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Most readers will know Kofi Agawu as the au-
thor of Playing with Signs.1 With that book 
Agawu established himself as one of the leading 
music theorists working in the field of semio-
tics. Agawu’s new book, Music as Discourse, li-
kewise reflects a solid grounding in the general 
field of music theory and semiotics, as well as a 
down to earth, hands-on approach to analysis. 
This approach bridges the gap between theory 
and analysis in an exciting manner by showing 
the interaction between the two. The obvious 
difference between Agawu’s two books is that 
while Playing with Signs was focused on music 
from the Classical era, Music as Discourse deals 
primarily	 with	 Romantic	 music.	 Perhaps	 one	
could say that Music as Discourse has its origin 
in the epilogue of Playing with Signs. There Aga-
wu gave a glimpse of how his semiotic theory 
might be applied to Romantic music. Eighteen 
years later, these nine pages have expanded and 
developed into three hundred and twenty pages 
dedicated to music of the nineteenth century. 
Music as Discourse is organized in two parts. 
In the first part (‘Theory’), Agawu takes a the-
oretical approach to the question of how to 
clarify meaning in music; in the second part 
(‘Analysis’), he applies these theories to com-
plete movements of works from the familiar 
Romantic repertoire. The introductory Chap-
ter 1 discusses the connection between music 
and language. Agawu starts this chapter with 
an overview of the literature dealing with the 
relation between language and music. This 
overview makes for a very interesting read, not 
least because of the wealth of information, both 
in the text and in the notes. Next, Agawu puts 
forward ten propositions, with the suggestion 
to use them for debate or discussion in a music 
theory	class.	This	 is	 followed	by	 two	‘Prelimi-

nary Analytical Adventures,’ which discuss two 
short fragments by Schubert and Mozart. Here 
one can sense how the author is trying to unra-
vel meaning, taking as a starting point the ana-
lysis of cadences. For each cadence he discusses 
precisely what is being concluded and how that 
conclusion is achieved. In this manner the dif-
ferent tendencies and tensions that shape the 
music are brought to the fore. Already in this 
first chapter, Agawu shows himself a brilliant 
analyst: he is not making mere observations, 
but instead confronts us with how we experi-
ence music. 
The next four chapters introduce the analytical 
tools	 that	 will	 be	 used	 in	 the	 analyses	 in	 Part	
Two. Concepts presented in Chapters 2 and 
3 are: ‘topics,’ ‘beginnings, middles, and en-
dings,’ ‘high points,’ ‘periodicity,’ ‘three modes 
of enunciation’ (speech mode, song mode, and 
dance	mode),	and	‘narrative.’	Chapter	4	discus-
ses ‘Bridges to Free Composition,’ while Chap-
ter	5	proposes	the	method	of	the	‘Paradigmatic	
Analysis.’ This list shows the diversity of Aga-
wu’s analytical strategies. Some of these may 
seem almost too simple. What of any note, for 
instance, might be said about beginnings, mid-
dles, endings, or high points that is not evident 
in the score? Agawu uses the beginning/middle/
ending paradigm not only in the obvious way 
to locate where things begin, start to develop, 
and end; he also understands these concepts as 
functions. The possible tension between func-
tion and position gives rise to interesting ques-
tions. For example, what if a composition starts 
with music that functions as an ending? The 
discussion about high points is similarly nuan-
ced; it is not just about ‘the high point.’ Instead 
Agawu raises questions such as whether there 
are smaller high points before or after, and how 
that informs us about the narrative of the mu-
sic. And Agawu goes on: where do high points 
occur in relation to the beginning/middle/en-
ding paradigm? From this point on, it becomes 
clear that all these different strategies are not 
used in isolation but interact and overlap with 
each other.
In the Schenkerian chapter ‘Bridges to Free 
Composition,’ Agawu stresses the importance 
of a generative model over a reductive model. 
Although acknowledging the interdependence 

1 V. Kofi Agawu, Playing with Signs: A Semiotic Interpretation of Classic Music, Princeton: Princeton University 
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of both approaches, he argues that discovering 
the score from the background is more insight-
ful than reducing the foreground to a I-V-I pro-
gression. Many detailed analyses of excerpts are 
given at the end of this chapter, ranging from 
Bach to Mahler. These are beautiful examples 
showing clearly how, through re-creation, the 
generative approach can bring out many subtle 
nuances of the creative process. Equally interes-
ting is that Agawu emphasizes the importance 
of supplementing a Schenkerian approach with 
other analytical methods. However revealing 
Schenker’s background-oriented method may 
be, there is also much foreground information 
in the music that is undoubtedly meaningful. 
Think, for example, of rhythmic and moti-
vic features, which are usually not retained in 
graphs. In order to get a better, more complete 
picture of the music, one must combine diffe-
rent strategies, not for the sake of using as many 
methods as possible, but for the sake of doing 
justice to the music’s complexity and nuance. 
This methodological eclecticism is one of the 
basic premises underlying Agawu’s analytical 
writings: the importance of creativity in music 
analysis. Agawu understands music analysis as 
a performance that leads to an interpretation. 
This presupposes not only a familiarity with 
the musical composition, but also a musical in-
teraction that is not – and cannot be – neutral. 
Music analysis is not about finding the final 
truth; it is about discovering ‘how’ a piece of 
music means, i.e., how it establishes meaning. 
The strategies Agawu proposes are intended as 
guiding principles in discovering how meaning 
is established, not as techniques to be applied 
mechanically. 
Chapter 5 brings a very different perspective: 
that of paradigmatic analysis. Briefly put, a pa-
radigmatic analysis first segments the music in 
units. These units are then compared, resulting 
in a chart listing all the same/similar units in 
the same column, called paradigmatic classes.2 
It is in the use of this paradigmatic analysis that 
one finds the most important development in 
Agawu’s analytical method since Playing with 
Signs. It has been observed that the paradig-

matic method only seems to suit monophonic 
music.3 Agawu bypasses this problem in a very 
intelligent way: in combination with a Schen-
kerian approach, the paradigmatic method 
turns into a revealing analytical tool. How does 
this work? Once the music is segmented, Aga-
wu does not compare the units of music as they 
are. Rather, he considers them as elaborations 
of a background. These background structures, 
rather than the segments of the actual music, 
are the units to perform the paradigmatic ana-
lysis on. This means that the (Schenkerian) 
background determines to which paradigmatic 
class a musical fragment belongs, regardless of 
the foreground elaborations. In this way, Aga-
wu finds a solution for incorporating harmo-
nic motion and meaning in the paradigmatic 
method. Again, his music examples are excel-
lent and lead to analyses that are very interes-
ting and detailed. By the end of the first part of 
the book, one has a wealth of analytical tools at 
one’s disposal. And while none of them is new, 
the ways in which Agawu makes them interact 
are revealing. Also clear is that this interaction 
is always flexible, depending on the music. 
There is no single comprehensive method for 
analyzing music. Time and again Agawu refers 
to what may be his most important point: that 
the act of analyzing music is a performance, 
leading to an interpretation.
One of the great strengths of this book is that 
the theoretical insights from the first part are 
immediately	 applied	 to	 analysis	 in	 Part	 Two.	
Agawu’s choice of works and composers is re-
markable. It shows a very broad range of music, 
both in length and genre or style: a symphonic 
poem by Liszt, two examples of more abstract 
music by Brahms (a piano piece and a symp-
honic movement), a complete movement of a 
Mahler symphony, and finally a comparison 
between Beethoven and Stravinsky. Each analy-
sis begins by segmenting the music into smaller 
units in order to perform a paradigmatic ana-
lysis. It must be noted, however, that the para-
digmatic method is no longer combined with a 
Schenkerian approach, as it was in Chapter 5. 
This seems unfortunate, and it is unclear why 

2 Based on Claude Lévi-Strauss’s work in anthropology, Nicolas Ruwet formulated the basic principles of the 

paradigmatic analytical method for musical purposes in his article ‘Méthodes d’analyse en musicologie,’ 

Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Muziekwetenschap 20 (1966), 65-90.

3 See, for example, Raymond Monelle, Linguistics and Semiotics in Music, London: Routledge, 2002 (first 

edition: Harwood, 1992), 116. 
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Agawu does not pursue this promising idea. 
The plain use of the paradigmatic method as 
a default method reinforces what appears as a 
contradiction: Agawu, the advocate of analysis 
as performance, starts each of the analyses with 
a method that has as primary goal to establish 
what has been called ‘niveau neutre’.4 Indeed, 
except for the act of segmentation, a paradig-
matic analysis can be mechanical in uncovering 
patterns of repetition.5 And it certainly does 
not give an indication about how meaningful 
any of these patterns are. Agawu is fully aware 
of this. Yet he wants to start the analysis from 
this level, because he insists on analyzing music 
without preconceived notions of form. He ar-
gues that if one looks in a certain composition 
for a sonata form (for example), one may over-
look aspects of the music that do not confirm 
the sonata form. Or even worse: one could look 
only to see the initial hypothesis confirmed. 
Agawu wants to challenge such an attitude and 
to find out how meaning is established within 
traditional forms. It is important to add that 
he does not dismiss traditional forms. He ma-
kes frequent reference to them, and sometimes 
discusses points of convergence and difference 
between his paradigmatic analysis and the tra-
ditional forms.
Chapter 6 brings an analysis of Liszt’s symp-
honic poem Orpheus. To get an idea of the 
piece’s form without falling back on traditio-
nal forms, or without relying on programmatic 
associations, Agawu starts by identifying ‘buil-
ding blocks,’ or simply units for a paradigmatic 
analysis. Each of the building blocks is briefly 
described and then put in a paradigmatic chart 
giving an overview of the distribution of the 
different building blocks. Agawu compares 
his findings with the existing literature on Or-

pheus: first with an analysis of Richard Kaplan, 
who states that Orpheus contains elements of 
sonata form, then with an analysis by Rainer 
Kleinertz, who proposes the idea of ‘unfolding 
form.’6 Agawu clearly agrees more with Klei-
nertz, and he has strong arguments: the music 
does not have a closed form, and it develops 
small elements into larger units. Agawu seems 
to imply that the paradigmatic method is supe-
rior because it is better suited to discover such 
patterns than the theory of sonata form. This 
raises the question whether the reverse is true 
as well: is the paradigmatic method inapt for 
certain compositions, for example those that 
do have a closed form? We shall return to this 
question later on. 
The chapter on Orpheus concludes with a dis-
cussion about meaning that centers on the 
question of whether this is primarily establis-
hed by intrinsic or extrinsic elements. This is 
indeed an important question for a genre such 
as the symphonic poem. But the issue is also 
one of Agawu’s recurring themes. He already 
discussed it at length in the introduction, and 
it was even addressed in his previous book, 
Playing with Signs. Agawu is inclined to accept 
the idea that meaning is established internally, 
by intrinsic musical logic. But he does not dis-
miss meaning established by associations to 
non-musical elements (for example, he makes 
frequent reference to the concept of topics). 
Agawu argues effectively that both categories 
depend on each other: a clear-cut distinc-
tion is not possible. Or, as he already wrote 
in Playing with Signs, it is a false dichotomy.7  
The analyses in Chapter 7 are devoted to two 
works of Brahms: the Intermezzo in A major, 
Op. 119, No. 2, and the second movement of his 
Symphony No. 1. These analyses are very detai-

4 Agawu himself does not use this term. ‘Le niveau neutre’ is the contribution of Jean-Jacques Nattiez to 

the paradigmatic method in his book Fondements d’une Sémiologie de la Musique, Paris: Union Générale 

d’Editions, 1975. Nattiez wants to establish a neutral level from which all non-verifiable influences (such as the 

composer’s intentions, the accidents of listening, the listener’s musical knowledge, cultural circumstances) 

are eliminated. The aim of a neutral analysis is an analysis of the score without subjective interpretation.

5 Agawu departs here from Ruwet’s original version of the paradigmatic method (see note 2). Ruwet described 

the paradigmatic method as a ‘machine’ to find repetitions and considered segmentation as part of that 

mechanical process.

6 Richard Kaplan, ‘Sonata Form in the Orchestral Works of Liszt: The Revolutionary Reconsidered,’ 19th-Century 

Music 8 (1984), 142-152; Rainer Kleinertz, ‘Liszt, Wagner, and Unfolding Form: Orpheus and the Genesis of 

Tristan und Isolde,’ in: Franz Liszt and His World, ed. Christopher H. Gibbs and Dana Gooley, Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2006, 231-254.

7 Playing with Signs, 133.
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led: the units into which the music is segmen-
ted are often as small as a single motive. In the 
discussion of each of the units, Agawu addres-
ses many things: from melody and harmony to 
rhythm and external associations. While the 
paradigmatic method prevails, it is interesting 
to see how this method is used within the con-
text of a traditional form (both works are ABA’ 
forms). It is worth noting the different usages 
of the paradigmatic method in Chapters 6 and 
7. Although it is the prevailing method in both, 
in Chapter 6 it is used primarily to describe the 
form. In Chapter 7, the focus is on the level of 
motives with their harmonic workings. Maybe 
this is obvious, as that is where the core of the 
musical narrative lies in the respective compo-
sitions. And perhaps Agawu expects the seg-
mentation to be adjusted to this purpose.  This 
is, however, an important aspect of the analysis 
that deserves to be clarified.
The question of segmentation becomes urgent 
in Chapter 8 with the analysis of the first move-
ment of Mahler’s Symphony No. 9. On which 
level does the paradigmatic method focus, and 
what kind of meaning do we expect it to reveal? 
Agawu introduces in this chapter some me-
thodological thoughts on segmentation. This 
is especially appropriate given a work as mas-
sive as a Mahler movement. Agawu’s principal 
idea for segmentation is quite straightforward: 
he starts by deriving meaning from closure. As 
cadences or long silences are rare in Mahler’s 
complex polyphonic music, very large units are 
often the result. It is no surprise, therefore, that 
the paradigmatic method focuses on the large 
form. But narrative in Mahler’s music is diffe-
rent from narrative in Liszt’s Orpheus. Mahler’s 
narrative occurs at multiple levels, also within 
the units Agawu discerns. As a consequence, the 
large units into which the music has been seg-
mented seem not adequate to grasp all the subt-
leties of meaning that shape the music. Would 
it be possible to use the paradigmatic method 
inside the units as a nested approach, so to 
speak, by means of which one could go from 
the very large to the very detailed in various 
steps? Or, referring back to the question I left 
open earlier, should one simply conclude that 
the paradigmatic method is not well-suited to 
analyze music of such scope and complexity?  
The final chapter offers a comparison between 
Beethoven’s String Quartet Op. 130 and Stra-
vinsky’s Symphonies of Wind Instruments. After 

analyzing each work from a paradigmatic per-
spective, Agawu compares them, mainly with 
respect to segmentation. As it turns out, not 
only Stravinsky’s music lends itself quite na-
turally to segmentation, but so does late Beet-
hoven with its characteristic abrupt changes. 
The focus of the discussion is not so much the 
question of how to segment, but rather how the 
units or building blocks relate to each other in 
both composers’ work. Are the building blocks 
autonomous, or are they loaded with directi-
onality? And does this create a form that is 
additive, or does an intrinsic logic create the 
larger form? These interesting questions often 
fall back on the dichotomy of tonality versus 
atonality, with the implication that tonal music 
is a shared language and atonal music is based 
on the autonomy of the composer. The lack of 
nuance in this matter is unfortunate and unu-
sual for Agawu. More revealing questions are 
how repetition – as disclosed by the paradig-
matic method – constitutes structure and rhe-
toric and what the distinction is between them. 
Agawu argues convincingly that both structure 
and rhetoric are needed and that they are mu-
tually dependent. The repetition needed for 
rhetorical reasons also builds structure, and in 
the musical narrative both are entangled. 
By	the	end	of	Part	Two	of	this	book,	one	won-
ders why Agawu, after arguing for creativity in 
analytic	adventures	in	Part	One,	uses	the	para-
digmatic method as the default method for all 
the compositions he discusses. It is a pity that 
the excitement one feels upon reading the first 
half of this book, where Agawu unveils the way 
in which different tendencies and contradic-
tory tensions shape music, is hard to recover 
in the second half. The use of the paradigmatic 
method as the primary method seems to give 
the (false) impression that everything has its 
own place in its own unit, and thereby loses the 
dynamic interaction with the other elements so 
important to Romantic music in particular. 
The importance of the segmentation could 
have received more attention. It is crucial for 
the results of the paradigmatic analysis. Even 
though in Chapter 5 Agawu shows an example 
of how changing the segmentation leads to dif-
ferent results, this is not pursued any further in 
the second part of the book. In general, Agawu’s 
strategy is to start segmentation from closure, 
such as cadences or other forms of ending. Yet 
as noted before, in discussing the compositions 
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of Brahms in Chapter 7, he takes a different ap-
proach without pointing out how this leads to 
a different kind of analysis. It is true that Agawu 
focuses on the musical discourse, but it would 
be interesting to know how he adjusted his seg-
mentation to this purpose. Does he expect the 
analyst to have a profound knowledge of the 
music before starting the process of segmen-
tation? If so, does that not defeat the purpose 
of the paradigmatic method to rediscover the 
form anew? It is unfortunate that such an im-
portant aspect is not addressed explicitly. 
That said, the strengths of the paradigmatic 
method are clear. It has the power to force the 
analyst to rediscover the music from a different 
angle, leaving behind the well-known notions 
of form. This leads to surprising insights in-
deed. Another reason for Agawu’s predilection 
for the paradigmatic method is that he has 
molded it into a powerful tool to describe the 
musical discourse. He stresses that this method 
should not be used in the obvious way to find 
only literal repetitions, but also to find patterns 
that are interpreted semiotically, for example 
into the realm of symbolic and indexical me-
aning. Therefore, to clarify the discourse of 
music, it is important to use the paradigmatic 
method in a versatile manner.
Whether one agrees with Agawu’s use of the 
paradigmatic method or not, one must respect 
his choice, and the results of his work and mu-
sicianship are absolutely interesting. Agawu is 
a very sensible musician, and his analyses are a 
testimony to that. Besides being a brilliant the-
orist and analyst, Agawu is also a gifted writer 
for this. Because of this, and for all the other 
reasons mentioned, Music as Discourse is a 
book to be read, and re-read.

(Bert Van Herck is a PhD candidate in composi-
tion at Harvard University.)




