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Abstract  
Starting from Morton Feldman’s thoughts on sonority, this essay approaches the musical as a 
phenomenological category linking the aural and the visual realm.   

Something has called out of somewhere. Something in me is trying to answer.1 

In his essay Music and the Ineffable Vladimir Jankelevitch struggles with the distinction 

between music and the musical. When he speaks of music he is speaking of musical effect 

or charm. Jankelevitch identifies musical effects with incantation. Music, as the 

mathematical arrangement of notes, is in itself empty.2 How do we approach the 

unidentified space of the musical? Can the musical be approached as a quasi-

phenomenon?  

The paintings of Cy Twombly could be considered simply as gestural works, a 

continuation of the muscular tone of abstract expressionism, or musically as beckoning 

signs enclosed in time: 

It is as if words, names, sentences and lines of poems came to him [Twombly] as voices heard 

silently in the mind or, in the case of sculpture, as if his things came to us from the past, carrying 

1 Emily Carr, Hundreds And Thousands: The Journals Of Emily Carr (Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, 2009), 
26. 
2 Vladimir Jankélévitch, Music and the Ineffable, trans. Carolyn Abbate (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 

2003). 
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half-erased inscriptions—soft sounds and visual traces of an evanescent, long-unuttered source. 

This quality, paradoxically closer, perhaps, to a musical rather than to a visual imagination […].3 

According to a musical reading, we see his paintings as interconnected traces, not as 

isolated objects of art. The musicality of Twombly’s marks enact a field of correspondence 

linking the traces into what Roland Barthes calls an ambience of culture. Conversely, if 

we choose to focus on the visibility of Twombly’s single work, betting our sensation on 

the pure object of art, we witness what Donald Judd famously noted in his critique of 

Nine Discourses on Commodus (1963): There is (barely) nothing there.4 

Judd reacted towards Twombly’s lack of objectivity. In fact, Twombly’s paintings often 

seem like traces of an event rather than statements, perhaps echoes of a conversation 

transformed into visual signs, a sort of muttered language. The Italian words brusio or 

bisbiglio come to mind; these words are often used to refer to a mixture of voices that fill 

a space providing an auditory texture, like one could hear in a cafe or theater.  

The composer Morton Feldman writes that musicians should take lessons from painters 

in relation to what he calls sonority. He believes that in modern composition sonority is 

overtaken by method rather than indulging the dimension of the musical. In his essay on 

the art of Philip Guston, Feldman speaks of the impression of the work issuing beside the 

work itself, “the sensation of what you see not coming from what is seen.”5 Sonority issues 

from a particular touching of sound that is impossible to conceptualize: “The fact that we 

see how the paint is applied gives no clue to this overall impression. Guston’s drawings 

evoke the same sensation. It is as though a great pianist were to sit down at your piano, 

hold his fingers very much as you do, and then begin to play. Something else takes over. 

The analytic faculties do not give an answer.”6  

For Feldman, what the standard composer does is flatten sounds in order to compose on 

a horizontal plane, therefore neglecting sounds’ vertical dimension. In a traditional 

3 Francesco Pellizzi, “Morton Feldman and the Arts: A Recollection,” in Vertical Thoughts: Morton Feldman and 

the Visual Arts, ed. Sean Kissane (Dublin: Irish Museum of Modern Art, 2010),  117. 
4 CRB444, “The Veil of Cy Twombly – IFAcontemporary,” IFA Contemporary (blog), December 17, 2014, 

http://ifacontemporary.org/the-veil-of-cy-twombly/. 
5 Morton Feldman, “Philip Guston: The Last Painter (1966),” in Give My Regards to Eighth Street: Collected 

Writings of Morton Feldman, ed. Bernard Harper Friedman (Cambridge, MS: Exact Change, 2000), 39. 
6 Feldman, “Philip Guston,” 39. 
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Western composition sound is expropriated losing its musicality: “What was emphasized 

was the unifying of all these new musical elements into significant form. An emphasis on 

this more evasive element – sound – would have upset the precarious balance of the 'ideal 

composition.’”7 For this reason Feldman’s compositions focus on the decay of sound 

rather than the attack because, as he notes, the origin is overwhelmed by performative 

anxiety. Like in the Japanese philosophy of wabi-sabi, the essence reveals itself in what is 

fading out, that which lingers on.  

 

There is an affinity between the musical and the poetic: The poetic word and musical note 

preserve, in their singularity, an extended space of resonance. Poetry seeks to make 

things truer than what they are by disrupting the normalcy of meaning while remaining 

faithful to meaning. On the other hand, the musical generates more meaning than what 

is given.  

 

We know the musical only when we feel it at work. When something is unmusical we 

notice a certain performative sterility. An unmusical space does not communicate in its 

arrangement. An unmusical word falls flat lacking emotive resonance. Looking at the 

work of Twombly and Feldman, we can say that the musical element is multiple but not 

scattered, it has a certain cohesion. It is more of a concordance rather than a remark. In 

this sense, Jankelevitch aligns the musical with the epiphenomenon rather than the 

phenomenon, effect rather than substance. It is impossible to make musical artwork. 

Either the musical conspires with us or not.  

 

  

 
7 Morton Feldman, “Predeterminate/Indeterminate (1965),” in Give My Regards to Eighth Street: Collected Writings 

of Morton Feldman, ed. Bernard Harper Friedman (Cambridge, MS: Exact Change, 2000), 34.  
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