
Chelsea Komschlies: Research Proposal !1

When I hear music, I am struck by the powerfully allusive relationships that it suggests with 
other, non-musical things. This is not a one-to-one correspondence. Instead, it seems that both the music 
and its associations are surface manifestations of something more primal and mysterious. This sense of 
mystery surrounding the relationship of music to other things is not unique to me: it was a major part 
Symbolist aesthetics in fin-de-siècle Europe and experienced by many people today as a form of 
synesthesia. While cases like mine have been documented sporadically in psychology and mentioned 
anecdotally in music (Scriabin), they are not adequately represented in existing theories of musical 
meaning, which often rely on models drawn from semiotic theory and traditional aesthetics. 

My project is to develop a theory of musical meaning that accounts for these instinctual 
associations, to understand their relationship to the way that the brain processes and stores information, 
and to use this theory to formalize a set of compositional procedures that I have been using all my life. 

These cross-modal relationships fall into several categories. One category may emerge as the 
strongest analogy in any given piece, but they are usually all present to some degree:  

Metaphors of the Inner Self 
1. Emotion: anything from complex feelings such as bittersweet longing to very basic and 

primal ones such as safety vs. danger, fear, noxious vs. pleasant, etc.  
2. State of Consciousness: the degree to which one is focused on and aware of one’s 

present surroundings and the present moment versus unaware of those surroundings and 
focused inward, in reverie 

 Metaphors of the Environment / Outer Self 
3. Visual/Textural: This includes color, shape and size (e.g., large blocks, long tendrils, 

waves), material (e.g., glassy, smooth, rough, prickly, liquid), etc. but not specific objects 
from memory 

4. Location/Velocity: closely related to visual/textural metaphor but deals with placement, 
speed, and direction within four dimensional space-time of the imagined visuals or of the 
subject/self. The dimension of time comes into play when we seem to perceive a 
manipulation of time from the vantage point of an omniscient third person. 

Relationship to Other Things 
5. Similarity to another form: Any connection one instinctually feels between the music 

and some other thing, be it another piece of music, another artwork, specific memories, 
objects real or fictional.  

 Some pieces evoke cross-modal relationships especially strongly for me. One example is 
Debussy’s prelude “Des pas sur la neige,” which seems to embody a fluctuating state of consciousness 
metaphor. At one end of a continuum, the subject or self is completely aware of the surrounding landscape 
(and we can be confident about there being a surrounding landscape because of Debussy’s intriguing 
cross-modal instruction at the beginning of the work: “Ce rhythme doit avoir la valeur sonore d'un fond 
de paysage triste et glacé”). At this extreme, where the piece begins, there is only the snow, the cold, the 
steady sound of the footsteps, the “sad and frozen landscape,” and a sense of being completely in the 
present time. The music seems to shift between this state and one of daydream or reverie in which the 
walking becomes automatic, time becomes irrelevant, the cold is less apparent, and memories and 
thoughts cloud any awareness of the present surroundings. These are familiar states of consciousness in 
cognitive theory.  

The first phrase of the work is halting, thin, flat. The mimetic nature of the footstep motive is 
clear, and there is little else. The degree to which this musical gesture evokes the present has to do with 
the fact that it is an unharmonized singular voice, one that does not make any movement away from the 
dorian mode. Even though the figure is repetitive, we are unable to guess at what comes next. Though all 
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of our attention is focused on the incessant footsteps, they become more dissonant in Charles Rosen’s 
sense of dissonance-as-repetition. 

Towards the end of the first phrase, the melody gradually becomes a stepwise arc. As this melody 
becomes more predictable, our attention becomes less focused on the future; time seems to thicken as the 
music develops a more certain future and recovers its past, which lead us into reverie. The second phrase 
continues the footstep motive, maintaining the idea that we are at least dimly aware of continuing to walk, 
but the treatment is very different. A number of elements work together to produce the feeling of 
introspective reverie. The descant melody becomes a clear upward scalar motion while the left hand 
produces harmonies that are both thickened in a consonant way, and that step downwards. This results in a 
very simple illustration of an environment metaphor: the illusion of an expansion of three dimensional 
space. We have a sense of the reverie being pleasant because of the use of consonant, at times major, 
harmonies (an example of the simple “noxious vs. pleasant” signal, above). The imaginary walking 
persona has relaxed his attention on the present surroundings and has turned inward, and the music has 
changed accordingly; we can “see” in our mind’s eye the expansion of space because the patterns in the 
music allow us to see where it is going as well as the trail of where it has been. As the piece continues, 
individual phrases, and at times even smaller units of music, can be instinctively placed on a continuum 
from complete awareness of the present moment to deep reverie in this way. 

Henri Bergson’s concept of la durée (phenomenology of time) will help to explain this hearing. 
Bergson models present perception as a point that is thickened as necessary by the intrusion of memory. 
When one is completely focused on the present, one’s perception of time is very thin because no memory 
gets through to our attention. At the opposite end of the spectrum, our durée becomes thickened and 
expanded, and awareness of the present is dulled accordingly. Bergson believed the reason is biological; 
one’s experience within this spectrum in any given moment is determined by our bodily systems gauging 
whether we are in present physical danger. Of course, our ability to slip in and out of reverie is just one of 
many evolutionary carryovers from a time when such a system mainly existed to keep us alive, but in this 
context has little to do with a presence or lack of physical danger. In a moment of musical uncertainty, 
such as is created by a bare and incessantly repeating figure, our extreme focus on the present moment in 
order to be alert and ready for what might happen in the future will make our durée thinner. In the 
moments of reverie, however, there is an opposite effect, compounded: the fact that we can see where the 
music is going and where it has been points to the idea that attention has been shifted away from the 
present and backwards into memory, and the metaphorical shape it takes that allows us to see these things 
is one of expanded, consonantly thickened space. The music is like the rock surrounding a fossil; it holds 
a sort of waveform of the music’s degree of introspection in the consciousness continuum through time. 

Such a complex system of analogy requires a special approach. The procedure for analyzing a 
work always begins with instinct. It is in a way similar to analytical methods that privilege what the ear 
tells us rather than the eye, but it goes a step further to say that the best analyses begin not just with the 
ear but with the entire body. I began to analyze the Debussy on a consciousness continuum because from 
the beginning of my familiarity with this piece, my mind and body has recognized these states and 
automatically enacts the memory of them as I listen. Depending on what instinct says, the best analytical 
tools for the task at hand are chosen from whichever related field best explains the hearing: philosophy, 
cognitive theory, acoustics, geometry, etc. In this case, I chose a philosophy of time perception, but the 
argument would be even stronger if I could draw on a deeper knowledge of cognitive theory as well. 

One of the aims of my research would be a comprehensive knowledge of contemporary theories 
of meaning, both musical and not. My metaphorical categories overlap to some degree with previous 
work on emotion in music (Leonard Meyer, Suzanne Langer, Roger Scruton, Jenefer Robinson), and 
perceptions of musical space (Steve Larson, Fred Lerdahl) and more generally with the idea of musical 
meaning (Lawrence Kramer, Lydia Goehr, Robert Hatten, Carolyn Abbate); the degree to which my 
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approach differs from theirs needs to be explored. I would also need a base of knowledge in cognitive 
science and psychology to understand what we know about how the brain categorizes, stores, and recalls 
information and assesses its environment, so that each of the categories mentioned above could have a 
firm footing in cognitive theory. Finally, I would like to acquire a thorough understanding of related 
philosophical systems. This would certainly include a strong connection to the ideas of the Symbolists 
from fin-de-siecle France, Germany, Belgium, etc. as well as philosophies of time and perception. 

The most obvious benefit of the research would be the resulting theory of meaning allowing for 
much more robust musical meaning analyses than currently possible, one that is as robust and modern as 
our understanding of cognitive theory and related fields. This approach would reconcile technical 
analytical practices which tend to be divorced from the idea of meaning with more hermeneutic 
approaches that are seen as lacking in technical rigour. In the process of filling out each of the five 
categories above with analytical musical examples, I will be developing a new meta-semiotic system of 
how certain musical gestures, rhythmic practices, timbre choices, and the like can translate into cognitive  
or other non-musical concepts. I will need to develop a language of terms particular to this project, but 
which can live outside its bounds and be useful as a robustly enhanced yet consistent way to talk about 
contemporary music.  

My goal would be to use this theory to formalize a set of compositional procedures that I have 
been using instinctively all my life. When I compose, I do just the opposite process of what I’ve shown 
here: I begin with extra-musical ideas and rely on my body, mind, synesthesia, and subconscious to 
translate them into music that maintains the “aura” or essence of the thing with which I imbued it. I view 
this method of composition and analysis as fundamentally Neo-Symbolist. Both directions of this process 
are important to me, and both directions will benefit from further study of each other.


