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INTRODUCTION

In much of the Western world pitches are conceived of as existing in a metaphorical
2-dimensional space along a vertical axis where “high frequency” pitches lie higher and “low
frequency” pitches are lower. but this isn’t a universal phenomenon. In some cultures, and even
for some children in the Western world, this orientation is reversed.?

In many parts of the world, pitches exist in other metaphorical spaces (e.g. thick/thin; big/small);
metaphorical spaces related to mass (e.g. heavy/light); metaphorical kinship relations (e.g.
grandmother/daughter), age metaphors (e.g. old voices/young voices); or very culturally specific
senses (e.g. crocodile/those who follow crocodile).

This is a non-exhaustive list of many of these pitch metaphors with relevant references to help
those who are curious get a sense of the global diversity of pitch metaphors throughout time. As
with many of the other resources by the author at Mae Mai, the r/GlobalMusicTheory wiki, and
other publicly available online spaces, this is a work in progress and updated versions can be
found linked here or via this DOI: 10.6084/m9.figshare.24002442.

ENTRIES

Ancient Greek Music (EU: Greece)
e H-oxys (“sharp”)®
e L -barys (“heavy”)*
'Are'are (OC: Malaita, Solomon Islands)
e H - siho (“to go down”); hi hu’a (“towards the bottom”)°
e L - hane (“to go up”); hi uuru (“towards the top”)®

"It should be noted that “high” and “low” as they relate to frequency are themselves also metaphorical
usages.

2 See entries on the ‘Are’are and Dutch children, for example.

3 Eitan & Timmers (2010: 406)

4 Eitan & Timmers (2010: 406)

5 Zemp & Malkus (1979: 14-15)

¢ Zemp & Malkus (1979: 14-15)
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Bashi (AF: Democratic Republic of Congo)
e H - mulEngi musungono’ (“small” or “weak” notes)®
e L - mulEngi munEnf® (“big” or “strong” notes)®
Basongye (AF: Republic of Congo)
e H - /upela (“small”)"
e L - lukata (“large”)'?
China
e H-qing & (“clear”)’®; ruo 58 (“weak”); ging B (“light”); duan %& (“short”)'*; “child’s
sound”®
e L -zhuo & (“muddy”)'s; giang 5 (“strong”); zhong & (“heavy”); chang & (“long”)";
“adult’'s sound”"®
Chopi (AF: Mozambique)
e H -small or weak note'®
e L - big or strong note®
Croatian (EU: Croatia, parts of Eastern Europe)
e H - sitan glas (“tiny voice”); sitni veskovi (“tiny sounds”); brzi treptaji (“quick
oscillations”)?’
e L - krupan glas (“big voice”); krupni veskovi (“big sounds”); polagani treptaji (“slow
oscillations”)?
Dan (AF: Northwestern Ivory Coast, Liberia)
e H - small voice®
e L -large voice*
Dutch children (EU: Netherlands)
e H - “Our results suggest 5-year-olds understand height-pitch metaphors in a reversed
fashion (high pitch = low)"®
Dutch infants (EU: Netherlands)
e 4 month old Dutch infants are just as likely to prefer thickness-pitch mappings as they
are height-pitch mappings.®

" Merriam (1957: 144)

8 Eitan & Timmers (2010: 406); Merriam (1957: 144); Merriam (1964: 94)
® Merriam (1957: 144)

% Ejitan & Timmers (2010: 406); Merriam (1957: 144); Merriam (1964: 96)
" Merriam (1964: 97)

12 Merriam (1964: 97)

¥ Needham & Robinson (1962: 157, 203-204); Christensen (2019: 194)
4 Christensen (2019: 194)

'® Christensen (2019: 197)

® Needham & Robinson (1962: 157, 203-204); Christensen (2019: 194)
' Christensen (2019: 194)

'8 Christensen (2019: 197)

® Tracey (1948: 107)

2 Tracey (1948: 107)

21 Zuvela & Ani¢ (2019: 209-210)

2 7uvela & Ani¢ (2019: 209-210)

2 Stone (1981: 190)

24 Stone (1981: 190)

% Dolscheid (2015)

% Dolscheid et al. (2014)
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Farsi (AS: Iran)
e H - naazok (“thin")
e L -koloft (“thick”)
Gbaya xylophone (AF: Central African Republic)
e L to H - grandmother, mother, father, son and daughter?”
Horizontal-Pitch mapping (see also Right-handed subjects)
e H-right®
o L-left®
Infants (see also Dutch infants; relatedly, see also Dutch Children, and Italian Children)
e 3 to 4-month old Infants are just as likely to prefer sharpness-pitch mappings as they are
height-pitch mappings.*
Istria (EU: Peninsular Croatia/Slovenia/ltaly)
e H - kanat na tanko (“singing thin”); mala sopela (“small sopela”)*'
e L - kanat na debelo (“singing thick”); velika sopela (“big sopela”)*?
Italian children
e Correspondence of pitch and vertical alignment metaphors not fully developed in 4-5
year old children: “[O]ur study showed that preschool children were sensitive to
audio-visual, visuo-tactile and audio-tactile correspondences, but only under specific
experimental conditions, suggesting that an adult-like sensitivity to these
correspondences is still developing by age five years.”?
Jabo (AF: Southeastern Liberia)
e H - ke (small voice; name of a bird with a high-pitched voice)**
e L - dolo (large voice; name of a bird with a low-pitched voice)®®
Kpelle (AF: Central Liberia; Guinea)
e H - wobo su kuro téi (small voice; lit. “voice with a small inside”)%; “light™’
e L - woo su kéte (large voice; lit. “voice with a large inside”)*; “heavy™®
e M- sama* (middle voice)
Kreung (AS: Northeast Cambodia)

27 Ashley (2004: 66-67); Eitan & Timmers (2010: 406)

2 See Timmers & Li (2016) for a review of the literature; Rusconi et al. (2006) shows preference for
left-right/low-high mappings in non-musicians on pitch related tasks while the preference in trained
musicians is for this mapping in both pitch and non-pitch related tasks; Lidji et al. (2007)

2 See Timmers & Li (2016) for a review of the literature; Rusconi et al. (2006) shows preference for
left-right/low-high mappings in non-musicians on music related tasks while the preference in trained
musicians is for this mapping in both music and non-music related tasks; Lidji et al. (2007)

%0 Walker, et al. (2010)

3 Zuvela & Ani¢ (2019: 210)

%2 Zuvela & Ani¢ (2019: 210)

% Nava et al. (2016: 109); See also Lewkowicz & Minar (2014) for research suggesting the same for
American infants.

3 Stone (1981: 190)

3 Stone (1981: 190)

3 Stone (1981: 190)

37 Eitan & Timmers (2010: 406)

38 Stone (1981: 190)

% Eitan & Timmers (2010: 406)

40 Stone (1981: 190)



Jon Silpayamanant Musical Pitch is Not "High" or "Low" doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.2400244

e H - “tight™
e L -“loose™?
Latin (EU: up to late Middle Ages Europe)
e H - acutus (“sharp”)
e L - gravis (“heavy”)
Lau (OC: Solomon Islands)
e H - kwao (“white”; charcoal marks on a plank, light up-strokes)*?
e L - bulu (“black”; charcoal marks on a plank, heavy down-strokes)**
Right-handed subjects
e H-right*
o L -Left
Shona mbira (AF: Zimbabwe)
e H - “those who follow crocodile”; “mad person”; “young men’s voices”; “women’s voices”;
“thick™’
e L - “crocodile”; “stable (person) who holds the piece together”; “old men’s voices”;
“men’s voices”; “thin™®
Suya (SA: Amazonian basin)
e H-(‘young")*

e L-(“old")*®
Turkish (AS: Western Asia, Asia Minor)
e H-"“thin”
e L - “thick”
Zapotec (NA: Sierra Sur of Mexico)
e H-"“thin”
o L - “thick”
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