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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
 
 
 

 
Time and Again: Repetition and Fixation in  Boléro , Barraqué, and Moellenberg 

 
 
 
by 
 
 
 

Todd Michael Moellenberg 
 

Doctor of Musical Arts in Contemporary Music Performance 
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Professor Aleck Karis, Chair 
 

 
 

This dissertation serves as an investigative attempt to connect musical thought to my                         

work in performance art as well as poetry, drawing from Maurice Ravel’s  Boléro and Jean                             

Barraqué’s  Sonata for piano. Using my performance  Only Time , I trace how my early work                             

embeds repetition within its structure, taking inspiration from  Boléro ’s formal design. Using my                         

poem  SIS TER , I show how repetitive elements become objects of fixation when presented as                             

surface features of the work, taking inspiration from Barraqué’s use of recurrent pitches in his                             

Sonata.  This paper will trace this trajectory in chronological fashion, as I accumulate techniques                           

through these musical influences.  

 

viii 



 

I. REPETITION 
 

“I’ve written only one masterpiece – Boléro. Unfortunately, there’s no music in it.” 
–Maurice Ravel, to Arthur Honegger  

 

Introduction 

This dissertation will examine connections and relationships between musical thought 

and my work as a pianist, performance artist, and poet. In addition to my own work, I will draw 

from Maurice Ravel’s Boléro for orchestra (1928) and Jean Barraqué’s Sonata for piano (1952). 

While Boléro guided the formal design of my 2015 performance work Only Time, Barraqué’s 

Sonata has had a direct influence on my recent poetry. I am influenced by how both composers 

use repetition as time elapses. Boléro finds moments of surprise in the midst of its consistent 

repetitions; in the Barraqué, however, there is a sense of surprise as to when its repetitive 

elements recur. As will be shown, these elements become objects of fixation in my later work. 

This dissertation will trace a chronological trajectory, as I accumulate techniques through these 

musical influences.  

 

Discovery 

In the fall of 2013, as if in an instant, I became obsessed with Boléro. This happens to me 

from time to time: once, it was Otis Redding’s “Sitting on the Dock of the Bay,” another time it 

was Strauss Jr.’s “Danube” Waltz, and another time, Sousa’s marches. I am inclined to make use 

of my musical fixations, and Boléro just so happened to coincide with my burgeoning practice as 

a performance artist. And so, my first solo work in this new discipline juxtaposed Boléro with a 

screening of an episode from the sitcom Friends. During the performance, Ravel’s piece creeps 
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into the audio of the episode. As Boléro grows increasingly loud, the dialogue of the Friends 

episode becomes inaudible. Boléro was synced to conclude with the end of the episode; my job 

in the meantime was to scream every time I heard the laugh track. While I am still not sure what 

to make of this performance, it highlights an aspect of Ravel’s piece I find so appealing: his 

seductive, twisting melody repeats itself eighteen times without thematic development, all the 

while getting louder and louder as the ensemble expands. 

Indeed, Ravel himself describes the piece as one that “constitutes an experiment in a very 

special and limited direction...There are no contrasts, and there is practically no invention except 

the plan and the manner of execution.”  Stephen Zank elaborates on Ravel’s “experiment” by 1

describing it as a “crescendo in time,” meted out by “multiple, simultaneous ostinati and terraced 

orchestral dynamics.”  He fills up this time with the ongoing repetition of a Spanish dance 2

pattern, atop of which sits an equally repetitive melody; after a time, the piece concludes.  

In January of 2015, I debuted a new performance, which I thought was a celebration of an 

entirely new song: Enya’s “Only Time” – I even borrowed the name for it. My score for Only 

Time involved designating a starting and ending point, preferably far away from one another. To 

arrive at the latter, I improvised performances within temporarily designated spaces along the 

way, each to the duration of Enya’s song, which I played out of a boombox. The song’s lyrics 

meditate on the unknown possibilities of what might unfold: “Who can say where the road 

goes/where the day flows, only time.”  As with many other performances, I wore a nude-colored 3

unitard and painted my face with white clown makeup below thin, diagonally-slanted eyebrows. 

1 Roger Nichols, Ravel (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2011), 317. 
2 Stephen Zank, Irony and Sound: The Music of Maurice Ravel (Rochester, NY: University of 
Rochester Press, 2009), 68. 
3 Enya, “Only Time,” track 3 on A Day Without Rain, Warner Music, 2000, compact disc.  
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While I have since performed this score in other venues, I debuted it along UC San Diego’s 

Library Walk. This pedestrian path has 87 raised platforms, officially named dentils, that span 

the distance between Gilman Drive and the Geisel Library. I used each dentil as a temporary 

stage for improvised performances, as I made my way from the first dentil, near Gilman, to the 

last, near Geisel (Figure 1.1). The environment and circumstances often determined the events 

that unfolded. For instance, in one segment I had to invade the dentil that a sunglasses seller was 

occupying, and he provided me with various sunglasses to model. In another segment, I asked 

passersby to return some library books I brought along (Figure 1.2).  

 

 

Figure 1.1: Diagram from the 2015 performance of Only Time  
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What I realized later was that Boléro was subsumed into the structure of the work: while 

Enya was now an explicit reference within the performance, Ravel’s work guided it from 

without, on a structural level. His endlessly repeating melody was analogous to my use of Enya’s 

song, while the framework of the performance mirrored Boléro on a formal level: each repetition 

of Enya accompanied an improvised performance on a dentil further along my path. However, 

the surprising interactions that Only Time produced in the course of its repetitive process called 

to mind many of the surprising moments that occur within Boléro in the midst of its crescendo. 

Therefore, just as Boléro’s repetitions influenced the structure of Only Time, so had the 

unexpected moments they produced. 

 

 

Figure 1.2: Handing out library books during Only Time (2015)  
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Uncovered Transformations 

Henri Pousseur described Boléro as “a process of simple transformation, developing in 

one direction without ever doubling back upon itself…an extreme case of perfectly continuous 

and uninterrupted directionality.”  Indeed, there is an evident regularity to Boléro, whose melody 4

consists of four sections, each with two phrases: the first two sections (IA and IB) are identical, 

as well as the third and fourth (IIA and IIB). These sections are presented in strict order for four 

full cycles, and only altered in the fifth to conclude the work.  

 

 

Figure 1.3: Section IA and IB of Boléro, which are identical 

 

4 Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Naked Man: Introduction to a Science of Mythology/Volume 4, trans. 
Jonathan Cape (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1971), 660. 
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Figure 1.4: Section IIA and IIB of Boléro, which are identical 

 

There are many features, however, which undermine Pousseur’s description of 

uninterrupted directionality and demonstrate how Zank’s characterization of the work falls short. 

For instance, the diatonicism of the melody in IA/IB is at odds with the chromaticism of IIA/IIB. 

Furthermore, some later repetitions of the melody pare down the instrumentation rather than 

expand upon it. Zank’s description would be akin to characterizing Only Time exclusively as a 

passage from point A to point B, without mentioning anything that occurred in between. A more 

accurate characterization of Boléro’s process is one of intensification, which opens up a 

discussion of the less literal procedures that facilitate its process, and justify the apparent 

irregularities within Ravel’s crescendo. For instance, in the middle of Boléro, Ravel introduces 

harmonic shading to the melody, an intensifying technique which takes on its own trajectory. A 
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closer analysis will show how Ravel’s apparent structure enables the play of a hidden structure, 

an idea that provided inspiration for Only Time. 

 

Cycle 1 

The first melodic cycle of Boléro can be characterized as an exploration of different 

timbres, though he already begins altering the range in which the melody is presented. Each 

section focuses on solo instruments: first the flute, followed by the clarinet, bassoon, and Eb 

clarinet. The flute, marked pp, has the most hollow-sounding timbre, followed by two wind 

instruments marked increasingly loud (p and mp). However, by the fourth instrumental solo, 

Ravel complicates the process. In IIB of the cycle, the Eb clarinet, now marked p, utilizes its 

higher range by playing an octave higher than the first three instruments. Figures 1.5 and 1.6 

compare the bassoon’s iteration of IIA to the Eb clarinet’s IIB, which performs the same melody 

one octave higher. 

 

 

Figure 1.5: The bassoon solo in IIA of Boléro’s first cycle, score p. 5 
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Figure 1.6: The E-flat clarinet solo in IIB of Boléro’s first cycle, score p. 7 

 

The dynamic marking p in IIB undermines the dynamic crescendo which apparently constitutes 

Boléro, since the bassoon that preceded it was marked mp. Instead, Ravel exploits the technique 

of octave displacement to project a more holistic intensification process, and uses it as the first 

step in establishing a more nuanced trajectory.  

 

Cycle 2 

The second cycle of the melody continues playing the game of octave displacement, 

though it appears under various guises. In IA, the oboe d’amore returns to the original range of 

the melody, starting on C5, an octave above middle C. However, this instrument’s fundamental 

is weaker than its second partial, which is an octave higher.  By exploiting the natural acoustics 5

of this double-reeded instrument, Ravel introduces nuance into the game of octave displacement.  

5 Kendall Milar, “Fast Fourier Analysis of Oboes, Oboe Reeds, and Oboists,” Student thesis, 
Mount Holyoke, 2011, 19. 
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Next, in IB, Ravel includes the first duet, between muted trumpet marked mp, and flute 

marked pp. Now the flute doubles the trumpet an octave higher, thereby introducing the 

technique of octave doubling. In doing so, Ravel foreshadows material in the third melodic 

cycle, which further synthesizes the acoustic presentation of the melody. 

 

 

Figure 1.7: The flute and trumpet duet in IA of Boléro’s second cycle, score p. 11 

 

By doubling the octave, and shading the flute’s higher octave at a softer dynamic, the flute could 

be heard as synthesizing the second partial, that which predominated the oboe d’amore’s timbre.  

Ravel features the tenor sax in IIA, which unlike the oboe d’amore, has no distinct 

timbral affinity with the upper register. In IIB, however, Ravel returns to the same technique he 

used in the first cycle’s equivalent section (Figure 1.8). 
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Figure 1.8: The soprano saxophone solo in IIB of Boléro’s second cycle, score p. 14 

 

Here the soprano saxophone plays IIB one octave higher, one of three techniques through which 

Ravel explores octave displacement in this cycle. 

 

Cycle 3 

Having established the game of octave doubling, Ravel expands it here into the technique 

of acoustic harmonizing. By the end of the third cycle, this technique further transforms into 

modal harmonizing. He begins with acoustic harmonization in IA, with a quartet between horn, 

two piccolos, and celesta. Hardly audible, the celesta doubles the octave range, starting in one 

hand on C6, and the other C7, while the horn produces the melody at C5 (Figure 1.9). 
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Figure 1.9: The horn, piccolos, and celesta quartet in IA of the third cycle, score p. 19 

 

The celesta’s timbre melds with that of the piccolos, which are playing parallel fifths and tenths 

with the horn. While the flute in the previous cycle shades the trumpet as if it is playing the 

second partial (Figure 1.7), here Ravel acoustically approximates the third and fifth partials. For 

a moment the novelty of these new melodic pitches overshadows the continually intensifying 

trajectory of the piece, providing a localizing effect at odds with the global intensification 

process.  

IB, however, clarifies that acoustic harmonization is part of the process, by repeating the 

procedure. Now, the oboe and clarinets play the melody in C major, starting on C5 and C6, while 

the oboe d’amore and English horn play in G major, starting on G5, sandwiched between the 
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other winds (Figure 1.10). The effect here is that of the second, third, and fourth partials being 

performed; like the oboe d’amore’s solo in the second cycle, the fundamental is neglected. 

 

 

Figure 1.10: The wind chorus in IB of the third cycle, score p. 23 

 

Regardless of key, however, Ravel marks each part mf, providing further prominence to the 

harmonic nature of his texture. This contrasts with the apparent acoustic synthesis shown in 

Figure 1.9, in which the harmonizing instruments, marked at pp, lightly shade the more 

prominent horn, which has a dynamic level of mf.  

With the entrance of the trombone solo in IIA, Ravel restores the melody to the way it 

was first presented in Boléro. While Ravel introduces chromatic embellishments between pitches 

of the melody, the material does not participate in Ravel’s octave or acoustic game heard in the 

remainder of the cycle.  
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Perhaps this is a way to set up the surprise of IIB, in which Ravel breaks the chains of 

acoustic harmonization. Here he introduces modal harmonization, by which parts are harmonized 

within a mode that shares its tonic with the melody, rather than an overlaid transposition. IIB is 

harmonized in C mixolydian, with piccolo, oboe, and clarinet playing the melody, which starts 

on Bb. Other flutes, oboes, and a horn harmonize beginning on E and G (Figure 1.11). 

 

 

Figure 1.11: The modally-harmonizing wind chorus in IIB of the third cycle, score p. 32 

 

In the second phrase of IIB, the melody becomes increasingly chromatic, with the lowered 

supertonic and submediant introduced. The harmonizing parts then mostly function as pitches 

within diminished triads to heighten the tension of this chromaticism. 
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Figure 1.12: Modal harmonization in IIB of the third cycle 

 

However, Ravel breaks this parallelism by preserving the tonic C, in both the F minor and C 

major chords in Figure 1.12. This preservation of the tonic also protects the C mixolydian nature 

of the melodic descent. 

Interestingly, the melody at the end of IIB is shaded by lower parallel fourths, a moment 

which restores acoustic harmonization. This creates the effect of a melody being performed on 

the fourth partial, two octaves above the fundamental. The harmonizing parts thus shade below 

it, by playing the third partial (Figure 1.13), which recalls the shading in IB of the previous cycle 

(Figure 1.10). 

 

Figure 1.13: Acoustic harmonization (lower parallel fourths) in IIB of the third cycle,  
score p. 36 

14 



 

Through this cycle, Ravel fundamentally alters the methods through which he harmonizes his 

parts, while still reapplying past techniques. 

 

Cycle 4 

Ravel uses the fourth cycle to dramatically expand the size of the ensemble, while also 

introducing modal harmonization to section I. First, in IA, a unified force of violins and 

woodwinds perform an unharmonized version of the Boléro melody. Then, modal harmony 

returns in IB, as it fully encroaches upon the territory set up by acoustic harmonization. An F# is 

included as part of the first phrase, giving the melody a Lydian flavor. The pitch D in the 2nd 

flute, however, is presented without an accidental (Figure 1.14). This contrasts with the D# found 

during moments of acoustic harmonization, such as IA of the third cycle (Figure 1.9). 

 

 

Figure 1.14: IB in the fourth cycle; note the D-natural in the 2nd flute part, score p. 41 
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In Figure 1.15, an F-natural that enters later in the melody (see the Piccolo part, marked “pte 

Fl.”) changes the harmonization from Lydian to major. 

 

Figure 1.15: IB in the fourth cycle, continued, score p. 42 

The F-natural provides motion to the dominant, and thus the second phrase is strictly harmonized 

diatonically, so that the pitch and its implied harmony (V) can be resolved. 

 

Figure 1.16: The ending of IB in the fourth cycle, score p. 45 
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After IIA presents the melody in unison, with divisi violins shading the lower octave, modal 

harmonization is restored during IIB. A chorus of wind instruments conclude the section by 

performing the same acoustic tag heard in the third cycle (Figure 1.13). As the process reaches 

its apex, the harmonic and melodic forces are fully revealed and clearly audible to the listener.  

 

Cycle 5 

The transformation that occurs in the fifth cycle is structural in nature. Here, Ravel 

truncates sections I and II by removing their B sections. A third section, IIC, however, serves as 

an asymmetric continuation to the cycle, and makes reference to Boléro’s harmonic and melodic 

features from previous sections. 

Most strikingly, IIC modulates the melody to E major. This shift was foreshadowed by an 

acoustic harmonization in the same key at the beginning of the third cycle (Figure 1.9). Ravel 

even teases the difference between E as the tonic of E major and E as the third scale degree of C 

major. Figure 1.17 shows how he notates the melody in the 1st violins as F-G-F-E in the third 

measure and F#-G#-F#-E in the fifth. The former recalls Ravel’s use of modal harmonization, 

while the latter resembles that of acoustic harmonization. 

 

Figure 1.17: The first violin’s harmonizations in IIC of the fifth cycle, score p. 64 
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The end of Figure 1.17 restores the melody to C major. A final flourish references the beginning 

of section IIA/B with a pause on Bb – where section II’s melody began – before a descent to C, 

as shown in the penultimate measure of Figure 1.18.  

 

 

Figure 1.18: The final flourish, featured in the last two measures, score p. 66 

 

By referencing previous melodic material, and the unique developments made by his 

harmonizing techniques, Ravel brings a sense of closure to the work. 

 

Emergent Transformations 

While performances of Only Time appropriate the structural thinking of Boléro, they lack 

the rigid compositional processes that characterize Ravel’s approach. By contrast, Only Time is 

spontaneously generated in the present, yielding moments of surprise that build upon an equally 

surprising trajectory. These moments and trajectories often emerge through my participation with 

passersby. Many events within the performance thus produce a sense of spontaneity not unlike 

certain moments in Boléro, such as the sudden acoustic harmonization that appears at the start of 

its third cycle (Figure 1.9). Often these random acts of involvement carry me through to the end 

of a performance. Such large-scale trajectories as they might emerge call to mind the global 

intensification process in the Ravel.  
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The debut performance of Only Time was held in January 2015. There were several 

interactions that started and ended on a single dentil. One such interaction featured a hostile 

conversation I had with members of a queer fraternity upon whose dentil I encroached (Figure 

1.19). Another featured my dramatic reading of a Study Abroad brochure on a dentil voluntarily 

vacated by the program’s promoter.  

 

 

Figure 1.19: A hostile conversation with a queer fraternity, Only Time (2015)  
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In this particular performance of Only Time, however, there was a cluster of events 

spanning the distance of several dentils. Approximately a third of the way into the performance, I 

noticed that I was approaching a dentil on which a church named New Life Student Ministries 

was set up. As part of their set up, they had a blackboard that asked, “YOUR GOAL IN LIFE 

IS…?” I had my own blackboard and decided to poll an audience that had formed around me 

about their life goals. I was still a few dentils away from the church members, but they noticed 

what I was up to. The structure of the performance was obvious enough that they understood I 

would inevitably arrive at their dentil. In response, a preacher from the church decided to 

sermonize to my audience, standing on his dentil just as I was doing on mine. In his sermon he 

described my performance as an expression of alienation and meaninglessness in life and the 

world. One of my routine gestures was to shake my entire body, so when I was next to his dentil, 

I decided that this would be an interesting juxtaposition (Figure 1.20). When I finally arrived at 

the church’s dentil, I sat below the preacher, who continued his sermon. I looked up at him while 

the sun shone directly into my eyes. I still had my boombox playing as I sat on his dentil, and he 

concluded just as Enya’s song finished. I found his sermon both moving and troubling, so during 

the next iteration of the song, on the next dentil over, I wrote statistics about childhood sexual 

abuse on my blackboard. 
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Figure 1.20: Shaking next to a sermonizing preacher, Only Time (2015) 

 

While my 2015 performance of Only Time included events that spanned a few dentils, my 

January 27, 2017 performance spontaneously generated a trajectory that continued through its 

daylong duration. Around this time I had become increasingly fixated on scrolls, both as endless 

streams on social media platforms, and as the material of the Torah. I began to think of Only 

Time as a metaphorical scroll which unfolds one dentil at a time, so for this performance, I 

carried a Sharpie and a roll of poster paper. Though Donald Trump had been inaugurated the 

week before, I did not intend or expect my performance to be understood as a political act. 

Demonstrations occurred on a routine basis that winter, including the Women’s March on the 

21st, and so my public performance was being read as some sort of activist gesture. I overheard 

this in conversations between passersby and was asked by some if I was performing an act of 

political protest. I soon realized that the poster paper I brought along with me was the very 
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material that is used to make signs for protests. Because of all this feedback, I decided to make a 

poster that said, “This is what democracy looks like!” and chanted it on various dentils.  

Later in the performance this political trajectory took a surprising turn. In the last stretch 

of dentils, I was asked to stop by an event manager for the UCSD Price Center, the organization 

which has jurisdiction over the dentils. I indicated that I would be finished rather soon, and it 

seemed he had just started setting up for his event. He threatened to call the police and I let him 

do that, telling him I was exercising my right to free expression. As I waited for the threatened 

cop to arrive, I continued my performance along the dentils, this time making a sign that read, 

“PASSIVE RESISTANCE.” I gave an impromptu speech about the corporatization of the 

university, which attempts to keep its own students and researchers from carrying out their 

experimental work. A police officer, whom I was familiar with from previous performances on 

Library Walk, arrived when I had only a few dentils left, and permitted me to finish my 

performance. The political became personal in this performance, as the connotation of activism 

became its real-life enactment, in defense of my rights to free expression. The repetition within 

the performance allowed for an exploration of variety within a long interval of time, in which the 

changing circumstances of the day further complicated and enriched its political trajectory. 

 

Musical Codes  

The above description of Only Time plots an emergent political trajectory in response to 

the circumstances of the day. Ravel, on the other hand, ordered his techniques in Boléro along a 

preordained path, that which enhances his crescendo. In fact, this process seems so methodical 

and regimented it can be condensed into a chart (see Figure 1.21). This chart was modeled after 

22 



 

Roland Barthes’ deconstruction of a Balzac text in his essay S/Z. Barthes arbitrarily divides up 

the novella Sarrasine (1830) into small fragments, and determines each of five possible codes 

through which each fragment operates: hermeneutic (pertaining to a fundamental enigma within 

the text), semiotic, symbolic, proairetic (action-based), and cultural.  Near the beginning of the 6

story, for example, Barthes describes the phrase, “Midnight had just sounded from the clock of 

the Elysée-Bourbon,” as semic for a specific type of wealth, that of the nouveaux riches during 

the Bourbon Restoration.  The next fragment, “Seated in a window recess,” symbolically 7

proposes a mediation between outside and inside. This is followed by, “and hidden behind the 

sinuous folds of a silk curtain,” which describes the action of being concealed. The latter two 

fragments already evoke the betweenness of La Zambinella, a hermaphroditic character whose 

gender identity serves as the big reveal of the narrative.  8

Barthes even relates this play of codes to a musical score: “What stands out, what flashes 

forth, what emphasizes and impresses are the semes, the cultural citations and the symbols, 

analogous in their heavy timbre, in the value of their discontinuity, to the brass and percussion. 

What sings, what flows smoothly...(like the melody often given the woodwinds) is the series of 

enigmas, their suspended disclosure, their delayed resolution.”  The obvious trajectory of Boléro, 9

like that of Sarrasine, masks deeper codes which are labeled by their techniques in the following 

table. As in Barthes’ analysis, these techniques can simultaneously distract from and facilitate 

the process of intensification – that of the plot in Sarrasine, or the melody in Boléro. 

6 Roland Barthes, S/Z: An Essay , trans. Richard Howard (New York, NY: The Noonday Press, 
1974), 19-20. 
7 Ibid., 21. 
8 Ibid., 21.  
9 Ibid., 29. 
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Figure 1.21 attempts to detail the intensification process in ways that enhance Boléro’s 

dynamic crescendo but is by no means comprehensive. The chart is focused on Boléro’s melody, 

not its accompaniment, which itself undergoes an intensification process. Neither are some 

surface distinctions mentioned, such as the chromatic embellishments of the melody in the IIA 

section of the second and third cycles, nor the slight independence of the harmonizing lines near 

the end of the piece. However, this chart convincingly demonstrates a hidden trajectory within 

the piece that is primarily concerned with harmonization.  

Each technique provides for the possibility of a new one to be introduced. For instance, 

Ravel’s use of different instruments for every section of the first cycle provides an opportunity to 

alternate the octave in which the melody is presented. Ravel thus introduces the Eb clarinet in 

IIB, with its higher range, and the oboe d’amore in IA of the next cycle, with its prominent 

second partial. Subsequently, the establishment of multiple octave placements in the melody 

provides Ravel with the opportunity to expand the ensemble and double the octave. He does so 

with the trumpet/flute duo in IB of the second cycle. This expansion of the ensemble, along with 

octave shading in all its nuance, provides Ravel with the opportunity to create a more complex 

acoustic synthesis. This occurs in IA of the third cycle, where the piccolos shade the horn in 

parallel fifths and thirds, as if they are performing the third and fifth partials of the melody.  

The IIA section for each cycle is noticeable for excluding newly established techniques. 

Therefore, it functions as a cyclical moment for regrouping. This at once obstructs the sense of 

accumulation that Ravel sets in motion, and momentarily strips the process of its gradual 

progression. IIA thus provides the listener with the opportunity to compare its simplified melody 

to all the recent transformations, before Ravel continues along in his intensification process.  
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TECHNIQUES: 
I: new instrument 
O: higher octave 
A: acoustic harmonization 
E: expanded ensemble 
H: modal harmonization 
S: structural alteration 
K: new key 
 
1ST CYCLE (score pp. 1, 3, 5, 7) 
IA I 
IB I 
IIA I 
IIB I, O 
 
2ND CYCLE (9, 11, 14, 16) 
IA I, O 
IB I, O, A, E 
IIA I  
IIB I, O 
 
3RD CYCLE (19, 23, 28, 32) 
IA I, O, A, E 
IB I, O, A, E  
IIA I, O  
IIB         A,     H 
 
4TH CYCLE (37, 41, 46, 50) 
IA I,         E 
IB            E, H 
IIA         O  
IIB   O, A, E, H 
 
5TH  CYCLE (55, 59, 62) 
IA        I, O,     E, H, S 
IIA       I,              H, S 
IIC                 H, S, K 
 

Figure 1.21: Techniques utilized in each section of each cycle 
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Despite IIA’s momentary disruption of the process, Ravel’s acoustic harmonization 

crosses a threshold into modal harmonization in the third cycle. Now the harmonizing 

instruments play notes chosen from various modes used for the melody, instead of the previous 

parallelism produced by acoustic harmonization. Notably, for IIB of the third and fourth cycles, 

there is still an ending phrase harmonized acoustically, with lower parallel fourths. Finally, two 

techniques allow for an alteration of structure and key in the fifth cycle. First, the identical nature 

of IA to IB, and IIA to IIB, makes it simple for Ravel to truncate each section. Second, Ravel’s 

harmonization techniques, particularly at the interval of a third, sets up the possibility of a 

modulation to E major. From the beginning of the piece to the end, Ravel connects each 

technique to the next, even justifying the radical shifts produced by the final cycle. 

 

Plural Meaning  

Ravel orders his techniques strategically so that they produce the effect of intensification. 

Such a process resembles Barthes’ discussion of a classical text: “The classic text...is actually 

tabular (and not linear), but its tabularity is vectorized, it follows a logico-temporal order. It is a 

multivalent but incompletely reversible system. What blocks its reversibility is just what limits 

the plural nature of the classic text.”  Barthes defines tabular as the arrangement of codes, which 10

easily extends to Ravel’s approach. The composer’s techniques are irreversible insofar as they 

contribute to the intensification process, though reversible insofar as they provide local moments 

of disruption. The latter provides the key to Barthes’ idea of plural meaning, by which 

10 Barthes, S/Z , 13.  

26 



 

“everything signifies ceaselessly and several times, but without being delegated to a great final 

ensemble, to an ultimate structure.”   11

Boléro opens up the possibility of plural meaning but continues to promote an ultimate 

structure. In Only Time, however, props and routines become spontaneously transformed, 

ceaselessly signifying through its duration. No chart would suffice to demonstrate a 

methodicality within the performance because its material is always shifting in relation to the 

local circumstances. Certain routines that I use in performance, such as the shaking gesture, can 

serve as a way of recentering after whatever occurred on a previous dentil. On the other hand, it 

can be activated in juxtaposition with something new. Thus in the aforementioned segment 

involving the preacher, aside whom I juxtaposed my shaking, my gesture suddenly became a 

commentary on his sermonizing. The same shifts can be traced with the props I bring along: I 

expected the scroll of paper to have several connotations, from the Biblical to the technological. 

Instead it became something I did not anticipate: protest material, derived from the live feedback 

of the audience. In both cases, external forces brought new meaning to my material that I had not 

expected or intended.  

In S/Z, Barthes sets up an opposition between a classic, readerly text and a writerly text. 

In the former, the reader is “plunged into a kind of idleness – he is intransitive; he is, in short, 

serious: instead of functioning himself, instead of gaining access to the magic of the signifier, to 

the pleasure of writing, he is left with no more than the poor freedom either to accept or reject 

the text: reading is nothing more than a referendum.”  In Boléro, the listener has opportunities to 12

enjoy moments that take them out of its global trajectory. Such moments are reabsorbed by the 

11 Barthes, S/Z, 12.  
12 Ibid.,, 4. 
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intensification process, however, as shown in the discussion above. In a writerly text, on the 

other hand, the reader becomes a “producer of the text.”  This is the very nature of Only Time, 13

which succeeds based on interaction with an audience, without which no trajectory previously 

described would have been possible. Through its melodic repetitions and surprising 

transformations, Boléro serves as an introduction into the realm of plural meaning. Only Time, 

however, maintains its plurality as it constantly reorients itself. In the absence of a preordained 

outcome, my subsequent work begins to turn opaque signs into recurrent figures. Thus repetition 

becomes its object of study, turning repetition into fixation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13 Barthes, S/Z, 4. 
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INTERLUDE 

 

Between 2015 and 2016, much of my creative work involved repetitions and variants of 

Only Time, including one in Los Angeles’ Chinatown and another at UCSD’s University Art 

Gallery. However, a new idea began to emerge in May 2016, where on the surface of a repetitive 

process akin to Only Time, a second recurrent element appeared. This happened while writing 

my long poem Flood, which I composed over a forty day period. Each day, I added a bit of verse 

to the preceding day’s writing. As this project involved a daily commitment, much of what I 

wrote about concerned daily experience. I wrote the poem in a Google Doc, which was publicly 

accessible during the forty days. In the last few days, I was very much aware of my place in time, 

and tried to find a proper way to conclude the work. In hindsight, I was attempting to uncover a 

narrative that connected my daily experiences.  

Several techniques were used to promote the idea of narrative continuity. Inspired by 

James Joyce’s Ulysses, I started to imagine that the poem took place over the course of a single 

day. I divided my poem into twelve parts, each of which I imagined to be hours of sunlight. 

These twelve parts were further divided into three sections titled  “Dawn–,” “–Noon–,” and 

“–Dusk.” Furthermore, I employed the technique of a recurring figure, a dog, which had the 

flexibility of one of Barthes’ codes. At first the dog’s significance was opaque to me, changing 

with each reference I made in the poem. However, the regular recurrences of this symbol 

provided continuity within the poem and eventually felt integral to the work as a whole. 

The origin of the dog can be traced to a journal entry from around the time I began my 

work on Flood. In one dated 5/30/16, I describe a camping trip I took with some friends: “I 
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found a private site at High Desert Tower off of a camping Airbnb site. We went to Sprouts and 

then Angie, Kate, and I headed straight there. It was warm but windy. We got there around 3:30. 

Saw a friendly turkey with a snake head, a deaf and blind dog named Pokey who I learned was 

18, a dog with fleas.”  This is the dog that became a fixation of mine through the rest of the 14

poem. Later on in the journal entry, I mention the dog again: “Sam [my roommate] 

cooked/soaked beans from their raw state – delicious, with onions and pepper. Plum wine, beer 

that tasted like white tea. The smoke went everywhere because of the wind. We cooked kielbasa, 

and grilled cheese with pepper jam. S’mores for dessert, when it was dark. The dog Poke[y] 

joined us intermittently. Barked a sad bark for us to be fed or pet. Pet, the owners said.”  

The first reference in the poem occurs on 5/29/16, the evening on which I returned from 

the camping trip: “Little did I know the crowd was behind me/Taking a digestive walk with a 

dog/Turned senile without commemoration.” Having referenced the dog’s health, I later imagine 

the dog as some sort of mystic, on 6/14/16: “The senile dog sits at the threshold/Proffering 

prophecies of our inanities.” In the next reference, 6/15/16, I describe the dog as being on the 

cusp of death: “In this swampy sauna/With the panting dog/On her last leg/Like a loose tooth/On 

a gummy hinge.” And finally, on 6/27/16, the 35th day of the poem, I let the dog perish: “A cry 

fades from a whimper to a whisper/Till a singularity is reached/And death becomes the dog.”  15

Through these intermittent references, I was mapping the death of this animal onto the 

impending death of the day. 

In the time I was writing Flood, I was also recovering from a traumatic break-up. I began 

to think of the dog’s death as a metaphor for the death of my relationship. Therefore, in addition 

14 At the time, I was still updating my journal, in addition to writing the poem. 
15 Todd Moellenberg, Flood  (San Diego, CA: self-published, 2016).  
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to facilitating narrative continuity, the dog functioned as a mask through which I could explore 

personal turmoil without being overtly public.  

What was originally a forty day project inspired a yearlong habit. Throughout 2016-17 I 

composed poetry daily, ultimately compiling a collection of short poems titled Signs of Affection. 

Still meditating over the broken relationship, the collection includes three poems which utilize a 

mask. Though no longer a dog, I reference a “nickname” throughout: “This nickname in the key 

of L” in one, “A nickname courses through/Veins” in another, and in the third, “Your nickname 

was a/wet promise from fleeting/lips.”   16

In the year I was writing poems for this collection, I discovered Jean Barraqué’s Sonata. 

What was striking to me about the piece was the recurrence of two pitches – F5 and D5, two 

octaves above middle C – amidst an integrally serial texture. It seemed that they were fixed for 

much of the duration of the piece. In fact, they stuck out to me the way Flood’s “dog” and 

Affection’s “nicknames” had out of their respective texts. My decision to perform the work on 

my final degree recital stemmed from a desire to investigate these recurring pitches, an idea 

which became influential on my creative output.  

Up to this point, I used repetition on a structural plane to derive unexpected trajectories. I 

was only beginning to use recurring symbols in my text. The Sonata proposed a particular 

strategy of foregrounding repetition on the surface of a work. Now, the predictability of the 

repetition was in question. Instead of the consistency of an underlying structure, as in Boléro, to 

set up its surprises – the harmonic shading, or the ending’s modulation – the surprise in Barraqué 

seemed to be when the repetition of either pitch (F5 or D5) would occur. 

16 Todd Moellenberg, Signs of Affection  (San Diego, CA: self-published, 2017). 
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This idea provided the basis for my text SIS TER, in which its eponymous symbols are 

buried within a stream of language full of similar phonemes. In performance, the two syllables 

are sung a minor third apart from each other whenever they appear within the rest of the spoken 

text, the same musical interval that separates the Sonata’s F5 and D5. The following discussion 

while first demonstrate Barraqué’s rhythmic and registral techniques in foregrounding these 

pitches. Second, it will show how my recent work has further developed this idea: repetition at 

the surface, and the visceral, inexorable nature of its recurrence.  
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II. FIXATION 

 
“Absence persists – I must endure it. Hence I will manipulate it: transform the distortion of time 

into oscillation, produce rhythm, make an entrance onto the stage of language.” 
–Roland Barthes, A Lover’s Discourse 

 

 

Figure 2.1: Barraqué’s preface to the Sonata 

 

Recurring Figures 

Jean Barraqué explains the structure of his Sonata in the score’s introductory remarks. 

The piece consists of two movements – performed attacca – with the first utilizing fast tempi and 
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the second with slow tempi. Within each movement, sections are labeled either “free” or 

“rigorous.” Rigorous episodes follow strict dynamic guidelines and absolute tempo markings 

such as “Modéré.” Free passages, on the other hand, do not follow strict dynamic guidelines, and 

include tempo markings that modify the pacing relative to a preceding section, such as the 

marking “Plus lent.” The free passage that begins the Sonata, for instance, includes a 

decrescendo followed by a hairpin, dynamic levels ranging from pp to ff, and tempi that move 

from “Très rapide” to “Moins rapide” (Figure 2.2).  

 

 

 

Figure 2.2: The opening of the Sonata (Free Passage 1), score p. 1  
(pitch C is circled to show variety in octave placement) 
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Rigorous episodes are easily identifiable in the score by the presence of boxes that 

mandate a dynamic for each of its sections. All pitches not otherwise marked should be played at 

the dynamic level printed inside of the box. These boxes are accompanied by one of a fixed 

series of tempi labeled A, AI, AII, and AIII, as described in the preface (Figure 2.1). In the 

second movement, tempi are similarly marked as B, BI, BII, and BIII.  

 

Figure 2.3: Subsections within the Rigorous Episode 1, score p. 6 
(pitch C is circled to show octave placements) 

 

In rigorous episodes, Barraqué gives pitches a specific octave placement within each 

boxed-dynamic section. For instance, in Figure 2.3, every iteration of the note C is presented as 

C4 (middle C) in boxed sections marked p. In boxed sections marked f, every iteration of C is 

presented as C2. By contrast, C is presented without such consistency in the“Très rapide” section 

of Figure 2.2: first as C2, then C6, then C4, and finally, C3. 

In the first movement, the length of the rigorous episodes increase in length as the free 

passages decrease in length. 
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Sections (in order) Length (approx.) 

Free Passage 1 5 pages 
Rigorous Episode 1 2 pages 
Free Passage 2 2 pages 
Rigorous Episode 2 4.5 pages 
Free Passage 3 1.5 pages 
Rigorous Episode 3 12 pages 
 

Figure 2.4: Table showing length of sections in mvt. I of the Sonata 

 

As the Sonata progresses, however, rigorous episodes are eroded by qualities found in free 

passages. For instance, within some boxed-dynamic sections, Barraqué uses markings that alter 

the tempo. Furthermore, he begins to present pitches with multiple octave placements. In an 

excerpt from Rigorous Episode 4 (Figure 2.5), Barraqué places the note Ab/G# in octaves 4 and 

5, and the note C in octaves 2 and 4. He also includes an accelerando, altering tempo BII, marked 

“Large.” 

 

Figure 2.5: Excerpt from Rigorous Episode 4, score p. 36 
(pitches Ab/G# and C circled to show octave placements) 
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Conversely, free passages begin to borrow techniques from rigorous episodes. For instance, a 

free passage which constitutes half the second movement employs the same tiered dynamic 

series (B, BI, BII, BIII) that had been reserved for the rigorous episodes. Furthermore, in 

“Tempo B,” an insistent D#, sounding exclusively in octave 7 until the double bar line, remains 

in the same octave for three consecutive iterations. 

 

 

Figure 2.6: A free passage in mvt. II, score p. 32 
(D#7 circled to show recurring octave placement) 

 

As free passages and rigorous episodes borrow techniques from one another, the distinctions 

between fixed and rigorous become increasingly difficult to distinguish as the Sonata progresses. 
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Without knowledge of Barraqué’s preface to the work, the continual fluctuations of 

tempo and dynamic may go unnoticed. Foregrounded in this landscape of flux, however, are four 

pitches: A3, Bb3, D5, and F5, which become distinct at the outset of Rigorous Episode 1. The 

following example modifies Figure 2.3 to show how every iteration of these four pitch-classes is 

placed in their respective octaves. 

 

Figure 2.7: Beginning of Rigorous Episode 1, score p. 6 (core pitches circled) 

 

Apart from A, Bb, D and F, every other pitch changes octave placement between each 

boxed-dynamic section, such as the pitch C referenced in Figure 2.3. Furthermore, as the Sonata 

progresses, the other pitches begin to change octave placement within boxed-dynamic sections 

(Figure 2.5). While A, Bb, D and F eventually relent to these reforms in Rigorous Episode 3, 

they return frequently in their original octave placements – most notably at the end of the Sonata 

(Figure 2.8).  
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Figure 2.8: Rigorous Episode 4, score p. 40 

 

These four pitches thus retain a sense of constancy amidst continuous variation. The following 

discussion will expand upon the changing nature of Barraqué’s rigorous episodes, and show how 

the consistent recurrence of A3, Bb3, D5, and F5 makes them one of the most striking features of 

the work. 

 

Episode 1 

While A and Bb are almost entirely presented in octave 3, and D/F in octave 5, the 

remaining pitch-classes are, for the most part, presented in one of two octave placements. During 

the first six boxed-dynamic sections, each pitch-class’ register is linked to a tempo and dynamic 

marking, which are themselves paired together. For instance, C is presented as C4 for every 
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AII/p section, and C2 for every AI/f section (Figure 2.3). E is presented as E4 for every AII/p 

section and E2 for every AI/f section (Figure 2.9). 

 

Figure 2.9: Rigorous Episode 1, score p. 6 (E4 for all AII/p and E2 for all AI/f sections circled) 

 

In the seventh section of Episode 1, featuring the longest duration and sole presentation of 

AIII/pp, all octave possibilities that have been established for each pitch are presented in 

alternation. Pitches C and E, for instance, alternate between octaves 2 and 4 (Appendix, p. 60). 

During the final two sections of the episode, the links between tempo, dynamic, and register are 

swapped, so that C and E are presented as C2 for AII/p and C4 for AI/f. Despite the swap, all 

moving pitches alternate at approximately the same time, producing two composite harmonies 
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throughout the episode. Over the shifting harmonies, the four static pitches (A3, Bb3, D5 and F5) 

become easy to distinguish. They will be highlighted further in Episode 2, when the rest of the 

pitches exhibit even more movement. 

 

Episode 2 

In Episode 2, A3, Bb3, D5, and F5 remain fixed to their pitch-classes. During the first six 

sections, the links between tempo and dynamic markings are swapped, so that AI is linked to the 

dynamic p while AII is linked to f. Octave placement is, for the most part, then linked to these 

new tempo/dynamic pairings. For instance, C and E are presented in octave 4 for AI/p, and 2 for 

AII/f. AIII, again the longest section of the episode, is presented in two parts: first under a box 

marked mf, then one marked mp. This section presents the established octave possibilities in 

alternation (Appendix, p. 62). Like Episode 1, the final two boxes swap the links between octave 

and tempo/dynamic pairings from the beginning of the episode so that C2 and E2 are presented 

for AI/p and C4 and E4 for AII/f. Though it is longer in duration, the trajectory of Episode 2 is 

the same as that of Episode 1. The four core pitches thus remain static and highlighted over the 

rest of the pitch material. 

 

Episode 3 

Episode 3 is longer than the first two combined. As episodes gain in duration, the link 

between tempo and dynamic loosens. For instance, AII is presented first as forte, then twice as 

piano, and finally as fortissimo. Furthermore, octave placement is no longer bound to 

tempo/dynamic pairings. C and E are presented in octave 4 for the first AII/p, then 2 for the 
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second AII/p. Following suit with the rest, the four core pitches are finally presented with 

multiple registral possibilities. For instance, F is presented successively in octaves 2, 5, 4, 6, and 

3, all within the first five sections (Appendix, p. 63-64). 

Just as registral possibilities are opening up in Episode 3, boxed dynamics and tempi are 

releasing their hold of each section. Within one marked AI/mf, for instance, Barraqué includes a 

rallentando, followed by a molto crescendo and accelerando molto (Figure 2.10).  

 

 

Figure 2.10: Excerpt from Episode 3, score pp. 23-24 
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After an a tempo, Barraqué marks a decrescendo followed by a subito “Plus vif.” These 

markings resemble those that are found throughout free passages, and thus the rigor of these 

episodes becomes increasingly challenging to perceive.  

One characteristic that continues to distinguish rigorous episodes from free passages is its 

static texture. In general, each pitch-class in Episode 3 is still presented in the same octave 

throughout a boxed-dynamic section. With longer passages, such as AII/ff on page 22, each 

pitch-class is presented a few times in the same octave before changing register (Appendix, p. 

67). This produces oblique motion between pitches, rather than the ascending or descending 

patterns that often characterize free passages.  

The composer does have more subtle tricks at play. In Episode 3, C and E are very often 

paired together and presented in the same octave within each boxed-dynamic section. For the 

first four sections, they are both presented in octave 3, then 2, 5, and 4 (Appendix, p. 63). While 

this is almost impossible to perceive directly, Barraqué employs this technique to promote 

certain harmonies within each section, just as he had with the two composite harmonies that 

dominate Episode 1. However, Barraqué smartly applies this trick by pairing A3 to Bb3, and D5 

to F5, which alternate in and out of their original octaves every other box until page 19 

(Appendix, p. 63-65). By grouping these core pitches together, their intermittent return becomes 

all the more perceivable.  

 

Episode 4 

Episode 4, the only rigorous episode in the second movement, occurs within the last eight 

pages of the Sonata. It is the most varied in terms of pitch, now showing increased variety for 
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octave placement within each section. The core pitches, however, are represented in their 

original octave for the plurality of their iterations, as shown in Figure 2.11. 

 

 octave 0 octave 1 octave 2 octave 3 octave 4 octave 5 octave 6 octave 7 

A 0% 9% 19% 43% 21% 1% 4% 3% 

Bb 1% 2% 19% 47% 22% 6% 3% 0% 

B 0% 5% 23% 23% 40% 7% 2% 0% 

C 0% 6% 18% 15% 27% 18% 13% 3% 

C# 0% 2% 3% 14% 17% 35% 18% 11% 

D 0% 0% 14% 10% 34% 34% 7% 0% 

Eb 0% 3% 5% 30% 21% 26% 13% 2% 

E 0% 2% 20% 33% 29% 9% 4% 4% 

F 0% 3% 7% 18% 24% 40% 6% 1% 

F# 0% 3% 14% 14% 40% 19% 9% 2% 

G 0% 2% 12% 36% 27% 19% 5% 0% 

G# 0% 6% 28% 11% 31% 17% 6% 2% 

 

Figure 2.11: Register frequency in Rigorous Episode 4 (core pitches/registers in bold) 

 

A and Bb in particular have the highest pluralities for a specific octave placement, octave 3, 

which happens to be their original placement. Although octave placement becomes increasingly 

diffuse for all pitches in Episode 4, the core pitches maintain a high frequency in their 

reiterations.  

 

Conclusion of the Sonata 

Barraqué uses several recapitulatory tactics to signal the Sonata’s conclusion. In the 

penultimate page of the Sonata, part of a free passage, he includes a section that is rhythmically 
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identical to the opening of the work. Compare Figure 2.12 to Figure 2.13, starting at “Très 

rapide.”  

 

 

Figure 2.12: The opening of the Sonata, score p. 1 

 

Figure 2.13: Recapitulatory rhythmic figure, score p. 43 
(compare rhythms to Figure 2.11, beginning at “Très rapide”) 

 

Both begin with a quintuplet, followed by a quarter-note triplet, sixteenth-note triplets under 

sixteenth notes, and so on.  
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Barraqué also recapitulates the core pitches, usually reserved for rigorous episodes, in 

this concluding section, a free passage. 

 

Figure 2.14: The final free passage, score p. 41 
(core pitches circled) 

 

Barraqué therefore uses the return of D5/F5 and Bb3/A3 to underscore the work’s conclusion. 

After varying the core pitches’ registral placement, their returns to familiar octaves serve as 

reminders of previous sections of the piece.  

  

Adopting Techniques  

While the pairs D5/F5 and A3/Bb3 seem to have equal prominence through the Sonata, 

my ear is mostly drawn to the higher pair. Perhaps this is due to its register, and my 

classically-trained tendency to assign a melodic voice to the top of a harmonic texture. Perhaps 

pianist Roger Woodward, whose interpretation of the Sonata was the first I encountered, 

emphasized these two pitches in particular. In any case, due to my initial perceptions, I took 
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inspiration from the idea of a recurrent figure built on two alternating entities which inspired me 

to begin work on SIS TER.  

This text was written in the same progressive fashion as Flood, adding to the text without 

reordering it. In this case, the process consisted of writing down strings of words that had the two 

syllables which constitute the word “sister” inside them, exemplified by the start of the text: 

 

sepsis turmoil step cisgendered system ellipsis termination Sistine alabaster 

 

When I ran out of ideas, I considered the text completed. By constructing the text this way, I 

noticed that it brought another facet of the D5/F5 pair in the Barraqué Sonata beyond the mere 

fact of its fixational tendencies: the irregularity of its presentation, both rhythmically and in the 

consistency in which each pitch is presented.  

While there is a sense of inevitability in the return of Barraqué’s core pitches, it is 

unpredictable when they will return. For instance, while D and F are often presented in 

alternation, there are instances in the first rigorous episode in which F5 is iterated three times 

before D5 returns, and vice versa (see Figure 2.15). Furthermore, there is no rhythmic 

consistency between occurrences of the pitches, which can be as short as a thirty-second note, 

and longer than a whole note. Figure 2.15 shows the rhythmic durations that pass in Episode 1 

before one of the core pitches (D or F) returns. 
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Figure 2.15: Durations between iterations of D5/F5 in Episode 1, score pp. 6-7 

 

My decision to write SIS TER without a strict methodology was perhaps influenced by 

this tension between expectation and unpredictability. Often the syllable “sis” is repeated before 
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“ter” returns, and vice versa. In fact, this feature from the Sonata is exaggerated in my text. The 

following example shows how many syllables pass between iterations of each syllable. 

 

 

Figure 2.16: Syllables that pass between core syllables in SIS TER 

 

As seen above, it was easier for me to find words that contained the second syllable of the word, 

and as the text moves along, many syllables (up to 29) pass before a return of the first. 
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Furthermore, SIS TER appropriates a strategy not yet mentioned in the Barraqué. The text 

implants words I consider near misses, phonemes similar but not identical to the core syllables, 

such as the following passage: 

 

surf tavern silhouette erstwhile fructose embarrassed Ishtar fisher bliss balustrade 

 

Some phonemes share similarities with “sis” and others “ter.” While these phonemes include 

letters, or pairs of letters, that belong to the word sister, none of the words themselves articulate 

either of its syllables with complete fidelity.  

Similarly, in Episode 1 of the Sonata, a descending major third, from F to Db (or C#), 

sounds almost like the expected minor third but delays the actual return of D5, the proper lower 

pitch. C# is placed in octave 5 in every other boxed-dynamic section of this episode, making this 

near-miss to be a recurrent feature. Figure 2.17 demonstrates the order in which C#5, D5 and F5 

appear in Episode 1. F#5, another near-miss, is included, though it appears far less frequently. 

 

Figure 2.17: Order in which D5 and F5 are presented in Episode 1;  
near-misses C#5 and F#5 in parentheses 
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This feature appears through the rest of the Sonata: C#5 is featured in much of Episodes 2 and 3, 

though it is far less consistently bound than F5 and D5.  

In October 2017, I recited the text as part of a performance entitled Haftarah.  In this 17

performance, I assigned a descending minor third to the word ‘sister,’ like that of Barraqué’s 

F5/D5, with the higher pitch assigned to “sis” and the lower pitch to “ter.” I read the text with 

my speaking voice, except for the core syllables, which I sang, and in doing so, made direct 

reference to the Sonata’s influence. 

 

Multiplying Masks 

As suggested in my discussion of Flood and Signs of Affection, there are personal reasons 

for choosing the words that recur in my texts. In those cases, “dog” and “nickname” functioned 

as referents to the end of a relationship. Perhaps the objects of fixation are unimportant to the 

reader, as they extend to a multitude of people and experiences. What unites them, however, is 

the way in which they manifest. Gilles Deleuze, in Repetition and Difference, discusses 

repetition as “that which disguises itself in constituting itself, that which constitutes itself only by 

disguising itself. It is not underneath the masks, but is formed from one mask to another, as 

though from one distinctive point to another, from one privileged instant to another, with and 

within the variations. The masks do not hide anything except other masks.”  In my work the 18

recurrent element migrates from pitch, to moniker, to object, each yielding yet another work 

constructed by repetition.  

17 The reading/singing technique I used reminded me of Hebrew cantillation. 
18 Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, trans. Paul Patton (New York, NY: Columbia 
University Press, 1994), 17. 
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The Barraqué Sonata seems to serve as an instantiation of this psychological process: the 

core pitches’ jagged rhythm of recurrence resembles the way in which certain names attached to 

painful memories pop into my head throughout the day. This experience of fixation resembles 

Deleuze’s description of an irregular manifestation of repetition. Whereas clock-time has 

predictable recurrences – its seconds, minutes, and hours, for instance – repetition at its most 

“profound” establishes intervals of time by its accents. Deleuze explains, “yet we would be 

mistaken about the function of accents if we said that they were reproduced at equal intervals. 

On the contrary, tonic and intensive values act by creating inequalities or incommensurabilities 

between metrically equivalent periods or spaces. They create distinctive points, privileged 

instants.”  In this way, a study of fixation becomes a study of accent, the unpredictable way the 19

next privileged syllable in SIS TER lands.  

My most recent work now deals with a multitude of fixations at once: erotic, creative, 

and syntactic. Each of these are manifested in botobiography, an automated Twitter bot I 

developed in collaboration with Curt Miller, which every hour produces and publishes a cut-up 

text from my daily journal. These tweets are produced by a code developed by Miller, which 

pulls the text from a Google Doc that I regularly update. While the bot continues to use repetition 

as a structural principle in the vein of Only Time and Flood, now there is no need for an 

endpoint: an automated process has no danger of encountering fatigue. For the first time in my 

work, botobiography makes possible the infinite scroll, that which remained a metaphor in Only 

Time.  

19 Deleuze, 21. 
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The bot routinely highlights my particular fixations in its hourly posts. Various names – 

sometimes masked in first initials – poke through the nonsense, such as in the following tweet: 

 

M feels mother today, though I heard her bickering asks himself. And it doesn’t hold.  20

 

The names in bold routinely stick out of the tweets, not unlike the SIS TER syllables or the 

Barraqué pitches. In similar fashion, certain desires and turns-of-phrase become highlighted. Just 

as Barthes catalogued each Balzac fragment in S/Z, each tweet includes various codes: 

 

I’m starting to see she has told me quite clearly she doesn’t care up inspiration. I feel mentally 

exhausted. proper lunch before therapy.   21

 

Here, the recurrent phrase “I feel,” signifies the therapeutic function of my journaling, and a 

reference to a “proper lunch” betrays my preoccupation with eating healthy. Such codes, and 

countless others, are regularly deposited by the automated process of hourly tweeting. Again 

they call to mind Deleuze’s discussion of accents, which he describes as “privileged instants 

which always indicate a poly-rhythm.”  These privileged instants recur at different rates in 22

botobiography: names such as “M” reappear far more frequently than references to eating 

healthy, thus producing a polyrhythmic effect. By maintaining a repetitive structural process and 

20 Curt Miller and Todd Moellenberg, botobiography  Twitter post, August 28, 2018, 
http://twitter.com/botobiography. 
21 Ibid., December 26, 2018. 
22 Deleuze, 21. 

53 



 

expanding surface repetition into a polyrhythmic field of recurrence, botobiography at once 

unites and moves beyond all of the work previously discussed.  

 

Deposits of Difference 

In Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, Barthes extends his idea of plural 

meaning, that which resists the pull of narrative, to that of personal meaning. He describes the 

concept of a punctum, an element of a photograph “which rises from the scene, shoots out of it 

like an arrow, and pierces me.”  He describes the punctum as “an accident which pricks me...is 23

poignant to me,”  apart from the “faces, the gestures, the settings, the actions,” of the image, 24

anything intentionally framed by the photographer, which he labels the studium.  An image with 25

a punctum, or several, is “in effect punctuated, sometimes even speckled with these sensitive 

points.”  Just as Barthes sought to escape the narrative that collected and serialized each of 26

Balzac’s codes in the novella Sarrasine, here he attaches personal significance to elements in an 

image beyond the photographer’s intent. He uses photographer Koen Wessing as an example, 

whose photographs contain “certain interferences.” For instance, in an image of “a rebellion in 

Nicaragua,” what popped out to Barthes, apart from the obvious features of the scene, was “[a] 

corpse’s bare foot, the sheet carried by the weeping mother (why this sheet?).”  In another, he 27

23 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, trans. Richard Howard (New 
York, NY: Hill and Wang, 1981), 26. 
24 Ibid., 26. 
25 Ibid., 27. 
26 Ibid. 26-27. 
27 Ibid., 23. 

54 



 

notices “the huge eyes of two little boys, one’s shirt raised over his belly (the excess of those 

eyes disturb the scene).”  28

Perhaps it is no coincidence that the Latin term for a musical note is punctus. The core 

pitches that pierce out of the serialized texture of the Sonata acted as a punctum in my first 

listening of the work. SIS TER was thus as a celebration of the experience and an attempt at its 

re-creation. However, in the process, I turned the punctum of Barraqué’s work into the focal 

point of my own, its studium, thus stripping the former of its status: “Certain details may ‘prick’ 

me. If they do not, it is doubtless because the photographer has put them there intentionally.”  29

Perhaps it is then the near-misses, the incidental language that becomes striking to the listener in 

SIS TER, against the foreground of its sung syllables. For instance, the passage, “erstwhile 

fructose embarrassed Ishtar fisher,” contains neither core syllable, but produces an unusual 

image with language that is almost grammatically sensible: two adjectives describe a proper 

noun, Ishtar, however surreally, before dissolving back into opacity.  

In his critique of representation, Deleuze echoes Barthes’ idea of plural meaning. 

Representation, like Barthes’ readerly text, “has only a single centre, a unique and receding 

perspective, and in consequence a false depth. It mediates everything, but mobilises and moves 

nothing.”  He positions representation against the domain of experience, or “transcendental 30

empiricism.”  Within experience, representation is “distorted, diverted and torn from its centre,” 31

and thus “each point of view must itself be the object, or the object must belong to the point of 

28 Barthes, Camera , 25. 
29 Ibid., 47. 
30 Deleuze, 56. 
31 Ibid., 56. 
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view.”  Deleuze expands upon Barthes’ notion of a writerly text, in which codes are decentered 32

from their narrative, by tying such a process to the production of difference: “Each term of a 

series, being already a difference, must be put into a variable relation with other terms, thereby 

constituting other series devoid of centre and convergence. Divergence and decentring must be 

affirmed by the series itself. ” Whereas representation, whose “prefix RE-...signifies this 33

conceptual form of the identical which subordinates differences,”  Only Time and SIS TER 34

conform to the former, decentering model. Their repetitive processes deposit, rather than 

subordinate, difference: unanticipated trajectories in the former, and surreal streams of language 

in the latter. Both deposits might in turn serve as each work’s punctum.  

botobiography advances the project of decentering one step further. While Only Time, 

through its eponymous song, and SIS TER, through its eponymous syllables, utilize one clear 

repetitive element as they proceed, botobiography produces countless recurrent figures in its 

automated process. Now repetition surprises the reader not only when it occurs, but how, given 

the unpredictability of the mask through which it will manifest. These unexpected repetitive 

elements become foregrounded over a surreal field of language, itself a producer of difference, a 

feature it shares with SIS TER. 

“All cure is a voyage to the bottom of repetition,” Deleuze remarks, defining this voyage 

as an act of transference, that which he names “[t]he more theatrical and dramatic operation by 

which healing takes place – or does not take place.”  He continues, “There is indeed something 35

analogous to scientific experimentation in transference, since the patient is supposed to repeat the 

32 Deleuze, 56. 
33 Ibid., 56.  
34 Ibid., 56. 
35 Ibid., 19. 
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whole of his disturbance in privileged, artificial conditions.”  By repeating the disturbance, 36

transference serves as an act of repetition: “above all it is repetition. If repetition makes us ill, it 

also heals us; if it enchains and destroys us, it also frees us, testifying in both cases to its 

‘demonic’ power.”  This dialectical movement between cure and destruction occurs within 37

transference because “repetition does not so much serve to identify events, persons and passions 

as to authenticate the roles and select the masks.”  While transference may grant awareness to 38

the subject, it nonetheless perpetuates the masking process.  

In my work, structure and process become the artificial conditions through which I 

investigate fixation. Through repeating a word or gesture, I simultaneously seek a cure and 

affirm a fixation, and thus its demonic power. Different masks are selected in each work: in the 

2017 performance of Only Time, for instance, the audience selected a political mask. In 

botobiography, the automated process selects which ones appear on an hourly basis. While 

fixation often takes on a dark, constricting force, with it comes the promise of difference. There 

is always a sense of excitement as to how Only Time will turn out, or in the surprising imagery 

that the bot will produce. 

Each work described in this dissertation, however different in nature or medium, can be 

seen as one element within a series of repetitions. Just like the linearly unfolding processes that 

structure them, each work is ordered here chronologically in the moment of discovery or 

creation. The differences each work produce can often mask the repetitive process as it unfolds. 

Such a masking process calls to mind any punctum that strikes the reader, writer, listener, or 

36 Deleuze, 19. 
37 Ibid., 19 
38 Ibid., 19 
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interpreter of the works discussed. Again and again, each work blurs the distinction between the 

aforementioned roles: as a listener of Boléro, I was moved to create Only Time, that which my 

observers helped to generate. At first a listener of the Sonata, I became its interpreter; through 

the process I was moved to write SIS TER, and subsequently co-create botobiography, which I 

continue to enjoy as a reader. Just as Deleuze describes transference as both healing and 

demonic, the fact that this repetitive series has yet to find its end feels at once to be both a gift 

and a curse. While my work continues to provide opportunities for unexpected interactions, it 

preys on my propensity to fixate on often painful memories and experiences. Nonetheless, the 

work continues to transform in unpredictable ways, and has yet to lose its spirit of investigation. 
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APPENDIX 1: Octave placement for each pitch in the Barraqué Sonata’s rigorous episodes.  
Note: this chart shows the placement for each pitch in consecutive order. 
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APPENDIX 2: SIS TER 
 
 
sepsis turmoil step cisgendered system ellipsis termination Sistine alabaster mystic fibrosis           

turmeric existence transistor ballast sharecrop certain instinct tryst herbivore paralysis termite           

praxis blister quicksand merchant halitosis surf tavern silhouette erstwhile fructose embarrassed           

Ishtar fisher bliss balustrade stern sugar kisser hysterical piss vicious sterling heist hermit             

transit babysitter silent persistence fish stick leadership silver masochist Turkish perchance           

similar session sterile circuit master bastion fervor harvest tabernacle resemble servile chorister            

symbol resistance voracious shiksa starboard dish wash reverie establish jest cyst urchin lawful             

Osiris skin spinster schism grift soil sniff hermetic stasis kickstart resplendent splint sinister             

instance splinter semiosis turgid axis turnover city slick effervescence exert hysterectomy           

starlight serve Welsh spurn script torrent twist ferment surreptitious scar shrill turbulence listless             

escargot kiln slurp plexus terminal cymbal curvature impression ilk Wilshire revision shelf            

turbine placid curdle smelt essential severe luscious serif spilt tinsel sherry sure spindle sheriff              

flit severance testicle temerity cynicism mister synapse thermal minister nasturtium skit Hearst            

Islamist obstetric Saussure visit ordinance Sanskrit spore enlist nervous Parnassus sustenance err            

usurp tussle sherpa disease torts sartorial suspense sieve Amstel sumptuous tertian Sicily            

canister slither interest earl shin raw SIM carton glottis tarragon ramen churlish turf Teflon              

Rasta pistil Inca bylaw cyan storm tip plausible Easter circus repel Listerine paw cash spinner               

mantis turducken episteme missive urethane thistle Thermos issue chivalrous incisor shipment           

sills Turing silt souvenir purple shelter ossify zephyr sits sturdy swish Gershwin zither diss              

scrumptious hiss furl ravish churn starfish terror delicious curtain devilish hurt wistful fissure             

surplus Marxist turban luster Berlin Sorbonne sport chic Sharpie caravan Tetris dervish curse             

tarp parishioner sitar cinder well wish wurst searches terse ska ski Regis instep quiz clergy               

clinch Sazerac sherbet tart turn shin squirt solstice tarot Icarus girdle karat elision Elvish fertile               

cell port service elixir bassist sturgeon nursery ticks emperor tickets Turkmenistan ampersand            

suss outré Onassis terminus turbid oasis sitzprobe 
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