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 If a word was used in one of its variants for example, humour and humourous, were 

counted as one and, where possible, I kept the adjective as the key word, (see figure 1). 
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language and speech: each of these two terms of course achieves its full definition only in the 

dialectical process which unites one to the other: there is no language without speech, and no 

speech outside language: it is in this exchange that the real linguistic praxis is situated, ( …) 

language and speech are therefore in a relation of reciprocal comprehensiveness”16. Music, it can 

be argued, is a form of language with its own system of codes, in the linguistic sense, and also 

engages in this same dialectical process with its version of speech: sound. Attributing verbal or 

written speech to music is therefore inherently problematic – can one form or level of speech (the 

idea/verbal realm) adequately describe another’s language (sound/aural)?  This touched on 

briefly in Barthes’ definition of complex systems:

“In cinema, television and advertising, the senses are subjected to the concerted action of a 
collection of images, sounds and written words. It will, therefore, be premature to decide, in their 
                                                 
15 

16 Barthes, Roland. Elements of Semiology. 1964, published Hill and Wang, 1968. 
 http://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/works/fr/barthes.htm. Web. September 22, 2012. 
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case, which facts belong to the language and which belong to speech, on the one hand as long as 
one has not discovered whether the 'language' of each of these complex systems is original or 
only compounded of the subsidiary 'languages' which have their, places in them, and on the other 
hand as long as these subsidiary languages have not been analysed (we know the linguistic 
'language', but not that of images or that of music)”17. 
 

As the popular phrase attributed to many different sources goes: “talking about music is like 

dancing about architecture”.   
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21 Gerg, Ian Wyatt. A Semiotic Approach to Musical Metaphor: Theory and Methodology. The University of Texas at Austin, 
December  2010. Print. p.20.  
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The seminal work Sound Color by Wayne Slawson, provides an authoritative overview of the 

various thoughts and theories around the evasive subject of timbre and sound colour by such 

writers as Schoenberg, Schaeffer, Erickson, Cogan and Escot, while the author attempts to better 

define “sound colour” and generate a general theory of this rarely explored dimension of sound. 

In his introduction, Slawson is quick to note that he wishes to focus on an “abstract conception of 

timbre [following] from two considerations. First, the properties of musical instruments are such 

as to make construction of a general theory of orchestration or instrumentation immensely 

complex and difficult” 23. Interesting to note that from a timbral point of view, description and 

classification are viewed as highly complex. How is it then, that such lackadaisical references to 

the bassoon and its tone colour should generally appear throughout the body of literature dealing 

with orchestration and arranging? The author also points out, when speaking of Cogan and 

Escot’s work Sonic Design that part of their “failure to develop a precise and consistent 

terminology for speaking of the colour of an instrument or instrumental combination (…). [is 

that] they speak of rich, dull, or bright “spectra” or they refer, more properly, to the “strength” of 

certain frequencies in the spectrum of an instrument”24. Slawson notes that the “language is that 

of acoustic measurement, not – as in Schaeffer and to a lesser extent in Erickson – auditory 

perception”25. The line between descriptive language of acoustic measurement and auditory 

perception is, in my mind, a very thin one at best. Keith D. Martin and Youngmoo E. Kim note 

in their paper on musical instrument identification that “more than a century after Helmholtz’s 

groundbreaking research, arguments still abound over the definition of musical “timbre,” and 
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24 Slawson, ibid. p. 12 
25 Slawson, ibid. p. 12 
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over the relative perceptual importance of various acoustic features of musical instrument 

sounds”26. 

 

Sound, much like visual colour, is an individual experience that we can collectively share by 

referencing external and commonly agreed upon lexicons and metaphors, or as Gerg suggests a 

constellation of metaphors. Metaphorical language is an essential part of our cultural and human 

experience, and shapes and enhances our perception in ways that simple definitions cannot. 

Certainly the use of such colourful language to describe sound is the best way we are able to 

communicate it verbally, how else could we be able to define it to others? What does red or blue 

look like? What makes the sound of a violin different from that of a trumpet to our ears? 

 

Save for a very few synesthetic people, sound cannot be seen, tasted or smelled. It can never be 

felt by touch (though we can manipulate sound waves with touch, but without feeling it as a 

tactile experience, i.e. playing a theremin). It exists for all of us who are fortunate to hear, yet we 

cannot begin to describe, really describe, what it is we hear. The use of language to describe 

sonic experience is sometimes taken from a lexicon of other senses, and that is often our point of 

reference: sounds can be sweet, unctuous (taste), velvety, sensual, textured (touch), bright, dark, 

colourful, (sight), etc.  

  

                                                 
26 Martin, Keith D. and Youngmoo, Kim E. 2pMU9. Musical instrument identification: A pattern-recognition approach”.  Acoustical Society of 
America, 1998. sound.media.mit.edu/Papers/kdm-asa98.pdf, p.1. Web. June 2012.
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Sadly, what most orchestration and arranging books have to offer would be like a book on 

painting techniques that mostly describes colours rather than showing them, let alone showing 

them used in context of other colours (as in a painting). Some do have companion recordings 

with short excerpts of the instruments in musical contexts, but certainly there is room for 

innovation in this field. Surely there could be a way of expanding on the traditional format of 

orchestration and arranging books to incorporate a great variety of sound examples to include the 

study of range, extended techniques, musical examples in a variety of styles, all bundled together 

in an interactive digital compendium. This would allow the composer/arranger to really get a feel 

for each instrument’s nuances, while navigating an extensive collection of data. And, ideally, this 

compendium would include a variety of musical genres. 

 

                                                 
27 Henry, Robert. The Art Spirit. Basic Books, USA, 2007 (originally published in 1923), p.86. Print. 
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semiology must first of all, if not exactly take definite shape, at least try itself out, explore its 
possibilities and impossibilities. This is feasible only on the basis of preparatory investigation. 
And indeed it must be acknowledged in advance that such an investigation is both diffident and 
rash: diffident because semiological knowledge at present can be only a copy of linguistic 
knowledge; rash because this knowledge must be applied forthwith, at least as a project, to non-
linguistic objects”28.

                                                 
28 Barthes, Roland. Elements of Semiology. 1964, published Hill and Wang, 1968. 
 http://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/works/fr/barthes.htm. Web. September 22, 2012. 
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COMPOSITION PORTFOLIO 
 

 
 
Dàgur 
E.K.’s Blues 
ici, ainsi 
In As Much 
In Passing 
So Little Time 








































































