composer, may express
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changes, developments, connections and much else that are not in the text. A great
composer’s setting of a character’s words may reveal the self-deception or wishful
thinking behind the words she sings.

Yet these descriptions so far still understate the range of contents available to
the metaphorical content of the experience of music. The heard content can itself
involve open-ended generality. Of the many, many things to be heard in
Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, one is the emergence of order, unity and strength
in something built up from what were previously only fragments scattered in
many different places. One may experience this metaphorically-as a process of
emotional development. But in hearing it that way, one may also be aware of the
process as being of a general type, with many possible instances. A political
process, a creative process, an intellectual process may all be instances of a type
that involves the emergence of order, unity and strength in something constructed
from previously scattered fragments. One type of skill in a composer is to get the
listener to hear not just a particular metaphorical content, but also to hear a
metaphorical content that involves this generality. Susan McClary considers the
first movement of Bach’s Fifth Brandenburg Concerto, in which the harpsichord,
normally a mere member of the continuo, takes over the music and proceeds to
long and wandering solo, and writes this of it: “The possibility of virtual social
overthrow, and the violence implied by such overthrow, is suggested in the move-
ment”.8 Somemay smile at the specificity of the suggestion, but what is specific in
it is an instance of something more general that certainly is to be heard in the
music, that someone or something has rejected its conventional and recessive role,
and has moved to the centre of attention, and is acting in a freer way, energetical-
ly, and without the usual restraints. Multiple more specific personal, institutional,
intellectual, artistic and political processes can instantiate this general kind.

The metaphorical content of musical experience does not come in a series of
isolated atoms. Over time in hearing a piece, the listener builds up a series of
structured memories of parts of the music, both early and recent. Much of the
musical significance of a piece is available only to one who hears or appreciates
the currently heard passage as standing in one or another particular relation to
what has gone before in the same piece. The psychological and intellectual drama
of the work emerges gradually and cumulatively. We can introduce the notion of
the experiencing musical subject who is listening to the work in question. The
experiences of the experiencing musical subject are not all of those of the actual
subject who is listening on a particular occasion. The actual subject may have con-
scious thoughts and emotions about the bill he has forgotten to pay, about the
tasks of tomorrow, about what happened earlier in the day. But we can distinguish
that subset of his experiences that involve his hearing the work, and his laying
down memories of it as the hearing proceeds, from these other intervening
thoughts and conscious events. This subset we can call the history of the experi-
encing musical subject. The experiencing musical subject in a particular hearing
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of the work may be far from an ideal listener — he may miss much that is really
there to be heard. Prescinding from the non-musical experiences is not the same
thing as considering an ideal case.

The way in which the experiencing musical subject hears a passage of music
may, and commonly will, depend on what precedes it in the musical work. There
may be a dependence on what has just happened, as when a phrase is repeated at a
higher pitch, with a greater emotional intensity. There may be a dependence on an
immense amount that has gone before. When you hear the theme of Bach’s
Goldberg Variations repeated at the end of that work, after the thirty variations, you
hear it as the same theme that you heard at the outset of the work. Any description
of your experience that omits that point would be incomplete. But when you hear
the theme after all the variations, you have a conscious appreciation of a range of
possibilities of variation and development that need not have been present when
you hear the same theme at the outset, and would not be present when you heard
the work for the first time. At an intermediate level of reaching back, when a com-
poser is setting a strophic poem using broadly the same theme for each stanza,
there are structures within which the words and music are heard as placed.

The idea of the experiencing musical subject is not merely a philosophical
construct, but something psychologically real, something whose states influence
conscious experience and the appreciation of music. It is plausible that at the sub-
personal level, we open and build up a mental file specifically about the music, its
content and its development. A subject’s current perception of the music can
depend substantially on what is in the file, and how it is structured.

We can say that in some very broad sense, the ability to experience one thing
metaphorically as another involves imaginative powers. The approach I have
offered is, however, one involving specifically experienced metaphor. Perceptual
experience is to be sharply distinguished from imagination. Imagining something
in the music is not in itself hearing something in the music. Equally, imagining
something in a depiction is not the same as seeing something in the depiction. A
child does not win a competition for finding the hidden snowman in the line draw-
ing by imagining a snowman somewhere in the pattern of lines. The child has to
see the depiction of the snowman there, and he has to see it as a depiction of a
snowman. Thinking of some piece of music as an expression of grief, or as grief
from the inside, or imagining it to be so, is not yet to experience it as having a
metaphorical content involving grief. That is always a further step; and it is that
further step of which music takes advantage.

Earlier I distinguished between exploiting a mapping or isomorphism, and
thinking about that isomorphism. It can help to analyze further what is involved in
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this intuitive distinction. At least three things are plausibly involved when a men-
tal state exploits an isomorphism:

(1) At some subpersonal level, an isomorphism is detected between
two domains, each involving objects, properties and relations,
and detection of this isomorphism involves setting up a corre-
spondence between the mental representations of items in each of
these domains.

(2) The isomorphism is not just given by a list, but by a rule: as, for
instance, when the temporal earlier-later relations of a journey are
mapped onto the earlier-later relations of a life.

(3) Under the correspondence of mental representations between the
two domains, some representations of the metaphorically repre-
sented domain are copied to some special kind of storage binding
them with their corresponding mental representations (of the rep-
resenting domain) in the subpersonal state underlying an experi-
ence, imagining or thought which has the metaphorical content.
Thereby their content enters the metaphorical content of that
mental state or event.

While features (1) and (2) of exploiting an isomorphism are symmetrical as
between the two domains, this third feature involves an asymmetrical relation.
Copying representations of one domain to special storage in what underlies a
mental state involving representations from a second domain is to be distin-
guished from: copying representations of the second domain to special storage in
what underlies a mental state involving representations from the first domain.
Thus, thinking of life as a journey is different from thinking of a journey as a life.
The phrase ‘some kind of special storage’ is of course merely an empty box here,
to be further elaborated by empirical investigation. But ‘special kind’ is still meant
to impose a certain restriction. Since metaphorical seeing-as, for example, is dis-
tinct from the first kind of seeing-as that we distinguished back in Section 1 (rep-
resentational seeing-as), the storage of the copied representations must be
different from the kind that makes the subject see a pot as really being a person, as
opposed to seeing it metaphorically-as a person.

If exploiting an isomorphism does have these three features, it provides a fur-
ther explanation for some of the pre-theoretical distinctions we have already noted.
These features provide for distinctions between the various destinations to which a
representation may be copied. A representation concerning the metaphorically rep-
resented domain may be copied to what underlies perceptual experience; it may be
copied to what underlies an imagining; or may be copied to what underlies a thought
(a thinking). Different kinds of mental state or event may all have metaphorical con-
tent, but there is a common structure here to underlie all such cases.
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If the features (1) — (3) are present when a mental state or event has a
metaphorical content, they also vindicate the intuitive idea that the isomorphism
in question, though real and mentally detected, does not itself enter the content of
the mental state that enjoys metaphorical content. Detection of the isomorphism is
causally active in producing that state with metaphorical content, but no represen-
tation of the isomorphism itself enters the content of the state to whose underlying
realization various mental representations are copied. This is why one who enjoys
the mental state with metaphorical content may have to work out consciously
what the isomorphism is.

This treatment allows that metaphorical content may be simultaneous with a
mental state that possesses it, as in our perception of the Zubaran painting, or it
may be subsequent. In the latter case, the representations from the metaphorically
represented domain are copied (in the distinctive way) to what underlies an
already existing mental state, and thereby enrich its content. This is what happens
when you read a ThomasMann novella, which initially seems to you to be about a
theatrical performer, but which you subsequently realize is also metaphorically
about political developments in Germany and the public’s reaction to them.

The present approach also stands in contrast with those who wish to explain
the emotional content of music by saying that there is a musical language-like sys-
tem that stands in semantic relations to various types of emotional state. The
semantics of this language have yet to be written out. There are also general prob-
lems of principle with the view. One general problem is that metaphorical experi-
ence-as is found in other cases where it is quite implausible that anything like
understanding of a language is involved. There is nothing language-like that has
to be learned to see the Zubaran pottery figures metaphorically-as a group of peo-
ple, or the isolated tree metaphorically-as a lonely and unhappy person. Another
general problem is that even if there were some language-like semantic correla-
tions to be learned, that would not by itself explain the distinctive character of our
hearing something in the music. Knowing a semantic correlation with the emo-
tions, and even hearing some music as having these proposed semantic properties,
is not yet hearing something metaphorically-as joy or relief. (An utterance in a
natural language that refers to an emotion is not thereby an expression of an emo-
tion, nor need it be perceived metaphorically-as involving that emotion.) If this
proposed symbolic system is meant also to have expressive powers too, then that
further thing is precisely what needs explanation. The explanation of that further
fact is not supplied by the symbolic system itself.
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3. RELATION TO THE VOCAL EXPRESSION OF EMOTION
There are examples in which we perceive some line of the music as having a

pitch contour as similar to the intonation contour of an utterance expressive of a
certain emotion. Salient examples would be the vocal lines in Dido’s Lament in
Purcell’sDido and Aeneas, and in Pamina’s aria “Ach, ich fühls” in Mozart’s The
Magic Flute. These lines are heard as having similar contours to a vocal expres-
sion of grief and loss, to a non-musical lamentation. There are contours and timing
characteristic of anger, sadness, and fear. There is some preliminary evidence that
there is some uniformity of vocal expression of such emotions across languages
and across cultures.9

For brevity of expression, I will say that piece of music is V-related to a
human expression of a certain emotion if it resembles a human expression of that
emotion in some specified audible respect — pitch contour, timing, and the like.
In this terminology, we can make the point of the previous paragraph by saying
that in Dido’s and Pamina’s arias, the vocal lines are perceived by listeners to the
music as V-related to human vocal expressions of grief and intense loss.
Enthusiasts for comparisons between the role of perception in the various art
forms may want to compare the V-relation with the perceptual relations involved
in the appreciation of depictions and sculptures.10

Vocal expressions of an emotion are special cases of actions expressive of an
emotion. Perceptions of the vocal expression of an emotion are special cases of
perceptions of an action expressive of an emotion. It can help in classifying and
understanding the phenomena here to step back for a moment, and to look at the
perception of actions more generally, before considering how the perception of
vocal actions fits into this category.

We can distinguish a spectrum of degrees of richness in how an event in
which an agent is involved may be perceived by another. The event in which the
agent is involved may be perceived as not an action at all — as when the agent’s
body tilts relative to the seat as the train speeds round a bend, or when the agent’s
body is pressed back against the seat as the train accelerates. At a first point along
the spectrum lie the cases in which the event in which the agent is involved is per-
ceived as an action, even if it is an action of a kind that the perceiver himself could
not perform, because he has completely the wrong kind of body. We perceive the
motion of a jellyfish rising through water by pushing water downwards as an
action the jellyfish is performing, even though we could do nothing like it. At a
second point along the spectrum are those events that we not only perceive as
actions of the agent, but also perceive as actions of a type that we can perform our-
selves. They are actions of a type that we would not have to reason about how to
perform if we were to decide to perform an action of the sort perceived. Walking,
moving a hand in some entirely new pattern, performing a new dance movement
all fall into this category. At a third point along this spectrum, we see the action
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not only as one of a sort we could perform, but also as an action expressive of a
certain emotion— of anger, fear, delight, surprise, suspicion.

The perception of vocal expressions of emotion exhibits a high degree of
richness and discrimination. Vocal expressions of emotion are located at the third
point along the spectrum in respect of how they are perceived. Not only are utter-
ances perceived as actions (which they are); they are also perceived as expressive
of particular emotions, and intonation contour, pitch, timing and much else about
an utterance can combine to produce this perception of the utterance as expressive
of emotion.

There are ways of representing anger, fear, delight and the other emotions
that are available only to those who know what it is like to experience them. (Such
a way of thinking of fear is not available to Siegfried as The Ring portrays him.11)
These ways of representing are made available to a subject by his having a recog-
nitional capacity for the emotion. It follows that one cannot perceive an utterance,
or any other bodily action, as an expression of an emotion, when it is represented
in one of these ways, without knowing what it would be like to experience the
emotion.

That conclusion is drawn from very general premises. The connection
between experiencing someone else’s action as an expression of a particular emo-
tion, as represented in one of these ways, and the ability to express one’s own
emotion in that way is closer than is captured in that very general reasoning. You
experience the other’s action that expresses an emotion not merely as an action
caused by that emotion, but specifically as an expression of that same emotion.
There is a link between your ability to perceive someone as expressing that emo-
tion in their actions, and your ability to do the same. This link corresponds in a
specifiable way to the link between seeing someone else’s bodily action as of a
certain kind, and your ability to perform an action of that kind, without further rea-
soning. In the latter, relatively simpler, case, there is a way W of thinking of the
relevant action-type with this property:

You can see an action as of kindW; and when all is functioning
properly, you can perform an action of the same kind W with-
out further practical reasoning about how to do it.

Similarly, in the case of an action seen in way U, as expressive of a certain emo-
tion, roughly the following holds:

You can see an action as of kind U, expressing the emotion in
question; and when all is functioning properly, and you your-
self are experiencing that same emotion, you could express it in
an action of kind U, without any further reasoning.
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In short, we have just as strong a conception of what perceived emotionally
expressive action is like from the inside - from the point of view of the agent and
subject of the emotion - as we do for bodily actions perceived in the ways distinc-
tive of the third point on the spectrum of cases discussed earlier.

All these points have consequences for the perception of music, when some
piece of music is experienced as V-related to a human vocal expression of some
specific emotion. One consequence concerns the emotion-type involved when a
piece of music is experienced as V-related to a vocal expression of that emotion-
type. This emotion-type is inherited by the emotional content of the music itself,
from the emotional content of the kind of vocal expression in question.

A second consequence follows from the fact that there is no intentional con-
tent p such that the vocal, nonsemantic features of the expression are experienced,
via the perception of emotion, as an expression of fear, delight, surprise etc. in the
specific content that p. Correspondingly, the music that is perceived as V-related
to vocal expressions of an emotion is not thereby perceived as an expression of an
emotion with a specific intentional content p. (It may be a musical expression of
an emotion with a specific intentional content — e.g. that the subject has lost her
lover — in virtue of something else, such as the text that is being sung, or the dra-
matic context in which the singing occurs.)

A third consequence is that in hearing the music as expressive of a particular
emotion by virtue of hearing it as standing in the V-relation to an expressive
action, there is correspondingly no such thing as hearing the music that way, but
not knowing what it is like from the inside to experience the emotion expressed.
The music may even enable the hearer to understand new emotional states (as
John Greco remarked to me); but this would still be understanding from the
inside, even though newly acquired. The music, properly appreciated, carries us
all the way into the point of view of anyone represented in the musical world as
having the expressed emotion.

The explanatory power of the phenomenon of perception in music of instances
of the V-relation is limited in two respects. The first limitation is that some music
has a metaphorical content that does not concern the emotions. We should remem-
ber the earlier example of a piece of music capable of expressing the unification
and integration of diverse fragments. This content does not concern an emotion,
and is not something capable of vocal expression (as opposed to statement) in the
intonation-contour, timing, or other non-semantic aspects of an utterance. In such
cases, the general account of musical significance in terms of perception with a
metaphorical content gets a grip while perceived resemblance to features of vocal
expression plays no role in explaining the significance of the music.

The other limitation is that even when a piece of music has an emotional sig-
nificance, that significance is by no means always present by the music’s being
perceived as V-related to human vocal expressions. It is not as if we are constant-
ly hearing a similarity to vocal expressions in such emotionally expressive works
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as the final, contrapuntal movement of Beethoven’s Hammerklavier Sonata (at
least, I am not). The emotional content, when it is present, can come equally from
the content of the perceived metaphor. There are indeed some famous instrumen-
tal passages which can be heard as V-related to human vocal expressions of emo-
tions. The celebrated passage of the first violin part marked ‘Beklemmt’ in the
Cavatina in Beethoven’s B flat String Quartet Opus 130 can be heard as V-related
to a fragmented utterance, that keeps starting and stopping, expressing, in less
than ten seconds, at first a cautious hopefulness, that turns into puzzlement and
dismay.

But these instrumental cases are exceptional. It is no accident that the best
and most numerous examples of hearing some part of a piece of music as V-relat-
ed to an expressive utterance are provided by vocal music itself. When instrumen-
tal cases occur, they involve instruments that are perceptually most similar to the
human voice.12
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4. APPLICATION TO SOME CLASSICAL ISSUES ABOUTMUSIC
I now turn to consider the bearing of the treatment I have outlined on some

much-discussed issues about the perception and expression of emotion in music. I
start with a quotation from Richard Wagner: “What music expresses is eternal,
infinite and ideal; it does not express the passion, love, or longing of such-and-
such individual on such-and-such an occasion, but passion, love or longing in
itself...”.13 This particular point is originally in Schopenhauer.14 It is no doubt rare
for Wagner and logical or semantic form to be mentioned in the same sentence,
but so mentioning them is what we need to do to explain the phenomenonWagner
is rightly noting in this passage. When life is thought of as a journey, or a tree in
the shade is perceived as an unhappy person, the thought does not have to be of a
particular journey (like the journey from Paris to Pisa), or of a particular unhappy
person. The content of the metaphor can just concern a property, or a system of
relations, or both, rather than these as instantiated in a particular individual. The
same holds for the perceived metaphorical content of music. The logical form is:
feature F of piece of music M is perceived by a particular subject metaphorically-
as representing the property P. The property P would be specified in detail by a
term with lambda-abstraction, a term that may but need not mention any particular
individual or, as Wagner would say, occasion.

The passage fromWagner’s writing continues: “…passion, love or longing in
itself, and this it [music — CP] presents in that unlimited variety of motivations,
which is the exclusive and particular characteristic of music, foreign and inex-
pressible in any other language”. The idea that what is significant in a piece of
music cannot be translated into any other medium, format or language, is common
to a groups of theorists, composers and commentators who would differ on much
else. Charles Rosen gives a pleasing formulation which entails the point when he
writes that music has a “meaning although it does not transmit a message”.15 If
there were a message, it seems, it could be the same message in another medium
or language.

The natural explanation of the untranslatability under the account I am offer-
ing is that in metaphorical thought, imagination or experience, what it is that is
thought of, or imagined, or experienced in a metaphorical manner is an essential
component of the subject’s mental state. If you change what it is that is experi-
enced metaphorically-as something else, then even if you still have a mental state
with metaphorical content, it is a subjectively different mental state. And if you
just give the content of only one side of the metaphor, that is clearly cognitively
something different from a conscious state whose content involves the metaphor.

One may try to describe, without mentioning the landscape and the tree’s
location, the mental state and situation of someone who corresponds to the isolat-
ed tree. It would always be an informative statement that any such description
fully captures what is in the metaphorical content when the tree is seen as an iso-
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lated, unhappy person. Since it would always be informative, that by itself would
be enough to show that no translation is possible. But the untranslatability goes far
beyond that point. When we specify further the content of the metaphor, we reach
that further content (e.g. that our unhappy subject is distant from others who are
not so unhappy, and who are close to one another) only via the first term of the
metaphor, the landscape as given in the picture.

This is a general argument that mental states with metaphorical content can-
not be reduced to mental states that do not involve metaphorical content. The
untranslatability of music to other media or representations is a special case of this
general point. This explanation also means, of course, that we must sharply distin-
guish the untranslatability claim from the claim, also present inWagner’s passage,
that this phenomenon of untranslatability is unique to music. Under the explana-
tion I am offering, it is not unique to music, but is rather present in any case of a
vehicle with metaphorical content. The author of a piece of poetry appreciation of
which involves grasp of a metaphor would also rightly insist on this untranslata-
bility into another medium. No non-poetic medium can translate the effect of
Goethe’s famous short poem “Über allen Gipfeln”.

Über allen Gipfeln
Ist Ruh,
In allen Wipfeln
Spürest du
Kaum einen Hauch;
Die Vögelein schweigen imWalde.
Warte nur, balde
Ruhest du auch.

An experienced metaphor involving a piece of music, a depiction or a poem could
be produced by something in another medium only if the essential characteristics
of the mental states involved in the appreciation of the metaphorical contents were
the same in perception of objects or events in the other medium — which in the
nature of the case, they are not.

We also have to distinguish sharply between translation of a linguistic
expression of a metaphor and attempts to reduce a mental state with metaphorical
content to familiar states that lack metaphorical content. The points I have been
making do not entail that a metaphor expressed in English cannot, by and large, be
translated into French or German. It can be translated. But understanding the
English expression of the metaphor and understanding the French expression of
the metaphor requires the thinker to be in the same mental state, of thinking of an
F as a G, for the relevant F and G. It does not involve elucidating a mental state
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with metaphorical content in terms of states of some other kind. (Quality of trans-
lation of course always remains a matter of degree, given the different histories
and cultures in which different languages are embedded.)

It is a fact that there are correct and incorrect, better and worse, ways of hear-
ing a piece of music. Sometimes it is incorrect to hear the trio section of a sym-
phony as a straightforward expression of joy of a sort expressed by any
Viennese-style waltz. Sometimes it should rather be heard as involving irony, and
as involving some psychological distance from the normal appreciation of a waltz.
That will account for features of the music not otherwise explained. It will account
for the exaggerated features of this particular waltz. It will also fit better with the
represented psychological development emerging out of the successive metaphor-
ical contents of the whole symphony to this point. The same goes for the percep-
tion of larger-scale structure.16

It may seem that in emphasizing the experienced content of music, and simul-
taneously distinguishing metaphorical content from representational content, we
deprive ourselves of any hope of explaining a distinction between correct and
incorrect, better and worse ways of hearing the emotional content of a piece of
music. But this is not so. An experienced metaphor relies on the existence of a
mentally represented isomorphism. The isomorphism can exist even if it is not
mentally represented; which is what happens when a piece of music is not per-
ceived correctly. To come to hear a piece of music better is to come to hear it as
having a richer, more interesting or significant metaphorical content than one suc-
ceeded in hearing in it previously.

Finally, I note the bearing of this position on the idea, mentioned in some
writers, that a passage of music can genuinely have an emotional significance that
the composer himself does not appreciate, and did not consciously intend. We
have emphasized that in appreciating a metaphor, either in thought or in experi-
ence, a subject exploits an isomorphism rather than thinks about it. The composer
can in this respect be in the same position as the listener. Once a composer is
exploiting in his music a perceivable metaphor for a certain psychological state, or
a certain stage in a psychological or intellectual development, or whatever else
may be in the metaphorical content, the composer may move on to compose new
musical passages that seem right under that conception, even though he cannot
say why. His compositional conception is governed by some perceivable
metaphor he is exploiting, and other, sophisticated, hearers may be able to per-
ceive in the new passages an emotional or representational significance the com-
poser himself could not characterize at all satisfactorily in natural language if
asked. This is not an inexplicable miracle if there is a psychologically real
metaphorical conception that is governing his composition. A conception of musi-
cal expression as involving perceived metaphor is not merely compatible with, but
can explain, the existence of this phenomenon. It is a phenomenon of cognition
that our grasp of a concept can go beyond what we have so far been able to articu-
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