
1I use the term "language" here to refer strictly to the symbol system where words are used
together with rules for using those words as a means of expression. In my M.A. thesis, "Music as a
Rhetorical Form: An Exploratory Study," State University of New York College at Brockport, 1976, I
grappled with the problem of calling other symbol systems languages (see pp. 45-54). To preserve
clarity, after discovering the confusion that can be created by referring to music as language (see
Susanne K. Langer's Philosophy in a New Key), I decided that language should in the strict sense refer to
the symbol system of words, although other symbol systems, such as music, may in parts be analogous
to language.

2See Stephen M. Weinstock, "The Relationships of Rhetoric, Poetic, and Music in Late Medieval
and Renaissance Thought." (A paper presented to the Doctoral Honors Seminar: Research Methods and
Topics for the History of Rhetoric, March 3-5, 1978, University of Michigan.)

3"Emotions" here is used in the same sense as used by Hugh Dalziel Duncan and numerous
others. Duncan notes : "There are no unexpressed emotions. . . .There are unexpressed feelings, but
these are not emotions, for emotions depend on response, an on the attitude we take toward the
response. . . ." (Communication and Social Order, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1962), p. 391.
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Music and Meaning: A Survey
by Stephen M. Weinstock

___________________________________________________________________
This paper reports on original research and was presented to Dr. James Carlsen's "Psychology of Music"
class (Music 438) at the University of Washington, Winter Quarter 1978. It is published here for historical
purposes. It was been scanned and digitized January 2005. It has received a preliminary proofreading
and may be cited.  However, please contact the author before quoting.  Thanks.

The study was replicated several times with larger populations. The results were similar. At present
(January 2005) I am working on revising the theory and design to work with children diagnosed with a
variety of special needs.

_____________________________________________________________________________

The idea that music is in some way related to the expression of emotions or
feelings is hardly a new one. If one looks back to ancient Greek writers one can find
many references to the "affective powers" of music. It should not be surprising then to
find that throughout the history of Western thought writers have linked music with
language.1  Roman writers on rhetoric relate several parallels between language and
music; writers in late Medieval and Renaissance thought united music with arts of
linguistic composition; and in the eighteenth century several writers focused on the
doctrine of the affect--the moving of the emotions through music--by developing a
concept of music based on the classical art of verbal composition, the art of rhetoric.2

My current interest is with meaning and music. Some contemporary writers
on music claim that if music does have meaning it is not referential; it does not refer to
anything outside of music itself. Other writers however comment that music can refer to
events outside of music. Some in this second class claim that music can refer to the
emotions.3



4Alfred North Whitehead, Symbolism: Its Meaning and Effect (New York: Capricorn Books). pp.
7-8.

5Ibid., p. 84.
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My position closely follows the symbolic approach to language. Speaking about
symbolism in general, Alfred North Whitehead notes: "The human mind is functioning
symbolically when some components of its experience elicit consciousness, beliefs,
emotions, and usages, respecting other components of its experience."4  The former
set of components are symbols and the latter are meanings. Meanings are what, in
terms of human experience, symbols refer to. In the case of language, Whitehead
comments: ". . . there is a certain vagueness of symbolism. A word has a symbolic
association with its own history, its other meanings, and. with general status in current
literature. Thus a word gathers emotional signification from its emotional history in the
past; this is transferred symbolically to its meaning in present."5  Similarly, a symbolic
approach to music would hold that the components that make up musical sound have
symbolic associations that are predicated on history ard past usages and experiences.

If this is indeed the case with music, music cannot really refer to emotions--the
linguistic labelling of unnamed feelings--but both language and music can refer to
components of human experience. For example, a person may have an inner feeling
that the person calls excitement based on that person's experience and usage of that
term. That same person may also hear a piece of music that in some way corresponds
to a similar feeling in that person. The person then might describe that piece of music
as exciting, not because the music means (or refers to) the word, or vice versa, but
because both the music and the word elicit similar feelings with respect to the person's
experience. It is in this sense that I refer to the symbolic capacity of music. Just as
language per se does not have meaning, but rather people have meaning for linguistic
symbols based on experience, history, and usage, so too music itself does not have
meaning, rather humans have the capacity to bring their meanings to music.

With this theoretical idea in mind I conducted a pilot study. The aim of my survey
was to determine if in fact people can with any consistency correlate words with
musical events. Specifically, I wanted to know if people would tend to associate certain
types of adjectives with each of several sequences of musical sounds. The survey
consisted of subjects listening to ten sequences on an audio tape and responding to
each of those sequences by selecting those adjectives (out of a list of 39) which the
subjects felt described each segment. My feeling was that if my theoretical reasoning
was at least partially accurate certain types of adjectives would be associated with
certain sequences and that other adjectives would not be.

Unfortunately, my sample population was very small (twelve, to be exact),
and it does not attempt to be randomly selected nor does it attempt to be a stratified
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representation of a larger population. The ages of my subjects ranged from the early
twenties to the late thirties. While most of the subjects were Americans, one was
Greek, and another was German. (Both had a good command of the English language.)
Some of the subjects were sudents (although none was a student of music), some were
engaged as mothers, some had no formal education beyond high school, and some
were working class people. Out of necessity I selected my subjects from people that I
ran into in my daily life. In order not to bias their responses I told them nothing of my
intended purpose, other than saying that I am currently in a psychology of music class
and am conducting a survey. I further told the subjects that the survey consisted of
listening to ten musical segments or sequences and checking off from an inventory of
39 adjectives those adjectives that they thought described the music. When I was
asked other questions about the survey, I said that the tape would contain the specific
instructions. ("See" audio tape.)

I conducted the survey at various times in various locations with different
respondents. Once again this was done out of convenience. If I could round up one or
two subjects at school, I'd use an office or a classroom. If my subjects came from the
apartments in my neighborhood, I'd use my apartment. If my subjects could be gotten
by going to their home in another part of Seattle, I did. In any of these cases I took
particular care not to give nonverbal cues about my feelings towards the music so as
not to bias the subjects' responses. At times I left the room completely (after I had
asked if the instructions on the tape were clear); other times I hid my face by locating
myself in another part of the room out of immediate sight of my respondents.

For my musical segments I selected 10 sequences from some of my own musical
compositions realized on a Moog synthesizer. I had seen several studies somewhat
similar to mine that used known compositions such as a section from a Sousa march,
an excerpt from a Bach piece, and so on. My feeling was that many of the musical
selections used in other studies were familiar to their respondents. I wanted
selections that I was sure that my subjects had never heard. I wanted my subjects
to think about the musical sequences and form their descriptions not from previous
feelings or descriptions but from their relating their experiences to the ten segments
I had selected. Obviously, the subjects had to make associations between my
segments and music they had heard before. They may even have had attitudes towards
electronic  sounds. The important point is that the subjects had to develop new
associations, not merely recall previous ones as they might have done with more
familiar music.

For my inventory of adjectives I selected most my adjectives from the Hevner
circle of adjectives and from Farnsworth's revision of the circle. (See charts one and
two.) To these adjectives I added two (tense and mysterious) of my own because I
thought that they were characteristic of most of the sequences. (See chart three.) I
originally intended to provide my subjects with an inventory of forty adjectives, but a
typographical error on the adjective inventory sheet (“happy” was accidentally listed
twice) changed the number to 39. I did of course warn my subjects that “happy” was



Weinstock, Stephen M. “Music and Meaning: A Survey” (Winter 1978). Posted January 6, 2005. 
WebDoc version 0.00 - Page 4

listed twice only because of a typographical error and it should only be listed once.
 

Chart one: Hevner Adjective Checklist

   6
bright
cheerful
gay
happy
joyous

     7 merry      5
agitated delicate
dramatic fanciful
exciting graceful
exhilarated humorous
impetuous light
passionate playful
restless quaint
sensational sprightly

    8 soaring whimsical     4
emphatic triumphant calm
exalting leisurely
majestic lyrical
martial quiet
ponderous satisfying
robust serene
vigorous     1      3 soothing

awe-inspiring dreamy tranquil
dignified longing
lofty plaintive
sacred pleading
serious sentimental
sober tender
solemn yearning
spiritual yielding

   2
dark
depressing
doleful
frustrated
gloomy
heavy
melancholy
mournful
pathetic
sad
tragic
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Chart two: Modified Adjective Checklist

     A      B      C      D      E
cheerful fanciful delicate dreamy longing
gay light graceful leisurely pathetic
happy quaint lyrical sentimental plaintive
joyous whimsical serene pleading
bright soothing yearning
merry tender
playful tranquil
sprightly quiet

     F      G      H      I      J
dark sacred dramatic agitated frustrated
depressing spiritual emphatic exalting
doleful majestic exciting
gloomy triumphant exhilarated
melancholic Impetuous
pathetic vigorous
sad
serious
sober
solemn
tragic

Chart three: Adjective Inventory Sheet

____ merry ____ whimsical ____bright ____mournful

____ humorous ____ tragic ____ happy ____ depressing

____ serene ____ spiritual ____ longing ____ passionate

____ dreamy ____ light ____ pathetic ____ exciting

____ sad ____ triumphant ____ sacred ____ cheerful

____ serious ____ delicate ____ quiet ____ exhilarated

____ majestic ____ tranquil ____ tense ____ yearning

____ robust ____ agitated ____ sprightly ____ frustrated

____ restless ____ gloomy ____ graceful ____ mysterious

____ happy ____ soothing ____ solemn ____ awe inspiring
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Chart four: Results (raw data)

H F 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
6 A merry 4 1 1 4
6 A happy 1 2 2 4 6
6 A bright 4 1 2 2 3
6 A cheerful 3 1 3 2 4
5 A sprightly 1 4 1 3 3 1 2
5 B whimsical 1 1 7 1 2 5 4
5 B light 1 2 1 6 3
5 C graceful 2 2 1
5 C delicate 1 1 3
5 - humorous 3 1 1 2 3 6
4 D serene 1
4 D tranquil 1 1 1
4 D soothing 1 3 1
4 D quiet 1 1 1
3 D dreamy 1 2 2 1 1
3 E longing 2 1 1 2
3 E yearning 1 1 1 2 1 2
2 E/F pathetic 1 1 1 1
2 F sad 1
2 F gloomy 3 1 1 1
2 F tragic 1 1
2 F mournful 1 1 1 1
2 F depressing 1 1 2 1 2 1 1 1
2 J frustrated 4 1 5 4 2 1
1 F serious 1 2 1
1 F solemn 3 1 2 1 2
1 G spiritual 1 3 1
1 G sacred 1 1 2 1
1 - awe inspiring 2 1 1 1 1
8 H majestic 2 2 1 3
8 - robust 2 1 3
7 H triumphant 2 2 1 1 1
7 I agitated 7 4 6 5 2 4
7 I exhilarated 2 1 2 2 2 1
7 I exciting 3 1 3 1 2 1 3 1 1
7 - restless 5 1 4 4 7 4 3
7 - passionate 1 1
S - tense 4 3 4 5 1 5
S - mysterious 4 3 1 1 2 3 5 2 2
Total responses per segment: 40 28 43 46 36 36 46 27 40 39
Average number of responses
   per person per segment: 3.3 2.3 3.6 3.8 3.0 3.0 3.8 2.3 3.3 3.3
Overall average number of
    responses per person
    per segment 3.175
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Chart four shows the breakdown of the responses for each of the musical segments.
I have ordered the adjectives on this chart according to the Hevner and Farnsworth charts
since each category of terms is supposed to be internally consistent (in other words, for
example, all of the adjectives in Hevner's category 6 are supposed to refer to a similar
concept), and since each category is supposed to be more closely related to the adjacent
categories than to the others. Since Hevner's checklist represents a circle (which does not
show up on my linear chart), it must be pointed out that the adjectives in category seven on
the bottom of Chart four are adjacent to category six at the top of the page.

Chart four shows the number of responses that each adjective received for each 
musical segment. As it turns out several of the segments seem to have been characterized
similarly by many of the respondents. Segment 1 received seven responses to the term
"agitated." Segment 3 had its highest concentration at "whimsical." Segment 7 was most
categorized as "light," and segment 10 seemed to be 'happy" and "humorous." Most of the
other segments did not seem to receive a dominance of responses for anyone particular
adjective. However, when the adjectives are grouped into the Hevner categories, one can
see that most of the segments were characterized in particular ways. (See chart five.)

In chart five I have grouped the adjectives in terms of the Hevner categories. Also,  I
have converted the raw number of responses to percentages (the number of responses to
the total of the adjectives in each goup divided by the total number of responses to the
Hevner adjectives) for each category ani segment. The purpose of this is to get a more
relational perspective on the responses for each segment. From chart five it can be seen
that segments 1, 5, 6, ani 8 were most characterized by the adjectives in category 7.
Segments 3 and 10 seem to be characterized primarily by categories 6 and 5. In the case of
segment 3 some description is also supported by the adjectives in category 7 while
categories 4 through 8 seem to apply only occasionally With segment 10 the strength of
descriptions lies heavily with categories 6 and 5 with relatively few respondents
characterizing the segment with adjectives in categories 4 through 7.

Chart five: Results (% according to Hevner groupings)

      Hevner   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10
6   0.00   0.00 28.57   9.52   0.00   0.00 20.00   0.00 23.68 43.59
5 15.63 12.00 40.48 11.90 13.33   7.14 47.50  5.00  7.90 41.02
4   3.13  8.00   0.00  4.76  0.00  0.00  2.50  0.00 13.16  2.56
3   3.13 16.00   2.38  9.52  3.33 10.71  2.50  5.00 13.16  0.00
2 18.75 20.00  0.00 14.29 26.67 28.56 10.00 15.00  7.90  2.56
1   6.25 24.00  7.14 16.67  3.33 10.71  0.00 10.00  7.90  5.13
8   0.00 16.00  4.76  2.38  3.33  0.00  0.00  0.00 15.79   0.00
7 53.13  4.00 16.67 30.95 50.00 42.86 17.50 65.00 10.53  5.13
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Chart six: Results (% according to Farnsworth groupings)

      Hevner   1   2   3  [4]   5   6   7   8   9   10
A   4.00  0.00 41.03 13.89 12.00  0.00 28.21  6.67 28.13 59.38
B   4.00  8.70 23.08  5.56  0.00 10.52 28.21  0.00  0.00 21.88
C   4.00 13.04  5.13  0.00  0.00  0.00  7.69  0.00  0.00  3.13
D   4.00 13.04  0.00 11.11  0.00 10.52  5.13  0.00 18.75  3.13
E   4.00 13.04  2.56  8.33  8.00  5.26  2.56  6.67 15.63  0.00
F 12.00 34.78  0.00 22.22 16.00 31.58 10.25 13.13 15.63  3.13
G   4.00  4.34  7.69 11.11  0.00  0.00  0.00  0.00  0.00  3.13
H   0.00  8.70 10.25  8.33  4.00  0.00  0.00  0.00 12.50  3.13
I 48.00  4.34 10.25 19.44 40.00 21.05 17.97 60.00  6.25  3.13
J 16.00  0.00  0.00  2.77 20.00 21.05  0.00 13.33  3.13  0.00

A comparative chart similar to that done with the Hevner categories was made  with
the Farnsworth categories. (See chart six.) This chart shows the percentages of responses
to each category for each segment based on the total number of responses to the
Farnsworth adjectives for each segment. The results here are in several places quite
similar to those found with the percentages in the Hevner categories, mainly because many
of the categories in the two checklists overlap. Segments 1, 5, 6, ani 8 fall heavily into the I
and J categories which correspond to Hevner's category 7. (Its hould be pointed out here
that one of Farnsworth's major revisions is the removal of "frustrated" from category 2 and
the placing of it into a category of its own, J, which Farnsworth makes adjacent--and
therefore somewhat closely related to--category I which corresponds roughly to Hevner's
category 7.) Segments 3, 7, and 10 fall heavily into categories A and. B which correspord to
Hevner's categories 6 and 5. Once again the other segments do not show an extreme
amount of dominance in anyone or two of the categories although verbal-descriptive
profiles do seem to focus on some of the categories and not others.

In looking over the results of this study one cannot draw any firm conclusions.
Certainly much more surveying and analysis would be needed. Nevertheless, this survey
does indicate a moderate probability that humans do have the capacity of verbally describe
musical segments in such a way as to show that different people will characterize different
segments in similar ways. Since the subjects in this survey were called upon to associate
adjectives with musical sounds they had never heard before, I am tempted to state that in
all probability that the subjects were forced into making analytical judgements resulting from
generalized experience. This experience, I claim, refers to both music and language, both
in terms of the individuals responding to the survey. In short I feel that some evidence,
although it is not as conclusive as I assume further investigation may show, has been
demonstrated to support the idea that a correlation can be made between language and
sounds where neither language nor sound refers to the other, but where both refer to
human experience. It is in that sense that I would say that people have meanings for
sounds and as well for language.

Turning an eye now to the possibility of future investigation into the matter of music
and meaning, allow me to make a few suggestions. First, a survey of this type would need.
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a much larger and more carefully selected sample population. In such additional surveys
care must always be taken not to bias the subjects' responses. As stated earlier, I
deliberately avoided giving non-verbal cues to my subjects as to my biases towards the
musical segments. In addition, care was taken not to let the subjects know specifically what
I was looking for in terms of my overall claim. Care was taken to construct the audio taped
instructions to convey the idea that this was indeed a survey, one in which I was looking for
adjectives describing musical sequences. The subjects were not told that I was indeed
looking to find a positive correlation. Second, I must point out the validity of conducting pilot
studies such as this one. On a small scale this survey helped to discriminate among the
segments of music. Were I to conduct further surveys I would retain those segments which
seemed to show a marked distinction in adjective selection, and I would replace the weaker
segments.

(At this point I would like to suggest that further studies investigate the affect of segment
duration on adjective selection. I point this out mainly because I found two segments, 2 and
8, receiving less selection of adjectives than the other segments--see chart four, total
responses per segment--which just so happened to be shorter than the other segments.)
My purpose in retaining the strong segments and replacing the weaker ones would not be
to unfairly bias future studies, but rather to eventually develop an inventory of sounds from
which more detailed surveys could be conducted to try to isolate the factors in musical
sounds which people use to analytically determine verbal correlations. In other words, for
example, if I have five sounds that consistently are characterized as restless, agitated,
frustrated, and exciting and five others that are consistently characterized as merry, happy,
bright, cheerful, and whimsical a comparative study might be constructed to determine what
causes humans to respond differently as opposed to what this study has attempted to show,
that humans respond differently in the capacity described above.
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Addendum 1: Results (raw data) from a second version of the study (1979)

H F 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
6 A merry 1 2 1
6 A happy 1 1 1 2 2
6 A bright 1 1 2 2 1
6 A cheerful 1 1 2 2
5 A sprightly 1 3 2 1
5 B whimsical 1 2 1 2 9 4
5 B light 1 1 1 1 3
5 C graceful 1 1
5 C delicate
5 - humorous 1 1 2 4
4 D serene 1
4 D tranquil
4 D soothing 1 1
4 D quiet 1 1
3 D dreamy 1
3 E longing 3 1
3 E yearning 1 1 1
2 E/F pathetic 1 1 1 1 1 1
2 F sad 1 1
2 F gloomy 2 2
2 F tragic 1 1
2 F mournful 2 1
2 F depressing 2 1 1
2 J frustrated 3 5 1 2 1
1 F serious 2 1 1 1 1
1 F solemn 2 1 1 1
1 G spiritual 1 1
1 G sacred 1 1
1 - awe inspiring 1
8 H majestic 2 2 1
8 - robust 1 1
7 H triumphant 1 2
7 I agitated 7 1 1 5 4 4 4 1
7 I exhilarated 3 1 1 3 1
7 I exciting 1 1 1 1 1
7 - restless 4 2 1 2 1 1 2 2
7 - passionate
S - tense 6 1 1 1 3 1 2 5
S - mysterious 1 3 1 1 3 3
S - peaceful 1 2 1
Total responses per segment: 33 17 20 18 23 11 29 18 41 21

Note (January 2005): The above data was appended to the 1978 study for submission to a conference. Between
the time of the original study and the submission in 1979, a second version of the study was done. “Peaceful” was
added.
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Addendum 2: Results (% according to Hevner groupings) from 1979 version of the study

      Hevner   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10

6   7.69  0.00 10.53  6.25 10.00   0.00 13.04  0.00 27.59 30.00
5 15.38  0.00 15.79 12.50 10.00   0.00 26.09  0.00 24.15 60.00
4   0.00  7.69  5.26  0.00  0.00 11.11  0.00  0.00  6.90  0.00
3   0.00  0.00  0.00 25.00  0.00  0.00  8.70  0.00  6.90  0.00
2 15.38 53.85 10.53  6.25 35.00 11.11 26.09 30.77  3.45  0.00
1   0.00 30.77 15.79 12.50  0.00 22.22  4.35  0.00  6.90 10.00
8   0.00  0.00 10.53 12.50  0.00  0.00  0.00  0.00  6.90  0.00
7 57.69  7.69 31.58 25.00 40.00 55.56 21.74 69.23 17.24  0.00
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# 1 # 2 # 3 # 4 # 5 # 6 # 7 # 8 # 9 # 10

1 6.06% 0.00% 10.00% 5.56% 9.09% 0.00% 10.71% 0.00% 19.51% 28.57%

2a 6.06% 0.00% 10.00% 5.56% 4.55% 0.00% 7.14% 0.00% 26.83% 38.10%

2b 6.06% 0.00% 0.00% 5.56% 4.55% 0.00% 14.29% 0.00% 4.88% 19.05%

2 (tot) 12.12% 0.00% 10.00% 11.11% 9.09% 0.00% 21.43% 0.00% 31.71% 57.14%

3a 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

3b 0.00% 0.00% 5.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 2.44% 0.00%

3 (tot) 0.00% 0.00% 5.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 2.44% 0.00%

4a 0.00% 6.25% 5.00% 0.00% 0.00% 9.09% 3.57% 0.00% 9.76% 4.76%

4b 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 2.44% 0.00%

4 (tot) 0.00% 6.25% 5.00% 0.00% 0.00% 9.09% 3.57% 0.00% 12.20% 4.76%

5a 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 22.22% 0.00% 0.00% 7.14% 0.00% 2.44% 0.00%

5b 3.03% 0.00% 5.00% 5.56% 4.55% 9.09% 0.00% 5.88% 0.00% 0.00%

5 (tot) 3.03% 0.00% 5.00% 27.78% 4.55% 9.09% 7.14% 5.88% 2.44% 0.00%

6 0.00% 37.50% 5.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 14.29% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

7 0.00% 25.00% 5.00% 5.56% 0.00% 9.09% 3.57% 0.00% 4.88% 4.76%

8a 0.00% 0.00% 10.00% 5.56% 0.00% 9.09% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 4.76%

8b 3.03% 18.75% 0.00% 5.56% 0.00% 9.09% 10.71% 0.00% 7.32% 0.00%

8 (tot) 3.03% 18.75% 10.00% 11.11% 0.00% 18.18% 10.71% 0.00% 7.32% 4.76%

9 12.12% 0.00% 25.00% 16.67% 4.55% 0.00% 0.00% 17.65% 7.32% 0.00%

10a --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- ---

10b 3.03% 0.00% 5.00% 5.56% 4.55% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 2.44% 0.00%

10 (tot) 3.03% 0.00% 5.00% 5.56% 4.55% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 2.44% 0.00%

11 60.61% 12.50% 15.00% 16.67% 68.18% 54.55% 28.57% 76.47% 9.76% 0.00%

= = = = = = = = = = =

TOTAL 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

COLORS 0% 1 - 3 % 4 - 6 % 7 - 10 % 11 - 15 % 16 - 20 % 21 - 35 % 36 - 50 % 51 - 65 % 66 - 80 %


