Formation of complex conceptual metaphors in English
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The theory of a conceptual metaphor was firstly introduced in 1980 by two famous American cognitive scientists: George Lakoff and Mark Johnson. More than forty years have passed since they published their book “Metaphors we live by”, but the problem of the conceptual metaphor is still relevant today. The fact is that, despite seeming coherent, this theory still has a lot of gaps.
Lakoff and Johnson define conceptual metaphor as “understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another” [Lakoff, Johnson: 5]. Their theory is based on the division of all metaphors into three types (orientational, ontological and structural) according to the semantic relations between the source and target domains. However, the resent research shows that “some conceptual metaphors have all three types of the relations at once” [Берлова: 2]. Such metaphors may be called complex. This finding cannot but entail a simple question: why some metaphors are simple, while others turn out to be complex ones. 
Surprisingly, the answer can be found in Lakoff and Johnson’s book – “Metaphors we live by”. The authors note that “metaphorical expressions in our language are tied to concepts in a systematic way” [Lakoff, Johnson: 7], which means that all metaphors we use in our everyday speech stand in systematic relations.

There are two types of these relations. First, it is consistency, that is, when metaphors form a “single image” [Lakoff, Johnson: 44]. It is consistency that unites all metaphorical mappings within a conceptual metaphor, for example, in LIFE IS JOURNEY metaphor we have BIRTH IS START, MOVING IS GETTING OLDER and DEATH IS FINAL DESTINATION mappings. 

The other type is coherence or metaphors’ ability to “fit together” [Lakoff, Johnson: 44]. But, as practice shows, coherence may be different. Let us take orientational metaphors, such as GOOD IS UP, MONEY IS UP, HIGH STATUS IS UP, BAD IS DOWN, POWERTY IS DOWN, LOW STATUS IS DOWN. We see that English speakers associate favourable concepts with up, while unfavourable with down. Thus, despite the fact that all these conceptual metaphors are used to describe unrelated spheres, the metaphors themselves make up a coherent system. This type of relations will be hereinafter referred as external coherence, i.e. coherence with the whole metaphorical system of a language.
Let us consider another example of coherence, given by Lakoff and Johnson. Even though metaphors ARGUMENT IS BUILDING and ARGUMENT IS CONTAINER have different source domains, their metaphorical entailments are quite similar: as we make a building, more of a surface is created or as we make a container, more of a surface is created. As a result, we come to the same conclusion: “as more of a surface is created, the argument covers more ground” [Lakoff, Johnson: 94]. Let us refer to this case as internal coherence, i.e. mutual coherence of two or more metaphors.

At first glance, Lakoff and Johnson’s theory seems to be reasonable, but there is a problem. And this is BUILDING IS CONTAINER metaphor. Actually, in English all buildings are considered to be containers. And this idea cannot but affect people’s thoughts, people’s perception, people’s speech. As a result, each and every one of conceptual metaphors with building as a source domain possesses features of a container. This case was described by Lakoff and Johnson as follows: “when we discuss one concept, we use other concepts that are themselves understood in metaphorical terms, which leads to further overlapping of metaphors” [Lakoff, Johnson: 97]. So, we can say, that both of these metaphors make up one conceptual metaphor ARGUMENT IS BUILDING.
But ARGUMENT IS BUILDING metaphor is a structural one, while ARGUMENT IS CONTAINER metaphor is ontological. Despite being merged together, both of them affect the relations existing between the source and target domains. As a result, we have structural-ontological conceptual metaphor. 
Sometimes the cases of overlapping can be simply explained, as it was done above. In others the overlapping may be not so obvious. Such is the case with PICTURE IS CONTAINER metaphor. On the one hand, we have a clear ontological component.
He's in photo at the time of the shooting.

I thought you wanted Damon out of the picture.

That picture is empty and dull.

The whole picture was so truthlike and filled with details…

On the other hand, one can find typical orientational oppositions in this metaphor, as well.
The beach with a palm-tree in the foreground.

They'll probably just make you stand in the background.
In that painting, in the centre, not to one side like this there's the exact same pavilion.
At the bottom of the picture you can see a dog.
There is a beautiful sky at the top of the landscape.
Here it is more difficult to explain why PICTURE IS CONTAINER metaphor has a complex structure. Probably, there was some transitional metaphor that merged with it long ago.
Thus, the survey found out that in the English language all conceptual metaphors stand in systematic relations of consistency, internal or external coherence. Some metaphors that seem to be internally coherent, in fact, turn out to be the cases of overlapping when one of the metaphoric domains is understood itself in metaphorical terms. As a result, the source and target domains of this conceptual metaphor may be characterised not by one, but by two or all three types of relations (orientational, ontological and structural) at once.
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