
1. Introduction

The financial and economic crisis that hit the United States in 2008 and spread to 
Europe and the euro zone between 2008 and 2012 has provided scholars with substantial 
material to investigate the linguistic tools used by journalists to inspect and interpret 
the thorny conditions and effects of economic instability. A plethora of research studies 
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have discussed the ubiquitous practice of using verbal crisis metaphors to understand 
abstract or complicated events (Charteris-Black and Ennis 2001; Charteris-Black 
and Musolff 2003; Orts and Rojo 2009; Lopez and Llopis 2010; Silaski and Durovic 
2010; Slintáková 2010; Esanger 2011; Tourish and Hargie 2012; Dalalau 2013; Wang 
et al. 2013; Pühringer and Hirte 2013; Breeze 2014; Joris et al. 2014; Arrese 2015; 
De Landtsheer 2009, 2015; De Landtsheer and Van de Voorde 2015; Nerghes et al. 
2015; O’Mara-Shimek et al. 2015; Arrese and Vara-Miguel 2016; Ho 2016). Conversely, 
less research has been made on pictorial and verbal-visual multimodal metaphorical 
representations of either the global (Cortes de los Rios 2010; Forceville and Bounegru 
2011) or the euro crisis. 

Noticing that intersemiotically related verbal-visual metaphors discussing and 
illustrating the euro crisis have been broadly adopted by The Economist, an influential 
English-language magazine, I decided to investigate whether a similar frequency and 
degree of multimodal intersemioticity could be found in the Italian press, and chose 
Il Sole 24 Ore as a quality newspaper of a similar high prestige. In this perspective, 
my study focuses on exploring to what extent metaphorical crisis representations can 
either converge or diverge across press publications in different countries. Taking 
into consideration that different nations may have a different view of the same event, 
the above-mentioned studies did not display any major divergence in the metaphors 
chosen to portray the global/euro crisis; conversely, there were differences in terms 
of the frequency with which some of these metaphors were used. Relying on previous 
research findings, I tentatively develop metaphor analysis across modes and languages 
and focus on semantic interrelation as a tool to shape and comment on the euro crisis. 
Moreover, the present paper investigates whether multimodal metaphors of the verbal-
visual type adopted by The Economist and by Il Sole 24 Ore either converge or diverge in 
framing the euro crisis, in the form of collapse/caduta and recovery/ripresa. Finally, the 
frequency of metaphor used will be statistically tested to highlight possible differences 
in their frequency.

2. Metaphor, framing and economics

With Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) publication, the classical image of metaphor as 
a means for rhetorical effect, seen as an ornament to embellish discourse, changed. 
Metaphor is now ascribed a role of relevance and pervasiveness in everyday language, 
thought and action (ibid.: 3). The scholars’ cognitive approach advocates that “metaphor 
is primarily a matter of thought and action, and only derivatively a matter of language” 
(ibid.: 153), thus prompting the conceptualization of abstract ideas (target domains) in 
terms of more concrete experiences (source domains). By eliciting the transfer of one 
conceptual domain to a different conceptual domain metaphor interacts as a point of 
connection between thought and communication. The Lakoff-Johnsonian approach to 
metaphor, both in its cognitive and linguistic forms, highlights the power it exercises 
among communicators (addressors and addressees) as an instrument intended to 
facilitate and foster the perception, understanding and interpretation of reality. In this 
perspective, some correlation can be established between cognitive metaphor theory 
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and the theory of framing as developed by Entman (1993: 52). The process of framing 
involves selection and salience, which the scholar discusses as follows:

to frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a 
communicative context, in such a way to promote a particular problem definition, causal 
interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation.

By selecting and prioritizing certain aspects of reality and omitting others, 
messages are usually produced and framed in a way that can be quickly and clearly 
understood, and can also monitor and influence those to whom they are addressed. 
Taking into account that the way a specific topic is portrayed may affect both the 
addressee’s understanding and her/his concern with what is discussed, framing comes 
to play a major role in communication. From this perspective, the process of frame 
inspection gives the researcher the opportunity to demonstrate how powerful discourse 
becomes when such a tool is carefully selected to make information more striking and 
meaningful. Similarly, metaphors, both in their conceptual and linguistic realizations, 
may be acknowledged as framing instruments forged to highlight different aspects of 
life.

The present research builds on a growing interest in the language of economics in 
the press for the investigation and analysis of metaphorical patterns in discourse. In 
the late 20th century, in order to provide evidence of metaphor use, function and effect 
among the interactors of economic issues, studies found the language of economics to 
be “heavily metaphorical” (McCloskey 1983; Mason 1990; Henderson 1994). In The 
Rhetoric of Economics McCloskey’s (1985) assumption that economics was a suitable 
field to investigate metaphor use in discourse laid the foundations for highlighting the 
persuasive power of metaphor in economics. A growing interest in metaphor analysis 
contributed to the publication of studies on the role of metaphor in economic matters 
across the media (e.g. Koller 2003; Sarmiento 2007; Herrera Soler 2008; Greco 2009; 
Koller 2006; Porto and Romano 2013).  The economic and financial crises both in 
America and Europe have been a prolific ground of interest for studying metaphors 
as cognitive and linguistic tools adopted to explain the nature and gravity of ongoing 
monetary instability. The following section provides an overview of how crisis metaphor 
research has developed from different perspectives. 

3. Crisis metaphors and journalism

Financial and economic crises evoke strong emotions in the populations involved. 
As De Landstheer shows (2009, 2015), journalists tend to use metaphors extensively to 
express emotions and frame crisis concerns. 

In 2008 the financial and economic crisis that started in the United States provoking 
the collapse of the American banking system, spread to Europe the same year, with 
the risk of driving some euro zone member states to economic and financial default. 
Taking this topic as a point of reference, studies have examined the use of metaphors in 
economic discourse, based on Lakoff and Johnson’s conceptual metaphor theory, which 
point to conceptual and linguistic convergence in the use of metaphorical patterns 
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across languages, cultures and media. Some divergences were found in the frequency 
of some different culturally-oriented linguistic metaphors. Silaski and Durovic (2010) 
found uniformity of metaphor use in the British and the Serbian press; Esager (2011) 
arrived at similar results investigating British and Danish newspapers; Wang et al. 
(2013) analysed metaphorical occurrences across English and Russian newspapers 
articles; Pühringer and Hirte (2013) oriented their investigation on metaphorical 
realizations across seven leading German, Austrian and Swiss newspapers and 
magazines; Joris et al. (2014) examined the frames used by reporting articles on the 
euro crisis in the Low Countries. On the basis of a quantitative content analysis of 
articles in Dutch and Flemish newspapers, Nerghes et al. (2015) investigated toxic 
metaphors as used to frame the 2008 global crisis before and after its development 
in British and American dailies with different orientations and addressed to different 
types of audiences. De Landtsheer (2015) and De Landtsheer and Van De Voorde (2015) 
provided meaningfully measurable evidence of how financial and economic news articles 
show a deliberate tendency to adopt metaphorical patterns during periods of crisis. In 
their study, the scholars discuss the power of conceptual and linguistic metaphors as 
strategic framing devices deliberately selected and employed to influence the readers on 
the discussed topic. Arrese and Vara-Miguel (2016) focused their analysis on the euro 
crisis metaphorical frames across countries severely hit by sovereign debt problems 
and others which the crisis did not damage. The findings highlight that conceptual and 
linguistic metaphor frequency varies across countries, although a common view of the 
euro crisis across ideologically different publications is shared. 

Other researchers studied how and to what extent either positive or negative 
metaphor frames were used across different press publications to illustrate the social 
context of the crisis, its results and the economic consequences on the countries affected. 
Orts and Rojo (2009) explored metaphorical crisis frames in two corpora of English 
and Spanish financial articles and measured a higher frequency of negative metaphor 
patterns in the English corpus. Slintáková (2010) focused on how metaphor frames 
similarly turned from positive to negative both in Czech and German press publications 
after the crisis broke out. 

Other publications deserve being mentioned, although they did not carry out a 
comparative analysis of metaphor across different languages, cultures and the press. 
Dalalau (2013) made a quantitative and qualitative study of metaphorical occurrences 
in a selection of articles published by The Economist between 2009 and 2012, outlining 
how both the financial and economic crisis and its effects tended to be metaphorically 
conceptualized by the British press. Breeze (2014) focused uniquely on Britain and 
inspected negative metaphorical patterns used by the British press to frame southern 
Europe as a poor, lethargic yet dangerous area. Similarly, Arrese (2015) investigated 
economic metaphors framing the euro crisis in a selection of Spanish newspapers 
of different ideological stance. In addition, O’Mara-Shimek et al. (2015) examined 
convergent and divergent metaphors in the 2008 American stock market crash 
as portrayed by three different American newspapers. Ho (2016) discussed which 
metaphors were chosen by American journalists to conceptualize negative emotions of 
fear and anxiety when the 2008 global financial crisis occurred. 

Finally, visual realizations of conceptual metaphors in the media were studied too. 
Cortes de los Rios (2010) explored natural disasters, weather and apocalyptic metaphors 
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as used to portray the 2008 economic crisis in a selection of covers published by The 
Economist in 2008. Forceville and Bounegru (2011) contributed to multimodal discourse 
analysis with their research on a corpus of visual metaphorical representations made 
by cartoonists to illustrate and comment on the economic instability prompted by the 
2008 global financial crisis. Relying on Lakoff and Johnson’s tenet, the scholars found 
systematic recurrence and dominance of catastrophe/natural disaster, illness/death 
and begging as source domains in the text-image (captions) multimodal corpus.  

To date, all the research studies on metaphor occurrences across corpora discussing 
the global euro crisis have followed Lakoff and Johnson’s conceptual metaphor theory. 
Although my contribution to metaphor analysis seeks to develop a study of metaphor 
across different languages, cultures and press publications, as most of the research 
above mentioned has done, it is different from these studies in the methodological 
approach to data investigation. Linguistic and visual metaphors are not analysed as 
being the realization of conceptual constructs but are seen as they naturally emerge 
and are realized in the communicative context used by the journalist and the cartoonist. 
Furthermore, this study provides an alternative to previous studies on crisis metaphor 
because it investigates multimodal patterns of crisis metaphor. Intersemiotic relations 
between visual and verbal metaphors are scrutinized to frame the euro crisis across 
modes. Intersemiotically constructed discourse provides the addressees with an 
enhanced representation of reality, which favours the understanding and reflection 
on the topic under discussion. What is either missing, ambiguously expressed or 
excessively complex, is usually elucidated, simplified and made more comprehensible 
in the visual mode. 

Ultimately, Lakoff and Johnson’s (2010: 60) cognitive theory is rejected in favour 
of Cameron’s discourse dynamics framework to metaphor examination because, as the 
scholar claims:

metaphorical expressions can themselves become resources in the negotiation of a shared 
social reality, and the use or adaption of a particular metaphor can become meaningful in 
itself, independently of the meaning or interpretation of the metaphor.

4. The study

The paper sets out to compare the use of linguistic and visual metaphor pertaining 
to the instability of the single currency that impacted on the euro zone between 1999 
and 2012 in English and Italian editorials. The study seeks to provide an account of the 
similarities and differences in the use of metaphor in English and Italian editorials. 
Metaphorical occurrences concerning the fall and recovery of the euro are investigated. 
Visualized realizations of metaphors illustrating the threat to the economic stability of 
the euro and the euro zone are compared with verbal metaphorical expressions. 

Moreover, possible intersemiotic relations across verbal and visual modes are 
explored in both corpora. Embracing the claim that metaphor pervades linguistic 
expressions (Lakoff and Johnson 1980) but cautiously rejecting the cognitive side of the 
scholars’ approach which claims that our mind is dominated by universal metaphorical 
constructs, I adhere to Cameron’s (1999, 2003, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2013) discourse 
dynamics framework of metaphor analysis. Considering that her framework was meant 
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to examine uniquely verbal metaphor, I cautiously use and adapt it to visual metaphor 
and employ Forceville’s (2006, 2008, 2009) definitions of monomodal and multimodal 
metaphors to examine metaphors that are realized in both visual and verbal forms.

5. Theoretical background

The aim of this section is to introduce the theoretical background lying behind the 
study.

5.1. Cameron’s discourse dynamic framework

Driven by the idea that metaphor both reflects and may have a significant influence 
on people’s feelings and thoughts, Cameron (2003: 2) studies metaphor as a research 
tool to “understand better how people think, how they make sense of the world and 
each other, and how they communicate”. Partially agreeing with Burke’s (1945: 503) 
definition of metaphor “as seeing something in terms of something else”, Cameron (2013: 
3) stresses that metaphor is a connecting device which “brings together two different 
ideas and, through some interaction of their meaning, produces a further sense”. In 
this process a semantic transfer of meaning is activated and words or phrases are used 
incongruously. Semantically anomalous expressions, which Cameron calls vehicle 
terms, are used to better understand the abstract and more complex ideas being talked 
and written about.  

In order to fully understand the use and function of metaphor, Cameron (2010: 
77) has developed the discourse dynamics framework, which takes inspiration from 
Lakoff and Johnson’s conceptual metaphor theory, but “rejects its formulation of 
metaphor in terms of highly generalised and abstract conceptual domains that pre-
exist actual uses of metaphors in language”. Cameron’s framework relies on the 
principle of interconnectedness between language, thought and culture. Behind any 
act of interaction, linguistic, cultural, cognitive and affective processes are interwoven 
and dynamically adapt, flow and evolve into different discourse activities. As discourse 
develops, “people negotiate meanings, extend their ideas, or enjoy exploiting an 
unexpected possibility opened up by metaphor” (ibid.: 88). Metaphor is thus integrated 
in the context and its linguistic realizations may evolve and shift into patterns that 
frame attitudes, ideas and topics.

Since the purpose of this study is to examine both verbal and visual metaphors, 
Cameron’s framework, which was created and used exclusively for linguistic metaphor 
inspection, will be tentatively adapted to identify and inquire into visual incongruity. 
Furthermore, metaphors as realized within and across modes will be analysed in order 
to track metaphor intersemioticity. From this perspective, verbal-visual metaphor 
analysis is assigned a pivotal concern in the paper which examines how and to what 
extent the graphic designer depicts metaphorically what the journalist writes about 
metaphorically in the article.

Finally, in order to identify monomodal and multimodal metaphors, I rely on 
Forceville’s studies on metaphor realizations across modes, as discussed in the following 
subsection. 
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5.2. Forceville’s approach to monomodal and multimodal metaphor analysis

In his early research, Forceville (1994: 2) investigates visual metaphor and 
postulates that when a metaphor is rendered visually an expected visual element is 
replaced by an unexpected one. He then turns to the analysis of metaphors as realized 
through other modes of communication (i.e. music, sounds and gestures). According 
to Forceville (1996: 60), the process by which “one domain is taken from its original 
context and reclassified in the new context” not only demands that the reader and 
viewer of visual metaphorical expressions understand the anchoring verbal part, but 
also that they activate their knowledge of extra-linguistic sociocultural contexts, as 
theorized by social-semioticians (e.g. Hodge and Kress 1988; van Leeuwen 2005; Kress 
2009, 2010; Kress and van Leeuwen 2011).

The investigation of modal categories 2 and the various realizations of metaphor 
led Forceville to distinguish between monomodal and multimodal metaphor. Faithful 
to Lakoff and Johnson’s cognitive approach, Forceville develops metaphor analysis 
identifiying monomodal and multimodal metaphors. When “both target and source 
domains are exclusively or predominantly rendered in one mode” (Forceville 2006: 383), 
a metaphor is monomodal. Conversely, a metaphor can be classified as multimodal when 
the source and target domains are “each represented exclusively or predominantly in 
different modes” (ibid.: 384). 

A combination of the aforementioned approaches frames the present study and 
guides reflections on the following concerns: first, discourse in the English editorials 
is seen as using visual and verbal metaphors to discuss and frame economic issues, 
while the Italian editorials essentially rely on metaphor use in the verbal form; second, 
some linguistic metaphors seem to be prioritized over others in both corpora; third, 
co-occurrences of visual and verbal metaphors in the English corpus develop semiotic 
interrelations which shape multimodal metaphors; finally, systematic expressions 
in the English corpus are found where related linguistic and visual metaphors recur 
frequently.

In the following section, both the data collected and the method used to analyse 
them are presented.

6. Data and methodology

This section presents the data I collected to develop my study and the methodological 
approach adopted to analyse it.

6.1. Data presentation: English and Italian corpora in comparison 

This study draws on two purpose-built corpora, respectively, of English and Italian 
economic publications. The English data collection comprises 133 editorial articles 
from The Economist, while 193 are sampled from Il Sole 24 Ore to comprise the Italian 
corpus. The two corpora are unequal in size because the Italian newspaper is published 
daily while the British magazine is published weekly. The rationale for choosing 

2 The categories are as follows: pictorial, written, spoken, gestures, sounds, music, smell, taste, touch 
(Forceville 2006: 383).
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The Economist and Il Sole 24 Ore was determined by the need to guarantee as much 
equivalence as possible between text type. Moreover, the editorial, as a subgenre of 
journalism designed to comment overtly on a specific subject, was expected to exhibit 
a higher frequency in the use of metaphors. Priority in the selection process was given 
to content and text type, thus all articles had to be editorials dealing with the economic 
imbalance and fragility that hit the euro zone between 2009 and 2012. 

The criterion adopted for choosing editorials in both corpora was to read all the 
articles linked to monetary union within the euro zone and the European Union. I 
then selected those commenting on the euro’s instability and possible rehabilitation. As 
Table 1 below illustrates, The Economist corpus (132,884 tokens) was balanced in the 
use of verbal and visual modes; all articles were either introduced or accompanied by at 
least one picture, comprising a total of 130 cartoons and 67 tables or graphs. On initial 
inspection, this data set seemed to provide solid ground for visual and multimodal 
metaphor identification and analysis, since cartoons are usually metaphorical 
representations, either summarizing or commenting on the topic under discussion. 
Conversely, the Il Sole 24 Ore corpus (169,618 tokens) produced different results; out 
of 193 articles, 73 editorials were accompanied by illustrations, among which only four 
were cartoons and 67 were either tables or graphs, i.e. objective pictures providing 
statistical data. The possibility to track visual and multimodal metaphor was reduced 
to a minimum. Reading through the 130 British editorials and the four Italian 
equivalents, the visuals were metaphorical realizations: suggestions of intersemiotic 
complementarity between the verbal and visual modes within each corpus were 
confirmed after an in-depth analysis. These early results did not allow me to conduct 
a quantitative cross-analysis of possible similarities or differences in monomodal and 
multimodal metaphor use between the two corpora, hence I could only proceed with a 
quantitative cross-analysis of linguistic metaphorical expressions relating to the euro 
crisis. In addition, among the 67 tables and graphs in the British corpus and the 69 
equivalents in the Italian data set, all could be read as independent from the text, yet 
adding useful statistical information. For this reason, in order to examine image-text 
intersemiotic relations, I had to rely on the British corpus to provide evidence of how 
visual and verbal metaphors are intersemiotically related. 

CORPUS TYPES TOKENS N. ARTICLES VISUALS VERBAL / VISUAL INTERSEMIOTICITY 

THE 

ECONOMIST 

(EC CORPUS) 

9812 132,884 133 

133 

130 

political 

cartoons 

67 

tables, graphs 

133 articles 

all articles are 

accompanied by a 

visual representation 

100% 

verbal/visual 

intersemiotic complementarity 

IL SOLE 24 ORE 

(S24O CORPUS) 
13,990 169,618 193 

73 

4 

political 

cartoons 

69 

tables, graphs 

193 articles 

120 only verbal 

(62.2%) 

73 verbal/visuals 

(37.8%) 

70% 

verbal/visual 

intersemiotic complementarity 

 
1 Table 1. The corpora
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6.2. Method

The study sets out to search for possible visual and verbal metaphorical realizations 
calling on the principle of incongruity and the principle of transfer that Cameron draws 
on in her procedure. Metaphor identification started with analysing the visuals and it was 
done manually. Visual metaphor vehicles were searched for and those illustrations whose 
basic meaning was used incongruously to describe the topic and highlight a contextual 
meaning were chosen. Relying on the same criterion, in order to search for linguistic 
metaphor vehicles that could match and intersemiotically relate to visual equivalents, 
verbal metaphors were investigated after visual metaphors were identified. As the present 
study combines a quantitative corpus-based analysis with a manual qualitative inspection, 
I followed a blended procedure of metaphor identification. I began with a manual analysis 
of two sample subcorpora each composed of five articles, respectively taken from the EC 
and the S24O corpora. In order to identify linguistic metaphors I set the limit of a word 
using the Metaphor Identification Procedure (MIP) introduced by the Pragglejaz group 3 
(2007). Once the metaphorical expressions had been identified in the sample subcorpora, 
the selected word tokens were inspected in both corpora drawing on some descriptive 
principles and notions of corpus linguistics (Sinclair 1991; McEnery and Wilson 2001; 
McEnery and Hardie 2012). The Antconc 3.4.3 (Anthony 2014) freeware concordance 
program was used to conduct a quantitative analysis. Concordance data were extracted 
from both corpora to carry out a further manual analysis to determine which items were 
used metaphorically in relation to the euro crisis. Conversely, the process of metaphor 
coding meant to track possible patterns of metaphors within and across modes was 
developed at a different level of analysis. Cameron’s approach to metaphor identification 
and grouping was adopted. In this perspective, incongruity was not limited to the level 
of individual words so that metaphorical expressions were allowed to comprehend multi-
word units. As Cameron (2010: 104) claims “when people use language to express their 
thoughts and ideas, they assemble words and phrases, adjusting them as they go for 
effective communication of meaning”. In that view, either a single word or even a phrase 
might be identified as a metaphor vehicle term; starting from the most incongruous or 
contrasting word the analysis worked outwards on condition that the stretch of language 
under scrutiny was used as a single phrase and its components had a contextual meaning 
as a phrase. Borrowing Cameron claims, the identification of linguistic metaphor is 
simpler with nouns and verbs that have a strong lexical content (like collapse/caduta or 
collapsed/caduto), because their more concrete or basic meaning is easily contrasted with 
the metaphorical use. In case of difficulty, the support of a corpus-based dictionary may 

3 The Pragglejaz group suggested four steps of metaphor identification (2007: 3): first, in order to 
establish a general understanding of the meaning the entire text-discourse must be read. Second, the 
examiner must determine the lexical units in the text-discourse. Third, (a) for each lexical unit in the 
text, the examiner must establish its meaning in context, that is, how it applies to an entity, relation, 
or attribute in the situation evoked by the text (contextual meaning). What comes before and after the 
lexical unit must be taken into account; (b) for each lexical unit, it is necessary to determine if it has a 
more basic contemporary meaning in other contexts than the one in the given context. Basic meanings 
tend to be more concrete (what they evoke is easier to imagine, see, hear, feel, smell, and taste), related 
to bodily action, more precise (as opposed to vague); historically older. Finally, if the lexical unit has 
a more basic current-contemporary meaning in other contexts than the given context, a decision must 
be taken whether the contextual meaning contrasts with the basic meaning but can be understood in 
comparison with it. If the lexical units satisfies what is mentioned above, it is identified as a metaphor. 
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be useful to check for idiomatic conventionalization (ibid.: 108). In my study, I used a 
dictionary to check basic versus incongruent meaning of words/phrases 4. 

To sum up, the multi-stage methodology enabled me to carry out a combined 
quantitative and qualitative analysis. Verbal metaphor identification was reported on 
the individual-word level. Potential metaphor candidates were searched both manually 
and electronically. Metaphor disambiguation occurred through examining concordance 
lines. The following stage involved metaphor coding and tracking possible systematic 
patterns of metaphor, which was done by inspecting multi-word units. Visual metaphor 
identification and analysis was qualitatively produced. I relied on Cameron’s terminology 
but examined visualized incongruous elements; each component was investigated 
as a unit, an individual participant either interacting with the others or in isolation. 
Metaphorical visualized participants in connection within the picture and across the 
picture-text development contributed to framing patterns of metaphor intersemiotically 
related across modes.

Visual metaphor vehicles from The Economist revealed a dominance of objects, natural 
elements or places, human beings or animals either crashing/burning/threatening or 
moving downwards/upwards/forwards/backwards, as Table 1 illustrates (see Appendix 1).

The Il Sole 24 Ore corpus, in contrast, prefers sports competitions to predict possible 
losses, parlour games (warships/Risiko 5) to display data and prompt reflection on potential 
negative reactions and consequences (Table 2 in Appendix 2). For the identification of 
verbal metaphors in the data set, I drew on the corpus linguistics methodology (Sinclair 
1991; McEnery and Wilson 2001; McEnery and Hardie 2012).  A detailed inspection of the 
word list was carried out, after which the words closely related to the euro topic, both in 
terms of the currency development and its decline, were examined and searches of their 
frequency, forms, concordances and functions were processed, in order to distinguish the 
metaphorical and non-metaphorical uses in the corpus. 

After identifying the verbal and visual metaphor vehicles in each corpus, similarities 
and differences in the choice of visual and lexical vehicles across corpora were examined. 
Then, visual metaphors as either monomodal illustrations or multimodal realizations 
were analysed through a sample text from the English corpus, since none of the four 
Italian editorials whose pictures were metaphorical cartoons could be cross-compared to 
a corresponding English editorial. A possible relation across Italian / English editorials 
was set in terms of comparing two articles whose content, visual and metaphor vehicle 
terms were similar and which were published during roughly the same week, month, and 
year. Although both corpora used visual metaphor displaying sports competitions, no 
correspondence was found in the function of these pictures (all published in 2011). In the 
British corpus, caricatured competitors (mountain-bikers, cyclists and canoeists) were all 
racing to crash or fall over a mountain precipice. Conversely, in the Italian corpus, the two 
images illustrating sporting rivalry (baseball players and a discus-thrower) were photos 
of an existing German discus player and an Irish baseball team. Both competitors had 
performed proficiently and achieved excellent results; the reason behind choosing these 
pictures was, as claimed by the journalists in the article, to predict the same results, yet 

4 As regards the British corpus I used the Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners 
(Rundell and Fox 2007). For the Italian corpus I relied on the Il Ragazzini (Zanichelli, 2016).

5 Risiko is the Italian version of the strategy board game Risk.
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in economic and not sporting terms, being achieved respectively by Germany and Ireland 
during the harsh period of the euro crisis. To conclude, both corpora used multimodal 
sports metaphors to suggest sports events in order to discuss economic issues, with the 
vehicle displayed in the visual mode and the topic in the corresponding verbal mode. 
Yet, while in the English corpus the whole article developed the metaphoric pattern of 
competition, in the Italian corpus the visual metaphor was only used as an attention-
catcher, because no systematic sports pattern was developed throughout the article. 
Forceville’s (2011: 213) terminology was taken up when examining monomodal and 
multimodal visual metaphors analysis. When a relation of identity was found between 
a source and target domain as two phenomena that, in a given context, belong to different 
modal categories, the metaphor was referred to as multimodal. The ‘source’ and ‘target’, 
the terms used by Forceville, were changed to Cameron’s terminology of ‘vehicle’ and 
‘topic’. Intersemiotic relations between the verbal and visual metaphors in the discourse 
dynamics activity of the text were inspected. After identifying visual and verbal vehicle 
terms, metaphor vehicles were grouped according to their semantic relation and their 
basic meaning. Once groups were formed, they were labelled (e.g. Collapse), relying 
as much as possible on the word used in the article. Setting vehicle terms in groups 
made it possible to track the euro crisis trajectory, as outlined by the journalist/visual 
designer in the flow of discourse. Finally, the topics, in terms of what the contextual 
meaning of the anomalous vehicle is, were identified and subsequently investigated. 
Once the euro crisis/recovery topic was detected, vehicle terms were matched to the 
corresponding topic. Intersemiotic relations across modes were finally analysed aiming 
at understanding how the euro issue was framed in multimodal terms.

7. Metaphor analysis

The present section investigates to what extent and how The Economist and 
Il Sole 24 Ore made use of visual and verbal metaphoric expressions to convey the 
economic instability of the euro between 2009 and 2012 and await the single currency’s 
rehabilitation. The discussion starts out with a quantitative analysis that provides the 
numbers of visual and verbal metaphors used by both corpora, and following on from 
that it details the frequencies of dominant metaphoric vehicle groups in either mode. 
This part gives rise to a qualitative inspection of the way (verbal, visual) metaphors 
come to be dominant through their function in multimodal discourse.

7.1. Quantitative analysis across corpora

Looking at metaphor use in economic-media discourse across corpora, it can be 
seen that the English corpus (EC corpus) records a higher overall number of visual 
metaphoric expressions illustrating the state of crisis than the Italian data set (S24O 
corpus), as Table 2, below shows: 

CORPORA No. ARTICLES VISUAL METAPHORS % 

EC CORPUS 133 130 97.7% 

S24O CORPUS 193 4 2.3% 

 Table 2. Metaphor frequency in the corpora
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An imbalance is also recorded for verbal metaphoric expressions, which were 
tracked and classified into two main vehicle groups, i.e. the Collapse (EC corpus) and 
Caduta (S24O) group and the Recovery (EC corpus) and Ripresa (S24O) group, as 
Tables 3–6 below display. As mentioned above, verbal metaphors and verbal vehicle 
groups were identified after visual metaphors had been classified. Since most of the 
visual metaphors were retrieved from the English corpus, showing a frequency of 97.7% 
versus 2.3% for the Italian corpus, the EC corpus became the lead corpus in metaphor 
research. The results of the visual investigation prompted a search for verbal metaphors 
discussing the instability of the single currency as the result of decisions and events 
which had caused the currency to move downwards and backwards, thus endangering 
the entire economic and geographical unity of the euro zone. Conversely, hints of a 
possible economic recovery of both the single currency and the euro zone member 
states were displayed by metaphoric illustrations which monitored the exploration of 
verbal vehicle terms recording movements upwards and forwards, as well as evoking a 
possible preservation of monetary unity within the euro zone. Tables 3-6 below provide 
an overview of the respective figures, illustrating the frequency of the words identified 
to track the metaphoric vehicle groups in both corpora.6

As can be seen, it is realizations of the Collapse vehicle group 7 that dominate verbal 
metaphor in the economic-media discourse of both corpora, with a significant difference 
between the EC corpus (1,055 occurrences) and the S24O corpus (336 occurrences). 
Although both corpora seem more inclined to discuss the possible collapse and caduta 
of the single currency rather than its recovery and ripresa, the vehicle-groups count 
tracked to support the euro’s salvation, respectively, record 448 (EC corpus) and 235 

6  In this paper I use the italicized form of a word (e.g. crisis, decline, salvation, recovery etc.) as a 
small case phrase, when I refer to it as a vehicle term.

7 A vehicle group is composed of related vehicle terms.

 

TOPIC 

 

the economic crisis which hit 

the eurozone and threatens 

the collapse of the single 

currency 

METAPHOR 

lexis  
VEHICLE GROUP FREQUENCY 

 (euro) crisis 
6 

 

Collapse 

343 

decline 34 

collapse 96 

fall 67 

failure 52 

break up 98 

crash 57 

burst 39 

destruction 38 

disaster 46 

end 87 

recession 98 

   1,055 

 
3 

                                                
1 In this paper I use the italicized form of a word (e.g. crisis,	decline,	salvation,	recovery etc.) as a small	case 
phrase, when	I refer	to it as a	vehicle term. 

Table 3. EC corpus: linguistic metaphors on the collapse of the euro
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(S24O corpus) metaphors (as before, the difference between the two corpora is statically 
significant), with a general dominance of metaphor use in The Economist corpus, as 
Table 7 below displays.

Although the frequency with which metaphor occurs across corpora is quite small 8, it 
prompts reflection on how both English and Italian economic-media discourse relies on 

8 A z test was performed to provide statistical evidence of how significant the differences in the use 
of the Collapse/Caduta and Recovery/Ripresa between the two corpora were.

4	
	

 

 

 

 

 

TOPIC 

 

the economic crisis which hit 

the euro and threatens the 

caduta/fall of the single 

currency 

METAPHOR 

lexis  

VEHICLE GROUP FREQUENCY 

crisi (dell’euro)  430 

caduta  

 

 

 

 

Caduta 

22 

crollo 20 

collasso  15 

tracollo 13 

fallimento  39 

declino 6 

rottura 14 

disastro 11 

fine 118 

recessione 78 

   766 

 

 

 

 

TOPIC 

 

The possible recovery of the 

euro 

METAPHOR 

lexis  

VEHICLE GROUP FREQUENCY 

recovery 

Recovery 

56 

rescue 170 

save 99 

safeguard 34 

salvation 31 

saving 58 

 448 

 

 

 

 

TOPIC 

 

The possible recovery of the 

euro 

METAPHOR 

lexis  

VEHICLE GROUP FREQUENCY 

recovery 

Recovery 

56 

rescue 170 

save 99 

safeguard 34 

salvation 31 

saving 58 

 448 

 

 

 

 

TOPIC 

 

The possible ripresa/ recovery 

of the euro  

METAPHOR 

lexis  

VEHICLE GROUP FREQUENCY 

ripresa 

Ripresa 

80 

salvaguardia 31 

salvezza 15 

salvare 36 

salvaguardia 5 

salvataggio 68 

 235 

 
6 

Table 4. S24O corpus: metaphors on the caduta (fall) of the euro

Table 5. EC corpus: linguistic metaphors on the possible recovery of the single currency

Table 6. S24O corpus: linguistic metaphors on the possible ripresa (recovery) of the 
single currency
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metaphor to discuss economic issues. Furthermore, there are considerable similarities 
between the two languages in terms of linguistic metaphor. Those similarities may be 
attributed to the fact that English and Italian cultures have more than just some areas of 
language and thought in common, with Latin as the most prominent linguistic reference 
point for both (Charteris-Black 2001: 261). In addition, some of the Italian editorials, 
whose level of metaphoric and semiotic interrelation with the English equivalents 9 was 
high, were written 10 by English native speakers working for Il Sole 24 Ore. That said, it 
should be borne in mind that the English language dominates internationally in various 
fields, including economics and finance. Thus Italian journalism may be influenced in 
the choice of linguistic expressions, and possibly metaphors too. 

The following section investigates and asserts the dominance of the Collapse verbal 
and visual vehicle group, as qualitatively instantiated by a sample article from the data 
set.

7.2. Qualitative analysis: a case study

A sample editorial was chosen among the articles of the EC corpus to illustrate how 
the collapse multimodal metaphor frames the euro crisis, both visually and verbally, 
being thus a testimony of a high degree of semantic interrelation across modes. After a 
manual inspection of the British corpus, the sample editorial entitled Is this really the 
end?, published on 26 November 2011, was chosen because it best provided substantial 
evidence of multimodal semantic interrelation. Metaphorical discourse is analysed 
on different levels; first, the visual level is examined: then, the analysis tracks the 
linguistic organization of metaphorical items in the text and examines how the micro-
levels of discourse events are addressed. Then the interaction between visual and 
verbal metaphorical occurrences is discussed. Metaphors, in their visual, verbal and 
mono/multimodal forms, are labelled and vehicle terms, as semantically different from 
but related to their topics, are highlighted. Finally, patterns of systematic metaphor are 
tracked and discussed.

The visual realization matches the linguistic occurrences, which signifies that 
the Collapse vehicle group has a central role in the text. Tracking the verbal forms 
discussing a possible euro collapse shows that it dominates the discourse, with 

9 The articles were written in approximately the same period and were commenting on similar 
subjects.

10 These articles were later translated into Italian.

METAPHOR 
EC CORPUS S24O CORPUS 

Frequency No. per 1,000 words Frequency No. per 1,000 words 

Collapse/ Caduta 1,055 7.94 % (sd=5.927694e-08) 336 1.98 % (sd= 1.168117e-08) * 

Recovery/ Ripresa 448 3.37 % (sd=2.5275e-08) 235 1.38 % (sd= 8.146314e-09) * 

Total tokens  132884  169618  

 Table 7. EC and S24O corpora compared: Collapse/Caduta and Recovery/Ripresa of the 
euro/dell’euro metaphor group frequency

Test on * mean differences p value < 0.001
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expressions being developed accordingly 11. Furthermore, always in terms of dominance, 
a small but prominent slot is allotted to the (metaphorical) visualization of the topic 
under investigation, which is developed in the top, ideal, position, leaving two thirds 
of the layout space to the real linguistic distribution of events and the elaboration of 
information. 

7.2.1 Identifying visual metaphors12

The picture introducing the article depicts a foregrounded falling meteorite shaped 
like a burning euro coin against a black background, thus facilitating the reader’s 
comprehension of the alarming economic, financial and political concerns surrounding 
the euro currency. Both the topic and the vehicle of the metaphor are thus visualized. 
The meteorite and the euro coin, which we normally perceive as two different entities 
belonging to two different domains, are here “physically merged into a single gestalt” 
(Forceville 2008: 465). The metaphorically shaped meteorite vehicle item and the 
literalized illustration of the euro currency vehicle item both contribute to highlighting 
the crash topic. A meteorite is a solid piece of debris that originates in outer space 
and which eventually crashes on the Earth’s surface. When a meteorite enters the 
atmosphere, friction, pressure and chemical interactions with atmospheric gases cause 
it to heat up and radiate energy, thus forming a fireball, also known as a falling star. On 
striking the ground, the meteorite has a strong impact and makes a crater, whose size 
depends on the dimensions, composition, degree of fragmentation and incoming angle of 
the fireball. The destruction which the force of such a collision may have is potentially 
very great. All the features characterizing a meteorite are here attributed to the single 
currency. Like a fireball, the euro’s trajectory is visualized and it obliquely falls from 
the top left to the bottom right of the image; a fall seems inevitable, although no actual 
impact is portrayed. The metaphtonymic (Goossens 1995) visualization of the meteorite 
trail illustrates how metaphor and metonymy interact here: in metaphorical terms, the 

11 As Cameron (2008) outlines, the vehicle terms of a metaphor can shift, with the vehicle developing 
when the metaphorically used word/phrase is applied to the same topic.

12 Reprinted with the permission of the publisher.

Figure 1. The Economist, Is this really the end ? 26 November 
2011 12.
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celestial body falling down stands for the whole of the causes which brought the euro to a 
condition of instability and consequent crisis (i.e. the meteorite), which thenceforth was 
destined to a tragic (i.e. burning) downfall (economic and financial crash); in metonymic 
terms, the meteorite trail visualizes the inevitable decline of the euro. The burning trail 
shows a burning twenty-euro banknote as a condensed 13 (Morris 1993) visualization 
metonymically symbolizing the euro currency and its inevitable crash. 

7.2.2. Identifying and tracking verbal metaphor in discourse dynamics activity

Zooming in on the focus of the article, the journalist highlights the critical condition 
the euro is in, which risks provoking the currency collapse. As a vehicle term, the 
word collapse 14 alerts the reader’s attention to the journalist’s fear of the impending 
end of the euro as the single currency adopted by the member states of the euro zone. 
Metaphor investigation is organized following the distribution of visual and verbal 
information in the article as studied by Bell (1991) 15. In this analysis, I prioritize what 
is visually represented and then study the verbalized parts the article is composed of. 
Evidence is given by pointing out the different reasons for as well as consequences of 
a looming collapse and crash. Tracking the expressions discussing a possible fall of the 
euro, it may be assumed that this term dominates the discourse with expressions being 
developed. Table 8 below illustrates how the metaphorically used collapse vehicle term 
develops although both vehicle and topic are maintained.

An analysis of metaphor distribution across the text reveals that the prospect 
of a euro collapse dominates the introductory part of the text, the vehicle term 
is relexicalized (destruction) in the middle and concluding parts. Although both 
visualization and verbalization of a catastrophic collapse pervade two thirds of the 
article, the pessimistic tone of a possible destruction gradually diminishes towards 

13 As Morris (1994: 200) pointed out, “condensation involves the compression of a complex phenomenon 
into a single image that is purported to capture its essence graphically”.

14 In this paper I use the italicized form of collapse as a small case phrase, when I refer to it as a 
vehicle term.

15 In his research, Bell provided a layout of news distribution in the media, which starting from the 
headline, develops in the sub-headline, is visualized by an introductory picture, and is then discussed 
in the body of the article.

VEHICLE 
DEVELOPMENT* 

DESCRIPTION EXAMPLES 

VEHICLE REPETITION the term is repeated in the same or  
in a transformed form 

1. the single currency’s collapse is looming 

2. an eventual collapse of the single currency 

VEHICLE 
RELEXICALIZATION 

a near synonym or equivalent is chosen 
1. The consequences of the euro’s destruction are 
catastrophic 
 
2. A euro break-up would cause a global burst 

VEHICLE CONTRAST an antonym or contrasting term is adopted 1. (…) save the euro currency 

2. safeguard the euro currency 

* When the vehicle term develops, it can be repeated, re-lexicalized, and an antonymic or contrasting term may be used. In the case of 
metaphor development, both vehicle and topic are maintained. 

Table 8. Development of the collapse vehicle term
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the conclusion, leaving space for the possibility of saving the currency. The discourse 
activity frames and contextualizes the reasons why such a catastrophe might occur; it 
then develops by arguing how much damage it could cause. The sequential distribution 
of metaphoric expressions, as listed below, reveals and tracks the daunting prospect of 
a euro fall, metonymically used in lieu of the financial, economic and political issues 
behind currency failure:

(1) a euro break-up would cause a global bust 
(2) the eurozone could shatter into different pieces 
(3) the chances of the eurozone being smashed apart have risen alarmingly 
(4) without a dramatic change of heart by the ECB and by European leaders, the single 
currency could break up within weeks 

Conversely, the pace seems to change with the hopeful ‘Yes’ reply to the point-blank 
question ‘Can anything be done to avert disaster?’, which introduces the journalist’s 
view that the end of the single currency might be avoided. The discourse progresses 
with a detailed description of who should intervene, and what should be done to prevent 
catastrophic failure. As the leading country of the euro zone, Germany is expected 
to intervene and collaborate with the ECB to suggest strategic fiscal manoeuvres to 
avoid the crash of the single currency, promote stability and possible economic growth. 
The collapse vehicle term reappears prior to the conclusion in order to highlight the 
forthcoming danger as well as to leave some hope of finding a way out in the end.  The 
metaphor discussing the fall of the euro does not only evolve around the euro itself, but 
metonymically involves the euro zone, too. 

7.2.3. Intersemiotic relations between verbal and visual metaphors in discourse-dynam-
ics activity 

In this section, the intersemiotic relations between text and image metaphoric 
realizations are examined. The incongruous portrayal of the meteorite/euro and the 
burning falling star/20-euro banknote take a topical position in the layout of the text, 
being placed just below the headline and the sub-headline. In supporting the visualized 
representation of the economic fall of the euro like a burning meteorite, the text 
discusses the causes and consequences of this possible collapse. It may be assumed that 
the image is important as an attention-getter; it directs the addressee’s reading through 
the metaphoric illustration and prompts her/his scrutiny of the verbalized expressions 
as intersemiotically related to the pictorially depicted vehicle terms. The verbal mode 
supports, clarifies and predominates over the visual both in terms of how discourse is 
spatially distributed (two thirds of the multimodal discourse is expressed verbally) and 
how metaphorical realizations develop in the flow of discourse (the verbal vehicle terms 
outnumber the visual ones). 

That said, notwithstanding the anchoring function of the linguistic expressions, the 
present analysis highlights how the verbal and visual modes support and reinforce 
meaning-making. A mutual influence between the verbal and the visual modes within 
the text is recorded and investigation is made on how visual and verbal messages 
appear mutually supportive. Table 9 summarizes the intersemiotic relations between 
the visual and the verbal metaphoric vehicle terms. 
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The meteorite/euro and fire trail/20-euro banknote visual representations, as 
aforementioned, are pictorial manifestations of two monomodal metaphors whose 
vehicles and topics are simultaneously cued by visual and verbal modes. The meteorite 
visual vehicle illustrates the condition of instability and crisis of the single currency 
and matches with the topic vehicle metaphtonymically represented by a euro coin. 
The fire trail vehicle visualization matches with the 20 euro banknote as the topic, 
both depicting metaphtonymically the inevitable crash of the single currency. In 
metaphorical terms, we see a 20 euro banknote burning and imagine the tragic 
conflagration of the euro-celestial body. A high degree of intersemioticity between 
the visual and the verbal representation of a crash is highlighted in the downfall of 
the meteorite and the verbal use of ‘hurtling down towards a crash’. As a celestial 
body the falling meteorite is destined to end with impact on the ground. The viewer 
anticipates that the disintegration of the burning fireball will evolve in an uncontrolled 
way and will progress relatively quickly. The visualization of an imminent crash is 
semiotically related to the journalist’s description of the destiny of the euro zone which 
is ‘hurtling down towards a crash’; the economic and fiscal crisis which hit the euro zone 
is progressing in an unrestrained and expeditious way, leaving neither time nor space 
for salvation. Both visual representations are hybrid metaphors 16 (Forceville 2008). 
The objects are visually depicted like pair-matched objects, with each part possibly 
being understood in terms of the other. The first pair can be alternatively read as a 
meteorite shaped like a euro coin or a euro coin drawn like a meteorite; the second set 
displays either a fire trail in the form of a 20-euro banknote or a banknote depicted 
like a fireball. Following Gombrich’s (1963) concept of fusion, the meteorite and the 
euro, as well as the fireball and the 20-euro banknote, are visually and conceptually 
merged. The illustration of the euro coin visualized like a meteorite, and a 20-euro 
banknote shaped like a fireball, activates a process of simultaneous physical / spatial 

16 The elements involved, although they normally belong to distinct entities, are here merged into a 
single gestalt (i.e. the meteorite and its trail).

VISUAL 
VEHICLE 

INTERSEMIOTIC RELATION  
AND TOPIC 

VERBAL VEHICLE 

Meteorite/ euro 

coin; 

20-euro banknote 

and burning trail 

moving 

downwards 

Visually the euro is destined to 

disintegrate; verbally its crash is not 

certain, but if it occurs, it will provoke 

negative consequences   

 

Topic: the end of the euro as a shared 

currency is imminent and the 

consequences of this crash are going to 

endanger the eurozone too. 

 

The euro: the single currency’s collapse is looming; the consequences 

of the euro’s destruction are catastrophic; a break-up of the euro would 

cause a global bust; the odds of a safe landing are dwindling fast; 

today’s conflagration; the single currency could break up within weeks; 

the attitude has to change, or the euro will break up; 

 

The euro zone: the eurozone hurtles towards a crash; the world’s most 

financially integrated region would be ripped apart; the euro zone 

could shatter into different pieces; the chances of the eurozone being 

smashed apart have risen alarmingly 

 

 
9 Table 9. Vehicle terms related in the visual and the verbal modes
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identification of two objects, although semantic fusion is made possible only through 
incongruous, i.e. metaphorical visualization. The meteorite incongruously represents 
the dangerous condition of the euro currency, while the burning banknote indicates the 
consequences of this crisis. In metonymical terms, the meteorite refers to the reasons 
which provoked the euro’s instability, while the 20-euro banknote stands for the single 
currency and the euro zone economies. 

Interestingly, the interpretation of both meteorite and fireball is verbally mediated 
by semantically related linguistic expressions. Words such as destruction and collapse 
refer to the impact of the meteorite when it crashes to the ground, while conflagration 
clearly describes the damaging and violent effects of a raging fire, similar to a blazing 
falling star. No hints are given either in the picture or in the text of it as a star before 
turning into a falling star; in metaphorical terms, this transformation may refer to the 
inception of the euro in 1999, once a star, and to its gradual and damaging crisis, the 
falling star. 

Moreover, the depiction of a complex phenomenon like the collapse of the euro 
currency is illustrated by the familiar visualization of a single coin and a banknote, 
both referring to the complexity of the financial, economic and political concerns 
underlying the euro crisis. The process of domestication 17 (Morris 1993), espoused and 
adopted by the visual designer in this image, enhances the viewers’ understanding 
of more abstract concepts which are developed and explained in the verbal text. 
Furthermore, the condensed (ibid.) portrayal of a coin and a banknote draws on the 
viewer’s supposedly shared knowledge and contributes to focusing on the core issue the 
text producer wishes to develop and discuss. Borrowing from Morris’s (ibid.) studies on 
political cartoons, the concept of condensation, which compresses complex phenomena 
into a single image (i.e. a coin and a banknote), is used in this image to entrench the 
specific metaphoric model underlying the multimodal discourse on the possible end of 
the euro. 

The vector tracking the fire trail’s movement downwards is highlighted in the form 
of a foregrounded oblique trajectory, which fills the image with a yellowish blazing 
falling star that is a modulated reddish colour at its extremes. The saturated black in 
the background directs the viewer’s attention towards the foregrounded visualization, 
but it also contextualizes the alarming negativity which led to the emergence of the 
fire trail (as the topic and not as the vehicle). The obliqueness of the burning light 
traces the fireball’s fall. The action is plotted in the form of a chronologically sequenced 
movement from top-left towards bottom-right; in its gradual fall, the fireball aligns with 
the viewer’s reading path. Involvement is further activated because the threatening 
euro / meteorite is illustrated in its entirety, distance is reduced to a minimum, and 
an immediate crash seems unavoidable, although it does not actually occur. There is a 
tension between the inevitability of the crash in the visual mode and the possibility of 
‘saving’ the single currency in the verbal mode. The temporal immediacy of a threatening 
collapse is stressed by expressions such as ‘the single currency’s collapse is looming’, 
‘the euro currency could break up within weeks’ and ‘[this] makes an eventual collapse 
of the currency more likely’. 

17 As defined by Morris (1994: 201), domestication is “the process by which abstract ideas and 
distant, unfamiliar persons or events are converted into something close, familiar, and concrete”.
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Although the text talks of the euro risking collapse, the image portrays an inevitable 
disaster, with no chance left for a future of the single currency. Conversely, the text 
gives an opportunity to the single currency and hints at a possible recovery. 

Regarding the action of moving downwards, as illustrated in the picture, the 
journalist starts the article by stressing the immediacy of the crash, ‘the euro zone 
hurtles towards a crash’, while the repetition and the development of the collapse 
vehicle term underline the possible economic failure of the euro currency and the end 
of the euro zone. 

Finally, intersemiotic complementarity is partly achieved in the visual illustration 
and verbal expression referring to a possible collapse, which is certain in the visual 
mode, but in the verbal one it is no more than probable or even just possible. The 
meteorite falls but does not crash, ‘the chances of the eurozone being smashed apart 
have risen alarmingly’ but, as the journalist claims, disaster can be averted, although 
huge efforts must be made in order to save the single currency. 

7.2.4. Tracking systematic metaphor

Once the Break-up (visual/verbal) vehicle group was identified and the key discourse 
topic identified, the visual and linguistic metaphors relating to it were collected into a 
systematic metaphorical set. 

As argued by Cameron (2010: 128), the collecting of metaphorical occurrences 
into groups, in terms of the literal and/or metaphorical meaning of the vehicle terms, 
enables the researcher to frame her/his analysis and “summarise metaphorical ways of 
expressing ideas, attitudes and values”. 

TOPIC METAPHOR VEHICLE 
GROUP 

The economic crisis of the single currency and the possible decline  

of the euro zone  

The single currency’s collapse  

Break up 

The euro zone hurtles towards a crash 

Euro’s destruction 

A euro break-up 

Ripped apart 

Shatter into different pieces; fragmented 

south 

Disaster 

Smashed apart 

Collapse in business 

Fall in output 

Downwards spiral 

Conflagration 

Collapse of the currency 

The single currency could break up 

Failure of a bank 

Collapse of a government 

The euro will break up 

 Table 10. The crisis is breaking up The euro trajectory
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Relying on a discourse dynamics approach to classify metaphorical patterns in 
discourse, I identified, labelled and tracked The crisis is breaking up The euro metaphor’s 
trajectory in the discourse event. Table 10 highlights the metaphors relating to the 
Break-up vehicle group which were used to argue how, unless decisions were made and 
solutions provided, the already endangered single currency would gradually worsen, 
thus leading the euro zone to inevitable fragmentation and the end of monetary union.

As Table 10 above displays, The crisis is breaking up The euro metaphor (henceforth 
the breaking up metaphor) develops in the flow of discourse. Scrutiny of metaphors and 
their occurrences in the text show that a metaphoric pattern emerges and develops 
throughout the text.

On investigation of linguistic metaphors and how they are distributed in the 
discourse, it can be attested that they allude uniquely to the economic collapse of the 
euro and the euro zone, as for instance is argued in the sub-headline ‘unless Germany 
and the ECB move quickly, the single currency’s collapse is looming’. Moreover, it 
should be noted that repetitions and/or very similar formulations of the breaking up 
metaphor appear throughout the text, thus contributing to the spatial and semantic 
stability of the The crisis is breaking up The euro’s systematic trajectory. The journalist 
and cartoonist both apply the breaking up metaphor to illustrate how imminent the fall 
is. That said, after the cartoonist’s catastrophic portrayal of a euro coin that is burning 
and falling, the journalist develops a detailed scenario in which action is taken in order 
to moderate if not arrest this process. Although there is little hope of a recovery, or of 
the German chancellor’s and the ECB’s prompt intervention, the journalist seems to be 
confident in their expectations, as seen in the following quotes:

(5) Even as the euro zone hurtles towards a crash, most people are assuming that, in the 
end, European leaders will do whatever it takes to save the single currency. 
(6) Mrs Merkel and the ECB cannot continue to threaten feckless economies with exclu-
sion from the euro in one breath and reassure markets by promising the euro’s salvation. 

In both citations, the discourse events develop around opposing actions, i.e. crash 
vs salvation, and polarized groups, threaten vs reassure, with the single currency as 
the trait-d’union between the contrasting processes and actors. Metaphors are used to 
describe status as action; although the incongruous terms ‘crash’ and ‘save’/’salvation’ 
do not belong to the domain of economics and politics they are routinely used to 
discuss economic and fiscal issues, such as the monetary status of the single currency. 
Conventionally, ‘crash’ may preferably be allocated to the field of transport (i.e. cars 
crash), while ‘save’ commonly refers to the world of medicine and medical treatment 
(i.e. doctors save their patients’ lives). 

Nevertheless, much of the discourse turns on the break-up of the euro. The 
degree and intensity of this disastrous event are focused on with expressions such as 
‘global bust’, ‘ripped apart’, ‘shatter into different pieces’, and ‘being smashed apart’. 
Metaphorical language leaves little space to pick up a fragmented and destroyed 
euro zone. Although the breaking up metaphor interacts with metaphors from other 
semantic fields, i.e. recovery/salvaTion (e.g. ‘save the euro currency’, ‘safeguard 
their currencies’), the discourse is dominated by references to a catastrophe which is 
approaching and will probably be devastating. The emphasis on this is couched in the 
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intersemiotic metaphorical climax, which the image illustrates in the form of a euro 
coin burning and careering downwards, and whose verbal counterpart is discussed in 
terms of ‘today’s conflagration’. Both expressions carry the sense of a burning process 
leading to tragic consequences. The metaphorical movement downwards, going in the 
direction of a metaphorical collapse, viz. the break-up and end of the euro currency, 
is used by the authors (journalist and cartoonist) to visualize the economic difficulties 
the euro zone and the single currency are encountering. To conclude, the emergence of 
the systematic pattern of the breaking up metaphor provides the reader with a visually 
and verbally coherent pattern of repeatedly co-occurring tools that are necessary to 
understand, think about, and share the journalist’s and the cartoonist’s worries of a 
menacing and irreversible monetary crisis.

8. Discussion

This paper has implications for metaphor study at a combined level of computer-
assisted quantitative analysis in large data sets and at a manual and more detailed 
qualitative inspection in a selection of documents. 

The present cross-country research on verbal and visual metaphors used to discuss 
the euro crisis supports a growing line of studies on metaphor occurrences in language 
being interconnected with thought and culture. In this view, a range of contextualizing 
variables was taken into account, metaphor patterns were tracked and generalizations 
were made from a discourse-based perspective; evidence was thus given of how 
systematic patterns of metaphor frame the dynamic interaction of multimodal discourse 
as being interconnectedly thought about, talked about and visualized. That said, the 
prevailing collapse/caduta and recovery/ripresa metaphorical frames made it possible 
to postulate an understanding of the crisis as looming menacingly and obliging the euro 
zone member states to behave sensibly, find an agreement and take uncontroversial 
decisions aimed at avoiding the disintegration of the euro and pave the way for a viable 
recovery. Semantically speaking, uniformity in the use of language metaphors was 
found, which led me to confirm that both corpora reflect a common view of the euro 
crisis. Although statistical analysis displayed differences in metaphor frequency, both 
the quantitative and a more detailed verbal analysis of metaphor as occurring in each 
corpus displayed significant similarities in incongruous expressions used to frame the 
crisis. In these terms, the metaphorical framing as identified and analysed in my data 
suggests that although the euro zone seriously risks falling into pieces and crashing, 
the European leaders will intervene in order to hasten a recovery, thus avoiding a tragic 
end. The analysis of quantitative figures showing metaphorical manifestations across 
data, combined with a qualitative investigation of systematic metaphors occurring 
recursively in a stretch of texts, are significantly meaningful indicators of how difficult 
it is for the press to stand aside and avoid any form of personal intervention. From this 
perspective, metaphors have been identified as powerful framing devices which were 
used in both corpora to forge economic events such as the euro crisis, thus providing the 
readers with subjective reflections on the topic. The findings of this research confirm 
that neither of the journals has been able to distance itself from providing the reading 
public with an incongruously framed discussion of the crisis. 
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9. Conclusions

To sum up, it may be assumed that economic-media discourse featuring the topic of 
the euro crisis, in terms of a threatening collapse/caduta as well as a hopeful recovery/
ripresa, provides a number of visual and verbal metaphoric expressions in the English 
corpus, while the Italian data set highlights dissimilar recurrences of metaphor at 
the levels of both visual and verbal discourse. In addition, it is of relevance that the 
editorialists in both languages rely on the same metaphoric vehicles to discuss and 
comment on the progressive economic downward turn of the single currency, and they 
both auspiciously hint at the rehabilitation of economic and monetary equilibrium 
within the euro zone. Overall, there is similarity and intersemiotic cross-cohesion in 
the verbal development of the vehicle’s trajectory in both data sets. It is not surprising, 
perhaps, that in looking for metaphors to describe the topic of the euro, the journalists 
and cartoonists/visual designers focus on and select culturally entrenched models such 
as the Collapse/Caduta and Recovery/Ripresa vehicle groups. By doing so, they draw on 
the reader’s shared background knowledge to facilitate and prompt familiarity with the 
complex political interests and economic reasons behind the euro crisis as dynamic and 
interrelated across the English and Italian languages and cultures. Finally, it may be 
affirmed that metaphor plays a salient role in the economics-oriented discussion under 
investigation. This process works pragmatically and cognitively at the micro- and macro-
discourse levels and, besides offering the reader a better understanding of the topic 
under discussion, it contributes to highlighting the distinctive house style of the English 
and Italian editorials examined. In these terms, metaphoric verbal expressions and 
visual illustrations of the euro crisis can add prestige to the newspapers’ entertainment 
value. In that sense, when verbal and visual language are closely aligned and build 
intersemiotic relations within discourse shaping specific economic issues, as the results 
from the quantitative and qualitative analyses of the English corpus show, not only 
will they probably achieve greater appreciation on the part of the receiver, but they will 
also contribute to conveying metaphor use with a role of relevance in economic-media 
discourse.

To conclude, I hope I have shown what can be achieved by combining a quantitative 
corpus-based analysis with a qualitative one to investigate metaphor as occurring 
in economic-media discourse across countries, with particular insight into its role 
discussing the crucial topic of the euro crisis and the feasibility of the single currency 
collapse. Furthermore, relying on Cameron’s approach to track systematic metaphor 
in discourse, I could account for how metaphor can be conceived as a powerful framing 
device to discuss momentous phenomena such as economic instability.

Due to funding restrictions, the present research was carried individually, which 
forbade me from validating the linguistic metaphor identification procedure by involving 
a group of coders. No intercoder reliability test was carried out, which is certainly a 
methodological weakness when investigating a large data sample to carry out reliable 
quantitative analysis. Further quantitative research is needed to explore metaphorical 
realizations and frames different from the ones investigated in this paper to discuss 
periods of economic instability; a group of coders will then be required and the results 
of the process can be validated with a reliability test.
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Appendix

THE EURO FREQUENCY 

OBJECTS 

Cake: burning, breaking into pieces 2 

Euro coin: burning, breaking, falling, bursting 13 

(Euro banknote)-Flag: flying, burning 4 

Train: falling, crashing 2 

Bridge: breaking 2 

Engine: jamming 2 

Vase: breaking into pieces 2 

Ship, boats: listing, sinking 9 

Noah’s ark: ready to sail, boarding people 1 

Hot air balloon like colander: flying up and away 2 

Skull: being questioned 3 

Car: driving, crashing, getting out of control 6 

Motorbike: driving, getting out of control 4 

Bike: cycling, racing, falling 4 

Mountain bike: racing, cycling 4 

Tyre: falling into the abyss 2 

Wheelchair: standing 1 

Stairs: black and steep 2 

Scales: weighting the euro coin 1 

Sofa: leaning ready to fall from a precipice 1 

Canoe: approaching a precipice ready to fall 1 

Castle: crashing, holding the euro currency 
fortress: defending, protecting 

4 

NATURAL 
ELEMENTS 

Sand: drying up 8 

The sea: rough and menacing 14 

Meteorite, falling star: falling, crashing, bursting 9 

The sky: shining, 8 

The sun: falling, burning 5 

The globe: crashing, pushing, destroying 5 

Star: shining, flying up, being hold in someone’s hands 9 

NATURAL 
PHENOMENA 

The storm: rough, breaking, weaving, raining 7 

The sunset: falling, burning 3 

NATURAL 
PLACES 

Oasis: drying up 1 

Desert: drying up 7 

Maze: trapping 1 

Mountain: dark, reddish, green, grey 10 

Precipice: dark, grey 8 

Cave: protecting 3 

Shelter: protecting 3 

Hills: 5 

ANIMALS 

Robin: being killed 1 

Eagle: flying, losing feathers, following, inspecting 7 

Dragon: spitting out flames, menacing 2 

Poisonous snake: approaching, ready to kill 1 g
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THE EUROZONE FREQUENCY 

SPORT 

Car drivers, motorcyclists: driving, losing control of the vehicle 21 

Mountain bikers: biking on a race, losing control of the bike, falling 7 

Cyclists: cycling on a race, losing control of the cycle, falling 3 

Canoeists: approaching the fall into a precipice 1 

Climbers: escaping, falling 4 

Pilots: crashing 5 

POLITICS 

Politicians: fighting, escaping, shooting, dictating, driving away, crashing, reading, 
sleeping, racing, eating, paying, moving towards/backwards/upwards/downwards 74 

Ministers: fighting, escaping, shooting, dictating, driving away, crashing, moving 
towards/backwards/upwards/downwards 67 

Presidents: giving directions, fighting, escaping, moving 
towards/backwards/upwards/downwards 38 

MEDICINE Doctor: treating 3 

RELIGION Moses: giving orders, holding a speech 1 

OTHER 

Common people: fighting, escaping, crawling 15 

Bedouins: crawling, walking, fainting 2 

Sheriffs: shooting, fighting 3 

Warriors: fighting, escaping, running towards 8 

PUBLIC 
INSTITUTION 

Workers: fighting, escaping/moving away, trying to enter/moving forwards 5 

Civil servants: escaping/moving away, trying to enter/moving forwards 7 

FABLES 
Snow White: sleeping 1 

Little Red Riding Hood: waking and getting lost in the wood 1 

 
TABELLA 1 IN APPENDICE 

THE EURO CRISIS FREQUENCY 

SPORT 
COMPETITION 

Discus thrower: throwing the discus during a competition 1 

Baseball team: celebrating and hugging each other 1 

PARLOUR GAMES 

Warships: displaying geographically countries and giving statistical figures showing 
their economic and fiscal power 

1 

Risiko: displaying geographically countries and giving statistical figures showing their 
economic and fiscal power 

1 

 

THE EURO: VISUAL METAPHOR IN THE ECONOMIST

THE EURO CRISIS: VISUAL METAPHOR IN IL SOLE 24 ORE


