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ABSTRACT 
 
 

Although music had been understood for centuries to affect and even express cer-

tain psychological states, the method of observation and study essential to the evolving 

field of psychology and neuroscience in the twentieth century ushered in a profoundly 

different approach to considering the sense of self, the world, and creativity.  Conse-

quently, knowledge about psychology appears to have affected creative activities.  It then 

follows that, as the discipline of psychology—made manifest specifically in cognition 

and memory—evolved in Western society, its morphing theories flavored the perspec-

tives of musicians in their craft.  The objective of this thesis is to examine the effects of 

psychology on three prominent twentieth-century composers in the context of one musi-

cal work by each: Six Little Piano Pieces, Op. 19 (1911) of Arnold Schoenberg (1874-

1951), Métaboles (1964) by Henri Dutilleux (1916-2013), and the chatter series (1985-

1988) of Paul Lansky (born 1944).  These compositions serve as successive representa-

tions of psychological influence, in which it becomes apparent that societal views of psy-

chology can play a subtle but powerful and reflexive part in music creation.  Each work 

was composed for a different instrumental medium and represents a separate national tra-

dition.  In essence, I am proposing a new kind of case study, in which the composition of 

art music can be evaluated as a fulfillment of creators who are interacting to some degree 

with their own personal knowledge of contemporaneous psychology, whether explicitly 

or implicitly. 
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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

The popularization of psychoanalysis by Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) and the nas-

cent field of cognitive science fundamentally influenced many aspects of Western society 

in the twentieth century, among them—and by no means surprisingly—the musical arts.  

Although music had been understood for centuries to affect and even express certain psy-

chological states, the method of observation and study essential to psychoanalysis and 

neuroscience ushered in a profoundly different approach to considering the sense of self, 

the world, and creativity.1  With these new discoveries the work of composing can be 

considered a psychological act as it too consists of cognitive processes.  Consequently, 

knowledge about psychology appears to have affected creative activities.  It follows then, 

that as the discipline of psychology—made manifest specifically in cognition and 

memory—evolved in Western society, its morphing theories flavored the perspectives of 

musicians in their craft.   

Although not all composers working after the advent of studies in psychology 

have been documented as embracing its findings, there are traceable symptoms of the im-

pact of psychological development in the language used by some artists to describe their 

creative work and their musical representations of perception.  With this in mind, the ob-

jective of this thesis is to examine the effects of psychology on three prominent twenti-

eth-century composers in the context of one musical work by each: Six Little Piano 

 
1 Freudian theory suggested that dreams, suppressed memories, and other mental activity not only 
contributed to psychological change but was a window into a person’s past.  The increasing nor-
malization of psychological inquiry and treatment, topics previously taboo to discuss, ushered in 
new methods by which to explore and to express the self.  
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Pieces, Op. 19 (1911) of Arnold Schoenberg (1874-1951), Métaboles (1964) by Henri 

Dutilleux (1916-2013), and the chatter series (1985-1988) of Paul Lansky (born 1944).  

In addition, I will consider the contemporaneous psychological trends in the decades sur-

rounding the compositions and discuss their primary impact with regard to Western soci-

ety.  Drawing from a cognitive-musicological approach, my analysis of the musical ex-

amples will serve as evidence to support my theory alongside other factors, notably the 

composers’ task environments and their methodologies for completing artistic goals.2  

These compositions serve as successive representations of psychological influence, in 

which it becomes apparent that contemporaneous societal views of psychology can play a 

subtle but powerful and reflexive part in music creation.  My choices suggest a common 

practice for comparison.  Schoenberg stands, of course, at the center of the Germanic tra-

dition; Dutilleux is representative of an insistent French point of view; and Lansky is a 

contemporary American figure.  The Schoenberg selection was written for solo pianist; 

the Dutilleux work was conceived for orchestral forces; and the Lansky piece is an exam-

ple of computer music of recent times.  In essence, I am proposing a new kind of case 

study, in which the composition of art music can be evaluated as a fulfillment of creators’ 

interacting to some degree with their own personal awreness of then current trends in 

psychology.  To my knowledge, no comparable study exists. 

 
 
 

 
2 See Alan Smaill, Geraint Wiggins, and Mitch Harris, “Hierarchical Music Representation for 
Composition and Analysis,” Computers and Humanities XXVII/1 (December 1993), 7-17.  Cog-
nitive musicology, a relatively new subdiscipline, emerged from artificial intelligence and com-
putational modeling.  Its founding scholar, Otto Laske (born 1936), proposed a method of em-
ploying computational models to explore the cognitive process of musical composition.  Such 
models can be found in Laske’s writings and have since been explored by other scholars, namely 
Alan Smaill.  
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Literature Survey 
 
 

 This interdisciplinary study requires the consideration of a broad range of litera-

ture: scholarship about the composers and their music; academic writing about psycho-

analysis, mid-century behavioral interests, and cognitive psychology; and autobiograph-

ical writings by prominent psychologists or biographical studies about them.  Additional 

scholarship in the field of cognitive musicology, which is partially bred from cognitive 

psychology, has also been consulted.  These writings have been especially valuable in 

creating a model of investigation for this project.3  For certain aspects, namely the various 

categories of psychology, information is readily available; so too has preliminary re-

search been conducted on the crossroads between specific composers and psychology, 

e.g., Schoenberg.  The work of Alexander Carpenter is preeminent in any discussion of 

that particular composer’s connection to Freudian psychoanalysis.4  This scholar has, in 

fact, outlined the influence of Freudianism over many aspects of Western music but, in 

particular, as it relates to Schoenberg.  His publications on the monodrama Erwartung 

(1909) neatly identified personal writings in which the composer revealed interests in the 

 
3 See Otto E. Laske, “Introduction to Cognitive Musicology,” Computer Music Journal XII/1 
(1988), 43-57.  This is a foundational writing about the concept of cognitive modeling and com-
position. 
 
4 Particularly important are his writings “Parallels between Schoenberg and Freud,” Music—Psy-
choanalysis—Musicology (New York: Routledge, 2017), 49-66; and “‘This Beastly Science…’: 
On the Reception of Psychoanalysis by the Composers of the Second Viennese School, 1908-
1923,” International Forum of Psychoanalysis XXIV/4 (2015), 243-54. 
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unconscious, as well as commentary on his relationship to individuals who directly inter-

acted with the famed psychologist.5  Kenneth Hicken’s detailed analysis of Opus 19 pro-

vides a rich basis of theoretical insight into the design of the Six Little Piano Pieces, with 

the help of which I will explore the retrospective and reflective nature inherent in this 

collection. 6  Plentiful literature about Sigmund Freud is available; of particular interest is 

Cornelis Wegman’s commentary on Freudian repression theory according to a cognitive 

model along with literature exposing the encounters between Freud and early French neu-

roscientists: a foreshadowing of the culmination of psychoanalysis and neuroscience in 

modern cognitive psychology.7  

 Few scholars have examined my second choice of composer, Henri Dutilleux, 

from a psychological standpoint but have instead focused on the musician’s interest in 

French literature and his nationalistic tendencies.  French music specialist Caroline Potter 

has written a concise biography, for which she consulted personally with the composer.8  

In addition, a detailed and extensive 1994 interview between Roger Nichols and Henri 

 
5 Schoenberg was a friend of Gustav Mahler, who personally sought counsel from Freud during a 
midlife crisis. 
 
6 See Kenneth Hicken, Aspects of Harmony in Schoenberg’s Six Little Piano Pieces, Op. 19 
(Winnipeg, Canada: Frye Publishing, 1984). 
 
7 See Cornelius Wegman, Psychoanalysis and Cognitive Psychology: A Formalization of Freud’s 
Earliest Theory (London: Academic Press, 1985).  Freud discovered that neurotic symptoms 
seemed to arise from the idea of a weakened sense of unity between repressed memory and the 
cognitive function of the mind.  A concise explanation can be found in Morris Eagle, “Repres-
sion,” The Freud Encyclopedia: Theory, Therapy, and Culture, ed. Edward Erwin (New York: 
Routledge, 2002).  For this and  subsequent chapters italicized terms are defined in Appendix B.  
 
8 See Caroline Potter, Henri Dutilleux, His Life and Works (Cambridge: Ashgate, 1997). 
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Dutilleux documents the composer’s explicit thoughts about his influences and composi-

tional process.9  Some publications, such as Pierrette Mari’s light biography in French, 

serve as native-language references written closer to the time of Métaboles.10  Interest-

ingly, the evidence of Dutilleux “encompassing” memory encoding through musical 

structure has recently been explored in the context of his work Ainsi la nuit (1977) by 

scholar Kenneth Hesketh.11 

 Information regarding Paul Lansky, whose music represents the most current of 

my selections, benefits from the facts that I was able to correspond with him directly; and 

he has kindly responded to my questions.  Published interviews and writings in which his 

compositional process is discussed in rich detail have also informed my research.12  His 

liner notes for More Than Idle Chatter contain production information about the com-

puter equipment used for the music as well as program notes detailing the timeline and 

evolution of the chatter series.13  For this portion of my project, I also direct attention to 

hallmark experiments in the cognitive sciences, notably the work of Albert Bregman in 

 
9 See Roger Nichols and Henri Dutilleux, “Progressive Growth: Henri Dutilleux in Conversation 
with Roger Nichols,” The Musical Times CLXXXV/1812 (February 1994), 87-90. 
 
10 Pierrette Mari, Henri Dutilleux (Paris: Librarie Hachette, 1973). 
 
11 See Kenneth Hesketh, “The Backbone of Night: Mechanisms of Evolution in Henri Dutilleux’s 
Ainsi la nuit,” Contemporary Music Review XXIX/5 (October 2010), 463-83. 
 
12 See Paul Lansky and Alistair Riddell, “A Tuner of His World: An Interview with Paul Lan-
sky,” Context XV-XVI (1998), 33-45. 
 
13 See Paul Lansky, liner notes for More Than Idle Chatter [CD] (Bridge Records, 9050, 1994).  
This set is a series of three pieces: Idle Chatter (1985), just_more_idle_chatter (1987), and 
notjustmoreidlechatter (1988).  The collection is a musical mixture of samples and synthesized 
sound. 
 



6 
 

which principles of cognition that relate to the effects in Lansky’s music are proposed.14  

Because Lansky’s career developed parallel to that of early music software, the psycho-

logical influence over the initial stages of electronic music is considered for its restructur-

ing of the so-called problem of composition.15 

 
Methodology  

 
 

 In order to introduce the reader to non-musical concepts that I will be considering 

in later chapters, I will begin with a general overview of the three stages in the evolution 

of cognitive psychology that will contribute to the musical investigations themselves, i.e., 

psychoanalysis, memory theory, and cognitive psychology.  Attention will be given spe-

cifically to any connection, when verifiable, between the composer and psychology.  In 

the case of those where direct influence applies, the research will center on the traceable 

connection between the advocates of clinical psychology and the compositional process 

of the composer.  The selected works will be discussed as externalizations of these com-

posers’ creative processes.  Musical excerpts will be inserted whenever appropriate to il-

lustrate structural phenomena inspired by the contextual trends.  Finally, observations re-

garding the impact of cultural trends on the creative process adopted by the composer 

will support the analysis of the musical structure. 

 
14 See in particular the work of Albert Bregman. This scholar is a key figure in experimental psy-
chology and auditory perception.  His research on auditory streaming was published in the same 
decade (1970) as Paul Lansky's premiere electronic music and highlights the limitations of audi-
tory attention, which plays a key role in the success of Lansky’s chatter series.  
 
15 See Peter Manning, Electronic and Computer Music (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1993).  
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 Because substantial, albeit circumstantial, evidence documenting the interest of 

Schoenberg in Freudian psychoanalysis exists for specific pieces, I will instead provide 

support for the relationship of the composer’s Six Little Piano Pieces to the Freudian the-

ory of the unconscious.16  Although this late expressionist piano work has not been con-

sidered specifically in this psychological light, the circumstances for its creation as well 

as general information about the composer’s process of writing at the time will inform 

my conclusions.17 

 Dutilleux was markedly influenced by French culture and in particular the litera-

ture of French writer Marcel Proust (1871-1922).18  The composer’s Métaboles serves as 

a vivid depiction of a fascination with involuntary memory, as defined in popular culture 

for the first time in Proust’s writing.19  While he was not a psychologist himself, his 

iconic novel A la recherche du temps perdu [In Search of Lost Time] (1913) was substan-

tially affected by the author’s experience in a sanatorium during which he underwent 

 
16 See Donald B. Kuspit, “Breaking the Repression Barrier,” Art Journal XLVII/3 (September 
1988), 229-32.  The aforementioned Alexander Carpenter provided many details in his work; but 
the influence of Freud over Schoenberg is also apparent in the composer’s connection to the ex-
pressionist movement in fine art, which Kuspit explained as a symptom of Freudian thought 
about repression. 
 
17 Not only does this work fall within Schoenberg’s expressionist period but it can also be consid-
ered a stream-of-consciousness compositional process, as the composer finished five of the six 
pieces in a single day. 
 
18 Henri Dutilleux and Roger Nichols, “Progressive Growth,” 87-90.  The composer detailed his 
influences, including that of Proust, in this interview with Nichols.  
 
19 See Anne Bernstein, “The Contributions of Marcel Proust to Psychoanalysis,” The Journal of 
the American Academy of Psychoanalysis and Dynamic Psychiatry XXXIII/1 (January 2005), 
137-48.  Marcel Proust is reported to have popularized involuntary memory, which he described 
as a strong recall of the past, occurring spontaneously when a person is exposed to a connected 
stimulus (such as a smell or a taste).  Although work in memory theory had been done by ground-
breaking cognitive scientist Hermann Ebbinghaus, Proust is commonly recognized as an influen-
tial figure in the popularization and description of memory phenomena.   
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early neurological treatment for neurasthenia.20  In this part of my study, I will provide 

evidence for the conscious effort of the composer to reroute his compositional procedure 

based on new knowledge of cognitive thought.  Dutilleux’s view of the compositional 

process as personal and introspective—as well as his resistance to a systematic analysis 

of his physical score—uncannily mirrors the reactions against behaviorism found in 

Proustian literature and the nascent cognitive revolution.21  Information gleaned from his 

scores will be shown to reference a “progressive growth” approach—that the composer 

adapted a mindfulness to composing inspired by certain psychological concepts and as a 

reaction against other clinical trends. 

For the computer music of Lansky, I will consider the development of psychology 

and its cognitive variants that have dominated the field in the past few decades.  His crea-

tive works have drawn on applications of cognitive psychology to computer science 

through the pairing of technological interface with creative decisions in the musical pro-

cess.22  Thus, his music serves as another example of the subtle power of psychological 

 
20 See Julien Bogousslavsky and Oliver Walusinski, “Paul Sollier: The Involuntary Memory Con-
nection,” Schweizer Archiv für Neurologie und Psychiatrie CLX/4 (April 2009), 130-36.  Proust 
was treated in 1905 for neurasthenia, a nebulous anxiety and pain disorder now abandoned as a 
medical diagnosis.  His doctor, Paul Sollier, is considered to be a primary figure in early neuro-
science; in his publication Le Probléme de la mémoire (Paris: Ancienne Librarie Germer 
Bailliére: 1900), he summarized the findings current in cognitive science around the time of 
Proust’s treatment.  
 
21 Behaviorism became popular following the research of Ivan Pavlov (1849-1936) and was offi-
cially recognized after the release of American John B. Watson’s publication, Behaviorism (Lon-
don: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner, 1945).  These practitioners viewed psychology purely as an 
externally motivated trait and largely rejected the introspection of psychoanalysis. 
   
22 See John C. Benjafield, Cognition, 3rd ed. (Don Mills, Ontario: Oxford University Press Can-
ada, 2007).  Cognitive science deals with aspects of awareness and knowledge.  The introduction 
to Benjafield’s text provides a helpful overview.  In one passage (14-18) he described the close 
relationship of cognitive models to the development of computer programming.  
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development as an interdisciplinary feature in musical composition.  For this section the 

parallels between computer programming (employed extensively in Lansky’s chatter se-

ries) and cognitive modeling reveal provocative similarities.  A growing awareness of 

language and generative grammar plays a decisive role in understanding the unorthodox 

use of human vocalizations in these pieces.23  Finally, published statements from the 

composer describing his creative process will be compared to experimental data concern-

ing auditory perception to illustrate the ways in which this series was, in part, shaped by 

cognitive modeling and short-term memory theory.24 

 

 
23 See Fred Lerdahl and Ray Jackendoff, A Generative Theory of Tonal Music (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1983).  This text draws on Noam Chomsky’s idea of language as an instinctive ges-
ture in human psychology rather than an artificially imposed rule-based communication. 
 
24 See Albert Bregman, “Auditory Streaming Is Cumulative,” Journal of Experimental Psychol-
ogy, Human Perception, & Performance IV/3 (September 1978), 380-87.  Lansky’s interest in 
keeping electronic music interesting on repeated listenings requires adept manipulation of such 
phenomena as auditory streaming.  Many recent experiments in cognitive science have operated 
according to the general principle that attention and memory are limited. 
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CHAPTER II 
 

BECOMING CONSCIOUS:  

THE ADVENT AND EVOLUTION OF COGNITIVE PSYCHOLOGY  

IN WESTERN CULTURE FROM 1900 TO 1990 
 
 

Psychology before 1900 
 
 

Although philosophers and medical professionals have been fascinated by the hu-

man mind since ancient times, psychological practice was severely limited by primitive 

technology and societal bias until ca. 1900 and the period of the World Wars.1  Prior to 

this, psychological inquiry was generally explored in philosophy and religious studies.  

René Descartes (1596-1650) was one of the singular propagators of the brain / mind di-

chotomy in Western society, which he referred to as interactive dualism.2  This defining 

concept of the Enlightenment colored the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in a con-

flicting manner.  In one sense, the proposition implied the need to question human behav-

ior and the sense of self.  By contrast, the suggested division between biological and cog-

nitive functions contributed to resistance toward the evolution of an integrated psycho-

logical discipline. 

  

 
1 See Don H. Hockenbury and Sandra E. Hockenbury, Discovering Psychology, 4th ed. (New 
York: Worth Publishers, 2006), 3.  It should be noted that dates are approximations of shifts in 
the history of psychology.  As with the arts, many changes to the discipline unfolded gradually.   
   
2 Ibid., 3.  
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The era of the nineteenth century was—especially in Western middle-class soci-

ety—dominated by philosophical bias and religious prejudice in both the arts and in med-

icine.3  In particular, the idea of unconscious thought processes was abundantly rejected.  

For centuries, introspection had been practiced by philosophers and individuals alike but 

was limited to the context of spiritual self-betterment or conscious self-observation.4  In 

isolated cases, however, medical professionals began forming foundations for psychology 

as a discipline.  For example, Hermann von Helmholtz (1821-1894) and Wilhelm Wundt 

(1832-1920) observed evidence for automatic cognitive processes beyond conscious con-

trol.5  Other academics rejected the proof or chose to embrace alternative explanations.  

In fact, Helmholtz was forced to retract terminology referring to “unconscious processes” 

in his publication Psychological Optics (1956-1966).6  American psychology pioneer 

William James (1842-1910) was the first credited educator of psychology in the United 

States but personally objected to the concept or suggestion of the unconscious.7  While it 

was received with less criticism, the work of Wundt appeared at the end of the nineteenth 

 
3 See Janet Oppenheim, Shattered Nerves (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991).  Although 
Oppenheim focused her research on British trends in nineteenth-century psychiatry, she refer-
enced tendencies across Europe as well as provided detailed examples of the state of practice dur-
ing the Victorian age.   
 
4 Kurt Danziger, Constructing the Subject (Cambridge: Oxford University Press, 1990), 18-19. 
 
5 Wundt used apparatuses such as metronomes to conduct perception experiments in his labora-
tory.  Participants made reports based on their experiences of the stimulus, and they were often 
wildly varied.  These results contributed to negative views of introspection but also supported the 
concept that unconscious processes were affecting the participants’ perception of an objectively 
regular experience. 
  
6 See Bernard J. Baars, The Cognitive Revolution in Psychology (New York: Guilford Press, 
1986), 3.     
 
7 Ibid., 34. 
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century; his psychological laboratory—the Institute for Experimental Psychology at the 

University of Leipzig—opened in 1879 and was the first of its kind.  

 Suspicions about the acceptance of an unconscious or implicit mental function 

had been acutely present in society for some time.  It was, perhaps, not surprising that 

musical artists were among those generally opposed to a scientific investigation of crea-

tive intelligence.  Early psychologists wrestled with the idea of an unconscious mental 

process because, for them, it was necessary to assume conscious control over phenomena 

in order to respond empirically to their observations.8  Interactive dualism had dissemi-

nated the notion of the separation of the body and mind, resulting in the somewhat exclu-

sive schools of physiology and philosophy.  Thus, questions of the self and consciousness 

were answered through metaphysics and religion, while matters of the physical body 

were examined separately via other modes of thought.  Early “psychology,” then, rested 

on the premise that only the contents of the brain could be examined accurately.9  Wundt, 

who is considered the father of experimental psychology, was one of the first to suggest 

that it was neither a philosophical nor a physiological practice.   

 Although interactive dualism contributed to the compartmentalization of psychol-

ogy, Victorian social values also caused hesitancy in moving forward.  Individualization 

of the self apart from society was seen as dangerous, particularly among the growing 

middle-class population.  From this mentality was derived a similar need for conscious 

control.  Individuals largely evaluated themselves with regard to the work force and the 

 
8 Ibid., 35. 
 
9 Ibid., 36. 
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family unit—objective and quantitative roles.10  In music, the Victorian self was played 

out as dangerously unstable, as artists rebelliously claimed not only an individualistic ap-

proach to certain aspects of composition and performance but explored style within the 

confines of Nationalism as well.  As the century progressed, the division between abso-

lute and program music became more polarized: for some, music revealed the artist’s au-

tobiographical profile, and for others—especially the Germans—music was set apart 

from other aspects of the quotidian and needed only to be self-referential.11  The “intui-

tive” creative process was considered in a fashion similar to that applied to the mind—a 

subject for philosophy and religion.  Creativity was not to be examined methodically, but 

instead “the idea prevailed that ‘talent’ in music and the other arts was God-given.”12  

The scholar Carl Dahlhaus referred to “the cult of the genius” as the “aesthetic religion” 

of the nineteenth century.13  He also noted that, as Western culture before 1900 became 

increasingly positivistic and realist throughout its span, music remained stubbornly ro-

mantic in nature, providing not only metaphysical channels to genius and enlightenment 

but “elevation” and spiritual reprieve for the weary, industrialized middle class. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
10 Phillip Cushman, “When the Self Is Empty: Toward a Historically Situated Psychology,” The 
American Psychologist XLV/5 (May 1990), 600-02.  
 
11 Carl Dahlhaus, Between Romanticism and Modernism: Four Studies in the Music of the Later 
Nineteenth Century, trans. Mary Whittal (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), 3. 
 
12 Jack A. Taylor, “The Evolution and Future of Cognitive Research in Music,” Arts Education 
Policy Review XCIV/6 (July/August 1994), 35-40. 
 
13 Carl Dahlhaus, Between Romanticism and Modernism, 2-3. 
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Psychology from 1900 to 1920 
 
 

The societal repression of impulses throughout the nineteenth century and the 

devastation of World War I accelerated the development of the field of psychology be-

yond its cruder state.  In the latter half of the nineteenth century and into the early twenti-

eth, both men and women were admitted in increasing numbers for the treatment of hys-

teria and neurasthenia, for which existing remedies were not adequate to provide a per-

manent cure or satisfying explanation.  Although psychological treatment was being pur-

sued from a variety of angles in Europe and the United States, the French affected the sci-

entific community prominently through the work of Jean-Martin Charcot (1825-1893).  

This early neurologist developed a “new” hypnotic treatment for hysteria that, while con-

sidered a misstep in psychological treatment by many later practitioners, indirectly led to 

the legitimization of psychoanalysis by Sigmund Freud. 

 
Psychoanalysis and Sigmund Freud 
 
 Moravian-born Sigismund Schlomo Freud dramatically shifted his medical focus 

to psychology after a brief study period in France with Charcot.  Through his experience 

with these procedures, Freud confirmed that certain symptoms of hysteria, while resem-

bling signs of other somatic disorders, were not the result of organic causes; thus, they 

could not be understood as generated by physical stimuli in the manner that previous in-

vestigators had claimed.  Furthermore, the ability of the hypnotist to induce the symp-

toms of hysteria through hypnosis revealed to Freud that the mind itself could produce 
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physical symptoms.14  Shortly thereafter, in the decade of the 1890s, Freud developed his 

concept of the unconscious and a new method of treating patients suffering from hysteria 

through psychoanalysis.  Early practice (e.g., the case of Anna O.) involved the psycholo-

gist’s applying pressure to the participant’s forehead in an attempt to bring forgotten 

memories to immediate awareness.  Freud then asked the open-ended question: “What 

comes to your mind?”  This inquiry became the core of psychoanalytic therapy after 

Freud’s father died in 1896.  The emotional turmoil of this time brought him vivid 

dreams and reminiscences, which led to the centralization of the concept of free associa-

tion as well as the concept of childhood sexual trauma unconsciously affecting the adult.  

Many Freudian ideas came about as the result of personal experience, and thus scholars 

have criticized Freud—and rightly so—for the personal attributions he regarded as uni-

versal principles.  For example, Freud’s preoccupation with sexual trauma as an over-

arching source of anxiety did not stand strongly in the United States, where the popula-

tion was more apt to suffer from work-related stress.15  Despite controversy surrounding 

many aspects of Freud’s personal life and public work, certain core concepts of his prac-

tice served as a foundation for further research in the cognitive sciences; they assisted in 

confirming that not all mental processes are conscious and that not all memories are ac-

cessible at any time, despite the capacity of human memory.  For Freud, the emphasis of 

 
14 Peter L. Rudnytsky, “Freud, Sigmund,” The Freud Encyclopedia, ed. Edward Erwin (New 
York: Routledge, 2002), 222. 
 
15 Don H. Hockenbury and Sandra E. Hockenbury, Discovering Psychology, 477. 
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his clinic depended on recognizing unconscious or repressed mental states: “Psychother-

apy can pursue no other course than to bring the unconscious under the domination of the 

[conscious].”16 

Furthermore, it is important to note that Freud, as early as his work in The Inter-

pretation of Dreams (1899), separated the mental experience itself from the symbolic ex-

pression given to it by patients’ words or gestures.  He emphasized that, in order for men-

tal activity to become an object in consciousness, it must inevitably be converted into a 

virtual symbol.  Freud maintained that thoughts themselves could never be conscious but 

were instead objectified: only embodied in words and images—essentially as interfaces 

between the person and the mental state itself.17 

 
Early French Psychology 
 
 While Freud was promoting the notion of the unconscious, French neuroscientist 

Paul Sollier (1861-1933) was working under Charcot to summarize early findings in 

memory theory.  In his 1900 publication Le Problème de la mémoire he prefaced his 

commentary by disagreeing with both the antiquated view of the “soul” as the primary 

 
16 See David Livingstone Smith, “Unconscious,” The Freud Encyclopedia, ed. Edward Erwin, 
576 for an overview of Freud’s understanding of the unconscious.  The statement quoted above 
can be found in James Strachey’s English translation of the Standard Edition of Freud’s Writings: 
Sigmund Freud, Interpretation of Dreams, trans. James Strachey (New York: Basic Books, 
1955), 611.  
  
17 David Linvingstone Smith, “Unconscious,” The Freud Enclopedia, 577-78. 
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mental powerhouse as well as the Cartesian separation of metaphysical and physiologi-

cal.18  A large portion of his investigations dealt with the connection of emotion to invol-

untary memory retrieval.  He also posed questions about cellular changes in the brain 

during the memory process: how the process works and which regions of the brain are ac-

tive during remembering.19  Sollier’s theories were provocative and prophetic for his 

time, serving to foreshadow many future findings in cognitive psychology.  He was con-

sidered one of the more intelligent students of Charcot; but his work was largely over-

looked, despite replications of his ideas being applied in other areas of psychology.  

 
Psychology from 1913 to 1959 

 
 

Behaviorism 
 
 In the early twentieth century American psychologist John B. Watson (1878-

1958) introduced the new school of behaviorism, which became a popular topic of study 

in the following decades.  The term was first used by Watson in 1913, the same year he 

produced his so-called behaviorist manifesto.20  It is important to note that psychoanaly-

sis was still dominant at the time this article was published.  It was not until ca. 1930 that 

Watson’s new concepts were embraced by—mainly American—psychologists.21  Before 

 
18 Paul Sollier, Le Probléme de la mémoire (Paris: Ancienne Librarie Germer Bailliere, 1900), 1-
2. 
 
19 Julien Bogousslavsky, “Memory after Charcot: Paul Sollier's Visionary Work,” Journal of 
Neurology, Neurosurgery, and Psychiatry LXXVIII/12 (December 2007), 1373-74. 
 
20 John B. Watson, “Psychology as the Behaviourist Views It,” Psychological Review, XX/2 
(March 1913), 158-77.  [The article is often referred to as “The Behaviourist Manifesto.]  
 
21 David J. Murray, Gestalt Psychology and the Cognitive Revolution (New York: Harvester 
Wheatsheaf, 1995), 11. 
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the 1930s many individuals were still intrigued with the effects of psychoanalysis, and 

many were unaware of Watson’s radical views.  In the “Manifesto” he rejected the belief 

that the images, thoughts, and memories of introspection were appropriate translators for 

human behavior.  He instead argued that all habits were essentially learned motor move-

ments or behaviors created through external reinforcement.22  As the modern era contin-

ued to unfold, the positive aspects of behaviorism appealed on a broader scale.  Particu-

larly in the United States, the modern sense of the “empty” self, ready for “personality” 

development, was taking the place of the Victorian sense of “character.”23  Behaviorism’s 

externally motivated procedures brought with them the allure that a person was, in effect, 

capable of becoming whomever or whatever he or she wanted provided the correct rein-

forcement was in place; the self was no longer trapped in genetic information, pathologi-

cal diseases, or religious introspection.  From a clinical standpoint, the inconsistencies of 

psychoanalysis became apparent and problematic enough to warrant looking to alterna-

tive theories.  In the wake of two world wars, clinical workers were beginning to suspect 

that the benefits of the practice came about accidentally and thus rejected introspection 

altogether in the hope that reliable environmental reinforcement would propagate true 

change.  In racing to the opposite extreme, psychologists became more favorable to the 

idea that observation was a requirement for proper practice—the introspective could not 

be trusted.24 

 
22 Ibid., 8-9. 
 
23 David Cushman, “When the Self Is Empty,” 602. 
 
24 See David J. Murray, Gestalt Psychology and the Cognitive Revolution, 7.  See also David Liv-
ingstone Smith, “Unconscious,” The Freud Encyclopedia, ed. Edward Erwin, 581.  It should be 
noted that the emphasis against introspection in behaviorist psychology differed from that of the 
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 While behaviorism provoked responses internationally, Europeans did not em-

brace it as Americans had done.  Although those in the United Kingdom were not unfa-

vorable toward the practice, thinkers in mid-century France (of greater interest to this re-

search) viewed behaviorism as a brash American method for human control.25  The 

French intellectual community was still interested in the development of psychoanalysis.  

It should come as no surprise that introspection was still favored in the era of John-Paul 

Sartre (1905-1980), Michel Foucault (1926-1984), Albert Camus (1913-1960), and oth-

ers.  

 
Cognitive Psychology: World War II to 1959 
 
 Meanwhile, outside of France, other psychologists were slowly beginning to de-

part from the honeymoon phase of behaviorism, while the post-World War II culture 

opened up ample opportunities for the cognitive sciences to emerge.  The need for radio 

operators to sift through simultaneously received audio communications during the war 

inspired experiments such as those of Colin Cherry (1914-1979), who discovered in 1953 

that humans could only attend to one channel of dichotomous auditory information at a 

time.26  In a similar vein, George A. Miller (1920-2012) established a foundational tenant 

 
nineteenth-century psychologists.  During this earlier period, psychologists viewed introspection 
with preconceptions about consciousness.  The behaviorist school acknowledged unconscious 
processes, as their predecessors had not, but posed that internal behavior could only be changed 
by outward behavior.  
 
25 Rémy Amouroux, “Beyond Indifference and Aversion: The Critical Reception and Belated Ac-
ceptance of Behavior Therapy in France,” History of Psychology XX/3 (April 2017), 313-29. 
 
26 Colin Cherry, “Some Experiments on the Recognition of Speech, with One and Two Ears,” The 
Journal of the Acoustical Society of America XXV/5 (September 1953), 975-79. 
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of cognitive psychology in 1956 with his experiments about memory limitations.  Partici-

pants were tested on their short-term (working) memory of items across modalities.  The 

results led to the conclusion that working memory can only store roughly seven items be-

fore they are either placed in long-term memory or forgotten.  The study further estab-

lished that the “items” could be individual pieces of information or “chunks” of infor-

mation, which inspired myriads of further questions about human memory that became 

the concern of cognitive science for the next decades.27  The significance of Miller’s the-

ory was its support for the idea that human cognition was more complex than the behav-

iorist philosophy of stimulus and response.  The scientific community, growing weary of 

the restrictions of behaviorist empiricism, began to seek a compromise in experimental 

psychology paired with the introspective information offered by participants in experi-

ments such as those of Miller and Cherry.28  

  The war era also precluded an increasing need for human computers.  Lacking 

such, scientists were encouraged to investigate the potential for mechanical operating sys-

tems.  Allan Newell (1927-1992) successfully translated mathematical computations into 

logic problems in 1957, creating a program that could solve simple math calculations.  

Scientists employed the use of Boolean theory as a shared language between mechanical 

circuits and logic, allowing machines to operate fully on a series of “yes” or “no” ques-

tions.  Because Boolean language could notate both mathematics and logic paradigms, it 

was becoming apparent that there was potential for human reasoning to be represented 

 
27 Bernard J. Baars, The Cognitive Revolution in Psychology, 163-65. 
 
28 Ibid., 149. 
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externally.29  Cognitive limitation research from individuals such as Miller and Cherry 

and the computational model of Newell provided evidence to the psychological commu-

nity that humans processed information; they did not merely react to it.  

 
Cognitive Psychology from 1959 to 1990 

 
 
The Cognitive Revolution 
 
 On 11 September 1959 Noam Chomsky (born 1928) initiated the final takedown 

of behaviorism after psychologist B. F. Skinner (1904-1990) attempted to extrapolate the 

behaviorist method as an interpretation of human language.  Chomsky systematically re-

futed the simplistic stimulus-response methodology of behaviorism and argued for the 

complexity of language phenomena—it was both multi-level and hard-wired into hu-

mans.30  

 This development indicated a clear evolution from both the extremes of psycho-

analytical introspection and positivist behaviorism to a new space where cognitive expe-

rience could be accounted for in a scientific manner.31  Cognitivism returned to the idea 

of the unconscious, but it was now examined as part of processing, not simply in regard 

to extreme pathology.  Cognitivism also differed from Freud’s view that unconscious 

processes must be brought to the surface of consciousness and examined in a clinical 

 
29 Ibid., 148-49. 
 
30 See Noam Chomsky, “A Review of B. F. Skinner’s ‘Verbal Behavior,’” Language XXXV/1 
(1959), 26-58. 
 
31 See Bernard J. Baars, The Cognitive Revolution in Psychology, 163-65.  
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manner.32  Thus, cognitive psychology combined many of the goals from both its prede-

cessors but with new aims and perspectives.  All components of human nature (personal-

ity, social interaction, emotion, language, et al.) could now be examined not only as re-

sponses but as intrinsically human processes that were in themselves complex and inter-

active.  While behaviorists rejected the idea of introspective realization because it was not 

empirical, the rise of computer logic addressed their objection by providing the oppor-

tunity to represent human thinking in models and external language coding.  

 
Cognitive Psychology until 1990 
 
 In the remaining decades between 1950 and 1990, a variety of research was con-

ducted to explore the extremities, implications, and applications of “limited attention.”  

As they relate most closely to this study, advancements in auditory knowledge, exempli-

fied in the work of Neville Moray (1935-2017) and Albert Bregman (born 1936), are of 

immediate importance.  Moray built on the concepts established in Cherry’s dichotomous 

message experiments and refined the “cocktail party” phenomenon: humans are able to 

filter out a large amount of auditory information while focusing on one stream.  Further-

more, Moray established that, when a person directed attention to a particular stream, it 

was nearly impossible for that individual to retain any memory of those that were unat-

tended.  His continued experimentation illustrated that certain “important” messages in an 

unattended channel (such as a person’s name) might break over into attention, albeit at a 

 
32 David Livingstone Smith, “Unconcious,” The Freud Encyclopedia, ed. Edward Erwin, 581. 
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low rate (33%) of accuracy.33  Furthermore, channels that were judged to be of greater 

similarity were harder to filter than those that were markedly different.   

Albert Bregman began teaching cognitive psychology in 1965 at McGill Univer-

sity, where he soon began his journey to acquire a better understanding of what he termed 

“auditory scene analysis.”  His observations paralleled the musical idea of “voicing,” 

where a listener could perceive a distinct linear melody comprised of the highest pitches 

of musical patterns.  Bregman noticed this phenomenon when he played a pitch sequence 

on tape at a faster tempo than normal: it sounded like two distinct groups of non-adjacent 

pitches.  He compared the experience to the visual phenomenon of Gestalt grouping, 

wherein a viewer might recognize a nebulous “group” of similar objects against a dissim-

ilar object rather than the individual objects themselves.34  

 Although Western musicians had been intuitively operating with streaming con-

cepts in mind for some time, the advent of computer music technology and advanced 

acoustic research ushered in new ways of approaching sound itself.  Composers could 

now use the computational models created by psychologists to serve multiple roles for 

their work.  The synthesizer allowed the composer to become an evolved instrument 

builder who could now create new variations of frequencies and sounds during the com-

positional process.  Developing software consolidated the abstractions of a musical work 

into a visible interface by which the composer could map and execute the compositional 

process in a variety of ways.  In addition, composers could allow the algorithmic power 

 
33 Neville Moray, “Attention in Dichotic Listening: Effective Cues and the Influence of Instruc-
tion,” Quarterly Journal of Experimental Psychology XI/1 (February 1959), 56-60. 
 
34 Albert Bregman, “Auditory Streaming Is Cumulative,” Journal of Experimental Psychology, 
Human Perception, & Performance IV/3 (September 1978), 380-87. 
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of the machine to assist in certain mundane parts of the compositional process.  Whereas 

a twelve-tone matrix required human creation, a computer could now generate pitch col-

lections, randomize sequences, and various other tasks that would have taken the human 

creator significantly more time.35 

 Although a comprehensive overview of cognitive psychology is beyond the scope 

of this study, it is important to note that a large portion of cognitive theory since the 1959 

revolution has been devoted to understanding the process of human memory and the cog-

nition of various modalities.  Computational modeling was particularly favorable towards 

modularity models such as those described in Jerry Fodor’s research in 1983.36  Although 

scientists had largely discredited the rough Boolean idea of human logic and processing 

by the 1980s, it was still largely unknown how much overlap existed among the domains 

of the mind.  Thus, computational modeling of human thought was important across the 

sciences for two main purposes: to understand human tendencies of cognition better and 

to create artificial intelligence.  In both cases, computational models were of utmost im-

portance because the success of the model required a definition of an abstraction to be 

precise enough that it could be duplicated with a machine.  For cognitive psychologists, 

the success supported a working theory.  For machine-builders, good models opened 

doorways to unexplored territory.  For musicians, the victories of cognitive scientists pre-

sented not only better ways to manipulate sound for the purposes of composition and per-

formance but also for the luxury of more efficient composition methods.  

 
35 Douglass Keislar,“A Historical View of Computer Music Technology,” and Geraint A. Wig-
gins, Marcus T.Pearce, and Daniel Müllensiefen, “Generative Algorithms for Making Music: 
Emergence, Evolution, and Ecosystems,” The Oxford Handbook of Computer Music, ed. Roger T. 
Dean (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 25, 385. 
 
36 See Jerry Fodor, Modularity of the Mind (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 1983). 
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Summary 
 
 

 An examination of the evolution of psychology reveals an intricate unfolding.   

Although endless offshoots and subdisciplines have risen, fallen, and grown over the past 

century, it is important to note that certain concepts have captured the attention of psy-

chologists consistently over the decades, e.g., what are the limitations of our cognitive ca-

pacity and how can we work with or change those limitations?  Because the evolution of 

the field has been dedicated to both abstractions and empirical evidence, the cognitive 

sciences have offered ample inspiration for musicians as well.  As I will explore in the 

following research the evidence of cognitive limitations in the form of illusions and phe-

nomena provide exciting bases for musical subjects.  On another level, developing theo-

ries of how memory works during mental activity invites new perspectives in the realm of 

the creative process itself.  It could be argued that cognitive psychology has always at-

tempted to support the mental dimensions of human experience.  As shown in the history 

of psychology, however, society and psychological sciences have affected one another in 

a complex and integrated feedback loop with surprising results in and outside of the la-

boratory. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE UNCONSCIOUS REVEALED IN 

ARNOLD SCHOENBERG’S SIX LITTLE PIANO PIECES, OP. 19 

 
Contextual Information about the Composer and Relevant Psychological Trends 

 
 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, some of the more radical movements in 

both Western music and psychology occurred in close proximity.  As noted in the previ-

ous chapter, the new century ushered in the momentum to alter many common percep-

tions of existence that had been commonplace in the psyches and routines of the fin de 

siècle.  As significant respondents to these paradigm shifts, Arnold Schoenberg (1874-

1951) and Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) have frequently been the subject of comparative 

research because of their many parallels.  Their nearly coinciding lifespans witnessed a 

similar timeline of works, with Schoenberg’s publications spanning from 1898 until 

1950.  Freud’s first publication (a challenge to the compartmentalized theories of neuro-

science involving speech), called Zur Auffassung der Aphasien [On the Interpretation of 

the Aphasias], was published in 1891 and his final book, Der Mann Moses und die mono-

theistische Religion [Moses and Monotheism], in 1939.1  His last work represents a fasci-

nating parallel—at the least in terms of subject matter—to the explorations of Schoen-

berg, who had developed an interest in the Biblical figure of Moses for his unfinished 

1932 opera, Moses und Aron.  In addition, Freud and Schoenberg have both remained 

 
1 William W. Miessner, “Religion” and “Psychoanalysis,” The Freud Encyclopedia, ed. Edward 
Erwin (New York: Routledge, 2002), 33, 475. 
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central and affecting to Western culture beyond their historical significance.  Their paral-

lel intents—to dispel the dependency of inner thoughts on externalized content and to 

find freedom in allowing amorphous mental gesture to exist in a structured setting—have 

been observed for decades.2  Although psychoanalysis in its original form is no longer 

generally practiced in the twenty-first century, Freud’s theories of repression and the un-

conscious are being rediscovered and reconfirmed by contemporary research.3  Likewise, 

while Schoenberg’s atonal and serialist methods may not be standard practice in the crea-

tion of current chamber and orchestral music, the theory of such systems remains a staple 

component in most music theory curricula, and much of new concert repertoire thrives on 

the models of post-tonal and serialist composers. 

Investigating the possible influence of Freud on the development of Schoenberg 

as a composer has both intrigued and challenged scholars as there were no documented 

meetings between the psychologist and the musician.  For example, Alexander Carpenter, 

a substantial contributor to the literature on Schoenberg and Freud, has recently con-

cluded that he believes there were no direct connections between the two men.4  No 

books or writings by Freud were found among Schoenberg’s personal articles, yet there is 

conflicting evidence from the recollections of individuals as to whether Freud was openly 

 
2 Alan Philip Lessem, Music and Text in the Works of Arnold Schoenberg: The Critical Years, 
1908-1922, Studies in Musicology, No. 8 (Ann Arbor, MI: UMI Research Press, 1973), 3. 
 
3 Michael C. Anderson, et al., “Neural Systems Underlying the Suppression of Unwanted Memo-
ries,” Science CCCIII/5655 (February 2004), 232-35.  
 
4 Alexander Carpenter, “Parallels between Freud and Schoenberg,” Music—Psychoanalysis—Mu-
sicology (New York: Routledge, 2018), 49. 
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discussed by Schoenberg or met with the composer.5  Although direct influence cannot be 

confirmed without such conspicuous links, circumstantial evidence, as will be shown in 

this chapter, suggests that, while Schoenberg was not personally acquainted with Freud, 

the influence of the famed psychoanalyst on both the intimates of the composer and his 

culture was ubiquitous enough to become a motivating factor in aspects of Schoenberg’s 

atonal period. 

   Schoenberg’s final adaptation to the atonal period occurred in 1908, a year of sev-

eral international phenomena in Western music; nevertheless, the composer maintained 

that his evolution was separate from that of other composers.6  In the United States 

Charles Ives completed works such as the cacophonous collage scherzo All The Way 

Around and Back, and Béla Bartók traveled beyond conventional Western harmony in the 

modal features of his Fourteen Bagatelles, Op. 6.  Other scholars—even Schoenberg 

himself—have noted that such simultaneous developments at an international level was 

not a coincidence but the result of changing views about the meaning of musical structure 

 
5 Lewis Wickes, “Schoenberg, Erwartung, and the Reception of Psychoanalysis in Musical Cir-
cles in Vienna until 1910/1911,” Studies in Music XXIII/88 (1989), 101, n. 11.  See also Alexan-
der Carpenter, “Schoenberg’s Vienna, Freud’s Vienna: Reexamining the Connections between 
the Monodrama Erwartung and the Early History of Psychoanalysis,” The Musical Quarterly 
XCIII/1 (Spring 2010), 148.  Although mutual acquaintances could not collectively recall specific 
meetings or conversations with or about Freud, it stands to reason that the occurrence of cross-
over in such recollections—even if inaccurate—indicates that even Schoenberg’s friends consid-
ered there to be a connection between the two individuals. 
 
6 See Bryan R. Simms, “Whose Idea Was Erwartung,” Constructive Dissonance: Arnold Schoen-
berg and the Transformation of Twentieth-Century Culture, ed. Juliane Brand and Christopher 
Hailey (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 104.  See also Bryan R. Simms, The 
Atonal Music of Arnold Schoenberg (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000).  Schoenberg 
was strongly opposed to comparisons of his music to that of contemporaneous composers such as 
Wagner or Josef Hauer. 
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and expression.7  It is also important to observe that, while some revolutionary composers 

were aware of one another, their personal reasons for departing from tonality varied: Bar-

tók’s version focused on his understanding of traditional folk music, while Ives was fasci-

nated in communicating his past and continuing his father’s habit of wild experimenta-

tion.8  Schoenberg’s particular inspirations to depart from Western harmony remain the 

subjects of investigation, but it seems clear that the composer was not motivated by a mu-

sical movement toward atonality and was unaware of the term itself until after his shift to 

serialist music in 1920.9  Fellow Austrian composer Josef Matthias Hauer (1883-1959) 

who independently devised a method of twelve-tone composition, is considered one of 

the first to use the term “atonal” in regard to music.10  When Schoenberg came across this 

term and its definition in Hauer’s Vom Wesen des musikalischen [The Nature of Music] 

(1920), he considered it to be “nonsense” and avoided the association of his music with it 

and, by extension, with the author.11  Thus, while Schoenberg was undoubtedly aware of 

the work of his colleagues, his investigation and understanding of atonality were not the 

results of a change in musical structure itself but a new perspective on the psychology of 

its creation.  

 
7 Ibid., 7. 
 
8 Charles Ives, Keeping Score - Ives: Holidays Symphony [DVD], perf. San Francisco Symphony, 
cond. Michael Tilson Thomas (San Francisco: SFS Media, 2009). 
  
9 Oliver Wray Neighbor, “Schoenberg [Schönberg], Arnold,” Grove Music Online (2001) 
(www.oxfordmusiconline.com/). 
 
10 Ibid.  Josef Hauer claimed to be the first to write twelve-tone music in full consciousness.  
 
11 Ibid.  See also Bryan R. Simms, The Atonal Music of Arnold Schoenberg, 8.  Schoenberg ar-
gued that such a title indicated that the piece of music did not include any tones at all.  
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The composer’s articulation of his transition was surprisingly psychological in its 

wording.  He described the change as both “obedience” to an “inner compulsion” and as a 

“need” for “clarity.”12  Schoenberg—in addition to researchers studying him—used the 

Freudian term “unconscious” as well.  In a famous “manifesto” that appeared in a 1909 

letter to fellow composer and intellectual Ferruccio Busoni (1866-1924), the composer 

made the following declaration: 

  
I strive for: complete liberation in all forms from all symbols of cohesion 
and logic . . . [Music] should be an expression of feeling, as our feelings 
which bring us in contact with our unconscious, really are, and no false 
child of feelings and “conscious logic.”13 
 
 

Interestingly, the word “unconscious” appears over ten times in the composer’s first theo-

retical writing, Harmonielehre (1911).14  Lewis Wickes examined that, in the context of 

this publication, Schoenberg used the German word “trieb”  [drive as in desire or inter-

est] to refer to an unconscious creative instinct in the artist.15  Although the term had been 

 
12 Ibid., 7. 
 
13 Arnold Schoenberg, letter (undated) to Ferruccio Busoni, reprinted in Ferruccio Busoni, Se-
lected Letters, ed. and trans. Antony Beaumont (New York: Columbia University Press, 1987), 
389.  The translation appears as part of the correspondence spanning July of 1909 in Alexander 
Carpenter’s “Schoenberg’s Vienna, Freud’s Vienna,” 146.  
 
14 Arnold Schoenberg, Harmonielehre (Leipzig: Universal Edition, 1911). 
 
15 Arnold Schoenberg, Theory of Harmony, trans. Roy E. Carter (Berkeley: University of Califor-
nia Press, 1978), 416, quoted in Lewis Wickes, “Schoenberg, Erwartung, and the Reception of 
Psychoanalysis,” 89. 
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in use for centuries, employing it to reference the psychological unconscious was a con-

sequence of Freudian influence in Europe—appearing as it did in Freud’s 1905 publica-

tion Sexualtheorie—during the first decade of the twentieth century.16  

It seems that a significant motivator in Schoenberg’s driving yet unconscious 

need to free himself from the Western tradition as it existed during his time was a prob-

lem similar to that experienced by Freud in psychology: the entrapment of mental space 

in a predetermined cultural map of the nineteenth century.17  Freud’s insistence on the 

role of unwilled instincts in human development and sexuality challenged the hierarchy 

of religious morality and tiered status in the conscious state of humankind.  Likewise, 

Schoenberg rejected the hierarchical system of Western harmony and instead posited that 

there was no predetermined compass—be it tonic or moral—to determine the constituents 

of his piece.18  For him this generated the philosophy of equality of all tones, related only 

to each other in melody and rhythmic gesture.19  The result, then, was a structural mani-

festation of what the composer believed were his unconscious gestures—without the con-

notations attached to traditional composition.  

Freud’s approach to “talking therapy” or “free association” in therapy followed 

acutely similar thinking.  In his 1900 publication The Interpretation of Dreams he stated 

that “psychotherapy can pursue no other course than to bring the unconscious under the 

 
16 Ibid.  Such occurrences indicate that Freud’s prominence in Vienna was ubiquitous during the 
time of Schoenberg. 
 
17 Patricia Carpenter, “The Piano Music of Arnold Schoenberg,” Theory and Practice: Journal of 
the Music Theory Society of New York State XXX (2005), 5-6.  
 
18 Ibid., 6-7. 
 
19 Ibid., 7. 
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domination of the conscious.”20  In the same publication he explained the distinction be-

tween the unconscious and articulated perception: 

 
Thoughts and physical structures in general must never be regarded as lo-
calized in organic elements of the nervous system but rather, as one might 
say, between them, where resistances and vacillations provide the corre-
sponding correlates.  Everything that can be an object of our internal per-
ception is virtual.21 
 
 

In effect, Freud argued for the provocative notion that perceptions and beliefs were dis-

tinct from natural instinct and rules, as interpretations of mental space were not them-

selves the core of human experience.  Likewise, Schoenberg considered that the relation-

ships encouraged by traditional tonality or key were the products of human interpretation 

and perception.22 

 
Six Little Piano Pieces, Op. 19 

 
 

Significance and History 
 
 Six Little Piano Pieces, Op. 19 (1911) provides excellent anecdotal evidence of 

Schoenberg’s “expressionist” period in practice and for the suggestion of its relationship 

to Freud’s growing cultural significance.  Although much literature about Schoenberg—

both as a Freudian and as an atonal composer—has been dedicated to the monodrama 

 
20 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams (first published in German as Die Traumdeutung 
in 1899), trans. James Strachey (New York: Basic Books, 1955), 578. 
 
21 Ibid., 611. 
 
22 Bryan R. Simms, The Atonal Music of Arnold Schoenberg, 9-10. 
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Erwartung (1909) and Fünf Orchesterstücke: No.1 (1909), less time has been spent dis-

cussing the piano works of his expressionist period, despite this compositional phase ar-

guably beginning with the creation of a piano work (Op. 11), and, as noted by multiple 

experts, culminating in the concise miniatures of Op. 19.23  It has even been proposed that 

this manifestation of Schoenberg’s atonal music was significant enough to merit the in-

spiration of likewise aphoristic music from Anton Webern and Alban Berg in the follow-

ing years.24  While musically noteworthy, it is equally remarkable to consider the time-

line of Op. 19’s completion.  Five of the six pieces were composed in one day, 19 Febru-

ary 1911.  The finale of the set was completed in June of the same year.25  The collection 

is particularly brief, with each piece containing an average of eleven measures (the long-

est is seventeen and the shortest two are a mere nine bars) and with the total running time 

for the set elapsing in a succinct six minutes.  

 
Musical Aspects 
 
   One of the more immediate universal observations that can be drawn from the 

original five in the collection of miniatures is the undertone of a cyclical nature.  The first 

 
23 Patricia Carpenter, “The Piano Music of Arnold Schoenberg,” 5; Bryan R. Simms, The Atonal 
Music of Arnold Schoenberg, 104; Kenneth L. Hicken, Aspects of Harmony in Arnold Schoen-
berg’s Six Little Piano Pieces, Op. 19 (Winnipeg, Canada: Frye Publishing, 1984), 2; Charles 
Rosen, Arnold Schoenberg (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975; reprinted 1996), 52.  
 
24 Willi Reich, Schoenberg: A Critical Biography, trans. Leo Black (New York: Praeger Publish-
ers, 1973), 55-56. 
 
25 Bryan R. Simms, The Atonal Music of Arnold Schoenberg, 84-85. 
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is the most harmonically complex as well as the longest.26  Of all the pieces in the collec-

tion, this initial selection also contains the highest number of illustrative expression 

markings, e.g., “slightly tender” and multiple appearances of the word “volatile.”27  In V 

(no. 5) the length is second only to the first at fifteen measures, and its harmonic com-

plexity is also second to the first.28  In both I and V the composer also revealed sectional 

forms, comprising four and three phrases, respectively, that are not thematic develop-

ments of each other.29   In V a return to expressive language is also seen with the marking 

“tender but full.”  The middle pieces, II and III, are both nine measures each.  The second 

provides the most static point in the set, with an ostinato pattern—surprisingly a major 

third—and no modulation.30   It also contains what could be interpreted as a false reprise 

(m. 7), creating the aura of a small ternary form.31  The third of the series supplies further 

contrast and depth by changing to a forte dynamic for the first half and returning to the 

shifting tonal center pattern established in the first movement, nevertheless maintaining 

hints of diatonicism and a “lyrical” quality.32  In IV the composer provides momentum 

 
26 Kenneth Hicken, Aspects of Harmony, 30. 
 
27 Ibid.  See also a reprint of the first edition (Vienna: Universal Edition, 1913), Plate U.E. 5069 
in Twentieth-Century Piano Classics (Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, 1999), 130-36. 
 
28 Kenneth Hicken, Aspects of Harmony, 31. 
 
29 Ibid., 31. See also Bryan R. Simms, The Atonal Music of Arnold Schoenberg, 85. 
 
30 Kenneth Hicken, Aspects of Harmony, 30. 
 
31 Bryan R. Simms, The Atonal Music of Arnold Schoenberg, 85. 
 
32 Kenneth Hicken, Aspects of Harmony, 30. 
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into the fifth work by elongating its form to thirteen measures (an antecedent and conse-

quent pairing) and by increasing the dynamic intensity, beginning with a single melody 

line at piano and ending with marcato articulations,  sforzando blocked chords, and dou-

ble forte dynamic markings.33   

 The expressive text for the middle movements becomes less descriptive and more pre-

scriptive with markings such as “in time,” “lightly,” and, in movement III, an emphasis 

on the literal meaning of the dynamics and articulations.  Not only is this an interesting 

contrast to the original bookend movements in the first five pieces, but an intriguing 

symptom of the changes being made to engraving on the part of composers such as 

Schoenberg.  The precision of the articulation and dynamics, as well as the literal expres-

sion markings, stand in contrast to the performance practice of the period of Romanti-

cism.  This method has also been observed to represent a connection to the clinical ap-

proach of the mind that modern culture was beginning to adopt.34 

The finale of the Six Little Piano Pieces is significant in that, after what had ini-

tially been the completion of the set, the composer felt compelled to write an additional 

concluding movement after the death of his close friend and colleague Gustav Mahler.35  

It has been called “one of Schoenberg’s most inspired and expressive compositions ever,” 

 
33 Ibid., 30.  See also Twentieth-Century Piano Classics (Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, 
1999), 134-35. 
 
34 Robert Hill, “Overcoming Romanticism: On the Modernization of Twentieth-Century Perfor-
mance Practice,” Music and Performance during the Weimar Republic, ed. Bryan Randolph 
Gilliam (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 37-59. 
 
35 Bryan R. Simms, The Atonal Music of Arnold Schoenberg, 85. 
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terse yet timeless at nine measures, the same as the shortest of the previous five.36  Its 

haunting and subdued emotional transference is encased in recurring intervals of ninths 

and fourths, which have been interpreted as a tolling bell motif by some listeners.  Like 

the others in the set, many of the markings remain clinical and objective, except for the 

most evocative indications that occur at the cessation of the piece: “with very delicate ex-

pression” and “like a breath.”37 

Although a detailed harmonic and formal analysis is not germane to my own re-

search, several scholars have noted that, in investigating the theoretical content of Six 

Little Piano Pieces, it is more conducive to examine their harmonic structures as “out-

growths” of traditional tonal and modal systems than the “fused bitonality” present in 

other atonal works.38  Likewise, the formal structures of the pieces, while volatile, are re-

lated to traditional forms, e.g., the ternary structures in the fourth and fifth movements.  

That there is a clear connection between Schoenberg’s current and past compositional ap-

proaches is notable because it is the only time during his expressionist period that he 

combined all of his previous and current techniques into a concise whole without further 

experimentation.39  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
36 Ibid., 86.  Simms was referring to the words of Schoenberg’s student Egon Wellesz. 
 
37 Arnold Schoenberg, Six Little Piano Pieces [reprint] in Twentieth-Century Piano Classics, 136. 
 
38 Kenneth Hicken, Aspects of Harmony, x, 2. 
 
39 Bryan R. Simms, The Atonal Music of Arnold Schoenberg, 84. 
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Task Environment Considerations 
 
 

While sophisticated analyses—albeit few—exist for these pieces, it has been ob-

served that the difficulty in studying Schoenberg’s harmonic logic during his atonal pe-

riod is acute, which emphasizes the importance of examining influences on the mental 

process of the composer during this time.40  Given that he purported not to have made 

musical decisions based on internalized memories of tonal music or an externally-based 

rule system as in his serialist pieces, the importance of other influences—such as the 

probable role of contemporaneous psychology—may be useful to consider in addition to 

structural analyses.  

 
Schoenberg’s Personal Psychology and Interests  
 

The decade surrounding the creation of Op. 19 is especially memorable through a 

psychological lens because of the mental turmoil Schoenberg underwent during this time. 

Artistically, the composer experienced severe doubt, procrastination, and crisis.  Only a 

few years earlier, his wife had engaged in an affair with a mutual friend, he required fi-

nancial assistance from Mahler for living expenses, and his imminent hire as a theory 

professor at the University of the Performing Arts in Vienna was denied based on his reli-

gious heritage.41  Although not as catastrophic for Freud, the first decade of the twentieth 

 
40 Kenneth Hicken, Aspects of Harmony, 1.  Hicken’s analysis is to my knowledge the most com-
prehensive study on this work.  See also Jack Boss, “Six Little Piano Pieces, Op. 19 (Nos. 2, 3, 
and 6): Musical Idea and Basic Image in Miniature,” Schoenberg's Atonal Music: Musical Idea, 
Basic Image, and Specters of Tonal Function (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 
224-62. 
 
41 Oliver Wray Neighbor, “Schoenberg [Schönberg], Arnold,” Grove Music Online (2001) 
(www.oxfordmusiconline.com).  See also Bryan R. Simms, The Atonal Music of Arnold Schoen-
berg, 84. 
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century was also significant for psychology as this founder of psychoanalysis had re-

cently concluded his studies of hysteria in France with neuroscientist Jean-Martin Char-

cot and was then rising to international fame.42  After Freud had witnessed, in the French 

laboratories, the effects of hypnosis inducing and clarifying the mental states of hysteria, 

he came to the conclusion and basic tenant of his theory that mental states are largely be-

yond the conscious and exist in the unconscious.43  Thus, he documented the distinction 

in The Interpretation of Dreams by asserting that thoughts or mental states are never con-

scious but objects of perception and interpretation.44  By 1907 Freud realized that his new 

practice of psychoanalysis was being widely accepted by the public—coincidentally one 

year before Schoenberg’s adoption of atonal writing and two years before his “manifesto” 

letter.45  Freud was well respected enough by this time to have been visited by two other 

prominent composers, both associates of Schoenberg: Alban Berg and Gustav Mahler.  

Berg, a student of Schoenberg, consulted Freud in 1908 for the treatment of asthma, 

which at the time was thought to be a symptom of psychological distress.46  Mahler’s 

visit with Freud occurred in 19190, shortly before the composer’s death.  Mahler self-re-

portedly came to a new understanding of a German folk tune (“Ach, du lieber Augustin”) 

as a result of his conversation with Freud; this melody also appeared in Schoenberg’s Op. 

 
42 Peter L. Rudnytsky, “Freud, Sigmund,” The Freud Encyclopedia, ed. Edward Erwin, 222, 224-
25. 
 
43 Ibid., 575.   
 
44 Ibid., 577.   
 
45 Lewis Wickes, “Schoenberg, Erwartung, and the Reception of Psychoanalysis,” 94.  See also 
Bryan R. Simms, The Atonal Music of Arnold Schoenberg, 7. 
 
46 Alexander Carpenter, “Schoenberg’s Vienna, Freud’s Vienna,” 149. 
 



39 
 

10, on the cusp of his transition to expressionism.47  Although Schoenberg never credited 

Freud in his manifesto or in any annotations concerning his atonal compositions, the 

proximate timeline of his transition to atonality, along with his simultaneous utilization of 

psychological terminology and clinical approach to writing, seems to indicate the strong 

possibility of Freudian influence. 

Another link between Freudian creativity and Schoenberg—particularly with re-

gard to Six Little Piano Pieces—comes from Schoenberg’s friendship with expressionist 

painter Wassily Kandinsky, which was initiated in January of 1910.  Because Freudian 

therapy emphasized the ideas of timelessness, images, and symbols, the visual arts were 

most easily shaped by his theories.48  While champions of surrealism manipulated the as-

sociations of symbols, agents of expressionism followed the Freudian unconscious more 

precisely by eliminating perceived objects and associations.49  As Donald Kuspit ob-

served in his research about expressionist art: “The psyche disintegrates into fragments—

ambiguous images—and those are broken down further into raw elements of intensity.”50 

Expressionist art portrays a similar representation of free association: displaying 

mental gestures or states—emotion—without the repression or forced connections that 

 
47 Alan Philip Lessem, Music and Text in the Works of Arnold Schoenberg, 211, n. 65.  In re-
calling his childhood trauma Mahler remembered experiencing the quaint melody of “Ach, du 
lieber Augustin,” which resulted in fusing amusement and tragedy in his mind.  Original infor-
mation was obtained from Ernest Jones, Sigmund Freud, Life and Work, vol. II (New York: Basic 
Books, 1995), 79-80. 
 
48 Francesco Barale and Vera Minazzi, “Off the Beaten Track: Freud, Sound, and Music: State-
ment of a Problem and Some Historical-Critical Notes,” International Journal of Psychoanalysis 
LXXXIX/5 (October 2008), 947. 
 
49 Donald Kuspit, “Breaking the Repression Barrier,” Art Journal XLVII/3 (September 1988), 
230. 
 
50 Ibid. 
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have been objectified in society.  Similarly, Schoenberg articulated his intent to unravel 

the core ideas in his music, rather than rely on symbols.51  Alan Lessem observed in his 

literature on Schoenberg’s expressionist phase that this modernist group of creative indi-

viduals “rejected Naturalism” among other philosophies and committed themselves to the 

belief that “intuition . . . would lead them back to an essential humanity which both mate-

rialism and aestheticism had bypassed.”52  Shortly after the premiere performance and 

publication of Op. 19, Schoenberg communicated marked expressionist sentiments by let-

ter to a hopeful cinema adaptor of his Die glückliche Hand (1913) that it should present 

“the utmost unreality” and that  

 
the whole thing should have the effect (not of a dream) but of chords.  Of 
music.  It must never suggest symbols, or meaning, or thoughts, but sim-
ply the play of colors and forms . . . this should simply be sound for the 
eye, and so far as I am concerned everyone is free to think or feel some-
thing similar to what he thinks or feels while hearing music.53   
 
 

Specifically as it pertains to Op. 19, the lack of a clearly felt pulse throughout the work 

(with the exception of the ostinato in II) further dispels the confines of time that troubled 

Freud. 

 Six Little Piano Pieces epitomizes this act of freeing the repressed mental state in 

that its individual works are not subject to either imposed external rules or logic, nor are 

 
51 Patricia Carpenter, “The Piano Music of Arnold Schoenberg,” 8. 
 
52 Alan Philip Lessem, Music and Text in the Works of Arnold Schoenberg, 60.  This philosophy 
displays a clear parallel to psychoanalysis, which rejected purely material or pathological ver-
sions of treatment as well as symbolic or religious narratives. 
 
53 Arnold Schoenberg, undated letter to Emil Hertzga, Letters, selected by Erwin Stein and trans. 
Eithne Wilkins and Ernst Kaiser (London: Faber, 1974), 44.  The composer classified this work 
as a “Drama mit Musik.” 
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they completely entrapped in traditional Western symbol and form; rather, they present a 

“looking back” in order to break the repression of a dry, difficult period for the composer 

in hopes of moving forward.54  Schoenberg’s completion of his original set of five pieces 

without premeditation added to the similarity between the work and the free-association-

like quality of expressionist art.55  That this work—and the atonal period in general—oc-

curred during a period of crisis for the composer may suggest that the compositional pro-

cess itself also served as a kind of personal Freudian “talk therapy” in musical form.  

 
Further Cultural Intersections 
 

Additional circumstantial evidence indicates that the composer was developing 

his artistic viewpoints under the impact of the cultural diffusion of Freud’s findings.  

More importantly, the two men lived in Vienna simultaneously between 1903 and 1911.56  

In addition to the encounters of Berg and Mahler with the psychologist, a number of 

Schoenberg’s compatriots were not only aware of Freud’s research but were members of 

his psychoanalytic society and contributors to his periodical.57  Among them was Max 

Graf (1873-1958), who was respected not only as a professor of music aesthetics and psy-

 
54 Bryan R. Simms, The Atonal Music of Arnold Schoenberg, 104. 
 
55 Ibid., 85. 
 
56 Alexander Carpenter, “Schoenberg’s Vienna, Freud’s Vienna,” 171.  Freud owned a residence 
there until 1938. 
 
57 Lewis Wickes, “Schoenberg, Erwartung, and the Reception of Psychoanalysis,” 90-95.  
Freud’s early periodical print series was entitled Schriften zur angewandten Seelenkunde [Papers 
on Applied Psychology].  
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chology at the Vienna Academy of Music but also as an assistant in the earliest psycho-

analytical study of a child, his own son, known as “Little Hans.”58  Graf was equally 

striking as an early practitioner of the idea that competent composers were not imitators 

of style but integrators of unconscious inspiration with systematic structural skillsets.59  

Two other notable friends of the composer were Hugo Heller (1870-1923), a publisher of 

Freud’s periodicals and conference papers as well as a host for intellectual gatherings in 

Vienna, and Hermann Bahr (1863-1934), one of Freud’s earliest supporters as well as a 

friend of Schoenberg from 1909 until 1911.60  Finally, the music critic and journalist Da-

vid Josef Bach (1874-1947) was not only involved in the psychoanalytic society with the 

others but was responsible, in the words of Schoenberg, “[for] greatly [influencing] the 

development of my character by furnishing it with the ethical and moral power needed to 

withstand vulgarity and commonplace popularity.”61 

Considerable research has been conducted regarding Schoenberg’s monodrama 

Erwartung, and in the process, it has been noted that, while evidence is conflicting as to 

whether librettist Marie Pappenheim was related to Freud’s famed hysteria patient Bertha 

Pappenheim (known as “Anna O.”), it is likely that she would have at least been familiar 

with the case, as she was herself in the medical field—later to establish a society for sex 

 
58 Ibid., 90-91. 
 
59 Ibid., 79, 94. 
 
60 Ibid., 94-95. 
 
61 Arnold Schoenberg, “My Evolution,” The Musical Quarterly LXXV/4 (Winter 1991), 144-45. 
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research—and sister to a psychiatrist.62  Although documented evidence does not exist, 

there have been reports—albeit speculative—that the two women were, in fact, related or 

knew each other.63  Perhaps more compelling in regards to this study is that Schoenberg, 

to the dismay of Marie Pappenheim, altered parts of the libretto only months after his 

friend David Bach had criticized Richard Strauss’s opera Elektra for being too “patholog-

ical” as opposed to psychoanalytical in the development of character.64  Perhaps, in re-

sponse to this observation, Schoenberg emphasized the hallucinatory (hysterical), post-

traumatic experiences of the main character—denoted as “The Woman”—in contrast to 

Pappenheim’s emphasis on the objective and logical in character development.65  It was 

even observed by American conductor Robert Craft concerning a 1960 recording that the 

fragmented style of the libretto would have been a faithful representation of the kinds of 

statements expressed by hysteria patients.66  Regardless of the reason as to why Schoen-

 
62 Lewis Wickes, “Schoenberg, Erwartung, and the Reception of Psychoanalysis,” 96.  See also 
Allen Shawn, Arnold Schoenberg’s Journey (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2002), 94.  
Although some authors argue that there is no documented evidence for the relationship between 
the two women, Shawn maintained that they were cousins.  Verbal reports have offered conflict-
ing evidence.  In 1928 Marie Pappenheim aided in the establishment of the Sozialistische Gesell-
schaft für Sexualberatung und Sexualforschung [Socialist Society for Sexual Counseling and Sex-
ual Research] in Austria.  
 
63 Alexander Carpenter, “Schoenberg’s Vienna, Freud’s Vienna,” 165. 
 
64 Lewis Wickes, “Schoenberg, Erwartung, and the Reception of Psychoanalysis,” 97.  See also 
Allen Shawn, Arnold Schoenberg’s Journey, 94-95. 
 
65 Lewis Wickes, “Schoenberg, Erwartung, and the Reception of Psychoanalysis,” 97-99.   
 
66 Willi Reich, Schoenberg: A Critical Biography, 53.  See also Alan Philip Lessem, Music and 
Text in the Works of Arnold Schoenberg, 95.  
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berg changed the libretto, his music stands against the programmatic style of the Roman-

tic Era in that it was meant to embody the disturbed state of its character, rather than de-

scriptively symbolize it through a series of logical motifs and associations.67 

 
Informed Interpretation 

 
 

Whether Schoenberg came under the influence of Freud through conversation 

with his comrades or through the latter’s organic infiltration of Viennese society, it seems 

fairly clear that, given his timeline, philosophy, and social circle, the composer was ex-

posed to some degree to the concepts of the Freudian unconscious, free association, and 

repression.  Throughout the decades of psychoanalytic treatment, it has been maintained 

that the process of free association is a difficult journey and requires the restructuring of 

perception and thought.68  Likewise, audiences and students of Schoenberg equally have 

found Op. 19 and other atonal pieces demanding a break with symbolism and standard 

perception.  Schoenberg’s student Egon Wellesz (1885-1974) referred to Six Little Piano 

Pieces (although not in a favorable manner) as indebted to its composer’s intuitive musi-

cal feeling and difficult to comprehend.69  Freud, at the entrance to the twentieth century, 

identified that the way forward for patients of hysteria and other psychoses was freely ac-

cepting the mental states of past and present.  At the height of his popularity, Schoenberg 

also found a way forward—a new beginning—through the completion of Op. 19 and by 

 
67 Ibid., 99. 
 
68 Robert F. Bornstein, “Free Association,” The Freud Encyclopedia, ed. Edward Erwin, 213. 
 
69 See Egon Wellesz, “Schoenberg and Beyond,” The Musical Quarterly II/1 (January 1916), 76-
95, quoted in Bryan R. Simms, The Atonal Music of Arnold Schoenberg, 5. 
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embracing the aphoristic, expressionist gesture before embarking on the compositional 

task of his famed Pierrot lunaire (1912) shortly thereafter.70  It seems as if Schoenberg 

integrated, as Freud could not, the benefits of free association in his art, thereby achiev-

ing what he advocated.  In a letter to Kandinsky in 1911 he wrote: 

 
Every form which [sic] strives towards traditional effects is not completely 
free from acts-of-consciousness.  That is a fact, even though art belongs to 
the unconscious! . . . that alone brings forth such models which are copied 
by the unoriginal to eventually become “formulas.”  He however who has 
an ear for himself, who is able to perceive and understand his own in-
stincts . . . has no need for such crutches.71 
 

Schoenberg, most likely through the influence of Freud, understood the delicate struggle 

between instinct and artifice.  As is evident from his music and his writings, exposure to 

discipline dedicated to learning the relationship between the unconscious and the con-

scious resulted in personal growth as well as significant works of art.  

 
70 Patricia Carpenter, “The Piano Music of Arnold Schoenberg,” 5. 
 
71 Arnold Schoenberg, letter (24 January 1911) to Wassily Kandinsky, quoted in Lewis Wickes, 
“Schoenberg, Erwartung, and the Reception of Psychoanalysis,” 94. 
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CHAPTER IV 
 

SOLLIER, EARLY MEMORY THEORY, 
 

AND HENRI DUTILLEUX’S MÉTABOLES 
 
 

Contextual Information about the Composer and Relevant Psychological Trends 
 
 

 In retrospect, behaviorism dominated historical overviews of mid-century psy-

chology, while serialism remained a topic of interest in contemporaneous Western fine 

art music.  Although these developments certainly affected their respective fields, their 

influence was not so universal as to replace the impact of other factors, often local and 

personal.  In France Henri Dutilleux was finding his voice as a composer, staunchly ada-

mant that his music flourish apart from the rule-based compositional techniques of the 

popular twelve-tone method.1  Strikingly, French psychologists, along with those in Brit-

ain and the United States, similarly resisted external conditioning in their clinics, instead 

exploring their own versions of psychoanalytic treatment.2  

A brief glimpse at the life of Dutilleux—which began in Angers, France on 22 

January 1916—illustrates that he was invested in the inner life and concerned with inter-

disciplinary topics as well as music.  In an extensive interview in 1996 with Claude Glay-

man, the composer revealed that he had been subject to introspective and impressionable 

tendencies since childhood: “A three-year-old can be affected by certain images that live 

 
1 Pierrette Mari, Henri Dutilleux (Paris: Librarie Hachette, 1973), 126-27.  
 
2 See Rémy Amouroux, “Beyond Indifference and Aversion: The Critical Reception and Belated 
Acceptance of Behavior Therapy in France,” History of Psychology XX/3 (April 2017), 315.  The 
author noted that until the 1980s “clinical psychology” was synonymous with “psychoanalysis.”   
Behavioral modification therapy was only beginning to enter academic circles (and with general 
backlash) in the 1960s. 
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within him like memories.”3  Although, as an adult, he did not practice any organized re-

ligion or obtain psychological treatment, he was sincere in his pursuit of wonder and felt 

drawn to self-reflection, mystery, and meaning.4  He confessed that he experienced a 

“revelation” at the discovery of Impressionism (in visual art) and expressed a similarly 

intense attraction, as did Schoenberg, to the communication of abstract art in the expres-

sionist works of Kandinsky.5  Dutilleux identified himself as “melancholic” and “studi-

ous,” with an intense need to express himself, particularly through harmonic color that he 

accessed through the piano.6  It is clear that, while he was not himself involved in the 

psychological ruminations of his countrymen, his interest in his own personal psychology 

served as an obvious factor in the making of his art. 

  Dutilleux achieved professional distinctions throughout his career—among them 

the Grand Prix National de Musique in 1967—and continued to maintain his prominence 

throughout his later years with other recognition, as with the Marie-Josee Kravis Prize for 

New Music in 2012.  He was also one of only four composers (along with Saint-Saëns, 

Fauré, and Messiaen) to receive the Grand-Croix de la Legion d’honneur.7  The complete 

portfolio of his recognized works, however, listed only thirty-six pieces by the time of his 

 
3 Claude Glayman, Henri Dutilleux: Music—Mystery and Memory, trans. Roger Nichols (Bur-
lington, VT: Ashgate, 2003), 1.  
 
4 Ibid., 11. 
 
5 Ibid., 5. 
 
6 Ibid., 9. 
 
7 David Utzinger, Time, Memory, and Multiplicity: Exploring the Influence of Marcel Proust's 
Narrative Language on the Musical Language of Henri Dutilleux, 2 vols. (Ph.D. dissertation, 
University of California Los Angeles, 2019), I, 5. 
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death in 2013.8  This small number was due in part to his rejection of his early music as 

derivative as well as his tendency to compose slowly and to revise his existing works fre-

quently.9  His output can be considered in three periods: the early phase (1940s-1950s) of 

neoclassical flavors; the middle phase (1960s-1970s), characterized by complex formal 

language and alternative scales; and his final phase, colored by both his past styles and 

experimental instrumentation.10  

Despite his significance as a composer, Dutilleux always emphasized the im-

portance of the mental aspects of his craft over material construction.  This stance is im-

mediately apparent in his classifying of the Piano Sonata (1948) as Opus 1 and omitting 

previous works from his catalogue.11  Dutilleux considered the Sonata to be the first piece 

devoted to discovering his personal musical presence, which he distinguished from the 

process of experimentation or writing for competitions.12  In reflecting on the essence of 

his personal style, he credited meditation as a factor in reaching an awareness of artistic 

character.13  During an interview with Claude Glayman, for example, he frequently bor-

rowed from psychological terminology to describe his perspectives on composition: 

 
8 Caroline Potter, Henri Dutilleux, His Life and Works (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 1997), 28, 55.  
Although Dutilleux’s complete catalogue cites over fifty works, the composer was firm in his de-
cision not to include all of them in his recognized portfolio, as he did not feel that all were defini-
tive of his efforts as a composer.  Although his complete list is seen in biographies, notably in 
Potter’s Life and Works and in online cataloging, it is with respect to the composer that those out-
side his official catalogue are considered here to be practice or incomplete.  
 
9 David Utzinger, Time, Memory, and Multiplicity, 5. 
 
10 Ibid., 7-8. 
 
11 Ibid., 9. 
 
12 Claude Glayman, Henri Dutilleux: Music—Mystery and Memory, 29. 
 
13 Ibid., 19. 
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“There emanates with my music a sort of philosophy: a contemplative aspect, and also 

some sort of reflection, no doubt an unconscious one, of the present world that is always 

with us.”14  It is advantageous to note the use of “unconscious” in this respect as contin-

ued evidence for the ubiquitous influence of developing psychology but also in its con-

text of the composer’s revealing that his music was an outworking of his response to vari-

ous stimuli in his experience. 

 
Métaboles 

 
 

Significance and History 
 
 Métaboles, regarded by some as a concerto for orchestra, was commissioned in 

1959 by George Szell for the Musical Arts Association to observe the fiftieth anniversary 

of Cleveland’s orchestra.15  Dutilleux was given complete authority to determine the size 

and form of the work, which was scheduled to premiere in 1964 (although the actual per-

formance did not occur until 1965).16  By this time he had begun to formalize his philoso-

phy of composition in which he understood the process to be about the internal structur-

ing of musical memories rather than an external rule-based approach (as adopted by seri-

alist composers).17  Conversely, Dutilleux identified with his forebearers in French music 

 
14 Henri Dutilleux, quoted in Ibid.,, 36. 
 
15 Of interest is the fact that this piece was also choreographed by Kenneth MacMillan in 1978 for 
the Paris Opera under the same title, Métaboles.  MacMillan maintained a reputation among crit-
ics as a “Freudian choreographer.”  See Caroline Potter, Henri Dutilleux, His Life and Works, 14.  
 
16 Claude Glayman, Henri Dutilleux: Music—Mystery and Memory, 58. 
 
17 Pierrette Mari, Henri Dutilleux, 126.  Mari quoted Dutilleux in her biography as “never [hav-
ing] been able to accept the abolition of all hierarchy of the degrees of the chromatic scale.”   
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yet ironically maintained a distance from the stereotypical “French style.”18  Neverthe-

less, a connection to established compositional practice appears at the surface of the mu-

sic in its resemblance to theme and variations, as well as Dutilleux’s fondness for the 

“pivot-note” technique, which he observed in the music of Cesar Franck and Claude De-

bussy and consciously utilized for its role in memory-building.19  

 
Musical Aspects 
 

The entire work consists of five parts, which the composer insisted were to be 

played “continuously, without interruption.”20  The primary theme in question is pre-

sented immediately in the first ten measures of the piece in quasi-parallel period struc-

ture.  The opening movement, “Incantatoire,” highlights the woodwind section of the or-

chestra.  Subsequent movements “Lineaire,” “Obsessionnel,” and “Torpide,,” focus on 

the strings, brass, and percussion respectively, before a tutti finale in the last movement, 

“Flamboyant.”21  

 When considering Dutilleux’s masterpiece as a reflection of the ideas articulated 

by Paul Sollier and Marcel Proust, his “progressive growth” technique represents a strik-

ing example of structural strategy at both the local and universal levels that parallels Sol-

lier’s idea of cognitive change at the cellular level during memory encoding.  Even in the 

statement of Dutilleux’s first theme, the concept of constant change is observed, as the 

second phrase contains nearly identical material in all aspects except the rhythm.  

 
18 Claude Glayman, Henri Dutilleux: Music—Mystery and Memory, 99. 
 
19 Pierrette Mari, Henri Dutilleux, 125-26. 
 
20 Henri Dutilleux, Métaboles [score] (Paris: Huegel, 1967), table of contents.  
 
21 Pierrette Mari, Henri Dutilleux, 182. 
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Figure 4.1.  Opening Statement from “Incantatoire,” Wind Section (Transposed)22 

 

 

 

 

 

[Copywritten images redacted from this page. The reader may refer to mm 1-10 of  

“Incantatoire.” Please refer to footnote 22 of this chapter to see source information] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
22 Henri Dutilleux, Métaboles [score], 1. 
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Also worth recognizing in this opening statement is Dutilleux’s emphasis on the  

single pitch E, which illustrates his “pivot note” referential device.23  His reason for in-

corporating these “pivot notes” was not purely aesthetic but was intended to create a psy-

chological perception: as he remarked, “to evoke a feeling of nostalgia in the listener.”24  

His frequent use of referential devices such as a single pitch can be thought of as analo-

gous to memory “triggers” occurring within various contexts—illustrating the lability of 

memory as it occurs over time. 

It is particularly striking to note that the process by which Dutilleux created con-

stant change was generated by principles analogous to those in Sollier’s memory-theory, 

i.e., stimulus intensity, repetition, and attention.25  All three of these components are im-

mediately apparent in the first movement (“Incantatoire”) of Métaboles.  The initial oc-

currence of the primary theme, while not intense in volume, draws attention to itself 

(stimulus intensity) amid a sparse texture and with the brighter timbre of the woodwind 

section.  New material takes the foreground texture (mm. 10-18) as the tritone motive is 

repeated frequently (repetition) in at least one voice until the completion of the initial cre-

scendo (mm. 19-21).  At this point the closing motive of the primary theme is restated 

with the addition of the strings at forte.  In the next section (mm. 22-30) the first theme 

 
23 See Caroline Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Work, 106.  Dutilleux’s term “pivot” does 
not refer to the traditional sense of modulating harmony through a pitch or chord.  He instead uti-
lized it to mean a central, referential device.   
 
24 Claude Glayman, Henri Dutilleux: Music—Mystery and Memory, 53. 
 
25 Sollier’s theory also addressed emotion and will.  Emotion had to be accounted for on the part 
of the listener.  As is shown in this chapter, a conscious will to create a memory-favorable musi-
cal environment seemed evident on the part of the creator.   
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departs from fragmented direct repetitions and is restated in a trumpet solo (attention) as 

a melodic variation.  What is interesting in this section, moreover, is the repetition and 

growing intensity of a motive (m. 2) that initially appears as a textural highlight to the 

main theme (Figure 4.2).  Although it is secondary in nature at the beginning of the piece, 

it becomes central to the intensity of the trumpet’s solo passage, is repeated more fre-

quently, and is expanded in terms of orchestration.  At the conclusion of this section, the 

primary theme (Figure 4.1) appears again but in the darker registers of the unaccompa-

nied strings as this original motive sets up the next movement. 

 
Figure 4.2.  Xylophone, Celesta, and Harp Notation for a Textural Motive, m. 2 of 
“Incantatoire.”26 
 
 
 
 
 

[Copywritten image redacted from this page. The reader may refer to m. 2 of  

“Incantatoire.” Please refer to footnote 26 of this chapter to see source information] 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Another example of Dutilleux’s approach in this piece is prominent in the third 

movement, “Obsessionel.”  Here the psychological undertones are suggested in the titles 

for each part.  For example the second movement, “Lineaire,” could, in another context, 

refer to the mathematical function but in this series seems to reference a linear thought 

 
26 Henri Dutilleux, Métaboles [score], 1. 
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process.  By contrast, the next movement’s title—characterized as the mental state of ob-

session—immediately creates a programmatic flavor that the audience relates back to 

psychological states.  Musically, this movement presents a new theme that, like others, 

undergoes transformation for the duration of the movement while also continuing to in-

troduce fragments of material that have been or will be presented.27  Despite Dutilleux’s 

aversion to solely rule-based composition, “Obsessionel” has also been observed, by both 

the composer and others, to contain elements of serialism in the presentation of the 

“ironic” and “sarcastic” theme—which first appears in the second measure as a pizzicato 

bass part, then in retrograde between the bassoon, trombone, and timpani (repetition).28  

Although the character of this theme differs greatly from the one in “Incantatoire,” tri-

tones are prevalent, creating a similarity with the initial musical subject.  The use of the 

pivot note E also begins this movement, as in the first part.  What has changed in “Obses-

sionel,” however, is that the composer embedded the bass solo over the suspended 

strings, thus the presentation of the pivot note and its companion harmony have become 

the background to this new musical memory, rather than occupying a position in the fore-

ground texture.  Another reference to the original movement in “Obsessionel” exists in 

the sonority present in the brass section (mm. 108-26).  Its interval and instant rising and 

falling motion hearkens back to the decorative motif. The composer has juxtaposed a var-

iation of the “sarcastic” theme in the winds throughout this section—both repeating and 

intensifying it—against the brass sonority, which is indicated mainly at full volume. 

 
 

 
27 Roger Nichols, “Progressive Growth,” 89. 
 
28 Pierrette Mari, Henri Dutilleux, 186-88; and Roger Nichols, “Progressive Growth,” 89. 
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Task Environment Considerations 
 
 

Sollier and Proust 
 

For Dutilleux, many of his reflections on the world around him became conscious, 

particularly the philosophy of memory theory that permeated his musical choices as well 

as his understanding of the process of composing itself.  Dutilleux encountered French 

neuroscientist Paul Sollier’s theory of memory through the writing of French novelist 

Marcel Proust, who sought treatment from Sollier for a nervous disorder.  Born in 1861 

in Bléré in central France, Sollier began his studies in psychiatry and neuroscience in 

Paris twenty years later.29  His most significant instruction was received under Jean-Mar-

tin Charcot (1825-1893), who had also been instrumental in the foundational develop-

ment of Freud’s hysteria studies.30  Nonetheless, Sollier’s career directives differed 

greatly from those of Freud in that he determined that current schools investigating hyste-

ria and other mental illnesses were too observational and not committed to pursuing 

proper treatment.  He founded the Boulogne-Billancourt Hydrotherapy Center in 1897, 

where he practiced precursors to cognitive-behavioral treatments.31  Although Sollier was 

not a contemporary of Dutilleux, his research developed—albeit with different conclu-

sions—as a result of the same issues that behaviorism had addressed in regard to Freudi-

 
29 Oliver Walusinski, “Paul Sollier, Pierre Janet, and Their Vicinity,” Frontiers of Neurology and 
Neuroscience XXXV (October 2014), 126. 
 
30 Peter L. Rudnytsky, “Freud, Sigmund,” The Freud Encyclopedia, ed. Edward Erwin (New 
York: Routledge, 2002), 222. 
 
31 Oliver Walusinski, “Paul Sollier, Pierre Janet, and Their Vicinity,” 128. 
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anism.  Because Sollier was primarily a neuroscientist (although his credentials also in-

cluded child psychology, consciousness, addiction, and other topics), he chastised Freud 

and his French colleague Pierre Janet (1859-1947) for their less-than-empirical explana-

tions of mental diseases, thereby adapting a stance that mirrored behaviorist sentiments.32  

Unlike the behaviorists, however, Sollier foreshadowed the cognitive revolution in many 

regards—mainly he sought to integrate psychological theory with empiricism equally.  

As a visionary, he originated concepts that took shape at an inopportune time in the de-

velopment of psychology and were prevented from further distribution due to the effects 

of World War II.33   

Although Sollier’s research has only recently been rediscovered and confirmed by 

modern methods, the concepts in his Le Probléme de la mémoire (1900) permeated popu-

lar culture through the provocative writing of his patient Marcel Proust.  The author had a 

longstanding connection to medicine, as his father was a physician and had entertained 

various other medical professionals in the French community, Charcot among them.34  

Proust felt no hesitation in admitting himself to the sanatorium for a particularly severe 

encounter with neurasthenia he suffered in 1905 that resulted in sleep loss and “creative 

burnout.”35  It was during this time that Proust was exposed to Sollier’s research.  Alt-

hough a comprehensive list of the latter’s discoveries is beyond the focus of this study, 

 
32 Julien Bogousslavsky and Oliver Walusinski, “Marcel Proust and Paul Sollier: The Involuntary 
Memory Connection,” 130. 
 
33 Ibid., 135. 
 
34 Ibid., 130-31. 
 
35 Ibid., 131. 
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the first two of the six components outlined in his Problem of Memory—1) memory sta-

bilization requires a combination of stimulus intensity, repetition, attention, coexisting 

emotion, and will; and 2) cell plasticity can be observed, along with constant change at 

the cellular level during the memory process—were particularly relevant to Proust and, 

by proxy, to Dutilleux.36  Sollier essentially provided the scientific suggestion that 

memory was not a storage space but a process of real-time cellular interactions, which re-

sulted in the simultaneous perception of the individual of both present and past.37  This 

research was important to Sollier not only in his pursuits in neuroscience but also in his 

desire to provide therapy.  He believed that involuntary autobiographical memories acti-

vated the perception and memory components of the brain as well as triggered previous 

states of consciousness.38 

In his monumental seven-volume novel A la recherche du temps perdu (1927), 

Proust introduced involuntary memory recall as a developing force in the maturation of 

the story’s narrator.39  In context, the middle-aged narrator struggles against the feeling 

that his life has receded from him.  Through the involuntary memory phenomena, he 

 
36 Ibid., 133. 
 
37 Ibid. 
 
38 Ibid., 134.  There is increasing research on the utility of memory lability, particularly with re-
gard to stressful events.  See Daniela Schiller, et al., “Preventing the Return of Fear in Humans 
Using Reconsolidation Update Mechanisms,” Nature CCCCLXIII/7 (December 2009), 49-54, for 
a recent experiment regarding automatic memory retrieval through the use of a trigger and how 
such retrieval is instrumental in the human capacity to reshape memory and trauma.  This type of 
research suggests that memory retrieval involves the process of change at the molecular level, 
which coincides with Sollier’s theory.    
 
39 Julien Bogousslavsky and Oliver Walusinski, “Marcel Proust and Paul Sollier: The Involuntary 
Memory Connection,” 130.  A la recherche du temps perdu [In Search of Lost Time] contains 
over one thousand allusions to memory.  See also David Ellison, A Reader’s Guide to Proust’s In 
Search of Lost Time (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 37-41.  
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comes to the realization that the past is, in effect, still part of the present by way of per-

ceptual experience.  Most famous is the scene when eating a baked delicacy triggers vivid 

memories.   

Proust undoubtedly encountered Sollier’s research with regard to involuntary 

memory and memory encoding while in his care; in his notes for the novel from 1908, he 

has written Sollier’s name in the margin beside the aforementioned involuntary memory 

scene.40  Proust avoided openly crediting Sollier, however, as the neuroscientist had deci-

sively disagreed with the philosophy of Proust’s cousin, Henri Bergson—to whom Proust 

was loyal both as a family member and as a philosopher.41  There is evidence to suggest 

that Proust also had a conflicting personal experience with his treatment as he was, on the 

one hand, interested in approaching his health with new medical developments and even 

considered writing about doctors.  But, in contrast, he became unhappy and suspicious of 

psychological procedures when he realized his prior perception of the sanatorium had 

been idealistic.42  Although in later years Proust reportedly attempted to ascribe his 

memory concept inspiration to Bergson, scholars have established that this attribution is 

mistaken, given that Bergson did not discuss involuntary memory and that Proust had in-

stead acknowledged Sollier in his notes.43  

 
40  Julien Bogousslavsky and Oliver Walusinski, “Marcel Proust and Paul Sollier: The Involun-
tary Memory Connection,” 135.  
 
41 Ibid., 132-35.  Sollier was adamant that research concerning neuroscience be pragmatic but also 
empirical.  This led him to stand in opposition to such figures in psychology as Sigmund Freud 
and Pierre Janet but also those in philosophy, primarily Henri Bergson.  
 
42 William C. Carter, Marcel Proust: A Life (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000), 396, 
401-02. 
 
43 Julien Bogousslavsky and Oliver Walusinski, “Marcel Proust and Paul Sollier: The Involuntary 
Memory Connection,” 135. 
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Dutilleux and Proust 
 
 Years later, in the 1940s, Dutilleux read Proust, and it is not surprising that the 

composer found his writing compelling.  Like Proust, Dutilleux redrafted his materials 

frequently and extensively: no doubt the composer understood the author’s avoidance of 

publication for his book, instead treating it as a life-long work-in-progress.44  In addition, 

Proust, like Dutilleux, maintained many artistic interests beyond his vocation, notably 

music.  This is evident in his fondness for composers such as Ludwig van Beethoven, 

César Franck, Gabriel Fauré, and Nicolai Rimsky-Korsakov, as well as the musician 

character, Vinteuil, in A la recherche du temps perdu.45  More importantly, Dutilleux was 

fascinated by the concepts of memory portrayed in this seven-part novel, which was, for 

Proust, a central inspiration for the book, and, for scholars, a continuing point of interest 

through its connection to psychological development.46  Dutilleux’s conscious revision 

 
44 Pierrette Mari, Henri Dutilleux, 123. 
 
45 William C. Carter, Proust: A Life, 23, 137, 491, 618-20, 624, 871.  Proust took piano lessons as 
a child and was known in his circles to appreciate the musical arts deeply as an adult.  The narra-
tor in his book muses on the importance of music to humanity, and a musical phrase heard by this 
character in Swann’s Way (Vol. I of the book) becomes a recurring motif. 
 
46 Ibid., 549.  Carter quoted Proust, who verbalized that not only was A la recherche du temps 
perdu a work of importance to him, but that it was an illustration of memory phenomena.  In ad-
dition to literary experts, Carter among them, psychologists have also commented on the acute 
similarities between Proust’s presentation and psychoanalytic and memory studies.  See Julien 
Bogousslavsky and Oliver Walusinski, “Marcel Proust and Paul Sollier: The Involuntary Memory 
Connection,” as well as Anne Elayne Bernstein’s “The Contributions of Marcel Proust to Psycho-
analysis,” Journal of the American Academy of Psychoanalysis and Dynamic Psychiatry 
XXXIII/1 (February 2005), 137-48.  
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began in the 1950s with his first and second symphonies, the latter subtitled “Le Dou-

ble.”47  The composer had already laid the groundwork for some of the techniques he em-

ployed in the latter work early on.  He attested that, even in the Piano Sonata (1948) and 

his first symphony (1951), he had a tendency to begin with subtle statements of motif and 

reveal ideas in full as the pieces elapsed.48  Dutilleux also revealed, however, that he be-

came aware of this compositional choice and made efforts to crystalize it after the first 

symphony.  His own methods not only resonated with the content of Proust’s novel but 

found congruity with the author’s meticulous approach to the construction of a work.49  

The composition of interest in this study, Métaboles, was conceived shortly after “Le 

Double” and is now considered by some to be the inaugural piece of Dutilleux’s second 

compositional phase.50  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
47 Caroline Potter, Henri Dutilleux, His Life and Works, 59. 
 
48 Roger Nichols, “Progressive Growth: Henri Dutilleux in Conversation with Roger Nichols,” 
The Musical Times CXXXV/1812 (February 1994), 89. 
 
49 See David Ellison, A Reader’s Guide to Proust’s In Search of Lost Time, 162.  Proust’s novel, 
still incomplete at the author’s death, consisted of over three thousand pages.  He was resistant to 
publication of the book even in successive, published segments as he spent years refining it.   
 
50 David Utzinger, Time, Memory and Multiplicity, 7-8.  It is arguable that the second symphony 
is the first major departure in Dutilleux’s maturing phase, yet Métaboles provides the more solidi-
fied example of “progressive growth.” 
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Informed Interpretation 

 
 

 The composer’s approach to the persistence of his themes—as well as to motivic 

material throughout the work—was a calculated decision on his part to reflect the organic 

process of change-at-large rather than a personal twist of the standard variation form.  

Dutilleux seemed to have felt that standard theme statement and development was expos-

itory but lacking in dimension—an encounter that differed from the immersive experi-

ence of involuntary memory.51  And while there are themes throughout Métaboles, they 

are treated in the large form as collections of growing motives; the entirety is, in fact, a 

living structure with small, independent, changing parts.  As he was quoted in Mari’s bi-

ography: “I have essentially endeavored to present one or more ideas in an order and in 

different aspects until they are subjected, in successive stages, to a real change in na-

ture.”52  According to Sollier, memory encoding was not dissimilar to this metabolic-like 

process of change, as the memory itself evolved through repeated exposure to a stimulus.  

This initial example from Métaboles may be interpreted as an aesthetic illustration of the 

memory encoding process, wherein the audience member receives an initial image, and 

the “memory” of that image is presented and increasingly embedded by way of repeating 

the details from varying angles and with attention directed to selected details depending 

on the context of the memory trigger.  The composer was interested in and open to the in-

terdisciplinary nature of the concept of “metabolizing” and referred to its rhetorical and 

physiological definitions in the following:  

 
51 Ibid.,, 33-34. 
 
52 Henri Dutilleux, quoted in Pierrette Mari, Henri Dutilleux, 94. 
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In ancient Greek music, the passage from the joint system to the disjoint 
system (or the reverse) was thus called [metabolizing].  It was therefore a 
kind of modulation, a transformation, a change.  In rhetoric, it is a figure 
of style by which we repeat, in a second part of the sentence, words used 
in the first to modify the thought.  But it is above all another figure which 
consists in repeating the same idea in different terms.  In the world of 
physiology, metabolism is a slow and gradual chemical transformation, 
which causes the elements to change. 53 

  

It is clear from this statement that he was favorable toward understanding the deeper 

structure of the concept of the metabolic process, connecting his techniques to symbolic 

representations of a phenomenon of which multiple manifestations had been explored. 

 Dutilleux’s method was also a conscious step away from the idea of leitmotif and 

Western expository composition, as he found it “irritating” and “immediately identifia-

ble.”54  Instead, the composer looked to the core process of memory making as a compo-

sitional tool: 

 
When I talk about memory I’m thinking rather of some sound event, 
sometimes very short and not instantly identifiable, which will lodge in the 
listener’s unconscious [sic] and play its role retrospectively. . . .  A work 
comes to life not only through fleeting elements . . . but through its incor-
poration into a trajectory, a trajectory which the listener cannot totally 
grasp at first hearing.55  
 
 

This philosophy echoes the approach that Proust adopted in the construction of his story-

telling, which was based on the experience and theory of human memory.  Dutilleux 

 
53 Ibid. 
 
54 Henri Dutilleux, quoted in Caroline Potter, Henri Dutilleux, His Life and Works, 61. 
 
55 Henri Dutilleux, quoted in Claude Glayman, Henri Dutilleux: Music—Mystery and Memory, 
55. 
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seemed to have understood—as did Proust and Sollier—that “experiences one has in life 

at the very moment of their occurrence can never be fully absorbed. . . .  It is in the retro-

active synthetic moment of involuntary memory that one discovers that the manifold 

world of sensation [in] which we are enfolded is, in fact, ‘an aspiration towards’ some-

thing meaningful.”56  Such a sentiment seems to match the notions both of French intro-

spectionists—who upheld that looking inward inspired mental progress—and the philoso-

phy of memory lability, wherein patients look past instinctual reactions to triggers and re-

discover their own memories and experiences. 

 The composer further elaborated that his decision to write non-serially was due to 

his belief that memory encoding played a large role in the enjoyment of music.  Because 

serialism did not allow for repetition or recapitulation, Dutilleux saw the failure of the 

music as not allowing the memory to update its perception of the texture or theme 

properly.57  He did not entirely exclude the tool of rule-based composition as an auxiliary, 

however, as his mathematical rhythmic distribution or treatment of the third movement in 

Métaboles reveals, but he remained critical of composers who “follow procedure” instead 

of drawing from their musical memories and experiences.58  In his interview with Roger 

Nichols (1994), he concluded that “one can’t consider all of the notes of the chromatic 

scale as being equal, because we are all still (and I think it’s a good thing) inheritors of a 

tradition.”59  It is likely that the composer is referencing the historical significance of 

 
56 David Ellison, A Reader’s Guide to Proust’s In Search of Lost Time, 174.   
 
57 Claude Glayman, Henri Dutilleux: Music—Mystery and Memory, 52. 
 
58 Ibid. 
 
59 Henri Dutilleux, quoted in Roger Nichols, “Progressive Growth,” 89. 
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Western tonal music, but his comment could also be taken cognitively as an observation 

about the hierarchical relationships that emerge from the octave as well as a conditioned 

predisposition to tonal harmony as the result of cultural factors. 

 There exists an interesting parallel between the involuntary memory theory of 

Sollier and Proust and of the personal stance of Dutilleux on memory-based composition 

that supports the argument for their commonality.  It is not surprising that Dutilleux’s 

music has been analyzed as invoking the character of the past while maintaining a timely 

quality.  In prioritizing example-based compositional techniques for the core of his musi-

cal concepts, Dutilleux, in effect, experienced his musical past and transformed it into 

singular combinations of sounds, i.e., into a style consisting of the combinations of ingre-

dients that inspired him.60  Memory was vital to his process, as the composer acknowl-

edged it as an important objective factor in musical phenomena: “Reference to the idea of 

memory is indeed a constant in my music. But surely, when it comes down to it, music 

always involves memory.”61 

 At the time of the mid-century interest in externalized rules—whether psychologi-

cal conditioning by way of behaviorism or musical structuralism by way of serialist 

methods—the French maintained a loyalty to introspective practices.  Dutilleux reflected 

this musically in his philosophy of composition, which became solidified in Métaboles.  

Although the composer did not credit the ideas of Paul Sollier—or any other psycholo-

gist—directly, the clear line of influence can be drawn from beginning with Sollier’s the-

 
60 Ibid., 102, 111.  
 
61 Ibid., 52.    
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ories of memory, to Marcel Proust, and, finally, to Dutilleux’s approach to variation, mo-

tivic development, and musical affect.  While inspirations for the composer’s music can 

be found in a variety of sources, it seems apparent that the impact of memory concepts 

assisted in the crystallization of Dutilleux’s “progressive growth” approach, which be-

came his personal signature as a composer. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE CONCERT HALL OF THE MIND: 

ATTENTION, PERCEPTION, AND AUDITORY PROCESSING  

IN PAUL LANSKY’S CHATTER SERIES 

 
Contextualizing the Composer and Relevant Psychological Trends 

 
 
 Contemporary American composer Paul Lansky (born 1944) came of age during 

an important time not only in the history of twentieth-century music but in the timeline of 

American psychology.  Furthermore, his locational advantage in academia on the east 

coast of the United States placed him in one of the more prominent centers of develop-

ment for the cognitive sciences and his chosen creative medium of electronic music.  His 

compositional lineage can be traced to George Perle (1915-2009), Milton Babbitt (1916-

2011), Edward Cone (1917-2004), and Earl Kim (1920-1998).  As an academic, Lansky 

has solidified a firm influence on the educational atmosphere at Princeton University, 

where he not only obtained his M.F.A. and Ph.D. degrees but initiated the greater portion 

of his career immediately after graduation.1  Currently retired as Professor Emeritus at 

Princeton, he has been distinguished by multiple sources of recognition throughout his 

life.2  Among his awards are honors from the League of Composers-ISCM (1975); the 

American Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters (1977); and the Koussevitzky 

 
1 Elliot Antokoletz, “Lansky, Paul,” Grove Music Online (2001) (www.oxfordmusiconline.com). 
 
2 “A Tribute to Paul Lansky,” Princeton University: Events (2019) (www.prince-
ton.edu/events/2019/tribute-paul-lansky). 
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(1981), Fromm (1986), and Guggenheim (1990) Foundations.3  Lansky’s influence has, 

perhaps more importantly, reached beyond the boundaries of academic music.  He has 

been called “one of the most prominent and accessible of modern American composers 

who write primarily for the medium of computer-generated sound.”4  This is most evident 

in the sampling of his inaugural computer-generated composition, mild und leise (1974) 

by British rock group Radiohead on their fourth album, titled Kid A.5  As a composer who 

grew up with a father adept at early technology, Lansky was naturally familiar with com-

puter programming.6  While his advancements in coding language were primarily 

achieved to provide assistance to his compositional process, he is, nevertheless, credited 

with developments for processing sound that include Cmix and Linear Predictive Cod-

ing.7 

Lansky made a conscious decision to step away from electronic composition 

around the year 2008.8  This was largely due to his philosophy about the art of composing 

 
3 Elliot Antokoletz, “Lansky, Paul,” Grove Music Online (2001). 
 
4 David McCarthy, “Paul Lansky,” All Music Guide: Classical Music, reprinted Paul Lansky 
(www.paul.mycpanel.princeton.edu/paullansky.bio.pdf).  
 
5 Paul Lansky, “My Radiohead Adventure,” Paul Lansky (www.paul.mycpanel.princeton.edu/ra-
diohead.ml.html).  
 
6 “Office of the Dean of the Faculty: Paul Lansky,” Princeton University (dof.prince-
ton.edu/about/clerk-faculty/emeritus/paul-lansky). 
 
7 Paul Doornbusch, “Early Hardware and Early Ideas in Computer Music: Their Development 
and Their Current Forms,” The Oxford Handbook of Computer Music, ed. Roger T. Dean (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 53.  See also David McCarthy, “Paul Lansky,” 1.  
 
8 Daniel Wakin, “A Computer-Music Man Unplugs,” The New York Times (3 August 2008) 
(www.nytimes.com/2008/08/03/arts/music/03waki.html).  See also Joel Hoffman, “The Rumpus 
Interview with Paul Lansky,” The Rumpus (26 February 2016) (www.therumpus.net/2016/02/the-
rumpus-interview-with-paul-lansky).  
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with technology, which he felt was no longer in alignment with the state of electronic 

music at that time.  Although a discussion of his transition and his contemporaneous mu-

sic is not within the scope of this study, it is acknowledged that Lansky does not hold the 

same views about his compositional process as he did in the 1980s.9 

In the field of psychology mid-century Americans witnessed an enormous shift 

from the predominant behaviorist culture of the early twentieth century.  As discussed in 

the first chapter of this research, the developing philosophy was a necessary move away 

from psychoanalysis for multiple reasons, particularly in America.  Psychologists such as 

Karen Horney (1885-1952) noticed that the Freudian theories involving sexual bases for 

many conditions examined in psychoanalysis did not apply nearly as readily to Ameri-

cans, who were observed to experience different stressors—primarily related to employ-

ment.10  In addition, the self-made American ideal matched the outward conditioning of-

fered by behaviorism more closely; as a result, the psychological culture of therapy and 

experimentation was centered on external observation, conditioning, and transformation 

via a set of external rules.  

 During the 1950s academics and psychologists, notably Noam Chomsky, George 

Miller, and others realized the limitations of rejecting introspectionism altogether and 

thus began to engage external observation with an emphasis on how a person’s cognitive 

operations (an introspective process) formed a vital foundation for understanding the 

 
9 Joel Hoffman, “The Rumpus Interview with Paul Lansky.” 
 
10 Don H. Hockenbury and Sandra E. Hockenbury, Discovering Psychology, 4th ed. (New York: 
Worth Publishers, 2006), 477. 
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greater function of the mind and, by extension, of society.11  In 1956, with “The Magical 

Number Seven: Plus or Minus Two,” Miller supported the credibility of two important 

psychological advancements: one was that internal processes—in this case working 

memory—could be observed and explored empirically; the other was that memory—and 

in particular working memory—was limited to a few items at a time and that the nature of 

human memory and cognition depended on accommodating this limitation.12  The discov-

ery led to defining the process known as mental chunking (also later called schematic ac-

quisition), which allowed scientists to investigate the ways the mind groups information 

in order to overcome the limitations of working memory.13 

 One such psychologist was Albert Bregman (born 1936), who contributed a sub-

stantial and foundational amount of scholarship regarding the phenomenon of auditory 

streaming.  In 1971 his initial discovery was outlined in a paper entitled “Primary Audi-

tory Stream Segregation and Perception of Order in Rapid Sequences of Tones.”14  In 

summary, this research described the process of chunking in the auditory modality: when 

a sequence of pitches was played fast enough, the individual did not perceive each indi-

vidual tone but instead two distinct patterns of high and low tones.  The performer plays 

 
11 Although not credited as being the first to observe DNA, Watson and Crick (1953) popularized 
its modern model, which brought about an emphasis on reductionism. Favoring small-structure 
mechanics necessitated a focus on cognitive structures.  See Leslie A. Pray, “Discovery of DNA 
Structure and Function: Watson and Crick,” Nature Education I/1 (2008), 100. 
 
12 See George A. Miller, “The Magical Number Seven, Plus or Minus Two: Some Limits on Our 
Capacity for Processing Information,” Psychological Review LXIII/2 (March 1956), 81-97. 
 
13 Ibid.  See also Fred Pass, Alexander Renkl, and John Sweller, “Cognitive Load Theory and In-
structional Design: Recent Developments,” Educational Psychologist XXXVIII/1 (March 2003), 
1-4. 
 
14 See Albert S. Bregman and Jeffery Campbell, “Primary Auditory Stream Segregation and Per-
ception of Order in Rapid Sequences of Tones,” Journal of Experimental Psychology LXXXIX/2 
(August 1971), 244-49. 
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the passage in Figure 5.1 at a rapid pace, which allows the melody (boxed elements) to 

separate from the decorative upper voice. 

Figure 5.1.  Example of Multiple Streams in Jean-Louis Duport’s Cello Etude No. 7. 15  

 

 
 

Figure 5.2.  Bregman’s Diagram of the Streaming Effect in a Sequence of Tones.16 
 

 

 
15 See Albert Bregman, Auditory Scene Analysis (www.mcgill.ca) for audio examples of the ef-
fect. (www.webpages.mcgill.ca/staff/Group2/abregm1/web/downloadstoc.htm). The listener 
hears “two streams” of materials instead of arpeggiated sequences as they appear visually. 
 
16 Obtained via webpages.mcgill.ca/staff/Group2/abregm1/web/downloadstoc.htm; reprinted with 
the permission of the author.  
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 Bregman elaborated on his theory in 1978 with two publications.  In “Auditory 

Streaming Is Cumulative” he established that the auditory system prefers to hear se-

quences in one stream until a point of speed is reached where the break is forced.17  In the 

second article, “Auditory Streaming: Competition among Alternate Organizations,” he 

investigated the concept further by establishing that grouping is dependent on interacting 

and competing elements in the sequences—critical region and speed were not the only 

variables that affected this experience.18  Like Miller, Bregman understood that there 

were two perspectives on mental chunking phenomena such as auditory streaming.  As he 

explained in his report concerning competition, “one approach views it as the breakdown 

of a mechanism that normally follows the true succession of stimuli.  The other approach 

sees it as an accomplishment.”19  The work of Bregman in regard to the splitting of audi-

tory attention built upon that of Colin Cherry, who described the “cocktail party effect,” 

i.e., the mind’s ability to group unimportant auditory stimuli into a nebulous stream (or 

chunk) of information while focusing on one voice in a crowd.20  The implication of this 

duality was that, if cognition is limited, its advantage to humans is that it can make sense 

 
17 Albert Bregman, “Auditory Streaming Is Cumulative,” Journal of Experimental Psychology, 
Human Perception, & Performance IV/3 (September 1978), 380-87. 
 
18 Albert Bregman, “Auditory Streaming: Competition among Alternative Organizations,” Per-
ception and Psychophysics XXIII/5 (June 1978), 391-98. 
 
19 Ibid., 391. 
 
20 Colin Cherry, “Some Experiments on the Recognition of Speech, with One and Two Ears,” The 
Journal of the Acoustical Society of America XXV/5 (September 1953), 975-79. 
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of the surrounding chaotic stimuli by grouping streams into an order that the perceiver 

may find useful in survival, location marking, and task management.  

 The final cognitive psychological development that merged with Lansky’s career 

as well as revolutionized many aspects of greater American culture was the creation of 

binary code, leading to the mechanical computer and particularly musical computational 

devices.  The computer itself has a history that is closely tied to psychology.  “Theoreti-

cal psychology,” which bred the language of computer code, was intertwined with lin-

guistics in an effort to understand the mechanics of knowledge better.21  Although com-

puter development today has become ubiquitous with program platforms by which people 

can mimic non-computerized tasks, the development of computer code was not only 

meant as an eventual means to assist in human taskwork but also to test psychological hy-

potheses about human behavior “explicitly”—if a scientist could replicate a human be-

havior with computer code, their hypotheses could be supported.22  By the time Lansky 

was writing the chatter series in the 1980s, psychologists and computer scientists had 

stepped more deeply into the complicated process of thought and had established network 

or modular mental models.23  This represented a transition away from the idea of a “gen-

eral processing mechanism” and acknowledged that human (and by extension computer) 

memory and processing involved a series of interactions between “domains” that may or 

 
21 See Bernard J. Baars, The Cognitive Revolution in Psychology (New York: Guilford Press, 
1986), 180-81. Pure binary models of thinking have fallen out of favor in recent research; the 
concept posits that all reasoning processes can be reduced to a series of questions with a binary—
or two-option—answer of “yes” or “no.”  
22 Bernard J. Baars, The Cognitive Revolution in Psychology, 181. 
 
23 Ibid., 388. 
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may not translate easily into other “domains.”24  The resulting visualization of this proce-

dure involved multiple domains (or programs with regard to computers), each of which 

contained its own processes as part of a greater processing action. 

 Although the United States was not a hotbed of electronic and computer music 

advancement initially, the development of electronic instruments took flight in 1959—

interestingly, this was nearly simultaneous with the Cognitive Revolution in psychol-

ogy.25  With the founding of the Columbia-Princeton studio, which a decade later became 

Lansky’s workspace, this year marked the first time electronic musical instruments were 

readily accessible to scholars.26  The workstation initially featured an RCA synthesizer, 

which was developed by Harry Olson and Herbert Belar in the 1940s.  Both men were 

Princeton affiliates as well, and their original vision was to create an artificial-intelli-

gence musical composition device on the binary-based Mathematical Theory of Commu-

nication (1949) by Claude Shannon (1916-2001) and Warren Weaver (1894-1978).27  

While the machine was ultimately a failure (although its functions could have been uti-

lized happily by composers who enjoyed indeterminacy), the two men would go on to use 

their skills to create the RCA synthesizer—a similar device—featured at Princeton-Co-

lumbia.28  The technology of the Mark I and II computers of the time did not permit the 

 
24 Ibid. 
 
25 Peter Manning, Electronic and Computer Music (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 86, 97. 
 
26 Ibid., 102. 
 
27 Ibid., 98-100.  This device was developed to be capable of producing monotonic melodies 
based on analyses of songs by Stephen Foster.  Bits of compositional information (such as two- 
and three-note pitch sequences or rhythmic tendencies) were logged so that a randomizing gener-
ator could draw from a table with probability information and make idiomatic musical decisions.  
 
28 Ibid., 102-03. 
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keyboard input system associated with synthesizers today but instead required, for each 

parameter, a punch system with tape—an extremely time-consuming process.29  As the 

decade of the 1960s unfolded, the addition of keyboard controllers allowed musicians to 

use the machine intuitively, and multiple electronic music studios opened across the 

United States.30  

 
The chatter Pieces 

 
 
Significance and History 
 
 The chatter series of Paul Lansky is a set of what he calls “sister” pieces—with 

the first (Idle Chatter) completed in 1985, the second (just_more_idle_chatter) in 1987, 

and the third (notjustmoreidlechatter) in 1988.31  By this time Lansky had amassed con-

siderable experience with mathematically based music because of his collegiate and grad-

uate composition education. He has also been vocal about the fact that the academic 

world was partial to serial music during the 1960s, at the time of his education, and that 

“there was an implicit assumption that it was reasonable to set up contexts where struc-

tures would reveal themselves only after repeated listenings, and even then the depth of 

 
29 “The Story of the RCA Synthesizer,” dir. Kevin Meredith, YouTube (16 December 2012) 
(www.youtube.com/watch?v=rgN_VzEIZ1I). 
 
30 Peter Manning, Electronic and Computer Music, 113. 
 
31 Paul Lansky, liner notes to More Than Idle Chatter [CD] (Bridge Records, B9050, 1994).  The 
composer wrote an additional piece called Idle Chatter Junior in the 1990s to revisit this concept.  
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the music might be beyond listening experience.”32  He has further explained how this af-

fected his initial encounters with electronic music:   

 
I began to work with computer music and worked on a piece using combi-
natorial tetrachords (tetrachords containing no major third so that three 
transpositions could create an aggregate).  I designed a timbral context 
where overtones were close to forming augmented triads so that the timbre 
would reflect the combinatorial status of pitches.  Or something like that.  
I finally gave up, admitting to myself that while the structure might be in-
teresting, the music was just ugly.  In those days the score was the final 
form of a piece.  You might hear a piece performed but looking at the 
score was always the final step.  When I returned to computer music in 
1972 and created mild und leise, I wrote a score but felt that the score was 
an inadequate representation of the piece and discouraged people from 
looking at the score.33 

 

In addition to the theoretical compositions that dominated the musical atmosphere, Lan-

sky has also articulated that, even in the 1980s, “tonal” composition was still not favored 

in art-music circles.34  The explicit tonal quality in the series (which becomes more prom-

inent with each successive piece) was accepted more readily because of the “mask” that 

technology provided.35  Lansky observed that initially he was “experimenting with radi-

cal pitch structures” in the project until he “finally settled” into “starting with F and fi-

nally unfolding into B-flat major.”36 

 
32 Paul Lansky quoted in Elisabeth Roberts, Interview with Paul Lansky [Email] (29 August 
2019). 
 
33 Ibid.  
 
34 Joel Hoffman, “The Rumpus Interview with Paul Lansky.” 
 
35 Ibid. 
 
36 Ibid. 
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 The chatter pieces were all built on a similar concept: using brief, manipulated 

sample recordings of the human voice set against synthesized choral harmonies (Lan-

sky’s wife, Hannah, was always the featured vocalist for these kinds of works).37  Each of 

these pieces was produced with electronics and recorded directly to be enjoyed by audi-

ences through their personal playback devices.  The resulting sound-world was a collage-

like, rhythmic tapestry of babble and tonal harmony that, as the music elapsed, high-

lighted the musicality of the speech over time.  The composer had an affinity for speech-

based pieces, as can be heard in the other tracks of More Than Idle Chatter, the album on 

which this set was finally released.38  He was interested in extracting the “implicit” musi-

cal elements in speech and other “sonic objects.”39  In his scholarship, in fact, he pro-

duced an article in which he explored connections between the manner in which speech 

and musical processing are perceived.40  Thus, Lansky was intentional in branching out 

from absolute music to engage with what would normally be viewed as musical sound—

he liked the idea that he “could peer into domains which [sic] were not normally the stuff 

of music as we know it, such as casual speech and world-sounds.”41  In order to extract 

 
37 Paul Lansky, liner notes to More Than Idle Chatter [CD]. 
 
38 Ibid.  Each track on this disc represents the manipulation of the experience of speech in some 
way.  While the chatter series explores excess speech noise, the other tracks consider the musical-
ity in words and poetic texts. 
 
39 Madelyn Byrne, Speech-Based Computer Music Compositions: Selected Works by Charles 
Dodge and Paul Lansky (Ph.D. dissertation, City University of New York, 1999), 20.  See also 
Alistair Riddell, “A Tuner of His World: An Interview with Paul Lansky,” Context XV/XVI 
(1998), 40. 
 
40 Paul Lansky, “Some Thoughts on a Song or Two,” Paul Lansky (2020) (www.paul.my-
cpanel.princeton.edu/poetry.pdf).  
 
41 Madelyn Byrne, Speech-Based Computer Music Compositions, 35. 
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stable pitches (which has been shown to contribute to the musicality of sonic objects), 

Lansky developed his approach on the foundational processes of “linear predictive cod-

ing,”, which resulted in an effect similar to that produced by the vocoder.42  In the Oxford 

Handbook of Electronic Music this process is explained as “data . . . sampled into discreet 

snapshots of frames of data, each analyzed in terms of three primary characteristics”—

those of 1) pitch, 2) amplitude, and 3) spectrum of the partials.43  Lansky preferred this 

method because it allowed him to experiment with the rhythm and pitch of the voice 

without modifying the timbre.44 

 
Musical Aspects 
 
 Others have analyzed the pieces in the chatter series as being in binary (AB) 

form; and while Lansky did not indicate a preferred analysis himself, he did make it clear 

that he “thought of the formal aspects of the pieces in traditional, simple terms.”45  It is, 

perhaps, also useful to approach this structural quality with the Generative Tonal Theory 

of Lerdahl and Jackendoff.46  As with many pieces of electronic music that capitalize on 

 
42 Peter Manning, “Sound Synthesis Using Computers,” The Oxford Handbook of Computer Mu-
sic, ed. Roger T. Dean, 94. The vocoder is a device that receives input from the human voices, an-
alyzes it, and synthesizes the sound. 
 
43 Ibid. 
 
44 “Composers and Their Compositions,” dir. Tom Knotts, YouTube (2007) 
(www.youtube.com/watch?v=z02_GAPawEs).  
 
45 Alan Ranta, “Idle Chatter about Paul Lansky,” Pop Matters (6 June 2011) (www.popmat-
ters.com/141865-idle-chatter-about-paul-lanskys-notjustmoreidlechatter-2496021210.html).   
Elisabeth Roberts, Interview with Paul Lansky [Email] (29 August 2019 and 6 March 2020).  
 
46 See Robert Keller, Mapping the Soundscape: Rhythm and Formal Structure in Electronic 
Dance Music (Ph.D. dissertation, Florida State University, 2004), 1-17.  
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the polyphonic nature of audio layering rather than thematic development, it has been ob-

served that certain electronic music, particularly dance and groove-like pieces, benefit not 

from traditional form and analysis but from an examination of the grouping structure.  

Each of the chatter pieces unfolds in parallel sections that intensify or subside in one or 

more parameters (e.g., volume, density of chorus or vocal layers) while maintaining vari-

ation in the others.  In Idle Chatter the polyphonic texture of the opening intensifies over 

the initial three minutes as the pitch diversity of the voices and the presence of the choral 

patch increase.  An abrupt master volume drop at timing 3:31 cues the listener that a new 

section has started, during which the texture builds from a subtle, sparse sound to full 

volume and density once again.  Lansky shifted the focus of the piece between the choral 

sound and that of the voice samples, highlighting the chordal elements between 5:45 and 

7:10, then the chatter from 7:10 until 7:45.  The composer reestablished the polyphonic 

texture of the original gesture at 7:45, which lasts until the piece’s fadeout (vocals only) 

at 9:07.  

  just_more_idle_chatter, like the first piece in the series, is dependent on the sec-

tional grouping structure of electronic polyphonic layering but was created to be more 

sporadic.  It begins with a brief introduction that highlights the choral harmony until the 

body of the piece initiates at 0:24 seconds.  For the next minute of music, what feels like 

four-beat grooves are repeated and altered.  The next section is clear at 1:25 when the 

groove-like consistency changes and the music becomes more reminiscent of the first 

piece.  This lengthy middle part is a series of groups that gradually highlight one aspect 

of the texture, whether it be the vocal samples or the choral harmonic foundation.  In an-

other gesture similar to that in Idle Chatter, the composer provided a reprieve from the 
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standard texture by again highlighting the choral harmony at 5:51 and decreasing the vol-

ume to create the illusion of a fadeout.  The listener can expect to hear a surprising shift 

to full volume at 7:04, which establishes a balanced polyphonic texture again before the 

piece fades out over the course of the final minute and a half.   

Of the three original pieces, notjustmoreidlechatter provides the most explicit tra-

ditional form initiating with an A section (or chorus) in the first fifty-eight seconds, 

which is repeated immediately in an expanded version until approximately 2:30.  The 

middle of this piece is initially subdued, allowing for a gradual increase in the presence of 

the vocal and harmonic layers that culminate in a bridge-like section at 5:05 before re-

turning to an expanded A section at 6:02, which continues until the concluding fadeout.  

 Although cluster chords can be heard at certain moments, the chatter series is 

built, at its core, on tonal triads and intermittent sevenths (“jazzy” chords, as Lansky has 

called them).47  For two main reasons, the composer preferred these “traditional” and 

“simple” harmonies.  One was that the complexity of the chattering demanded, in his per-

ception, simple features to allow the listener to digest the music appropriately.48  The sec-

ond rested on the fact that he wanted a harmonic progression he preferred himself, as he 

felt that much of the electronic repertoire at the time of his conception of the first work 

was concerned with timbre over harmony.49 

 
 
 
 

 
47 “Composers and Their Compositions,” YouTube (2007). 
 
48 Elisabeth Roberts, Interview with Paul Lansky [Email] (6 March 2020). 
 
49 “Composers and Their Compositions,” YouTube (2007). 
 



80 
 

 
 
 
 

Task Environment Considerations 
 

 
Lansky’s Philosophy of Electronic Composition  
 

A major distinction between the electronic music of Paul Lansky in this period 

and of other contemporaneous composers was that his philosophy was to use technology 

as a guiding tool rather than to replace traditional instruments with novel sounds.  The 

composer contended that this was a primary reason electronic music at that time felt 

“flat,” and he instead strategized how it could live autonomously—exist without replac-

ing live performance.50  As he considered this rising issue, Lansky came to the striking 

conclusion that the interaction of the listener with the recording was integral to the mu-

sic’s existence; and in so doing, he developed a notably cognitive philosophy of composi-

tion based on the anticipated perception of the audience.  He stated this position explicitly 

in an online interview: “As far as I’m concerned, my own common practice is a piece that 

engages the attention of listeners from beginning to end and doesn’t rely on or expect the 

listener to zone out.”51  In my correspondence with the composer, he expounded on this 

concept further: 

 
Audience perception was therefore the only life the piece had and I think I 
worked very hard to make the recording the only repository for the life of 

 
50 Joel Hoffman, “The Rumpus Interview with Paul Lansky.” 
 
51 Ibid. 
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the piece.  The listener had no recourse to the score and I became very se-
rious about making the experience of the recording the only real form of 
the piece.52 

 
It seems apparent that Lansky was interested in a specific cognitive effect for his music 

as opposed to likeability or general appeal.  The shift away from written music also indi-

cates a marked transition from the theoretical approach to composition to something best 

experienced and described through the senses. 

In order to achieve this goal, Lansky had to be concerned less with external rules 

of form and instead to guide his compositional decisions based on his own knowledge of 

music perception.  His concept of the private-listening-performance brought about by 

electronic recording also allowed the composer to re-envision what he called a “network 

model” for music.53  Although commonplace in many contexts today, this model had its 

origins in the field of computational development that dealt with human decision-making 

and thought processes.  Lansky articulated an elaborate conception of the compositional 

process as a series of “nodes” that, given the advent of computer technology, expanded 

the network and, more importantly, fundamentally changed the interactive relationship 

among the nodes.54  The composer considered the original three-node network of com-

poser, performer, and audience to have grown to include the nodes of “sound giver” and 

 
52 Paul Lansky, quoted in Elisabeth Roberts, Interview with Paul Lansky [Email] (29 August 
2019). 
 
53 Paul Lansky, quoted in Jeffrey Perry, “The Inner Voices of Simple Things: An Interview with 
Paul Lansky,” Paul Lansky (based on a conversation recorded 7 July 1995) (www.paul.my-
cpanel.princeton.edu/perry.interview.html).  
 
54 Ibid. 
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“instrument builder.”55  He highlighted the fact that this expanded network was signifi-

cant less as a result of the mechanical inventions themselves and more because it “radi-

cally [altered] the social and conceptual basis of this [musical] intercourse.”56  He went 

on to explain that this subtracted from the “genius” roles with which composers and per-

formers had often been privileged and shifted the focus to the cognition of audience 

members: 

By defining this node I am also making a fundamental statement about the 
perception of recorded sound.  A recording is no longer primarily a docu-
mentation of composer-performer interaction but rather a self-contained 
and self-confirming entity.  There is now no illusion.  What you hear is 
what you get.57 

 
 

In further strikingly psychological language the composer reiterated that “the elegance of 

this reconstruction is in the capability technology creates to recast and recolor the sending 

and receiving abilities of any of the nodes in the network.”58  Note the similarity in this 

approach to the modular models of psychology and even to the compositional network 

models that musicologists such as Otto Laske designed during the same era.59  In essence, 

the composer understood that the evolution of new music—particularly electronic mu-

sic—required a vision for the psychological and social interactions of listeners as well as 

 
55 Paul Lansky, “A View from the Bus: When Machines Make Music,” Perspectives of New Mu-
sic XXVIII/2 (Summer 1990), 105-06. 
 
56 Ibid., 102. 
 
57 Ibid., 105. 
 
58 Ibid., 106. 
 
59 Otto E. Laske, “Introduction to Cognitive Musicology,” Computer Music Journal XII/1 (Spring 
1988), 43-57. 
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the exchanges among the identified nodes.  For Lansky, good music came from a concep-

tual understanding of this principle instead of mathematical formulas in musical structure.  

It is evident that the network model and emphasis on the listener’s experience was a driv-

ing factor, as the chatter series evolved, at least in part, based on audience reactions.60  

Lansky realized that the power of the externalization of the computer allowed him to 

compose based on the feedback loop of perception rather than be dictated by the theoreti-

cal methods of his teachers—with which he had become “disillusioned.”61  This new ap-

proach to composition was not in the beauty of the score or the virtuosic talent of a per-

former but cognitive: “[repositioning] the performance in the ear of the listener.”62  Such 

realignment implies the active role of cognitive mechanisms: “The conversation occurs in 

our mind’s ear as we try to make sense of what is coming in and let it mingle with what-

ever else happens to be rattling around up there.”63 

 
Cognitive Effects in the chatter Series 
 

In order to execute this philosophy in the chatter series, Lansky emphasized a par-

allel he drew between human psychology and its representation in computing technol-

ogy—both being “superb at processing sound.”64  Although his approach to the creation 

 
60 “Composers and Their Compositions,” YouTube (2007). 
 
61 Paul Lansky, “Reflections on Spent Time,” International Computer Music Conference [tran-
scription] (18 August 2009), 6.  
 
62 Paul Lansky, quoted in Alistair Riddell, “A Tuner of His World: An Interview with Paul Lan-
sky,” 36. 
 
63 Paul Lansky, “Happily Listening,” Open Space Magazine (Spring 2001), 129. 
 
64 Paul Lansky, quoted in Alistair Riddell, “A Tuner of His World: An Interview with Paul Lan-
sky,”  41. 
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of the series did not come from any direct involvement in the field of psychology, such 

concepts—of Miller’s limited working memory coupled with Bregman’s research on au-

ditory streaming—remain crucial to the success of the chatter series on repeated listen-

ings.  Initially, the business of the texture created by a collage of vocal samples presents 

too much information for a listener to digest cognitively.  Lansky used working memory 

limitations to his advantage in this case as the listener has to “work to process the 

sounds.”65  In order to avoid unpleasantly overwhelming the listener, however, Lansky 

also employed auditory streaming effects using timbre, diphthong, and pitch variability.66  

This can be experienced when particular voices “pop out” more than others within the 

steady pulse of each piece.  Although the listener will not remember each component of 

the sequence of vocal samples, he or she can begin to feel a syncopated groove in the “ac-

cent” voices created by the particular samples that are either outside the middle register 

or a unique phoneme or volume.  The result is a rhythmic “line” that emerges over the 

course of the continual chatter and that the audience can enjoy.  

 Lansky has also indicated, in the composition of his later addition to the chatter 

series, Idle Chatter Junior, that he employed the harmonic choir synthesizer to aid the lis-

tener in hearing the implicit harmonies of the vocal samples.  The manner by which he 

executed this technique is astonishingly similar to how a psychologist might call attention 

to a priming stimulus during an experiment: the audience hears one kind of stimulus, is 

 
65 Ibid., 36.  Lansky’s encouragement to the listener to focus on the details of the piece was 
termed “listening suggestions,” implying that the musical experience was more about the lis-
tener’s perception than the theoretical existence of the music. 
 
66 See Albert Bregman, Auditory Scene Analysis 
(www.webpages.mcgill.ca/staff/Group2/abregm1/web/downloadstoc.htm#06) to explore how 
these different features of auditory stimuli can contribute to the streaming phenomenon.  
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primed through the choir, and then experiences the after-effects of that priming stimulus 

through the rest of the piece.  This is evident especially in the first two chatter pieces, in 

which the choral harmony gradually intensifies in waves over time before dominating the 

texture and finally subsiding to allow the listener to hear the vocal samples with the har-

monic after-effects.  In conclusion, while the composer was not directly engaged with 

psychology, phenomena such as working memory were commonplace enough by the 

1980s to influence computer programming and to be understood intuitively in creative 

situations.  

 Lansky’s goals in electronic composition were certainly conditioned by the cogni-

tive “network model,” but his methods for envisioning and executing his music were also 

indirectly enhanced by the developments in understanding human thought processes and 

computing.  One of the most important distinctions between electronic and acoustic com-

position is the ability of the composer to listen to their work in full after it has been real-

ized.  Lansky referred to the productive “feedback loop”—simultaneously a psychologi-

cal and mechanical term—that he experienced when writing for solo instruments he could 

play himself (he has a performance background in guitar, French horn, and piano) and 

that he expanded to “full ensemble” when he composed for electronics.67  It is important 

to acknowledge that prior to the advent of electronic composition, artists relied mainly on 

their own schematic acquisition of music (unless it was a solo piece of their own perfor-

mance emphasis) or they impressed an external set of rules on the process.  Riddell 

 
67 Paul Lansky, quoted in Alistair Riddell, “A Tuner of His World: An Interview with Paul Lan-
sky, 35. 
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quoted from Lansky’s explanation of his compositional method as anticipating the expe-

rience of the listener with this feedback pattern:  

When music is manifest solely in the recorded domain, the composer can 
frame the experience as a communion between him or herself and an im-
aginary immediate listener . . . the composition process is reflexive; the 
composer creates the sound, then listens, rejecting or accepting the re-
sult.68 

 
With the ability to play back his compositions, Lansky was able to focus on the cognitive 

effects of his sound-world, evaluate them, and edit based on the feedback result. 

 Lansky was also affected by the changes ushered into the compositional field by 

the problem-solving nature of computer programming.  He emphasized the importance of 

“instrument builder” in his musical network model, even calling it a “form of musical 

composition.”69  While an understanding of the parameters of an instrument was not new 

to composers such as Lansky, his assessment was “that the context in which you make 

your music largely determines the music you make.”70  For him, the workspace heavily 

redefined his process, which he acknowledged left him with a different philosophy of cre-

ativity than had he not encountered the language and problem-solving of early compu-

ting.71  It has been remarked that computer composition in general has been “regarded as 

quite a cognitive task,” and while some instrument-like tools were utilized, Lansky was 

 
68 Ibid., 34. 
 
69 Paul Lansky, “A View from the Bus: When Machines Make Music,” 5. 
 
70 Ibid. 
 
71 Alistair Riddell, “A Tuner of His World: An Interview with Paul Lansky,” 41. 
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particularly faithful to limiting the process to computer technology and recorded medi-

ums.72  On a personal level, the initiation of computer music education at Princeton dur-

ing his graduate years allowed him to experiment with music he liked because the novelty 

of the sounds he selected and the process he applied to them did not work with the mathe-

matical music that other instrumental composers were producing.73  During the 1980s 

Lansky’s workspace for the chatter series involved an IBM 3081 mainframe for Idle 

Chatter and a DEC MicroVaxII for the other two.  These machines did not operate with 

the point-and-click software that many electronic musicians are familiar with today but 

instead relied on a punchcard system.  In order to produce the sounds, Lansky had to 

“build” his own instrument by coding for the effect as well as the organization.   

 

 
72 Andrew R. Brown, “Context and Computer Composition,” Proceedings Actes des Journees 
d'Imformatique Musicale 1998 (1998), 6, 9. 
 
73 Paul Lansky, “Reflections on Spent Time,” 4. 
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Figure 5.3.  A Portion of Lansky’s FORTRAN Code for the Chatter Effect.74 

 
 

As no scrolling platform was available with which to view the completed score, 

Lansky had to examine the process in a top-down manner, visualizing the overall pattern 

of a section and then inputting the variables into the code as separate elements.  While 

most instrumental composers could write intuitively for multiple parameters—timbre, 

volume, duration, pitch, and rhythm—with the assistance of musical memory, Lansky 

had to acknowledge and define each structural variable systematically.  The computer 

 
74 Reprinted with permission of Paul Lansky.  The CHA… column refers to the number of the in-
dividual punchcards in the deck.  The left half of the program lays out the parameters and formula 
for the chatter effect. For example, CHA00040 references the parameters that appear common to 
all the cards. Subsequent cards are separate functions pertaining to varying aspects of the gener-
ated sound. 
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could then generate the smaller decisions that he envisioned, such as the sequences of the 

repetitions of the chatter samples: “I couldn’t actually have composed some of these very 

complicated patterns by myself; if I did they would have probably sounded predictable 

and I wanted them to sound unpredictable.”75 

The random number generator was also important to determining the processes 

for this series, and, as Lansky has confirmed, for almost all of his computer pieces.76  He 

compared the computer to a tool that allowed him to use “broad brushstrokes,” compara-

ble to the action painting of Jackson Pollock.77  While mathematical composition had 

been in existence for some time, it had generally been used to condition the behavior or 

surface structure of a piece.  Lansky’s application of algorithms and computer code in his 

electronic music differed greatly in that it served as a secondary tool to assist in the pro-

cess of producing what the composer had already envisioned internally.  

 Ultimately, the act of recorded computer composition was observed by Lansky as 

existing in greater proximity to the compositional process itself.  He realized this fact in 

the course of addressing the problem of performances that existed only in recorded form.  

With no performer interpretation, he contended that “you essentially have the composer 

screaming in your ear, and there’s no escape.”78  As previously noted in this chapter, his 

philosophy held that without the performer “node” between composer and listener, the 

 
75 “Composers and Their Compositions,” YouTube (2007). 
 
76 Elisabeth Roberts, Interview with Paul Lansky [Email] (29 August 2019). 
 
77 “Composers and Their Compositions,” YouTube (2007). 
 
78 Joshua Cody, “An Interview with Paul Lansky,” Computer Music Journal XX/1 (Spring 1996), 
22. 
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emphasis shifted from interpretation and transference via performance to a direct imprint 

of the composer’s intentions that was then processed solely via the perception of the lis-

tener.  What is fascinating to consider about coded music such as Lansky’s is that the de-

mands of the coding require, at least in part, that he notate his strategy of creativity.  

While traditional notation can imply many techniques of composition, there is still room 

to question whether the composer copied and altered a musical memory or composed via 

a rule set.  The language of code makes clear which elements were planned at every level.  

(It should be noted that Lansky has been agreeable to making his software available to 

those who desire to attempt to recreate his sounds.79) 

 
Informed Interpretation 

 
 

 In my conversations with the composer, he did not mention any direct connec-

tions between cognitive psychology and the intent of his music.  Nevertheless, the vocab-

ulary and models of thinking about music, compositional process, and the value of per-

formance belie a recasting of psychological principles made popular through the concepts 

disseminated in the Cognitive Revolution.  There is further evidence that, by being 

closely tied to computer programming in order to complete the chatter series and other 

electronic pieces, Lansky interacted with an external model of human reasoning.  It is ap-

parent that problem-solving and organizing his compositional process through this system 

constituted an important part of the electronic music experience for the composer.  This is 

evident by his departure from the “scene” once music software programs became more 

 
79 Alistair Riddell, “A Tuner of His World: An Interview with Paul Lansky,” 33. 
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automated, citing their utilization as being too invasive in the compositional process ra-

ther than existing as a reflection of it.80  A large part of electronic music composition cer-

tainly was related to the experimentation and novelty of non-conventional sonic objects, 

but Lansky has always indicated that there is a distinction between “electronic music cul-

ture” (novelty sounds for their own sake) and the holistic process he experienced when he 

was working with early computers.  While it may seem radical that he has since wished 

that “electronic music would go away,” this stance further strengthens the suggestion that 

he saw something inherently cognitive about composing with code and delivering “listen-

ing suggestions” to his audiences.81  He maintained that in order to compose electroni-

cally and effectively, one needed to “radically reconstruct the compositional process,” an 

action that seems readily apparent in the chatter series.82  In a provocative statement from 

his discussion about electronic music, he submitted: 

History is replete with such pathetic prediction.  To be revolutionary 
means to fundamentally change the bases of understanding so that what-
ever it is that we formerly understood to be true [is no longer, and that] . . . 
the future of music does not particularly have much to do with how many 
machine cycles we can squeeze from a processor, or how sophisticated we 
can become about designing interfaces, or even how wonderfully close we 
can come to modelling nature, but rather what our understanding of our 
own and particularly one another’s minds will come to. Music is, after all, 
an imposition of one person’s perceptions on the consciousness of another 
and is, as such, a model of mind and of communication among minds.83 
 

 
80 Ibid., 42. 
 
81 Paul Lansky, quoted in Joel Hoffman, “The Rumpus Interview with Paul Lansky.”  
 
82 Paul Lansky, quoted in Alistair Riddell, “A Tuner of His World: An Interview with Paul Lan-
sky,” 36. 
 
83 Paul Lansky, “A View from the Bus: When Machines Make Music,” 5. 
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The chatter series of Paul Lansky has stood the test of time as a collection of 

pieces that certainly has audience appeal at a surface level, but only because Lansky be-

lieves in a process that considers the perception of the audience and how it functions.  

The far reaches of the Cognitive Revolution in changing what had been a culture of semi-

artificial rulesets, whether behavioral or musical, inspired many individuals in Western 

culture to create not only devices that could prove hypotheses or ease the toils of life but 

serve as mirrors and tools in a deeper communion with the self—a self that perceived  ex-

ternal reality through a series of cognitive functions and applied this information in a 

unique way to make sense of and connect to the world.
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CHAPTER VI 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

 Since antiquity composers have conducted their work for a plethora of causes and 

with varied techniques.  One major concern in the field of musicology is to understand 

the common practice of particular times and cultures in order to identify what some of the 

motivators and approaches to music composition have been and continue to be.  Although 

there are many aspects of the craft that are generated from a purely auditory interest, mu-

sic has been molded stylistically by philosophy, religion, and non-auditory sources since 

ancient times.  In Western Europe during the Medieval Period, for example, religious 

meditation shaped compositional practice within the culture of the Church.  In contrast 

the music of Virgil Thomson’s music to accompany The River (1938) was guided by the 

relationship between it and the visual content of the propaganda film for which it was 

conceived. 

Although the power of music in the field of psychology has most often been ex-

amined for its capability to change the emotional or mental state of humans, it has not 

been equally investigated with regard to how psychological understanding has created a 

reflexive response in the production of music itself.  My research has focused on three 

composers operating in the Western tradition of art music who, among the cornucopia of 

cultural factors, differing eras, and different traditions within Western music, shared ex-

periences with the products of contemporaneous psychological developments in some 

way and in turn ushered in significant advances for their compositional techniques.  

While Schoenberg sought mental clarity in the act of writing his expressionist works, it is 

worth questioning whether he would have done so through the same structural means 
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without the context of Freudian society.  Dutilleux himself credited psychological con-

cepts as having been integral to crystalizing his exploratory interests as a musician.  Lan-

sky is also equally indebted to the progression of cognitive psychology not only in his 

stylistic choices but in his very ability to create electronic music.  Most importantly, the 

rise of clinical psychology in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries largely dispelled 

the mystique of creativity.  Not only did this entail the acceptance of examining the disci-

pline of music scientifically but it also allowed composers to examine the creation of mu-

sical structure beyond the confines of personal reactions to standard forms and regional 

traditions.  Consequently, the development of psychology in the Western world permitted 

a clearer understanding of the auditory modality as well as the fields of semiotics and lin-

guistics. 

 Frequent interest in examining musical experience as connected to human lan-

guage has long suggested that the mental processes involved in their creation are, per-

haps, interconnected.1  While the subjects of this study cannot be investigated in a di-

rectly scientific manner, their own words and the collected contextual evidence support a 

theory that musical phenomena may serve more than a pleasurable, functional, or manip-

ulative purpose for the emotions and senses.  The idea that music is handled cognitively 

in a way similar to real-time language processing may suggest that generating musical 

content is a task not unlike writing and speaking.  Although both encourage surface 

 
1 Morten H. Christiansen and Nick Chater, “The Now-or-Never Bottleneck: A Fundamental Con-
straint on Language,” Behaviorial and Brain Sciences XXXIX/62 (2016), 1-72.  This research 
supports the idea that language is accumulated in real-time processing in children via the opera-
tion of streaming and a chunk-and-pass method.  By drawing on the foundational theories of Ler-
dahl and Jackendoff to think of music cognition as establishing hierarchical structures, this theory 
of language comprehension and production could be explored in the field of music cognition as 
well. 
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grammar, the phenomenon of processing, connecting, and generating semiotic infor-

mation could be indicative of how the brain chunks information together: music, like lan-

guage, could serve as a psychological trail by which to understand a composer’s singular 

approach to documenting his or her own consolidated memory. 

 More research is necessary to understand fully the implications of this theory, but 

historical evidence is essential to supporting the idea of a psychological common practice 

in the twentieth century and possibly beyond.  Although this project presents many com-

pelling arguments, real-time observational experiments and data collection from compos-

ers would be necessary to carry such ideas to their full potential.  Elementary examples of 

this relationship do exist, even dating back to the 1960s.2  But, as has been observed by 

scholars such as Otto Laske in his literature about cognitive musicological approaches, 

empirical examinations are largely nonexistent in traditional music history investiga-

tions.3  

 The motivations for further support of such a common practice hold benefits for 

musicology certainly but also for composition pedagogy and music cognition.  In current 

Western music practice, there is little semblance of a streamlined approach to composi-

tional education, and cultural styles have become only loosely defined in new Western 

 
2 See Walter Ralph Reitman, “Creative Problem Solving: Notes from the Autobiography of a 
Fugue,” Cognition and Thought: An Information-Processing Approach (New York: Wiley, 
1965), 166-81. 
 
3 Otto E. Laske, “Introduction to Cognitive Musicology,” Computer Music Journal XII/1 (Spring 
1988), 43-57.  
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concert music.4  Furthermore, research in both music composition and non-music educa-

tion methods have indicated that problem-solving and schematic acquisition are signifi-

cant to the health, development, and internalization by students.  It is furthermore im-

portant to understand that, in the growing prevalence of therapies as a part of routine 

health maintenance, psychological ideas have had a cultural impact on the creative pro-

cesses of artists.  

 In many current music programs, young composers are encouraged to steep 

themselves in existing music literature and theory.  Despite recent developments in ad-

dressing traditional Western music education, creative problem-solving and cognitive 

musical approaches are less common in streamlined class settings, and young composers 

must often rely mainly on their tutor-pupil relationship with a private instructor to accu-

mulate many of the necessary skills for creative work.  

 In every era of music, outside influences such as war, religion, societal structure, 

and economic factors have greatly affected how music has been appreciated, created, and 

perceived.  It seems logical, therefore, to examine how the explosion of psychological 

thought in Western culture has contributed to many innovations in art music alongside its 

own natural evolution.  It stands to reason that just as religion and philosophy have 

served as foundations for cognitive constructs for many centuries prior to the twentieth, 

psychology has also brought with it a collection of parameters by which individuals can 

examine their own existence and, by extension, their own creations with new awareness.  

In moving forward during an astonishing time for music—one of free access to world 

 
4 Frank Felice, quoted in Elisabeth Roberts, Interview with Frank Felice [Telephone], (1 Decem-
ber 2019).  See also Benjamin Williams, Music Composition Pedagogy: A History, Philosophy, 
and Guide (Ph.D. dissertation, Ohio State University, 2010), 5-81.   
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styles, the postmodern aesthetic, and portable music playback systems—it seems neces-

sary to examine the compositional process as “expressions of cognitive processes that 

may be observed to operate in the formation of other structures.”5  As new artists con-

tinue to shape today’s music with their perceptions, perhaps authorities in academia can 

begin to address the way music can be viewed not only as an auditory landscape but as an 

artifice testifying to the cognitive fingerprint of a musical culture individualized. 

 
5 John Blacking, How Musical Is Man?  (Seattle: Washington University Press, 1973), 24. 
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APPENDIX A 

 
TIMELINE OF NOTABLE EVENTS DISCUSSED 

 
 
1637 Publication of Discourse on Method by René Descartes 

[This monograph presented his concept of dualism] 
 

1863  Publication of Sensations of Tone by Hermann von Helmholtz 
 

1872 Appointment of William James to Harvard University faculty 
[beginning of psychology studies in the United States] 

 
1866  Publication of Psychological Optics by Hermann von Helmholtz 

 
1879 Founding of the Institute for Experimental Psychology at the University of 

Leipzig by Wilhelm Wundt 
 

1896  Death of Sigmund Freud’s father  
[Freud begins vigorously examining dreams and childhood memories] 

 
1899 Publication of Die Traumdeutung [The Interpretation of Dreams] by Freud   
 
1900 Publication of Le Probléme de la mémoire by Paul Sollier in Paris 
 
1905 Publication of Sexualtheorie by Freud 

 
Marcel Proust receives psychological treatment from Paul Sollier 

 
1907  The observation by Freud that psychoanalysis has become mainstream  
 
1908  Alban Berg seeks treatment from Sigmund Freud 
 
                The exploration of atonal music by Arnold Schoenberg 
 
1910 The writing of an expressionist “manifesto” by Schoenberg  

 
Gustav Mahler visits Freud in Vienna 
 
Beginning of Schoenberg’s friendship with Wassily Kandinsky 
 

1911 Composition of Six Little Piano Pieces, Op. 19, by Schoenberg 
 
1913  Publication of “Behaviorist Manifesto”  by J. B. Watson 
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1927  Publication of A la recherche du temps perdu by Marcel Proust  
 
ca. 1930 Incorporation of behaviorism into American psychology  
 
1953 Publication of “Some Experiments on the Recognition of Speech, with 

One and Two Ears” by Colin Cherry  
 
1956 Publication of The Magical Number Seven: Plus or Minus Two by George 

A. Miller 
 
1957  Translation of logical problems into mathematics via a computer program 

by Allen Newell 
 
   Invention of the Mark II RCA Synthesizer  
 
1959  Publication of “A Review of B. F. Skinner’s ‘Verbal Behavior’” by Noam 

Chomsky  
 

Publication of “Attention in Dichotic Listening: Effective Cues and the In-
fluence of Instruction” by Neville Moray 
 
Founding of Columbia-Princeton electronic music studio  
  
Henri Dutilleux commissioned to write Métaboles 
 

1965  Premiere of Métaboles by the Cleveland Orchestra 
 
1971 Publication of “Primary Auditory Stream Segregation and Perception of 

Order in Rapid Sequences of Tones” by Albert Bregman 
 
1973  Composition of mild und leise by Paul Lansky [his first electronic work] 
 
 Conferral of doctorate on Paul Lansky by Princeton University 
 
1983 Publication of Modularity of the Mind by Jerry Fodor  
 
 Publication of Generative Theory of Tonal Music by Fred Lerdahl and Ray 

Jackendoff  
 
1985-1988  Composition of chatter series by Paul Lansky  
 
1988 Publication of “Introduction to Cognitive Musicology” by Otto Laske  
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APPENDIX B 
 

DEFINITIONS FOR NOTABLE TERMS 
 

 
Auditory Stream:  A group of auditory stimuli that “represent distinct environmental 
events and serve as psychological entities that bear the properties of these events.”1 
 
Behaviorism: The psychological philosophy that views human (and animal) behavior as 
the result of reactions to stimuli—not internal motivators—and, consequently, can be 
conditioned by external means. 
 
Cognitive Psychology: An approach to human perception and behavior that focuses on 
modeling processes in the brain that contribute to human learning, information pro-
cessing, memory, etc.  cognitive psychology integrates the process of the stimulus-re-
sponse aspect of behaviorism but includes the integrated process of the response with a 
network of other components involved in perception and production. 
 
Expressionist Art: A movement predominant in Europe during the years between 1900 
and World War II.  It originated in Germany and its practitioners utilized warped or dis-
torted visuals to emphasize the emotional content of the subject. As opposed to Natural-
ism, Expressionist artists portrayed their subjective perspectives, suggesting that the audi-
ence was to witness not an objective depiction but the perspective of the artist.  
 
Free Association: A practice in psychoanalytic procedure that involves a patient making 
spontaneous connections between words, images, or symbols to reveal underlying mean-
ings that may not be consciously understood or perceived. 
 
Hysteria: A term used historically to refer to neuroses generally found in young women 
and resulting from early childhood trauma.  Such conditions were characterized by disas-
sociation and repression of memories. 
 
Interactive Dualism: Theory solidified by René Descartes that posited the separation of 
mind and matter.  In other words, mental occurrences were not physical, and there was a 
distinct boundary between phenomena of the mind and those of the physical world. 
 
Involuntary Memory: An explicit (conscious) memory that occurs when an outside 
source (such as an object, smell, etc.) triggers the memory without any deliberate effort 
by the individual to recall such information. 
 
Memory Lability: The state of a memory before it has been consolidated in long-term 
memory as persistent. In this state, consolidation can be disrupted, and the individual can 
work to consolidate a different memory from stimuli. This essentially results in what is 
perceived as a changed memory.  

 
1 Albert Bregman, Auditory Stream Analysis 
(www.webpages.mcgill.ca/staff/Group2/abregm1/web/downloadstoc.htm#01). 
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Mental Chunking: In cognitive psychology, the mental process of perceiving a group of 
units as a whole.  
 
Psychoanalysis: A therapy style created by Sigmund Freud for the treatment of neuroses.  
The practice centered on recovering repressed memories from the unconscious in order to 
make the patient cognizant of the origins of the neuroses.  
 
Romanticism (music): Philosophically, music was focused on the artist, virtuosity, and 
emotional expression, and composers sought to represent disruption with chromatic har-
mony instead of diatonic triads.  While some philosophers made a distinction between 
“music for music’s sake” (“absolute music”), many others adopted the attitude that pieces 
could communicate non-musical ideas and stories through the medium of thematic or 
programmatic means. 
 
Schematic Acquisition: The process of perceiving information as organized or grouped 
(i.e., eyes, ears, nose, etc. create a face) into hierarchical structures in a way that allows 
the mind to store large amounts of information in an economic fashion and make sense of 
new information that follows similar patterns. 
 
Serialism (music): A stylistic approach that takes a generated set of pitches (often the 
twelve chromatic pitches that form an octave) or other musical parameters and applies set 
rules by which these parameters are arranged and utilized to form a complete musical 
work. 
 
Unconscious: Freud’s definition for underlying motivations and mental processes that oc-
cur automatically—or occur outside an individual’s conscious control.  Once a thought 
can be identified in any medium, however, it becomes conscious.  
 
Working Memory: In cognitive psychology, the function that allows informational items 
to be brought to immediate awareness for access.  Although the analogy is limited, one 
can regard the working memory as following a process similar to running programs on a 
computer.  
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