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CHAPTER
Synaesthesia and Similarity

N THE MOST INCLUSIVE SENSE, mmusic Is anything that

Hmogmcom% decides to call music; there is no a priori

need to be judgemental about it. But analysing music, at least in the
sense that analysis is practised and institutionalized in Western or
Westernized academia, necessarily involves something over and above
this; it involves a sense of commitment. To analyse music is to be com-
mitted to the premiss that music is in some sense more than just a pile
of notes; indeed, it is precisely the dilference between a pile of notes and
a plece of music that constitutes the topic of analysis. But we cad be
more specific than that. To analyse music is also to be committed to the
idea that we perceive the notes in terms of the relationships between
them: we perceive cach note as influencing, and being influenced by,
other notes—or at any rate, if we do not, it is hard to see what we could
be analysing. In a nutshell, we analyse the interaction between the ele-
ments of the music: that is what analysing music means. >zm exactly
the same applies to multimedia. To analyse mogﬁgsm a is
to be committed to the idea that there is some kind of pe: ceptual inter-

action @m:emcs its various individual components, such as music,
, m@omor EoS:m _Bmmﬁ and so on; for without such 583805 there
is nothing to analyse.

We can push- the analogy between analysing music and analysing
multimedia a bit further than this. When we analyse music, we are-
dealing with commensurable elements; pitches, rhythms, and dynam-
ics, that is to say, can be related directly to other pitches, rhythms, and
dynamics. And from there we can go on to conjecture about the more
incommensurable relationships between categories—to ask how, in a
given style, genre, or piece, pitches relate to rhythms or rhythms to
&SmEHm In E.Ea.%ﬁ it is @Omaim to mo exactly Em same with multi-

QEB as ms 5%%@5&@5 <mEmEm and

Hoow Moy Sn Hjm_mcobmr%m v@ﬁémos these <m:m2@m Emﬂ voE in mﬁ% mEos :

"The kind of %moamsé EooENEm that czmmﬁﬁzmm _early .mﬁmmbmﬁb-
century experiment multimedia, however, did not proceed in:
anything like this manner. The starting-point, rather, was what might

be described as an_acontextual, essentializing one. What, people asked,
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ooﬂ,@%osmgomm woﬁs\oos m%@nmbﬁ mobmoJN @rgoEgm Hbmm@m these

are the intrinsic connections that hold between the various different

S ————

media (musical sound, written or spoken text, moving images, and the
rest)? What, in a word, are the correspondences between them?
It was, after all, in his poem of that very name— ‘Correspondances’,

from Les Fleurs du Mal Gmmdlﬁ:mﬁ Baudelaire famously proclaimed
that ‘Les parfums, les couleurs et les sons se répondent’. His words echo
those of an earlier writer on whose ideas he consciously drew: E. T. A.

Hoffmann, who wrote in his Kreisleriana that ‘Not only in dreams, but

“also in that state of delirium which precedes sleep, especially when I
have been listening to much music, I discover a congruity of colours,
sounds, and fragrances.’® And Rimbaud itemized some examples of
such congruity in his equally famous Sonnet des Voyelles’, the open-
ing line of which is ‘A noir, E blanc, I rouge, U vert, O bleu’: the remain-
der of the text mmmﬂmm out these correspondences. The last stanza, for

instance, reads

O, supréme Clairon plein des strideurs étranges,
Silences traversés des Mondes et des Anges. . .
O I'Oméga, rayon violet des Ses Yeux!?

It was Baudelaire's ‘Correspondances’ Emn gave Symbolism its name
(one of its lines reads: ‘L’homme y passe a travers des foréts de sym-
@o_@m }, and ?chcm s mosbmﬁ is equally mBEmEmgo of Ea

two poems probably represent the best known incursions into literature
of synaesthesia, the extensively documented tendency for an input in

one sensory maode to excite an involuntary response in another. G&m

word itself was coined, in the French form synesthésie, in 1892, wv Such
| sensory correspondences were seen as providing a window on to the
: - world that lay beyond the senses, and the Symbolist preoccupation with
‘synaesthesia flourished in a rich and heady context of numerology,
theosophy, and other more or less occult studies (indeed, Enid Starkie

* David Charlton (ed.), E.T.A. Hoffmann’s Musical Writings: Kreislertana, The Poet and the
Composer, Music Criticism (Cambridge, 1989), 105. The chain of derivation does not stop there: as
Charlton explains, the first part of Hoffmann's sentence echoes Gotthilf Heinrich ‘Schubert’s state-
ment that ‘In dreams and already in that state of delirium which usually precedes sleep, the soul
seems to speak a language quite other than its usual one’. For Baudelaire's knowledge of Hoffmann,
see Enid Starkie, Baudelaire (Harmondsworth, 1971), 271.

2 '0, the great Trumpet strange in its stridencies, / The angel-crossed, the world-crossed silences:
/0 the Omega, the blue light of the Eyes!’ {trans. Muriel Rukeyser; quoted in Sergel Eisenstein, The
Film Sense, trans. and ed. Jay Leyda (London, 1968 [1943]), 76).

3 By Jules Millet (cf. Alan Bullock, Oliver Stallybrass, and Stephen Trombley (eds.), The m.o:rﬁs
Dictionary of Modern Thought, rev. edn. Fo:mou. 1988), 838). For overviews of the topic, including
psychoneural aspects, see Richard E. C ynesthesia: A Union of the Senses (New York, 1989)
and Simon Baron-Cohen and John Harrison, Synesthesia: Classiz and Contemporary Readings (Oxford,
1996), :
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has suggested that Rimbaud’s sonnet may be, among other things, an
alchemical allegory*). But there was a scientific, or quasi-scientific,
element as well; speculation about the correspondences between colou

tone pitched at 500 cycles per second and having an amplitude of 100 decibels,
he saw a streak of lightning splitting the heavens in two. When the intensity of
the sound was lowered to 74 decibels, he saw a dense orange color which made
him feel as though a needle had been thrust into his spine.10

and music, in particular, tied in with a tradition deriving principally

from Newton, which attempted to link the two directly a

h attempte WO ¢ s parallel man-
ifestations of universal laws of vibration, In his classic article ‘Colour

and Music’ in the Oxford Companion to Music,5 Percy Scholes was

scathing about such amalgams of natural science and the supernatural,

heaping particular scorn on the early twentieth-century British com-

poser-turned-herbalist, Cyril Scott. And David Kershaw mischievously,

but accurately, captures the tenor of composers like Scott when he

refers to their ‘fond belief that they express some eternal verities, that

they grant access to esoteric vibrations which it is the composer's mis-

sion to divulge to the less sensitive and well-endowed’.6 .

But synaesthesia is a phenomenon of psychology as well as one- of
cultural and artistic Eﬁ,o@.. To be sure, when Hoffmann writes (in the
persona of Johannes Kreisler) of a coat whose colour ‘was in C sharp,
minor, so in order to give those seeing it some peace of mind I had a
collar made for it in the colour of E major’,? it would seem reasonable
enough to dismiss this as a rather extravagant literary device (Edward
Lockspeiser called it ‘a fantasy which must be described as thoroughly
absurd’®). And elsewhere Hoffmann wrote, hardly less extravagantly:
‘The fragrance of deep-red carnations exercises a strangely ‘magical
power over me; unawares I sink into a dream-like state in which I hear,
as though from far away, the dark, alternately swelling and mzw%%bm
tones of the basset-horn.’® But here it is possible to cite similar, and cer-
tainly no less extravagant, associations from the psychological litera-
ture. In his classic case-study The Mind of a Mnemonist, the Russian
psychologist Alexander Luria described some experiments he made with
his subject, S.:

S. also saw words as having their own colours, and according to
Lawrence Marks, author of a book-length study of synaesthesia and
related psychological phenomena, by far the commonest form of fully-
fledged synaesthetic correspondence s that between words and colours,
S.’s word—colour synaesthesia, however, was a little anomalous. For
him, vowels made words lighter or darker; the colours of words came
from their consonants.’* In the dominant form of word—colour synaes-

thesia, by contrast, it is the vowel that produce an impression of

Xmﬁwmm,.zﬂroEoﬂﬁam%gmmmxmmzmsg.om mwbmmm.ﬁrmmm;bo%mw
words, is exactly the one on which Rimbaud’s poem was based.12
Or was it? ‘Voyelles’ is something of an object lesson in the pitfalls
that attend the interpretation of synaesthetic correspondences, for (as
Marks points out) Rimbaud claimed a few years later that he ‘invented
the colour of vowels’.2® And an invented correspondence is hardly a
synaesthetic one in the sense in which I have been using the term: a
sensory impression spontaneously resulting from another sensory
‘input. (Even more surely, it is not a revelation of universal laws!) It

would appear, then, that Rimbaud's vowel-colour correspondences

were not real in a @m%o:o&mﬁmﬁmnmmp but fictive—in the same sense
as, for instance, the elaborate correspondences between music and
liqueurs which Huysmans concocted in A Rebours, which do not in the
least resemble any case of synaesthesia in the psychological literature,
and which Huysmans may therefore be assumed to have fabricated in
order to lend an exotic, fin de siécle atmosphere to his novel. But the
story of ‘Voyelles’ is not quite so simple, for in 1934 it was discovered
that the vowel-colour combinations of Rimbaud's sonnet are almost
identical to those that appeared in a widely distributed spelling book
which Rimbaud is believed to have used as a child.14 It looks, then, as
if Rimbaud’s correspondences were after all real, so to speak, to him.
But they were purely contingent. And that helps to explain why his spe-
cific associations between vowels and colours are so idiosyncratic;

Presented with a tone pitched at 250 cycles per second and having an ampli-
tude of 64 decibels, S. saw a velvet cord with fbers jutting out on all sides. The
cord was tinged with a delicately pleasant pink-orange hue. Presented with a

4 Dnid Starkie, Arthur Rimbaud (London, 1973), 163-7.
mr\wonow Scholes, ‘Colour and Music', in Percy Scholes (ed.), The Oxford Companion to Music, 9th
edn. (London, 1955), 200~8: 208; citations below. refer to this edition. Scholes's article was
reprinted, essentially without change, in Denis Arnold (ed.), The New Oxford Companion to Music
(Oxford, 1988), i, 424-32,

6 David Kershaw, ‘Music and Image on Film and Video: An Absolute Alternative’, in John Paynter
et al., Companion to Contemporary Musical Thought (London, 1992), i. 467-99; 477,

7 Charlton (ed.), Hoffmann's Musical Writings, 130. ’

8 Edward Lockspeiser, Music and Painting: A Study in Comparative Ideas from Turner to Schoenberg
(London, 1973), 75.

9 Charlton (ed.), Hoffmann’s Musical Writings, 105. For a discussion of Hoffmann’s synaesthesia
see R. Murray Schafer, E. 7. A. Hoffmann and Music (Toronto and Bulfalo, 1975), 149-56.

10 Aleksandr R. Luria, The Mind of a Mnemonist: A Little Book about a Vast Memory, trans. Lynn
Solotaroff (London, 1969), 23. The flm-maker Sergei Eisenstein, whose critique of synaesthesia I dis-
cuss later in the chapter, met S. and described him in The Film Sense, 118-19.

11 Fisenstein, Film Sense, 119.

@\\Wmsnmmom E. Marks, The Unity of the Senses: Interrelations among the Modalities (New York,
1578), 87.

3 Starkie, Arthur Rimbaud, 164; my emphasis. Rimbaud’s claim is in ‘Une Saison en Enfer’, pub-
lished in 1873, two years after the publication of ‘Voyelles',

% The article reporting this appeared in La Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, 1 Oct. 1934; for a discus-
sion see Starkie, Arthur Rimbaud, 165. ’
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Marks's analysis of the literature indicates that there is some measure

of agreement between individuals as regards which vowels go with

s&:& colours, but ‘only two of Rimbaud’s five associations conform to

Marks's pattern.
Marks explains the general correlation between vowels and colours

in terms of sound quality; Emnm is, he suggests, a direct correlation

?oE,.EHo,W to s& n. 15 Tn other words, he is saying that hue as such
“does not seem to associate directly with vowel sound; it associates only
at second hand, via brightness, and that helps to explain the scatter in
the mmS concer ESm vowel—colour mmmoemgozm And wamoa&% the same

‘Everybody

tends to Have his own scheme for mmn:gsm ooHoEm. gmnwm says.

‘Nevertheless, one point where virtually all synesthetes agree is on
wimrgmmm Regardless of the hue, the higher the note's pitch, the

_ brighter the visual image.”*® Such associations would Eo@mi% be mmiuf

reliable if, in musical contexts, we were primarily concerned with clas-
sifying notes in terms of their position within the entire auditory range.
But in terms ol the major—-minor system, and in terms of the way in
which we talk about music, the most salient identifications are those of
pitch-class, not pitch; we locate notes within a pitch spiral, not a sin-
gle linear dimenston. And the dimension of dark to light will not map
on to a spiral. The result is a more or less total lack of agreement among
synaesthetes as to what notes have s&mﬂ ooHosE and this is something
to which I shall return.t”

Fully-fledged synaesthetic perception, in other words, typically
exceeds anything that may be derived. systematically from the sensory
input; this explains its lack of intersubjectivity, and in consequence its
idlosyncratic, not to say bizarre, quality. (‘[I]t would appear’, Jonathan
Bernard remarks, that ‘the more particularized and definite the reported
responses of an individual, the greater the disparity with those of oth-
ers.’18) But at this point we need to distinguish fully-fledged synaesthe-
sia—what bcim ocmmi\& in S., what Hoffmann described, and what I
ia proper'—from a phenomenon that I shall
call ‘quasi- &S%m:goma which is much more limited in its character-
istics, but much more widespread in its occurrence. Almost everybody,
if asked, will agree that the sound of a flute in a high register is brighter,

\Wms Marks, Unity of the Senses, 89-91. 16 Ibid. 90.

P ........ 7 JA concise summary of synaesthetic associations with music may be found in Kenneth Peacock,
‘Synesthetic Perception: Alexander Scriabin's Colour Hearing', Music Perception, 2 (1985), 483-505.
‘,nv) onathan Bernard, ‘Messiaen's Synaesthesia: The Correspondence between Color and Sound
QD\ES in his Music', Music Perception, 4 (1986), 41-68: 42.

28 | Partl

or lighter, than that of a tuba, which by comparison is darker and
heavier-—or, to go back to correlations of vowels and colours, that 1’ is
brighter, or lighter, than ‘u’, which by comparison is darker and heav-
ler. This does not mean that almost everybody has a visual sensation
of bright light or a bright colour when they hear a flute or an ¥, and
of a dark colour when they hear a tuba or a ‘W, as might be the case
with a true synaesthete; it means that, if asked, most people will judge
that the one goes with the other. The dimensions of intersubi ctive con-
currence that underlie the idiosyncrasies of synaesthesia proper, then,
are in general shared with non-synaesthetic subjects. As Marks puts it,
"dimensions that are linked cross-modally in synesthesia tend also to be
linked in non-synesthetic forms of analogy.'®

H shall return to Em issue of quasi- &Smmm.ﬁrmmﬁ in QSEQ 2, érmam

multimedia. mﬂmﬁozom:u\. however, it is muﬁmmm:pomrm Eow@. Smﬁ Umm

i stimulated and, by way of a kind of rationalization, been invoked by
the pioneers of multimedia. In this chapter I offer case-studies of two
pioneering experiments in multimedia, Skriabin's Prometheus and
Schoenberg's Die gliickliche Hand, preceded by an outline of a particu-
larly well-known example of synaesthetic perception. All three have
‘been quite fully documented by previous writers, and my purpose in
reviewing them is to extract what can be learnt from.them about the

general principles of multiméedia. To cut a ﬂosm story short, I shall argue
that, in the end, the similarities between synaesthesia proper and the
cross-media relationships of multimedia count for less than the differ-
ences between them. Synaesthesia provides. some hints as to what
multimedia is; but, _perhaps more importantly, it mcmcrmm an H:GBEm?

ing Bom&,oa,éﬁmﬁBEEB&E is not,

The Colour Hearing of Olivier Messiaen

)

Of course, Messiaen’s music is not multimedia in any literal sense (or
at least, it is no more so than any other music). But some of his scores

bear colour %Embmaosm attached to particular passages, usually chords

oh,oroﬁ,m.m uences; in the preface to Couleurs de la Cité céleste he wrote

that ‘the form of the work depends entirely on colours’, and he subse-
quently explained: ‘T have noted the names of these colours on the score
in order to communicate the vision to the conductor, who will, in turn,
transmit this vision to the players he is conducting; it is essential, I
would go so far as to say, that the brass “play red”, that the woodwind

“play blue”, etc.'2° In interviews Messiaen expanded upon these hints

19 Marks, Unity of the Senses, 99.
2% Quoted and translated by Robert Sherlaw Johnson, Messiaen (London, 1975), 166-7.
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in mcor a s:% as 8 mzmmomﬁ that the music we hear is only half of the
ined, a kind of one-dimensional shadow
“ofa BES-@ERESS& s&&o. In an authoritative article on the subject
of Messiaen’s synaesthesia, Jonathan Bernard quotes from an interview
that Messiaen gave during the 1960s:

[am. .. affected by a kind of synopsia . . . which allows me, when I hear music,
and equally when I read it, to see inwardly, in my mind’s eye, colors which
move with the music, and I sense the colors in an extremely vivid manner. . . .
For me certain complexes of sound and certain sonorities are linked to com-
plexes of color, and I use them in full knowledge of this.??

The last clause of this quotation is perhaps the most striking, because
it suggests that colour represents an essential, and not - merely a periph-
_eral, component of the music; this is a disquieting Eosmg given that
Messiaen's colour ngSm is mzsnmq idiosyncratic, and I shall réturn to
it. Bernard, however, focuses on the correlation to which Messiaen
refers between sound and colour complexes, and the greater part of his
article is taken up with an attempt to discover the rationale underlying
the colour labels through analysing the musical contexts with which
they are associated. (In effect, he is taking up Messiaen’s own challenge:
‘Obviously one should be able to prove this relationship scientifically,’
said Messiaen, ‘but I cannot.'22) His argument is quite intricate, but for
present purposes we can make do with a fairly rough-and-ready sim-
plification of it.

Bernard's first finding is that Messiaen’s colour-sound assoclations
are EmE% no:ma:ws

e hi the same chords or chord complexes normally
carry the same labels in diff erent contexts. (This is exactly what the psy-
chological literature about synaesthesia would lead one to expect.)
Having established this, Bernard goes on to correlate colour labels with

spacings, regardless of trans

position. Neither principle of association

can be collapsed into the other; Messiaen’s synaesthesia seems to have

two independent sources. And, for Bernard, the fact that Messiaen's

the mod
language was, gmrg He finds that colours are indeed associated with

colour association. So far, then, colour is associated with absolute pitch,
or at least absolute pitch-class, rather than with intervallic make-up.
But as he turns to the r usic, in which the modes of lim-
ited transposition play a less dominant role, Bernard discovers a quite
different principle of colour association: it is linl d with specific chord

?1 Bernard, ‘Messiacn's Synaesthesia’, 41-2; the quotation is taken from Claude Samuel,
Conversations with Olivier Messiaen, trans. Felix Aprahamian (London, 1976), 16-17. (This passage
also appears in a more recent translation: Olivier Messiaen, Music and Color: Conversations with Claude
Samuel, trans. E. Thomas Glasow (Portland, Ore., 1994), 40-1). The term ‘synopsta’ refers, of course,
to the visual (optical) nature of the correspondence; a variety of terms are used to describe particu-
lar kinds of synaesthesia (chromesthesia, colour hearing, and so {orth), but they tend to be used
inconsistently, and [ am therelore avoiding them.

22 Messiaen, Music and Color, 41.
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of limited transposition on which Messiaen’s early musical -

the modes, but that each transposition of each mode has a different .

colour labels cannot be reduced to a single music-structural principle
means that Em% have great potential as an analytical tool: they allow

him to link passages that have common labels, but which a conven-
tional analytical approach would see as different, and to distinguish for-
mations that general-purpose analytical methods would see as
identical. (Set theory, for instance, is sensitive neither to transposition
nor to intervallic make-up, and accordingly throws together formations
whose colour associations are quite ditferent.) In this way what he calls
Messiaen’s private, interior light show’ becomes, in Bernard’s hands,
ﬁrm basis of an mdawzo&.ﬁ.ﬂg@. that reflects not just the sound of the

“music for us, but the way in which Messiaen himself experienced it. It
provides a uniquely privileged perspective from which to evaluate such
purely musical issues as, for instance, the strength of modal influence
in Messiaen's later music.23

All this skirts a very obvious i issue: given that we can't see Messiaen’s

private light show, can we @62558 gmmmﬁos § music Eomonqv Oris

what we can hear akin to the sound-track for a fili the pictures of

- which are lost? As I said above, it is the idea of Messiaen choosing his

sounds ‘in full knowledge' of their colour associations that prompts
such questions, and there are a number of instances where Bernard
suggests that considerations of colour may have given rise to a partic-
ular musical feature.2¢ Nor are Messiaen's own comments on the sub-
ject particularly reassuring. What is the conductor to make of
Messiaen’s directions about bringing out the colours in Couleurs de la
Cité céleste? (Is he or she meant to shout ‘Not blue enough’ to the wood-
winds? How is she or he to know whether their playing is blue enough?)
And what is a pianist meant to do when confronted by the footnote in
Catalogue des oiseaux which reads: ‘The chords ought to have a sonor-
ity akin to a stained-glass window with orange dominating and com-
plemented by specks of blue'?25 Again, with reference to the complex,
stratified textures of the ‘Strophes’ from Chronochromie, Messiaen points
out how the various note-values are associated with chords of quite dif-
ferent colours (milky-white embellished with orange and gold, for
instance, or ‘frankly red’), and adds: ‘Whether juxtaposed or superim-
posed, all permutations will be brought to the fore by chord colorations,
23 Bernard, ‘Messiaen's Synaesthesia’, 61. Bernard has summarized and extended his analysis in
a later publication: ‘Colour’, in Peter Hill (ed.), The Messiaen Companion (London, 1995), 203-19.
2% See in particular ibid, 60: ‘Conceivably at least some of the modal choices may have been made
to reinforce this effect of enveloping greyness', and 62: ‘it is quite likely, in fact, that Messiaen has

stepped outside the modal system muaemnéw to obtain this colour.’
%5 Johnson, Messiaen, 119.
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color serving to show the divisions of time.’26 But who will it show
them to? If, as Bernard says, ‘the constantly changing colors are vital
to perception of the differences between the various durations’,2? where
does that leave us, the listeners?

And then there is ‘Miyajima et le tori’, the fifth of Messiaen's Sept
Haikai, which (Messiacn says) is an evocation of

the most beautiful landscape in Japan . . . a mountainous island with a hill cov-
ered in matsu (a very green Japanese pine . . .); . . . a magnificent white and red

Shinto temple, facing the blue sea—and what a bluel—and a torii (a portico,

extremely simple in form, tinted red). You can imagine all these mingled colors,
the green of the Japanese pines, the red and white of the Shinto temple, the blue
of the sea, the red of the torii—That's what I wanted to translate almost liter-
ally into my music; this piece is really red and blue, and I added even more col-
ors to it—gray and gold; orange, pale green, and silver; red, lilac, and
violet-purple—by combining different instrumental sounds and timbres.28 .

If we cannot hear these colours, if we cannot hear the musical repre-
| sentation, can we really claim to have heard the music at all? ? To ally
[ perceptibili

ty in Messiaen's music with the amsmbhgcml
mm:, HmE,mmmDS oF. Uoégms is.to msmmmmn that :5 @smmﬁ

mcmo_iw-asma :ngob mE@ogm to Hm@wmmmbﬁ in some manner, but few
listeners are unduly worried at the lack of consensus among philoso-
phers and aestheticians as to how music can represent, and indeed

whether it can properly be said to do so at all. Besides, we wouldn't be

interested in Messiaen’s synaesthesia if we weren't interested in his
music in the first place, and we wouldn’t be interested in his music if
we couldn’t derive sufficient pleasure and interest from what we can
hear, rather than see, in it. To that extent (as Jean-Jacques Nattiez
might put it), whatever the poietic significance of the. distinctions that

-colour labels allow Bernard to make, they don't impinge esthesicall

_that is to say, on our experience of the music.

But there is a better reason than either of these for jibbing at the idea

that Messiaen's music represents a multimedia event the visual dimen-
sion of which is unfortunately inaccessible to us. We can approach it
by means of Scholes's _observation that people can cope with much
more rapid changes in sound Ems 5% can in 855, He cites com-
Em:;m about the Rimington colour organ, an invention of the late
nineteenth century which enabled oo_ocum to be ‘played’ by means of a
plano-style keyboard, ‘When the keys are played at all rapidly’, a con-

26 Messiaen, Music and Color, 136.
28 Messiaen, Music and Color, 137-8.

27 Bernard, 'Messiaen's Synaesthesia’, 65.
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temporary critic wrote, ‘the effect is almost blinding.’2® Now Messiaen's
colour-chords often change at a rate that would surely induce the effect
of which Rimington's critic complained. Does that mean that Messiaen
was almost blinded by his own music, then? It is true that Messiaen
spoke of the ‘dazzlement’ induced by sound and colour, but for him it
was a spiritual and not a physiological experience (indeed he associated
it with Thomas Aquinas’s maxim ‘God dazzles us by excess of truth'),30
As Messiaen was himself aware, the colours he experienced when he
listened to, or conceived, music were not real colours that had some-
how been internalized. They were imagined colours; to borrow Roger
Scruton’s distinction, they were not colours he saw, but colours he
‘saw’. Or, to put it mﬁoﬁrmn way, they oosmaﬁmm in Em mS:E of visual
attributes on to a
Jﬂﬁm that becomes <m&~ clear as Messiaen describes the effects that give
rise to dazzlement: ‘blue, red, violet, orange, green spirals, which move
and turn with the sounds, at the same speed as the sounds, with the
same om@o&aob of intensities, the mmBm conflicts of duration, :5 same

n between, mosba and ooHoE in
ic; Rm: mosbmm ombso_“ Eﬁmwmoﬁ s:% NBmmEmQ ooEEm E& this

_dia, which, by definition, consists of the nmwom:\mm interaction of real
sounds and real colours, In other words, multimedia is ot simply exter-

nalized synaesthesia. . mmb,mmmﬁrmm_m or at any rate quasi- synaesthesia,
mEEm,oos%SobmoH BcEBm%m czn,_:mbonm msﬁmo_mbﬁ.

_may be an
obm

There is a larger conclusion to be drawn from this as well: the analy-

sis of multimedia needs to be grounded, at least in the first Emmmmm@ on
_the plane of reception rather than that of production. (The limitation of
! Messiaen's synaesthesia as a model of multimedia lies Eoemmg in the
| distinction between the poietic and the esthesic.) In a sense we have
gone round in a circle and returned to our starting-point; multimedia
lies in the perceived iriteraction of media, And if the example ¢ of Messiaen
“underlines the significance of the word ‘perceived’ in this formulation,

the next case-study will underline that of ‘interaction’,

29 Scholes, ,0055 and Music', 205; another account, which includes almost exactly the same
formulation and is evidently based on the same sources, may be found in A. Eaglefield Hull, A Great
Russian Tone-Poet: Scriabin, 2nd edn., (London, 1920), 224-6, Rimington was Professor of Fine Arts
at Queen's College, London.

30 See Almut Rossler, Contributions to :a mE:E& World of Olivier Messiaen (Daisburg, 1986),
63—4.

Synaesthesia and Similarity | 33




Skriabin's Colour Hearing and Prometheus

Messiaen's synacsthesia, to judge by the composer's own account, was
involuntary; he did not invent his colour-sound associations (in the
way that Rimbaud claimed to have invented his vowel-colour associa-
tions, but perhaps did not); nor could he choose to ‘see' a given chord
in one way or another. To describe such perception as synaesthetic is
to describe it as, in effect, hard-wired. But this criterion, perhaps easy
enough to establish in the psychiological laboratory, can become prob-
lematic when applied to such historical instances of synaesthesia as
Skriabin’s colour hearing—if, indeed, such a term can be properly
“applied to Skriabin. The focus for study in this case is Skriabin’s fifth
symphony, Prometheus {otherwise known as Le Poéme du feu), which
includes a @Mmﬁ for a Tastiera per luce, or colour keyboard. The luce part
is written in standard music notation using a treble clef, mainly in two
parts though at one point in three; but the published score is remark-
ably coy about how it is to be realized. In the first place, it is not clear
whether the colours were meant to be realized by concealed lights,
flooding the auditorium, or whether the colours were to be projected
on a screen. Charles Myers, a Cambridge professor who interviewed
Skriabin in 1914, said the {ormer; but such performances as include the
light part at all have usually featured the latter.3* The second source of
doubt arises from the fact that the score nowhere says what specific

colours the notated pitches are actually in tended to correspond . This,

ﬁoﬁﬁzsmgaﬁ was clarified in S,wm‘ when a copy of the printed score
mdmmzzm Skriabin's annotations was acquired by the Bibliothéque
!

{ Nationale, Paris, including among other things a full table of colours.32
There are three principal sources for Skriabin’s specific associations

between colours and sounds. One 1s the annotated score of Pre

the onrnﬂ.néo are articl

" Sabaneev. Sabaneev conducted a whole series of psychological experi-
“ments in which Skriabin took part (along with Rimsky-Korsakov and

31 The best source of information on performances of the luce part is Hugh ,Em,omob,pﬁ. ‘Lighting
the Fire', Musical Times, 124 (1983), 600-2, an article written to mark a performance at the Leeds
Festival for ?Ens Macdonald collaborated in the lighting design; because of this, it vmm. a practical
orlentation unmatched by other writings on the subject. (He has particularly interesting things to
say regarding the differentiation of the faster- and slower-moving luce parts.) The whole subject of

| Skriabin’s lighting is plunged in a paradoxical obscurity. As an illustration, Macdonald's statement
that the first (Moscow) performance of Prometheus, in 1911, had no lighting since the planned appa-
ratus was ‘not ready’, and that the first performance with lighting was the 1915 one in New York,
W has somehow to be reconciled with an article by Leonid Sabaneev which was published in 1911 and
i speaks of ‘Those who listened to the Prometheus with the corresponding light effects’ (see n. 46
[ below). Contemporary critics explicitly stated that the New York premiare of Prometheus (which m.E_
” seems to imply used a Rimington colour organ) involved colours projected on a screen (Great Russian
\ Tone-Poet, 225-6).
RS Macdonald, ‘Lighting the Fire', 600-1. The catalogue number of the score Is Rés, Vma 228.
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many less illustrious musicians).33 Each of these sources gives a slightly
different correlation of colours and sounds, but fortunately the varia-
tions are small enough that for present purposes we can ignore them.
It is clear that for Skriabin it was keys, rather th n individual notes or

timbres, that possessed colours. In effect, he mapped the colour wheel

on to the circle of fifths, beéginning with C major (red), G major
(orange), D major (yellow), and so on, then passing by means of enhar-
monic equivalence from the sharp side to the flat side, and so return-
ing through F (dark red) to C.3¢ (If the chart in Sabaneev’s article in
Music & Letters is to be believed, Skriabin did not associate col ith
minor keys.) Now there is a long history of association between colours
“and keys, and it is notorious that there is a general lack of agreement
between the colour—key associations advanced by different musicians.
While Skriabin considered C major red, his fellow countryman Rimsky-
Korsakov considered it to be white; and though both Russians agreed
that D major was yellow, this brought them into conflict with a rela-
tively consistent tradition in early nineteenth-century Germany that
the yellow key was E major.35 (For what it is worth, my personal view
is that E major—Tiszt’s holy key—is a light, metallic blue.)

The conflicts between such associations, which it would be easy to
multiply both endlessly and pointlessly, do not mean, however, that
there is no rhyme or reason behind them. In her book on key charac-
teristics up to the middle of the nineteenth century, Rita Steblin
provides a considerable amount of information regarding the associa-
tion of colours and keys, and she does so in the context of a kind of

@%Qﬁ published the results of his interview in ‘Two Cases of Synaesthesia’, British Journal of

sychology, 7 (1914), 112-17. Sabaneevy published a general account of his experiments in ‘The
Relation between Sound and Colour', Music & Letters, 10 (1929), 266~77. He also contributed an
article on Prometheus to the Blaue Refter almanac: ‘Scriabin's “Prometheus”’, in Wassily Kandinsky
and Franz Marc (eds.), The Blaue Reiter Almanac, trans. Henning Falkenstein, ed. Klaus Lankheit
{London, 1974), Hmul»og“ An editorial footnote on p. 131 paraphrases a further article published in
Music (Moscow), 9 (1911), In his ‘Synesthetic Perception’, Peacock cites other Russian-language
publications by Sabaneev.

3% One uncertainty which arises out of this, and which I have not seen discussed in the litera-
ture, is what register signifies in the luce part. On the mapping principle, any F4, for instance, ought
to signify the same colour. But the slower voice of the Juce rises from f¥ to {§', while the faster voice
includes ‘a number of ‘pitches’ outside this range. It would be simplest, of course, to assume that
octave-related notes were in fact identical (as was apparently the case with the Rimington colour
organ; see Hull, Great Russian Tone-Poet, 224), and that Skriabin was guided by notational con-
venience or the appearance of musical voice-leading.

35 Another Russian, Serge Koussevitsky, who conducted the first performance of Prometheus,
added to the confusion by proclaiming that ‘Surely for everybody sunlight is C major . . . And F¢ is
decidedly strawberry red!’ (The Observer, 4 June 1922; quoted in Peacock, ‘Synesthetic Perception’,
493). It is worth pointing out that in Sabaneev's experiments, 78 per cent of the participants (who
were presumably mainly Russians) agreed with Skriabin and Rimsky-Korsakov that D major was
yellow, and the same number agreed with Koussevitsky that ¢ major (along with D major) was the
most brilliant key (‘Relation between Sound and Colour, 275)
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structural history of key.3¢ In a nutshell, she charts the decline of a pri-
mary opposition between niajor and minor keys, and the rise of a prin-
ciple that combines the binary opposition of sharp versus flat with the
cycle of fifths. The various associations of keys, including emotional and
anecdotal associations as well as colour, can be seen as articulated
around these historically changing structural models. In this context,
Skriabin's synaesthesia may be seen as in part historically determined;
“his mapping of the colour wheel on to the cycle of fifths differs from the

early nineteenth-century schemes, and conforms with later thinking, in -

that it passes effortlessly from the blue of F§ major to the violet of D
major. Reflecting his compositional assumption of enharmonic equiva-
lence, in other words, Skriabin saw the cycle of fifths as a true circle of
fifths, and hence isomorphic with the colour wheel. ,
But what might be termed the cultural, as opposed to the psycho-

logical, mmbmg of Skriabin's colour hearing goes further than this. As

“Sabaneev puts it,

I know that originally he [Skriabin] recognised clearly no more than three
colours—red, yellow, and blue, corresponding to C, D, and F sharp respectively.
The others he deduced rationally, as it were, starting from the assumption that
related keys correspond to related colours; that in the realm of colour the clos-
est relationship coincides with prokimity in the spectrum; and that as regards
tonalities it is connected with the circle of fifths. Skryabin simplified the prob-
lem to the extreme, rationalising it prematurely, and possibly destroying thereby
the vitality of the association, which for him became a habitual one.3”

In referring to the association as a habitual one, Sabaneev is pointing
out that any association between two phenomena, however arbitrary
or contingent, may acquire a degree of psychological reality simply by
“virtue of mﬁb:m ,oozss:mE reinforced—through conditioning, in other
words. But his comment about destroying the vitality of the association
tmplicitly questions how far Skriabin's associations of keys and colours
were genuinely perceptual at all, other than in the case of C major, D
major, and F} major. And here there is a further complicating factor.
In the course of his experiments, Sabaneev found that for many sub-

jects the most consistent associations were between, colours and. the
:E:mmo:ﬂm%m;m subjects heard music in D major but were told it was
in Db, they would ascribe to it whatever colours they associated with
Db. This kind of divergence did not oomﬁ., of course, with subjects who
had absolute pitch, like Skriabin, The suspicion persists, however, that
D mznw subjects the association of colour and key is not a direct.

m<
n\MMmUEE wﬁmw:?>§2.9,,:&.7.§Q::‘zngg,u,:%N.:QamﬁigiraESﬁEZE&%zS OQ:E:“% Qrs:
Arbor, 1983).

37 Sabaneev, ‘Relation between Sound and Colour', 273, Myers adds B major, corresponding to

whitish-blue, to Sabaneev's list of spontaneous associations.
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one, but is mediated by verbal categorization. All this qualifies, if it does

not undermine, the extent to which Skriabin’s associations can be
described as genuinely spontaneous—as ‘colour hearing’ in the same
sense as Messiaen's.
In Sabaneev’s disapproval of Skriabin’s ‘premature rationalisation’ 6f
_his own synaest lesia, we may perhaps hear the voice of the scientist
whose subject has gratuitously perturbed the phenomenon under
investigation. (Towards the end of his Music & Letters article, Sabaneev
spells out what he wants to discover: ‘not a simple, fortuitous associa-
tion . . . but an organic connection between the sensations of sound
and colour’ constituting ‘a conformity to law’.3® From this perspective,
Skriabin was in effect tinkering with the laws of nature.) From a music-
theoretical or aesthetic point of view, however, there is no compelling
reason why we should share Sabaneev’s negative reaction. If in

Prometheus Skriabin systematized the relationship of sound and colour

in a way that goes well beyond mE\ @nnnwvncm_ given, then exactly the .

same kind of criticism might be made of mOrommmmw%mD serialism (or,
for that matter, the quasi-serial construction of Skriabin's Seventh
Sonata). But to say this is not to invalidate either Skriabin's or
Schoenberg’s compositions, because Compositional methods are not

_theories of perception, at least in any scientifically intelligible sense of
the word ‘theory’.3® At the same time, the relative lack of perceptual
salience in the visual structure in Prometheus, even as the composer
experienced it, might lead us to expect the visual component of the

H xém,nw to be effectivel subordinate to the auditory one. And there are
several ways in which this can be seen to be the case.

For one thing, the very fact that the luce part is notated on a musi-
cal stave subordinates colour to musical principles. There may be an
isomorphism between the colour wheel and the circle of fifths, but the
division of the colour wheel into twelve equal segments that results
from the adoption of musical notation has no privileged basis in per-
ception; in terms of colour, that is to say, the division is arbitrary,20
What, then, does it mean when the slower Iuce part rises through a
series of pedal points from f§ to {§1? The general idea seems clear; there
Is a single revolution, so to speak, of the colour wheel. Expressed in

38 Ibid. 272-3.

39 Readers who consider this formulation excessively flip may refer to Nicholas Cook, ‘Music
Theory and “Good Comparison™: A Viennese Perspective’, Journal of Music Theory, 33 (1989),
11741, or idem, ‘A Theorist's Perspective on Perception’, in Rita Aiello (ed.), Musical Perceptions
(New York, 1994), 64-95,

#0 In his article ‘Colour and Music’, Scholes provides details of a number of nineteenth-century
and early twentieth-century colour keyboards, some of which (including the Rimington colour
organ).divided the spectrum into twelve ‘semitones’. Such practices might be seen as an updating of
Newton's division of the light spectrum into seven parts on the model of the diatonic scale,
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musical terms, the rise takes the form of a whole-note scale (according
to Faubion Bowers, this ‘represents the breathing in and breathing out
of the Brahman, the evolution of the race by steps’#!), between which
are interpolated a number of chromatic notes: B, Db, and Ef, the dura-
tions of which are shorter than those of the whole-tone scale steps. The
notation malkes it look as if these interpolations are simply intervening
values between the main ones, something along the lines of a written-
out glissando. But of course the effect in terms of colour is quite differ-
ent; a semitone rise, such as from B4 to F4, represents a dislocation of
nearly 180° on the colour wheel, corresponding in Skriabin's texms to
the transition from dark red to saturated blue. It is hard to see any
internal rationale for such a staggered colour sequence, and equally
hard to discern any compelling link between the lower luce part and the
structure of the music. The impression remains, then, that ! mwﬁm&_sﬁmm
m:EUGmzon&bmﬁomEmooHocnmHo‘mnﬂﬁo%_@:ﬁrmm.H,mboﬂmoﬁﬂnrm.ssmmx

cal as notational, and that he has done so without regard fo its per-
eeiual et

"Il the lower luce part has no readily discernible relationship to the
musical structure, quite the opposite is true of the upper (and more
rapidly moving) part. Scholes notes that the luce part ‘often coincides
with some note or notes in the musical score, and occasionally faith-
fully follows the bass'.42 But the relationship is in fact much tighter
than this. It turns on the six-note ‘mystic chord’ on which the musical
language of Prometheus is based; the faster luce part simply replicates

the root of the ‘mystic chord’ transposition that appears at the same

“time i music.43 (Such an association, of course, implies that.

"Skriabin saw wr.@,.Ewmzo chord as less a chord than a key, or, more pre-
cisely, a scale-set.) Any analyst who knew this could, then, reconstruct
the faster line of the Iuce part on the basts of the orchestral score alone.
In this way, as Peacock points out, the use of colour does exactly what
Skriabin claimed in his discussion with Myers: it literally ‘underlines the
tonality; it makes the tonality more evident’.#* Or, to put it another
way, it provides a visual analysis concurrently with the music. It dupli-

cates the musical information through a direct translation to another. .

without adding any mm&so.m&,...H,m_&mﬁmﬁms f its own. (In his

Blaue Reiter article, Sabaneev explains that because ‘undeveloped’

¢

media such as light and smell cannot ‘express the will directly’, they
are necessarily subordinate to music, word, and plastic 50<m§oﬂﬁ,

41 Paubion Bowers, The New Scriabin: Enigma and Answers (Newton Abbot, 1974), 191.

42 Scholes, ‘Colour and Music', 208. . .

43 For a systematic explanation of this relationship, following the set-theoretical analysis of
Clemens-Christoph von Gleich, see James Baker, The Music of Alexander Scriabin (New Haven, 1986),
259. ?

44 Quoted in Peacock, ‘Synesthetic Perception’, 496,
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‘their purpose is resonance, strengthening the impression of the. pri-
mary arts’.**) And it is because the Iuce part has, in this sense, a purely
supplementary role that it makes perfect sense to perform the music
without the light part—as Skriabin himself said in the score. Indeed,
that is how most performances of Prometheus have taken place, and
according to Scholes the general opinion after the New York premieére,

which included the luce part, was that ‘the music gained nothi
the use of the colour effects’.46 R
Why might this have been? The obvious reply might be the one I
explored in relation to Messiaen: the divergence between the poietic and
,ﬁ?m esthesic, between what Skriabin experienced (or intended to be
“experienced) and what actually is experienced by audiences who do not
share Skriabin’s particular variety of colour hearing. But three factors
complicate this reply. The first is that, as we have seen, Skriabin's own
synaesthesia was limited to keys built on three (or possibly four) out of
the twelve pitch-classes of the chromatic scale: Skriabin may have
believed in the occult correspondences of colour and sound (Eaglefield
Hull called Prometheus ‘the most densely theosophical piece of music
ever written'#”), but it is hard to believe that he would intentionally set
out fo create a work that even he was incapable of perceiving properly.
The second factor follows on from this: it appears that the equipment

of the tastiera per luce did not actually exist at the time when Skriabin

composed the music of wwosm.ﬁwmxﬂm.;wwmmcﬁ had discussed such a
“machine with his friend Alexander Mozer, who was a professor of
electromechanics at the Moscow School for Higher Technical Training,
and had been assured by Mozer that it could be made. But that seems
to be as far as the project had gone, and consequently the composi-

tional in ration of colour effects must have been m.,mmns,gw:w

#5 Sabaneev, ‘Scriabin’s “Prometheus” ', 131, In Music and Color, Messiaen speaks in very much
the same way of the ‘natural resonance’ that links colours to sounds.
@‘anso_aw ‘Colour and Music’, 208. According to Hugh Macdonald, ‘critical response on those
rare occasions in modern times when Prometheus has been performed with colour effects has noted
the.incapacity of changing colours, even of coloured shapes, to hold our attention for twenty min-
utes' (Skryabin (London, 1978), 57). By 1983, however, Macdonald seems to have changed his
mind, for he calls it ‘the most musically successful of a number of attempts to create an art of mov-
ing colour’ (‘Lighting the Fire', 600). Similarly, Sabaneev wrote in his 1911 article that ‘Those who
listened to the Prometheus with the corresponding light effects admitted that the musical impression
wis in fact absolutely equaled by the corresponding lighting. Its power was doubled and increased
to the last degree. This happened despite a very primitive lighting, which produced only an approx-
imation of the colors!’ (paraphrased in an editorial footnote to Sabaneev, ‘Scriabin's “Prometheus” ',
131). And Hull cites a review of the New York premiére in the Musical Courier which began by say-
ing that the colours ‘had no possible connection with the music’, but went on to compare this with
the ‘divided attention’ of opera, and concluded that “This Prometheus music of Scriabin is not at all

extraordinary or absurd when heard under the conditions imagined by the composer’ (Great Russian
Tone-Poet, 22.7). .

47 Hull, Great Russian Tone-Poet, 192.
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speculative rather than empirical.*® Both these factors, then, tend to

ur in Prometheus. They confirm

concelved primarily as a musical composition, and not as
bed it: ‘a dual Symphony of Sound and Colour—two
Symphonies at once in fact’ .49

The final factor, by contrast, concerns the esthesic dimension, and it
suggests that we should not be too ready to write off the possibilities for
meaningful combinations of colours and sounds. Even if audiences do
not share Skriabin’s particular associations between colours and
sounds, even if they do not possess the absolute pitch that may be the
pre-condition for any such perceptual associations, this does| not mean
‘that they cannot respond to changes from one colour to another—to the
rhythm sach changes articulate, and to the patterning that emerges
from colour repetitions. The same applies to relationships o intensity;
when Sabaneev says that ‘According to the composer's idea|the whole
hall is filled with blinding rays at the same time that all the forces of
the orchestra and the chorus are mobilized and the main theme is
played by the trumpets against the background of broad orchestral and
organ harmonies’,>9 he is describing an alignment of light and sound
that could hardly be more readily perceptible. And here there is an
essential difference as against the situation with Messiaen’s music,
where there simply is no literal experience of colour. Provided of course
that the light show is there at all, the colours in Prometheus are

there; they change and @mgog,ﬁr@ﬁmm?o@ and increase or decr in

intensity, just as Skriabin intended. All that is different is that Skriabin’s
,.._.m_nmo.&o associations between the colours and the roots of the concur-
rent ‘mystic chords” will appear arbitrary to most listeners. At most
they might perhaps acquire a certain degree of motivation from their
consistent employment within the context of this particular composi-
tion.

To understand why the luce part adds little to the experience of
Prometheus, then, we do not need to invoke the relationship between
what Skriabin conceived and what audiences see or hear. There is a
much simpler explanation: the luce part literally does add little; for while

e U

the slower part has no discernible relationship to what is hear
faster part 5

48 See Hull, Great R 1 Tone-Poet, 191, and Bowers, New Scriabin, 82. Macdonald says that in
the Skriabin Museum in Moscow there is a circular board with painted light bulbs on it that is sup-
posed to have been used by Skriabin during the composition of Prometheus, but he adds witheringly
that ‘the chances that [the bulbs] are sufficiently antique . . . are remote’ ('Lighting the Fire’, 600).

49 Hull, Great Russian Tone-Poet, 226.

50 Sabaneev, ‘Scriabin's “Prometheus” ', 140.
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,m%qui.am%m information that is already present in the
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music.5! In neither case is there a subst

action between what is

[ - ol
lal degree of perceptual inter-

n and what is heard-—which means that, in

a significant sense; Prometheus does not belong to the history of multi-
media at all. And to say this is to suggest that there is a definite limit /

ﬁos%m::m @Um:oﬁmszoﬁo.ﬂ. mwbmmmgmﬂmh‘mm.ﬁnzcmm&o&,‘. BESB&E, M
bec finformation

i

ecause mwummm?m&m,,nmwma.ﬁm precisely @.w?.m msE
across different sensory modes. To demand something other than dupli- **

S ¢

cation is to go beyond the bounds of synaesthetic correspondence.
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Schoenberg's Die gliickliche Hand

1

Die gliickliche Hand, Schoenberg's nearest approach to a Gesamt-
kunstwerk, undoubtedly does belong to the history of multimedia,
Predictably, then, the extent to which it is genuinely grounded in
synaesthetic perception is open to significant doubt. Completed in 1913
after a protracted genesis, but not performed until 1924, Die gltickliche
Hand is an expressionist drama in the Strindbergian mould. As Alan
Lessem points out, however, the drama is shaped by ‘architectonic._
fecurrences, parallels, and symmetries’s? rather than the stream-of-

consciousness process of Erwartung; it is not so much a psychological

a
e g
L3
'

A

e/

mnmEm. as a .m,M.Bco:..o& and mythological one, The stage personae have

universal designations: the Man, who is the central character, is com-
plemented by the Woman, who veers between two characteristically
Romantic roles, the source of artistic Inspiration and the ferme fatale.
In the second role she elopes with the Gentleman, a figure reminiscent
of the objectionably elegant Englishman of Wagner's story ‘A
Pilgrimage to Beethoven'. (Commentators have not been slow to con-
nect the drama’s evident misogynism with the events of 1908, the year
of Schoenberg's first sketches for Die gliickliche Hand, when the com-
poser’s wife Mathilde temporarily left him for the painter Richard

@Hgnm Is one sense in which this Is not true. Since it is normal to perceive colour but not pitch
in absolute terms—Li.e, to recognize red as red, but not C major as C major unless some special con-
-text is provided for the identification—the luce part makes it possible to observe large-scale recur-
rences of ‘mystic chord’ transposition in a way that, for most listeners, the sound by itself does not.
The result is, in principle, to give immediate access to aspects of structure that otherwise require
analysis. (The equivalent in the classical repertory would be a light show that represented the tonic
in blue, say, and the dominant in red, with other keys having their own colours, so that large-scale
tonal patterning was visible at a glance.)

@Em: Lessem, Music and Text in the Works of Arnold Schoenberg (Ann Arbor, 1979), 119. The
final (1926) version of Schoenberg’s libretto is given in English in Jelena Hahl-Koch (ed.), Arnold
Sthoenberg, Wassily Kandinsky: Letters, Pictures, and Documents, trans, John Crawlord (London, 1984),
91-8. Although the words of the opening and closing choruses might have been thought to make
it sufficiently clear, Schoenberg specifically emphasized the parallelism between the opening and clos-
ing scenes, which, as he put it, was ‘meant to say: etcetera, every time the same again’ (from
Schoenberg’s unpublished response to the critic Petschnig, trans. in Ena Stei

enberg’s.. Manumen K, M

‘The “Happy”
Review, 41 (1980),
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Gerstl.>3) Finally, a half-hidden chorus comments on the drama, chid-
ing the Man for the betrayal of his calling. Die gliickliche Hand is a thinly
disguised allegory of the frue artist’s need to rise above such worldly
congerns as the carping of erities and the pursuit of beauty as conven-
Iy conceiy d; it represents a kind of half-way house between Die
eii&@ﬁ:mmy, and Moses und Aron.
The stage action, such-as it is, is complemented not only by music
(scored for full orchestra), but by mime, costume, the stage set, and

lighting. The last three all involve carefully co-ordinated use of colour,
“which Tulfils a variety of roles. Some of these might best be described as
symbolic. Philip Truman sees a recurrent association of red with the
szmmmmmimﬁ the combination of different colours with the Woman
(this, he says, ‘refllects, no doubt, the Woman's “multicolotired”, incon-
stant personality'S4); he also points out that the former is associated
with the use of the cello and the latter with solo violin, often accom-
panied by other instruments. The semiotic principle involved in this is
essentially that of leitmotivic_recurrence, and Truman implies that
) ,wnHwommmmww“.w.m.m@ of colour is effectively subordinated to established
musical principles when he writes that ‘the colour element is a useful,
additional aid in following the symbolism and the musical organization
of a score that lacks a conventional grammar in its atonality and com-
parative formlessness’.>5 To say this is to suggest that colour in Die
gliickliche Hand serves very much the same function as colour in
Prometheus: to clarify what is already there in the music. And if the
argument I have been developing in this chapter is correct, that would
in turn suggest that Die gliickliche Hand is in a significant sense some-
thing less than—or at any rate other than—multimedia. In order to

avoid such a conclusion, we would need to show that the relationshi

between colour and mozmm ,ww\boﬁ the direct one that Truman's descrip-

“tion indicates.

Lessem (and, closely following him, Truman) suggests another and

mounted._at..the. Vienna..Opera..while Mahler_was musical director.

Amoromswﬁ,m saw the production of Tristan in the summer o‘m 1903.59)
In these productions Mahler collaborated with the stage designer Alfred

52 John C. Crawford, 'Die glickliche Hand: Schoenberg's Gesamtkunstwerk', Musical Quarterly, 60
(1974), 583-601: 584; idem, ‘Die ghickliche Hand: Further Notes', Journal of the Arnold Schoenberg
Institute, 4 (1980), 69-76: 74; Philip Truman, ‘Synaesthesia and .,n...QNMAQWNthﬂn.,mnaAMH Interface, HW
(1983), 481-503: 487; but see Joseph Auner's arguments to the contrary in ‘Schoenberg's

diss., University of Chicago, 1991), 10-14, .
54 Truman, ‘Synaesthesia and Die gliickliche Hand', 496. Ibid. 497.
56 Steiner, ‘ "Happy"” Hand', 212,
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OQEcowEodm_ and Aesthetic Translormations 1910-13: The Genesis of Die ghickliche Hand’ (Ph.D.

Roller,3” and different-coloured lights were used in order to symbolize,

the mo<m~owim bm%mﬁﬂomﬂwﬁmgﬁmﬁ the drama, The effect was suf-
“Hciently complex for a contemporary critic, Oskar Bie, to refer to it as

‘Lichtmusik’.58 Lessem, and Truman, go on to explain that Mahler and

Roller were much influenced in this by the writings of mﬁ&@b..ﬁbﬂm,:

who attacked the traditional realistic staging of Wagnerian music dra-
mas, arguing that ‘One could restore Wagner's essential conception . . .
by eliminating external props and trappings and by projecting on the
stage only the inner drama as it is experienced by the protagonists’,5?
It would perhaps be going too far to suggest that, for Appia, the stag-
ing (including, of course, the lighting) should serve the same function
that Wagner assigned to the orchestra in Oper und Drama: that of say-
ing what words cannot express, creating a sense of foreboding, and
invoking remembrance. But a full integration of the staging in the dra-
matic process is certainly suggested by a lighting effect that Appia con-
ceived for Tristan's monologue in Act IIT of Tristan, which Lessem
describes as ‘a light crescendo-diminuendo which, matching Tristan's
rising expectations and relapse into despair, bears a direct relation to
Schoenberg’s own idea in the third scene of Die gliickliche Hand'.6©
The idea to which Lessem refers is the famous_‘Lighting Cre:

climactic integration of colour, musical structure, instrumentation,
Mw:mm dramatic  confent. In the libretto, Schoenberg described the

‘Crescendo’ as follows:

As [the stage] darkens, a wind springs up. At first it murmurs softly, then
steadily louder (along with the music).

Conjoined with this wind-crescendo is a light-crescendo. It begins with dull
red light (from above) that turns to brown and then a dirty green. Next it
changes to a dark blue-gray; followed by violet, This grows, in turn, into an
intense dark red which becomes ever brighter and more glaring until, after

57 The link with Roller is strengthened by the fact that Schoenberg suggested him as a possible
scene designer for the proposed flm version of Die gliickliche Hand~—though in third place, after
Kokoschka and Kandinsky (undated letter, probably from 1913, to Emil Hertzka, trans, in Hahl-Koch
{ed.), Arnold Schoenberg, Wassily Kandinsky, 101). Auner also stresses the possible influence of the
anti-naturalistic dramatic productions of the Munich Artists’ Theatre, which opered in 1908
(*Schoenberg’s Compositional and Aesthetic Transformations’, 231-3); other dramatic parallels are
discussed by Hahl-Koch in Arnold Schoenberg, Wassily Kandinsky, 1614,

58 Steiner, ' “Happy” Hand', 212.

% Lessem, Music and Text, 101. In view of Wagner's own preference for realistic staging, it is clear
that Appia's talk of restoring Wagner's essential conception. was of a piece with Wagner's talk about
realizing Beethoven's true intentions when he rescored the Ninth Symphony. What was at issue was
not what Wagner and Beethoven intended, but what Appia and Wagner respectively thought they
ought to have intended, )

50 Ibid. 101. Lessem is summarizing a passage from Appia’s Die Musik und die Inscenierung
(Munich, 1899).
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.which takes place in bars 125-53 of Die gliickliche Hand, and .ﬁmbnmmna,ﬁ,m:




reaching a blood-red, it is mixed more and more with orange and then bright
yellow; finally a glaring yellow light alone remains. . . .

During this crescendo of light and storm, the Man reacts as though both
emanated from him. He looks first at his hand (the reddish light); it sinks, com-

pletely exhausted; slowly, his eyes grow excited (dirty green). His excitement

increases; his limbs stiffen convulsively, trembling, he stretches both arms ot
(blood-red); his eyes start from his head and he opens his mouth in horror.
When the yellow light appears, his head seems as though it is about to burst.6

Unlike the symbolic associations to which Truman refers, _the
‘Crescendo’ involves the co-ordination of processes across different sen-
__sory modes and compositional media. Tt follows the scene in which the

‘Man has created an elaborate diadem with a single blow of his ham-
mer; in terms of the Schoenbergian aesthetic of artistic expression,
which can more or less be assimilated to the Romantic distinction
between the beautilul and the sublime, this represents a travesty of the
artist's mission. (In particular, the striking idea of the single hammer
blow resonates with Romantic conceptions of the flash of inspiration in
which all the details of an artistic work are conceived at once, com-
monly seen as the emblem of the very gentus that Schoenberg's Man
betrays.) The ‘Crescendo’, then, corresponds to the Man's reaction to
this betrayal and the attempt to recapture his artistic integrity, an inner
struggle that issues in the extericrization of his emotions.52 This psy-
chological process is represented most obviously by the sustained
crescendo of the music, which builds up by stages from the triple pianis-
simo ostinato of bar 125 (low flute; bassoon, and harp) to the triple for-
tissimo fanfare for three trumpets in bar 148. The musical crescendo is
not just a matter of dynamic markings, however; it is composed into
the musical texture, which is at first diffuse, then congeals into a kind
of figure—ground model, and becomes thicker and more homogeneous
as the crescendo reaches its climax.®® Running in parallel with all this
is the lighting, which builds up from black through a succession of dif-
ferent reds interspersed with other colours to orange and finally a pierc-
ing yellow, coinciding with the trumpets. The overall parallelism of the
processes within the various media is obvious enough: from pianissimo
to fortissimo, from diffuse to homogeneous, from black to piercing yel-
low. But it is also possible to provide evidence that mnroo.a i

¢l Taken from the translation of the libretto in Hahl-Koch (ed.), Arnold Schoenberg, Wassily
Kandinsky, 96.

2 In a lecture that Schoenberg gave in connection with a 1928 performance of Die gliickliche
Hand in Breslaw, trans. in ibid. 102~7, Schoenberg indicated that the passage also expresses the
Man's premonitions of his sexual betrayal by the Woman (p. 106).

6% Lessem provides a motivic table illustrating the rhythmic aspect of this process (Music and Text,
114). Convenient tabulations of the 'Crescendo’ as a whole may be found in both Crawford,
‘Schoenberg’s Gesamtkunstwerk', 586-8, and Truman, ‘Synaesthesia and Die gliickliche Hand', 498-9.
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ed parallelism, in particular as re ards the co-ordination

colour—sound synaesthesia arises—though only perhaps, at a remove.

Virtually all commentators on Die gliick]
the relevance to it of Schoenberg’s'relationship with the painter Wassily
Kandinsky, who was the leading spirit behind Der blave Reiter (a group
of expressionist artists that also included Franz Marc); and Kandinsky’s
abstract stage composition Der gelbe Klang, which dates from 1909, per-
haps provides the closest parallel to Die gliickliche Hand in terms of what
Schoenberg himself described as ‘the re tation of any conscious

thought, any conventional Eon,ﬂm»,ﬂro relationship between Kandinsky

and Schoenberg began with a letter that Kandinsky wrote after hear-
ing a concert of Schoenberg’s music in January 1911, to which
Schoenberg wrote a cordial reply. The two met in the autumn of that
year, and remained in touch on a regular basis until 1914, as well as
sporadically thereafter.65 It was at this time that Schoenberg was most
active as an artist, and the first exhibition of Der blaue Reiter, held in
Munich in December 1911, included paintings by Schoenberg; in addi-
tion he contributed an essay and a song (‘Herzgewachse’, Op. 20) to
the group’s almanac, also called Der blaue Reiter, which was published
in 1912. It is significant that the almanac also included the essay by
Sabaneev on Skriabin’s Prometheus which I have already cited; synaes-
fmwmﬁ. pondences between colour and music, and more, generally
between sight and sound, played a major role in the philosophy of art

which Kandinsky was developing throughout this period, and which
received its definitive statement in his book Uber das Geistige in der

..... e,

\Nmmﬁb.&mowcw:mwmmﬁHopw.mmeﬁEmvooF Kandinsky described
Skriabin's attempt to.synthesize sight and sound as ‘elementary’, and
outlined a much more comprehensive—and indeed metaphysical-—

theory of their relationship. Although avoiding numerological

5% The text of Der gelbe Klang was published in the Blaue Reiter almanac, as ‘The Yellow Sound:
A Stage Composition’, 207-24: alternative trans. in Hahl-Koch (ed.), Arnold Schoenberg, Wassily
Kandinsky, 117-25. The music, by Thomas von Hartmann, was apparently no more than sketched,
and was in any case lost during the Russian Revolution (ibid. 158-9). This abstract drama, of which
muore shortly, included the same coloured costumes and lights as Die ghickliche Hand, and Kandinsky's
epigrammatic indications of the music include a number of references to instrumental colours,
though specific associations of colour and timbre are not spelt out. Schoenberg's comments on Der
gelbe Klang, which he said pleased him ‘extraordinarily’, may be found in his letter to Kandinsky of
19 Aug. 1912 (in ibid. 54); it seems clear from what Schoenberg says that it was through the
almanac that he first came to know of Kandinsky's drama.
25 See ibid. 13540, and the letters trans. therein.
ﬂﬁ@ﬁ\mmmzw Kandinsky, Uber das Geistige in der Kunst (Munich, 1912); English trans.: On the
Biritual in Art, ed. Hilla Rebay (New York, 1946). Many of Kandinsky's basic aesthetic prémisses
are also expressed in the articles he contributed to the Blaue Reiter almanac (‘On the Question of
Form' and 'On Stage Composition’, 147-87 and 190-206 respectively; another translation of 'On

Stage Composition’ (by John Crawford) may be found in Hahl-Koch (ed.), Arnold Schoenberg, Wassily
Kandinsky, 111-17).
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of colour and nstrumentation, and it is here that the issue of"

iche Hand have emphasized’




speculation, Kandinsky was much influenced by theosophical
thought,®” and the starting-po; is theory is that the univers

consists essentially of the play of vibrations, and that these vibrations
“have a fundamentally spiritual significance. Or, to put it another way,
“colour and sound are primary attributes of the spiritual. The
Pythagorean notion of the music of the spheres lies unmistakably in the
ancestry of Kandinsky’s notion of the spiritual sound; he differentiates,
Uit from the ‘meural’ sound that we hear, but at the same. time.stresses.
“the ..E.ﬁ.wﬂﬁ@;:spﬁmo ,,ow the two.68
) Uber ma ,Qﬁ.m:% is predicated on the same aesthetic premiss as Die
gliickliche Hand: that the proper subject for art is not what is conven-
tionally defined as the beautiful, but something higher and more ethi-
cally charged—what Kandinsky calls the spiritual, and what both he
and Schoenberg identified with a sense of ‘inner necessity’. And
Kandinsky's philosophy becomes a philosophy of art to the extent that
he demonstrates the parallel realization of this spiritual quality in per-
ceptible sound and in colour. Truman points out that Kandinsky makes
frequent references to Goethe's colour system, as expressed in his
Farbenlehre, and :Sﬁ j andinsky ‘correlates colour not only

—

with sounds, ..Uﬁm senses, thoughts, actions, temperaments, etc.’.6® The

-

crucial point, however, is that Kandinsky borrows the basic structure
of his theory from Goethe. As Goethe put it,

Colour and sound do not admit of being compared in any way, but both are

referable to a higher formula; both are derivable, though each for itself, from a
.0. higher law. They are like two rivers that have their source in one and the same
| mountain, but subsequently pursue their way, under totally different conditions,
" in two totally different regions, so that throughout the course of both no two
 points can be compared.”®

., Another way to visualize this would be a triangle, with Kandinsky's
‘spiritual’ (Goethe's ‘higher law’) at the apex; understood this way,
sound and colour do not relate directly to one another, but relate indi-

“rectly through a common relationship with the spiritual. There is no

..,..mm@mmob_ then, of ,uSEuEm the structures of sound and colour on to one
another, in the manner of Skriabin's mapping of the colour wheel onto
the circle of fifths. Instead, sound and colour oommommobm;ﬁo.oﬂocmb&.wmn

in so far as they embody the mmﬂ..@.,.ﬂﬁﬁmﬁn.Emms.ﬁm.ﬁ

57 For a briel outline of theosophical influences on Kandinsky and Schoenberg, with references,
seg Fahl-Koch (ed.), Arnold Schoenberg, Wassily Kandinsky, 144-5. .
P@..WE. a concise expo 1 of Kandinsky's philosophy of art, see Jerome Ashmore, ‘Sound in
wmmﬁ:?ﬂfxm Painting’, Jo 1 of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 35 (1977), 329-36.

69 Truman, ‘Synaesthesta and Die gliickliche Hand', 489.

79 From Zu Farbenlchre; quoted by Scholes, ‘Colour and Music', 204. .
mwmorogg,@ then, was entirely in conformity with Kandinsky's thinking when he said in
the Breslau lecture that 'In reality, tones, if viewed clearly and prosaically, are nothing else but a
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In the course of his book, Kandinsky gives his metaphysical concept
of the spiritual a more practical orientation in terms of artistic expres-
sion by setting out the emotional properties of different sounds, specifi-
-cally instrumental timbres, and colours. He also provides a table that
“places the colours in ascending order of emotional intensity (table IIT in
 Uber das Geistige). And this is where the specific compositional link with
Die gliickliche Hand, and in particular with the ‘Lighting Crescendo’,
comes in. There is, in the first place, a similarity between the sequerice
‘of colours in the ‘Crescendo’ and in Kandinsky's table: both begin with
black, and pass through increasingly intense reds to orange and yel-
low.72 More compellingly, there is a high level of coincidence between
the instrumental timbres that Kandinsky associates with these colours
and those in Schoenberg’s score: Schoenberg, like Kandinsky, couples
the violin with green, deep woodwinds with violet, drums with vermil-
ion, the lower brass instruments with light red, and the trumpet with
yellow. And when read in terms of Kandinsky's emotional characteri-
zations, this colour-sound sequence results in an emotional trajectory
that is entirely consistent with the action of Die gltickliche Hand, begin-
ning with apathy and passing through mounting passion to excite-
ment, strength, and finally an unbalanced state bordering, as
Kandinsky says, on insanity. ‘Was Schoenberg, then, simply composing
with Kandinsky's colour-sound tables in hand, just as, in later life, he
composed with tables of row-forms in hand?73

The issue of influence.ds between Kandinsky and Schoenberg is com-

b

Dlicated by issues of chronology. Until recently, it was believed that the
“two had met earlier than 1911—in 1909, or even perhaps 1906—and
there was accordingly a general assumption that Schoenberg’s experi-
ments in multimedia drama had been prompted by Kandinsky’s.74
When it was established that they did not in fact meet or even know of

each other's work until 1911, this assumption was naturally reversed:

particular kind of vibrations of the air. As such they indeed make some sort of impression on the

affected sense organ, the ear. By being joined with each other in a special way, they bring about

certain artistic, and, if I may be permitted the expression, certain spiritual impressions’ (trans. in

Hahl-Koch (ed.), Arnold Schoenberg, Wassily Kandinsky, 105). There is also_a link.with_whe

Pasler, borrowing the terminology of commentators on Baudelaire, calls ‘vertical’ correspond
r«.mm.mﬁmmu ser P! he wor 9.:ammm._,,,mw:vmno%m to ‘horizontal’ ooﬁmmnounmdna%
!vmmmmwmz the senses (‘Music and Spect ,m.,n.m:u,ym@rmmmlm&ﬂ.mwmm,,m.ﬂ.w.u:: i "Jann Pasler (ed));
lmmz\ézszm Stravinsky: Man, Musician, and Modernist (Berkeley, 1986), 53-81: 59).

72 The principal differences are Schoenberg's interpolation of red between black and brown and
his omission of blue. The latter can presumably be explained by the inappropriateness in terms of
the action of Die gliickliche Hand of the peaceful, celestial qualities Kandinsky ascribed to blue.

73 Martha Hyde, ‘The Format and Function of Schoenberg's Twelve-Tone Sketches', Journal of the
American Musicological Society, 36 (1983), 453-80.

7% See Hahl-Koch (ed.), Arnold Schoenberg, Wassily Kandinsky, 137, 152: both Lessem (Music and

Text, 58-62) and Crawford (‘Schoenberg’s Gesamtkunstwerk’) work on the basis of this erroneous
dating.
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‘the dates of the letters’, says Jelena Hahl-Koch, ‘show the impossibility
of such an influence’.”> But here we come to another chronological

confusion. It was until recently believed that Schoenberg composed:

much of the music of Die glickliche Hand soon after completing the
libretto, in 1910, whereas it is now known that most of the music dates
from no earlier than 1912.7¢ This effectively reopens the question of
influence where compositional details are concerned, as in the case of
the colour—timbre associations in the ‘Lighting Crescendo’. Lessem
observes that Schoenberg's ‘independence from Kandinsky seems
assured by the fact that his scenario for Die gliickliche Hand was com-
pleted eighteen months before the publication of Kandinsky’s book’.”?
But, as Joseph Auner has pointed out, the scenario (what I have been
calling the libretto) of the ‘Crescendo’ specifies the colours, but not the
instruments associated with them. And whereas this is one of the pas-
sages which Schoenberg apparently did sketch at an early stage, he
comprehensively revised it in 1912——by which time he is known (on
the evidence of his letters to Kandinsky) to have read Uber das
Geistige.”® In particular, the passage corresponding to ‘dirty green’ is
assigned in the original sketch to woodwinds and trumpet; the intro-
duction of the solo violin (marked ‘extended’ in the score), paralleling
Kandinsky's association of green with ‘peaceful, extended, medium
range tones of the violin', dates from the final revision. There is good
reason to believe, then, that whereas -Schoenberg and Kandinsky
arrived independently at the idea of an expressionist stage composition,
the specific correlations between colour and musical timbre in UR gliick-
liche Hand do, after all, reflect Kandinsky's influence.

7> Hahl-Koch (ed.), Arnold Scho g, Wassily Kandinsky, 160. Crawlord adds in a rather desper-
ate Translator's note that 'Even though the influence of Kandinsky on Schoenberg's text for Die
gliickliche Hand is a chronological impossibility, the synesthetic ideas of the two men regarding equiv-
alent colors, instrumental timbres and emotions are so similar as to suggest that both were influ-
enced by a common, earlier source’ (ibid. 198 n. 86). But he suggests no candidates.

76 ‘Soon it will be three years old’, Schoenberg wrote in a letter to Kandinsky dated 19 Aug.
1912, 'and it is still not composed’ (trans. ibid. 54). For a discussion of the compositional chron-
ology see Auner, ‘Schoenberg's Compositional and Aesthetic Transformations', 113-35, summarized
in his fig. 7 (p. 114). There is a final chronological complication when it comes to making compar-
isons between Der gelbe Klang and Die gliickliche Hand: whereas most of the former was written in
1909, the published version includes additions made in 1912 (Hahl-Koch (ed.), Arnold Schoenberg,
Warsily Kandinsky, 159-60). 77 Lessem, Music and Text, 100.

78 Auner, ‘Schoenberg’s Compositional and Aesthetic Transformations’, 123—4. Curiously, Auner
contradicts his own suggestion that ‘Schoenberg discarded the original CV [Compositions Vorlage}
sketch in order to allow him to belter integrate Kandinsky's color-timbre parallels’ (p. 124) when
he argues that ‘The fact that there is no indication of color in [the revision], unlike the original CV
sketch, suggests that with the decline in his faith in intuition Schoenberg was less concerned with
the synaesthetic aspect of the work’ (p. 351). The CV sketch is reproduced in Harald Krebs, ‘New
Light on the Source Materials of Schoenberg’s Die Gliickliche Hand', Journal of the Arnold Schoenberg
Institute, 11 (1988), 123-41: 139 {ex. 8g). Krebs offers a purely musical interpretation of the revi-
sions in ‘The “Color Crescendo” from Die Gliickliche Hand: A Compartson on Sketch and Final
Version', Journal of the Arnold Schoenberg Institute, 12 (1989), 61-7.
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But of course this brings with it a thoroughly problematic implica-
tion. It seems clear that Kandinsky was a_spontaneous synaesthete;

when he listened to H&E:m:: he said, vivid colours ‘stood before my
eyes. Wild, almost crazy lines were sketched in front of me.'79
m‘omwﬁwmmvmﬁm.‘. on the other hand, never claimed-anything of the sort (and
even if he had bo%@mmmm such synaesthesia, the chances of his
colour-sound associations coinciding with Kandinsky’s would have
been vanishingly small). And whereas sound-colour correlations were
a lifelong preoccupation for Kandinsky, as they were for Skriabin, they
seem to have been more of off experiment for Schoenberg—as if
he was just dabbling with an idea that rmb@mbmm to be in the air at the
time. If the colour—sound combinations in Die gliickliche Hand have their
origin in synaesthetic perception, then, it appears to have been not
Schoenberg’s but somebody else’s. We might call this ‘synaesthesia by
proxy’, or (if it is not a contradiction in terms) ‘cultural synaesthesia’.

Eisenstein’s Critique

Kandinsky was an emigré Russian (quite improbably, he studied law
and political economy at the University of Moscow), and th notion of
cultural synaesthesia gains credibility from the extent to which the mro-
nomenon, or at least the attempt to use it as a basis for artistic exper-
imentation, was associated around the turn of the century with Russia.
(One might even suggest that, as a historical @UmbonSos synaesthe-
sia migrated from Germany to France around the middle of the nine-
teenth century, and from there to Russia.) So it is appropriate at this

mo:; 8 5<o§ the critique of such mgmBEm Emﬁ mﬁoﬁrma WcmmSP

>mHoEmem€. Eisenstein's almost wholly bwmmgo nn ique,
which once again focuses on colour correspondences, occupies over a

quarter of the woow 80 >5g what gives ﬁgm critique particular value in

.bEEm:osmm.Sm&m Eba E:&%QE mh:i %mn mmS&m EmEmomD% poE
synaesthesia- based Bomma.

i NmﬁmE&Q is one of the main butts of Eisenstein's criticism. Eisenstein
quotes two whole pages of Der gelbe Klang, and comments witheringly

that ‘The contents of this work cannot be satisfactorily conveyed, due

72 Trans. in Hahl-Koch (ed.), Arnold Schoenberg, Wassily Kandinsky, 149; see also the brief dis-
cussion (with references) of Kandinsky's synaesthesia on p. 151,

8¢ Claudia Widgery, who is clearly uncomfortable with the prominence of arguments about
synaesthesia in Eisenstein's text, points out that they were ‘undoubtedly sparked by the emergence
of color technology in a medium that had been limited to black and white for most of three decades’
(‘The Kinetic and Temporal Interaction of Music and Film: Three Documentaries of 1930's America’
(Ph.D. diss., University of Maryland, College Park, 1990, UMI order no. 9121449), 39-40).
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to the total absence of content’.8? Again, he complains that people like
Kandinsky ‘propose an aimless, vague, “absolutely free” inner tonality
(der innere Klang), neither as a direction nor as a means, but as an end
in :%q as the mEd:E ol achievement’.8? <<rmﬁ Eisenstein is objecting

’ :Bmmmm @oEm ESEmE yellow giants . . . with strange, indistirict, yel-
low Tonm. 83 a yellow flower, rocks), but never in the service of any kind

ocess. Now it is a basic part of Eisenstein's concept of

EOEmmm which I shall discuss in Chapter 2, that %Q@dbﬁ media H,m_mnm

to one mso:pﬁ through shared qualities, .msm in @mEoEmﬂ Enozm,v_,
5& @:m::mm to this extent Eisenstein's theory of cross-
“media Erg:osmr%m is very like Kandinsky's. But for Eisenstein these
abstract relationships articulate the essentially distinct contents of indi-
vidual media. A crowd of people on a screen and a musical sound-track
may be linked through a rhythmic or kinetic pattern, but each medinm
retains its own specificity. By contrast, Kandinsky eliminates. Snncm:%
erything except the abstract qualities that the various Emm,ﬁ%
_common. This is in line with his belief that, as Ashmore puts it, ‘in real-
istic painting it is not the outer surfaces or shells of physical oEoonm
which are important. . . . [AJll physical things, if reduced to vibrations,
will &mémmmn and . . . what remains will be the plastic elements in a

:6% Emosmnmﬁ rotests 8:%8:& attempts

Em 5050 or szmQ is %@Bamma, Hmism only those mx:,oEm formal ele-
ments that in normal creative work play only a partial role.’8%

Such disagreement might perhaps be expected in the encounter
@Qémms a film-maker and an abstract painter. Nevertheless, it allows

us to identify an _essential difference between Der gelbe Klang
E:QESFW Hand. Lessem draws what he calls an ‘important distinction’
between the Wagner productions of Alfred Roller and Schoenberg’s
expressionist drama: in the former, he says, ‘the symbol functions as an
abstraction of a reality which is commonly known and which provides
the explanatory framework through which the mearing of the symbol
can be understood. . . . The Expressionists, on the other hand, mini-
malized the framework around the vision and, thus, the distinction

81 Bisenstein, Film S 93,

82 Jbid. 92-3; emphases original, as in all subsequent quotations from Film Sense.

83 YKandinsky, ‘Yellow Sound’, 213.

84 Ashmore, ‘Sound in Kandinsky's Painting’, 333, 334.

BS Eisenstein, Film Sense, 95. Elsewhere Bisenstein compares such a feat of abstraction with the
behaviour of a madman whom Diderot described; the madman ‘holds a blade of shiny yellow straw
in his hand’, says Bisenstein, ‘and he shouts that he has caught a sunbeam’. And he mm%“ “This
madman was an ultra-formalist’ (p. 111).
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between the inner and the outer world.’86 Now this description fits Der
gelbe Klang very well. But it does not fit so well with Schoenberg’s
%mBm s:% its clear narrative organization 9929\9. circular) and its
. (however. mythically. ,c§<oﬁm&§m& It jars
“with moromcgmm s mﬁmSBmE admittedly made nearly 20 years later,
that he disliked ‘what is called “stylized” decoration[s] (what style?) and
always want to see a set done by the good old experienced hand of a
painter who can draw a straight line straight and not model his work
on children's drawings or the art of primitive peoples’.87 And it is
altogether controverted by some of the directions contained in
Schoenberg’s libretto, especially in the third scene, where, in a grotto
that looks ‘something between a machine shop and a goldsmith'’s work-
shop, several workers are seen at work in realistic workingmen’s dress.
(One files, one sits at a machine, one hammers, etc.) . . . In the middle
stands an anvil, near it a heavy hammer.'88 According to Crawford,
such directions betray a ‘conflict between the allegorical/symbolic
nature of the drama and the olten Dmﬁ:wm:mgo ooDomE of the stage set-
:Dm. Hah[-Koch g goes further, %m@mnmmEN them as ‘crass collisions' and
‘formal blunders’.5? But in making such a criticism, these critics are
implicitly privileging the Kandinsky viewpoint over the Eisenstein one,
according to which it is the divergence between different media that
gives meaning to their juxtaposition. The conflict to which they refer
may, in other words, have been exactly what Schoenberg intended, and
to say this is to highlight a major distinction between Schoenberg's
thinking and Kandinsky's.

_A second main theme in Eisenstein's critique of synaesthesia is that
Esow of s%mﬁb»m.mmm as synaesthetic association is not in fact synaes-
‘thetic at all OD the sense of 'an effect immediately communicated to the
“soul’, as memE&Q put it in Uber das Geistige®©), but cultural and

86 Lessem, Music and Text, 101,

87 From a letter dated 14 Apr. 1930 to Ernst Legal of the Kroll Opera in Berlin, concerning a pro-
posed*production of Die gliickliche Hand; trans. in Hahl-Koch (ed. ), Arnold Schoenberg, Wassily
Kandinsky, 99.

88 Ihid. 95.

85 Crawford, ‘Schoenberg's Gesamtkunstwerk’, 589: Hahl-Koch (ed.), Arnold Schoenberg, Wassily
Kandinsky, 160. A rather similar complaint was made as early as 1910—on the basis of the libretto—
by the dramatist Hermann Bahr, who told Schoenberg that the Gentleman brought ‘an unpleasantly
real day-to-day character into the work whose effect through its compression is otherwise that of eter-
nity’ (quoted in H. H. Stuckenschmidt, Schoenberg: His Life, World, and Work, trans. Humphrey Searle
(New York, 1977), 124). Schoenberg's demand In his letter to Emil Hertzka, concerning the proposed
film version of Die gliickliche Hand, that the visualization convey ‘the basic unreality of the events .
The utmost unreality!’ (trans. in Hahl-Koch (ed.), Arnold Schoenberg, Wassily Kandinsky, 100) is some-
times cited in this connection, but is misleading when taken out of context. Schoenberg is talking not
about abstraction but about effects of trick photography (‘For instance, in the film, if the goblet sud-
denly vanishes as if it had never been there, just as if it had simply been forgotten, that is quite dif-
ferent from the way it is on the stage, where it has to be removed by some device').

9 Auner, ‘Schoenberg's Compositional and Aesthetic Transformations', 229,
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historical. He piles instance upon instance in which rational explana-

tions can be given for the supposedly intrinsic meanings of colours. For
instance, he says, yellow was one of the favourite colours of Greek and
Roman civilization; accordingly, early Christianity associated it with
paganism, and hence with treachery (Judas Iscariot was painted in yel-
low garments) and, by association, jealousy.®* And after a succession
of such demonstrations he concludes gleefully: ‘These are the “mystic”
sources from which the symbolists tried to extract “cternal” colour
meanings, and determine the irrevocable influences of colours on the
human psyche.’®2 Bventually, however, he turns this argument in a
positive direction. He begins by retrenching a little: ‘purely physical
relations do exist between sound and colour vibrations,” he says, and
traditional associations, whatever their origin, 'may serve as an impe-~
tus, and an effective one at that, in the construction of the colour-
imagery of the drama’.?3 But these relationships can be no more than
a starting-point: ‘In art it is not the absolute relationships that are deci-
_sive, but those arbitrary relationships within a system of images dictated
by the wma‘.,ow:ww, work of art. The problem is not, nor ever will be,
mo?@ggm fixed catalogue of colour-symbols, but the emotional intelli-
gibility and function of colour will rise from the natural order of establishing
the colour imagery of the work, coincidental with the process of shaping the
living movement of the whole work.’94 QOr, to put it in a word, these asso-
.Ciations are contextual: ‘we ourselves decide which colours and sounds will
best serve the given assignment or emotion as we need them.'®5
And of course to say this is to establish an immediate link with what
Milton Babbitt has always wanted us to call th ‘contextual’ nature of
Schoenberg’s post-tonal but pre-serial style—a style 2:0%,ﬂ¢%ﬁﬁﬁm
;@EDQEm is that the meaning of uz% compositional element derives from
what, borrowing from Eisenstein, we might call a system of sounds dic-
tated by the particular work of art. (Serialism can be seen as an exten-
sion of this principle.) Lessem specifically comments on the importance
in Die gliickliche Hand of ‘identifable motivic contents which, through
repetition and variation, acquire rveferential meanings determined by
recurring dramatic contexts’.9¢ In the same way, Schoenberg’s triadic
correspondences of colour,.instrumental timbre, and emotional mean-
JAng may conform with Kandinsky's pronouncements of their meta-
physical nature, but that is not to say that their perceptual effects in
Die gltickliche Hand derive from their immanent qualities, or even from
their traditional associations. But neither is it to say that_immanent

qualities or traditional associations are wholly irrelevant to the signifi-

! Eisenstein, Film Sense, 102; he is drawing his information from Havelock Ellis.
92 Ibid, 106. 23 Ibid. 119, 122, 94 Tbid. 120.
96 Lessem, Music and Text, 119.

% Ibid, 122,
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cation established within a given compositional context; they might
_Inotivate contextual signification, or in Bisenstein’s words »mm?m..,m,m,..mw
Impetus’ for it. The ‘Lighting Crescendo’, for instance, would surely
tend to turn into a ‘Lighting Diminuendo’ if it went from yellow to black
instead of from black to yellow, because of the difference in brightness
between the colours, not to mention the traditional associations of
black with death and yellow with sunlight and vitality (as well as

treachery and jealousy). Eisenstein's point, however, is that the influ-

ence of context is in general likely to osnémﬂmsryggmbobﬁ @nw:nﬂw.ow,,

ssocia that is why, as he says, a given colour ‘not only

“evades being given a single “value” as an absolute image, but can even
assume absolutely contradictory meanings, dependent only upon the gen-
eral system of imagery that has been decided upon for the particular film’.97
But perhaps the most interesting consequence of Bisenstein's critique

of synaesthesia in general, and Kandinsky’s system of correspondences
in particular, has to do with the specific patterns of alignment betwe

traditional associations

media. As we have seen, Skriabin’s more or less mechanical association

of colour and key in Prometheus was based on the assumption that the

.oboE@&sEmroﬁE;@nbmaﬁﬁi% Emb%mﬁ.mgmmgSmQ\m&mx
“tinction between primary and secondary arts (a distinction which
Schoenberg echoes in his Breslau lecture®s) effectively turned this into
a theoretical principle. Any other alignment would simply be a mis-
_alignment, a kind of mathematical error.®® The same applies to
me&i&xm scheme; if compositional alignments of colours and instru-
mental timbres reflect the metaphysical affinities between them—if
colours and timbres derive their meaning from their common source in
vibration—then it is hard to see in what context it might make sense
to set a particular colour with a timbre that does not belong with it.200
(The whole idea of the music of the spheres, after all, is based on the
idea of harmony, of congruence.) There mlmr%l,,,ﬁb:,.m.mn!m_r;b@..,ﬁ,ﬁ.&m
_ground between a relationship ¢ . |
But if ‘we ourselves decide which colours and sounds will best serve the

of congruence and no relationship at all.

97 Eisenstein, Film Sense, 120-1.

98 He contrasts the role of less ‘complicated’ dynamic elements such as the sound of the wind
machine with that of ‘the higher type of elements’, including music and coloured lights (trans, in
Hahl-Koch (ed.), Arnold Schoenberg, Wassily Kandinsky, 106).

9 The same principle is inherent in Messiaen's complaint about a ballet which he once saw, in
which music in G major was accompanied by violet lighting: ‘the colour violet and the key of G
major produce an abselutely appalling dissonance!,’ he wrote, ‘[1}t clashed terribly and made me sick
in my stomach’ (Messiaen, Music and Color, 42).

100 There are a few instances in Der gelbe Klang of inverted tensional morphologies (e.g. in Picture
3. ‘As the light increases, the music becomes lower and darker . . . When the light is most intense,
the music has faded away entirely’, in Kandinsky and Marc (eds.), Blaue Relter Almanac, 219); they
come mainly in the passages which Kandinsky added in 1912. But Kandinsky does not theorize such
morphologies, and consequently such inversions fall outside the framework of his synaesthetically
based theory.
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given assignment or emotion as we need them’, to repeat Bisenstein’s

words, then the nature of the relationship between different media

becomes a perfectly legitimate matter of compositional omomo.m.
_ Eisenstein makes this point over and over again in his book ‘Modern
esthetics is built upon the disunion of elements,” he says, quoting from
René Guilleré; accordingly, ‘Matching of picture and sound . . . may be
built upon a combination of unlike elements, without attempting to
conceal the resulting dissonance between the aurals and the. visu-
als.”’ % And he adds: ‘This occurs frequently.’292 To say- this is not to
suggest that the two media should simply go their own way (as, for
Instance, in John Cage's and Merce Cunningham’s collaborations),

however; the media may correspond with one another or they may not,

Emosmﬁoﬁz mm%m but ‘In either circumstance the relationship must_be
compositionally controlled’ 103
And again this proves to be a valid way of seeing Schoenberg’s score.
Admittedly, because of the lack of inherent perceptual salience in the
colour-sound-emotion associations, it is hard to know how far
instances of non-correspondence between them should be seen as gen-
uine—which is to say, intentional—examples of what might be called
the oppositional alignment of media. Lessem points out significant dis-
crepancies between the emotional characteristics Schoenberg appears
to associate with some colours (green and violet) and Kandinsky's char-
acterizations of them.'°* But are these really oppositional alignments?
Or is it just that Schoenberg decided to characterize these colours dif-
ferently from Kandinsky? In view of these difficulties of interpretation,
it is fortunate that, in the lecture on Die ghickliche Hand which he gave

in Breslau, Schoenberg addressed precisely this issue. He expl ined how.

_he had purposely incorporated elements of difference within the gener-
ally parallel alignment of elements in the ‘Lighting Crescendo’

[T]his crescendo is clothed externally in the form of an increasing pain. But this
clothing is only an outer husk, only a line of demarcation. This can be discerned
most clearly in the fact that the light and also the colors, and particularly the
music, follow paths that by no means lead so directly upward as those of the
wind machine or other dynamic elements. These last are less suited to more
complicated developments and therefore remain limited to a straight line, to a
direct ascent. . . . The play of light and of colors, however, is not based only on

intensities, but on values that can only be compared to pitches.195

104 Eisensteln, Film Sense, 80, 72, R
@V Despite this, as we shall see in Ch. 2, Eisler vehemently attacked Bisenstein for always insist-
ing on congruence between sound and pictures.

103 Eisenstein, Filin Sense, 72.

104 Tessem, Music and Text, 102-3; see also p. 223 nn, 111, 114,

105 Hahl-Koch {ed.), Arnold Schoenberg, Wassily Kandinsky, 106.
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Elsewhere in the Breslau lecture, Schoenberg described Die gliickliche
Hand as ‘making music with the media of the stage’; this, he explained,
......... treated . . . similarly to the way
tones are usually treated—that music is made with them: that figures

meant ‘that gestures, colors and light a

and shapes, so to speak, are formed from individual light values and
shades of color, which resemble the forms, figures and motives of
music’.2%6 As soon as the combination of music with other media is
described in this way, the assumption that there should be congruence
between them is revealed as no more than that—an assumption, and
thus one option amongst others. In his account of the ‘Li hting

Crescendo’ Schoenberg seems to be describing, if not a ‘counterpoint

between the various media (to borrow the standard term used by film
critics to describe oppositional scoring), then at least a kind of multi-

media heterophony. This is as much as to say that he is ascribing the

effect of the ‘Crescendo’ not only to the evident similarity between its
various components, but also to a significant play of difference between
them. And this is where he departs crucially from the synaesthetically

based models of Kandinsky. In ‘On Stage Composition’, his preface to

the published version of Der gelbe Klang, Kandinsky discussed the theo-
retical possibility that different media ‘could run in entirely separate,
externally different directions’.197 But the word ‘externally’ gives the
game away: in terms of inner, spiritual meaning the assumption of con-
gruence remains intact, and the effect of Kandinsky's formulation is to
deny significance to the external differences. It is rather like the famil-
lar music-analytical ploy of stripping off the differentiated surface of the
music like so much wrapping-paper.

The less Die gliickliche Hand seems to have to do with synaesthesa,

the more it seems like a viable Eomm_& 5&98@,.@5...,m%pmmmgmam is

predicated upon Hoé._._.m«wlmeﬂon.m_Emm.,,mmmw,w?m@ asIsaid, the trans-

lation of Skriabin's music in Prometheus into coloured light is an
entirely mechanical process which any analyst could carry out (indeed,
a suitably programmed computer could do it). But the same could not
be said of Die gliickliche Hand. As I have explained, Schoenberg and
Kandinsky saw colour and sound as related to one another not directly,
but through their common association with transcendent spiritual or
emotional values. The music in_Die gliickliche Hand d s not exhaust the

signification of the colours, any more than the colours exhaust the sig-

of the sound; no mechanical transtation from the oSmno he
ossible. Instead both media, together and in conjunction with

106 Tbid. 105, 106-7 (emphases Schoenberg’s). A contemporary critic (‘Dr H. H.") described the
original production in terms that fit nicely with Schoenberg's formulation: it was, he said, ‘as if the
musician had burst open his score, conquering new systems for it' (quoted, ibid, 156).

107 Kandinsky and Marc (eds.), Blaue Reiter Almanac, 206.
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the other elements of Schoenberg's Gesamtkunstwerk, converge upon a
_ cumulative mea ing which is emotional and, in gm broadest sense,

" dramatic .M\Spmgmm ,&Smo& en, mul
.f edia is @mm%oamm on diff Smsom what ma:zmsarmm moromsgam from
HQE@E@_Q is his mxm:o; awareness of this—though, to be sure, the few
remarks in his Breslau lecture fall far short of a theoretical formulation.
But, as Eisenstein pointed out in relation to film music, multimedia is
not predicated just on difference, and that is why the kind of corre-
spondence that I have described as quasi-synaesthetic constitutes a nec-
essary, though not a sufficient, condition for the emergence of perceived
interactions between media. In the next chapter, then, I shall follow
Eisenstein’s lead and focus on the specific relationship between similar-
ity and difference that forms the basis of multimedia.
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CHAPTER
Multimedia as Metaphor

Eisler's Error

S WE saw in Chapter 1, Eisenstein rejected synaes-
. thetic oogmmbosambomm as a viable basis for the rela-
tionship between music and .
the need to forge associations wmﬂémmb the two media within :wm. oos-
text of the individual EB w& how is this to be done? Eisenstein's model
of music-picture relationships turns out to be less different from
Kandinsky's than the acerbic nature of his critique of the painter might
suggest. Like Kandinsky's, his basic model of cross- -media elationships

seems to.be triadic: picture and Ssma are 858& not 980:%_ but by

virtue of something that 5&\ both onomw And at first sight this some-
thing is not very different from the ‘inner sound’ which, for Kandinsky,
unified sound and colour; indeed, there is one place in The Film Sense
where Eisenstein actually talks about ‘the unified “inner sounding” ' of
a sequence in his film ‘Alexander Nevsky'.! Similar terms are scattered
throughout the book, and sometimes they suggest what might be
dubbed the occult nature of music—sound relationships: Eisenstein
speaks at one point of ‘a “hidden” inner synchronization’, and at
another of the ‘“secret” of those sequential vertical correspondences
which, step by step, relate the music to the shots through an identical
motion that lies at the base of the musical as well as the pictorial move-
ment'.? The consistent, and otherwise unmotivated, use of inverted
commas in these quotations—'inner sounding’, ‘hidden’, ‘secret'—
perhaps signals a tension in Bisenstein's thinking; it is as if he wants to
have it both ways, harping on the occult nature of music-- sound rela-
tionships but not ooBBHQEm himself to it. It is hardly surprising, then,
that Eisler accused Ei bscurantism. His manner of thinking,
Eisler ooEEmEmm is ‘both too narrow and too vague'; worse still, it is
‘formalistic’.3

Eisenstein did, however, make it quite clear what he meant by

the hanbno.& motion’ linking pictures and music; he even Eoimma a

* Risenstein, Film Sense, 125,

* Ibid, 70, 136; the second quotation relates to his concept of ‘vertical montage’, which I discuss
below. (pp. 84-5). Examples of other similar terms include ‘inner process' (p. 37); ‘inner synchro-
nization’ (p. 70); ‘inner unity’ (p. 71); ‘inner harmony’ and ‘inner tonality’ (both p. 92).

@A»usm Eisler [and T. W. Adorno], Composing for the Films (New York, 1973 [1947), 67. I shall
retirn to the question of whether it is Eisler's or Adorno’s voice that we hear in such passages,
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