
An Associative Model of Musical Perception 

Introduction 

I discovered the same impression created by Chabrier’s music in Manet’s Olympia, which gave me one of the most 

beautiful emotions of my adolescence, and which I still regard as a wonderful painting. In Olympia, I always had 

the feeling of rediscovering the essence of Chabrier’s Mélancolie, simply transferred to another medium. 

–Maurice Ravel 

The issue of musical meaning is one of our most debated topics. Many arguments fall into two 

opposing categories: formalism and emotion-based experiences. There seems to be an intractable divide 

between formalistic hearing and its opponents, both sides arguing over the correct way to listen. This paper 

introduces a new philosophical model of perception that includes both of these categories while allowing 

for a broader understanding of musical meaning through association. I do not care to enter into the debate 

over “correct” listening. I hope to demonstrate that all art perception is inherently associative; in the 

broadest sense of the term, association is the mind’s way of making sense of new experiences by relating 

them to past ones. This includes making sense of formal properties of artworks by association with past 

experiences. On the other hand, it also includes making sense of the complex, abstract ideas communicated 

through artworks by associating them with past experiences conveying similarly abstract ideas. Although 

these complex ideas may not translate directly into conscious thought, we have access to them by 

examining the associations that naturally occur between them and our memories. For example, the complex 

ideas communicated by a piece of music may be inexpressible verbally, yet associate strongly with a visual 

image. In this case, the association between the music and image provides a window into understanding 

both experiences. 

Section 1 gives an overview of theories of musical meaning advanced by Susanne Langer and Peter 

Kivy. While they differ in important ways, both largely restrict musical meaning to its formal elements. 

While Langer values music’s ability to communicate something profound about the human condition 

without explicit reference, Kivy is skeptical that music can really mean anything beyond its intrinsic 

properties and the expression of what he calls the “garden-variety” emotions. I offer a critique of their 

models, and show how their listening processes are inherently associative. 

            Section 2 introduces a model of associative musical meaning advanced by Peter Burkholder. While 

this theory primarily models associations between musical motives and styles rather than between music 
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and other art forms, it provides a useful method for association-based interpretation and accords well with 

some aspects of my own model. 

            In section 3, I outline my model of associative meaning, one in which new aesthetic experiences are 

mapped onto existing experiences in one of three ways: 1) as instances of familiar experiences in the same 

artistic mode; 2) as instances of unfamiliar experiences that are singularities; 3) as instances in which the 

aesthetic experience is mapped across artistic domains. The associations that interest me most are those that 

occur spontaneously in the moment of perception, but the model also allows for cognition to intervene after 

the initial experience and participate in the ongoing process of meaning.  

 

1. Theories of Musical Meaning 

1.1 Susanne Langer 

One of the most attractive points of Langer’s philosophy is the idea that music reveals fundamental 

human emotion and feeling through its structure. In her view, music has the special ability to create an 

unmediated discourse with the mind. Langer (1957, 222-28) claims there is a deep similarity between 

music and the emotive “inner life” of humans. 

The tonal structures we call “music” bear a close logical similarity to the forms of human feeling—forms of 

growth and of attenuation, flowing and stowing, conflict and resolution, speed, arrest, terrific excitement, calm, or 

subtle activation and dreamy lapses—not joy and sorrow perhaps, but the poignancy of either and both—the 

greatness and brevity and eternal passing of everything vitally felt. Such is the pattern, or logical form, of 

sentience; and the pattern of music is that same form worked out in pure, measured sound and silence. Music is a 

tonal analogue of emotive life. (Langer 1955, 27) 

Another useful point of Langer’s aesthetics is her belief that music has a semantic dimension, though she 

argues that musical meaning differs fundamentally from linguistic meaning. Her views on the differences 

between language and music however are flawed. Langer describes music as an unconsummated symbol 

because, unlike linguistic symbols which unite a signifier with a signified, music lacks the capacity to 

designate specific referents. Instead, music captures the fleeting form of the emotions in a way that 

language often struggles to accomplish. (Langer 1957, 228-35) There are two problems with this argument. 

First, she misidentifies the basis of appropriate comparison between music and language. In Philosophy in 

a New Key, she (1957, 232) claims that aside from onomatopoeia, such as the mimicking of sounds like 

cuckoos and bugle calls, music has no literal meaning. Her definition of “literal meaning” is limited to 

words whose referents are simple, tangible objects in the real world—things that can be described with a 
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single term. Thus, she treats language as if it were a collection of nouns, when obviously it is much more 

than that. She then tries to find a musical equivalent to this conception of language, concluding that: 

[Music] is not a language because it has no vocabulary. To call the tones of a scale its ‘words,’ harmony its 

‘grammar,’ and thematic development its ‘syntax’ is a useless allegory, for tones lack the very thing that 

distinguishes a word from a mere vocable: fixed connotation. (Langer 1957, 228.) 

Her comparison here is flawed. If words are to be the representative unit of spoken language that 

carries meaning, to be fair, she must then choose musical units that can carry meaning. The smallest 

musical elements that can carry meaning are not the individual tones or isolated intervals as she describes, 

but melodic and harmonic motives, rhythmic motives, timbre, and the like. These motives do not have 

fixed connotation, but like words in language they give themselves over to several possible meanings 

through association. Even individual intervals are capable of doing this. 

The more important problem with Langer’s description is that music, as a symbol, is not 

unconsummated.  To Langer, the music means, to be sure, but the music does not and cannot mean x, y, or 

z. However, if she is going to use language as the standard by which musical meaning is judged, then her 

definition of consummation needs to be radically modified. Her definition of consummation as a 

denotative, signifier/signified relationship is insufficient because it does not hold true even for language. If 

we broaden her definition to the point where it would accurately describe meaning in language as context 

dependent, this definition would be broad enough to include the consummation of musical symbols. 

Language contains not only nouns with relatively fixed connotations but connective or grammatical words 

such as “although.” Out of context, words like this have little or no fixed connotation, but in context we 

know perfectly well not what they mean, per se, but how they contribute to overall meaning. Words one 

step closer to semantic concreteness would be words such as “trust,” “despair,” or “enough.” Their 

referents are complex and abstract. Finally, even the most concrete nouns (“tree,” “table,” “house”) are not 

absolutely fixed in connotation, for a single concrete noun may represent an entire broad category of things, 

and the meaning of the word often changes with context. 

Langer’s beliefs about the nature of meaning in music and the differences between musical and 

linguistic meaning make her views on associative listening all the more puzzling. She argues strongly 

against listeners’ (or composers’) attempts to consummate the “unconsummated symbol” that is music by 
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attaching extramusical elements, such as mental images or invented programs, to the music during the 

process of listening or composing. 

[N]othing can prevent our falling back on mental pictures, fantasies, memories…when we cannot directly make 

subjective sense out of music in playing or hearing it. A program is simply a crutch…It does not mean that the 

listener is unmusical, but merely that he is not musical enough to think in entirely musical terms…To a person of 

limited musical sense, such ideation seems the most valuable response to music, the “subjective content” which 

the listener must supply. People of this persuasion often grant that there may also be an appreciation of pure 

beautiful sounds, which “gives us pleasure”; but we can understand the music better when it conveys a poetic 

content…. Where such interpretation is spontaneous, it is a perfectly legitimate practice…but it becomes 

pernicious when teachers or critics or even composers initiate it, for then they make a virtue out of walking with a 

crutch. It is really a denial of the true nature of music, which is unconventionalized, unverbalized freedom of 

thought. (Langer 1957, 242-43) 

 At first glance, it may appear that Langer is condemning associative hearings of any kind. 

However, upon further inspection, it appears that she really wants to do away with associative hearings in 

which the listener consciously attaches concrete images or narratives to the music in an attempt to 

understand the structure. I tend to agree with her on this. Consciously mediated extramusical associative 

hearings interrupt the natural, unmediated associative process that interest me. 

 What is puzzling about her discussion of musical meaning is that, despite her condemnation of this 

narrowly defined strand of association, the listening practice she condones is, in fact, grounded in 

association. The associations of which she speaks are complex, fleeting, and lead to “a flash of 

understanding”; these are precisely the associations that are the impetus for my associative model. Though 

she does not assign it particular significance, Langer does acknowledge that spontaneous associations play 

a role in musical meaning:  

Music is revealing, where words are obscuring, because it can have not only a content, but a transient play of 

contents. It can articulate feelings without becoming wedded to them…The assignment of meanings is a shifting, 

kaleidoscopic play, probably below the threshold of consciousness, certainly outside the pale of discursive 

thinking. The imagination that responds to music is personal and associative and logical, tinged with affect, 

tinged with bodily rhythm, tinged with dream, but concerned with a wealth of formulations for its own wordless 

knowledge, its whole knowledge of emotional and organic experience, of vital impulse, balance, conflict, the ways 

of living and dying and feeling. Because no assignment of meaning is conventional, none is permanent beyond 

the sound that passes; yet the brief association was a flash of understanding.(Langer 1957, 243-44; italics 

original, boldface mine) 

For Langer, these brief flashes of understanding are ends in themselves, and I agree that they are powerful 

and certainly can be ends in some listening experiences. However, where she would likely forbid any 

further action on the part of the listener, I believe these fleeting associations can be very useful in 

interpretive/analytical work.  
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1.2 Peter Kivy 

Peter Kivy’s viewpoints are even more strictly formalistic than Langer’s. One of Kivy’s main 

arguments is that musical meaning must be found “in the music” itself and not through its power to arouse 

emotions or provoke associations in the listener. He says that music can be expressive of the “garden-

variety emotions,” but that these expressive properties are intrinsic to the music. Kivy does admit that when 

even when listened to formalistically, music can cause deep emotional reactions in listeners. The emotions 

the listeners feel, however, are not the emotions the music is intrinsically expressive of. The emotion the 

listener feels can instead be described as excitement or exhilaration. (Kivy 2002, 130-31) 

In regards to how music can express the garden-variety emotions, Kivy says that certain musical 

elements automatically bring along with them certain expressive qualities. Whether or not the composer 

decides to make explicit use of these intrinsic expressive qualities is a matter of choice. As an example, 

Kivy says that cheerfulness simply is a property of yellow. It is up to an artist to choose whether or not to 

make use of this intrinsic property, but the property of cheerfulness is there for the exploiting regardless. 

(Kivy 1990, 183) 

The problem with this argument is that Kivy wants to claim that such intrinsic properties always 

were and always have been. Cheerfulness may be strongly tied, through historical association, to the color 

yellow, but that does not mean it has always been that way outside any human/cultural intervention. Certain 

expressive characteristics may be tied to particular things (colors, musical gestures, bodily motions, etc.) so 

strongly that it seems that one is an intrinsic property of the other, but even the strongest of these ties is 

rooted in association. Even if Kivy would agree with such an idea, would he only accept those expressive 

properties that are so rooted in culture or tradition that they have basically become intrinsic regardless of 

their origin? In allowing music to have expressive properties at all, he necessarily is allowing for 

association to be a part of the listening experience. If, when listening to a passage of music, I hear it to be 

expressive of sorrow, I myself do not feel sorrowful, though I may empathetically and somewhat 

involuntarily “act out” mentally the contours of what I understand that emotion to be. What I am doing in 

hearing the passage as sorrowful is making an association with the concept of sorrow. Whatever it was in 

the music that led me to make such an association is “in the music” only to the extent that it is a deeply 

established association within the culture, likely shared between many people within that tradition. Since 
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Kivy must allow some level of historical association in order to make claims about expressive properties 

being intrinsic to the music, his refusal to allow new layers of association to develop around music is 

inconsistent. 

2. An Existing Associative Model: Burkholder 

Peter Burkholder (2006) provides a model for simple associative meaning in music. He says that 

music is like language in that in that it communicates meaning and depends on familiarity with the 

language’s syntax in order to be understood. He claims that the problem with the analogy between music 

and language is the idea that language can denote while music cannot. Despite this problem, the analogy 

can be rescued if we can find in music a good analogue to denotation in language. Burkholder says we can: 

There is a mechanism that we intuitively follow, in which music denotes something in particular, which carries 

connotations, which in turn lead to interpretations, in a pattern similar to the way in which we understand fiction, 

poetry, drama, or other linguistic artworks. (Burkholder 2006, 77) 

The following steps make up Burkholder’s associative model:  

1. Recognizing familiar elements 

These elements can be anything in the music that is familiar: form, style, instrumental timbre, 

familiar melodies and rhythms, etc. 

2. Recalling other music or schema that makes use of those elements 

Burkholder says that at the primary level of association, we relate musical elements to other music 

that uses the same elements. In this way, it is possible for music to exemplify. “The sound of a sitar 

exemplifies “sitar” and thus “sitar music.” (78) He says this is an analogue for denotation in 

language. 

3. Perceiving the associations that follow from the primary associations 

In this step, secondary associations stem from the primary associations. For example, once we 

make an association with memories of fugues we have heard, or with the general category of fugue, 

we may be reminded of church services, or of life in the eighteenth century, etc. Burkholder says 

these secondary associations will vary from listener to listener, but that certain associations may be 

widely shared within a community. 

4. Noticing what is new and how familiar elements are changed 

Burkholder states, “The meaning of the music depends both on what is familiar in the music, along 
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with the associations the listener carries with those elements, and on how those familiar elements 

are reworked to create something different.” (79) 

5. Interpreting what all this means 

Burkholder says it is important to note that the model will not do our interpretive work for us. He 

hopes that despite the different foci, associations, and interpretations that will arise between 

listeners, the model will offer a series of logical, concrete steps that will focus interpretations and 

allow listeners to argue on the same level. 

 

Burkholder’s model is attractive in that it is simple and accurately captures people’s natural 

associative processes work when we hear music containing elements that are both familiar and important to 

understanding and interpreting the piece. His examples revolve around reference to the familiar category of 

military bugle calls. Although Burkholder does say that the model does not have to work in the order in 

which he lays it out, his model assumes that there will be at least some primary associations made between 

the music at hand and other music one has heard, before any other associations, musical or not, branch 

away. In other words, his model does not allow for musical experiences to create direct associations with 

experiences in other artistic modes. And if we can’t experience associations with memories of other pieces 

of music because the music presently before us is new, we are stuck. If meaning arises from association, 

and we must associate intra-modally (i.e., music to musical memories) before the web of secondary and 

tertiary associations can branch out, this doesn’t help us make sense of very new and different experiences. 

Considering that music historiography tends to favor the new and progressive, making sense of new, non-

sequitur musical experiences is important. Therefore, my model addresses intra-modal mapping as an 

important tool for finding musical meaning. 

 

3. An alternative associative model 

Like Burkholder, I believe that music creates meaning through association. Associations occur 

when new experiences are mapped onto memories of previous ones. Over time the process of associating 

experiences with existing memories creates compartmentalized webs of memories sharing similar 

characteristics or a similar underlying “form,” even if the elements are dissimilar on the surface. The 

bridges between associated memories in the mind produce the meaning of the memories. For example, 
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consider the stereotypical major versus minor triad example. For many Western listeners, isolated from 

context, a minor triad has a darker and more mournful quality than a major triad, and the associative bridge 

between the minor triad and ideas of darkness, sadness, melancholy, seriousness, etc. is often quite strong. 

However, no matter how strong the associative bridge, the idea of sadness is not really intrinsic to the 

minor triad. The meaning, formed by the association of the two elements, is produced by the associative 

bridge that connects them. This does not imply that the minor triad’s association with sadness is completely 

arbitrary and conventional. On the contrary, if an association has become so grounded in a culture that 

people tend to think of one element as intrinsic to the other, it indicates that the connection of the two 

elements (the minor triad and sadness) by an associative bridge must be justified because the two elements 

share a similar characteristics or a similar underlying “form.”  

 

 

3.1 Making Sense of Aesthetic Experiences: Three Scenarios 

Associations occur when the brain maps new experiences onto existing memories (if appropriate 

memories exist). There are three scenarios by which this mapping can take place in an aesthetic experience. 

In the first, new experiences that share significant formal characteristics with memories usually map intra-

modally (musical experience to musical experience, the equivalent of Burkholder’s step one). In the second, 

new experiences that are wholly dissimilar to any stored memories are, initially, singularities with no 

conscious associations. In the third, new experiences that map incompletely or unsatisfactorily within the 

same modality can be mapped cross-modally (music to image, image to emotion, etc.). This third category, 

absent from Burkholder’s model but critical to my associative model, is the result of the brain trying to 

make sense of new experiences that do not adequately map intra-modally. For the sake of clarity, the 

following categories are treated individually. This may create the impression that they are discrete, but in 

practice the boundaries between these categories are fluid.  

 

Scenario 1 

A new piece of art is similar to other pieces of art of the same medium or mode which one has experienced 

before; the mind stores the forms that make up this new piece with the “files” of similar pieces. I call this 



 9 

process intra-modal mapping. For example, when I listen to an unfamiliar piece by J.S. Bach, the 

perceptions of the structures of the piece are associated with the memory of other Bach-style pieces I have 

already heard. These perceptions do not require prior knowledge of the composer’s identity; rather, they 

depend on perceiving important elements of musical style.  

 

Scenario 2 

A new piece of art is not similar to other works of the same medium that one has experienced before. The 

mind doesn’t know what to do with the new information and creates new banks in which to store these new 

formal structures. In some ways, this is similar to simply forgetting these forms, because they have no 

initial connection to anything else in one’s memory and are difficult to recall. This is the common 

experience of hearing music that is challenging to contemplate or remember because its structural 

characteristics are new to the listener. This experience is also at the heart of the stereotype that novice 

listeners are more apt to call “difficult” new works “meaningless noise.” Actually, to the extent that what 

such a listener is really saying is that the piece is “meaningless noise to me,” and assuming my argument 

that meaning resides not in elements themselves but in associative bridges in the mind, that listener, in that 

moment, is correct.  

 

Scenario 3 

As in Scenario 2, a new artwork cannot be mapped intra-modally. However, the mind does make strong 

connections between this new piece and experiences in other modalities that share some important formal 

or abstract characteristics. I call this process cross-modal mapping. For example, consider the scenario in 

which a piece of music is largely dissimilar to any other pieces of music one has experienced. Therefore it 

is not associated with other musical works. However, the piece creates an instantaneous, spontaneous 

connection to memories that are non-musical, such as images, ideas, scenes, etc. It is this third scenario, 

cross-modal mapping, that my associative model is designed to address, though it is a viable model for 

scenarios 1 and 2 also. Scenario 3 can also happen even if an artwork is similar to other familiar works of 

the same medium. Cross-modal mapping can occur anytime the mind understands the strongest connections 

to be between the artwork and stored experiences in a different mode. 
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3.2 The Model 

 My associative model is based on an experience of human consciousness as a series of layers that 

can be represented by concentric circles as shown in Figure 1. The outermost ring of the circle represents 

conscious thought at its most concrete. At this level of consciousness, thoughts or words about things or 

ideas in the world do those things the least amount of injustice, because the words or conscious thoughts 

capture most of the essence of those things. The innermost circle would 

 

Figure 1: Layers of Consciousness 

theoretically represent a part of us that is so deep it is inaccessible to conscious thought, but since that is the 

case, we have no way of talking about it. Between the innermost and outermost layers are the series of 

layers in which I am most interested. These in-between layers represent a continuum between the conscious 

and sub-conscious mind. 

 

3.2.1 Primary Associations 

When one experiences art, the brain chooses the most efficient location(s) in which to store the 

memory of that experience in order to understand it. These comprise the primary associations in my model, 

as shown in Figure 2.  In these primary associations, an associative bridge is formed between something 

outside the perceiver, in this case, the artwork, and the perceiver’s memories. I will hereafter refer to the 

perceiver-end of each primary associative bridge as a point of contact. Thus, in the process of making 
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primary associations, the artwork creates initial points of contact with the perceiver’s memories. These 

points of contact may occur primarily within the same mode (Scenario 1), or between different modes 

(Scenario 3). In Scenario 2, some weak associations may be made (such as with the timbre of the 

instruments used), but for the most part the brain stores the experience without being able to make any 

useful associations with it. In this case, the new stored memory is not a true point of contact because it does 

not form the perceiver-end of an associative bridge. And since there is no associative bridge, and the bridge 

is what produces the meaning, the experience has no meaning for the perceiver.  

 

Figure 2: Primary Associations 

Initial points of contact may occur anywhere within the layers of consciousness. Theoretically, if an 

initial point of contact from the artwork to the perceiver occurs in Figure 1’s innermost circle, the 

completely inaccessible subconscious, the perceiver has no direct conscious access to it. Since she has no 

access to the perceiver-end of the associative bridge, at this primary level of association, she cannot 

examine the associative bridge for meaning. At the other extreme, points of contact that occur in the 
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outermost levels of consciousness represent the most obvious and concrete associations between the 

artwork and stored experience. For example, I may view a painting and notice that it is a representation of a 

seascape. In this case, the point of contact represents my stored visual concept of “seascape.”  At this level, 

the perception maps intra-modally so completely that that there is very little meaning to be gleaned from 

the associative bridge. Or, to use a musical example, the work I am hearing is a fugue, and it creates an 

initial point of contact with my stored understanding of fugue. What all of the hypothetical initial points of 

contact in these examples have in common is that they are concrete, formalistic elements. Of course, only 

those immediately recognizable formalistic elements of an artwork can create initial points of contact with 

the outer levels of consciousness; many formal elements only come to be recognized through study, and the 

identity of these elements varies from perceiver to perceiver. It is also possible that for some perceivers, 

initial cross-modal points of contact may occur at the most concrete level of consciousness, but this is less 

common and dips into the realm of synesthesia. Cross-modal associations play an important part in the 

model, but they are assumed to occur somewhere in the semi-conscious levels. 

Thus far we have examined the extremes: initial points of contact that occur either in the complete 

subconscious realm and are thus inaccessible, and points of contact that occur in the outermost, concrete 

level of consciousness. In between lies a continuum ranging from subconscious to conscious.. Initial points 

of contact that occur along in this continuum represent more abstract information. Such a point of contact 

may represent the mind’s understanding of a particular emotion initiated by the artwork. In recalling this 

emotion, the mind may enact the contours of the emotion to the extent that it seems as if one is actually 

experiencing or witnessing an expression of the emotion. Initial points of contact in these layers may also 

form the perceiver-end of cross-modal associations. Sometimes, a new musical aesthetic experience may 

map more strongly onto stored visual memories (or stored visual syntax, resulting in automatic, newly 

imagined images) than stored musical memories. This occurs when the mind understands a structural 

similarity between elements across modes and creates an associative bridge between these elements. When 

a cross-modal primary association occurs, the perceiver can identify the two ends of the associative bridge, 

study the structure of each, and examine the bridge itself. In examining the bridge, the perceiver is working 

to understand why it exists. Any method of musical analysis may be used to examine the structure of the 

art-end of the bridge in an attempt to explain why the perceiver-end occurred and whether or not it is a 
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reasonable, non-idiosyncratic mapping. Answering such questions about cross-modal mapping, by bringing 

elements that at cursory glance seem dissimilar together in discussion and analysis, can lead to a deeper 

understanding of each respective mode than would intra-modal discourse alone. It can also lead to a deeper 

understanding of perceptual processes within a shared culture. 

Points of contact that occur in the layers just below the surface are more difficult to articulate, but 

thinking and speaking about them directly is still possible. Those that occur in the inner layers closer to the 

center are barely accessible to the conscious mind. These are the most difficult to think about directly, but 

they are often the most powerful; therefore, they are arguably those that perceivers are most eager to 

discuss, even if they lack the words to do so. If a perceiver wishes to speak about a deep primary 

association, he has two options. First, he may consciously bring the point of contact into a more concrete 

layer—a layer in which information can be translated at least partially into spoken language. However, in 

doing this, the point of contact is drastically altered, retaining only a fraction of its original information. 

Alternatively, the perceiver may leave the point of contact in the deep layer of consciousness and therefore 

as intact as possible. In this case, it is not the point of contact but the spoken discourse that is compromised  

 

3.2.2 The Associative Web 

 The previous section concluded with an important problem. Deep-level initial points of contact are 

often the most powerful and therefore worthy of examination, but they are the least-readily discussed, and 

difficult even to think about consciously. A perceiver cannot gain any insight from an associative bridge 

between an artwork and a point of contact in a deep level of consciousness if she cannot consciously 

identify enough information about the point of contact. However, there is a solution to this problem. Thus 

far the discussion has only dealt with primary associations and initial points of contact, but the associative 

process does not stop there. Initial points of contact, the perceiver-ends of primary associative bridges, 

create their own associative bridges within the perceiver’s mind. These secondary points of contact, like the 

initial ones, can occur at any level of consciousness. Secondary points of contact may create associative 

bridges with tertiary points of contact, and so on, creating what I call the associative web, shown below in 

Figure 3.  
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Figure 3: The Associative Web 

This entire process, from the exposure to the artwork to the branching out of points of contact many 

times over within the perceiver, may occur in an instant. The process is automatic rather than conscious, 

though the conscious mind may step in and interpret once the associative web for a particular aesthetic 

experience has formed. Once the process is underway, one point of contact may have any number of 

associative bridges running to or from it. The importance of this process to the problem mentioned is that 

although a perceiver may be unable to discuss an initial deep-level point of contact, by the time the process 

is underway, that point of contact may have multiple other associative bridges running from it to points of 

contact in more conscious layers. The perceiver may be able to identify information about the points of 

contact that follow from the initial deep-level point of contact. This may aid in understanding the deep-

level point of contact, or, if that is not possible, may lead to an understanding of associative bridges that are 

once or twice removed from the initial point of contact. Cross-modal associations often happen in the web, 

and as with primary cross-modal associations, can be one of the most useful sources for gathering meaning 

from the artwork. 

The understanding of the associative process outlined in this paper is much broader and more 

inclusive than the type of associative processes against which Langer, Kivy, and others have argued. My 

model focuses primarily on automatic associations made in the moment of perception. Although the 
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conscious mind steps in when examining points of contact or associative bridges, it is unconscious mental 

processing that is developing the associations. The conscious mind’s role is to notice the existence of 

associative bridges and to examine those bridges using any tools available, such as music analysis, as I will 

do in the following section.  

 

3.3 Musical Example: Sibelius, Symphony no. 1 

The finale of Sibelius’ First Symphony will serve as an example of how the associative model 

describes cross-modal associations made between the music and emotional concepts in the listener. An 

example which makes use of cross-modal emotional associations with music (as opposed, for example, to 

cross-modal visual associations) will allow us to examine the associative model next to Kivy’s method of 

enhanced formalism, revealing where the latter falls short in providing an adequate understanding of the 

piece.  

The symphony opens with a slow, dark, brooding, tonally ambiguous clarinet solo over a timpani 

roll. The passage suggests either B minor or E minor depending on whether the pedal B in the timpani is 

heard as a tonic or dominant, and the clarinet’s melody also suggests B or E as a tonal center at different 

points. This tonal ambiguity and uncertain, dark mood sets the tone for the symphony. The major/minor 

dichotomy is exploited throughout the work; for example, the first theme of the opening movement occurs 

in a triumphant G major. The brooding clarinet theme returns again at the opening of the finale, this time at 

a passionate forte in octave strings. Whereas the clarinet solo in the first movement was ambiguously 

placed over a single pedal tone B, now the theme is supported by strong E minor chords in the low strings 

and winds. Despite the assertion of E minor at the outset of the finale, by the end of the introductory theme, 

the passage has modulated to B minor. The ambiguity at the opening of the symphony remains unresolved; 

it is taken up again here in the finale. At m. 374 of this fourth movement, the recapitulation of the second 

theme occurs in B major rather than the expected E minor (for a piano reduction of this passage, see the 

Appendix). This picks up on the same E versus B, tonic versus dominant ambiguity that has been important 

thus far. The B major harmony finally becomes a dominant seventh chord on B (though not a very 

convincing one) several phrases into the theme. Only in the coda is E minor unambiguously confirmed. 

My focus in this example is the passage towards the end of the fourth movement in which the 
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second theme occurs in the unexpected key of B major. The orchestra crescendos dramatically in mm. 373-

74, expanding towards the extremes of both registers. The high strings soar up to (D ) on which the 

second theme begins and play the theme in octaves while the rest of the orchestra pulses a tonic harmony 

pedal. The basic harmonic and melodic motion is summarized in the Schenkerian reduction in Example 1. 

The first two phrases of the theme (mm. 374-81) prolong . At m. 381 the melody cadences on a G  

harmony (vi/B) below the expected B. In the following two phrases (mm. 382-89), alternating scalar 

passages begin on and respectively, where acts like an upper neighbor prolonging . At mm. 389-90, 

reaches over and replaces the previous implied, frustrated three-line descent with a five-line descent that 

is farther away from and therefore even less likely to succeed in descending to . From that point B major 

is slowly eroded and finally decays into the correct key, E minor. The symphony ends unexpectedly darkly 

and quietly in E minor, and the final sounds heard are two soft pizzicato chords in the strings.  

 

Example 1: Schenkerian reduction of Sibelius Symphony no. 1, IV, mm. 374-415 

 

In my hearing, this passage expresses a final outburst of heartbreak and despair after an extended 

period of uncertainty. The climax at m. 374ff embodies a longed-for happiness while at the same time 

wearing the possibility of that happiness as a tragically ironic false mask concealing a dark reality. The 

beautiful, soaring major theme is even more tragic than one in a minor key would have been because it 

embodies both happiness and its denial. Had this same theme occurred in a different context, in a major key 

symphony for example, it might have expressed hope or joy as the emotional climax of the work. 

Alternatively, had this movement followed a more conventional plan with a minor-key recapitulation of the 

second theme, it might have expressed sadness or darkness of the kind that Kivy (1990, 183) claims “comes 

with the territory” of minor key themes. It is the fact that this theme appears in this particular context—as a 

major outburst in the middle of a minor key movement—that makes it particularly heart-wrenching. 
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According to Kivy’s model, we are free to talk about the symphony without using any descriptions 

of expressive qualities, only of formal characteristics, but let’s assume that restricting our discussion to 

merely formal characteristics is insufficient to capture the important aesthetic qualities of the music. At this 

point, since we do want to speak in terms of expressive qualities, we can only use those that are 

intrinsically in the music, and we can only speak in terms of the “garden-variety emotions.” For example, 

we could say that the clarinet solo at the beginning of the work is expressive of melancholy or sadness 

because these expressive qualities “come with the territory” of chromatically-inflected minor keys. We 

could talk about the final bars of the symphony in the same way. But what about the passage from mm. 

374-415? Because of its major key, lush orchestration, and relaxed tempo, we could say that the passage is 

expressive of joy or happiness, or at least a sort of pleasant restfulness, followed by a gradual shift back 

into sadness. However, this doesn’t capture the tragic irony of the passage at all but instead lies completely 

at odds with it. Because of the context, the idea that this would be expressive of joy or hope or happiness 

doesn’t make any sense. The explanation is too simple. The aesthetic impact of the passage—its tragic 

quality—is certainly not intrinsic to the music, but produced by a complex set of perceptual associations 

that are triggered by the music’s formal properties and my brain’s attempt to make the experience 

meaningful.  

From a Schenkerian point of view, tonal music operates according to a limited set of paradigms. 

Perhaps the most common is that  needs to descend structurally to 

. However, the B at m. 380 is not harmonically supported by the tonic 

and cannot be heard as a structural resolution. Therefore, the D  is still the active melody note throughout 

this phrase and its need to resolve is strongly felt throughout the following phrases. The next eight bars 

(mm. 382-89) prolong  (F ) (using the G  from m. 381 as an upper neighbor), but the D  remains active in 

this passage and appears as part of a neighbor figure. These bars function as a kind of filler, adding time 

and increasing the expectation that D# will in fact fall. Instead, the F  dramatically ascends an octave in m. 

389 (reminiscent of the dramatic rising scale that led to m. 374), reaching over the D  and replacing it. The 

hanging D  was emotionally frustrating enough; now the music even goes beyond this, replacing the three-

line descent with an even more distant five-line descent. The F ,  is prolonged in the same way as  was, 

and the feeling of longing is further increased by its decoration with the lowered submediant (m. 392). This 
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implied five-line descent does not descend at all. Instead,  is prolonged even more tenaciously than the D  

was. It represents the second attempt to resolve to a tonic, but it fares even worse than the first. 

Harmonically, the ground begins to shift as the B major harmony (which supports 3- and 5- lines from D  

and F  respectively) is transformed into the dominant seventh chord of E minor, the eventual tonic of the 

piece, which is finally reached in m. 415.  The establishment of the key of E minor at the end of the piece, 

while loud, does not feel like a return to the “correct” key. The tonic is not established in a strong or 

satisfying way; instead, it feels like a disappointment. 

I am focusing on Kivy’s argument that certain expressive characteristics are intrinsic in the 

structure of the music as a point of contention. A purely formalistic hearing of this section of the Sibelius is 

not enough to explain its aesthetic qualities. Ironically, Kivy (1990, 192) makes a similar move in Music 

Alone, when he claims that the finale of Brahms’ First Symphony cannot be described in purely formalistic 

terms because “the expressive properties [of this piece] are just too prominent to disregard.” However, the 

expressive properties that he does allow in this music—agitation, melancholy, cheerfulness—must be 

interpreted as simple properties in juxtaposition rather than complex qualities in combination. He locates all 

of the meaning in the music itself, arguing that in this work (and likely in others) “we must seek musical 

understanding not in extra-musical interpretations of the expressive properties but in the work viewed as a 

structure of musical properties among which are expressive ones.” (Kivy, 1990, 196)  Describing the 

passage from Sibelius as a parade of contrasting simple expressive qualities utterly fails to capture what is 

important.  What I hear is the same sort of technique of irony often used in sung dramatic works – a 

juxtaposition of a lush major key with heartbreak. In texted works, the irony can be created by a 

combination of text and music. In instrumental music, the context provides the additional layers necessary. 

It seems to me that if Kivy will allow simple emotional expressivity in music, there is no good reason to 

deny that context-based complex emotions—such as those derived from association—should be forbidden. 

Yet he is unwilling to consider this, except in situations where a composer has authorized some kind of 

interpretation through a descriptive title. (Kivy 1990, 198-201)  

No matter how strong the associative bond between an expressive quality and a structural element 

of music is, no matter how many composers across time have exploited a particular associative bond, it is 

still an associative bond between two elements, not an instance where one element is naturally intrinsic in 
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the other. The passage is actually exploiting an established associative bond between structural elements 

such as major key and lush orchestration and the extramusical concepts of happiness and other positive 

emotions. It also exploits the associative bond between frustrated Schenkerian descents and the 

extramusical concept of unfulfilled longing. Those two associations, among others, considering the passage 

in isolation, would have led me to characterize the music as happy, tender, and longing. But in context, that 

characterization is not enough. Within the context of the entire symphony, I need to draw on deeper 

associative bonds to make sense of the passage. The passage seems to have the same “formal structure” as 

certain categories of my experiential memories and understanding. The musical techniques work together 

to map onto the same part of my mind that understands not sadness alone, but an idea, in the midst of deep 

sorrow, of what happiness would be, and the understanding that attaining it is impossible. It maps onto the 

understanding of what it is like to have to face sunlight and the world carrying on as normal when one is 

laden with ceaseless grief. Obviously this level of associative detail is only possible on the subjective level. 

The point here is not to make a statement of what the composer intended, what the music means, or 

even necessarily what it could mean. The point is to bring one’s own associations with the music into the 

light in order to examine them, and to use them as a tool for better understanding the piece as well as the 

audience’s culture. When examining the associations as a source of meaning and understanding, the 

meaning, as said already, is not intrinsic to either element but in the associative bridge itself. When 

considering an association, the goal is to figure out why the associative bridge is there, and what its 

presence means. At this point in the process, both elements in an associative bond are examined. Musical 

analysis is an important tool for examining the structural makeup of the musical element(s) that aroused the 

association in question.  

Conclusion 

The associative model introduced in this paper is broad and inclusive. Though based on my own 

aesthetic experiences, it is flexible enough to model the perceptual experience of art for many different 

kinds of listeners. Its power lies, to some extent, in the way that it reconciles strictly formalist models of 

musical meaning with cross-modal associative hearings rather than setting those two kinds of perceptions at 

odds with one another. Both Kivy's enhanced formalism and Langer's notion of music as expressive of the 

inner life of the emotions are left intact, but cross-modal perceptions are not disqualified either. Though the 
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discussion thus far has been philosophical, there is some evidence that the model introduced here accords 

well with recent psychological models on association. Annabel Cohen (2013), for example, has recently 

published work that suggests various associative models for music and film, which demonstrate the means 

by which the perceptual musical associations of listeners are mapped onto visual images in film. Candace 

Brower’s (2000) theory of musical meaning draws from two ideas that have recently emerged in the 

cognitive sciences, first, that “thinking consists, at least in part, in matching patterns of thought to patterns 

of experience,” and second, that “much of our thinking consists of mapping patterns of bodily experience 

onto patterns in other domains.” Brower describes the association of music both with musical ideas as well 

as with “image schemas” derived from bodily experience by way of a process she calls cross-domain 

mapping. One obvious area for further study would be the relevance of this model to both psychological 

models of the aesthetic experience and neuro-biological models of the act of perception itself, the neural 

paths activated in the listening experience. It is my hope that interesting resonances will be found with 

those disciplines. 
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