
The song was wordless;

The singing will never be done.

Siegfried Sassoon
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FOREWORD

Robert S. Hatten

THE AUTHOR OF THESE ESSAYS, Professor of Music at the
University of Edinburgh, is well known to music semioticians in-
ternationally as a keynote speaker or invited lecturer throughout

Europe and North America. He is also a recognized scholar of eighteenth-
century music. But those music theorists and musicologists who have not
encountered his insightful survey, Linguistics and Semiotics in Music (1992),
may not appreciate his role as one of the leading music semiotic theorists
of our time. If that volume signaled Raymond Monelle’s authorial presence
with an absorbing exploratory essay on deconstruction in music, the pres-
ent book of essays, devoted entirely to his own theoretical work and spec-
ulation, marks the emergence of a unique voice and indeed a new direction
for music semiotics. If Nattiez (1975) introduced the first stage of formal-
ist music semiotics, and Tarasti (1994), Hatten (1994), and Lidov (1999)
contributed toward a second stage that reconciled the structuralist with the
hermeneutic in interpreting musical meaning, then Monelle’s essays could
be said to mark the third stage, or staging, in which semiotic theory con-
fronts postmodernism and emerges as viable, even after relinquishing the
hitherto unacknowledged hegemony of its structuralist core.*

Monelle moves from traditional semiotic concerns with topics and tropes
to postmodern concerns with the work as text, modes of temporality as they
affect musical form and genre, the construction of subjectivity, and the de-
construction of ideology. The strain of these competing strategies is often
foregrounded with cunning self-consciousness, as Monelle thematizes the
theoretical conflicts he finds, and one can only admire the reflexive moves
by which he draws out the best from each encounter. Indeed, the courage
to embrace the multiple perspectives of postmodern thought in a series of
mutually supportive essays can be seen as more heroic than the erection of
a single, overarching scheme. Although Monelle decries the totalizing ten-

* Jean-Jacques Nattiez, Fondements d’une sémiologie de la musique (Paris: Union générale
d’éditions, 1975); Eero Tarasti, A Theory of Musical Semiotics (Bloomington: Indiana Univer-
sity Press, 1994); Robert S. Hatten, Musical Meaning in Beethoven: Markedness, Correlation, and
Interpretation (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994); David Lidov, Elements of Semi-
otics (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999). For an earlier work that attempts the bridge from
formal semiotics to postmodernism, see Robert Samuels, Mahler’s Sixth Symphony: A Study in
Musical Semiotics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995).



dencies of any theoretical approach, semiotic or otherwise, his essays nev-
ertheless contribute a series of interpretations of music from Bach to Ives
that are grounded in the plausibilities of careful semiotic speculation and
supported by an impressive array of historical evidence. They also add up
to more than the sum of their parts, by addressing many of the central prob-
lems that any presumably comprehensive theory of music would need to
confront.

After an introductory chapter that sets the tone for a more postmodern
approach, the first two essays offer a welcome critique of topic theory, care-
fully delineating errors in Leonard Ratner’s primary source attributions,
and providing culturally, historically, and theoretically rich case studies of
particular topics. Striking among these is the attention devoted to teasing
out the specific motivations for assigning expressive meaning to galloping
motives, with special attention to their association with the “noble horse”.
As a model for the kind of careful cultural work every topic deserves, these
two essays will repay close study by any “new musicologists”. Semiotically,
Monelle offers a fresh way to conceive the significance of topical types,
through the “indexicality of the object”—that is, through the associations
that accrue to the object of signification. In this way he ties interpretation
to the semiotically recoverable cultural practices of a given stylistic period.

Modes of temporality are the central concern of the next two chapters,
which provide a fresh account of style change as it relates to genre, synthe-
sizing insights from cultural and literary sources with those from analysis
and the history of theory. By relating A. B. Marx’s opposition of Satz and
Gang to the temporal modes of lyrical evocation and narrative progression,
Monelle is able to suggest the crosscurrents affecting change of genre and
form in the early nineteenth century. Of special interest is the case of the
finale of Schumann’s Second Symphony, in which Monelle goes further
than Anthony Newcomb’s archetypal plots to uncover a self-conscious de-
construction of the problematic oppositions underlying competing ap-
proaches to form. That Schumann could have featured this conflict as the-
matic to the work, and recognized the danger of lyric evocation as it tends
to subvert ongoing formal structure, suggests one of the more subtle ways
in which nineteenth-century composers constructed subjectivity in their
works. Indeed, the symphony is a genre that Monelle insightfully links to
the literary genre of the nineteenth-century novel, where struggles with
modes of temporal expressiveness are often thematic. The achievements of
Brahms and Dvořák in coping with this issue are contrasted with Monelle’s
view of Tchaikovsky’s failure to reconcile structure (narrative progression)
and genre (evocation). The swamping of structure by sentimentality finds
a new explanation in Monelle’s semiotic framing.

It is this textual kind of subjectivity that leads to the insights of the next
two chapters, in which the composer’s voice plays an increasingly impor-
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tant role. Here, the heroes are Mahler, whose protean subjectivity ranges
from the voice of Nature, to that of an idealized Volk, to that of an apolo-
gist for Nietzschean philosophy, and Mahler’s American counterpart, Ives,
whose problematic subjectivities are treated to a deconstructive critique
that may surprise the reader in its shifting affiliations. Ives’s own ideologi-
cal commitments, as expressed in his “Essays before a Sonata” but also more
tellingly in his approach to composition, provide ample evidence for a va-
riety of postmodern interpretations, and Monelle draws out the philosoph-
ical implications of each. The inspiration of Michel Foucault is apparent in
Monelle’s search for an alternative episteme, or regulatory signifying prac-
tice, to justify the seemingly incomprehensible actions of a composer such
as Ives—for whom scores are not adequate representations of perfor-
mances, and performances are not restricted to sounds.

But despite the search for new forms of theory adequate to the demands
of modern music, and the postmodern quest for a truly speculative theory
for music of all eras, semiotics is not displaced to the margins; rather, the
margins are opened to a more flexible semiotic inquiry that integrates his-
torical and cultural evidence with music theoretical and semiotic analysis,
while interrogating the presuppositions and underlying ideologies of both
music and method. In his virtuoso performance, Raymond Monelle has
modeled a new kind of semiotic discursive practice, driven by theoretical
problems but not constrained by the blind spots of a single theoretical po-
sition. Thus, the only way for scholars to follow Monelle’s lead is to accept
their own responsibility for leadership. If as a result the lineaments of a
more global approach are glimpsed, it will be one that has absorbed the 
intellectual energies of postmodernism without falling into the abyss of 
its relativisms and indeterminacies. Semiotics, in this sense, can be viewed
as an endlessly emerging discipline, one whose pursuit of signification in 
all its forms can accommodate the philosophical urgencies of a critical 
postmodernism.

Bloomington, Indiana
November 1999
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PREFACE

THIS BOOK IS CALLED The Sense of Music, and let us hope that 
it makes sense. For it has had a complex genesis. Its first title was 
The Wordless Song; afterwards it was called Theorizing Music. The

present title (which it shares with a fine monograph by Victor Zuckerkandl)
was kindly suggested by Mario Stern of the National School of Music, Méx-
ico. In its various stages of development, the book was used by eminent col-
leagues in different international universities, some of whom will know it
by its earlier titles.

Its respective parts, as well as the finished whole, have been read by var-
ious friends, who gave generous help in revising and improving the text. I
must particularly mention David Lidov, who not only read the manuscript
but reviewed it for the journal Integral long before it was published; Robert
Hatten, whose attentive study of the whole text and detailed suggestions
have improved the work infinitely; Michael Spitzer, who read part of the
manuscript and offered invaluable comments; Susana González Aktories,
who had sufficient confidence in the unpublished manuscript to devote a
term to its study with her graduate semiotics seminar in México D.F.; Con-
rad Wilson, who first gave me the idea that the work might appeal to a larger
educated audience, rather than just musicologists; Edith Zack, who read the
whole work and indeed cited it liberally, demonstrating how these ideas and
methods could be applied to other repertoires.

I must resist mentioning by name all those distinguished persons whose
help, stimulation, and friendship have been so important. I have received
copies of articles that were hard to obtain, been advised on points of theory
and historical scholarship by those most qualified in the world to give such
advice, been listened to with much indulgence by countless conference au-
diences, been generously invited to lecture and participate in many univer-
sities. I could never have formulated my ideas without the sympathetic in-
terest of all these people; perhaps it’s a pity I didn’t listen more attentively
to their wise advice.

In particular, the successive International Congresses on Musical Signi-
fication (ICMS) have been an ideal forum, not only for my own ideas but
for many theorists with much better ideas than mine; Eero Tarasti has to
be thanked for being the inspirer of this movement. He has also organized
meetings of the Doctoral and Postdoctoral Seminar in Helsinki, which I
have several times had the pleasure of co-directing.

As the work on this book progressed, I became more aware that it might
interest scholars—and indeed readers—in other fields: in literary criticism,
philosophy, and cultural history. It is addressed, therefore, to an audience



wider than that of specialist musicologists. Also, I wish finally to subscribe
in advance to Jean Molino’s famous principle that semiotics “threatens no
one”. It is sometimes imagined that I dislike or condemn certain things, 
and that I damn certain music that does not please me. Therefore, I must
establish that I particularly love and admire the music of Schumann,
Tchaikovsky, and Strauss. My comments on them in this volume are inter-
pretive, not evaluative. Also, my hard judgments on Schenkerism and pitch-
class set theory are sometimes attributed to my ignorance of them. Un-
doubtedly I am as ignorant of these fields as I am of every other field, but
this has not stopped me from teaching them to university students for many
years. In any case, I do not dismiss them; both of them appeal to my lust for
reductive rationalisms.

Two parts of the present work have appeared, in earlier versions, in other
collections. I am indebted to the editors and publishers of these collections
for permission to use this material again.

The section “What Is a Musical Text?” at the beginning of Chapter 6 is based on
an article in E. Tarasti, ed., Musical Semiotics in Growth (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1996), pp. 243–60.

The section “BWV 886 as Allegory of Listening,” in Chapter 8, is based on an
article in R. Monelle, ed., Musica significans, Proceedings of the 3rd International
Congress on Musical Signification, Edinburgh, 1992, Contemporary Music Review
(1997) 16, part 4, pp. 79–88.

And one final acknowledgment: I was happy to adopt the wonderfully
comical figure of Dr. Strabismus (whom God preserve) of Utrecht, from
the writings of that great humorist “Beachcomber” ( J. B. Morton). Let’s
hope he would have accepted the new guise I have offered to his character.
He would certainly have had something funny to say about it.

Edinburgh, 1999
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1

THE WORDLESS SONG

I should like this work to be read as an open site. Many
questions are laid out on it that have not yet found answers;

and many of the gaps refer either to earlier works or to
others that have not yet been completed, or even begun.

(Michel Foucault, The Order of Things)

Dr. Strabismus’s Failure

IT WAS TO BE THE CLIMAX of his career. Dr. Strabismus of
Utrecht (whom God preserve) had spent a lifetime writing about music
theory—not only about musical syntax and analysis, but also about

meaning, sense, interpretation, heuristics. Now, he intended to write a
comprehensive theory of music, to replace those great enterprises of the
past, the treatises of Zarlino, Rameau, Marx. But unlike his great predeces-
sors, he would embrace semantics as well as syntactics. He would describe
how music comes to signify things to its listeners; how it participates in the
whole signifying life of a culture, echoing the meanings of literature and the
fine arts, and reflecting the preoccupations of society. Above all, he wanted
to show that descriptions of music must respect much more than what can
be observed in the score; his theory would bring about the death of scorism.

It was a grand project, but he could not make it work. The many ener-
gies of contemporary thought, of postmodernism and deconstruction, of
anthropology, of social history, of literary theory, pulled him in different di-
rections. He found himself unable to write more than a chapter or two with-
out falling into discursiveness and inconsistency. Try as he would, his grand
theory always fell apart into a bundle of essays. Apparently, consistency was
the enemy of insight.

But as he read, he realized that this predicament was shared by some of
the much greater writers of his century. It was recognized as early as 1931
by Theodor Adorno that the essay was superseding the philosophical trea-
tise (see Bubner 1981, p. 180, n. 51). The best contemporary minds have
expressed themselves either in short essays (like those collected in Ricoeur’s
Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences) or in longer works that are compara-
tively unstructured and lead to no conclusions, like Foucault’s Les mots et les
choses. The most tangential of all these thinkers, Jacques Derrida, makes a
positive policy of writing enigmatic fragments; the title De la grammatolo-



gie is typically ironic, the book an assembly of half-related insights. Nowa-
days, philosophers are apt to write “outline sketches . . . it would certainly
be impossible to produce a work of minute analysis, encyclopaedic com-
prehensiveness and definitive validity” (p. xi).

Finally, Strabismus was forced to declare his work a collection of
sketches. No comprehensive theory was possible for him. Only an over-
mastering stress on the sense of music, rather than its form or its syntax,
united his random thoughts. He found himself in what has been called the
postmodern condition.

Modern, Postmodern

Postmodernism is, specifically, a rejection of unification, of manifestos, of
centralizing and totalizing forces. It is both a return to pluralism after the
modernist experiment and—its true novelty—an embracing of pluralism as
a fundamental tenet.

Modernism was the last of the “total discourses” generated by Enlighten-
ment rationalism. In the later twentieth century it became clear that the ef-
fect of totalizing reason was to alienate, to create a multitude of Others by
pretending to an exclusive authority. It “puffed up” human subjectivity “into
a false absolute” (Habermas 1987, p. 56), and thus excluded all that was op-
posed to the subject, whether idea, style, practice, or person. In the effort to
exclude falsehood, it also excluded Jews, blacks, women. This was the “secretly
terroristic function of Modernism” (Terry Eagleton, in Harvey 1989, p. 9).

Instead of liberation and enlightenment, Modernism led to exclusiveness,
contempt, and persecution. Its theoretical voices, which included natural sci-
ence and structuralism, made claims to be independent of any subject, to be
the voices of truth itself. Yet. like all voices, they proceeded from a speaker;
indeed, they carried a distinct whiff of the cocksure, bragging white male.

In music studies, the pretensions of natural science and structuralism
came together in Jean-Jacques Nattiez’s famous book of 1975, Fondements
d’une sémiologie de la musique. This carried an epigraph by Hjelmslev: “Pour
le chercheur, rien n’est si beau que de voir devant lui une science à faire”
(for the researcher, nothing is so fine as to see before him a science in the
making). Yet Nattiez defines science, not in terms of hypothesis, experi-
ment, observation, and law, but as positivistic rationalism, in the sense of
Auguste Comte. What characterizes a discourse as scientific is not its faith-
fulness to “reality” but “the making explicit of the criteria whereby one
passes from object to metalanguge” (Nattiez 1975, p. 48). In other words,
the scientist is one who can describe the processes by which she has arrived
at her universal judgments, in such a way that we can check them for our-
selves. Science equals verification.
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However, the human sciences—semiotics, for instance—rely, not only
on methods of verification, or even on hypothesis and experiment, but on
the input of an informant. Structural linguistics depends on the concept of
pertinence, the native speaker’s distinction between what is significant, and
what is not, in the phonetic continuum of the language. The pattern of
equivalences that results is called a phonemics; without the input of perti-
nence, linguistics is nothing more than phonetics.

Yet in Nattiez’s “description of the neutral level”, his program for music
analysis, it is clear that he is not concerned to interrogate informants. On
the contrary, the neutral level is specifically defined as a level governed only
by rational criteria. Aspects of behavior enter only at the poietic and aes-
thesic ends; neutral analysis is founded on the analytical procedure of
Ruwet, which recognizes only repetition and equivalence. The music—
which is to say the score—is examined according to rational criteria only.

Nattiez’s linguistics of music is, therefore, not a phonemics but a pho-
netics. It is instructive that the diagram of analytical levels (Nattiez 1975,
p. 60) divides the neutral level into “acoustic description” and “taxonomic
analysis of the score”. The first of these is, indeed, an exercise in physical
science. The second has nothing to do with the music itself, but only with
the score; yet it is this one, the rigorously rational score-analysis, which is
the pivot of Nattiez’s theory.

Music is not a natural object, though the sound that conveys it, and the
score that defines it, are natural objects. But music is an intentional object
(Ingarden 1986, p. 120). It is the product of an encounter between sound
and mind, between structure and subject. Lyotard, speaking of the various
language-games, observes that science is confined to one language-game
only, that of denotation. It is, thus, asocial, “set apart from the language
games that combine to form the social bond”, and characterizes a class of
persons (the scientists) distinguished only by their knowledge, and there-
fore by “mutual exteriority” (Lyotard 1984/1979, p. 25). But music is fun-
damentally social; positivist knowledge, denotative language, “knowing-
that” are of secondary importance. “What is meant by knowledge is not
only a set of denotative statements, far from it. It includes notions of “know-
how”, “knowing how to live”, “how to listen” [savoir-faire, savoir-vivre,
savoir-écouter], etc” (p. 18). Science, knowing-that, has no cognizance of
music, but only of sounds and scores. We must seek, not a science of music,
but a theory of music.

Study of Music, Theory of Music

Although the Utrecht doctor failed in his attempt to develop a new com-
prehensive theory, the attempt to reveal a true theory of music—rather than
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a psychology of music, or a sociology of music—was nevertheless a worthy
one. Many other theoretical writers had drowned in the seductive morass
of related studies. “The study of music, with its multifarious, essentially
transcendent aims, has many cultivators; the theory of music, with its purely
immanent aim, few”. Of course, Hjelmslev was writing about language, not
music, when he said this in his Prolegomena (1961, p. 6). The transcendent
aims of music studies, in Hjelmslev’s sense, link music to other realms and
other theories, acoustic, psychological, sociological, politial. The Danish
linguist sought an immanent theory, a theory that investigated the structures
and dynamics of language (or in our case, music) within themselves. With-
out such a theory, paradoxically, it is not possible to relate music to other
fields, for music theory will simply turn into psychoogical or sociological
theory. It is wrong, therefore, to condemn theory for its “autonomy”, as
though an immanent theory were based on the pretence that music were
unconnected to the rest of life.

Several of the articles in the collection Music and Society (Leppert and
McClary 1987) argue vehemently against the vicious notion of autonomy.
Rose Rosengard Subotnik, for example, tells us that “society lies at the heart
of music—at the heart not only of its significance but also of its very iden-
tity” (in Leppert & McClary 1987, p. 105). She means to attack musical for-
malism, and her words cannot be denied. But formalism is not the only kind
of immanent theory. A theory of the sense of music is not autonomous, but
it is immanent, self-related, and logically prior to music sociology.

Theory and Cultural History

The vaguely scientific cachet of psychology and sociology makes them
tempting distractions for the music theorist. But there is another preoccu-
pation, another “transcendence”, that often distracts the theorist from her
task. Historical musicology has a long and respected pedigree. It is a branch
of cultural history, and thus a Geisteswissenschaft, in the terminology of Wil-
helm Dilthey (as opposed to a Naturwissenschaft). The Geisteswissenschaften,
or sciences of the mind, are not subject to objective observation, hypothe-
sis, measurement, induction, like the natural sciences. But they are never-
theless objective fields where “facts” may apparently be sought. The music
theorist, therefore, finds it comforting to interpret her theory as cultural
history, linking intuitive judgements to historical information.

Consequently, many of the most percipient writings on music theory ap-
pear in books which present themselves as cultural history. The perception
of a modern theorist gains weight, it is imagined, if it is supported by a his-
torical analysis of the society of the period in question and the views of con-
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temporaries. This prejudice can be seen at work in Leonard Ratner’s mas-
terpiece, Classic Music (1980); his appeal to contemporary writers is largely
disingenuous, however, as I show below (in Chapter 2). His notions arise
from his own sensitive analysis and response to the music, rather than from
historical learning. Like many other great musicologists of today, he has a
sound theoretical instinct, even if his judgments tend to be clothed in his-
torical language.

Just as modern theoretical insights are often referred to historical fact. so
our modern theorists often tend to defer to the theories of the historical era
which they study. The history of theory acquires an authority even more
potent that the history of music itself. But theory, as theory, is not histori-
cal (not diachronic); all theorists, including those contemporary with the
music, mean their theory to be synchronic—not referable to a particular
period, but true for all periods. The theory contemporaneous with a musi-
cal repertoire is theory still. We do not, therefore, have to prefer contem-
poraneous theory to modern theory, imagining that contemporaries neces-
sarily have the best theoretical view of their own music. Contemporary
theory is often designed specifically to conceal certain guilty features of so-
ciety. Miriam Glucksmann shows that the true structues of art may, in fact,
not be the same as the “models” which a culture preseents to itself in order
to justify its styles (see Glucksmann 1974, p. 152; also Monelle 1992, p. 23).
Theory is dependent on listening, not on history.

An example may be given of the tendency of contemporary theory to de-
ceive. Nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century theorists stressed the idea
of organic unity in musical composition; music was “an organism, a plural-
ity of organic details, which in their reciprocal relations, in their interde-
pendency make up a whole” (Adler 1911, p. 13). At the same time, com-
posers were making manifest efforts to preserve the unity of their works,
because they sensed forces that were threatening this unity. Where a com-
poser of the early eighteenth century worked with materials that furnished
a basis for single-minded extension, the Romantic composer found that her
materials attracted too much attention to themselves, and thus interrupted
the continuity; the Classical fashion for variety had allowed the generation
of strongly local evocations which weakened the overall structure. Above
all, local detail came to institute a different contract between composer and
listener, proceeding in a different temporality. Thus, the composer turned
to laborious development passages, to fugato, cyclic form, motto themes,
and thematic metamorphosis in order to overcome the centrifugal forces of
the themes themselves. As composers struggled, theorists rallied to support
them. But nothing much was said about the very centrifugal impulses which
lay at the bottom of all of this. It is the task of modern theory to uncover
these. This argument is set forth in Chapter 5, below.

T H E  W O R D L E S S  S O N G 7



The Wordless Song

The preoccupation of music theorists with psychology, sociology, and cul-
tural history was prompted by a feeling that these studies yield verifiable
knowledge. They are in touch with the “real” or “natural” world, a prereq-
uisite for the positivist. Music theory, like literary theory, does not readily
furnish material for experiments, and at its best is not dependent on his-
torical information.

But it must, above all, engage with signification. Unfortunately, com-
mentators have persistently found musical signification a difficult area. Mu-
sical meaning is said to be “vague” or “foggy”. This is apparently because
musical semiosis is different in kind from linguistic semiosis, and music
therefore cannot be translated into words. Music is “at once intelligible and
untranslatable” (Lévi-Strauss 1970/1964, p. 18). Students of meaning have
been historically prejudiced towards linguistic meaning; failing to find it in
music, they have called music “vague”.

One strategy for solving this problem is to watch how music performs in
the setting of words. It is often the case, however, that text and music are
not in harmony. Thus the direct identification of musical meaning with the
meaning of the text is not possible, even in songs where there seems to be
no disharmony of this kind. The music always adds something to the text,
or, in some cases, takes something away. There may be a failure of coinci-
dence of the prosodic codes of the text and the setting, as when Schubert
falsifies the prosodic character of Goethe’s Erlkönig in order to achieve a
particular (and parallel) musical effect (see Monelle 1982); or there may 
be a dialogue between verse and music, in which the words of the text are
contradicted by the setting, as in Schumann’s song “Ich hab’ in Traum
geweinet” from Dichterliebe (see Ruwet 1972, pp. 61–69). The setting may
not so much conflict with the verse, as provide it with a background that is
different in character, as when Gluck sets the tragic text “Che farò senza
Euridice” to a serene melody, classic in its poise, as though Orpheus were
a figure painted on a vase.

Dahlhaus discusses at considerable length the idea of “absolute music”
(Dahlhaus 1989/1978). It is a much more complicated idea than it seems at
first, and it is itself part of the history of 19th-century music. It embodies,
not only music which expresses itself without the aid of words, but also the
implication of the philosophical “absolute”, and thus the idealist notion that
music goes to the heart of something transmaterial, a common notion at
the time. The present volume shall be dissociated from these questions; our
concern is only with the semantic level of instrumental music, and of vocal
music in confrontation with its text.

In this sense of the term, the music of song is no less absolute than that
of an instrumental piece. To put it better: music is already song, before any
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text is added. The semantics of music is not verbal and cannot be fully elu-
cidated in words. There are two semantic levels in song, one verbal, the
other wordless. The wordless level is present in all music, of course. Music
is wordless song.

Paradoxically, the worded nature of vocal music may affect the musical
surface, but in an unworded way. Song—especially traditional song—is
commonly simpler than instrumental music: more symmetrical, more
square, more sectioned. Much more interesting than a straightforward ob-
servation of the reflection of text in music is a discovery of the replacement
of text with a denser plane of musical meaning, where a vocal style is taken
over by instruments. A modern topic theorist, Peter Rummenhöller, gives
an apt example. Brahms’s song “Immer leiser wird mein Schlummer”, Op.
105, no. 2, is foreshadowed in the cello solo which begins the third move-
ment of his Second Piano Concerto. “If you compare song with song-like
instrumental music, the instrumental seems oddly more eloquent than the
song, although the latter really does ‘speak’, through its text” (Rummen-
höller 1992, p. 43). The song is in simple balanced phrases; the cello melody
roams forward, repeating itself only fragmentarily, straying into ever-new
fields of invention. The wordless song, in fact, has more to say than the
wordless part of the actual song.

Music and Semantics

The setting of words in a song can prove a useful clue to musical semantics.
But musical meaning is independent of words, and is of a different kind
from linguistic meaning. In the modern age, instead of reacting to this dif-
ficulty by referring to song, theorists have tried to write semantics out of
their discussion. They have imagined that the exclusion of semantics guar-
anteed precision and verifiability; since musical semantics was traditionally
governed by expression theory, which was notoriously vague, it had to be
extirpated. Music was considered to be abstract and nonrepresentational,
without signification of any kind.

Thus, a conformism established itself, licensing only the most abstract
and positivist accounts of music: “Musicology fastidiously declares issues of
musical signification to be off-limits to those engaged in legitimate schol-
arship. It has seized disciplinary control over the study of music and has pro-
hibited the asking of even the most fundamental questions concerning
meaning” (McClary 1991, p. 4).

Even music semiotics—in the Molino-Nattiez version—began as an at-
tempt to dismiss semantics. But it is possible that Molino himself, in his fa-
mous article, meant on the contrary to propose a theory of signification. At
no point did he envisage a positivistic “science” or an idea of music as “au-

T H E  W O R D L E S S  S O N G 9



tonomous”. Comparing music with language, he averred that “language
and music are two examples of a symbolic form, and it is as symbolic forms
that they possess a certain number of common properties” (Molino 1975,
p. 53). “The musical,” he continued, “is sonority constructed and recog-
nized by a culture.” Since the semantic level of language clearly constitutes
part of its immanence, it presumably enters music also at the neutral level,
since music is not a “thing” existing independently but an object in relation
to a subject (p. 56). “We would prefer to speak, not of a linguistic system
opposed to speech [une langue opposée à la parole], but of a level of the message,
a neutral level of analysis” (p. 58). The reference is evidently to Jakobson’s
classification of linguistic functions; the “level of the message” is the level
predominant in poetic utterances, which are thus understood in relation to
their inner structure, syntactic and semantic, rather than their relation to
sender, receiver, context, medium or code. Actually, Molino was chiefly
concerned to show the priority of symbolism in human activities and thus
of semiology among the other sciences. Clearly sociology, psychology, and
the rest enter at the poietic and aesthesic ends; therefore the semiologist
should be concerned with the neutral, the message in its syntactic and se-
mantic identities. Disputes over political and intellectual partis pris need
not occur; “Semiology . . . threatens no one and incarnates neither the so-
called unidimensional rationalism of the structuralists, nor the obscurantist
pathos of pseudo-linguists tainted with psychoanalysis and/or Marxism”
(p. 61). Molino’s ideas do not support metarational analysis—Nattiez’s “de-
scription of the neutral level”.

The Score

However, the idea that music analysis is nothing more than an analysis of
the score is not limited to neutral-level analysts. Much of what is written in
the field of analysis seems to describe only the score; like some conductors,
many analysts are unable to get their heads out of the score. Andreas
Moraitis, in his profound book on music analysis, refers to the “latencies”
which the score fails to show (Moraitis 1994, p. 123). No one would regard
linguistic or literary signification as merely “latent” in the text of a novel.
It forms, segments, and motivates the text in every detail; however, it is
clearly not to be found on the printed page.

The same may be true for music. A limitation of music description to the
contents of the score is not “objective”; “the appeal to the score as an in-
stance of ‘objectivity’, as is sometimes practiced, rests on a fundamental
error” (p. 123). The notorious difficulty of segmentation in music analysis is
only to be expected, for segmentation in language (the division of the ut-
terance into words, morphemes, phonemes) is based on pertinence, that is,
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on meaning. Without a theory of signification, music becomes merely an in-
finitely ramified continuum, impossible to divide into smaller units. A grasp
of signification enables us to find meaningful items in this continuum and
thus to begin the process of analysis. Analysis engages with signifier and sig-
nified together, and thus reveals the musical text, which is a great deal more
than merely the score. This more complex idea is discussed below, in Chap-
ter 6.

However, the insight of Molino—that music studies should be “neu-
tral”—acquires a new force when the signified is added to the signifier.
Neutral analysis will be nonnormative, nonevaluative, and not dependent
on marginal accounts drawn from psychology, sociology, political ideology,
or elsewhere. It will not, as some Marxists might assume, be for this reason
politically disingenuous; on the contrary, the introduction of political con-
clusions and commitments intro neutral hermeneutics is improper. Hence,
this book (or at least, most of it) is not hostile to anyone or anything; the
transcendent studies must take their proper place. “La sémiologie ne men-
ace personne.”

We may mention, in passing, the idea that musical meaning is “expres-
sive” or related to the “emotions”, a view common among aesthetic philoso-
phers (Langer 1951, pp. 204–45; Kivy 1980; Goodman 1968; Scruton
1997). I am not disposed to unravel the difficulties of this kind of discus-
sion. The emotional response to music is, apparently, a psychological fea-
ture, and for this reason it varies from person to person. This book is con-
cerned with inherent signification, which, though it implies a listening
subject, is not dependent on individual listeners. This signification—the
music’s purport, in Hjelmslev’s terms—may even include emotional items,
as when the topic of the pianto signifies distress, sorrow, lament (see below,
Chapter 3). None of the expressionist writers has been a serious analyst; the
correlation of syntactic structure and semantic structure within the text has
not attracted their attention, since they did not find semantics within the
text, but on the contrary in the reactions of the listener.

Musical Meaning, Linguistic Meaning

It is sometimes felt that language is the paradigm of semantic precision,
while music signifies only in a generalized way. This view is based on a naive
idea of the relation between language and the world, of which even Saus-
sure was guilty.

The great linguist said, famously, that language was composed of “dif-
ferences, without positive terms” (Saussure 1974/1914, p. 120). Yet he also
described the relation of signifier to signified as “arbitrary”. Benveniste
later pointed out that, since the meaning of a word is a concept rather than
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a thing, this meaning can only be defined by the word to which it corre-
sponds; the connection of word to meaning “is not arbitrary; on the con-
trary, it is necessary” (Benveniste 1971/1939, p. 45). The distinction of se-
mantic items is a purely linguistic process; the division between tree and bush
is linguistic, not natural or “real”. Saussure himself said, “There are no pre-
existing ideas, and nothing is distinct before the appearance of language”
(quoted by Benveniste 1971/1939, p. 45). The signifier cannot mean a pre-
existent natural thing. Music, then, is not opposed to language in being un-
able to represent the real world; on the contrary, it shares this feature with
language.

This view is radically nominalist. Among linguists, there has recently been
a reconciliation with realism; discourse theory and pragmatics inform us that
language use always implies a relation to a real outside world. While the for-
mal signification of words and syntagms may be purely conceptual, and
therefore intralinguistic, discourse always gestures to something outside.

What is intended by discourse [l’intenté ], the correlate of the entire sentence, is
irreducible to what semiotics calls the signified, which is nothing but the coun-
terpart of the signifier of a sign within the language code . . . what is intended by
discourse . . . points to an extra-linguistic reality which is its referent. Whereas
the sign points back only to other signs immanent within a system, discourse is
about things. Sign differs from sign, discourse refers to the world. Difference is
semiotic, reference is semantic . . . 

Semiotics is an abstraction from semantics, which relates the internal con-
stitution of the sign to the transcendent aims of reference. (Ricoeur 1978, pp.
216 –17)

Thus linguistic reference returns to legitimacy. This tempts music theo-
rists to a false move. If language can embrace realism through discourse and
pragmatics, could not music do the same? To ask this question is to over-
look the status of music as an item of repertoire, in linguistic terms a “liter-
ary text”. We return to Ricoeur.

The postulate of reference requires a separate discussion when it touches on
those particular entities of discourse called texts . . . The question henceforth
arises in the context of hermeneutics rather than of semantics . . . certain texts,
called literary, seem to constitute an exception to the reference requirement ex-
pressed by the preceding postulate (p. 219)

Literary texts are fictional; that is, they construct an alternative world of
sense to which their semantics refers, the “world of the work”.

The structure of the work is in fact its sense, and the world of the work its refer-
ence . . . Hermeneutics then is simply the theory that regulates the transition
from structure of the work to world of the work. (p. 220)
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Fictional texts are explained by hermeneutics, not by semantics or prag-
matics. And again, this is just as true for literature as for music. If musical
signification fails to evoke a real world, then it fails just as language fails. If
it signifies only intratextually, referring to a world which is brought into
being by the text itself, then it shares this feature with literature. It is never
a social discourse, and it has no pragmatics.

A Dialogic View

The present work, then, though its original motivation was a desire to bring
together many aspects of criticism and theory in a unified vision, has
emerged as a series of essays. They come from different intellectual hori-
zons, in musicology, philosophy, and other fields, and they are not neces-
sarily consistent with each other or complementary. Since they are the fruit
of several different speculative endeavors, there is no hint of comprehen-
siveness—more holes than weave.

Some are manifestly interpretive; the theory of musical topics, formu-
lated in terms of Peircean semiotics, invokes a simple process of reference
based on symbolism through a learned nexus. This apparently naive view is
modified by a realization that the signified of a musical topic is a textual fea-
ture or cultural unit, not a feature of the real world (or even of the world
physically contemporary with the signifier, since topics often refer to older
cultural traditions).

Within the view of temporality, genre and subjectivity, a thread of nar-
rative emerges, tracing an encounter between music and meaning that
changes fundamentally between the sixteenth and twentieth centuries. This
might have been coaxed into yielding a coherent and convincing interpre-
tation of western music history, which would have delighted Dr. Strabis-
mus. But mysteries and inconsistencies remain; and in any case, history is
here invoked to instantiate theory, not the reverse.

Indeed, music, like signification itself, finally implodes allegorically. As it
signifies, it develops a critique of signification, an allegory of listening.
More vitally than language, music reflects the mobility of meaning, deny-
ing those points of rest which give language its semblance of referentiality.
Music moves through its references, whether these are the simple social
units of topics or the more fundamental indexicalities of time and author-
ial voice. Music cannot be translated into language; on the contrary, it chas-
tens language by drawing out its limitlessness.
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2

THE SEARCH FOR TOPICS

[Les sons] n’ont point de murmure si furtif, qu’ils ne
provoquent un jugement de notre raison et à mesure qu’ils

persistent et s’organisent, ils captivent l’intelligence 
aussi bien que les sens.

(André Pirro, L’esthétique de Jean-Sebastien Bach)

Icon and Topic

THE THEORY OF THE MUSICAL TOPOS, developed in
Leonard Ratner’s masterpiece Classic Music (1980), is a refinement 
of previous semantic theories which have appeared from time to

time. It is undoubtedly an important key to musical signification, and it has
been taken up by a number of writers (for example, Kofi Agawu 1991, and
Elaine Sisman 1993). Of course, the idea that music should be appropriate
to its subject, either in the setting of words or in the instrumental portrayal
of scenes, is universal. Ratner’s mission was to show that certain portrayals
are conventional, and that musical figures can therefore suggest objects that
are not merely contingent, but are part of a semantic universe within which
the music is composed. Thus, no text or title is necessary for musical top-
ics to carry signification.

In other words, the American master showed that signification, at its
most effective, was symbolic as well as iconic, in Peirce’s sense of these
terms. Iconic signs resemble their object, as a silhouette of a man with a spade
may mean “road up”, or a portrait may look like its sitter. Symbolic signs
depend on learned cultural codes; thus, the word “tree” has nothing in 
common with a tree, but is understood by a speaker of English to carry this
signification.

Previously, music had often been considered uniquely iconic; writers on
musica reservata or the Affektenlehre often seemed to suggest this view. It is
for this reason, perhaps, that C. S. Peirce himself, as well as Charles Mor-
ris, imagined that musical signification was chiefly iconic; and the tempta-
tion to ascribe iconism to music has haunted the science of music seman-
tics since its inception.

In fact, it is comparatively hard to find examples of pure iconism. Peirce
believed that most signification depends on habit (Greenlee 1973, pp. 91–
92); and Eco surmised that most icons have to be interpreted with reference



to symbolic features (1979, pp. 191–217). This is a fortiori true in music.
The point is well made by Karbusicky; he introduces the third Peircean
concept of index, a sign that signifies by virtue of contiguity or causality, as
when a hole in a pane of glass brings to mind the bullet that passed through
it and caused it.

The qualities separated by category never appear “pure”, but in numerous inter-
changeable expressions. Let us choose . . . the simple example of the the cuckoo’s
cry: it is an acoustic picture of the bird, and thus an icon. However, it can also be
understood as an index: ‘Spring is here!’ In another context it can symbolize the
whole of nature; in . . . the first movement of Gustav Mahler’s Symphony no. 1
the iconic quality is exceeded in this manner. (Karbusicky 1986, pp. 60–61)

Apparently, the musical imitation of a cuckoo is the most literal icon of all.
Yet the symbolic ramifications of this sign are apparent, not only in the
Mahler symphony, but even in Delius’s orchestral piece On Hearing the First
Cuckoo in Spring, with its literary-sounding title and its nostalgic use of a Nor-
wegian folk tune, and in the Coucou au fond des bois in Saint-Saens’s Carnival
of the Animals, where the double meaning of “cuckoo” is exploited to make
ridicule of alternating passages of over-solemn Beethovenian harmony.

The distinction of symbolism and indexicality is a weighty issue which
will be addressed later. For the moment, the characterization of topics as
culturally enshrined icons or indices is the vital point. In its most typical
form, expression is interpreted with reference to a convention, which is ei-
ther a rule effective for the whole contemporary culture or a trait of the
composer’s idiolect. When no conventional signs are present the music be-
comes “abstract”, and its expression then proceeds along indexical lines.
This helps to elucidate the rather surprising comment made by Willi Apel:
“To regard an organum by Perotinus, a conductus of the 13th century, a
motet by Machaut, an echo-fantasia by Sweelinck, or even Stravinsky’s octet
for wind instruments as expressive would simply render the term meaning-
less” (Apel 1970, p. 301). Apel presumably meant that such musical items
do not signify or stimulate “feelings”; he was not looking for indexicalities
(the ecclesiastical implications of Sweelinck’s abstruse techniques, the so-
phisticated detachment of Stravinsky’s neoclassicism).

Musical topics are general types, capable of being represented by partic-
ular tokens. There is a common resistance among musicians to ideas of gen-
eralized meaning. According to the popular view, each musical piece, each
melody and figure, is essentially unique. This is to envisage a kind of signi-
fication in which everything—the sign, the code, the signified—is irreplic-
able, and every detail of the signifier is mapped on to the signified. Um-
berto Eco called this process ratio difficilis (he did, in fact, find it exemplified
in music; Eco 1976, p. 239).
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There is a case of ratio difficilis when an expression-token is directly accorded to
its content, whether because the corresponding expression-type does not exist as
yet or because the expression type is identical with the content-type. In other
words, there is a ratio difficilis when the expression-type coincides with the sememe
conveyed by the expression-token . . . One could say that in cases of ratio diffi-
cilis the nature of the expression is motivated by the nature of the content (p. 183;
his emphasis).

Ratio difficilis is opposed to ratio facilis, in which signification is governed
by conventional codes and items of expression are referred to items of con-
tent according to learned rules. Undoubtedly, much music is illustrative of
signification by ratio difficilis. But the musical topic, as described by Rat-
ner, clearly signifies by ratio facilis, since it is governed by learned codes;
the system and code of Classical music make it possible for Mozart to write
a horn call or a sarabande which is immediately interpreted as indicative of
a whole class of expressions corresponding to a complex world of content.

The traditional view of musical meaning seems to betoken a rearguard
action against ratio facilis, a desire to defend music’s standing as “invention”
rather than “stylization”, using Eco’s terms. A musical semantic unit is con-
ceived to be the sememe which uniquely explicates a given syntagma; it can-
not be a token of a type since no such type exists. Thus, the content of a
musical expression can only be known from the expression itself, which it
perfectly motivates; and for this reason, it is senseless to speak of musical
content, since at every point it coincides with musical expression.

Eco sees, however, that there is an irresistible interpretive landslip from
ratio difficilis toward ratio facilis. Through habit, complex signs become
“stylized”. For example, when we perceive “the King of Spades or an image
of the Virgin Mary”, though such a sign may contain many unique features,
“we immediately recognize this large-scale configuration as if it were an el-
ementary feature . . . the expression is recognized as being conventionally
linked to a certain content” (pp. 238–39). Through stylization, “ratio diffi-
cilis may, by force of continuous exposure to communication and successive
conventions, become a ratio facilis”. Since music theorists are usually con-
cerned with repertoire music (“classical” music), the defence of ratio diffi-
cilis may seem like a battle against the Philistines, against a threat to lower
all music to the level of a radio call sign or signature tune. Such a defence
easily turns into fundamentalism, an anxious blindness to obvious aspects
of musical expression.

If there were such a thing as a “pure” icon, then it would be governed
simply by ratio difficilis. Its every detail would be motivated by aspects of
the content, not by relation to an expression type. We imagine that such a
situation obtains in the case of portrait painting, for example (though it is
clear that certain conventions must be understood for a portrait to be in-
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terpreted; for example, its two-dimensionality must be overcome). The
commonest musical icons—portrayals of waves, clouds, storms, horses—
are not at all “pure”, but are dependent on well-known conventions. In a
few cases, like Arthur Honegger’s representations of a steam locomotive
and a sporting contest (in Pacific 231 and Rugby), the composer sets out to
portray phenomena for which no expressive convention exists. There are
evidently musical icons which are not yet topics, and it is necessary to fix
the distinguishing feature of these two kinds of sign.

The topic is essentially a symbol, its iconic or indexical features governed
by convention and thus by rule. However, topics may be glimpsed through
a feature that seems universal to them: a focus on the indexicality of the con-
tent, rather than the content itself. This important feature must be ap-
proached with some caution, for the indexicality of musical contents is
sometimes mistaken for musical indexicality itself, the kind of simple in-
dexicality which gives meaning to “abstract” syntagmas like Apel’s Pérotin
and Sweelinck. Thus, it is possible for a musical syntagma to signify iconi-
cally an object which itself functions indexically in a given case; the exam-
ple given above of the cuckoo’s call (cited by Karbusicky) is such an item,
for the heralding of spring is an indexical function of the cuckoo itself, not
of its musical representation. However, if it is culturally prescribed that the
imitation of a cuckoo by an orchestral instrument inevitably signifies the
heralding of spring, then this icon has been transformed into a topic. It is not
at all clear that this is the case; the cuckoo must be considered a prototopic.

As an example of an iconic topic, we may consider the pianto, which is de-
scribed more fully in the next chapter. This, the motive of a falling minor
second, has represented a lament since the sixteenth century. At first it al-
ways accompanied the textual idea of weeping—words like “pianto” or “la-
grime”—but it soon began to signify merely grief, pain, regret, loss—in
other words, the indexicality of its immediate object. During the eighteenth
century the related idea of the sigh replaced that of weeping. For this rea-
son Riemann, finding this figure in early Classical music, called it the
“Mannheim sigh”. It was present equally in vocal and instrumental music.

The pianto, then, is iconic with regard to its object, because it originally
imitated the moan of someone in tears; it is indexical with regard to its ul-
timate signification (the “indexicality of the object”), because it came to
mean the emotions associated with one kind of weeping. This brings us to
a delicate distinction. Many topics are in the first place not iconic, but in-
dexical; the dance measures listed by Ratner and Allanbrook, the “fanfare”
motive, the topics of “French overture” and “Turkish music” do not signify
by virtue of resemblance, but because they reproduce styles and repertoires
from elsewhere. Insofar as the slow movement of the “Jupiter” Symphony
is in sarabande meter, it presents the dance measure itself rather than an im-
itation of it, and thus signifies indexically. Indeed, Chabanon considered
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that this was the only true basis for signification: “Imitation in music,” he
wrote, “is not truly sensed unless its object is music. In songs one can suc-
cessfully imitate warlike fanfares, hunting airs, rustic melodies, etc.” (from
De la musique considérée dans elle-même et dans ses rapports avec la parole, 2nd
ed., 1785, quoted by Powers 1995, p. 26).

But this is not the level of indexicality which marks a topic; as Ratner
comments, the dance had “a deliberate, serious character which represented
the high style” (Ratner 1980, p. 12). We might add, with H. C. Koch, that
it was thought to have had a Spanish origin (Koch 1802, column 1289); per-
haps it made people think of the Spanish court, and thus of lofty decorum.
Mozart’s signification in the “Jupiter” is seriousness and decorum, not merely
“sarabande”.

In the case of the pianto, the object of the sign is signified iconically; the
lament is the signification of the object-as-sign, and is signified indexically.
In the case of the sarabande measure, both object and signification are sig-
nified indexically (Figure 2.1).

A musical icon, like Honegger’s picture of a Rugby game, in which the
indexicality of the topic is not at issue, conforms to a simpler pattern (Fig-
ure 2.2). However, the nexus of icon and object is dependent solely on the
composer’s title, and is thus apparently weaker.

Even in the latter case, expressions become so strongly attached to their
content that other composers tend to take them up; presumably this is the
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means whereby idiolectic expressions are converted into topics. In all these
cases, topics, being by their nature symbols, “come into being by develop-
ment out of other signs, particularly from icons, or from mixed signs par-
taking of the nature of icons and symbols” (Peirce 1940, p. 115).

Musical Codes, Social Codes, Literary Codes

Music does not signify society. It does not signify literature. And most of all,
it does not signify “reality”. Musical codes are proper to music, as the other
codes are proper to their respective spheres. Codes signify each other, how-
ever; between literature and society, reading and life, there are the sorts of
semiotic relations that permit each medium to make sense. Thus, in relat-
ing musical topics to literary topics, for example, we are not “translating”
them; this would imply the priority of one medium over the other, as though
the literary or social topic were the “true meaning” and the musical topic
were merely a rather inefficient pointer. This kind of error has led to the idea
that music is a poor and imprecise signifier. But music is perfectly transpar-
ent; it is admirably efficient in signifying its own semantic level.

However, the codes of music and poetry are brought together in song.
We are quite accustomed to hearing the complex semiosis of words and
music. The relations of codes are themselves culturally established; semio-
sis jumps the wires from code to code, and the “meaning” of a given musi-
cal syntagm always casts shadows in literature, society, and the world. A kind
of general signification is generated, which is why Greimas was able to de-
scribe signification as “simply human” (Greimas 1983/1966, p. 10). In the
musical setting of words, appropriateness is attained by matching musical
and poetic topics in a more or less valid way, either to place music and text
in unison, to allow the music to reflect ironically on the text, to contradict
the text, or merely to enclose the text in an aura of rhetoric, eloquence, or
persuasion. Topics in different media are never wholly synonymous, so
there is always a residue of discrepancy between music and text; the rela-
tion is metonymic. Nevertheless, the compound semantics of poetry set as
music forms a new level of signification, a sort of universal rhetoric.

In the case of instrumental music, the relation to social and literary codes
is complex. When music reflects a social code, the society evoked is not al-
ways contemporary with the music. For example, the topic of the military
fanfare, ubiquitous in eighteenth-century music, appears to combine tradi-
tional heroism, the medieval association of warfare, with a slightly theatri-
cal and unreal flavor proper to the age; this is explained below. When the
spirit of warfare changed during the French Revolution, the music topic
nevertheless preserved its unreality. In Boieldieu’s opera La dame blanche
(1825) we still encounter a “toy” aria about military life, with fanfares (no.
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2 in the score, “Ah, quel plaisir d’être soldat”), although the wars of the
nineteenth century were earnest and horrifying. By the time of Holst’s
Mars, the Bringer of War (1914) and Britten’s War Requiem (1962) the change
in the social code has brought about a new kind of musical representation
and a new fanfare.

Literary codes, similarly, may be noncontemporaneous with the musical
topics which reflect them. The topics of the noble horse, and the dance of
death, both aspects of nineteenth-century music, reflect medieval literary
topics. The first of these also, perhaps, evokes a contemporary social topic,
that of the headlong cavalry charge; so there is a more complicated relation
of music topic, literature, and social life. The noble horse is analyzed below;
the dance of death is discussed by Robert Samuels (1995 pp. 119–31) and
Esti Sheinberg (forthcoming).

Early Topic Theorists

Several writers present theories of musical topics. Johann David Heinichen
(1728, pp. 1–94) offers a schema for the imbrication of musical and poetic
topics in the composition of Italian arias. For example, he identifies a liter-
ary topic, the fire of passion, in the following text:

Non lo dirò col labro,
Che tanto ardir non hà.

Forse con le faville dell’avide pupille
Per dirche gia tutt’ardo,
Lo sguardo

Parlerà.

[I say it not with my lips, that I burn so.
Perhaps my looks will speak for me, with the sparks of eager eyes that say I am
all afire.]

He notices in the middle section of this aria (the last four lines; the main
section occupies two lines only) that the “fire” in question is that of loving
eyes. “The words ‘faville, pupille, l’ardore, lo sguardo’ give our fantasy an
opportunity for pleasant and playful inventions. You can, for example, base
it on the burning fire of love” (p. 51).

In the setting, the musical signs of fire are apparent; rushing violin figures,
a fanfare-like bass part, a rapid triple time. Figures of this kind had repre-
sented fire since the sixteenth century; they are found, for example, in
Weelkes’s madrigal “Thule, the Period of Cosmography” (in The English
Madrigal School, vol. 12, pp. 44–59) and in the little monody “Occhietti
amati” by Falconieri (the latter quoted by Ivey 1970, p. 127). However, 
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the orchestra is marked “piano,” and the flutes play with the violins. This fire
is nothing more than the sparkling eyes of the lover; but the topos of fire is
present both in text and in music, as a conventional literary symbol of pas-
sionate emotion and a madrigalian portrayal of flickering flames (Figure 2.3).
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More recently, Albert Schweitzer has proposed a theory of topics for the
music of Bach. His famous book (Schweitzer 1923/1905) provoked much
controversy and opposition, largely because the idea of musical represen-
tation conflicted with the received aesthetics of the day.

In spite of this, Schweitzer’s book presents a genuinely original semantic
theory of music, not founded on baroque theorists (who were often preoc-
cupied with unfruitful rhetorical theories) but on careful attention to the
music itself, linked to a close knowledge of the texts set by Bach and their
context in Lutheran piety. His work is distinguished by its refusal to abide
by the expressionist theories of his own time, especially in the form articu-
lated by Wagner. Schweitzer is aware that there is an intermediate stage in
the representation of emotions, the stage of the object and its indexicality.

As composers, Bach and Wagner are distinguished from each other in
that the older composer is a “painter”, the later a “poet” in music. “Poetic
music deals more with ideas, pictorial music with pictures; the one appeals
more to the feeling, the other to our faculty of representation” (p. 21). Lan-
guage, from which poetry is constructed, is able to deal in concepts and in-
visible ideas. In painting, on the other hand, emotional expression must
proceed via the representation of natural objects. Nevertheless, a painting
signifies more than the objects it presents. “In this way there comes into
painting, in the place of the naive ‘This is’, the noteworthy ‘This signifies’
of artistic speech. It will be learned and assimilated by familiarity” (p. 16).
This seems an admirable summary of topical signification through the 
indexicality of the object. Schweitzer attributes to Wagner a capacity to 
appeal directly to feeling; Bach, on the other hand, has to evoke some phys-
ical object, the wind, footsteps, clouds, which in their turn possess a con-
ventional signification that leads to an emotional interpretation.

This seems to limit Wagner to old-fashioned expressionism, the crude
indexicality of emotion. But as I shall suggest in the next chapter, Wagner,
like Bach, commonly expressed emotion through conventional topics,
many of them based on natural sounds. He was thus more similar to Bach


