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Th is book is an exercise in music analysis. I explore the nature of musical mean-

ing from within the disciplinary perspective of music theory and propose a view 

of music as discourse. I do not claim to off er a new theory of meaning; rather, 

drawing on a handful of existing analytical theories and adding some insights of 

my own, I seek to illuminate core aspects of a small group of well-known compo-

sitions chosen from the vast repertoires produced in nineteenth- and early twen-

tieth-century Western Europe. Beethoven, Schubert, Mendelssohn, Schumann, 

Liszt, Brahms, Mahler, Strauss, Bartók, and Stravinsky—household names for afi -

cionados of European classical music—are among the composers whose works 

I discuss; theoretically, I draw on Schenker, Ratner, Adorno, and the general fi eld 

of musical semiotics. My perspective is resolutely that of the listener, not a “mere” 

listener but one for whom acts of composing and performing, be they real or imag-

ined, necessarily inform engaged listening. I’d like to think that my ultimate com-

mitments are to the compositions themselves rather than to theories about them, 

but the distinction is fragile and should not be made dogmatically or piously. Th e 

book is aimed at those who are fascinated by the inner workings of music and 

enjoy taking individual compositions apart and speculating on how (or, occasion-

ally, whether) they cohere.1

Does music have meaning? Th is question has been debated ever since music 

became a subject of discourse. Aestheticians, philosophers, historians, semioti-

cians, and sociologists of music have had their say; in our own day, musicolo-

gists of a certain persuasion have been exercised by it. Some think that musical 

meaning is intrinsic while others argue for extrinsic meanings. Some believe that 

music is autonomous or relatively autonomous while others insist on permanent 

Introduction

1. In the terms of an ancient classifi cation scheme, the discipline represented in this book is musica 

theorica (theoretical speculation) as distinct from musica poetica (composition) or musica practica 

(performance). Th ese spheres are only notionally distinct, however; in analytical practice, they over-

lap and inform each other in signifi cant and productive ways. See Manfred Bukofzer, Music in the 

Baroque Era, from Monteverdi to Bach (New York: Norton, 1947), 370–371.
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social or historical traces on all musical products. Some are surprised to fi nd that 

the associations they prefer to make while listening to masterworks—associations 

that seem self-evident to them—are not necessarily shared by others: heroism or 

aggressiveness in Beethoven, domination in Wagner, ambivalence in Tchaikovsky, 

or femininity and worldliness in Schubert. No doubt, these debates will continue 

into the future. And this is as it should be, for as long as music is made, as long as 

it retains its essence as a performed art, its signifi cance is unlikely to ever crystal-

lize into a stable set of meanings that can be frozen, packaged, and preserved for 

later generations. Indeed, it would be a profoundly sad occasion if our ideologies 

became aligned in such a way that they produced identical narratives about musi-

cal works. One mark of the endurance of strong works of art is that they make 

possible a diversity of responses—a diversity regulated by a few shared (social or 

institutional) values.

Meanings are contingent. Th ey emerge at the site of performance and are con-

stituted critically by historically informed individuals in specifi c cultural situations. 

Basic questions about music’s ontology have never received defi nitive answers. 

What music is, what and how it means, what meaning is, and why we are interested 

in musical meaning in the fi rst place: these questions are not meant to be answered 

defi nitively nor with a commanding transhistorical attribution but posed periodi-

cally to keep us alert and honest. Th en there are those considerations that arise 

when history, culture, and convention infl ect the search for meaning—whether 

a work embodies a late style, conveys subjectivity, or reproduces the dynamics of 

the society in which the composer lived. While interpretation can be framed dia-

logically to ensure that original meanings and subsequent accretions are neither 

ignored nor left  uninterrogated, the fi nal authority for any interpretation rests on 

present understanding. Today’s listener rules.

Th e issues raised by musical meaning are complex and best approached 

within carefully circumscribed contexts. For although no one doubts that music 

making is or can be meaningful and satisfying, or that the resultant processes and 

products have signifi cance for those involved, be they composers, performers, or 

listeners, the nonverbal essence of music has proved resistant to facile domes-

tication within a verbal economy. My own curiosity about the subject stems in 

part from an early interest in the confl uence of composition, performance, and 

analysis and from a sociological circumstance: but for a handful of exceptions, 

card-carrying music theorists have been generally reticent about confronting 

the subject of musical meaning.2 Th is does not mean that ideas of meaning do 

not surface in their work from time to time, nor that, in producing voice-leading 

graphs, metric reductions, paradigmatic charts, set-class taxonomies, and  Tonnetz 

2. Signifi cant exceptions include Nicholas Cook, Analysing Musical Multimedia (Oxford: Oxford Uni-

versity Press, 2001); Cook, “Review Essay: Putting the Meaning Back into Music; or, Semiotics Revis-

ited,” Music Th eory Spectrum 18 (1996): 106–123; Robert Hatten, Musical Meaning in Beethoven: 

Markedness, Correlation, and Interpretation (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994); Michael 

L. Klein, Intertextuality in Western Art Music (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2005); and 

the collection of essays in Approaches to Meaning in Music, ed. Byron Almen and Edward Pearsall 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006).
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trajectories, they are unaware of questions of meaning. On the contrary, all 

analysts, including those who reduce the musical phenomenon to numbers or 

abstract symbols, normally rely on a certain constellation of views about meaning 

in order to perform a close reading. Whether it is the analytical essays gathered 

in Schenker’s Tonwille, the disquisitions on structure produced by David Lewin 

in Musical Form and Transformation, the insights into form, periodicity, and topi-

cal structure off ered by Ratner in Th e Beethoven String Quartets: Compositional 

Strategies and Rhetoric, or the demonstrations of rhythmic life by Fred Lerdahl 

and Ray Jackendoff  in A Generative Th eory of Tonal Music, a fully recoverable 

theory of meaning exists in each work. Among the factors that might have forced 

such views to remain implicit rather than explicit are crass scholarly conventions 

and prejudices about soft  and hard analysis. Indeed, analysts of a certain genera-

tion (and/or institutional provenance) were especially anxious to let it be known 

that the object of their research was the music itself; unlike music historians and 

as a matter of principle, they preferred to steer clear of the extraneous and the 

extramusical.

Since about 1990—which is to say, not so very long ago—it has become unwise, 

probably for ideological rather than intellectual reasons, for workers in the Amer-

ican academy to retain confi dence in the reality of the notion of “the music itself,” 

or to posit a categorical distinction between text and context, between the musi-

cal and the extramusical. Th is problematizing of such binary oppositions was the 

singular achievement of a larger poststructuralist enterprise whose slate-clear-

ing impulses left  a few traces on the discourse of musicology. Arguments against 

formalism sought to counter the presumed ontology of music theory’s objects 

by insisting that compositions were necessarily marked by a social trace. Th ese 

arguments would have been more eff ective if, instead of demanding articles from 

music theorists affi  rming faith in entities larger than “the music itself,” they had 

focused on the enabling structures of theoretical work and uncovered theories 

of meaning that, because they were hidden and implicit, retained considerable 

motivating power without having to be openly acknowledged. Certainly, the 

antiformalist strategy that delights in specifying the meanings of compositions 

has achieved little more than the introduction of a new formalism. Th e music 

itself apparently remains a treasured concept even when it is being vigorously 

attacked.

But what if we conceive of analysis as a mode of performance, or as a mode 

of composing, not as an unveiling of resident truths, not as an exercise in decod-

ing? What if we think of the truth of a musical work as emerging from doing, 

from engaging with musical materiality, and not as a summary narrative that is 

produced aft er the doing? What if we think of analysis as a means to an unspeci-

fi ed end, a fl exibly conceived end that may range from making relatively trivial 

observations about style and history to the less trivial pleasure of inhabiting the 

composition’s space for prolonged periods and engaging in diverse ways with its 

elements?

Th is view of analysis as performance and composition is implicit in the fram-

ing of an infl uential defi nition of analysis put forward by Ian Bent and Anthony 

Pople: analysis is “that branch of the study of music that takes the music itself as 
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its starting point rather than external factors.”3 Th e operative phrase here is not 

the polemical “the music itself ” but “starting point.” To proclaim this other con-

tingency is to promote an open-ended view of analysis; it is to encourage rigorous 

speculation about musical meaning that takes certain core features as its point of 

departure and that terminates on a path toward an enriched perspective.4

However elusive they may be, music’s meanings are unlikely to be accessible to 

those who refuse to engage with the musical code or those who deal with only the 

most general and superfi cial aspects of that code. Defi ning a musical code compre-

hensively presents its own challenges, but there is by now a body of systematic and 

historical data to facilitate such a task. Th e theories of Schenker, for example—to 

choose one body of texts that is indispensable for work on tonal music—make 

possible a range of explorations of everything from the imaginative expansion of 

simple counterpoint in works by Bach, Beethoven, and Schubert through aesthetic 

speculation about value and ideology in composers of diff erent national prov-

enance to the place of diminution in twentieth-century composers like Richard 

Strauss, Mahler, and Stravinsky. Adhering to the code would ensure, for example, 

that harmony is not ignored in the construction of a theory of meaning for Chopin 

and Wagner, that melody is given due attention in Mendelssohn analysis, and that 

the rhythmic narratives of Brahms or Stravinsky are duly acknowledged. And in 

examining these aspects of the code, one is wise to seek the sharpest, most sensi-

tive, and most sophisticated tools. Analysis may bear a complex relationship to 

technology, but to ignore technological advancement in analytic representation is 

to subscribe to a form of irrationality, even a form of mysticism, perhaps.

Th e defensive and at the same time aggressive tone in that last remark is forced 

upon me by a strange circumstance. Despite the fact that music theory is one of the 

oldest of humanistic disciplines, and despite the enviably precise vocabulary with 

which the elements of music have been described and categorized, their essences 

captured, recent attacks on formalism have sought to belittle this commanding 

legacy with the claim that theorists do not deal with music’s meaning and sig-

nifi cance. Th is extraordinary claim is surprisingly deaf to the numerous meanings 

enshrined in theory’s technical processes and language. True, the meanings of a 

motivic parallelism, or a middleground arpeggiation, or a modulation to a tritone-

related key are not always discussed in aff ective or expressive terms, but this does 

not mean that the economy of relations from which they stem is pure, or based 

solely on abstract, logical relations, or lacking semantic or aff ective residue. Since 

the acquisition of such technical language still provides the basic elements of lit-

eracy for today’s academic musician, there is work to be done in making explicit 

what has remained implicit and in seeking to extend theory’s domain without 

undermining its commitment to the music itself. In short, it is not clear how a 

theory of musical meaning that engages the musical language can be anything 

other than a study of the musical code.

3. Ian Bent and Anthony Pople, “Analysis,” Th e New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd ed., 

ed. Stanley Sadie (London: Macmillan, 2001).

4. For an elaboration of this view of analysis, see Agawu, “How We Got Out of Analysis and How to Get 

Back In Again,” Music Analysis 23 (2004): 267–286.
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Engagement with the code is akin to acts of performance. Critical performance 

in turn entails a speculative but rational reconstruction of the musical work. Th e 

analyses in this book are guided by this credo insofar as they seek—not always 

directly or in a linear manner because, alas, the musical environment is full of dis-

tractions and temptations—to return readers to the works themselves, not, I hope, 

by off ering clever propositional meanings but by encouraging readers to explore 

their own meanings through a hypothesizing of certain reconstructive or genera-

tive processes. Paths to understanding, not fi nal-state meanings, are what are given 

priority. Th is stance confers a radical contingency on my analyses; even in their 

nascent stages, they make room for alternative modes of proceeding. Proceeding 

with this sort of fl exibility—as opposed to the strictness that ostensibly informs the-

ory-based analysis—is bound to elicit suspicion that a certain amount of rigor has 

been sacrifi ced. Th ose willing to understand analyses as performances might sense 

rigor diff erently—in the mode of speculation and in the styles of questioning, not in 

the mechanical accumulation of data or the tautological assembly of relations.

I have called this a study of “music as discourse,” but what does the phrase 

mean? A fuller sense of the term discourse will emerge in the course of particular 

analyses, but it is necessary, even while conceding its polysemic reach, to empha-

size three senses in which I use the phrase. First and most obviously, a musical 

work is conceived as a sequence of events. (A musical work typically belongs to a 

repertoire that is constrained historically and stylistically and that subtends its own 

performing conventions.) An event may be a gesture, an idea, a motive, a progres-

sion, or, more neutrally, a building block, phrase, segment, or unit, including the 

“intonational units” introduced by Boris Asafyev.5 Events are generally assumed to 

unfold in orderly fashion. To understand a Beethoven sonata or a Liszt tone poem 

as discourse, therefore, is to understand it as constituted by a set of events which 

succeed and relate to each other, the whole making a meaningful impression on 

the listener. Th is fi rst sense of discourse is familiar enough and is routinely invoked 

in courses on “form and analysis” and by advocates of musical rhetoric.6

A second, related sense of musical discourse takes its bearings from an anal-

ogy with verbal discourse. Just as linguists distinguish levels of analysis, taking the 

sentence as the unit for linguistic analysis, and a succession of sentences as the 

domain for discourse analysis, so we can think about music in terms of a succes-

sion of “sentences,” themselves accretions of those smaller meaningful utterances 

we called events. Musical discourse, in this sense, embraces the larger hierarchical 

level that encompasses these sentences. Musicians typically speak of “periodicity,” 

the sense of a period being determined by the nature and weight of the punctua-

tion at its end. A succession of periods constitutes the form of a composition. Form 

in music embraces not only standard forms like fugue, rondo, minuet and trio, and 

5. See “Th e Th eory of Intonation,” in Raymond Monelle, Linguistics and Semiotics in Music (Chur, 

Switzerland: Harwood, 1992), 274–303.

6. See Mark Evan Bonds, Wordless Discourse: Musical Form and the Metaphor of the Oration 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991); Elaine R. Sisman, Haydn and the Classical 

Variation (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993); and Patrick McCreless, “Music 

and Rhetoric,” in The Cambridge History of Western Music Theory, ed. Thomas Christensen 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 847–879.
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sonata, but a more elusive quality in which the elements of a piece—events and 

periods—are heard working together and evincing a distinctive profi le.

Th eories of form abound. From the compositional or pedagogical theories of 

Koch, Czerny, and Schoenberg through the aesthetic and analytical approaches 

of Schenker, Tovey, Caplin, Rothstein, and Hepokoski and Darcy, scholars have 

sought to distribute the reality of musical compositions into various categories, 

explaining adherence as well as anomaly in reference to constructed norms, some 

based on the symbolic value of an individual work (like the Eroica Symphony),7 

others based on statistics of usage. Yet one cannot help feeling that every time 

we consign a work to a category such as “sonata form,” we lie. For reasons that 

will emerge in the course of this book, I will pay less attention to such standard 

forms than to the events or groups of events that comprise them. Is there a dif-

ference between the two approaches? Yes, and a signifi cant one at that. Placing 

the emphasis on events promotes a processual and phenomenological view of the 

work; it recognizes moment-by-moment succession but worries not at all about an 

overall or resultant profi le that can be named and held up as an archetype. With-

out denying the historical signifi cance of archetypes or outer forms (such as ABA' 

schemata) or their practical value for teachers of courses in music appreciation, 

I will argue that, from a listener’s point of view, such forms are oft en overdeter-

mined, inscribed too rigidly; as such, they oft en block access to the rich experience 

of musical meaning. Th e complex and oft en contradictory tendencies of musical 

materials are undervalued when we consign them to boxes marked “fi rst theme,” 

“second theme,” and “recapitulation.” Th e ability to distribute the elements of a 

Brahms symphony into sonata form categories is an ability of doubtful utility or 

relevance, and it is a profound shame that musicology has devoted pages upon 

pages to erecting these schemes as important mediators of musical meaning. At 

best, they possess low-level value; at worst, they are distractions.8

Discourse thus embraces events ordered in a coherent fashion, which may oper-

ate in turn in a larger-than-the-sentence domain. Th ere is a third sense of the term 

that has emerged in recent years, inspired in part by poststructuralist thinking. 

Th is is discourse as disciplinary talk, including the philosophical and linguistic 

props that enable the very formulations we make about our objects of study. Dis-

course about music in this sense encompasses the things one says about a specifi c 

composition, as Nattiez’s Music and Discourse makes clear.9 In this third sense, dis-

course entails acts of metacriticism. Th e musical composition comments on itself 

at the same time that it is being constituted in the discourse of the analyst. Both 

the work’s internal commentary (represented as acts of inscription attributable 

7. See Scott Burnham, Beethoven Hero (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995).

8. According to Jankélévitch, sonata form “is a something conceived, and not at all something heard, 

not time subjectively experienced.” Music and the Ineff able, trans. Carolyn Abbate (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 2003), 17. Julian Horton notes that “any study defi ning sonata practice in 

relation to a norm must confront the problem that there is no single work which could necessarily 

be described as normative. Th e idea exists only as an abstraction.” “Review of Bruckner Studies, ed. 

Paul Hawkshaw and Timothy L. Jackson,” Music Analysis 18 (1999): 161.

9. Jean-Jacques Nattiez, Music and Discourse: Toward a Semiology of Music, trans. Carolyn Abbate 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990).
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to the composer) and the analyst’s external commentary feed into an analysis of 

discourse. Th e internal commentary is built on observations about processes of 

repetition and variation, while the external confronts the very props of insight for-

mation. One sign of this metacritical awareness should be evident in the refusal to 

take for granted any of the enabling constructs of our analyses. To analyze in this 

sense is necessarily to refl ect simultaneously upon the process of analysis.10

I use the phrase “semiotic adventures” in the subtitle in order to signal this 

book’s conceptual debt to certain basic concepts borrowed from musical semiot-

ics. Semiotics is a plural and irreducibly interdisciplinary fi eld, and it provides, in 

my view, the most felicitous framework (among contemporary competing analyti-

cal frameworks) for rendering music as structure and style. Writings by Nattiez, 

Dougherty, Tarasti, Lidov, Hatten, Dunsby, Grabócz, Spitzer, Monelle, and others 

exemplify what is possible without limiting the domain of the possible. I should 

add quickly, however, that my aim is not to address an interdisciplinary reader-

ship but to speak within the narrower discourses of music analysis, discourses that 

emanate from the normal, everyday activities of teachers and students of under-

graduate courses in music theory and analysis.

What, then, are the central concerns of the book’s nine chapters? I have arranged 

the material in two broad parts. Th e fi rst, dubbed “Th eory,” seeks to orient the 

reader to perspectives that might facilitate an appreciation of the practical nature 

of music as discourse. Th e second, “Analyses,” presents case studies encompassing 

works by composers from Beethoven to Stravinsky. Specifi cally, chapter 1, “Music 

as Language,” places music directly next to language in order to point to similari-

ties and diff erences in sociology, ontology, psychology, structure, reception, and 

metalanguage. Th e metaphor of music as language is old—very old—and although 

its meaning has changed from age to age, and despite the many limitations that 

have been pointed out by numerous writers, it remains, in my view, a useful foil 

for music analysis. Indeed, a greater awareness of music’s “linguistic” nature may 

improve some of the technical analyses that music theorists off er. Th e aim here, 

then, is to revisit an old and familiar issue and off er a series of generalized claims 

that might stimulate classroom discussion of the nature of musical language.

Chapters 2 and 3, “Criteria for Analysis I and II,” also retain a broad perspec-

tive in isolating certain key features of Romantic music, but instead of address-

ing the system of music as such, I turn to selected compositional features that 

embrace elements of style as well as structure. Few would disagree with Charles 

Rosen that “it is disquieting when an analysis, no matter how cogent, minimizes 

the most salient features of a work. Th is is a failure of critical decorum.”11 Th ese two 

chapters (which belong together as a pair but are separated for practical reasons) 

are precisely an attempt not to minimize such features. But salience is a contested 

category. Salience is not given, not naturally occurring; it is constructed. Which is 

10. For other invocations of music as discourse, see David Lidov, Is Language a Music? Writings on Musi-

cal Form and Signifi cation (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2005), 10–12, 70–77, 138–144; 

and Michael Spitzer, Metaphor and Musical Th ought (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 

107–125. Discourse is, of course, a widely used term in the literature on musical semiotics.

11. Charles Rosen, Th e Classical Style: Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven (New York: Norton, 1972), 3.
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why musical  features that strike one listener as salient are judged to be peripheral 

by another. I recall once listening to a recording of Schubert’s Winterreise with an 

admired teacher when he asked me what I thought was the most salient moment in 

the beginning of “Der greise Kopf ” (“Th e hoary head”) (example I.1). I pointed 

to the high A-fl at in the third bar, the high point of the opening phrase, noting 

that it was loud and dissonant, marked a turning point in the melodic contour, and 

was therefore rhetorically signifi cant. He, on the other hand, heard something less 

obvious: the change of harmony at the beginning of bar 11, the moment at which 

the unyielding C pedal that had been in eff ect from the very fi rst sound of the song 

fi nally drops by a half-step. Th is surprised me initially, but I later came to admire the 

qualitative diff erence between his construction of this particular salience and mine. 

His took in the harmonic stream within the larger syntactical dimension; mine was 

a statistical, “surface” event. Th e construction of salience in tonal music is especially 

challenging because tonal expression relies as much on what is sounded as on what 

is not sounded. Th e stated and the implied are equally functional. Inexperienced or 

downright insensitive analysts who confi ne their interpretations to what is directly 

observable in scores oft en draw their patterns of salience from what is stated rather 

than what is implied; the result is a dull, impoverished, or untrue analysis.

Etwas langsam.

Singstimme.

Pianoforte.

Der Reif hat ei nen-

p
3

3

6

weis sen- Schein mir ü ber's-

3

Hauptge

3

streu- et; da glaubt'ich schon ein

3
3

12

Greis zu sein, und hab' mich
3

sehr ge
3

freu- et.-
3 3

3 3

Example I.1. Schubert, “Der greise Kopf,” from Winterreise, bars 1–16.
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Th e challenge, then, is to explain the basis of such construction. Out of a 

potentially large set of criteria, I have isolated six to guide the analyses in chapters 

2 and 3: topics or topoi; beginnings, middles, and endings; high points and the 

dynamic curve; periodicity, discontinuity, and parentheses; three modes of enunci-

ation, namely, speech mode, song mode, and dance mode; and the narrative thread. 

I believe that these criteria capture salient features of the Romantic repertoire 

and can therefore convey aspects of their truth content. Some of these categories 

obviously overlap, but no two are identical. Together, they provide listeners with 

a mechanism for organizing their intuitions about Romantic music. Th e resulting 

analyses can in turn engender further speculation about meaning.

Because they capture immediate aspects of structure, the criteria for analy-

sis studied in chapters 2 and 3 may seem superfi cial to some. Schenkerians, for 

example, construe salience with rigorous attention to an enabling voice-leading 

context. Fruitful meanings are produced when compositions are heard in terms 

of underlying forces or in terms of idealized voices that motivate real voices, hid-

den forces that control manifest ones. For Schenkerians, inquiry into tonal mean-

ing is more productive when it is framed dialectically, when a foreground is seen 

to take its bearings from a background, when surface and subsurface are under-

stood as locked in a necessary relationship to one another. An analysis that is not 

informed by this foundational dialecticism is fl awed because it produces only fl at, 

one-dimensional, or unmotivated observations.

In chapter 4, “Bridges to Free Composition,” I explore this way of thinking using 

one of Schenker’s central metaphors in Kontrapunkt (1910–1922) as point of entry. 

Compositions are analyzed in terms of harmonic and contrapuntal prototypes. 

A work is thus understood as a layered structure, while the conceptual journey 

from background to foreground is fi gured as one of increasing concretization of 

musical content. Th e idea that bridges link strict counterpoint to free composition 

is implicit in Schenker’s comprehensive exposition of contrapuntal principles in 

Kontrapunkt, but the precise nature of the bridges is discussed in somewhat muted 

terms. In particular, the stylistic resources that would allow a systematic inferring 

of a particular foreground from a generalized background are not spelled out. One 

is left  with the suspicion that such bridges are makeshift  constructions that cannot 

adequately convey the heterogeneity of foreground discourses.

None of this is meant to undermine the central demonstration in chapter 4 

of the musical advantages of thinking in terms of deep structures or prototypes 

or fi ctional texts or subsurface constructs.12 Familiarity with prototypes and the 

techniques of manipulating them enables the analyst to improvise structures that 

resemble the works being analyzed. But this improvisation is confi ned to the realm 

of harmony and voice leading. No doubt, harmony and voice leading are essential 

elements of the work, but they do not represent all of the elements. Th e breaks, fi s-

sures, and aporia that result from trying to approach a particular foreground with 

a less particular subsurface structure suggest that it may not always be possible 

to generate free composition from strict counterpoint. Only by renouncing its 

12. For an authoritative study of prototypes in composition, see Matthew Brown, Explaining Tonality: 

Schenkerian Th eory and Beyond (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2006).
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notional purity and incorporating such things as motivic content, topical profi le, 

periodicity, and rhythm can strict counterpoint be brought into eff ective alliance 

with free composition.

Chapters 2 and 3, on one hand, and 4, on the other, would therefore seem to 

argue confl icting positions: whereas chapters 2 and 3 acknowledge the value of 

constructing a fi rst-level salience (based on stylistic features that are heard more 

or less immediately), chapter 4 claims a more sophisticated relational approach by 

peering into the subsurface. Chapter 5, “Paradigmatic Analysis,” adds to these com-

peting views a semiological approach that attempts to wipe the slate clean in mini-

mizing, but never completely eliminating, the amount of (musical) baggage that 

the analyst brings to the task. Th e approach takes repetition, the most indigenous 

of all musical attributes, as a guide to the selection of a composition’s meaningful 

units and speculates on the narrative path cut by the succession of repeating units. 

Th e paradigmatic analyst in eff ect adopts a studiedly naïve stance in dispensing 

with the numerous a priori considerations that have come to burden a repertoire 

like that of the Romantic period. Pretense succeeds only in a limited way, however, 

but enough to draw attention to some of the factors we take for granted when we 

analyze music and to impel a more direct encounter with musical form.

With these fi ve chapters, the main theoretical exposition is over. Next follow a 

number of case studies designed partly to exemplify the network of ideas exposed 

in the theoretical chapters, partly to push beyond their frontiers, and partly to 

engage in dialogue with other analytical approaches. First comes a study of the 

narrative thread in Liszt’s symphonic poem Orpheus (chapter 6), followed by a 

study of phrase discourse in two works by Brahms: the second movement of his 

First Symphony and the Intermezzo for Piano, op. 119, no. 2 (chapter 7). Th e last 

case studies are of narratives of continuity and discontinuity in the fi rst move-

ment of Mahler’s Ninth (chapter 8) and in the fi rst movement of Beethoven’s 

String Quartet, op. 130, juxtaposed with Stravinsky’s Symphonies of Wind Instru-

ments (chapter 9). Th e inclusion of Stravinsky—and an austere work from 1920 at 

that—may seem strange at fi rst, but I hope to show continuities with the Romantic 

tradition without discounting the obvious discontinuities.

An analyst’s fondest hope is that something he or she says sends the reader/lis-

tener back to a particular composition or to a particular moment within it. Our 

theoretical scaff oldings are useless abstractions if they do not achieve something 

like this; they may be good theory but lousy analysis. Indeed, “music was not made 

to be talked about,” according to Jankélévitch.13 Talking, however, can help to rein-

force the point that talking is unnecessary, while at the same time reinforcing the 

belief that music was made to be (re)made—repeatedly, sometimes. Analysis, in 

turn, leads us through inquiry back to the site of remaking. Th erefore, I retain 

some hope in the possibility that the analytical fantasies gathered here will inspire 

some readers to reach for the works again; to see if their previous hearings have 

been altered, enhanced, or challenged in any way; and, if they have, to seek to 

incorporate some of these insights into subsequent hearings. If this happens, my 

purpose will have been achieved.

13. Jankélévitch, Music and the Ineff able, 79.
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Th e Idea of Music and Language

Music’s contexts are many, probably infi nite. Music resembles myth, animates reli-

gious ritual, and facilitates movement and dance. It is an agent in music drama and 

plays a catalytic if not constitutive role in fi lm and other forms of visual narrative. 

Music frequently transgresses borders and seems uniquely placed among the arts 

to do so. Perhaps the most basic of these associations, however, is that between 

music and natural language. And this is because whereas language is already a 

common factor in myth, ritual, drama, and fi lm, its incorporation into music 

takes place in particular ways and under special circumstances; it forms a second-

order semiological system, according to Roland Barthes.1 Exploring the affi  nities 

between music and this particular “other” may thus prove instructive. Th is chapter 

reviews some of the most basic of these affi  nities as background to my later discus-

sion of musical meaning.

Th e idea that music and language are closely affi  liated possesses consider-

able historical and geocultural depth. John Neubauer reminds us that the ancient 

Greeks, for example, designated music and language by a single term, musiké. 

Plato advocated a “word-dominated music” over a “mathematical music,” and 

Saint Augustine challenged that particular prioritization while enunciating the 

benefi ts of well-chosen words for the music that accompanies worship.2 In the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, links between music and rhetoric were fre-

quently acknowledged and occasionally theorized, musical rhetoric being “the 

most concerted eff ort in history to apply verbal principles to music.”3 And the 

ascendancy of pure instrumental or absolute music in the later eighteenth century 

CHAPTER One

Music as Language

1. Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers (New York: Hill and Wang, 1972), 115.

2. John Neubauer, Th e Emancipation of Music from Language: Departure from Mimesis in Eighteenth-

Century Aesthetics (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1986), 22–23.

3. Neubauer, Th e Emancipation of Music from Language, 40.
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through the nineteenth century alongside a huge supplemental increase in word-

dominated (or at least word-infl ected) genres like operas, tone poems, and lieder, 

plus a variety of compositional experiments with language as sound, material, and 

sense in the works of a number of twentieth-century composers (Stravinsky, Berio, 

and Lansky)—all of these provide further indication of the close rapport between 

music and language.

Th e prevalence of language models for analysis of European music is the cen-

tral concern of a 1980 article by Harold Powers, in which he cites the then recent 

work of Fred Lerdahl and Ray Jackendoff  as an exemplary attempt to model a 

grammar of tonal music.4 Reviewing antecedents for such eff orts, Powers men-

tions two medieval sources, the anonymous ninth-century Musica Enchiriadis 

and the treatise of Johannes, circa 1100; he also mentions various discussions of 

musical grammar in German theory (Dressler 1563; Burmeister 1606; Matthe-

son 1737, 1739; Koch 1787; Reicha 1818; Riemann 1903) and David Lidov’s 1975 

study of segmentation, On Musical Phrase.5 On a metalinguistic level, Powers 

shows how musical analysis has borrowed from semantics (as in Deryck Cooke’s 

Th e Language of Music, 1959), phonology (as in theories of South Indian classical 

music), the making of propositional statements (as in Charles Boilès’ semiologi-

cal study of Tepehua “thought songs”), and, perhaps most signifi cantly, grammar 

and syntax (as in recent semiological applications by Ruwet, Nattiez, and Lidov). 

In the quarter century since Powers’s magisterial article appeared, research into 

semiology, which typically indexes the “linguisticity” of music, has grown by leaps 

and bounds, extending into areas of musical semantics, phonology, and pragmat-

ics; embracing traditional studies that do not claim a semiotic orientation; and 

expanding the repertorial base to include various non-Western musics. All of this 

research tacitly affi  rms the pertinence of linguistic analogies for music.6

Th e decentering of previously canonical repertoires is one of the more dra-

matic outcomes of recent eff orts to understand the relations between music and 

language. Th e resulting geocultural depth is readily seen in ethnomusicological 

work, which, because it is tasked with inventing other world cultures and tradi-

tions, disinherits some of the more obnoxious priorities enshrined in the discourse 

about Western (musical) culture. Powers’s own article, for example, unusual and 

impressive in its movement across Western and non-Western repertoires—a 

throwback to the comparative musicology of Marius Schneider, Robert Lach, and 

Erich von Hornbostel—includes a discussion of improvisation and the mechan-

ics of text underlay in South Asian music. A year earlier, Judith Becker and Alton 

Becker had constructed a strict grammar for Javanese srepegan, a grammar that 

was later revisited by David Hughes.7 Th e literature on African music, too, includes 

several studies of the intriguing phenomenon of speech tone and its relationship 

4. Harold Powers, “Language Models and Music Analysis,” Ethnomusicology 24 (1980): 1–60.

5. Powers, “Language Models,” 48–54.

6. See Raymond Monelle’s Linguistics and Semiotics in Music for a valuable introduction to the fi eld.

7. Judith Becker and Alton Becker, “A Grammar of the Musical Genre Srepegan,” Journal of Music 

Th eory 24 (1979): 1–43; and David W. Hughes, “Deep Structure and Surface Structure in Javanese 

Music: A Grammar of Gendhing Lampah,” Ethnomusicology 32 (1988): 23–74.
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to  melody. Th ere are studies of talking drums, including ways in which drums 

and other speech surrogates reproduce the tonal and accentual elements of spo-

ken language. And perhaps most basic and universal are studies of song, a genre 

in which words and music coexist, sometimes vying for prominence, mutually 

transforming each other, complementing each other, and oft en leaving a concep-

tually or phenomenally dissonant residue. Th e practices associated with lamen-

tation, for example, explore techniques and territories of vocalization, from the 

syllabic through the melismatic to the use of vocables as articulatory vehicles. And 

by including various “icons of crying” (Greg Urban’s phrase), laments (or dirges or 

wails) open up other dimensions of expressive behavior beyond—but organically 

linked to—music and language.8

Th ere is further evidence, albeit of an informal sort, of the music-language asso-

ciation. In aesthetic and evaluative discourses responding to performing and com-

posing, one sometimes encounters phrases like “It doesn’t speak to me” or “S/he 

is not saying anything.”9 Metaphors of translation are also prominent. We imagine 

music translated into visual symbols or images, or into words, language, or liter-

ary expression. In the nineteenth century, the common practice of paraphrasing 

existing works suggested transformative rendition (saying something diff erently), 

such as is evident in Liszt’s or Paganini’s paraphrases of music by Beethoven and 

Schubert. Ornamentation, likewise, involves the imaginative recasting of exist-

ing ideas, a process that resonates with certain oratorical functions. John Spitzer 

studied Jean Rousseau’s 1687 viol treatise and concluded, “Rousseau’s grammar of 

ornamentation corresponds in many respects to the so-called ‘morphophonemic 

component’ of Chomskian grammars.”10 Even the genre of theme and variations, 

whose normative protocol prescribes a conscious commentary on an existing 

theme, may be understood within the critical economy of explanation, criticism, 

and metacommentary. Finally, improvisation or composing in the moment pre-

supposes competence in the “speaking” of a musical language. Powers likens one 

sense of improvisation to “an extempore oratorical discourse” while Lidov notes 

that musical improvisation “may be closest to spontaneous speech function.”11

Th is highly abbreviated mapping—the fuller story may be read in, among other 

places, articles by Powers (1980) and Feld and Fox (1994, which includes a magnif-

icent bibliography), and books by Neubauer (1986) and Monelle (1992)—should 

be enough to indicate that the music-language alliance is unavoidable as a creative 

challenge (composition), as a framework for reception (listening), and as a mecha-

nism for understanding (analysis). Observe a certain asymmetry in the  relationship, 

 8. Steven Feld and Aaron Fox, “Music and Language,” Annual Review of Anthropology 23 (1994): 25–53.

 9. See Ingrid Monson, Saying Something: Jazz Improvisation and Interaction (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1996), 73–96, for a discussion of “Music, Language and Cultural Styles: Improvisa-

tion as Conversation.”

10. John Spitzer, “Grammar of Improvised Ornamentation: Jean Rousseau’s Viol Treatise of 1687,” 

Journal of Music Th eory 33(2) (1989): 305.

11. Powers, “Language Models,” 42; Lidov, On Musical Phrase (Montreal: Groupe de recherches en 

sémiologie musicale, Music Faculty, University of Montreal, 1975), 9, quoted in Powers, “Language 

Models,” 42.
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however. Measured in terms of the critical work that either term does, language 

looms larger than music. Indeed, in the twentieth century, language, broadly 

construed, came to assume a position of unprecedented privilege (according to 

poststructuralist accounts) among the discourses of the human sciences. Salutary 

reminders by Carolyn Abbate that the poststructuralist privileging of language 

needs to be tempered when music is the object of analysis,12 and by anthropologist 

Johannes Fabian that the aural mode needs to be elevated against the predominant 

visual mode if we are not to forgo certain insights that come from contemplating 

sound,13 have so far not succeeded in stemming the ascendancy of verbal domina-

tion. As Roland Barthes implies, to think and talk about music is—necessarily, it 

would appear—“inevitably to fall back on the individuation of a language.”14

Why should the music-as-language metaphor matter to music analysts? Quite 

simply because, to put it somewhat paradoxically, language and music are as alike as 

they are unlike. No two systems—semiotic or expressive—set against one another 

are as thoroughly imbricated in each other’s practices and yet remain ultimately 

separate and distinct. More important, the role of language as a metalanguage 

for music remains essential and is in no way undermined by the development of 

symbologies such as Schenker’s graphic analysis or Hans Keller’s notated—and 

therefore performable—functional analyses. Th e most imaginative music analysts 

are not those who treat language as a transparent window onto a given musical 

reality but those who, whether explicitly or implicitly, refl ect on language’s limita-

tions even as they use it to convey insights about music. Language’s persistence and 

domination at the conceptual level is therefore never a mere given in music analy-

sis, demanding that music surrender, so to speak; on the contrary, it encourages 

acts of critical resistance which, whatever their outcome, speak to the condition of 

music as an art of tone.

A few of these eff orts at resistance are worth recalling. Adorno, looking beyond 

material to aesthetic value, truth content, and psychological depth, has this to say:

Music resembles language in the sense that it is a temporal sequence of articulated 

sounds which are more than just sounds. Th ey say something, oft en something 

human. Th e better the music, the more forcefully they say it. Th e succession of 

sounds is like logic: it can be right or wrong. But what has been said cannot be 

detached from the music. Music creates no semiotic system.15

Th us, the “sequence of articulated sounds” has a meaning; it “say[s] something,” 

something in the “human” dimension. What is said carries greater or lesser degrees 

12. Carolyn Abbate, Unsung Voices: Opera and Musical Narrative in the Nineteenth Century (Princeton, 

NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991), 3–29.

13. Johannes Fabian, Out of Our Minds: Reason and Madness in the Exploration of Central Africa 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000).

14. Roland Barthes, Elements of Semiology, trans. Annette Lavers and Colin Smith (New York: Hill and 

Wang, 1967), 10.

15. Th eodor Adorno, “Music and Language: A Fragment,” in Quasi una Fantasia: Essays on Modern 

Music, trans. Rodney Livingstone (London: Verso, 1992), 1.
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of persuasiveness. Above all, what is said remains permanently imbricated in the 

musical system.

Acknowledging “the connection with linguistics” in the construction of their 

generative theory of tonal music, Fred Lerdahl and Ray Jackendoff  describe as 

“largely futile” the search for “superfi cial analogies between music and language.” 

Th ey stress the importance of looking within purely musical structure for modes 

of organization, but it appears that a linguistic stance is not ultimately eliminable; 

indeed, their own theorizing about tonal structure has been helped by “the theo-

retical framework and methodology of linguistics”:

Pointing out superfi cial analogies between music and language, with or without 

the help of generative grammar, is an old and largely futile game. One should not 

approach music with any preconceptions that the substance of music theory will 

look at all like linguistic theory. For example, whatever music may “mean,” it is in no 

sense comparable to linguistic meaning; there are no musical phenomena compara-

ble to sense and reference in language, or to such semantic judgments as synonymy, 

analyticity, and entailment. Likewise there are no substantive parallels between ele-

ments of musical structure and such syntactic categories as noun, verb, adjective, 

preposition, and verb phrase. Finally, one should not be misled by the fact that both 

music and language deal with sound structure. Th ere are no musical counterparts of 

such phonological parameters as voicing, nasality, tongue height, and lip rounding.

Th e fundamental concepts of musical structure must instead involve such factors 

as rhythmic and pitch organization, dynamic and timbral diff erentiation, and motivic-

thematic processes. Th ese factors and their interactions form intricate structures quite 

diff erent from, but no less complex than, those of linguistic structure. Any deep paral-

lels that might exist can be discussed meaningfully only aft er a music theory . . . has 

been developed independently. If we have adopted some of the theoretical framework 

and methodology of linguistics, it is because this approach has suggested a fruitful way 

of thinking about music itself. If substantive parallels between language and music 

emerge . . . this is an unexpected bonus but not necessarily a desideratum.16

Th is string of negatives probably overstates an essential point; some will argue that 

it errs in denying the possibilities set in motion by an impossible alliance. But the 

work of music theory in which this statement appears is concerned with what is 

specifi able, not with what occupies interstices. It comes as no surprise, then, that 

the tenor of this statement notwithstanding, the authors later invoke a most valu-

able distinction between well-formedness and preference in order to register one 

aspect of the music-language alliance. Criteria of well-formedness, which play an 

essential role in linguistic grammar, are less crucial in musical grammar than pref-

erence rules. Th is is another way of stacking the musical deck in favor of the aes-

thetic. To put it simply: music is less about right and wrong—although, as Adorno 

says, these are important—than about liking something more or less.

Jean Molino links music, language, and religion in arguing their resistance to 

defi nition and in recognizing their symbolic residue:

16. Fred Lerdahl and Ray Jackendoff , A Generative Th eory of Tonal Music (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 

1983), 5–6.
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Th e phenomenon of music, like that of language or that of religion, cannot be defi ned 

or described correctly unless we take account of its threefold mode of existence—as 

an arbitrarily isolated object, as something produced and as something perceived. It 

is on these three dimensions that the specifi city of the symbolic largely rests.17

Th ese and numerous other claims form the basis of literally thousands of asser-

tions about music as language. On one hand, they betray an interest in isomor-

phisms or formal parallelisms between the two systems; on the other, they point to 

areas of inexactness, to the complexities and paradoxes that emerge at the site of 

their cohabitation. Th ey testify to the continuing vitality and utility of the music 

and language metaphor, while reminding us that only in carefully circumscribed 

contexts, rather than at a gross level, is it fruitful to continue to entertain the pros-

pect of a deep linkage.

Accordingly, I plead the reader’s indulgence in setting forth a set of simple 

propositions that might form the basis of debate or discussion in a music theory 

class. Culled from diverse sources and originally formulated to guide a discussion 

of the challenge of musical semiotics, they speak to aspects of the phenomenon 

that have been touched upon by Powers, Adorno, Lerdahl and Jackendoff , and 

Molino. I have attempted to mold them into capsule, generalizable form without, 

I hope, oversimplifying the phenomena they depict.18 (By “music” in the specifi c 

context of the discussion that follows, I refer to a literature, to compositions of the 

common practice era which form the object of analytical attention in this book. 

While a wider purview of the term is conceivable, and not just in the domain of 

European music, it seems prudent to confi ne the reach of these claims in order to 

avoid confusion.)

Ten Propositions about Language and Music

Th e ten propositions that follow speak, fi rst, to the place of music and language in 

human society, to the issue of competence, and to the diversity of linguistic and musi-

cal products (proposition 1). Proposition 2 addresses communicative capacity. Prop-

ositions 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7 comment on material diff erences, while 8 and 9 treat issues of 

meaning. Th e last proposition (10) takes note of the metalinguistic dimension.

1. Music, language, and (possibly) religion occur in all known human socie-

ties. Setting aside for now evidence that nonhumans sometimes engage in these 

activities, we can state that in all known societies, humans make music, commu-

nicate through spoken language, and maintain prescribed sets of beliefs and prac-

tices. Th ere are, of course, languages in which the word music is not found, but the 

17. Jean Molino, “Musical Fact and the Semiology of Music,” trans. J. A. Underwood, Music Analysis 

9(2) (1990): 114.

18. Agawu, “Th e Challenge of Semiotics,” in Rethinking Music, ed. Nicholas Cook and Mark Everist 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 138–160.
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presence in such societies of a species of rhythmic and tonal behavior that we may 

characterize as music making is rarely in serious contention. Music, in short, is 

“necessary to us.”19

Th ere are, however, striking and sometimes irreconcilable diff erences in the 

materials, media, modes of production and consumption, and signifi cance of 

music. Indeed, there appear to be greater diff erences among the world’s musics than 

among its languages. Nicolas Ruwet says that “all human languages are apparently 

of the same order of complexity, but that is not the case for all musical  systems.”20 

And Powers comments that “the ‘linguisticity’ of languages is the same from lan-

guage to language, but the ‘linguisticity’ of musics is not the same from music to 

music.”21 David Lidov “see[s] no variation among languages so extreme as those 

among musical styles.”22 It appears that music is more radically constructed, more 

artifi cial, and depends more crucially on context for validation and meaning. So 

whereas the phrase “natural language” seems appropriate, “natural music” requires 

some elaboration. While linguistic competence is more or less easily assessed, 

assessing normal musical competence is a rather more elusive enterprise. Speak-

ing a mother tongue does not appear to have a perfect correlative in musical prac-

tice—is it the ability to improvise competently within a given style, to harmonize 

a hymn tune or folk melody in a “native” idiom, to add to the repertoire of natural 

songs when given a text or a situation that brings on a text, to complete a composi-

tion whose second half is withheld, or to predict the nature and size of a gesture in 

a particular moment in a particular composition? Is it, in other words, a creative 

or compositional ability, a discriminatory or perceptual ability, or a performative 

capability? So, beyond their mutual occurrence in human society as conventional 

and symbolic media, the practices associated with language and music signal sig-

nifi cant diff erences.23

2. Unlike language, which is both a medium of communication (“ordinary 

language”) and a vehicle for artistic expression (“poetic language”), musical lan-

guage exists primarily in the poetic realm, although it can be used for “purely” 

communicative purposes. “Please pass the marmalade” uttered at the breakfast 

table has a direct communicative purpose. It is a form of ordinary language that 

19. Gayle A. Henrotte, “Music as Language: A Semiotic Paradigm?” in Semiotics 1984, ed. John Deely 

(Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1985), 163–170.

20. Nicholas Ruwet, “Th éorie et méthodes dans les etudes musicales: Quelques remarques rétrospec-

tives et préliminaires,” Music en jeu 17 (1975): 19, quoted in Powers, “Language Models,” 38.

21. Powers, “Language Models,” 38. Perhaps “the same” is too strong and liable to be undermined by 

new anthropological fi ndings. See, for example, Daniel L. Everett, “Cultural Constraints on Gram-

mar and Cognition in Piraha: Another Look at the Design Features of Human Language,” Current 

Anthropology 46 (2005): 621–646.

22. Lidov, Is Language a Music? 4.

23. Th e place of music and language in human evolution has been suggestively explored in a number 

of publications by Ian Cross. See, for example, “Music and Biocultural Evolution,” in Th e Cultural 

Study of Music: A Critical Introduction, ed. Martin Clayton, Trevor Herbert, and Richard Middle-

ton (New York: Routledge, 2003), 19–30. Also of interest is Paul Richards’s adaptation of some of 

Cross’s ideas in “Th e Emotions at War: Atrocity as Piacular Rite in Sierra Leone,” in Public Emotions, 

ed. Perri 6, Susannah Radstone, Corrine Squire and Amal Treacher (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 

2006), 62–84.




