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Abstract

This paper aims at discussing the process of multimodal meaning construction
called multilevel grounding, according to which meaning emerges hierarchically,
through six recursive levels of constraint: formal, cross-modal, affective, conceptual,
culturally rich, and individual. Given that this theory has found application in the
cognitive science of meaning generation in music, language, and visual art, this study
aims to investigate more thoroughly the nature of meaning construction when
linguistic and musical data are cointegrated. To that end, we analyse 5 TV show
scenes in which the dialogue and the tones heard in the background seem to be
sending out contradictory signals on one/some of the six grounding levels this theory
presupposes. By doing so, this study attempts to come one step closer to learning in
what way language and music, even when they appear to communicate a conflicting
message, still work together to create novel meaning. The results of the present study
indicate that such linguo-musical mismatches occur on each of the five levels of
interpretation, with the sixth level being excluded from the analysis on purpose due to
its inherently subjective nature. The same phenomenon has been observed in each of
the five analysed scenes, and we believe that its use was both intentional and necessary
on the part of the shows’ creators to communicate the intended message in its entirety to
the keenest of viewers. Namely, we argue that it is exactly these contrasts on each level of
constraint that are responsible for the complex understanding of the scenes in question by
introducing entirely new elements into the narrative, such as plot twists, which further
leads to often humorous, but always non-composite, interpretations.
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MY3UKA U JNJAJIOTI' CYKOB/BEHHU Y CHEHAMA
N3 NNONYJAPHUX TB CEPUJA KPO3 IIPU3MY
CEMAHTUKE BUHIECJIOJHOI' YTEMEJBEIHLA

Arncrpakr

OBaj pazx ce 6aBU MPOIIECOM KOHCTPYHCAamka MYITHMOJATHOT 3HaYeHa MoJ Ha3u-
BOM GUULECTOJHO ymeMeberbe, Ha OCHOBY KOTa 3HAUCHE HACTAje XHjepapXHujCKH, Kpo3
IIECT PEKyp3UBHUX HUBOA HMHTEPIpETAaIlje, Ha3BaHHX (opManHu, KpoCcMOOAIHU,
apexmueHu, NOjMOSHU, KYIMyporowku N unousuoyarinu. majyhu y Buny na je osa
TeopHuja Halula IPUMEHYy Yy Jely KOTHUTHBHE HayKe KOjH ce 0aBU CTBapameM 3Ha-
Yemha Y MY3HULH, je3UKY U BU3YEIHOj YMETHOCTH, OBO HCTPAXKUBAKHE HMa 33 Wb J1a
Iy0Jbe MCTPaXd MPUPONY H3TPaIibe 3HAUCHa MPUINKOM KOMOWHOBama jE3WYKHX U
My3HYKHX HH(OpManuja. Y TOM CMHUCITY, aHanu3upamo 5 cueHa u3 TB cepuja y ko-
jUMa Mja’o3u M MO3aJMHCKH TOHOBH HaW3IVIEN Lajby KOHTPAAUKTOPHE CHTHAJIE Ha
jeIHOM WM BHIE HUBOA yTeMeJbeha Koje OBa TeopHja IpeTrnocrasiba. Ha Taj HauwH,
OBaj paJl HACTOjM JAa mpube Kopak Onmke pasyMeBamby HauMHa HA KOJU je3WK U My-
3MKa, YaK U KaJia ce YMHU Ja 1ajby KOHTPAIUKTOPHY HOPYKY, U ajbe JIeyjy 3ajelHo
Kako O CTBOPWJIM TeMeJb 3a HOBO, KpeaTUBHHUje TyMauewme. Pe3ynraTu 1o kojux cMo
JOIIUTH CYTepuIlly Jla TaKBa je3MYKO-My3HWYKa Heclarama I0CTOje¢ Ha CBAKOM OJf MeT
HMBOA MHTEpIpeTalHje, IPH YeMy je LIECTH HHBO HAMEPHO M30CTABJbCH M3 aHAIN3e
300T CBOje CYIITHHCKU CyOjekTuBHE mpupoze. OBaj cMo (peHOMEH Mperno3Hald y cBa-
KOj O] TIeT aHAIM3UPAHKX CIIEHAa M BEPYjeMO Ja Cy T'a ayTOpH ceprja YIOTpeOWIn Kao
HY>XHE KaKo OW ce HajIa)XJbHBUjUM TJIeJaolMa y TOTIIYHOCTH MpeHeNa HaMepaBaHa
nopyka. Jlakie, y 0BOM paay TBPAUMO Jia yIIPaBO TH KOHTPACTH, IPUCYTHH Ha CBAKOM
HHUBOY yTeMeJbea, NIPYKajy MOTHBALK]Y 3a CJI0XKEHO pa3yMeBame OBUX CI[EHA TaKO
IITO y OKBHPY KOMIUIEKCHOT HAapaTHBa HajaBJbYjy MOTIYHO HOBE €IEMEHTE IIOIyT He-
OYeKMBaHOT pa3Boja jnorahaja. OBo Jasbe BOAM JO YECTO AYXOBHUTOT, a CBAKAKO He-
KOMITO3MTHOT, TyMauema CLICHE.

Kibyune peun: u3rpajama 3Ha4YCHa, BUIIECIOJHO YTEMEJbEHE, My3HKa, je3UK,
KOH(ITHKT.

INTRODUCTION

Following decades of linguistic underdeterminacy present in se-
mantic/pragmatic thought that recognised the value of context, back-
ground knowledge, and other extralinguistic factors, suggesting that lin-
guistic information alone is not enough to determine the meaning of what
is being said, we seem to have relatively recently witnessed a leap toward
influential theories dealing with more than literal denotations of words. In
particular, with Lakoff’s (2006) idea that metaphor comprises a huge por-
tion of everyday language and Johnson’s (2005) claim that many human
concepts are based on preconceptual ‘image schemas’, interest suddenly
grew in attempting to analyse contextual aspects of meaning construction.
More modern semantic theories are thus concerned with phenomena not
necessarily bound to language alone but related to general cognitive pro-
cesses and ultimately manifest in visual and auditory domains as well as
language. George Lakoff’s (2006) conceptual metaphor theory and Fau-
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connier and Turner’s (2002) theory of conceptual blending have thus pro-
posed that concepts exist outside of language as well, and that, to analyse
them, scholars need to resort to cross-field parallelisms between linguistic
and non-linguistic information. For instance, the latter paradigm can be
used to explain how novel meaning emerges from the conceptual integra-
tion of distinct textual and musical structures (Antovi¢ & Tasi¢, 2011).

While these theories analyse purely conceptual language phenom-
ena, or phenomena delineated by narrow linguistic context, well enough,
they still remain somewhat vague in that they fail to take into account the
indisputable influence a broader situational context or background
knowledge may have on the interpretation process. To that end, Coulson
and Oakley (2005) propose the notion of a grounding box that appears to
capture such more contextually-laden aspects of meaning. These authors
argue for the importance of interlocutors’ shared background knowledge
and assumptions about the world — a one-dimensional grounding box —
that help them make sense of all kinds of referential statements. Antovié
(2016) goes one step further by refining the grounding notion so that it
encompasses different layers of meaning making, instead of representing
a monolithic construct. The theory of multilevel grounding or multilevel-
grounded semantics thus proposes a meaning construction model whose
grounding box involves six hierarchical and partially recursive levels of
interpretation: formal, cross-modal, affective, conceptual, culturally rich,
and individual.

This framework arose as a way to analyse musical meaning in a
systematic way, capturing the possible unconscious mechanisms that lead
from the simple perception of musical structures (the first stage of multi-
level grounding) toward the most complex, metaphorical interpretation of
a piece enriched with the listener’s personal experience (the final ground-
ing stage). To illustrate, Antovi¢ et al. (2016), spotted a curious verbal
description of a musical piece given by one of the participants. This per-
son stated that a 20-second excerpt from Grieg’s piece In the Hall of the
Mountain King reminded them of “a fat lion from a cartoon, walking fur-
tively, on its tiptoes” (Antovi¢, 2021a, p.149). In an attempt to explain
how such metaphorical interpretation does not simply come out of no-
where, Antovi¢ (2022) lays out the six-stage process of meaning making,
highlighting the blends that appear on all levels of grounding and ulti-
mately motivate such a highly personalized interpretation. On the first
level of meaning generation, the author argues, the insightful participant
unconsciously picks up the formal aspects of the musical piece they have
been exposed to: in this case, the legato and staccato segments with slow
crescendo motivating the overall perceptual tension. The second level is
where the participant draws parallels between the formally observed
structures and their own bodily experience, resulting in the staccato tones
creating a PATH image schema in the mind of the listener, that are ulti-
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mately going to be perceived as ‘steps’. Level three, or the affective tier,
attaches to the previous interpretation a comic sensation based on the idea
that the steps so perceived seem heavy yet purposefully chopped up and
quieted down. On the fourth level, basic entities performing the action are
born, such as humans or animals sneaking so as not to get noticed. The
higher, fifth level of grounding calls for the listener's cultural knowledge,
now creating a specified and contextually appropriate blend: the funny
entity traversing the path on its tiptoes must be a fat lion often seen in car-
toons, its robust posture juxtaposed against its attempt to go unnoticed.
Lastly, on the personal grounding tier, the same participant might have
had a recollection of something similar happening in real life — a large an-
imal trying to scurry its way out of trouble. The final level of grounding is
the one most susceptible to personal experience, which is why the same
composition could, in the mind of another listener, trigger a slightly dif-
ferent interpretation — for example, a fan of Steve Cutts” Man might, upon
hearing the same piece, imagine a human rather than an animal scurrying
their way out of the mess they always seem to leave behind. (The latter
interpretation involves a more sombre overall sensation when the sixth-
level association of the musical piece to the famous short film calls for a
less funny and positive interpretation on the third, affective level, which
explains the partial recursiveness of the proposed grounding process.)

So far, multilevel grounding has provided proposals as to how to
uncover the relevant meaning-making operations in the domains of mu-
sic, visual art, and language (Antovi¢, 2016, 2021a, 2021b). However, it
has done so in one-dimensional input channels alone, without analysing
data that incites more than one sensory organ at the same time. A broader
question this paper thus poses is: What happens when overlapping lin-
guistic and auditory stimuli appear to be sending out contradictory sig-
nals to the meaning-making apparatus inside our minds? In other words:
How is it that we interpret incongruous data coming from the domain of
language and sound — do we arrive at meaning by completely rejecting
one stimulus or do the two conflicting stimuli work together to generate
novel (and often unexpected) layers of meaning?

The present paper advocates for the second option, drawing on the
insights provided by the theories of multilevel grounding and conceptual
blending.

More precisely, this paper provides multilevel-grounding analyses
of five scenes taken from popular TV shows featuring deadpan humour
(Westworld, Stranger Things, Breaking Bad, Killing Eve, and Wednes-
day). The analyses through six layers of grounding are meant to pinpoint
the exact levels on which the music-language incongruities happen and
ultimately provide an explanation of how these two communication
modes appear to misalign with one another in order to introduce novel
meanings. Following the first, introduction section that covers the theo-
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retical framework against which the analyses are carried out, section two
outlines the methodology used, while section three (analysis) presents the
detailed analyses of five TV show excerpts featuring ‘mismatches’ in dia-
logue and background music. Section four or the conclusion part revisits
these insights and outlines some ideas for further research.

Theoretical Framework

The question of how the human conceptual system interprets dif-
ferent kinds of data by ascribing meaning to them has been one of the
most basic topics in cognitive science. More recent theories of meaning
that arose from the school of cognitive semantics treat language as part of
a conceptual system operating at an unconscious level, not functionally
separated from other cognitive domains like memory, perception, atten-
tion, etc. Cognitive phenomena exhibited by language such as conceptual
metaphor can thus also be found in visual and auditory perception (for
evolutionary similarities between language and music with respect to re-
cursion, group membership, and the expansion of connotations, see An-
tovi¢, 2009). Lakoff and Johnson (1980) base their well-known metaphor
proposal on the notion of cross-domain mappings that connect the source
domain (a more ‘familiar’, concrete, and embodied conceptual packet
from which one draws the metaphor) to the target domain (a more ab-
stract domain to which one applies the metaphor). This explains why we
often refer to arguments using war terminology (e.g. His criticisms were
right on target), why heaven occupies the upmost position in The Ladder
of Divine Ascent icon or Michelangelo’s Last Judgment fresco, or why
even instrumental sections of high-pitched songs like Walking on Sun-
shine by Katrina and the Waves, arguably, sound happy. The proper in-
terpretation of two metaphors in question, ARGUMENT is WAR and UP is
GOOD, DOWN is BAD, is made possible due to the process of embodiment
and Mark Johnson’s (1987) image-schemas, abstract cognitive construc-
tions arising from our embodied experience that help us make sense of
the world around us. ‘On target’ thus relies on the image schema known
as CENTRE/PERIPHERY and the metaphor rooted in our biology that pre-
supposes that central parts are usually more important than peripheral
ones. Therefore, the metaphorical sentence from above roughly translates
to: His criticisms were accurate and relevant. The other two examples
coming from the domain of visual and auditory perception instantiate the
image schema known as VERTICALITY which, once again, makes use of
our embodied experiences to convey the meaning that things positioned
high on a vertical scale are essentially better than the lower ones.

An important extension to the conceptual metaphor theory in cog-
nitive science, focusing more on ‘emergent’, ‘online” aspects of meaning
generation, is known as the theory of conceptual blending (Fauconnier &
Turner, 2002). To explain the essence of this approach, one may start
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with an example sentence: If Bill Clinton had been French, there would
not have been the Monica Lewinsky affair (Antovi¢, 2021a) — a para-
phrase of Coulson and Oakley’s (2005): In France, the Lewinsky affair
wouldn 't have hurt Clinton. The idea of Clinton being French blends two
mental spaces (that of an American president and his counterpart in
France), mapping certain characteristics of each one onto the other (say,
their political careers and susceptibility to affairs) that ultimately results
in a hypothetical scenario in which such an affair would not have been
dangerous to presidency. The ability to understand this counterfactual
sentence stems from the interlocutors’ shared knowledge about the Amer-
ican president, his personal life, and the political system in France — all
the things that would go into Coulson and Oakley’s (2005) grounding
box. Similarly, a recent meme that has been circulating on social media
since the premiere of Christopher Nolan’s Oppenheimer shows a scene
featuring the characters of Robert Oppenheimer and Albert Einstein,
while the caption reads: this must be like The Avengers for people who
know multiplication tables. To get the joke, one cannot simply map the
domain of ‘people who know multiplication tables’ onto ‘regular popula-
tion that attends blockbuster premieres’ and the domain of ‘The
Avengers’ onto the domain of ‘Oppenheimer’. Instead, there are certain
layers of meaning at play here that cannot be accounted for only in terms
of cross-domain mappings that conceptual metaphor theory proposes. The
fact that the joke is meant to ‘offend’ people who know multiplication ta-
bles by implying that they are individuals obsessed with mathematics
who get excited about scientists instead of superheroes and also imply
that the people who know multiplication tables make up a minority means
that there is much more going on here than the conceptual metaphor
framework would be able to explain. The theory of conceptual blending,
on the other hand, would call upon the notion of mental spaces for the
analysis — small cognitive packets constructed during discourse that help
interlocutors organise information in order to make sense of it. This theo-
ry would thus recognise two input spaces in the meme: the mental space
of people who know multiplication tables (smart people who look up to
scientists and probably do not visit cinemas as much as Marvel fans do)
and the mental space of regular individuals (who are not as familiar with
basic mathematical operations and rarely miss an event in the Marvel
Cinematic Universe). The humorous effect of the meme is achieved by
selectively projecting the relevant elements of the two input spaces to-
gether into a blended space so as to generate novel meaning.

A useful addition to the theory of mental spaces and conceptual
blending comes from Coulson and Oakley (2005). In examining the rela-
tionship between literal and figurative meanings, these authors borrow
Langacker’s (2002) notion of ground that includes the speech event, par-
ticipants, and context and arrive at the conclusion that it should be ex-
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panded as to specify participants and roles, forum, and context surround-
ing the utterance. Antovi¢ (2021a) introduces ‘multilevel’ grounding,
claiming that the grounding box should not constitute a single, monolithic
square in the conceptual blending diagram. Rather, it should be under-
stood as a multilayered construct, composed of six partially recursive and
hierarchical grounding levels: formal, cross-modal, affective, conceptual,
culturally rich, and personal. On the first, formal or perceptual level, the
human conceptual system parses stimuli into logical (linguistic, musical,
or visual) chunks that further get schematized on the second, cross-modal
level by undergoing processes motivated by Johnson’s image schemas.
On the third, affective level, the previous interpretation gets assigned
emotional valence that results from the combined formal and cross-modal
experience. On the fourth, conceptual tier, very basic narratives are con-
structed, while on levels five and six, culturally rich and individual, these
concepts are coloured with cultural knowledge and personal experience.
What is important for the analysis is that higher grounding tiers always
build upon the interpretation coming from the lower ones.

To illustrate further, let us outline an example: a participant's inter-
pretation of Wagner's sword motif in Rheingold as “the descent of gods
from Olympus” (Antovi¢, 20214, p.152). A multilevel-grounding analysis
of the piece suggests the participant's perception of tension arguably
stemming from the formal characteristics of the composition on level one:
a clean C major triad laid against a broken chord that ultimately disap-
points the listeners' expectancies. Further blended with the loudness and
abruptness of ascending pitches, a sense of movement emerges, which, in
combination with the prevalent forte dynamics, gives rise to the FORCE
schema on the second, cross-modal layer. The so perceived loud ‘clash of
forces® with alternating tension and relaxation results in ‘drama’ on the
affective level. This level-three blend then integrates with additional ele-
ments inferred from the musical construct, such as the loud baritone voice
and the blazing brass section, to evoke battle imagery on level four, fur-
ther specifying the army so imagined as victorious due to the ‘conven-
tionally majestic’ C major. On level five, the participant checks the con-
structed military narrative against their cultural knowledge of Greek my-
thology, finally arriving at the ‘ancient Greek divinities descending from
Olympus’. Such an understanding can further be coloured with one’s own
associations to god(s), battles, or ancient Greece, allowing for a variety of
possible interpretations on the final grounding level.

Returning to the Oppenheimer example from above, our meaning-
making apparatus would first ‘grammatically’ parse the linguistic and
visual stimuli in the meme into clusters around heads of phrases (in lan-
guage) and constitutive elements of figures/objects (in vision), schematize
them, and attach emotion to the words and components of the image. On-
ly on level four would the caption start to assume a more tractable, per-
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haps conceptual meaning, but it would still be very basic. In other words,
our meaning-making apparatus, upon attaching higher importance to cer-
tain words and phrases on level three (possibly the ones that would turn
out to be more referential, fuller in the sense of having lexical rather than
grammatical meaning, and more stressed in pronunciation, such as
‘Avengers’ and ‘multiplication tables’), would now begin to motivate a
simple narrative on level four. The fourth-tier analysis would first link the
word ‘this’ to the image it probably refers to and linger over the two ref-
erential words in question and the simile-introducing word ‘like’, evoking
the very basic meanings of the things or entities being compared. And,
while everyone might arrive at a conclusion that the image depicts two
people standing (and possibly conversing) by the lake (still level four),
some people might find it difficult to get the joke as their (proper) inter-
pretation of the meme would likely end there. This highlights the im-
portance of shared cultural knowledge made evident no earlier than on
level five. Recognising the character of Einstein might also come natural-
ly to most people, but what about the Oppenheimer character? As Cillian
Murphy’s face is not clearly visible in the picture, some might struggle
with identifying both the actor and the character he portrays. Again, for
those who have not even heard of the film, it would be impossible to allo-
cate the image to the ‘Oppenheimer movie’ mental space upon seeing the
way the two characters are dressed: this would require shared background
knowledge existing only on level five or the cultural tier. The same goes
for language — to some, the word ‘Avengers’ might not evoke the super-
heroes from the Marvel Cinematic Universe at all. Thus, it may not build
an ‘MCU event premiere’ mental space, as proposed above, such that
most folks following this genre never miss. Returning to the image, those
who have seen the movie or are familiar with the lives of the two scien-
tists in question might consider the joke even more on point after realiz-
ing the analogy between the tension that exists between Marvel protago-
nists and antagonists on the one hand and Einstein and Oppenheimer on
the other. Finally, on the personal level, that conflict might further resem-
ble a recent argument with a co-worker or a disagreement with a friend or
partner that we ourselves had. On the individual level, some people might
also get offended for knowing multiplication tables and the fact that the
meme is meant to portray them as ‘geeks’, while others may feel embar-
rassed for potentially not knowing anything about more advanced calculus.
Multilevel-grounded semantics has so far proven useful in several
studies. It has been considered as a methodological alternative alongside
conceptual integration in humour studies of short stories published in
Italo Calvino’s Cosmicomics collection (Markovi¢, 2022a). The two alle-
gorical stories the paper analyses (All at One Point and How Much Shall
We Bet), set in a pre-Big Bang era, call for the immersion of the reader in-
to the storyworld lacking the time and space as we now know them. The
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author extends the idea that this immersion can be seen as the process of
constructing macroblends, suggesting that such blends are formed
through a series of successive mappings delineated by different levels of
constraint. A comic interpretation thus comes as a result of blends occur-
ring on different grounding levels: e.g., the allegory of all beings stuck in
an enclosed space before the Universe was created with too much time on
their hands when time did not even exist disappoints expectancies and
leads to a humorous effect on the formal and cross-modal grounding level
by implying a simultaneous existence of space and time and their nega-
tion. Unlike the original Italian and English version, the Serbian transla-
tion of Calvino's short story also mocks the readers' attempt to completely
immerse into the storyworld on the culturally rich grounding level when
the narrator, lamenting over the narrowness of their living situation, uses
the vocabulary that implicitly references hell and devil (or paradise and
God) in a world that still lacks both. Apart from applying the multilevel-
grounding framework to humour analysis in longer narrative texts, the
same author (Markovi¢, 2022b), analyses how the meaning of ‘the gro-
tesque’ varied throughout the poetic discourses of Pre-Romanticism and
Romanticism. She suggests the multilevel-grounding model be applied in
future studies dealing with the elements brought into grotesque connec-
tion. Finally, the pending study by Havlickova Kysova (2024) adopts the
same methodological framework as the present paper as a possible analyt-
ical approach to operatic production. Other authors, including Bonifazi
(2024) and Patrick et al. (2023), have also implied the potential applica-
bility of the multilevel-grounding model in their work.

METHODS
Aim and Hypothesis

Given all the layers of meaning the theory of multilevel grounding
can expose, it has proposed some potential novelties in the semantics of
music, visual art, the language of poetry, stock phrases, grammatical con-
structions, and idioms (Antovi¢, 2016, 2021a, 2021b). The present paper
is meant to take this one step further and consider in greater detail what
happens during the process of interpreting conflicting musical and lin-
guistic information. This study thus poses the following research ques-
tion: During the meaning-making process, when our conceptual system is
presented with incongruous data coming from the domain of music and
language, do we completely reject the interpretation of one of the stimuli
or do the two stimuli still combine to form novel layers of meaning? The
hypothesis of this paper is that the inputs that appear to be contradictory
on some grounding levels still work together to generate novel and often
humorous or unexpected meanings.
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Sample

In order to pinpoint the exact spots where meaning incongruities
happen, this study carries out a multilevel-grounding analysis on a sample
of five scenes taken from popular TV shows in which the characters’ dia-
logue and the background music seem to be sending out contradictory
signals on one or some of the grounding levels this theory presupposes —
Westworld (season 02, episode 07, at 13:51 until 14:38), Stranger Things
(season 01, episode 03, at 39:03 until 41:43 and at 45:11 until 45:58)
Breaking Bad (season 04, episode 13, at 41:20 until 44:13), Killing Eve
(season 03, episode 02, at 27:19 until 29:29), and Wednesday (season 01,
episode 01, at 27:24 until 29 min).

ANALYSIS

For each scene, qualitative analysis is carried out so that it high-
lights the mismatches that exist between music and dialogue, marking the
exact grounding levels on which these incongruities occur.

The first scene is taken from Netflix’s Stranger Things, a popular
TV show that combines the ‘80s nostalgia with elements of science-
fiction. The Christmas lights scene in question features the character of
Joyce (Winona Ryder) and displays her attempt to communicate with her
missing son, Will, stuck in the parallel world called The Upside Down.
Due to the atypical nature of the interaction going on in this scene, it does
not represent a proper dialogue — while Joyce carries the message across
using words, Will, who is not truly present, communicates by turning the
lamps and Christmas lights around the house on and off. Music-wise, this
scene features an instrumental piece called One Blink for Yes by Kyle
Dixon and Michael Stain.

Our analysis of the scene starts on level one of the presupposed
grounding box: perceptually, the cognitive system first recognises in-
stances of language, on the one hand, and background music, on the oth-
er. In terms of language, there is no true, fluent speech — the words com-
ing from Joyce’s mouth can only be characterised as hesitant speech with
fillers like ‘um’, breaks, and stutter. Because of that, formally, Joyce’s
speech does not have a final point and lacks a climax (though, if we take
into consideration the visual component, there is a linguistic climax once
the word ‘RUN’ - her son's warning from ‘the other side’ - is spelled out
one letter at a time using Christmas lights, at the very end of the scene).
On this level, the cognitive system still parses the linguistic elements that
will be necessary for further interpretation — separating, for instance, ‘the
lightbulb spelling used by Will* from the rest of the context, or Joyce's
character from the visual background. On the second, cross-modal tier,
we immediately infer the BLOCKAGE image schema, and possibly CON-
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TAINMENT that stem from constant breaks and hesitation noticeable in
Joyce’s speech that seem to prevent her from proceeding, both speech and
movement-wise. On the other hand, the tones heard in the background
formally appear pulsating (level one), and the music reaches a peak to-
wards the end of the scene (level two). Cross-modally, this creates the
PATH image schema, with a discernible beginning and end. On the affec-
tive level, language-wise, we might observe phrases that, purely aurally,
suggest optimism, at times emerging from the generally sombre words,
which once again accounts for the partial recursiveness of grounding lev-
els in that the BLOCKAGE schema from level two does not necessarily af-
fect the optimistic tone emerging on level three. When it comes to music,
the pulsating tones played in a minor scale, together with the path schema
that creates a feeling of anticipation, give rise to a sense of sinister fore-
boding so that the entire composition sounds rather eerie. On the fourth,
conceptual level, the interrupted language and the BLOCKAGE schema to-
gether with a need for hope that stems from Joyce’s (at times) optimistic
tone, create the feeling of an object/person stuck somewhere. On the cul-
turally rich level, this kind of scenario gets refined in that Stranger Things
fans might imagine Will being lost in a fictional world or Joyce equally
trapped in the real world. Even higher along the grounding plane, an indi-
vidual might further think of a concept of being stuck and imagine a sce-
nario where they faced an unpleasant situation they could not solve or es-
cape from, some kind of a personal predicament. Returning to music, the
sinister minor-scale tones that resemble an object traversing a path pave
the way for a simple scenario on the conceptual level: we might imagine a
person cautiously walking or travelling from point A to point B. On a
higher, cultural level, this might be understood as Joyce apprehensively
walking down the imaginary road that leads to her son. Finally, from a
personal angle, this analysis might further evoke a particular instance of
travelling or moving along a path with a sense of unease. What can be
deduced from the parallel analyses of linguistic and musical data in the
scene is that they differ on all five levels of grounding (the individual lev-
el being excluded from the comparison on purpose due to the lack of ob-
jectivity such interpretations would entail). The perceived mismatches be-
tween music and language throughout the scene might serve as a fore-
shadowing of the unexpected end, highlighting the fact that, at this point,
Joyce is nowhere near finding her son. This way, the PATH image schema
we recognise in music ‘clashes’ with the BLOCKAGE schema in language,
but does not completely override it. Instead, the two schemas work to-
gether to communicate the idea that Joyce still has a long way to go (and
many obstacles to pass) to reunite with Will.

The second scene this paper analyses is taken from an AMC show
called Breaking Bad. The show is an absurd depiction of a gradual transi-
tion of a high school chemistry teacher, Walt (Bryan Cranston), diag-
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nosed with terminal lung cancer, into a meth producer and dealer. Many
scenes throughout the show rely on dark humour that often arises from
unexpected situations and absurdity. The scene in question happens when
Walt and his partner, Jesse (Aaron Paul), manage to get rid of their boss
and are finally free to gain more independence and conduct their business
the way they want. The dialogue in the scene is scarce, with only Walt
taking his turn in speaking, i.e. conveying information to Jesse in an at-
tempt to organise their business. In terms of music, this scene includes an
instrumental piece called Freestyle by Taalbi Brothers.

Looking at language alone, we can see that it is used minimally, as
it consists of only three short lines (Gus is dead./We've got work to
do./Vamonos.), though we might still say it formally reaches a peak at
Walt’s final utterance because this line is perceptually different from the
other two: it comes after a longer break, its tone/affect is different, and fi-
nally, unlike the first two utterances, it is in Spanish. The three short lines
Walt utters are separated with breaks. The second of the two is longer and
additionally introduces the linguistic peak — Walt’s final utterance
(Vamonos). More importantly, the tension seems highest at the beginning
of the scene, with Walt’s disclosure of crucial information regarding the
death of their boss, and slowly relaxes towards the end, again, with the
‘Yamonos’ line, which suggests that the partners have suddenly obtained
more freedom in business. With regard to music used in this scene, we
notice its incongruence with language even on the first, perceptual level
of grounding: unlike the language, the music is repetitive and continuous
— we can hear the upbeat guitar tune that reaches a peak towards the end
of the scene, matching the peak we witness in language. Cross-modally,
the lines prior to the linguistic peak are monotonous and static and do not
instantiate a clear image schema. On the third, affective level, the two
blends combine with the serious and determined tone of what is being
said. The music, however, is fast-paced with interrupted LINKS on the
cross-modal level and played in a major key, which, on the affective lev-
el, further gives rise to a rather careless and optimistic scenario. Also en-
hancing this interpretation one finds the fast tempo of the tune, which mo-
tivates excitement. Conceptually, Walt’s lines create an image of a person
performing a difficult task, his three short utterances evoking concepts
such as unpleasantness and difficulty, but also determination and re-
sourcefulness. When it comes to music, the previous-level blend now
evokes an exotic and lively scene rather than a critical situation, and we
might imagine a person running or moving vigorously on the conceptual
grounding level. Only on the culturally-rich level, however, do we under-
stand that Walt’s words in fact refer to the death of their boss — upon en-
suring their boss is dead, Walt and Jesse are now ready to burn down their
meth lab. Musically, on the same level, the vigorous movement might
further become a Spanish flamenco dance evoked by a fast-paced tune re-



Conflicting Music and Dialogue in Popular TV Show Scenes... 491

sembling a rhythmic stamping (zapateado) that, once again, does not have
much in common with the severity of Walt and Jesse’s previous (and fu-
ture) actions. Instead, such deliberate discrepancies that emerge on all
five levels of grounding only add to the absurdity of the main characters’
situation. Similarly to the Stranger Things scene from above, the (lively)
music that does not give out the same feeling as the words uttered serves to
highlight all the ridiculous actions Walt and Jesse have taken to get to this
point and to anticipate the same chain of events re-occurring in the future.

The third scene we analyse comes from a BBC America show
called Killing Eve, a dark comedy that revolves around childish Villanelle
(Jodie Comer), a hired assassin, constantly chased by MI5 agent Eve Po-
lastri. The show features a lot of witty scenes that make use of gallows
humour and an unexpected turn of events. In the scene in question, the
impatient Villanelle embarks on an assassination mission with Felix, an
utterly inexperienced newbie. The language used in the scene consists of
a series of short lines rich in irony. Musically, the scene includes a piece
called Danger by Unloved.

A possible linguistic analysis starts on level one where we formally
perceive numerous short lines that seem to reach a peak at the end of the
scene, with Villanelle’s final punchline: Management sucks. The prosodic
units seem evenly distributed until the longest pause leading to Villa-
nelle’s remark — What happened to the plan? — where the tension sudden-
ly appears to rise, decreasing only after the final punchline at the very end
of the scene. The level one music analysis, on the other hand, reveals dis-
sonance with a quite ominous undertone and the final few notes lacking,
which directly contradicts the linguistic peak at the end of the scene. On
the second, cross-modal grounding level, we notice a slow, linear move-
ment toward the said punchline in language. In music, we can identify the
CYCLE image schema that originates from a whirlpool-like movement of
tones, which is once again incongruous with the linearity of Villanelle’s
intonation. On level three, a touch of seriousness is given to the previous
linguistic analysis, stemming from Villanelle’s deep voice and the fact
that her intonation appears even throughout most of the scene. This fur-
ther gives rise to the idea that she is making an arrangement to eliminate a
target on level four. The fourth interpretation level thus evokes an image
of assassination, together with the roles the two interlocutors play in it: ei-
ther a hitman or the victim, or — in the case of Felix — both. The third, af-
fective tier in music placates the interpretation by adding to it a more live-
ly vibe (despite the lyrics), in the sense that the rhythm here grows strong
and energetic prior to the line where tension suddenly rises, resulting in a
sense of mockery. On the conceptual tier, this might resemble an effort-
ful, staggering movement in circles that further evokes some kind of a
psychedelic pastiche on the fifth, culturally rich level of grounding. The
same, cultural tier concludes the linguistic narrative in the sense that two
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professional assassins, Villanelle and Felix, fail to perform an execution
neatly, drawing the viewers’ attention to what is so typical of this show
and most of the characters in it: nothing ever gets accomplished the way it
is supposed to, which is part of the ‘cultural’ knowledge of Killing Eve
fans. In a way, keen viewers become conditioned to always expect the
unexpected. Again, in the eye of a careful observer, the differences that
are visible on all five levels of grounding introduce the twist at the end of
the scene — the fact that Villanelle, irritated with Felix’s lack of subtlety
in eliminating their target, finally takes matters into her own hands and
kills both of them — the absurdity of the scene being on a par with many
similar situations occurring in the show. Put differently, the mismatches
between language and music present in this scene appear to be deliberate,
serving the purpose of foreshadowing, announcing or introducing ahead
of time the slaughter at the end of the scene together with the punchline —
Villanelle’s witty final remark.

The fourth scene we analyse comes from Netflix’s Wednesday, a
teenage adaptation of The Addams Family that follows the adjustment of
Wednesday Addams (Jenna Ortega) to the new school. The show com-
bines the original movie’s eccentricity and quirkiness with the technolog-
ical advancements of the 21st century, all the while being full of a morbid
sense of humour and dark twists. Much like in the Stranger Things scene,
the communication going on here is unconventional as it occurs between
Wednesday using words and Thing who ‘speaks’ using gestures. As for
the soundtrack used in the scene, it is a traditional Mexican song called
La Llorona, performed by a female artist called Chavela Vargas.

In terms of the perceptual analysis of language structure in the sce-
ne, on the first level, we perceive longer chunks of text that contain lexi-
cally rich sentences. Musically, the first level of our analysis includes un-
interrupted tones with volume strongly decreased at one point (staying
low throughout most of Wednesday’s speech). Cross-modally, Wednes-
day’s lines are unvarying/linear and do not instantiate a clear image
schema. On the other hand, in the musical piece played in the back-
ground, we are able to notice the VERTICALITY schema, since the tones
accompanied by the performer’s voice constantly fluctuate. Affectively,
the lengthy monotonous monologue combines with a serious tone of what
is being uttered, stemming from Wednesday’s flatness of intonation. On
the further, conceptual level, this generates a quite schematic context of a
person being scorned or threatened. The interpretation coming from the
lower two levels in music, however, combines with the romantic and
mournful affect on the third level of grounding, which further gives rise
to the basic concepts of courting or mourning on the conceptual tier. Fi-
nally, on the cultural level, the narrative expands to feature Wednesday’s
attempt to negotiate with Thing, sent by her parents to spy on her. When
the analysis moves on to the culturally rich level in music, we can imag-
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ine either a Spanish romance (upon hearing a fado) or an unlucky scenar-
io of someone mourning as a result of unrequited love. As before, the dis-
crepancies between music and language that sustain up until the fifth lev-
el of grounding seem deliberate and their aim is to introduce the final plot
twist of the scene: Thing ultimately ‘pledging [its] undying loyalty’ to
Wednesday instead of continuing to spy on her for her parents.

The fifth scene this paper examines is taken from an HBO show
called Westworld, a science fiction franchise dealing with moral and ethi-
cal issues surrounding the running of an android-populated amusement
park. The show abounds in unsettling scenes of newcomers (regular peo-
ple) doing all kinds of horrible things to hosts (androids), but also features
a lot of philosophical scenes, mainly the ones with Ford (Anthony Hop-
kins) — the park’s founder — dealing with God and man playing God, arti-
ficial intelligence, consciousness, free will, etc. This scene tackles the is-
sue of the true nature of the park, revealing the horrors that happen in it.
The dialogue in the scene alternates between Ford and Bernard (one of
the founders who turns out to be a host — one of the androids inhabiting
the park). In terms of the background music played at the end of the sce-
ne, it is an adaptation of the Westworld theme song.

When it comes to language, on the first, perceptual level, we can no-
tice interrupted sentences characterised by hesitation. The unchanging tone
leads up to the final section that seems different from the rest of the dia-
logue. Thus, on the second, cross-modal level, we perceive monotonous
lines that, on the affective level, get enriched with a sombre sentiment,
while the more dynamic utterances from the final part of the speech (level
two) result in a lighter, more positive affect on level three towards the end
of the scene. In terms of music, on the formal level, we can identify unin-
terrupted legato tones during most of the scene that ultimately lead to stac-
cato tones towards the end. This gives rise to the LINK schema (during the
legato section), clashing with interrupted speech and turn-taking in lan-
guage, and the lack of it (staccato), as well as the PATH and VERTICALITY
image schemas on the cross-modal tier, which again misaligns with the lin-
earity of the dialogue on the second level (Antovi¢, 2018). On level three,
the interpretation is coloured with a more lively sentiment that arises from
tones played in a major chord at the end of the scene. On the fourth level of
grounding, the linguistic analysis might reveal a basic narrative such as
speaking of death, destruction, and creation. At the same time, the previ-
ous-level blend in music further gives rise to the image of a river flow (for
the PATH schema) or hopping (for the VERTICALITY schema). Finally, on
the fifth, cultural level, the conversation anticipates the talk about the true
nature of the park and evokes the religious implications that are present
throughout the show. With regard to music, the previous images might
evoke an even more elaborate scene of dancing on the final level of ground-
ing. The perceived differences between language and background music,
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once again, serve to introduce the subsequent revelation of the amusement
park’s true nature, highlighting and even mocking the illusion its residents
seem to have been under all this time.

CONCLUSION

The present paper hopes to have taken a small step in extending the
multilevel grounding approach to the analysis of multimodal data that
combine different sensory information at the same time. More precisely,
we have advocated in favour of a multilevel grounded semantics ap-
proach to revealing different layers of meaning that may sometimes re-
main uncovered by less contextually-driven approaches. The theory of
multilevel grounding, thus, may help in the process of dissecting not only
one-dimensional inputs such as linguistic, visual, or auditory information
(Antovi¢, 2016, 2021a, 2021b), but also combinations of stimuli coming
from different modes. In particular, by taking a complex sample such as a
TV show scene, this paper has aimed to reveal what happens when two
stimuli appear to be sending conflicting signals to the meaning-making
system of the viewer. Multilevel grounding analyses of five scenes taken
from popular shows featuring deadpan humour and absurdity (1) reveal
how this approach seems suitable for explaining the process of meaning
construction on each mode separately, (2) pinpoint the exact contextual
layers where incongruities between linguistic and auditory stimuli hap-
pen, and finally (3) account for the novel and often unexpected meanings
that arise this way, such as plot twists that lead to often humorous yet al-
ways non-composite interpretations. However small this novel meaning
might be, the observed mismatches between language and music typically
serve well to explain its motivation. Put differently, while some instances
of meaning might be deduced from language or music alone, it is always
the combination of the two — more importantly, the deliberate conflict be-
tween the two — that adds this new layer to the standard interpretation
(e.g., the sudden anticipation of an unpleasant event in the Stranger
Things scene, falling out of ‘business partners’ and the unexpected death
of one of them in Killing Eve, foreshadowing of equally bizarre future ac-
tions of Walt and Jesse in Breaking Bad, the slow announcement of Thing
suddenly, though unwillingly, taking Wednesday’s side in Wednesday,
and the shocking revelation of the true nature of the amusement park that
follows in Westworld). Finally, the multilevel grounding framework
seems to better account for such musico-linguistic mismatches than other
theories dealing with the phenomenon of (disappointed) expectancy in
that it disassembles each (incongruent) stimulus into its constituent parts
— starting from its more easily observable formal characteristics to the
grounded personal associations they motivate — and compares it with the
same properties of the other stimulus dissected in the same way. This ul-
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timately makes the comparison of incongruous stimuli more systematic
and detailed, possibly leading to a more reliable overall analysis.

Future research in this field might include similar studies that
would feature a larger sample or different kinds of samples containing
contrasting language and music, and might take into account data coming
from the domain of vision as well. Potential studies might also rely on
different participants’ analyses of such stimuli that would engage their
senses in distinctive ways so as to see how this might affect the compre-
hension process.
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MY3UKA U JUJAJIOI' CYKOB/BbEHHU Y CHEHAMA
N3 NONYJIAPHUX TB CEPUJA KPO3 IIPU3MY
CEMAHTUKE BUHIECJIOJHOI' YTEMEJBEIHA

Ama Tommh, Muxausio Aurosuh
VYuusepsuret y Humry, ®unozodpcku dakynrer, Hum, Cpouja

Pe3ume

Haxon BuimeneneHujckor pasBoja GopManm3Ma y CEMaHTHIM KOjH je HAcTao Ha
OCHOBY y4era Hoama HoMcKor, HEIITO HOBHje CEMaHTHUYKE TEOpHUje JOHENe Cy J0CTa
MPOMEHa y TOTJIey je3nuKux (peHoMeHa Koju he ce TOKOM JajbuX TOIMHA W3ydaBaTu.
Hajsehn cxok y Tom cMepy Hampasiia je Teoprja mojMosHe Metadope [lopua Jlejkoda
n Mapka [Joncona, npeno3uajyhu uct ¢peHOMeH Kako y je3uKy, TaKO U Y My3HUIU U BH-
3yeJIHO] YMETHOCTH, IITO JaJhe yKa3yje Ha MocTojame MeTadope Ha BUILIEM, TOjJMOBHOM
HHBOY, OJJHOCHO HUBOY MucIM. CinuHy nnejy Buaumo u kox Pokonujea u Tapuepa y
TEOPHUjU OJMOBHOT Ca)KHUMama KOjOM ce 00jallli-aBa CTBapamhe HOBOT' 3HAUCHa Ha OCHO-
By IpeciiKaBama ofpeheHux eneMeHara u3Meljy JBa MM BHIIE MeHTaIHa npoctopa. C
iM y Besu, aytopu Illona Kyscon n Ton Oykim mpeaaxy mojam KyTHje yTeMesberba
KOJUM OH ce 00yXBaTHIIO KOMIDIETHO TI033IMHCKO 3HAMmE KOje CarOBOPHHUIIM Tpeda Jia 1mo-
cellyjy Kako OW TakBa BpcTa MMPECINKaBamka, H Ha KPajy Cropa3yMeBamke, O MOTyhn.
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TeopujoM BHUIIECTIOjHOT yTeMesbermha, AHTOBHN ycaBpIlaBa 0Baj I0jaM H, 1mojasehu
0J] TOTa J]a OHa He Tpeba OUTH jeqHOMMEH3HOHAIHA, TaJbe eI KYyTHjy yTeMesberha Ha
IIeCT XUjepapXHujCKUX M ICIMMUYHO PEKyp3MBHUX HHBOA: (JOPMaJHU HHMBO Ha KOME ce
Jj€3WYKH, My3UUKH WIM BU3YEIHH €IEeMCHTH JIeNie Ha IIEJIMHE Ha OCHOBY 3ajeXHHYKUX
KapaKTepUCTHKA, KPOCMOIATHI HUBO T/ JI0JIa3H JI0 jaBJbaka MPEKOHLENTYaIHe CXeMe
nonyT [JOHCOHOBMX CIIMKOBHHX CXeMa IyTare, BePTHKAJIHOCTH, LIeHTpa/mepudepuje,
ad)eKTHBHM HMBO KOjU Y NPETXOAHY HHTEPIpPETaljy YHOCH €MOLMOHAIHY BPEIHOCT,
MIOJMOBHM HHBO KOjH je OATOBOpPaH 3a (hopMUparke MPOCTUX HApaTHBa, KyJITYpPOIOIIKH
HHMBO Ha KOMe ce HapaTHB oborahyje I03agMHCKMM M KOHTEKCTYaJIHUM 3HameM, U, Ha
Kpajy, NHANBHIYaITHH HUBO Ha KOME Ce, HA OCHOBY CBHX IPETXOIHHX HHUBOA, (hopMHpa
JIMYHU JIOKUBJBA].

Kako je Teopuja BHIIECIOJHOT yTeMesbeHa Hallla INPUMEHY Y aHaIU3H pa3Boja
3HAYCHa KaKo y je3uKy (M0e3Hju, HANOMUMa U (UKCHUAM (pa3ama), TaKo U Y My3UIU U
BHU3YEJIHOj YMETHOCTH TIOjEJUHAYHO, Y OBOM PAJly OHa CIIyXH Ka0 METOJIOJIOIIKH OKBUP
32 HCIIMTUBAE HAYMHA HA KOJH CE JI0JIa3H 10 pa3yMeBamba My3H4KO-je3HUKOT HapaTHUBa
y et cuena u3 TB cepuja y xojuMa ce qujasior u Mo3agnHcKa My3uKa cyKoOJhaBajy Ha
jeITHOM WIIM BHILIE HUBOA yTeMeJbera Koje OBa TeopHja Ipernocrasiba. [lojennHayHOM
QHAJIM30M je3MUKHMX M MY3WUYKHX ToJaraka u3 cepuja 3amagHu cBer, UyaHuje cTBapH,
UYucra xemuja, Youru VB n Cpena, oBaj pag OTKpHBa Ha KOjUM Ta4HO HHBOMMA JI0JIa31
JI0 Heroynapama u3Mely jesnka n mMysuke, cyrepuiryhint 1a yrpaBo OBaKBe pasiuke U
JIOBOJIE 10 TyXOBHTOT WK u3HeHalyjyher edekra Ha Kpajy cBake O[] JaTHX CIICHA.



