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Music in Our Speech

Musicismagic. It gives expression to inarticulate
thoughts and feelings. It can lift adark mood or giverest
to an anxious mind. Music haslong been an integral part
of people’slives. Itisonly natural that music-related
terms keep popping up in our daily language. The
following are but afew examples:

Andy broke his neighbour’s window with his
football. Now he has got to face the music.

They pulled out all the stops to make sure their
daughter had a wonderful wedding.

The government is soft-pedalling on thetoll increase
issue until after the pass of the proposed bill.

Something that ismusic to one's ears is something
always welcome. It refers to good news or a piece of
information that makes someone happy. When it comes
to facing the music, it is undoubtedly undesirable. To
face the music is to answer to the consequences of one's
actions, especialy punishment. Itsoriginismilitary, from
forcing a cavalry horse to face the regimental band to
accustom it to the blare.

To pull out all the stops means to make atremendous
effort. The stops refer to organ stops — the knobs at the
side of an organ, which are used to control the sound. When
all the stops are pulled out, the organ makes its loudest
sound. To soft-pedal isto treat something more gently or
to make something seem lessimportant, urgent or bad than

it redly is. The soft pedal on apiano is used to mute the
tone. Withthe soft peda down, the piano playsmore quietly.

A tuneisno stranger to musicians. If someone changes
his tune after something has happened, he starts expressing
a different attitude and reacting in a different way. A
musician normally hasthefull control over thetune heisto
play. In an office or other settings, however, it is always
the person in charge who calls the tune. To call the tune
means to make decisions. This expression derives from
the practice of paying itinerant pipe musicians for a song,
asin the proverb “He who paysthe piper callsthetune’. If
you are out of tune with somebody, you have nothing in
common with him, and you are unable to understand or
agree with what he thinks and wants.

Music-related expressionsadd avivid touch to our day-
to-day communication. For example, harping on the same
string sounds more dramatic and powerful than talking about
something over and over again. The origin of thisidiom
goes back to the 16th century when harpists loved to fully
show their remarkable skills by plucking on the same string.
To harp on the same string is to make the same point
continuoudly, especidly inaway that isannoying or boring.

Thereisindeed music in our speech. Incorrect usage
of music-related idioms, however, may lead to
misunderstanding or embarrassment. It is always better
to strike the right note than to hit the wrong one.

Music washes away from the soul the dust of everyday life.

Berthold Auerbach
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