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Inertia and Gesture in Embodiments of Time

A growing body of cognition research continues to affirm the central role of Time in the 
perception and performance of expressive meaning in music.  In particular, the shaping of 
fluctuations in the temporal flow of a work largely define both listeners' experiences and 
performers' own "action identities" (Repp and Knoblich 2004).  However, since the perception 
and execution of temporal fluctuations is highly contingent upon the melodic and harmonic 
context of a musical passage, I argue that such expressive timing must be understood as a 
function of both time and musical space, an "energetic shaping through time," to quote Robert 
Hatten's definition of Gesture (Hatten 2004) — that is, expressive timing is inseparable from 
gesture.  Furthermore, research points to Inertia as the central carrier of meaning in physical 
gesture, conveying sensations of effort, force, and agency in dynamic gestural topologies.  
Consequently, I contend that the temporal fluctuations of expressive timing are merely surface 
manifestations of a richer metaphorical Inertial discourse.  In short, Inertia, rather than Time, is 
the critical element in performance.

This paper presents an empirically grounded, theoretical examination of the central role 
of Inertia in both the execution and perception of expressive timing: specifically, Inertia as a 
qualia of musical and physical gesture.  Utilizing a Gibsonian Ecological model of gesture 
grounded in the common coding of perception and action, I propose that performers and 
listeners engage in the Inertial discourse of performance through Direct Perception and Direct 
Action at the level of gesture, constructing and entraining cultures of time and collaborative 
cohesion through what I call “Ecologies of Practice.”  From this vantage point, any discussion of 
making, shaping, and keeping Time is a discussion of music as a fundamentally kinesthetic 
activity, mappings of our embodied gestural ecologies through the the metaphor of Inertia.
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