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Abstract

Timbre as Discourse: Contemporary Performance Practice on the Violin addresses

first the issues of musical timbre that concern our general musical discourse, in order

to clarify the foundation upon which we operate our practice of music making — both

composition and performance. Our current performance practice, regardless of the

historical period of the repertoire concerned, embodies the latest state of the

continuum of philosophical developments surrounding music over the centuries. The

violin is then taken as a reference point to examine this continuum through its

position in the current state of practice.

Musical performance raises inevitable questions of contextuality through its

reliance on time and space for expression. On the other hand, musical composition

has developed to extend beyond the boundary of the traditional notion of

performance. Appropriate contextualisation of such manifestations — extended

technique and unique notational practices — is sought by examining their effect on

the perception of musical timbre. The examination concludes with a discussion on

the employment of time and timbre in the context of Xnoybis for violin by Giacinto

Scelsi (1905-1988) and aims to elucidate issues relevant to the performance practice

of new music.
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Preface

Increasing specialisation in music has tended to enlarge the separation between the

activities of composition, performance and musicology, leading to polarisation. One

consequence of this has been a variety of startling technical advances in individual

disciplines, where techniques have become refined to an almost esoteric level.

However, this development has in some cases progressed at the expense of aesthetic

and practical considerations. The growing variety of modern society brings into

question whether contemporary musicians really have the necessary training and

culture to execute an integrated and artistic performance which recognises the

complexity of the music in hand.

Specialisation in performance has modified the scope of practice on the

violin centring around the works of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the

period considered as the golden age of the instrument. The establishment of

performance practice in this repertoire around the first half of the twentieth century

culminated in several well-known publications on the 'art of violin playing' (these

will be discussed in Chapter Three). The principles established at this time are still

the basis of modern violin playing. However, this has slowed down further

investigation into areas of recently developed musical discourse. It is thought that as

composition and musicology develop and diverge, ideas in performance practice

ought to change accordingly. The question is therefore why such a development has

not influenced performance. The answer lies in the unique circumstance of music

whereby performance is the only discipline that deals with a single dimension of

time. Assuming that developments in other disciplines in the twentieth century have

their foundation in the written form of their medium, this thesis considers first the

converging area of musical being (as expressed in the temporal dimension) and then

the relationship between composition and performance.

Historical and theoretical studies of music may advance the level of

understanding of a musical work. The expertise derived from musicological studies

may lead to a more informed notion of performance practice, which then deserves to

be realised by an appropriate means of execution. However, the investigation into

the means of execution has often been left unchallenged. I suggest that this is the
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most elusive but perhaps the most crucial of all interpretative skills because of its

immediate affectivity in performance. Interpretation is a combined act of intellectual

and physical understanding. In the end what is at stake is creativity, since the lack of

such aggregate skills may restrict an imaginative space. Hence this thesis approaches

the question of musical timbre, the nucleus of energy which projects music in space

and time, as a process towards understanding the network of relationships between

all levels of interpretation.

Although cross-disciplinary studies have been developing in recent years,

certain areas of the repertoire are left behind, such as the music of today. Indeed,

performance practice in contemporary music is rarely discussed; the expertise

involved in the separate disciplines is such that the gulf between performer and

composer has tended towards a mutual distrust. Arguably, however, this new

repertoire demands an even higher level of interpretative skill. It is when

interpretative skills achieve competence and become subject to an imaginative

function that a truly artistic performance may emerge. The final and most important

feature of any reading/execution of a musical text is the exposure of that text to the

vitality of the imagination.
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I.	 Introduction to the question and framework of timbre

1.	 The fundamental location of timbre in musical discourse'

What is musical 'content'?

Eduard Hanslick addresses this question in The Beautiful in Music:

• . . it is precisely the "specifically musical" element of the creation of inventive genius

which the contemplating mind apprehends and assimilates. These concrete musical images,

and not the vague impression of some abstract feeling, constitute the spirit of the

composition. The form (the musical structure) is the real substance (subject) of music — in

fact, is the music itself, in antithesis to the feeling, its alleged subject, which can be called

neither its subject nor its form, but simply the effect produced.2

For Hanslick music possesses an aesthetic autonomy, so that what he calls 'feeling'

(GefiAl) does not manifest itself except in specifically musical elements. It is in the

form's communicative capacity that we perceive the feeling. Therefore the musical

structure is the substance by virtue of accommodating 'concrete musical images'.

The 'specifically musical' element (the combination of definite successions of

sound) embodies these images in two different ways: the first being on an abstract

level where the sound symbolises the feeling, and the second being on the physical

level where the sound produces patterns. The first instance implies that the sound is

organised for something. The very process of symbolisation brings about this

directive force and the meaning becomes enclosed in the substance. In this way the

substance becomes an anchor for musical signification and the meaning provides the

musical structure with an idealistic concreteness. The second instance (the physical

Here the term 'musical discourse' is used to specify a category of musical communication which comprises (or
is believed to comprise) some models or structures to convey the content. More discussion on the definition of
the subject is found in Eero Tarasti, A Theory of Musical Semiotics, Indiana University Press, Bloomington,
1994, pp. 16-20.
2 

Eduard Hanslick, Vom Musikalischen-SchOnen, 1854; The Beautifiil in Music, translated by G. Cohen, Liberal
Arts Press, Indianapolis, 1957, P. 92. Although in a very different translation, the same text is more widely
available in Eduard Hanslick, On the Musically Beautiful, translated by G. Payzant, Hackett, Indianapolis, 1986,
p. 78.
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level) on the other hand offers a play of acoustic properties which provides the

musical structure with a physical concreteness. Hanslick does not deny either of the

modes in which musical substance resides, and is extremely reluctant to declare a

preference for either of them. For him the 'form' is too significant to be merely a

conveyer of feeling on the one hand, and the abstract 'meaning' within the form is

too essential to be eliminated from the substance on the other.

What Hanslick tells us is the extent to which the semantic dimension is at

work in the substance of musical discourse. Music cannot exist without musical

'ideas', yet no one can clearly identify the specific meaning of a particular musical

event despite the concreteness of the 'musical structure' and the physical sound. The

area of these two polarising dimensions in musical discourse, the semantic and the

physical, varies in proportion from one musical work to another but their problems

of co-existence are present in all musical events. The essence of 'substance' must be

more elementary.

If the substance of music operates in both categories suggested by Leonard

Meyer, of 'absolutist' and `referentialisf, the extent of the semantic dimension

becomes clearer. 3 The 'absolutist' believes that musical meaning is derived

exclusively from the relationships between the constituent elements of the work

itself, while for the `referentialisf there cannot be meaning in music, except by

referring to an extra-musical universe of concepts, actions, emotional states, and

characters. If meaning does in fact exist both within and outside music as soon as the

sound formulates itself into a work, then it follows that the energy in this

formulation is itself the cause of meaning in music. The concrete substance in music

is the character of this energy. It then becomes a necessary first step to remove any

semantic element from the question of substance in order to understand the

properties of this energy. We may ask: 'what constitutes music as we hear it?', so

that the investigation is directed towards the physical and mental realities in which

music discloses itself, and the complexity of the network leading from within this

energy of disclosure. The method of inquiry is to sketch the outline of the musical

reality (as the most concrete state of the substance) and for the moment isolate it

3
Leonard B. Meyer, Emotion and Meaning in Music, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1956, pp. 1-3 and

pp. 32-42.

10



from any surrounding context which provides directive power of signification and

determines the area of meaning.

Music is an experience of time, in an immediate fashion, because it unrolls linearly, because

it is an alternation of sound and silence and (from one period to another) a particular way of

filling silence.4

The first context music encounters is time: indeed music does not exist without time.

The temporal dimension yields the existence of substance by virtue of providing a

boundary, and the dynamic activity of the substance outlines the temporal space.

Within this boundary sound and silence is the first differentiation to be identified in

music. The relationship between sound and silence is dynamic. Sound is anything

that is greater than silence. Sound may emerge from silence, or silence from sound,

or they may create contrast; the disposition of sound and silence is the principal

source of energy. Whilst silence holds 'nothingness' in a given time (confirming the

nucleus of sound), sound unrolls linearly an acoustic activity operating in the

parameters of pitch, timbre and amplitude (radiating the nucleus). Thus the

animation of the musical nucleus projects the sound into the temporal space in which

the constituent parameters articulate a specific distribution of energy to be identified

as a specific musical event.

The composition of musical sound

The three parameters of musical sound (pitch, timbre and amplitude) have different

physical features. Pitch depends on the length of the period of oscillation; timbre

depends on the form of vibration; amplitude depends on the size of oscillation.

Among them pitch is the most well discussed and developed in the discourse of

Western music.

Musical pitch is determined by what the ear perceives as the most

fundamental wave-frequency of a sound. Pitch has a precisely definable character

both in terms of musical idea and in those of natural phenomena, and different

frequencies can also be differentiated by the listener to the extent that the production

4 
Jean-Jacques Nattiez, Music and Discourse, translated by C. Abbate, Princeton University Press, Princeton,

1990, p. 118.
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of a melody (a series of musical pitches) can be easily achieved. This suggests that

pitch operates in a way in which the differentiation is universally constant and

abstract, and has a property which is accountable, executable, and communicative.

Consequently, the definable character allows musical pitch to be subjected to

independent and logical organisation. We can observe that pitch has for a long time

been an object of scientific investigation with a view to revealing an ideal form of

nature, and stimulated the creative imagination to realise 'harmony' as a result of the

ideal form in music. This characteristic of musical pitch (or indeed of any object that

possesses the same characteristic) is instrumental to the logic of human thought, and

has naturally been a focus of attention in Western civilisation. 5 It is the inclination

towards the logical approach that has largely affected and influenced the

development of Western music and its history of composition and performance.

We can observe the significance of this concentration on the pitch parameter

in a number of existing facts. An example is the way in which we notate musical

pitch and then realise it. We have a system of knowing what-sign means what-note

by way of finding the location indicated on the musical sheet. The gradations can be

shown in the minute unit of a quarter-tone or even smaller. The notation of musical

pitch symbolically represents its complex logic (a condition complemented by the

actuality of its written-ness) and imperatively governs its projected property.

Musical pitch is given the most strict attention in performance practice with respect

to the correlation between what is written and what sounds. Pitch is the one

parameter supposedly unalterable in performance. Furthermore this principle of

pitch notation has ruled the creative process of composition to a large extent.

Composition is perhaps the discipline which dominates our inclination towards

logical thinking above all other aspects of Western musical practice.

However, musical sound has always been materialised as a complete whole

and perceived as such. We know what the sound is. We know that pitch is only one

of the numerous set of parameters which make up a sound, and that is why we can

be pleasantly surprised or offended by a sound with whose pitch we are familiar, but

of which other parameters are unfamiliar. Arnold Schoenberg, in spite of his

5 
See for example the discussion of acoustics in the context of Western history in Frederick V. Hunt Origins in

Acoustics: The Science ofSound from Antiquity to the Age ofNewton, Yale University Press, New Haven, 1978.
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concentration on the investigation of harmony, does not forget to make a point of

this and contemplates the possibility of controlling the totality of musical sound.

In a musical sound (Kiang) three characteristics are recognised: its pitch, color [timbre], and

volume. Up to now it has been measured in only one of the three dimensions in which it

operates, in the one we call 'pitch'. Attempts at measurement in the other dimensions have

scarcely been undertaken to date; organization of their results into a system has not yet been

attempted at all. . . . Perhaps we should differentiate still more precisely, if attempts at

measurement in this second dimension had already achieved a palpable result. . . . For the

present we judge the artistic effect of these relationships only by feeling. How all that relates

to the essence of natural sound we do not know, perhaps we can hardly guess at it yet; but

we do write progressions of tone colors without a worry, and they do somehow satisfy the

sense of beauty. What system underlies these progressions?6

Schoenberg recognises the problem of timbre to be that this parameter seems less

controllable or definable than that of pitch. When he attempts to define timbral

progression, the technique of differentiation relies on instrumentation to provide the

constituent elements of varied textures. 7 However, this method operates both within

and beyond the boundary of our logical approach towards timbre. Its controllability

is tied to the physical premises of instruments and its definability depends on the

source values given to their context. For Schoenberg the structure of musical timbres

does not seem fully containable within the boundary that is explicable.

The dimension of musical amplitude operates in a manner that is somehow

more complex than the other two. Amplitude is physically accountable. 8 However,

there are two factors that interfere with its application. First, both pitch and timbral

variations affect perceived loudness, which is definable but only within a specific

acoustic context. Second, amplitudinal variation can transform the timbre in the

voice and musical instruments. Musical amplitude can vary from one context to

another so that the definitive measure of amplitude becomes impractical. This

6 
Arnold Schoenberg, Harmonielehre, Universal Edition, Wien, 1911; Theory of Harmony, translated by R. E.

Carter, Faber, London, 1978, p. 421.
7 The most extreme example of this is 'Farben' from Arnold Schoenberg, Five Pieces for Orchestra Op. 16,
Peters Edition, Frankfurt, 1909.
8 Although the measurement (decibel) is not of the quantity but of the relationship of energy flow between any
two sound signals. See for example the discussions in Arthur H. Benade, Fundamentals of Musical Acoustics,
1976; second revised edition, Dover, New York, 1990, p. 223 ff.
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explains the common practice whereby dynamic variants (f, nil, mp, p, and so on) are

considered to be relative, or even symbolic.

Yet musical timbre and amplitude are felt more immediately by instinct, to

the extent that 'feeling' can dictate their organisation (as Schoenberg suggests). So

how are they — the well defined pitch parameter on the one hand and the

approximately understood timbre and amplitude parameters on the other — related to

each other? Again Schoenberg suggests:

The tone becomes perceptible by virtue of tone color, of which one dimension is pitch. Tone

color is, thus, the main topic, pitch a subdivision. Pitch is nothing else but tone color

measured in one direction.9

Although he does not discuss amplitude, tone colour (timbre) is, according to him,

the aggregate of sound. If we suppose that timbre is the sum of all accountable and

unaccountable dimensions involved in sound, amplitude also becomes a subdivision

of it. Defining timbre as such presents an advantage: sound is conceived in its

entirety. It has a disadvantage: timbre is a complex combination of parameters which

become impossible to isolate. Therefore I suggest that timbre in the following

discussions should be understood as the entirety of sound excepting only highly

organised aspects (pitch and some aspects of amplitude) 10 within a musical

discourse. The focus is in the investigation of the attributes of sound which may not

be describable but exist there and are instantly perceived. Pitch and amplitude will

be relevant at all times but the substantial part of the discussions will be directed

towards the areas where the sound relates to less identifiable strata of musical

organisation.

The question of identity

The word 'timbre' has three meanings. 1) timbrel / kettledrum, 2) timbre as in

modern French meaning a stamp, 3) sonorous quality of any instrument or of a

9 
Schoenberg, Theory of Harmony, p. 421.

10 'Some aspects' are those where the amplitude increases and decreases proportionally without changing the
length (pitch) and form (timbre) of the frequency, which therefore can be subjected to independent organisation.
There are other aspects of amplitude where it affects the complex of sound with less definable results: in the
practice of voice and instruments the amplitudinal changes often cause transformation within the other
parameters, and this is to be considered as a timbral metamorphosis affected by amplitude.
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voice." Tymbre as 'a kind of drum' in Old French is derived from the Mediaeval

Greek word twill3avov (tymbanon) whose components signify 'blow, impression'

and 'to beat, to strike'. The Greek sense of the word describes the motion of

something thrust towards an object. The perceptibility of this motion in a human

being constitutes the meaning of its Latin form tympanum, which is used to describe

'the drum of the ear' in anatomy. The present usage of timbre as character or quality

of sound arises from our auditory perception of the ancient instruments, the range of

sensory responses we have that enable us to distinguish instruments in the same way

as we distinguish colours (hence Klangfarben in German). On the other hand the

modern French meaning of the word comes from the motion it implies (as in Latin),

and therefore refers to a cause or declaration of origin. 12 One of the problems which

make the concept of timbre elusive and controversial may come from etymological

differences which correspond to two different stages of development of the idea.

When Schoenberg talks about Klangfarben he is referring to the variability in a

number of sound colours. Although he suspects its presence, Schoenberg falls short

of asserting the fact that the timbre is an energy with the potential to be

differentiated and internally organised within an individual instrument or voice.

Phenomena manifesting such potential are nevertheless abundant in our musical life

in all ages. An example is the concept of 'beautiful tone'.

The facility to produce beautiful tone has been the most important goal in the

art of playing string instruments. What constitutes such 'beauty', however, is a

matter of cultural circumstances, and the diversity of enthusiasm shown towards

obtaining this goal has been considerable. In the case of the violin, nearly every

treatise ever written on the subject of playing touches upon the matter of 'tone

production' or lonalisation'. The ideology differs in quality according to the

different social or cultural context but its importance in the manner of performance

practice remains central. Violins which possess some unique character of tone are

highly sought after and this has created a market where the difference in value

between 'exceptional', 'excellent', 'good' and 'merely practical' violins is

11
From Eric Partridge, Origins, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1958, and The Oxford Dictionary of English

Etymology, edited by C. T. Onions, Oxford University Press, 1966.
12 

Tymbre, a striking object was transferred to a kind of bell, especially a hemispherical clock (or table) bell, and
thence to a skull-cap of metal, a helmet, and in Heraldry to the crest over the shield in a coat of arms. From this
source it also came to be applied to a crest impressed or stamped upon a legal or official document - a stamp -
and whence to a postage-stamp.
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enormous. We praise the different tones of violinists with descriptions such as

'sweet', 'bright', 'intense' and so on. Here 'beautiful tone' is a condition to be

established before any musical discourse begins. Having both an exceptional

instrument and a superb technique of tone production is considered to provide the

perfect resource for creating a musical performance. The concept of 'beautiful tone',

in other words, is precisely what we may call 'raw-timbre' in the context of the

present discussion.

The question of timbral identity, as such, seems to have disappeared from

contemporary musical discourse, despite the increasing amount of scientific research

on timbre undertaken meanwhile. What causes this contradiction?

Spectral analysis in the field of electro-acoustic composition has offered us

some valuable insights into the properties and behaviour of musical sound. Raw-

timbre provides the composer with infinite sonic spaces that are continuous and

unlimited. The technology offers further information about timbre that is beyond our

normal perceptible domain. Information obtained by timbral analysis is thus worked

through at various levels of composition, nearly always with the support of an

electronic composition system. One of the earliest example is Stockhausen's Gesang

der Jiinglinge (1955/1956). It demonstrates the significant use of this technically

derived information to articulate the structure.

In this climate of increasing technological employment, Western music has

become more reliant on virtual or metaphysical operations: this raises issues

concerning the concept of timbre and the composition of music. Firstly, the creative

energy is derived not from the characteristics of the raw material but from the

technical understanding of these characteristics.° The composition becomes a

creative manipulation of given information and the performance a reproduction of

the process. The extent to which the derivative source-information acts on the

psychology of perception is a different matter. What is relevant at this point is the

fact that the ideological neutrality and certainty involved in such metaphysical

operations produce autonomous art objects. Secondly, spectral modelling questions

13
The differentiation between the 'characteristics of the raw material' and the 'technical understanding of these

characteristics' is best exemplified in the discussions of the early history of cinematography. See for example
Walter Benjamin, 'The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction' in Zeitschrill fi3r Sozialforschung.
V, 1, 1936; Illuminations, translated by H. Zohn, Fontana Press, London, 1973. pp. 211-244.
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the very nature of time by representing layers of different temporalities. In order to

clarify both of these issues the composer's manipulation of timbre is examined first.

Issues involved in the concept of timbre

The timbre of a musical instrument is largely identifiable due to the characteristics

of its construction and manufacture. Although these characteristics are conceived

without any reference to stylistic criteria, they follow a precise musical system and

standardisation that are products of culture. The tuning of the violin, for example, is

based on intervals of a perfect fifth, and the instrument has as a result its 'favourite'

keys and 'comfortable' intervals. The body of the violin transmits the vibration more

radiantly when a specific action is made by the bow, and hence the normative

production of the 'natural' tone is derived. These characteristics constitute the

central domain of the timbral spectrum and form a boundary beyond which

peripheral or extended techniques evolve. Does this boundary delineate a definitive

identity of a given instrument's timbre? We find an answer in our practice of

ensemble playing.

The character of individual instruments is central in constituting the sonority

of small ensembles, but the timbre of an ensemble is not the aggregate of its

components. The timbre of a string quartet has its own ensemble quality. 'To

rehearse' as an ensemble is to create this transformation through the interactions

between the individual components. A transformed sound in this way does not have

a physical identity and is often described in analogy. Indeed timbre is often

associated metaphorically with various states of emotion, because it is perceived as

having a common quality. Berlioz, in his Treatise on Modern Instrumentation and

Orchestration, describes the timbre of some instruments in this manner.

Viola: 'the sound of its low strings is peculiarly telling, its upper notes are distinguished by

their mournfully passionate accent, and its quality of tone altogether, profoundly

melancholy, differs from that of other instruments played with a bow'

Oboe: 'it has a pastoral character, full of tenderness. . . of timidity'; 'candour, artless grace,

soft joy, or the grief of a fragile being, suites the hautboy's accents'

Cor anglais: 'it has a melancholy, dreamy, and rather noble voice, the tone of which

possesses a vague, remote, quality that renders it superior to all sentiments of the past, when

the composer desires to touch the secret chords of tender memories'

17



Bassoon: 'its sonority. . . has a tendency towards the grotesque'; 'the character of its high

notes is somewhat painful and suffering'

Clarinet: 'the high register is somewhat tearing'; 'the character of the sounds of the medium

register, imbued with a kind of loftiness tempering a noble tenderness, renders them

favourable for the expression of sentiments and ideas the most poetic'; 'the low register is

appropriate to those coldly threatening effects, those dark accents of motionless rage
,14

Timbre creates illusion by manipulating the cognitive faculty that is formed through

our physical and emotional experience. The mode in which we perceive a specific

timbre depends on this experience, thus socially defined, and this mode of

understanding provides a norm establishing a cognitive definition of the timbre

appropriate to that culture.

Timbral definition in electronic music has merely replaced this culturally

coded system with scientifically derived information. In this substitution it must be

remembered that the constituent system of experiencing timbre has essentially

remained the same. That is to say that we identify the property of timbre through the

culturally coded definition that is reduced from the experiences of a given timbre

and applied to its concept. This process of specification, or symbolic simplification,

has impoverished the potential of many timbres, but helped to provide a standard by

means of which various timbres can interact between themselves. In Eine blasse

Kischerin from Pierrot Lunaire, Schoenberg employs this method of synthesis by

assembling the flute, clarinet and violin to create a new timbre that requires a partial

overcoming by the performers of the timbral quality specific to each instrument.

Timbral abstraction has made it possible, both in traditional and electro-acoustic

composition, to 'fuse' timbres and construct a virtual reality of new sounds.

The more established the ideological concept of timbre has become, the more

its metaphysical dimension of possibilities has in turn become available to musical

composition. Just as the standardisation of pitch led to equal temperament, the

standardisation in one dimension of timbre increases the malleability of the other

dimensions (such as the fusion/illusion of orchestral timbre). Thus timbre can be as

much an intentional process as a physical phenomenon. However, such manipulation

of timbre in composition postulates the same degree of neutrality and stability in its

14 
From Hector Berlioz, Grand traitê d'instrumentation, 1834, revised in 1855; A Treatise on Modern

Instrumentation and Orchestration, translated by M. C. Clarke, revised and edited by J. Bennett, Novello,
London, 1855, p. 25,p. 81,p. 96,p. 101, and p. 107.
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perception. The neutral environment of the virtual reality becomes imposed upon our

perception of the work. How do we then explain the other possibilities of

perception? How is the irrevocable sense of identity, that penetrates any

compositional manipulation, ingrained in the property of musical timbre?

A number of composers working in studios worldwide between circa 1950

and 1970 employed a method of data reduction process which involved the

superimposition of static sinusoids and combining them according to structural

plans. In reaction to the earlier analysis of sound conducted in the 1950s and to

experience gained meanwhile, spectral analysis gradually came to focus around the

ways in which it interprets the dimension of time. 15 Since then a number of studies

in timbre, beginning with the 'analysis by synthesis' of Risset 16 and through Fourier

analysis, have directed themselves towards a conceptual framework that will help us

understand more significantly musical applications of the mechanical approach

towards synthesising sound. By doing so these studies have gradually increased our

understanding of the specific temporal property of raw-timbre and consequently

raised uncertainty in the area of reproducibility of the musical phenomena from

which the data was derived. This experience points out a basic fact:

• . the number of oscillations involved in a note, while it is a statement concerning

frequency, is also a statement concerning something distributed in time. In fact, the

frequency of a note and its timing interact in a very complicated manner. . . . To start and to

stop a note involves an alteration of its frequency composition which can be small, but

which is very real. A note lasting only over a finite time is to be analysed as a band of simple

harmonic motions, no one of which can be taken as the only simple harmonic motion

present. Precision in time means a certain vagueness in pitch [meaning the composition of

frequencies], just as precision in pitch involves an indifference to time.17

The phenomenon of musical timbre must be considered according to its

relationship to time, a dimension that renders the fundamental uniqueness of

15
See for example Karlheinz Stockhausen, Tlek-tronische Musik aus Studios in aller Welt', Texte zur Musik,

Vol. 111 (1963-1970), Dumont. KOln, 1971, pp. 242-287. This is a printed version of the lecture series which
Stockhausen gave between 1964 and 1966 at West German Radio in Cologne. He reported on the impressions he
had formed of a number of studios, including those in Paris, Milan, Brussels, Ghent, Utrecht and at the Philips
plant. It illustrates the approaches of the time in electronic music.
16 

First discussed in Jean-Claude Risset, Computer Study of Trumpet Tones, Murray Hill, Bell Laboratories,
1966.
17 

Norbert Wiener, 'Spatial-Temporal Continuity, Quantum Theory and Music' (1964), The Concepts of Space
and Time, edited by M. Capek, Reidel, Boston, 1975, p. 544.
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momentum in music. The actuality of a real tone derives not from the frequency

domain but from the irregularity of its frequency patterns in a certain duration of

time. The property of timbre can be described as a combination of data in the

frequency domain with an infinite number of deviations from those data unfolding in

the temporal domain. 18 The timbral spectrum is an infinitely complex mass.

However, the defective nature of timbre adds potential to its spectra. Firstly, it

supplies causes of possible transformation that may unfold in both domains of

frequency and time. Secondly, it creates a specificity of musical language which

renders possible a particular type of interaction between the actual sound and the

virtual organisation (any spectral or musical modelling). This will be discussed later.

Besides, spectral analysis has given an effective framework to connect

harmony and timbre in many ways through its strong link with a long practice of

harmonic analysis. It has consequently reminded us of a long standing problem of

musical time, that there is another complexity of temporality that occurs in music.

Time as we experience it through music can be different from the literal time

(duration) taken to experience that music. The first, musical time, is a relationship

between us and the events we perceive. It is an ordering principle of experience. The

nature of this hermetic temporality is beautifully expressed in these lines by T. S.

Eliot:

For most of us, there is only the unattended

Moment, the moment in and out of time.

The distraction fit, lost in a shaft of sunlight,

The wild thyme unseen, or the winter lightning

Or the waterfall, or music heard so deeply

That it is not heard at all, but you are the music

While the music lasts. 19

The difference between musical-time and lived-time is the difference between the

time that is presented and the time that is taken. In music these two temporalities

18 
See for example the studies carried out through various methods of spectral synthesis in Jean-Claude Risset

and David L. Wessel, 'Exploration of Timbre by Analysis and Synthesis', The Psychology ofMusic, edited by D.
Deutsch, Academic Press, Orlando, 1982, pp. 25-58.
19 

T. S. Eliot, 'The Dry Salvages' from Four Quartets, Faber, London, 1944, lines 206-212; cited in Jonathan D.
Kramer, The Time ofMusic, Schirmer, New York, 1988, p. 17.
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happen simultaneously. An example of this dualism is seen in the relationship of

metre and rhythm :

A measure is cyclic, in that after the music has moved through beats 1, 2, 3, and 4 (for

example), it goes back to (another) beat 1. Rhythmic groups are not usually cyclic, because

they vary considerably and because they are comprised of music, not just beats. It is because

meter is cyclic, that it is more resistant to change than is rhythm. Rhythm is a force of

motion, while meter is the resistance to that force. Rhythm can change the meter, but only

with difficulty.20

There is something significant in the relationship between meter and rhythm,

as cited here, that may be relevant to the composition of the other parameters which

have a tendency to dualism. The above quotation does not make it clear, but implies

a state of interaction between the temporalities of different levels of organisation, as

represented by meter and rhythm. There are points and manners of contact between

the two seemingly irreconcilable spaces. The temporalities of the raw-timbre (the

phenomenal entity) and of the manipulated timbre (musical structure) exhibit a

similar behaviour in time.

Timbre and temporalities

What does spectral analysis tell us about timbre in the temporal domain? It tells us

first of all that timbre is in flux and that there is always 'a certain vagueness' in its

property. How does such vagueness affect musical constructions such as tonality,

orchestration, and structure?

Musical composition is an act of organising timbre. Indeed some dimensions

of timbre have been central forces for generating structures. As we have seen, pitch

is one dimension of timbre and consequently harmony is an organisation of timbre:

it follows from this that organised timbre is the form of construction by which music

creates its discourse. When a 'defective', raw-timbre is used to realise a composition

structured in accordance with the 'effective', organised timbre (whether it be in tonal

or non-tonal music), the raw-timbre strives to approximate the effectiveness of the

20 
Kramer, The Time ofMusic, op. cit., p. 83.
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organised timbre. 2I This action has two consequences. It articulates the virtual

reality of a composition by approximating it. It also articulates the spontaneity of the

raw-timbre that presents itself both 'in' and 'out' of musical time. If we follow the

example of the 'beautiful tone' of the violin, we appreciate it both inside and outside

of musical context. Sometimes we enjoy its property outside music simply for its

pleasant character. Nevertheless, we approve its property even more in music,

because it corresponds adequately with the energy involved in the virtual

organisation of timbre present in that music. The musical significance of timbral

identity is in this force of approximation towards the logic of structured form.

Here exists a similarity of behaviour between the metre/rhythm distinction

and two modes of timbre. The oppositions in each pair interact by virtue of their

difference. The raw-timbre and the organised timbre operate on different levels.

Neither of the two can superimpose the logic inherent in the other, since there is no

'absolute' point of reference. Their interaction is in the relationship between them,

rather than in themselves. Such a differential concept of timbre is essential in

understanding the function of timbre in temporal dimensions.

For performed music to represent an abstract structure it has to be presented

through physical sound in lived time, and there is no other way for performed music

to be communicated. The duality (of levels) of the temporalities and the simultaneity

of their presence in our experience of music are the condition of music's existence.

Thus the manner in which these temporalities are defined and given possibilities of

interaction determines the individuality of every work of music. Furthermore these

two temporalities bear some opposing features in music. The abstract structure is

linear in so far as it forms its own structure, so that there are 'trains of thought'. Its

form of existence therefore comprises that of becoming, whilst the structure that

provides its framework is static. On the other hand the 'outside' world (which

21
The following two examples are very different in terms of dimensions affected by timbral modulation.

However, they present a similar manner of interaction between the two kinds of timbre. The first is equal
temperament: it was invented to facilitate easier access towards performing in different keys on the same
instrument - that is also to say various timbres in musical composition. This system of uniformity produced a
particular perception of the deformity involved in its logic. As a result of equidistance systematically determined
between the notes, each key produced its own characteristic sonority and some of them became associated with
the human emotions. The second is imitative music: works such as 'la Campanella' - the original by Paganini
and the transcription by Liszt - do not merely imitate the auditory actions of the bell; both composers exploit the
clear ringing character of the high frequencies of their respective instruments. Whether in practice such
approximation is perfectly achievable or not, *la Campanella' requires an even tone quality in the repeated high
notes, which calls for a highly developed technique to execute effectively, therefore attaching another layer to
the aesthetic dimensions.
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provides the context for all musical events) is non-linear in the way it forms its

being. It involves unaccountable phenomena (hence the emergence of 'vagueness')

that disrupt the linearity of thought. Its form of existence comprises that of being

(remaining in its entity), and the structure is dynamic. The timbre of the 'outside',

raw-timbre, is justified by the timbre of the 'inside', organised timbre: the raw-

timbre possesses its potential only by virtue of the organised timbre, giving a

dynamic envelope for the raw-timbre to fill. On the other hand the organised timbre

knows its potential by virtue of the raw-timbre acting within the framework and

validating the organised timbre's actuality. The two forms of existence are essential

to each other. It can be asserted that the interaction between them is the condition for

their operation on the different levels of two temporalities.

How proximate do the raw and organised timbres become in the process of

interaction? They may become infinitely close, but one suspects that the two forms

of existence can never be the same. The raw-timbre will always fail to realise the

structure, and the organised timbre will always fail to capture the actuality.

Nevertheless, such failures are the proof of successful interaction, for the failure

validates the operations on the different levels and makes it felt that the 'inside' and

'outside' temporalities are co-existing. Indeed, there would be no expression in

music if there was no tension between the two temporalities.

The question of organising a relationship between the timbre in lived

temporal space and the timbre in musical space anticipates a complex answer. Their

levels of organisation may take on some laws of variation to allow infinite

possibilities of interaction between the two modes of timbre in a given musical

context. 22 What is relevant to the present discussion is the different modes of

behaviour which the musical timbre displays in different temporal spaces. Questions

that refer to its practice need to be asked: how does a raw-timbre approach the

realisation of a musical form? In the practice of Western music, what methods have

been employed to embody organised-timbre in musical events over the centuries?

22
Sec the section 'The importance of Context' in Jean-Claude Risset and David L. Wessel, 'Exploration of

Timbre by Analysis and Synthesis', op. cit. In this section they observe the ways in which fundamental elements
are rearranged to form musical phrases, and consider the possibilities of relating logically the effects of these
variations with the spectral modelling in composition.
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Raw-timbre and the role of performer in musical practice

Early operatic works (those written before the eighteenth century) generally did not

have a precise indication of which instruments were to be employed. 23 Although

here the issue of timbre involves more than just the individual sonorities, this

ambiguity of instrumentation acutely points to the question of timbre and its function

in music amidst the prevalent notion of 'faithfulness to the work' which assumes

that every composition contains ideas for appropriate renditions within itself.

The instrumentation of many musical works in the early Baroque era

depended more heavily on the economic considerations of the person hosting their

performance than on the composer's ideas about timbre. 24 When we see the score of

a musical composition from this period it may contain only voice parts and bass.25

However, it can be argued that the composer had expressed what needed to be

expressed on the score: he had written his definition of the work. From this we can

deduce that the role of instrumentation was somewhat secondary in the minds of

these composers.

• . . The same work could be performed at one court by a large orchestra which clothed it in

magnificent sounds, while at a different location it was staged with only the most essential

accompaniment. The critical point was that the changes [of instrumentation] could only

affect the sound quality, the musical garment. It could not represent a serious alteration of

the composition as such, but might amount to a richly varied execution of the basso

continuo. The work is therefore complete, even in the simplest realisation. Works notated in

this way could thus be played in a minimalist version with one harpsichord and four strings,

but they could also be adapted to meet all requirements and conditions, this being one of the

tasks of the respective maestro.26

23	 .
Nigel Fortune gives a history of varied performances of Monteverdi's Orfeo in the 20th century, showing a

wide variety of orchestration employed for the work as a result of the unspecific nature of the work's written
orchestration. Nigel Fortune, 'The Rediscovery of Orfeo' , Claudio Monteverdi: Orfeo (Cambridge Opera
Handbooks), edited by J. Whenham, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1986, pp. 78-118.
24 

See, for example, Tim Carter, 'The North Italian Courts', The Early Baroque Era (Man and Music Series;
Vol. 3), edited by C. Price, Macmillan Press, Basingstoke, 1993, pp. 23-48.
25

Clifford Bartlett observes that in Orfeo, Monteverdi could call on the full resources of the Mantuan court but
by the time he composed l'Incoronazione di Poppea, opera had changed: the audience came to hear the solo
singers and other costs were kept to a minimum. As a consequence, Poppea's scoring is very sparse, representing
a typical manner of instrumentation during this period. Clifford Bartlett, CD sleeve notes for l'Incoronazione di
Poppea, Virgin Classics, London, 1990, pp. 16.
26 .

Nikolaus Hamoncourt, Der nuisikalische Dialog, Residenz Verlag, Salzburg, 1984; The Musical Dialogue,
translated by M. O'Neill, Amadeus Press, Portland, 1989, p. 34.
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The choice of sound quality is therefore left as a matter not controllable by the

composer. This leads us to deduce that, in the case of early musical practice, the

matter of appropriate instrumentation is first determined by questions of economy

and, after that, left to the performing musicians to decide. This is to say that the

composition of appropriate timbre had to be approached from outside the work, in

that the performing musicians give free rein to their imagination in conceiving what

may, more often by accident than by deliberation, become appropriate in practice.27

Although the separation of the question of suitable timbre from the

composition itself is standard practice in early music, the performer (of then and

now) is bound to be confronted with the fundamental questions: how can a musical

composition be most appropriately executed within the given means? is there any

notion of 'appropriateness' which can be applied regarding the sound required in any

specific part of the score?

In fact, instrumentation is not confined to the question of 'what instrument';

it also concerns what sound the performer produces on that instrument. To learn

about the timbre of any musical instrument is an empirical experience. We can learn

the physical properties through instinct as well as scientific information. However,

any instrument has its own characteristic nature. A master of an instrument (here it

does not have to be a musical one — it can be a tool for a craft) is someone who

knows what the instrument is, and how it can be employed for the service of

expression. There are two kinds of knowledge: one is that we know what the

27
This does not, however, suggest that the contemporaneous musicians were unfortunate or careless in any

sense. This is merely one of the multifarious ways in which their ingenuous creativity flourished while absorbing
diverse elements. Umberto E,co attributes such tendencies towards referential thinking to the legacy of Mediaeval
culture where 'there was a certain weakness in their capacity to differentiate among things, a tendency in their
concepts to include not just the things of which they were concepts, but also things similar or related to them. .. .
it was a prolongation of the mythopoeic dimension of the Classical period, though elaborated in terms of the new
images and values of the Christian ethos' (p. 53). Medievals preferred symbolical interpretation, taking things as
signs. This is to say things were understood more anagogically than logically, but interpreting poetry
allegorically did not mean imposing upon it some kind of arid and artificial system. It meant seeking in it what
was felt to be the highest possible pleasure, the pleasure of a revelation per speculum in aenigmate. They
responded not just to its lyricism but also to its symbolical values. It was always an object for the intellect' (pp.
60-61). Eco also points out the fact that 'every age has its own poetic sensibility, and it would be wrong to use
the modern sensibility as a basis for passing judgment upon the Medievals' (p. 61). Early music gives just such
examples where the sensibility and concept about timbre and work were quite different from the contemporary
view. Umberto Eco, 'Sviluppo dell'estetica medievale', Mementi e problemi di storia dell 'estetica, vol. 1, 1959;
Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages, translated by H. Bredin, Yale University Press, New Haven, 1986.
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instrument can do, the other is that we know what the instrument is disposed to do.28

The knowledge of timbre is as much in the ability to manipulate the dimensions

within the timbre, as in the admission of and respect towards the indefinable mass

movement of energy from within the instrument.

It can be argued that the challenge that performing musicians of early music

inevitably meet is to gain this knowledge about instruments in order to take on the

responsibility of rendition, as the possession of this knowledge was precisely within

the intention of the composers in that period by the default of economic

considerations. Ornamentation and improvisation should follow and express the

instrument's predisposition, as much as it should complement the structural

significance of the work. An appropriate interpretation in early music requires a

correspondence between the nucleus of expressivity of an instrumentation and that

of the musical work.

Decisions about instrumentation being left to the skills of a performing

musician also emphasises the fact that timbre may have an autonomy of expression

outside the musical work, and suggests the possibility that a musical composition

may be exploited for the purpose of such expression. The idea of composing for a

'virtuoso' comes from this. Virtuosity is not only the technical mastery over an

instrument but also, and more importantly, a captivation of the instrumental energy

and the acoustic characteristics by the performer/composer. Consequently this way

of closing the distance between the composer and performer brings up the issue of

28
Martin Heidegger illustrates this with the example of using a hammer: 'The process of hammering does not

simply have knowledge about the hammer's character as a tool, but it has appropriated this tool in a way which
could not possibly be more suitable. In dealings such as this, where something is put to use, our concern
subordinates itself to the "in-order-to" which is constitutive for the tool we are employing at the time. The less
we just stare at the hammer-Thing, and the more we seize hold of it and use it, the more primordial does our
relationship to it become, and the more unveiledly is it encountered as that which it is - as tool. . . No matter
how sharply we just look at the "outward appearance" of Things, in whatever form this appearance takes, we
cannot discover anything ready-to-hand. If we look at Things just "theoretically," we can get along without
understanding readiness-to-hand. But when we deal with them by using them and manipulating them, this
activity is not a blind one. It has its own kind of sight, by which our manipulation is guided and from which it
acquires its own Thingly character.' George Steiner elaborates Heidegger's point as: 'Appropriate use,
performance, manual action possess their own kind of sight.. Heideggcr names it "circumspection." Any artist,
any craftsman, any sportsman wielding the instruments of his passion will know exactly what Heidegger means
and will know how often the trained hand "sees" quicker and more delicately than eye and brain. Theoretical
vision, on the other hand, looks at or upon things noncircumspectively: "It constructs a canon for itself in the
form of method." This is the way of the physicist "looking" at atomic particles. Here methodological abstraction
replaces the immediate authority of "readiness-to-hand." Heideggefs differentiation is not only eloquent in
itself; it brilliantly inverts the Platonic order of values which sets the theoretical contemplator high above the
artist, the craftsman, the manual worker.' Martin Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 1927; seventh edition, Max Niemeyer
Verlag, 1957, p. 69; Being and Time, translated by J. Macquarrie and E. Robinson, Blackwell, Oxford, 1962, p.
98. George Steiner, Heidegger, second edition, Fontana Press, London, 1992, p. 90. The above translation of the
Heidegger passage (used here for its clarity of language) also comes from this text, pp. 89-90.
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'how musical' the expressivity of an instrument and a particular timbre can be in a

composition. For example, the borderlines between a musical instrument and a mere

'tool' that causes sound, and between an ornamentation and an 'exhibitionism' are

never clearly definable. However, the relationship between the inside and outside of

a musical work suggests that the musicality of a timbral employment depends on the

degree of integration of the elements that are inside the musical composition, the

features of musically organised structures, and how this integration inspires our

imagination.

Raw-timbre becomes music by approximation, and the process should be

carefully handled by the performer. This task is of great importance even when

information such as the instrumentation, dynamic or specific effect is given.

Although a musical structure can be imposed upon raw-timbre, the process of

realising a cohesion between the two is that of merging by experiment. The two are

ideologically opposite, but in practice we observe them simply as two different

things. It is a matter of vigilance on the part of the performer in every instance to

experiment and create a cohesion between the two, since methodising runs the risk

of fixing the quality of raw-timbre and often fails to recognise its essential quality.

The empirical nature of this approximation may explain why the principle concerns

of performance practice so often tend towards the basic fundamentals of playing.

They serve to keep the physical and instinctive sense in order, so that the process of

expressive cohesion between instrument and music can be achieved naturally

through a discipline which does not necessarily acquire intellectualisation. However,

there are certainly risks in leaving to the performer, the outsider, the task of

moulding an appropriate timbre and execution of a musical work. The lack of

definitive methods in the realisation of the musical work increases the risk, as does

the lack of ability on the part of the performer to find appropriate means of

expression.

Historically, the practice of early music changed during the eighteenth

century when the notion of more exact notation was introduced. The introduction of

this new notational practice has since abandoned the old principle of the

autonomous, creative interpreter as performer and changed the relationship between
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'work' and `performance'. 29 Accordingly timbre has become a commodity of the

composer, the only person who correctly understands the links between instruments

and musical expression. The composer rightly claims the artistic advantage of his

control over this dimension, since it is mainly the imagination of the creator that can

fully envisage and give form to what timbre is.

The essential concern of true art [meaning musical composition] is to imitate nature and,

where necessary, to assist nature. If nature imitates art, then that which is natural must

indisputably shine forth everywhere among works of art. Consequently, it is impossible for

art to remove the natural aspect from those things in which it imitates nature, and this holds

for music as well. If art assists nature, then its intention is solely directed at preserving it,

indeed, improving it, but not destroying it. Many things are extremely malformed in nature,

but receive the most beautiful appearance once they are shaped by art. Art thus bestows on

nature the beauty it lacks and enhances the beauty it possesses. The greater the art, the more

diligently and carefully it works to improve nature, the more perfectly the beauty it has

created will shine forth. Consequently, it is impossible for the greatest art to obscure the

beauty of an object.30

Here the composer is given a special privilege that no other discipline within the

musical communication can have: namely, only the composer 'bestows on nature the

beauty it lacks and enhances the beauty it possesses'. The musical significance of

timbre resides in its imaginative manipulation rather than in its physical property.3I

29 
The emergence of more exact notation mirrors the changes through which social conditions surrounding

musical culture transformed themselves during the 18th century. Lydia Goehr's claim that the 'work-concept'
was established around the same time (she attributes this to around 1800) points to the magnitude of this
movement and its influence on the course of music history (Lydia Goehr, Imaginary Museum ofMusical Works,
Oxford University Press, oxford, 1992). In critiquing Goehr's book, Harry White discusses further the cases of
Johann Joseph Fux and Johann Sebastian Bach in which the inherent complexity and structurally normative
condition of the music exemplify the static conception of 'fine art" (p. 98) and suggests that, although the early
eighteenth century musicians did not have the socially autonomous status as the nineteenth century musician did,
the inherent status of the music was present in the eighteenth century (what White calls an 'authority-concept':
Harry White, `If It's Baroque, Don't Fix It': Reflections on Lydia Goehr's Work-Concept' and the Historical
Integrity of Musical Composition', Acta Musicologica, Bdrenreiter, Basle, Vol. 69, issue 1, 1997, pp. 94-104).
Accordingly, White's examples of Fu.x and Bach also offer fascinating cases for performance practice.
30 

Letter written by Johann Abraham Birnbaum in defence of J. S. Bach in an debate on exact notation in 1738,
cited in Nikolaus Harnoncourt, The Musical Dialogue, op. cit., p. 41. The debate took place after a public
controversy involving a disfranchise of discontented musicians. The idea of nature's possessing hidden beauty is
an old one: Hugh of St. Victor commented that 'visible beauty is an image of invisible beauty' (cited in Eco, Art
and Beauty in the Middle Ages, op. cit., p. 58). Birnbaum's interpretation of Transcendental Beauty is, however,
different from the medieval in terms of attitude with which human effort can transform nature into beauty rather
than with which human effort can relate beauty with nature.
31 

Th is	
.

Thi shift of tiinbral significance into an abstract realm of manipulation also marks the beginning of Romantic
Transcendentalism where musical expression itself changes its nature. See for example Carl Dahlhaus,
'Changing Phases of the Esthetics of Emotion', Musiktisthetik, Musik Verlag Hans Gerig, Köln, 1967; Esthetics
ofMusic, translated by W. W. Austin, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1982, pp. 16-24.
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It is arguable, from this time onwards, whether the significance of raw-timbre had

not declined in its potential for and connection with musical expression, and whether

the skills of performing musicians had not become shallower and narrower. The

given priority of imaginatively manipulated timbre over raw-timbre seems to have

divorced the concerns of the latter from those of musical expression except in

occasional instances where raw-timbre is dealt with as a peripheral addition to the

musical discourse.

However, this does not mean the waning of the existence of raw-timbre in

music. It is only that we have become accustomed to having the gap between the

inside and outside, the dual modes of timbres.
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2.	 Timbre as cultural product

The influences of society and social 'ideas'

That there are connections between 'what the mind is doing on one level, and what the mind

is doing on another level' is not difficult to illustrate on a prima facie basis where music is

concerned. Is it a complete coincidence, for example, that functional tonality arose from the

fervour of an intellectual and artistic movement (the Renaissance) which arguably laid the

foundations for modern capitalist society? Is it a complete coincidence that alternatives to

that musical 'language' began to develop at a time when the 'reality' of three-dimensional

perspective in painting was under attack, and when classical physics was facing a very

considerable crisis? Is it completely without foundation that many people have seen in the

rise of the Afro-American-influenced popular musics of this century social implications of

great importance?32

It can be said that music is inseparable from reality because of the way in

which it is experienced. We perceive a musical event through our cognitive faculty,

but the way we perceive it depends on the factors that form the basis of our

cognition. One can hardly assume that these factors are only physical limitations of

the auditory system. Shepherd argues that these factors are also derived from the

social environment in which we live; they form a framework of experience.33

The concept of timbre likewise lies in the links between the acoustic object

and some essentially non-intrinsic, preconditioned state. These relationships seem to

grow in their complexity and specificity as history proceeds. In the music of the

nineteenth century certain timbres had a prominent role in acting as sign-posts for

the emotions. This specification of the relationship kept growing continually to the

extent where the 'language' of music became established, where certain intervallic

sequences came to 'denote' certain emotional states. 34 This accumulation of

cognitive sets raises a question about the effects of time on the relationship between

musical language and society, as the latter perpetually changes in time while the

former is more resilient to changes.

32 
John Shepherd, Music as Social Text, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1991, p. 11.

33 
He devotes the second half ofMusic as Social Text for analyses of varied musics and musical dimensions to

demonstrate this.
34 

The earlier quotation of Berlioz is an instance of the first case and the second case is best exemplified in
Deryck Cooke, The Language ofMusic, Oxford University Press, London, 1959.
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Musical processes tend to be conceived as absolute, permanent, and discoverable beyond the

vagaries of human thought and perception because such an approach aids mystification and

so role security. To ignore the social nature of music is to articulate the predominant modes

of thought and social organization of industrial societies. . . . Given the characteristics of the

dominant world sense of industrial societies and their associated social structures, there can

be little doubt that these [aesthetic and political] problems have been intransigent. Because

of its characteristics as a social medium in sound, music, more than most other phenomena,

has highlighted the assumptions and deficiencies of our social organization and our

traditional outlook on the world.35

The necessity of the association of music with the outside world of established

culture stems from the necessary involvement of these social (musically extraneous)

factors from the initial conception of and throughout the process of musical

discourse.

The history of the violin around the turn of the nineteenth century

demonstrates that these factors come in various levels and formulate a new set of

features for the violin as a musical instrument. 36 At the end of the eighteenth century

the leadership in violin making passed gradually from the Italians to the French.

These changes were occasioned by the great social changes accompanying the

French Revolution and related events. After the old system of royal and aristocratic

patronage collapsed in the wake of the Revolution, it was replaced gradually by

middle-class support of musical life, including the commercial concert with its

inevitable emergence of the travelling-virtuoso such as Paganini or Spohr, 'stars'

who da7zled and attracted the public and charged fees of corresponding magnitude.

These concerts and their soloists had to be supported by an audience large enough to

pay the bills. The natural result was the advent of larger halls and correspondingly

larger orchestras and more powerful solo instruments. Consequently the violin was

remodelled in certain respects to respond to demands for greater power and

brilliance, and renewed the potential value of the instrument. Another feature of the

French Revolution was its concern with public instruction to encourage and

35 
John Shepherd, Music as Social Text, op. cit., p. 73.

36 
For detailed accounts of the development in performance practice, see, for example, Robin Stowell, Violin

Technique and Performance Practice in the Late Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Centuries, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, 1985, pp. 2-3; the technical development in the instrumental construction is well
documented in Walter Kolneder, The Amadeus Book of the Violin, translated and edited by R. G. Pauly,
Amadeus Press, Portland, 1993, pp. 193-205.
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standardise technical and musical training. The Revolutionary government

commissioned books of instruction for violinists. 37 The products of this movement

have largely defined what we know about the instrument today.

If we accept that music is inseparable from the reality of society and that

people's thought processes are socially mediated, then we could say that the basic

qualities of different timbres are likewise socially mediated and thus socially

significant, because of timbre's position as the grain of existence in musical

communication. In other words, the influence of society on the concept of timbre

corresponds to the capacity of the society to formulate ideas for that concept.

However, among the influences of social ideologies we can see a particular

trait in the relationship between music and society. All our debates about music

share the same starting point: an inquiry takes place when we find that the

perception of a given work or state of music is not in the form we thought or think it

should be. Despite all the conceivable merits, the fact remains that debates and

ideological ideas are fictional notions: a treatise on 'the Art of Violin Playing' is not

a performance practice itself and an analysis is not a reproduction of the work in

question. These intellectual efforts are produced because the contemporaneous

practice presents the experience in a form that is arguably not intended: these efforts

offer us some possible imaginary alternative forms of the experience, and, through

their power of argument, eventually influence the practice. In this way the

intellectual ideas create abstract forms comprising definitive metaphysical property,

simulations of the experience. These are substitutes for reality as we imagine it

might also exist. The reactions to these simulations are, despite their particular

concreteness, unpredictable; the possible response of musical reality to such ideas is

infinitely more varied than we predict. Its sensibility towards the ideas/simulations

operates in a vast area, far beyond our understanding of musical reality and our most

apparent behaviour towards it.

I suggest that it is the involvement of an empirical being that opens up this

area of unknown sensibility and that confirms its omnipresence in the reality of

music. It is the very interference of varied individuals, such as we are, that causes

the simulations of music to become products with diverse results. Such refractory

37 
Some of their publications are still being consulted in present day training. To name a few, of the most notable

examples, these are: P. Gavittiês, Les vingt-quatre matinees, Paris, c. 1800; P. Baillot, P. Rode and It Kreutzer.
Methode de via/on, Paris, 1803; P. Baillot, L'art du violon: nouvelle methode, Paris, 1834.
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interference of individuals in the reality that holds the whole package of ideas and

social ideologies produces the murky notion of tradition which penetrates all musical

practice. In this way when people create, perform, and listen to music, they are

reproducing (within the bounds of their technical ability) the basic qualities of their

own thought processes in the basic qualities of their music, the latter of the two more

heavily filtered by the practice of tradition.

The fabric of tradition

What constitutes the concept of timbre in the minds of composers? Most likely, what

determines it is their past and present experience of the material they employ.

Instrumentation is seldom learned by a systematic study of timbre but by picking out

examples or choosing existing models. We can observe that this method has been

working extremely well for centuries. Although recent technological developments

have enabled us to approach timbre more objectively, the import of the concept and

the link between timbre and composition has largely remained subjective to the

present day. This suggests that timbre as the product of the history of a particular

society stimulates the very motor of creativity in the composer and consequently has

become firmly established as a standard practice in composition. The tradition is the

legacy of practised ideas in society and the linearity of thought prompts the creation

of further new ideas.

What then is the gap between ideas and tradition? The attitude in the

classical musical tradition is markedly conservative in comparison to other musical

traditions or even to other arts. The gap resides in the way in which music is related

to society and society to ideas.

Sound is evanescent and can only exist as it is going out of existence. It is

never static and can only be considered sequential by the application of

discontinuous analytical thought and memory to its existence. Sight, on the other

hand, can generally speaking be more easily isolated in its effect, and can be

examined without destroying the inherent quality of the experience.

Auditory space has no point of favoured focus. It's a sphere without fixed boundaries, space

made by the thing itself, not space containing the thing. It is not pictorial space, boxed in,

but dynamic, always in flux, creating its own dimensions moment by moment. It has no

fixed boundaries; it is indifferent to background. The eye focuses, pinpoints, abstracts,

33



locating each object in physical space, against a background; the ear however, favours sound

from any direction.38

Auditory space has a unique property which is different from the spaces of other

senses — sound is more symptomatic of the flow of time. Although other sensory

phenomena also happen within a stream of time, they can generally be isolated and

examined at leisure and are not so inexorably tied to that stream. In music this

stream impoverishes our capacity for visualising structure and linear referencing

within the space and reduces the quality of abstract formation of our aural

experience. Therefore we most easily understand what is cast in fixed formulatory

patterns, and this provides the very foundation for conservatism. There are people

who do not like the abstract because, beyond the limited means of control, it

challenges the tenuousness of their hold on rationality." What is abstract is

dangerous because it is slippery and unmanageable.

However, this does not mean that 'tradition' does not change itself. Society

provides a framework for such tradition but the same society also holds ideas. We

are not conscious of changes being made, due to the mediation of experience which

renders changes continual and gradual rather than infrequent and radical. What

seems to be missing is our awareness of the necessity for change in the

unconsciously formulated space of musical tradition — that it is still in the process of

transformation. If musical tradition is defined as the legacy of what has been

practised (rather than thought) in society, this suggests that tradition develops

through incorporating new ideas in a cyclic form, that new ideas are simulated as

imaginary extensions of tradition and that tradition reforms itself by practising the

new ideas. Correspondences between the old and the new, tradition and ideas,

mostly occur as chronologically differentiated entities. Within each period

correspondences maintain a closely interlinked influence on the disciplines of

composition, performance and perception: the timeliness of changes has far greater

influence over the course of development of tradition than the actual changes per se

in an individual discipline. It is because changes take place only where they are

38 
E. Carpenter and M. McLuhan, 'Acoustic Space', Erplorations in Communication, edited by E. Carpenter and

M. McLuhan, Jonathan Cape, London, 1970, p. 67; cited in John Shepherd, Music as Social Text, op. cit.. p. 20
39

There is a link between the space of these auditory patterns and that of m ythology. Both operate in a sphere
N% hose temporal structure is devoid of 'background', without a reference to the outside world. See for example
Chapter Eleven 'The Structural Study of Myth' in Claude Levi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology, translated by
C. Jacobson and B. Grundfest Schoepf, Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1968, pp. 206-231.
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applicable and thus some areas remain unaffected, that no area can escape the

temporal consequence of being part of the ontological entity as musical discourse.

Nevertheless, the introduction of new ideas at the beginning of the century

into the stylistic tradition of Romanticism took an exceptional course. Here the

initiative was taken by composition which in turn was stimulated by industrialisation

and the general 'renewal' of the concepts of art as found in other fine arts of the

time. These ideas have not, to this day, entirely merged into the fabric of tradition.4°

Indeed the main constituents of the fabric of Western classical music remain those of

the nineteenth century. The ideas of Modernism have since then created their own

tradition which incorporates further new ideas up to the present day, alongside the

continuity of the nineteenth century tradition. We now have two traditions. The

problems and consequences of this duality continue to be an issue in music, and it is

worth examining the dichotomy at its root.

There are two main factors: one is the nature of Modernist thought and the

other is the capacity of music to assimilate it. The features of Modernism are shared

by all arts because their shared properties are the abstract thought processes of

society. The 1919 proclamation of the Weimar Bauhaus shows this pointedly:

Let us create a new guild of craftsmen, without the class distinctions which raise an arrogant

barrier between craftsman and artist. Together let us conceive and create the new building of

the future, which will embrace architecture and sculpture and painting in one unity and

which will rise one day toward heaven from the hands of a million workers like the crystal

symbol of a new faith.41

This radical reworking of the Gesamikunstwerk concept is based on a particular view

of society, and its ideas are designed to be applicable to all the arts. It requests a

distancing from the present reality, a linking between a more intense consciousness

of self as social individual and an objectifying of self. Through the provision of

objectifying ourselves, we may become more aware of our own individual

40 .
Nicholas Cook suggests that the problems of acccptance for new music are 'not in the music itself, but in

ways of thinking about it'. He cites examples of modem music in cinema or those commercially packaged as a
largely profitable product (such as GOrecki's Third Symphony). However, it has to be said that these popularized
forms of presenting modem music have not so far seriously contributed towards a synthesis between the music
and the ways people really think about it: the popularized forms of presentation often heavily rely on the power
of other expressive apparatae such as visual images (in the case of cinema) and media exposure (in the case of
commercial advertising). Nicholas Cook, A very short Introduction to Music, Oxford University Press, Oxford,
1998, pp. 45-50.
41

Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture, third edition, Thames and Hudson, London, 1992, p. 123.
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consciousness and of our position in society. It is a conceptual process of stepping

outside ourselves and vacating our central position in the universe. This is similar to

the historical perspective that is made possible by literacy; it has brought a specific

mode of thinking with a 'straight-line' sense of time.

In our culture, the line is so basic that we take it for granted, as given in reality. We see it in

visible nature, between material points, and we see it between metaphorical points such as

days or acts. It underlies not only our thinking, but also our aesthetic apprehension of the

given; it is basic to the emotional climax, which has so much value for us, and, in fact to the

meaning of life itself. In our thinking about personality and character, we have assumed the
. 42

line as axiomatic.

The linearity of the abstract process, the abstract space of our experience,

presupposes one condition: time is within our ability to grasp events; through our

sense of the past, our imagination can stop the events of time in our ongoing flow

and, in effect, stop lived-time'. The abstract process that Modernism inspires is in

the context of a developed tendency to examine time from the outside, similar to the

way in which the modern society examines other objects such as individuals and the

universe.

However, as it has been pointed out earlier, in music we (as the listeners)

recoil from abstract formations because they challenge our hold on rationality.

Despite the development of the mental process, we still maintain the significance of

music in the physical experience of it, as opposed to the mental experience.43

Although it is arguable what form this significance takes in our musical experience,

the developed sense of distinction between the mental and physical spheres is not the

fundamental condition. Susanne Langer remarks that musical significance has a low

rational priority, in that the significance of music lies in the experience itself rather

than in its ability to represent musical ideas.

42 
Dorothy Lee, 'Lineal and Non-Lineal Codifications of Reality', Explorations in Communication, p. 142.

43	 .
Nicholas Cook in his Music, Imagination and Culture discusses the possibilities of where musical significance

lies in our experience of music: 'To think that one can understand music in some abstract, symbolical sense that
can be separated from such aesthetic participation is simply to misunderstand the whole nature of the enterprise.
And this means that the very concept of 'really understanding' music becomes vacuous; there is only reading it,
memorizing it , performing it, composing it, and listening to it - in short, loving it. Such at least is the testimony
of Artur Rubinstein, according to whom ' "understand" is a word one shouldn't apply to music; there's nothing
to be understood - for me, music must be felt.' Igor Stravinsky used almost the same words when he remarked, 'I
haven't understood a bar of music in my life; but I have felt it." Music, Imagination and Culture, Oxford
University Press, London, 1990, p. 186.
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Music is a limited idiom, like an artificial language, only even less successful;for music at

its highest, though clearly a symbolic form, is an unconsummated symbol. Articulation is its

life, but not assertion; expressiveness, not expression. The actual function of meaning, which

calls for permanent contents, is not fulfilled."

Modernism manifests a quality that acutely opposes the mental/physical ambiguity

of musical communication and challenges the core of what formulates tradition. The

concept of timbre has typically exercised the dichotomy between tradition and ideas

in the twentieth century, more prominently so because of its lack of rational

expression, not being subjected to an explicit mechanism of musical notation beyond

mere instrumentation.

Views on historicity

Modem music has thus developed in parallel with the conservation of the historical

legacy. The gap between them has become institutionalised, and is no longer

something likely to be reconciled. However, this dualism can be seen as an enriching

experience within musical discourse. The distance between the traditional and the

new has opened a dimension that expands and challenges the margins of significance

in music.

Neo-classicism illustrates one of the technical approaches in exploring this

dualism. In the compositions of some composers from circa 1930, such as those of

Stravinsky for example, the classical, balanced forms are often employed in order to

articulate musical ideas otherwise foreign to them, so that the form or material

appears to be burrowed into the new idiom, or to replace the content that used to be

associated with a given form or material. This conscious manipulation of historicity

is a new interpretation of the tradition that keeps the temporal linearity of Western

musical discourse alive. The condition of this interpretation is that music is an

autonomous art and can be complete in the imaginary abstract state. The new

interpretation reduces tradition to the level of abstraction. Its primal impetus comes

from the objectification of tradition. This goes against the tradition of music as

physical experience, because it allows the significance of tradition to be perceived

44 
Susanne K. Langer, Philosophy in a New Key, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1942, p. 240.
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only in the context of abstract form. Tradition, the past, is an object of sceptical

investigation by means of which new aesthetics are created. Stravinsky expresses

this attitude in his opinion on why the past is irretrievably past and does not hold any

'certitude' in the present:

The past slips from our grasp. It leaves us only scattered things. The bond that united them

eludes us. Our imagination usually fills in the void by making use of preconceived theories. .

. . Archaeology, then, does not supply us with certitudes, but rather with vague hypotheses.

And in the shade of these hypotheses some artists are content to dream, considering them

less as scientific facts than as sources of inspiration. . . . Such a tendency in itself calls for

neither praise nor censure. Let us merely note that these imaginary voyages supply us with

nothing exact and do not make us better acquainted with music. . . . What shall we say about

ancient music, and how could we judge it with the instrument of our reasoning mind alone?

For here instinct fails us. We lack an indispensable element of investigation: namely, the

sensation of the music itself. My own experience has long convinced me that any historical

fact, recent or distant, may well be utilised as a stimulus to set the creative faculty in motion,

but never as an aid for clearing up difficulties.45

Stravinsky carried out his experimentation largely on the concept of structure, a

dimension where the abstract quality had always been more prominently shown than

in other dimensions.

Here it is necessary to go back to Schoenberg's statement on the possibility

of structuring timbre. Schoenberg may have wished to operate a similar kind of

structuring with timbre, in which the existing tradition is given a space where it can

be transformed back to ideas and given to restructuring. Although musical timbre

did go through a period of experiment by composers such as Webem and Varêse, its

strongly experiential (rather than abstract) nature stood as a barrier for a long time

because it was inseparable from the bondage musical timbre has with social reality.

It was technology that opened up the space of virtual reality to it. The post-war

electronic music can be credited with having inspired the imagination of musicians

and having led to the possibility of structuring timbre through the perspective of

historicity.
As a consequence of this increasing space of timbral operation, the notion of

extended instrumental technique emerged, introducing a new concept of beauty as

45 
Igor Stravinsky, Poetics ofMusic, translated by A. Knodel and I. Dahl. Knopf and Random House, New York.

1960, pp. 26-27.

38



the rejection of habits. This rejection provides a particular space for the restructuring

of timbre: because timbre is inextricably linked to our experience (since culture is

the only environment in which we identify timbre), the restructuring of timbre brings

about reconstitution not only in the musical discourse but also reconstruction in the

musical experience as a social reality. The development from Stravinsky through

post-war musicians to the present day has reached the point at which timbre

introduces 'radicalism' on social levels.

• . . a study of works from the classical period of serialism, such as "Ii Canto Sospeso" or

"Incontri" by Luigi Nono, "Structures" or "Marteau" by Boulez, "Gruppen" or

"Kontrapunkte" by Stockhausen, reveals that the "compelling quality" of this music is not

just derived from the virtuous consistency with which the self-imposed rules are adhered ...

but also at least as much from the wisdom with which the music ... [expresses] a reaction to

existing social structures and existing communicative rules of the bourgeois aesthetic

apparatus ... and offers them resistance — not just rhetorical but actual — putting their normal

functioning out of action, indeed sometimes even destroying it.'6

If we define one of the characteristics of twentieth century musical discourse to be

discontinuity of thought, it is due to the ever increased space of abstract

manipulation that allows the human mind to dissociate itself from tradition. The

wider space of abstract manipulation has enabled us to challenge our mental capacity

to structure, and in the more physical dimensions such as timbre, it has provided a

new area of aesthetic experience as a social phenomenon. The temporal

segmentation of the past, present, and future is constantly on the verge of losing

significance, but timbre provides the link that connects the mental manipulation of

musical sound and our experience of it. Timbre should offer us broader scope where

abstract ideas are indirectly but positively connected to our perception, and therefore

enrich our musical experience.

46 
Helmut Lachenmann, 'On Structuralism' in Contemporary Music Review, Vol.12. Part 1, Ham ood Academic

Publishers, Chur, 1995, p. 97.
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II. Timbre and composition: the idea of semiology

musical discourse

The work of art and its varied representations

0 chestnut-tree, great-rooted blossomer,

Are you the leaf, the blossom or the bole?

0 body swayed to music, 0 brightening glance,

How can we know the dancer from the dance?47

In discussing this poem by Yeats, de Man shows that there are two kinds of reading,

literal and figurative, and explains how 'the essentially different elements, sign and

meaning, are so intricately intertwined'. In the last line of the poem the rhetorical

meaning suggests that the dancer and the dance are the same thing. However, the

literal meaning denotes explicitly that the dancer and the dance are not the same. De

Man argues that in order to grasp the dynamic quality of this structure, 'the two

readings have to engage each other in direct confrontation, for the one reading is

precisely the error denounced by the other and has to be undone by it'. The

dialectical structure is articulated by the axis between grammar and rhetoric. Words

provide a wide scope of interplay between the two elements, sign and meaning.

The significance of Yeats's last line is twofold. It offers the opposition

between the grammatical and rhetorical within the linguistic dimension, and the

opposition between the represented subject (dance) and its representation (dancer)

within the ontological dimension. 48 The first opposition reveals the dialectic

47 
From William Butler Yeats, Among School Children, quoted in Paul de Man, Allegories of Reading, Yale

University Press, New Haven_ 1979, p. 11. The following two quotations in the paragraph are from the same
source.
48 

The first opposition between the grammatical and rhetorical within the linguistic dimension can be further
analysed by using linguistic models, most notably those by Noam Chomsky. However, it can be seen that de
Man's argument goes beyond semiotic specifications an linguistic analysis offers; he articulates the power of the
unspecified meaning found between the second oppositions (between the represented subject and its
representation) within the ontological dimension of the subject matter. It is particularly this level of expressive
structuring that has a relevance to the present discussion. Incidentall. Chomsk-y himself challenges this area of
unspecified meaning in a constructive manner which is immensely effective in analysing perhaps more
projective — and less subversive constructions of artistic expression. See his discussion on the 'Problems and
Mysteries in the Study of Human Language', Reflections on Language, Fontana/Collins. Glasgow. 1976. p. 137-
227.
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structure of such a poem as de Man demonstrates, and this invites the second

opposition to be examined for whether such a work has another type of structure that

results in producing varied representations. A change in the outward appearance of a

work may be more than the consequence of its merely being affected by the context

in which it happens. It raises, in short, the question of the content and framework of

art.

This leads us to consider, first of all, the relationship between all possible

manifestations of a work. We can tell the difference between the dances presented

by two different dancers, because of two different personalities. However, when

somebody dances the dance, how can we tell if there is a difference between 'the

dance' as an abstract idea and this dancer's dance? Can we ever understand the

dance without the dancer, the dancer without the dance? Is there a level where an

'absolute' dance can be identified?

We may assume that multiplicity of reading is an indication of the plurality

contained in the ontological structure of a work, and that multiplicity of

representation is an indication of the plurality that is a result of the work's

perception. However, it is not unlikely that between the two groups of multiplicity a

correspondence may exist in the ways in which a work of art expresses ideas. 49 De

Man's formal approach explains multiple possibilities of reading and meaning in

which a poem exists, whilst the singularity of writing is all the more illuminated; our

experience tells us that, when seeing different performances of a dance for example,

we recognise the work and identify it as a single work. There is a temptation to link

these two facts and draw a generalised theory that can be applied to all arts.

49 
Issues related to the relationship between text and reader are well discussed in literal) studies. During the

1960s some scholars raised these issues instead of those concerning the relationship between the author and the
work - which had been the centre of literary scholarship until then. The shift of focus in criticism has since then
instigated a number of reception theories. Hans Robert Jauss and Wolfgang Iser. both major proponents of
reception theory, consider reception to be determined largely by general cultural factors, although the approach is
different between them: Jauss emphasises the historical nature of literature, literary historicism, on the one hand.
while Iser concerns himself on the other hand primarily with the individual text and how readers relate
themselves to it. Today literary criticism offers a vast amount of material discussing the nature of the act of
reading, and with a presentation of various models for understanding works of art. Whilst de Man presents
models from a deconstructive position, Jonathan Culler suggests a structuralist view in which competence and
conventions have a significantly important role in reading and understanding. Hans Robert Jauss,Aesthetische
Erfahrung und hterarische Hermeneutik-, Fink, Munchen, 1977; Aesthetic Experience and Literary
Hermeneutics, translated by M. Shaw, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, 1982; Wolfgang Iser, The
Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response, Johns Hopkins University Press. Baltimore, 1978; Jonathan
Culler, Structuralist Poetics, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1975. to name only a few representative
works.
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However, we cannot impose the analytical technique of literature on any other art

medium, since the expressive structure of one art is distinct from that of another art.

In music, we cannot rely on the stability of signification of written signs

comparable to such stability in literature, due to their fundamentally different natures

of communication — that music is to be heard, not to be read. 5° Nevertheless, are

these expressive structures not related in their function because of their common

communicative purpose? Starting with the example of varied readings and their

relation to each other in literature (since it offers the most lively discussions on the

subject among all arts), we proceed to examine whether there is any correspondence

between the varied readings and varied manifestations and to clarify the differences

between the attributes of the two groups of expressive structures. The following two

points need to be discussed: the process of signification that operates within a

musical work, and the conditions for the relationship between a work and its varied

representations.

There is one aspect that is considered vital in determining the boundary

which encompasses all the different representations in a musical work. Going back

to the level of the initial question: how can we know the musician from the music?

We wouldn't be aware there was a difference unless either two musicians play the

same music, or the same musician plays two musics. We need something to compare

with, but we cannot simply compare a represented subject with a representation,

unless the latter is an imitation of an existing representation. In most cases of art

music, the concepts of 'composition' and 'musician' do not yield to a logical

definition appropriate for drawing a borderline between a represented subject and a

representation. However, the ground of this examination becomes suddenly

animated when notation is introduced. We know instinctively that the musical sign

should have a very different function from that in literature, but nonetheless we are

attracted to the power of authority that writing exerts. Historically speaking, musical

notation was initially introduced as a means of transmission, and acquired an

increasing importance in Western music, to the extent that today it is almost true to

50 
It can be argued that music can also be studied from the score involving the engagement in a non-acoustic

representation of the work, and conversely that poetry is sometimes meant to be read aloud and heard. This may
have an important value as representation in instances where the work closely identifies itself with the score, or
where the only extant representation is the score. In both cases, however, the reading demands precise
understanding of what the signs stand for - a task which is more difficult in music than in literature because
music has always been primarily acoustic in its communication throughout history.
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say that the act of composing means writing. The connection between literature and

music looms large not only because of the fact that they are both creative, but

because they both take recourse to the medium of writing as a vital part of their

creation in Western civilisation.

Before moving on to discuss the significance attached to musical notation, it

may be necessary to explain briefly the difference between performing and listening

in relation to musical notation. Reading in literature comprises two kinds of

function: the first type is an act of apprehension, which is the equivalent of listening

in music. The second is an act of interpretation, as in performing drama and poetry,

in so far as written signs are concerned. The vital link between the second type of

reading and musical performing is that they involve an atemporal contemplation

facilitated by the written sign and meaning. Therefore it can be said that reading of

the second type is an integral part of performing written music. The description of

these roles is not necessary, since it does not lead to a definition of their specific

function: literal reading may not be necessarily an act of interpretation, performing

can be a simple act of execution, and listening does not eliminate the possibility of

interpreting. 51 This is to say that the written signs prompt particular ways of

thinking, and the proportion of significance given to this thinking affects the balance

between the interpretation and apprehension in literary reading, and determines the

psychological positions of performer and listener in musical discourse.

The question of text

Monelle discusses the substance of musical text in 'What Is a Musical Text?':

The score is, perhaps, the text. This would seem to match the traditional musicological view,

in which scholars try to establish an authoritative text for music of the past. By this, they

mean the musical aspects that can be written, and indeed were written by the composer. Of

51
The use of imagination as a way of contemplating a musical work can transform the act of listening to diverse

effect. This issue of 'active' or 'passive' listening has been discussed since Hanslick. According to Collingwood,
the two types of listening can be differentiated into listening' and 'hearing', the former referring to imaginative
perception and the latter to literal perception: 'A piece of music is not something audible, but something which
may exist solely in the musician's head. To some extent it must exist solely in the musician's head (including, of
course, the audience as well as the composer under that name), for his imagination is always supplementing,
correcting and expurgating what he actually hears. The music which he actually enjoys as a work of art is thus
never sensuously or 'actually' heard at all. It is something imagined.' R. G. Collingwood, The Principles ofArt,
Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1938, p. 151; cited in Nicholas Cook, Music, Imagination and Culture, p. 36.
Cook also gives a list of further references on the subject.
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course, the realisation of this score requires much cultural knowledge; but this study, called

"performance practice", is not considered a textual study.52

Following the precedent of textual studies in literature which concentrate on

writing,53 there has likewise been a tendency in music to consider the score as text.

The score as material object exercises an authority for being the only intelligible

object of a work. The fact that a piece of music is primarily an acoustic work — a

temporal phenomenon — whilst literature is not, distinguishes it from literature in its

definition of what constitutes text, although the two may progress in parallel.

Meanwhile we may ask why performance practice is not considered a textual study

whilst there is no question about musical performance being a form of representation

of a musical work. Is the performance an insignificant phenomenon, or a residue,

that does not represent a work as the score does? 54 I assert that performance is

certainly not an acoustic translation of the score, and I even go further to say that it

is the most significant manifestation of the text in music. Performance practice is a

textual study. The question is, where do we situate the authority of text in

performance?

We recognise the constant elements in every representation, hence the

identification of the work. However, the elemental character cannot identify itself

per se with any particular forms or instances of representation. It agrees with all but

never confines itself to any one in particular. The character is referred to as the

acquaintable source, the substance which all the forms and instances of

52 
Raymond Monelle, 'What Is a Musical Text?', Musical Semiotics in Growth, edited by E. Tarasti, Indiana

University Press, Bloomington, 1996, p. 246.
53

Textual studies have a long and established history in the West, evidenced in the history of exegesis of the
Scriptures. Here the authority of the text is absolute, since all the studies are conducted for the purpose of
illuminating the Truth evident in the text, that is a presentation (by virtue of being a chronicle) but not as a
representation. The significance of writing discussed in these studies is therefore coming from a cultural premise
(the absolution of Scripture) rather than a purely scholarly one.
54 

Or, as far as the fixed nature of representation is concerned, recorded material can claim the same authority as
material object as the score does. Recorded material has some interesting characteristics both as fixed and
temporal representations. It is a complex subject in itself and will not be discussed in detail here, but it must be
mentioned that the viability of recorded material has deeply affected the significance of live performance and the
attitudes towards the ideals of performance practice.
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representation try to express. 55 It is an ideology, and not an experience, and

illustrates itself in the total probabilities of representation. It then follows that if the

score presents this character, so does the performance to an equal degree of

substantiability. Here the claim of the score as the sole conveyer of the character —

being the text — and the performance as a direct representation of the score becomes

eliminated. The character is the text, and the score and performance are two

appearances of the same text, only different in the ways in which the substance is

manifested.

How, then, does the text provide the distinction between the subject and

object duality such as the signifier and signified? Is the text the subject? We do not

even know the definition of 'text' in music. Performance practice is a study of

interpretation, and since interpretation must interpret something, this something

must function as the subject in this equation. However, when we attempt to define

the object this duality disappears. In discussing Iser's theory of reading, Culler

points out the contradictory nature of the seemingly apparent duality. He cites Sartre

for the way in which readers 'create and disclose at the same time, disclose by

creating and create by disclosing', and for them 'everything is to be done and

everything is already done'. 56 Culler explains the arbitration of the subject-object

duality as an ongoing process:

For the reader the work is not partially created but, on the one hand, already complete and

inexhaustible — one can read and reread without ever grasping completely what has already

been made — and, on the other hand, still to be created in the process of reading. . . . The

attempt to produce compromise formulations fails to capture this essential, divided quality of

reading.

55 
Roger Sessions as a composer contemplated the variability of performance of his music with a positive

philosophy that can be interpreted as his definition of the relationship between musical identity and the score:
'the music is not totally present, the idea of the composer is not fully expressed, in any single performance,
actual or even conceivable, but rather in the sum of all possible performances. But having admitted this, we are
bound to insist also that the number of possible performances is limited by the composer's text and by the
musical intentions which that text embodies.' He claims to be the author of the text; however, his usage of the
word 'text' refers to notation - text in a literal sense rather than in the philosophical one. Roger Sessions, The
Musical Experience of Composer, Performer, Listener, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1950, p. 85.
56 

Jean-Paul Sartre, Qu 'est-ce que la litterature?, Gallimard, Paris, 1948, p. 55 and p. 58; What Is Literature?,
Methuen, London, 1950, p. 30 and p. 32; cited in Jonathan Culler, On Deconstruction, Routledge, London, 1983,
p. 76.
57 

Jonathan Culler, ibid.
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This duality is not however confrontational. The text escapes any definition or

confinement, but, instead, it offers itself as the milieu through which we operate

interpretation.

What then is in musical text? One may suggest that music expresses ideas,

conveyed through images. At the same time, one may argue that, although images

appear and music appears, music does not express ideas (at all or in part). The ideas

are caught like apparitions. Their meaning (if they have any) varies, but images

persist as an accumulation towards any possible signification. Therefore it is too

early to speculate as to whether there is any meaning at all in the text. Rather, we

can look at how musical images proceed in the course of expressing themselves, and

at how meaning can be attached to them. In general practice, successful

communication between two parties is an all-important purpose in employing a sign.

However, the virtue of signification in a work of art may be primarily in the process

of the work's self expression. Meaning something is at a level beyond the idea of

expressing something. The text comprises something that gives rise to this

signification — thus making it recognisable as music.

The next question concerns what can be taken as signifier and how it

functions in music. Before that, however, the premise of our discussion needs to be

articulated. We examine what the score does in expressing a work and explain what

the supremacy of writing has brought to our thinking about musical discourse.

Notation in music

Musical notation offers a standard against which all performances can be measured,

as the major concrete means to materialise a work. 58 This material solidity readily

recognises a qualitative variety within it. The qualitative variety is often experienced

as nuances of performance. However, these nuances affect the way in which a given

quantity (measurement) is experienced, and this proves the interdependence of the

two parameters. Dahlhaus demonstrates this by using an example of musical rhythm:

the rhythmic centre of gravity can be marked with an agogic accent of intensity, or

58 
Recording is another means of materialisation, and one becoming increasingly important as it also offers a

standard. However, the difference between the score and recording is the magnitude of variance in the
subsequent productivity. The score is intended for being translated into sounds which inevitably result in various
outcomes, whilst recording is intended for transmitting data which is invariable. Electro-acoustic music has a
unique system of signification, due to the materialised property in the performance. See discussions, for example,
by Pierre Schaeffer, Traite des objets musicaux, Seuil, Paris, 1966.
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through a slight lengthening which is not to strike a listener as lengthening but rather

is to be perceived qualitatively. He also suggests that the disposition of these

possibilities gives a quantitative variety in a given quality — for example, the centre

of gravity can be notated by various quantities by modification of duration or of

intensity. These two varieties seem alike, but they stand on fundamentally different

grounds. The difference between a quantitative entity and a qualitative one is

observed in various levels of musical discourse — between form and function, and

structural organisation and sonority:

The distinction between musical quality and quantity may be understood analogously.

Qualities, either of harmony and melody or of rhythm, are founded on quantities, without

being reducible to quantities. Gradations of consonance and dissonance would be mere

abstractions except for the intervals in which they are displayed. But consonance and

dissonance, on the other hand, differ from the intervals, their foundation. Interval as quantity

and gradation of consonance or dissonance as quality are heterogeneous in a manner like that

of text and meaning in language. 59

The difference between quantitative and qualitative articulates that between writing

and performance, and consequently the ways in which the content differs between

the score and a performance. The function of musical quantity is to formulate a

structure determining the course of acoustic energy, and to provide a norm that is

stable and acts as a stimulant to the imagination of those who read it, thus operating

as a grammar. However, writing defines only the quantity which is no more than one

characteristic dimension of musical images.6°

Musical quality is distinct from musical quantity in one respect. The former

is not reducible to the latter. However, the quantity is reducible to the quality

because it is the quality which determines the dynamic movement of the energy. The

reverse is not possible because the quantity is a mere design in which the energy

identifies its form. The quality identifies itself more immediately with the images,

and constitutes the vitality which works on our perception. Therefore it can be said

that the quality has more significance in music, but it is also precisely the

59 
Carl Dahlhaus, Esthetics ofMusic, op. cit., p. 82.

60 
In the present discussion, images are the earliest form in which an expression becomes manifest to human

perception. An image can be understood as the reverberation of an inspiration. In the above context the word
does not have its usual meaning as impression or representation, since they follow the experience of. or
legitimise the existence of an object.
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intervention of writing that illuminates it. The quality of music is like rhetoric, not

axiomatically identifiable, for the very reason that our perception of the quality does

not function unless under the conditions of a given formal existence. These

conditions, in every circumstance, comprise many cultural attributes including

writing: the definition of quantity is intrinsically related to the manifestation of the

quality — as seen in Dahlhaus's example. The two elements are dialectically opposed

and irreconcilable, but complementary in their expressive purpose.

We have so far dealt with the function of musical writing but left a question

that may be more fundamental. How does the composition suggest images? We have

seen that composition (as opposed to performance) gives a quantitatively organised

dimension of images, therefore it is a partial description of a mobile entity for the

purpose of providing a possibility of reproductive communication. Although it is

partial, notation has a crucial role in transmitting images. If one accesses ideas of

music primarily through performance, then composition does not suggest images,

and therefore this body of measurement — musical notation — is fundamentally not

expressive except in its function as a sign system (although it may gain independent

expressivity as a counter-product of composition). This is because the way in which

images are founded and their vitality is derived contradicts what musical notation

describes. If we accept that the substance of music is its acoustic dynamism, material

quantity is only the trace of the flowing quality expressed in terms of time and space.

What is at the origin of musical images is the presence of this flowing quality.

Suppose these elements [material quantities] were missing: would really nothing living

subsist? For my part, I believe that this is precisely where we should see the world come

alive and, independent of any instrument, of any physical properties, fill up with penetrating

deep waves which, although not sonorous in the sensory meaning of the word, are not, for

this reason, less harmonious, resonant, melodic and capable of determining the whole

tonality of life. And this life itself will reverberate to the most profound depths of its being,

through contact with these waves, which are at once sonorous and silent. . . Here to "fill up"

and "plenitude" will have a completely different sense. It is not a material object which fills

another by espousing the form that the other imposes. No, it is the dynamism of the sonorous

life itself which by engulfing and appropriating everything it finds in its path, fills the slice

of space, or better, the slice of the world that it assigns itself by its movement, making it

reverberate, breathing into it its own life. The word "slice" must not be taken in its

geometrical sense. It is not a matter of decomposing the world virtually or actually into

sonorous balls, nor of tracing the limits of the sphere determined by the waves emanating
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from a sonorous source.61

Musical notation denotes a structure that offers a construction of what might become

a work — since a work of art is not just a presentation by means of material quantities

taken from the images, but a presentation through those quantities. It is particularly

so in music, because of the materiality being designated of secondary importance in

the discourse. Indeed, notation does not measure images but does give measure to

images to help their expression. We may therefore question, and possibly relocate,

the values we attach to writing in its contribution to musical signification.

In most of the music we play the task of composing and performing is

divided into two disciplines: our convention sees the function of writing as providing

a definitive norm of a work, and that of performing as filling it in appropriately. It is

expected that the performer will understand the range of qualitative variety in a

musical work, and realise a successful synthesis between the given quantities (notes,

rhythms, dynamics etc.) and the qualities (appropriation of various contexts, notably

the question of style). Naturally, the task of the performer starts with an assimilation

of written facts, and then an inquiry into the appropriate relationship between the

images and their given quantitative entities in the work. Here we acknowledge the

delicacy of the task in observing this complex system of signification. At the same

time, we see how often it is the case that a written document (even if it is

incomplete) is the only source that proves the existence of a musical work. We

realise the necessity to examine further the musical discourse surrounding the

written material form.

Contributions of semiology62

A science that studies the life of signs within society is conceivable; it would be part of

social psychology and consequently of general psychology; I shall call it semiology.63

61
From Eugene Minkowski, Vers une Cosmologie, chapter IX; editorially quoted in Gaston Bachelard, La

poetique de l'espace, Presses Universitaires de France, Paris, 1958; Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space,
translated by M. Jolas, Beacon Press, Boston, 1969, p. xvii.
62 

Two terms are used synonymously: semiology and semiotics. I have chosen to use the first, following de
Saussure's statement which can be considered as an origin of the entire stream of development that followed it,
as well as for its distinction between 'speech' and 'language', which is directly relevant to my discussion of the
composition and performance in music.
63

Ferdinand dc Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, edited by C. Bally and A. Sechehaye, translated by W.
Baskin, Collins, Glasgow, 1974, p. 16.
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The historical origins of semiology are found in the science of linguistics in the

twentieth century. The scientific and logical analyses of signs have contributed to

our understanding of language and human communication, and consequently their

means of analysis has also stimulated the entire system of thinking about meaning.

In this way semiology can be seen as a demonstrative branch of studies in semantics

as a science of significations. Karbusicky defines these two terms as:

Semiotics ('theory of signs'): theory of human communication with the help of signs, which

traces especially the factors of sign-morphology and the establishment of sign-system: the

essential logic and categories of its elaboration in basic relations (relations according to

means, object and interpretant), its practical operation.

Semantics ('theory of meaning'): theory of the conditions, psychological, anthropological,

social-historical, cultural and aesthetic, which traces the processuality of the creation of

meaning, its metamorphosis and dissolution.64

These definitions articulate the limits of semiology and are helpful in avoiding the

error we so often make of perceiving semiology as a principle of communication.

Semiology is only a theory and not a philosophy, because it considers primarily the

working scheme of signification without concerns for its effect or consequence on

us. In semantics we see the significance of the interpretants more prominently,

because it is more about human communication than about signs. Whilst

communication is paramount to signification in semantics, in semiology

signification has a source that is not always destined for communication. It may be

said that the interest of semiology lies in this surplus of signification. Semiology

offers merely a tool of investigation for reassessing the accepted, conventional

criteria of communication through means of approaches that are more scientific,

logical, universal, and relevant.

There have been a number of studies of semiology in music in the past thirty

years. They have contributed to the understanding of tonal and harmonic gestures in

the overall structure of a composition. Traditional analysis of harmony and form is

also a study of signification (for example, how the relationship between the sections

64
Vladimir Karbusick-y, Grundriss der musikalischen Semantik, Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, Darmstadt,

1986, p. 17; cited in Raymond Monelle, Linguistics and Semiotics in Music, Hamood Academic Publishers,
Chur, 1992, p. 27.
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A and B signifies in the overall context of a given piece, or how a particular

harmony strengthens the expression of other parameters in the piece). More recent

study of semiology in music identifies signs at a much more detailed level. Some of

the semiotic approaches have been particularly influential in the way we appreciate

music — notably Nattiez's semiology and Forte's set theory. 65 These analyses involve

uniquely individual methods of identifying signs and deducing the musical structure

from the pattern these signs make.

In the case of Nattiez, it is an implied fact that the score represents the music

most significantly, and the quality within the specified quantity is 'the music'. His

justification is that 'the score is. . . a symbolic fact which is absolutely essential to

its transmission' 66 and that the analysis which is focussed on the score can aspire to

'the integration into its text of the most searching clarification possible of the

method used; this has the effect of combining the results of the analysis itself with a

level of methodological metalanguage that may be projected onto it'. 67 The method

employed resembles that of linguistic phonology in categorising gestures into two

groups — rhythm and intonation. Indeed, the method achieves a clarification in the

ways in which every gesture is related to the whole. However, the clarification is so

true to the score that it is almost possible to identify the signs in the degree of

pictorial semblance.

In Forte's analysis, the identification of signs is reached by reducing a group

of notes into sets of pitch-classes. Here the segmentation of notes into groups plays a

critical role, as the analysis cannot be complete without this segmentation being

fixed. The classification of pitch-classes is firmly supported by the dodecaphonic

orientation of harmony where intervallic factors are vital (for example the major

tenth has equal significance to the major third). The analysis often shows a

penetration into the subconscious activity towards the integrity of harmonic

structure, and clarifies the topological gradation of harmony which has an immense

65
See for example, Jean-Jacques Nattiez, `Densite 21.5 de Varese: essai d'ana/yse semiologique',

Monographies de Semiologie et d 'Analyse musicales, No. 2, Universite de Montreal, Montreal, 1975; `Varese's
Density 21.5: a Study in Semiological Anal) sis', Music Analysis, translated by A. Barry, Vol. 1, No. 3,
Blackwell, Oxford, 1982, pp. 243-340. The methodological details of set theory are given in Allen Forte The
Structure of Atonal Music, Yale University Press, New Haven, 1973, and a comprehensive demonstration of the
theory can be found in Nicholas Cook, A Guide to Musical Analysis, Dent, London, 1987, pp. 124-151.
66 

Jean-Jacques Nattiez, Music and Discourse, op. cit., p. 320.
67	 .

p. 329.
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significance in some compositions. 68 However, it is hard to deny that this

numeralisation is a literal reductionism and that the segmentation only emphasises

the separation between the adjacent sections, which totally affects the identification

of the sets. These drawbacks are not so strongly felt in so far as we attach

significance to the score as identified with the music. Nevertheless the method

reminds us of the supremacy of quantitative literalisation over the qualitative

reality.69
It is difficult to reach a satisfactory definition of what can be taken as

signifier in musical discourse. The fact that the semiology of Western art music has

relied for its source on written quantity has revealed contradictions far more than the

legacy of linguistics could have expected. Employed material quantity in

composition may rightly be considered to be the most comprehensible and universal

measure in Western music that can function as signifier. Nonetheless, what do we

understand of a signifier when it does not function as a sign? How do we understand

the non-signifying aspect of a signifier in the context of signification?

Which form of representation expresses images most accurately? What

distinction can be attached to writing and performance, in terms of their roles as

signifiers? A theory given by Peirce may be considered as a possible answer to the

last question. He gives a set of three types of signs according to the mood in which

they signify. The first type indicates a sign that is a quality, the second a form, the

third a category.

A sign is either of the nature of an appearance, when I call it a qualisign; or secondly, it is an

individual object or event, when I call it a sinsign . ; or thirdly, it is of the nature of a

general type, when I call it a legisign . .. [It is] not a single object, but a general type

which, it has been agreed, shall be significant. Every legisign signified through an instance

68 
Forte's method is a product of the desire to explain chromaticism in terms of harmonic structure. Regardless

of the uses of his method, many analyses of the 'Tristan chord' since it was heard for the first time are probably
the best examples of this tendency to prove its harmonic integrity: they reveal symbolic significance in the key
relationships that are more the results of workings founded on other parameters than those of extended tonality.
However, the idea of extended tonality can be incorporated consciously or unconsciously in the compositional
process. Some of Forte's anal sea on works by Scriabin, Stravinsky and the composers of the Second Viennese
School render this underlying level most convincingly as a principal idea of composition.
69 

Another criticism often directed at Fortean analysis is that it relies heavily on the scientific method to the
extent that the whole process becomes a self-validation. The process originates from the premise that the
nominated elements are musical facts. Such a criticism can be seen as a reaction against giving a total dominance
to the fixed aspect of music - an unconscious reproof to the import and care most musicians naturally give to the
quantitative elements in performing music.
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of its application, which may be termed a Replica of it . . . . The Replica is a sinsign. Thus,

every Legisign requires Sinsigns.70

Both performance and writing can be considered as the second type (sinsign), for

they realise music as an event and as an object — partial and inadequate although

they may be. However, the performance can be more than an event. If we follow his

theory, the sinsig,n delineates the concept of the subject. My argument is that the

performance does not only delineate the concept of music, but also its substance.

The notated score copy means to us more than just a written version of the work,

even amidst the effort to discredit its definitive power. The work as a generic form

may be considered as a legisign that provides the score and performance, but a work

of art in varied representations carries much more quality than the meaning which

this epistemological framework provides as a sign.

There are two points to be found in this comparison. Firstly, it is hard to

establish a stable link and distance between images and their concept in music, and

therefore any form of representation resists the conceptual distinctions of the above

signification system. Secondly, there is no representation that only signifies the

qualities in music (no qualisign), except the fact that the qualities are felt everywhere

in the discourse. Both points are thus related to the problem of the ways in which

each sign (or representation) conceptualises musical images. It can be assumed that

the ways in which the qualitative entity is handled clarify the course in which images

are signified. Peirce's theory is a philosophical enterprise and encourages little

application in the areas where the identification of signs is already problematic.

Nevertheless, it points to the fact that in music the conceptualisation of images has a

unique property where the qualitative elements have a critical role in the

signification.

In order to examine the other questions raised earlier and reassess the

components of musical signification, we need to go to the question of the approach

and location in which signs are produced, if we wish to develop a semiology of

musical performance.

70 
Charles Sanders Peirce, Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, edited by C. Hartshorne, P. Weiss and

A. W. Burk, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1958, Vol. 2, §243-246.
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The approach towards musical expression

i. Production of music

At this stage it may be helpful to see how music became a medium of fine art, since

this formulation suggests the manner in which the ideas had changed over the

centuries. Historically speaking music was not always considered as a fine art. The

Renaissance saw music more predominantly as a craft:7I

Prior to the Counter Reformation, music was generally perceived as among the crafts, and in

its primary function, as the setting of religious texts, seems rather analogous to the particular

craft of setting precious jewels. It is, in short, what we would call now one of the decorative

arts. Various intellectual movements in the second half of the sixteenth century, notably the

Counter Reformation and the rise of opera, transformed the musical setting of texts. . . into a

palpably representational art, recognised as such, that is, as representational, although not

yet as Art with a capital "A", since, as Kristeller observes, "the Renaissance . . was still far

from establishing the modern system of the arts."72

It was only towards the eighteenth century that music came to be considered

a fine art, recognised as having the ability to imitate nature by means of symbolic

expression in sounds. The representation of nature was the main criterion of a work

of art. This concept was derived from the Greek-Roman idea of art as an imitation of

nature, and furthermore its application in music was significantly representative of

Enlightenment thought. Its theory tended towards quasi-mathematical and

epistemological justification of aesthetic activities, thus providing a depth and

complexity in the possibility of representing nature. Kant describes the capacity and

unique attributes of musical expression in his Critique ofJudgment in this light:

71 
The question of whether music is a craft or art is not clear-cut in any way and concerns rather the balance and

the shift of emphasis in the IA ays people perceive music. Both forms of musical composition have always existed
and remain active to this day. It may also be necessary to clarify the definition of the word 'craft' here: the word
encompasses meanings from a simple skill to elaborate technique. An elaborate technique is often aesthetically
pleasing in itself, and the difference between art and craft is a fine line. However, craft is fundamentally
functional in its origin and purpose, whilst art is not.
72 

Peter Kivy, 'Is Music an Art?', The Fine Art of Repetition, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1993, p.
370. Kristeller quotation is from Paul Oskar Kristeller, 'The Modern System of the Arts', Renaissance Thought
and the Arts: Collected Essays, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1980, p. 186. However, it must also be
mentioned here that, in contrast to the above general claim, Reinhard Strohm demonstrates how some composers
such as Josquin des Prez introduced new means of constructing music, including connecting modes and the
'moods' of the words, and suggests that there was much more than only craftsmanship in musical composition
during the Renaissance period. Reinhard Strohm, The Rise of European Music 1380-1500, Cambridge University
Press, Cambridge, 1993, pp. 608-644.
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It is of note that these two senses [of hearing (music) and of sight (art of colour)], over and

above such susceptibility for impressions as is required to obtain concepts of external objects

by means of these impressions, also admit of a peculiar associated sensation of which we can

not well determine whether it is based on sense or reflection; and that this sensibility may at

times be wanting, although the sense, in other respects, and in what concerns its employment

for the cognition of objects, is by no means deficient but particularly keen. In other words,

we cannot confidently assert whether a colour or a tone (sound) is merely an agreeable

sensation, or whether they are in themselves a beautiful play of sensations, and in being

estimated aesthetically, convey, as such, a delight in their form. If we consider the velocity

of the vibrations of light, or, in the second case, of the air, which in all probability far

outstrips any capacity on our part for forming an immediate estimate in perception of the

time interval between them, we should be led to believe that it is only the effect of those

vibrating movements upon the elastic parts of our body, that can be evident to sense, but that

the time-interval between them is not noticed nor involved in our estimate. . 73

The major consequence of the philosophical argument in the eighteenth

century brought a prominent change in the system of musical expression: music

became furnished with a metaphysical level in the process of expressing images. The

representation may not have been connected directly with nature (the represented

being), but if the creative process involved humanly reflective understanding — the

point which Kant elaborates in conjunction with the art of speech 74 — it could be

legitimately considered worthy of fine art. In this way the craft of expression

acquired a new significance and affected decisively the future course of

development in music. Simultaneously, the provision of a metaphysical level meant

the universalisation of ideals in fine arts, and it established a ground for aesthetic

practice and judgment. The new criterion expanded the potential of musical

expression to the extent where music could share and exchange the system of

expressive language with the other fine arts. In other words, music started to exploit

the expressive devices that had originally belonged to other fine arts, such as

pictorial, gestural, and programmatic means of expression. The artistry in musical

expression became focused on bringing images via all possible means to reality.

73
Immanuel Kant, The Critique ofJudgment, translated by J. C. Meredith, Oxford University Press, Oxford,

1952, §51, p. 189.
74

Ibid., §52 and §53, pp. 190-196. For example, a song that combines poetry (to which Kant gives the highest
aesthetic worth among the fine arts) with music demonstrates that the pleasure is at the same time culture, and
disposes the soul to ideas, making it thus susceptible of such pleasure and entertainment in greater abundance'.
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How do we determine the appropriate articulation with which to express

these images? The expression of the artist in any medium is processed through a

limited form of articulation that imparts particular elements of images. We can

surmise that the task of the artist is to find a suitable means that has a strong

expressive power with which to appropriate images. However, one of the problems

of expression in music is that the sounds have an immense variety of expression and

we are often in difficulty when trying to establish a distinct relationship between the

images and realities. This is due to the immaterial means of expression, so that we

sometimes lack any concrete material — or intelligible criterion — to prove the course

of expression. For example, the image of harmony may be presented by the

application of a concept that has a harmonious property, or by referring to a matter

or event that enacts harmony. In the latter case, the understanding may come more

concretely because it is an imitation of something that is already an expression, but

in the former case the understanding involves an abstract process that may not

always register the image in our mind, but is nevertheless successful in impressing it

on our perception. This is the fascination Kant describes.75

The scope between images and their articulation is not only extensive but

also ambiguous in music. The success of expressive process depends on many

factors, one of which is the shared expectation between composer, performer, and

listener. Such expectation depends heavily on the cultural premise on which the

event takes place. At this moment we can only establish the fact that the amplitude

of this space of signification increases the responsibility and competence of

craftsmanship in the artist who handles the expression of the images. The extensive

(and elusive) potential of expressive power may seem a problem, but is often turned

into a creative advantage. It introduces a level of expressivity where the expression

goes beyond a mere imitation of images into solid entities — the act of expression

itself creates a poetic scheme aided by the immaterial (metaphysical) means. Thus

75
During the seventeenth century we fmd many examples which contain expressions that are prominently

ambiguous in meaning as they were prior to becoming customised into the Baroque rhetoric. Here is one
example: the ways in which meditation is expressed in the works of Francisco de Zurbaran. As a painter
specialising in portraits of saints and monks, Zurbaran painted those people practising meditation. There are at
least two types of expression operating. Firstly, the reference to meditation is self-evident by the object shown.
Secondly, the images of meditation are realised through the images of white as a colour. The painter used in
communicating the images of meditation the concept of the colour as purity of mind and body (which is also
explained in the rhetoric), and the sensation of the colour as silence and plasticity (an impression). As to the
second point of the second type the explanation is speculative, as there is no theory to prove it despite its
expressive power.
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the artist fills the space with the dynamism that enriches the interplay between the

two extremes of reality and imagination. The young Rilke grasped the magnitude

and potential of such craftsmanship, the wealth and eloquence of the expressive

process, when he stood in front of a painting by Cezanne:

Somehow I too must find a way of making things; not plastic, written things, but realities

that arise from the craft itself. Somehow I too must discover the smallest constituent

element, the cell of my art, the tangible immaterial means of expressing everything. . .

and Eco aptly observes in Constable:

Constable's painting Wivenhoe Park was inspired by a poetics of the scientific rendering of

reality and to us seems decidedly 'photographic', with its detailed portrayal of trees, animals,

water and the luminosity of a patch of field caught by the sun. . . . Constable therefore had

invented a new way of coding our perception of light, and of transcribing it onto canvas.77

ii. Further production (reproduction) of music

We now examine a production of music approached by the performer. Whether this

should be called a reproduction or subsequent production of music depends on the

cultural context and we will not concern ourselves with this here.

Every medium of art holds individual scope for expressive languages as a

result of a particular form of articulation. Some of these languages can also be

shared by other media of art; although Barthes remarks that language is thought to

be the only semiotic system capable of interpreting another semiotic system, it

manages very poorly when attempting to interpret music. The normal practice of

music criticism only succeeds in translating a work or its performance into 'the

poorest of linguistic categories' 78, the adjective. Then he suggests,

rather than trying to change directly the language on music, it would be better to change the

musical object itself, as it presents itself to discourse, better to alter its level of perception or

intellection, to displace the fringe of contact between music and language. It is this

76
Rainer Maria Rilke, Briefe fiber Ozanne, edited by C. Rillce, Insel Verlag, Frankfurt, 1952; Letters on

Cezanne, translated by J. Agee, Jonathan Cape, London, 1988, p. v.
77 

Umberto Eco, A Theory of Semiotics, Indiana University Press, Bloomington, 1976, p. 204.
78 

Roland Barthes, The grain of the voice', Image Music Text, translated by S. Heath. Fontana Press, London,
1977, p. 180.
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displacement that I want to outline. . . [with regard to] the very precise space (genre) of the

encounter between a language and a voice. I shall straight away give a name to this signifier

at the level of which, I believe, the temptation of ethos can be liquidated (and thus the

adjective banished): the grain, the grain of the voice when the latter is in a dual posture, a

dual production — of language and music.79

The more universal semiology should find a standpoint where two different

categories of systems can converge. What is engaging in his argument is the

redistribution of levels where signification is located.

The effort is made to establish the common ground of speech and music from

which the two semiotic systems originate their operation. In Barthes' theory, these

systems do not converge during the process, and therefore the need to focus on the

acoustic/performative aspect is undoubtedly one of the shared conditions on the

premise of operation of both categories. This acoustic ground bears a unique power

of becoming autonomous and significant by itself, not necessarily affected by the

orientation of a work. Its vitality 'forms a signifying play having nothing to do with

communication, representation (of feelings), expression; it is that apex (or that

depth) of production. . . where melody explores how the language works and

identifies with that work'. 8° At the origin of creativity with the flowing quality of

images there is something that determines the mode of expression. In speech it is

termed 'diction', and it is the same thing that gives energy to speech and to music —

the materiality of the body which emits signs. The materiality of the performer is as

concrete as the materiality of measurable quantities in writing.

What then is the relationship between musical images and the materiality of

the performer? The attributes that define the character of a performer are

scientifically measurable. However, it has to be said the performer is also a mass of

qualities that are only partly quantitative. 81 These qualities are the manifestations of

the genetic as well as cultural physiognomy of the person. The complexity of such

qualities is substantial enough to produce individual images of a person, and these

are often referred to as 'fingerprint', 'personal style', or even 'talent'. The personal

79
Ibid., pp. 180-181.

Ibid., p. 182.
81

Here I exclude those performative apparatuses that are not subjective, such as electrically devised performing
instruments, from our consideration. Non-subjective performing bodies employ a different system, and cannot be
included in the present discussion.
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images form the ground upon which any act of signification is articulated. Therefore

these material images are prerequisites to the communicative operation, and

autonomous and unconnected from musical images which the person communicates.

In this way, a performance constitutes its makings from a binary set of images — that

of the performer and of the composition.

This hypothesis can be generalised to the extent that the performer is just one

case of all probable interpretants. This is to say that it can be the composer, the

performer, or the listener, who is involved in the process of musical communication,

different only in their role and responsibility in the process and outcome. In short,

the interpretant is the carrier of musical images, leading to the view which makes the

co-existence of the subject and object images essential. We know instinctively — as

seen in the example at the beginning of this chapter — that qualities of the interpreted

subject (dance/music) and those of the representational object (dancer/performer) are

different. It is not because the performer is an individual independent from the

identity of the composition, but because we recognise the duality of images between

the subject and the object creating something that cannot be attributed solely to

either of them. It is the 'grain' — the fundamental materiality — of the interpretant,

with its individual images, that provides the motor to determine the mode for

musical images in the exploration of how the composition (the quantified images)

works, thus creating dynamic discourse.

If the expressive elements in a speaker are the voice, diction, and intonation,

we consider the equivalent of those in a performer to be the tone colour, articulation,

and pitch. Every performer has an individual musical timbre, and this does not

necessarily coincide with the quality of images in a composition. It can be said that

the interest of performance practice lies in this: the semiology of timbre broadens the

horizon of operation in the semiology of music which otherwise limits the

understanding of signification to within what is quantitative — the inevitable. This

suggests the necessity of exhaustive examination of the approaches towards the

identification of the surrounding of the score. The importance given to the

connection between the score and the corresponding sound must be balanced with

the carefully analysed relationships between the creative images and the score. The

incorporation into the examination of the function of 'grain' — the affectivity of

timbral physiognomy — leads to the question of context: where the semiology should

be situated in music.
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The location of semiology

Nattiez views Molino's semiotic theory 82 as a symbolic scheme independent of any

social context, although he, Nattiez, is aware that the position of 'meaning' is central

to this theory. He allocates the tripartite scheme of images, work, and sound, to a set

of terms that convey their function in a social context of communication: producer,

trace, and receiver. 83 The scheme consists of two processes: the one approach from

the producer to the trace is called a `poietic' process, and the other from the receiver

to the trace an 'esthesic' process. Thus it can produce three kinds of analysis:

analysis of the trace (the neutral level), analysis of the poietic process, and analysis

of the esthesic process. The trace is given a concrete position as the axis of the

communication between the producer and the receiver, the construction and the

reconstruction. The analysis of the trace produces a coding that shows the most

stable facts in the signification of a particular music among the outcome of the three

types. The three analyses do not always correspond: the poietic is not necessarily

destined to end in communication and the esthesic is strongly affected by the

context, the facts learned in the analysis of the trace may not be structurally

significant or aurally perceptible at all. In the comparative analysis of the two outer

processes, the aim is often a local synchronisation, an establishment of a code

common to both sides of the axis, because this is what which permits

communication. The scheme raises some questions: does such a method of

objectification and reductionism really represent the signification? Can we relate

them to each other otherwise for a better understanding? Is any analysis more

representative than the others? The comparative analysis of the two processes tends

to ignore the possibility of non-synchronic elements creating expressive power.

Besides, any structuralist approach to music has at times appeared to imply how

music should communicate, and the established code could be understood as an

imperative, a criterion of ethical correctness. There are many errors we may easily

82 
Jean Molino, 'Fait musical et semiologie de la musique',MUSiqUe en Jeu, 17, 1975, pp. 37-62; 'Musical Fact

and the Semiology of Music', translated by J. A. Underwood, with an Introduction by C. Ayrey, Musical
Analysis, Blackwell, Oxford, Vol. 9, No. 2, 1990, pp. 105-156.
83 

Jean-Jacques Nattiez, Music and Discourse, op. cit., p. 17.
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fall into. It requires a remarkable vigilance to situate this scheme and utilise it

effectively.

Explaining the code of communication slightens the affectivity of non-code,

non-communicative elements that are nevertheless an integral part of signification in

music. By offering three kinds of analysis with each outcome being different,

Molino's scheme expresses an acknowledgment of the impossibility of defining

communication. However, its success lies in negating the non-existence of the

communication system.

Molino's theory is not a negation of communication. It is, instead, a theory of symbolic

functioning that deems communication no more than any particular case of various modes

of exchange, only one of the possible results of the symbolic process.84

While understanding the nature of symbolic functioning in the tripartition,

we may still ask a question: is it possible not to give the trace a concrete location?

We may understand the trace only as an attribute of the larger communication

system. Notation can be considered as a phenomenon in the course of musical

signification, but not necessarily as the sole bearer of signs. We have seen that

taking musical writing as signs is in any case treacherous. It is evident that notation

can be nothing more than a description of something, and takes no immediate

responsibility in the realisation for which it is described. Indeed, this something

never shows itself in writing except as a trace — being a trace postulates that the

subject (whose trace it is) lies unrecognised.

Molino's tripartition has opened up a horizon which helps us understand the

vortex of musical signification and communication by providing a model of

investigation that articulates the ways in which various interpretants (composers,

performers, listeners, etc.) operate. Here we may derive another tripartite set as a

preliminary examination to Molino's in order to learn how to locate his scheme

effectively. I suggest the following: images, concepts, and timbre. 'Concepts'

indicates elements that can be conceived through reason, or transcribed so as to

leave a trace. The examination of this set is aimed at observing the nature of musical

signification, how the images and concepts correspond. We are at the moment

84
Ibid.
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leaving out any social context which is inevitably involved in communication, in

order first to clarify the system of signification within the given frame of a work.

The communication system involves a number of conditions to which the

signification is subjected to the extent that the former can obscure the nature of the

latter. However, two things should be pointed out with reference to the involvement

of the interpretant in the signification. Firstly, this set does not exclude active

involvement of the interpretant within the function of signification. On the contrary,

it necessitates it, because it is the interpretant who holds, acts upon and recognises

the three categories. Some of the physical and cultural limitations that define our

capacity to perceive will be considered within the extent that there is a vital

influence on the signification itself. The second point is that the interpretant is not

divided into the opposition of producer and receiver, or discriminated according to

the role each interpretant plays in the system. This is resolved by involving all

parties with equal concerns in the opposition of the images and concepts. The

subversion of contrasts should help us understand the text of a given work.

Given this positioning, timbre may be understood as a coding medium. It is

not a code itself, because timbre is clearly not a structural object. This

mobility/fluidity is the reason for employing this tripartite set as a preliminary

examination in order to survey elements in the signification (including the

communicative and non-communicative), and at the same time the one which

justifies the purpose of the attempt to give a focus (if not the position as a centre) to

timbre in the examination.

Concerning the elements of semiology

i. Discussion

Because of the distinct way in which signs are understood, we may consider the

examination of the images-concepts-timbre set as a study of arbitration. This aims to

complement the semiology of music which has been taken to be a study of

communication between written musical signs and meaning. The substance of

signification, musical timbre, is experienced throughout the process in the present

examination, therefore it can be understood as a morphology of timbre. The constant

presence of timbre on the level of experience overcomes two problematic facts of
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communication: the difference in the manners in which the substance is perceived

according to individuals, and the difference in the ontological forms of

representation (such as composition and performance). In conducting the study we

need to confine ourselves to attempts at a theory of signification, not at a theory of

semantics (how music communicates). Thus we will understand the substance to be

an entity that appears in multifarious modes regardless of what it might mean or

what articulation it might form in the psychology of the listener.

Images and concepts are the products of two forms of knowledge. The

former come from intuitive knowledge of individual things obtained through the

imagination of the individual, and the latter from logical knowledge of the relations

between the things obtained through the intellect of the universal. Concepts,

however, are not merely partial images reduced to the quantitative, because concepts

are also a productive agent whose vitality can create the images of concepts.

Those concepts which are found mingled and fused with the intuitions are no longer

concepts, in so far as they are really mingled and fused, for they have lost all independence

and autonomy. They have been concepts, but have now become simple elements of
85

intuition.

Signification can thus take on a chain-reaction after the initial perception of dynamic

images (those ones which precede concepts), if we understand the initial perception

of images to be the cause of signification. In other words, it is intuitive knowledge

which causes and directs a sequence of interaction with logical knowledge to express

something. Intuitive knowledge can in this way transform the function of logical

knowledge during the sequence. Images possess the power to conduct a

transformation of the function of concepts, and it is this power of intuition which

makes concepts as vibrant as images.

85 
Benedetto Croce, Estetica come scienza dell'espressione e linguistica generale, 1909; Aesthetic as Science of

Expression and General Linguistic, translated by D. Ainslie, Transaction Publishers, New Brunswick, 1995, p. 2.
Croce gives his definition of intuition thus: intuitive knowledge is expressive knowledge, independent and
autonomous in respect to intellectual function; indifferent to later empirical discriminations, to reality and to
unreality, to formations and perceptions of space and time, which are also later: intuition or representation is
distinguished as form from what is felt and suffered, from the flux of wave of sensation, or from psychic matter;
and this form, this taking possession, is expression. To intuit is to express; and nothing else (nothing more, but
nothing less) than to express.' (p. 11) Croce's 'intuition' is similar to Barthes"grain', but its impact on the act of
appreciating the object is of much greater measure - that is to say that there is a greater variability that the
intuition can perform on the definition/perception of the object.
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The virtue of artistic mediation therefore lies in the handling of the

relationship between images and concepts. In the case of music, this mediation is

enacted not only by the composer, but also by the performer. Any person possessing

intuition can develop transformations of the function of concepts, and express

images as dynamic as they are originally encountered. If we define the intention of

any scientific work is to preserve the dynamism and articulate it in the most specific

way, we may understand that the intention of every artistic mediation is to preserve

the dynamism and articulate it in the most universal way. It is the degree of this

effort which distinguishes a work of art.

The difference between a scientific work and a work of art, that is, between an intellectual

fact and an intuitive fact, lies in the difference of the total effect aimed at by their respective

authors.
86

In music an acoustic quality can lend itself to many conceptual definitions.

The vitality of the energy within a sound mobilises the images to transform

themselves into concepts, concepts to new images, then to new concepts, and so

forth, extending the scope and diversifying the articulation of outcomes. The volume

(or body) grows into a large mass comprising numerous sets of images founded in

various stages of the process. We may question the value of the initial images in the

light of a multitude of concepts: does the identification of the initial images serve

towards a clarification of the significance of a particular timbre? If the shared

characteristic of all the images is the energy that generates them, it leads to the idea

that the products (concepts) of this energy have the shared qualitative significance

(qualitative elements), although the perceived images themselves may be different.

To identify the initial images is to nominate these qualitative elements which emerge

in all their concepts. Such identification leads us to the knowledge of the area that

engenders the atoms of the collective images — the text of the work.

We understand very well some of the concepts involved in the process, and

we may even understand some qualities characteristic of these concepts. Assuming a

given timbre has generated these qualities, we can then assess the area of qualitative

elements of this timbre for further examination. This area can also be said to most

86	 .
Ibtd, p. 3.
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likely hold the quality of initial images (since all the concepts claim the initial

images as the cause of the transferral), and it is likely that the identification of the

area leads to the recognition of the processes of conceptualisation. Consequently this

identification leads to the recognition of other areas to which the collective images

refer, the involvement of which is an essential part of the signification process.

Presently we shall focus on this process of transferral between images and concepts

from the position of the performer, for it reveals more clearly the issues involved in

defining the affective area of a given timbre through expounding some ambiguities

and contradictions.

ii. Example

An example can be easily found at the level of everyday practice. There are

instances where a performer comes across many indications given within a small

space of time in music, which suggests that a precise quality and a great care of

execution is asked for. It can be like this:

PPP

sot tasto
Ilautaildo

Ex. II I

A sound on the violin, with two long notes held together at the interval of a major

tenth with descriptions: flautando, sul tasto, ppp. A single sound can lead in this way

to various conceptual descriptions, which are all related to each other in their

significance as a qualitative whole before arriving at their definition. The process of

this particular transferral between images and concepts may be easier to follow from
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the position of the person who produced the concepts. 87 The two pitches may have

been determined first, then the dynamic, then the other parameters. Why does the

producer keep adding? The effort may be directed at defining precisely the outcome

as well as suggesting a small number of optional means in which the required sound

can be best achieved. The questions are: do the descriptive signs (as concepts)

specify the quality of timbre better as their number increases? Does an obedient

execution of these indications lead to the most appropriate expression of the images

that brought them about? Or should the effort of this producer be understood as an

attempt at conceiving something inconceivable? If that is the case what exactly is the

space of interpretation and where should it take place?

The answer to the first question is generally speaking 'yes' from the

producer's side, and 'no' from the reproducer's (performer's) side. The 'no' can be

proved by the contradictions presented in an attempt at an obedient execution. Let us

describe the suggested properties of these indications in the above example. The two

notes held at the interval of a major tenth can signify many things. Technically, the

higher pitch is an overtone of the lower (transposed down by an octave), and the fact

of this relationship suggests a harmonious element between them. The flautando

means literally 'to be played like a flute', therefore the quality of this sound should

simulate that instrument's. The sul tasto indicates the position (on the fingerboard)

to be bowed and the resulting action 'softens' the sound. The ppp means a small

degree in amplitude, although the measurement is a relative one. The producer is

indeed specifying the qualities through conceptual definitions.

However, through actual experiments with these specifications and their

effects on the violin, we soon become aware of the variations this sound can have. A

major tenth on the violin is a practically demanding one to execute, due to the stretch

of the left hand, and can lead to great tension in the sound. Holding these two notes

together usually projects the sound louder than a single note, particularly so in this

case because the given large interval makes the upper pitch difficult to hear. There

87 .
Nicolas Ruwet discusses the arbitrary nature of articulations often involved in post-Webennan serialist

compositions. He argues that many of the intended articulations are seldom perceived in performance (even in
the performer's best possible attempts at articulating them), because music does not have a language the infra-
structure of which is built on a solid, referable foundation — such as literature being based on spoken language.
The fact that music has to create this infra-structure for itself can be seen at the root of the problems which arise
when musical articulation goes beyond its own safety-margin, that of tonality. Nicolas Ruwet, 'Contradictions
within the Serial Language' (1958), translated by M. Shenfield, Die Re/he, edited by H. Eimert and K.
Stockhausen, Theodore Presser, Pennsylvania, Vol. 6, 1960, pp. 65-76.
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are at least two options: the ppp may have to be taken as symbolic in order to make

both pitches heard, or, the upper pitch be reduced to a non-harmonic noise in order

to maintain the soft amplitude. Thefluutando may suggest a character of stillness, or

on the contrary something like an echo (a characteristic of overflowing activity).

Though it is more often produced by means of bow positioning, perhaps more

effectively characterised in this case by means of the ways one pressurises the left-

fingers that hold the notes. This view is supported by the simultaneous indications of

flautando and sul tasto. Despite the fact that flautando and sul tasto are often used

synonymously to indicate a 'muffled' sound, a strict observation of sul tasto can

make it possible to produce a sound that can be closely related to the flute, by means

of bowing exactly at the half way length of the string, without obscuring ('muffling')

the sound itself 88 However, this cannot be done in the circumstances of these two

notes, because of the large difference in the length of the strings on which the two

notes are fingered. The given indications comprise attributes that contradict each

other, and in this way it demonstrates a case where the conceptual specifications are

not leading literally to the identification of their timbre: an obedient execution of

these indications is a senseless one, if not an abuse of the effort of the producer.

This suggests that the given indications should perhaps be understood as the

result of a suggestive effort rather than of an instructive one. 89 The attempt of the

producer is confined to the minimum by the very images to be specified, because

conceiving the inconceivable contradicts the nature of the energy in music. A

suggestive effort does not mean vagueness: rather, it specifies the types of sound

found in musical practice which partake in the cognitive approximation of the

images. Indications are empirically derived means of expression to communicate

these images intelligibly, and consequently their intelligibility may not always be

logical.

The space of interpretation is therefore a broad one. Imagination broadens

this space, and every attempt at doing so defines gradually the area in which

88 
When bowed exactly at the half way length of the string, it produces a smaller number of harmonics, hence its

character closer to that of the flute. However, the vibration structure of a bowed string depends heavily on the
bow speed and pressure that creates the frictional force in playing. The flautando technique determines this
aspect of bow movement more than any other: the bow must move with the minimum degree of frictional force
on the string (without loosing the sound).
89 

It may be argued that, for example, the pitch is not a suggestion but a definite instruction. However, we are
then dealing with a parameter where images are directly referable to fixed values. Many descriptive parameters
have fixed values (such as instrumentation and metronome markings) and that may explain the reason why some
musicians consider notation to be a fixed set of instructions.
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imagination can agree with realistic applications. For example, should the above

sound involve vibrato or not? Introducing vibrato cancels the above mentioned

manner of producing the flautando / sul tasto sound, although it has the advantage of

controlling the harmonic balance between the two notes. Despite the fact that there is

no indication to use it, vibrato may well change the character of the timbre more

effectively than some of the descriptions here. It may produce what is generally

called a 'warm' sound. What about the speed and pressure of the bow? Theoretically

speaking the flautando marking determines this dimension, yet in practice the main

restriction comes from the playing of two notes at ppp, the suggested effect of which

is somewhat different from that of theflautando.9°

There are many contradictions that invite us to doubt whether the indications

are correctly employed. However, questioning the appropriateness of using these

indications misses the point. If the indications are the facts whose existence

preceded that of the images, the argument is legitimate. 91 Appropriateness in the use

of indications is actually a question of custom, and although the knowledge of this

custom is an important premise in Western musical practice, we need to

acknowledge the fact that an inappropriate notation (or a score that doesn't seem to

make sense) doesn't always impoverish the vitality of images. Musical images often

surpass such technical difficulty. Therefore the question of appropriateness doesn't

necessarily address the question of the approach in which the constituent qualitative

elements can be identified. This also leads us to reconsider the appropriateness

attached to any instance of representation, be it a set of indications or a cluster of

sounds, whether it is at all possible to be ever appropriate in expressing the images

that they are supposed to do. This will be discussed later.

Coming back to the above example of realising the indicated sound, it must

be mentioned that these concepts are related to many other levels of organisation,

and isolating this sound as such a small fragment without a proper context is unfair.

90
The ideal bowing point for the two notes to be heard clearly at ppp and that for the same notes to have the

flautando effect do not coincide. It is due to the difference between the spectral parameters to which the
instrument responds individually if an acoustically perfect rendition is required. There is an area where all the
requirements can be met, however, it will not satisfy them equally and inevitably be left to the matter of 'overall'
effect.
91

Even when a work is not meant to impart images — mainstream minimalist compositions can be considered as
examples — the quality of images is still predominantly felt in every representation of the work because a musical
representation presupposes necessarily the existence of images within it. It can be argued whether the facts
control the images or the other way round. The ex-pressivity of such a compositional design may depend largely
on the proximity between the two.
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Nevertheless, this isolation already shows a microcosm of a network of signification

with all its ambiguities. The above description of practical details suggests that the

area of the shared qualitative elements may need to stretch infinitely further to

include more elements that are equally likely to be attributed to the genre of this

sound. The necessity to include this extended area is vital, since the dynamism of

images is at the root of this sound, and to fix their quality is to defy its timbre. These

deducible and imaginable elements — however contradictory to each other — are

important for the rendition of this dynamism.

Despite our curiosity to find out the exact composition of images, its analysis should

not be given too great an importance in the present discussion, in view of the

significance the sound has as a musical timbre. It is hard to think that images can be

expressed as a timbre, unless they are genuinely synthesised or integrated into one.

This observation leads to a shift in the question of what should be understood

foremost in musical images. The specificity of images exists only by virtue of the

way they are articulated. Coherent links between concepts can strengthen the

expressivity of timbre because they keep the concepts perceptually close to the

images. The extended area of ambiguous and contradictory elements provides a

space in which intuitive power operates in order to capture the images in a manner

most expressive as a timbre in the given context. What timbre articulates through the

interpretant's understanding of the concepts within the space of the expressible are

the images, despite the fact that they may differ at every instance of representing a

work. The ambiguities and contradictions keep us questioning the concepts

continually and stimulate the vitality of our imagination, and this vitality relates

itself to that of images. Thus, initial images are identified with the extent of the

imaginative operation of the intuitive subject, and defined as possibilities that can be

reached by the subject (the interpretant) and tenable as a timbre. These images

specify only a general area of the qualitative elements without boundaries. The non-

fixability of images is the source of their dynamic power, as well as the source that

gives the vitality to timbre and to our imagination. Timbre is a resisting of images

from evaporating into conceptualisation.
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The flame consists of a splendid clarity, of an unusual vigor, and of an igneous ardor, but

possesses the splendid clarity that it may illuminate and the igneous ardor that it may burn.92

The above words by Hildegard can be interpreted in a specific way: that a

flame has extraordinary characters but their virtue of existence depends on the way

they are employed. The extraordinary properties of light and fire are attributable to

the three elements of the flame. This symbolic apparatus can be applied to

interpreting musicality of music. Perhaps a work of art expresses images in our

efforts to capture them, rather than in our efforts to realise and communicate them.

Here the pre-eminent issue becomes how, rather than what, the work expresses.

Although the properties of light and fire may be extraordinary, the most fascinating

thing is the way in which the three elements come in contact with humanity. Whilst

the consequence of this contact leads to the production of light, fire, and ever greater

resources, the unique nature of the flame is all the more recognised. Musical images

may be understood in a similarly subversive way: by means of our ongoing efforts to

capture them (but not capturing them), we recognise their potential power, their

nature, and the volatile link between them. It conveys the dynamism of the images in

a similar way in which musical timbre does its own dynamism.

This is to say that to some extent the musical content, or the focal point of

musical existence, lies in the process that articulates it. The real content, the images,

is something perceptible but perhaps meaningless to us. We shall never know the

real content — therefore one cannot say that music has no content — and in this

respect, diligent attempts at responding to what is thought to be the content is all that

matters. This attitude also corresponds to the reason why music is not only a

scientific subject. Music requires diligence and vigilance on our part (without any

moral connotation), with the aim of our serving it more than its serving us.

92 ,
Flanuna enim splendida claritate et purpureo uirore ac igneo ardore consistit. Sed splendidam claritatem

habet ut luceat, et purpureum uirorem ut uigeat, atque igneum ardorem ut ardeat.' (Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias,
edited by A. Ffihrkifitter and A. Carlevaris, Corpus Christianorurn Continuatio Mcdiaevalis 43, Typographi
Brepols Editores Pontificii, Turnhout, 1978, p. 128.) A direct translation of this original Latin: 'A flame is made
up of brilliant light and red power and fiery heat. It has brilliant light that it may shine, and red power that it may
endure, and fiery heat that it may burn.' (Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias, translated by C. Hart and J. Bishop,
Paulist Press, Mahwah, New Jersey, 1990, pp. 161-165.) However, I have chosen a secular translation of the text
(quoted in Umberto Eco, 11 nome della rosa, Fabbri-Bompiani, Sonzongo, 1980; The Name of the Rose,
translated by W. Weaver, Minerva edition, Mandarin Paperbacks, London, 1992, p. 239) which articulates most
appropriately the nature and property of heat and light, which makes it more relevant in the present context.
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III. Controlling timbre

1.	 Towards a pragmatic analysis of the function of some timbral

parameters

The continuity of acoustic identity in varying contexts

In the teaching of Japanese music, a master passes on the art of practice by giving

lessons orally to a very few selected pupils. Many scholars attribute the origin of this

enclaved attitude towards teaching to that of Buddhist teaching, where the 'basic

principle of education and the manner of practice rested on self-enlightenment by

pupils rather than teaching them'. 93 In addition to this, it is considered that music

features spiritual qualities (such as grace) which are by definition not a property of

the secular world. Out of these factors emerges the idea of acquiring skills through

spiritual training, and it has lead to a development of a particular form of tradition: a

hereditary system is the way in which many styles of practising fine arts have been

maintained in Japan up to this day. The virtue of filial obedience (which is the

cardinal teaching in Confucianism) strengthens the appropriateness of inheriting the

legacy of ancestors, and the resulting social and spiritual agreement between the two

major Asian philosophies has firmly established the hereditary system as tradition.

Teaching the heir is one of the most important tasks the master ever undertakes — it

amounts to the preservation of a tradition and the survival of its art.

One of the most significant aspects of Japanese music teaching is the total

subjugation with which the pupils relate themselves to their master. Harich-

Schneider points out the differences in teaching method between the Western and

the Oriental thus:

The Western teacher believes in an educational principle leading from an inner

understanding to the exterior activity; he gives the principles and expects the pupil to

develop these principles in an individual manner in his own, independent, artistic utterance.

93	 .	 .
Eishi Kikkawa, 'History of Music Education in Japan', Ongaku Jiten (Music Dictionary), Volume II, 1955, p.

90; cited in Elizabeth May, The Influence of the Meiji Period on Japanese Children's Music, University of
California, Berkeley, 1963, p. 22.
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The Oriental believes in the reverse method: from faithful and literal imitation of the teacher

in all exterior manifestations the final understanding of the principles will gradually

emerge. 94

The Japanese educational manner has a strong link with the customs of the feudal

past. The prevalence of exclusivity represented by different 'schools' (of

performance style) can be explained by sectarian monopolism, and the formality by

collective discipline. Although these circumstances have most likely affected their

educational principle, it can also be argued that the unique quality of their practice

has been the most vital influence in determining the principle.

What exactly is inherited in this hereditary succession? Once permitted or

chosen to enter the vocation, there is a long strict course for the pupils to follow. For

the master the teaching includes demonstration by playing, verbal explanation, and

dissemination of oral literature about music, and for the pupils memorisation and

imitation. The goal for the pupil is to be just like the master in everything.

Nevertheless, it is soon to be realised that becoming a replica of the master is not the

ultimate goal — it is only a goal in the first stage of succession.

Rote-teaching has been generally criticised in the West as being likely to

prevent pupils from developing originality. However, by teaching a work as a

conceptually undivided whole, the method provides an opportunity for an

hermeneutic approach towards the work — this constitutes the second and more

significant stage of succession. It is an issue that has to be discussed separately, and

at the moment suffice it to say that rote-teaching has one advantage: a specific

presentation is preserved as a type. Here a type means not only a set of features but

also an overall identity. Together with the repertoire and stylistic conventions, what

is inherited is this identity of performance practice. The second stage of succession

has a crucial importance in amalgamating the various elements of practice with its

identity as their focal point.

A type then needs to be recognised in the person who practices it. The

smaller the number of persons associated with a type, the closer the relationship

between the subject and object — so that the practice and practitioner are, at any

given point in history, always identifiable as one and the same thing. The artistry of

the practice is tantamount to the authority of the practitioner, because it lies in the

94 
Eta Harich-Schneider, A History of Japanese Music, Oxford University Press, London, 1973, pp. 547-548.
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effectiveness of the ways in which the chosen persons identify their human

uniqueness as an individual with that of the practice.

A succession in this manner can take a lifetime. Nevertheless, once the

succession is complete, there is no question of authenticity — not because the

successor is the only one who represents that particular art, but because the singular

mode of inheritance (from one person to another) is essential in defining the identity

of its practice. This is to say that the changes of personnel may modify the qualities

but maintain the identity. There is only the difference between stronger or weaker

renditions of that identity by different generations. The identity is not the sum of the

features but the ever transforming whole which embraces them.

The history of such art follows the history of its practitioners. Nevertheless,

considering the fact that the continuation of many art forms in the world is still being

carried out in the hereditary system, the successful cases shed light on the ways in

which performance practice in general can be conveyed in its entirety. There are

some characteristics that are common to all successful ones. One of them is the

qualitative link: of the many different ways of succession from one practitioner to

another of the same discipline, the hereditary system provides perhaps the strongest

qualitative link between two persons in performance practice around the world.

However, their practice also suggests that the relationship between the interacting

two persons is largely of a social kind rather than that of resemblance. 95 This invites

the question of how two practitioners can collaborate towards better comprehension

of the quality of musical sound.96

In the production of Western music, notation provides a standard that

determines the approximate measure of quantitative elements. The comparison

between the two musical traditions tells us that the role of notation and other ways of

conceptualisation are often similar, but are greatly different in the degree of

specificity attached to them. The function of what are taken to be cardinal concepts

in Western music finds itself submerged under a unique humanist view so prevalent

95 
A succession of this kind is often carried between blood relatives. However, there are examples where the

family adopts an heir and brings them up as their own child. This suggests a view that the significance of kinship
develops according to the increase in their social relationship rather than their genetic similarities. It follows that
a succession of qualitative elements may also be an issue of cultivation rather than that of personal inclination to
a considerable extent, as is the case in dealing with quantitative elements.
96

Here the word 'collaborate' is used not only for a literal working-together, but also a mental one with the use
of imagination.
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in Asian philosophies. It can be best summarised in an epigram from China — the

country whose thoughts have greatly influenced every culture in Japan:

The purpose of notation is to guide the blind,

However, one should not be blinded by the notation.97

This chapter deals primarily with the production of musical sound, that is to

say the musical timbre encountered in performance practice rather than in

composition. It aims at clarifying how the identity of a specific timbre can be

maintained from its conception by the composer to its realisation by the performer.

A particular focus is given to the issues involved in the realistic instances where

composition and performance interact. The examination thus concentrates on the

practical means through which some timbral parameters are dealt with among

composers and performers.

The identity of a sound, and its timbral parameters and technical actions 98

The above example of Japanese musical practice illustrates a way in which musical

quality diverges in every representation. Although the meaning differs greatly from

one music to another, performance incorporates variety as a means of preserving

identity in every musical practice. The variety within different representations is a

vital fact in recognising the artistic significance of any performance practice.

Although the identity of a musical sound may not yield easily to analysis, it

contains definite features, and they can be analysed through timbral parameters. Of

those parameters involved in a musical sound, pitch is the most mathematically

organised dimension (and therefore the most logical and universal) producing least

variety when executed by performers. The dynamic may seem a stable parameter,

though its execution differs greatly according to the size and range of amplitude

available to performers. Many other parameters demand an individual attribution to

different instruments and persons, and a consideration from the point of view of each

97 
Shen Congsui, Dequ xuzhi, 1640; Gudian xiqu shengyun lunji chongbian (Collected Essays on the Vocal

Music of Classical Drama), edited by Fu Xihua, second print, Music Publication, Beijing, 1961, p. 92; cited in
Liang Mingyue, Music of the Billion: an Introduction to Chinese Musical Culture, Heinrichshofen Edition, New
York, 1985, p. 185.
98 

The word 'sound' is used in terms of general musical sound, implying a sequence or group of sounds as
opposed to silence, rather than a solitary occurrence of sound.
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instrument and each person. Do so many diverse systems of measurement help our

understanding of what is, ultimately, the identity of a sound?

Because of the fact that so many different parameters are interlocked to

constitute the identity of a sound, a spectral analysis of selected parameters may

easily lead to their isolation from the others, resulting in a futile disintegration of the

timbre. Nevertheless, when considering the identity of a given sound as a type (thus

allowing the qualitative variety within), the analysed features articulate themselves

in a particular way: the analysis then suggests a type of potential identity which the

nominated features can contribute to formulate. This leads to a proposal that a timbre

should be understood by means of these parameters, but not in terms of them. Hence

the criterion for timbral parameters should always be considered as relative and

partial. The variety found within each parameter can lead the interpreter to create a

unique sound without losing its characteristic identity, but can also upset the identity

within which this parameter is integrated. We may therefore see the variety within

each parameter as a constituent force in producing the difference in its executions.

The aim in analysing timbral parameters is to recognise the range of variety relevant

to the context in which the identity is maintained.

In the practice of Western music it is thought that the composer largely

determines the timbral parameters in a work, but this is certainly questionable —

since the idea reduces the performer to a mere executor. It can be argued that more

timbral parameters are in fact manipulated by the performer. It must be recognised

that technique denotes precisely this manipulation. 99 All the parameters (and indeed

the entire performance as representation) are realised through physical technical

actions.

Technique can be differentiated by its characteristic actions into groups. The

following analysis proceeds in these technically differentiated groups, as this allows

the maximum data of practical information to be examined. The acoustic source of

the given instrument largely determines the structure in which groups of technical

actions are related to each other. For example, the acoustic centre of the violin is,

99 
Good and bad performance is often considered synonymous with good and bad playing. It is possible to hear a

reasonably played bad performance (meaning a bad interpretation) but rarely possible to hear a poorly played
good performance. This suggests that the distinction of good and bad playing takes place before that of good and
bad performance. Thus playing (technical manipulation) subordinates performance rather than vice versa.
Technique can be understood as a resourcefulness - the expressivity of musical ideas heavily depending on the
means employed for their articulation.
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