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PREFACE

Music has been an object of philosophical enquiry since the beginning of phi-
losophy. Reading Plato’s Republic for the first time, students are often surprised
to find that he devotes so much space to music’s influence on personal character
and social harmony. For Plato and his contemporaries, an account of music was
important to issues in metaphysics and epistemology, and philosophy of music
was intertwined with moral and political philosophy, and thus, in turn, with
basic issues in psychology. Ancient Greek speculation about music also encour-
aged two millennia of exploration of its relationship with mathematics and,
perhaps surprisingly, cosmology and astronomy. Philosophy of music was an
important concern for most of the major philosophers of the “modern” period
that extends from the scientific revolution until the early twentieth century. It is
no exaggeration to say that philosophy of music was central to aesthetic debates
in the nineteenth century.

This volume demonstrates that this area of aesthetics is not a historical relic.
In the past few decades, there has been exponential growth in philosophy of
music. As Stephen Davies memorably put it in 2003: “If medals were awarded
for growth in aesthetics in the last thirty years, the philosophy of music would
win the gold.” Part of this trend arises from the fact that many of the leading aes-
theticians, such as Davies himself, Peter Kivy, and Jerrold Levinson, have been
primarily interested in music. Another reason is the expanding interests of those
writing philosophically about music. In addition to the traditional questions of
musical aesthetics, there is a burgeoning interest in under-explored areas, such
as “impure” music — song and film music, for instance — and musical traditions
other than Western classical music — rock, jazz, Balinese gamelan, and so on.

More recently still, there has been a growing return to the field’s historical
interdisciplinarity. On the one hand, musicologists have become more engaged
with philosophical approaches to music, as evidenced by their discussions of
books by philosophers and recent plans to hold a joint meeting of the American
Society for Aesthetics and the Society for Music Theory. On the other hand,
philosophers of music are increasingly drawing on work in other fields, such as
psychology and cognitive science, to illuminate traditional philosophical ques-
tions, such as music’s emotional expressivity.

The Routledge Companion to Philosophy and Music provides a state-of-
the-art summary of this complex field, accessible to anyone with an interest
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in the philosophical study of music. We have aimed at chapters in a non-
technical style that will be accessible to readers at different levels — from under-
graduates through graduate students to academics —and across disciplines — from
philosophers to musicologists and those in related disciplines, such as cogni-
tive science. We hope that the volume thus not only reflects but will also help
nurture the growing connections between the philosophy of music and these
related disciplines.

We thus take the “and” in our title quite seriously, due to both the necessity of
grounding musical aesthetics in a thorough knowledge of music and the interest
of musicologists and other scholars in aesthetic issues. This is evidenced in three
ways in the contents of the volume. First, there are several chapters on topics that
might be thought to be primarily musicological - the nature of harmony, melody,
and rhythm, for instance, or the chapter on Wagner’s thought. Second, there
are several chapters on the various sub-disciplines of music — theory, analysis,
composition, and so on. Third, several chapters have been commissioned from
specialists in disciplines other than philosophy. We hope that these essays will
make philosophers more aware of work relevant to their interests being done in
other fields, and will encourage additional exploration and dialogue across dis-
ciplinary boundaries. We recognize that our selection of topics reflects a certain
degree of subjectivity and personal preference, but our goal has been to give a
sense of both what has been accomplished in the field to this point and where it
seems to us to be fruitfully headed.

The volume is divided into six parts. The first two contain essays on general
philosophical issues that music raises, from the nature of music itself, and various
aspects of it (e.g. melodies, musical works, notations), through musical practice
(e.g. authentic performance, appropriation, technology), to our experience of
music (e.g. understanding, beauty, value). With the exception of a few “cutting
edge” topics, the essays in Part I address the major topics that would normally
be expected in any attempt to survey the philosophy of music. The relationship
between music and emotion, while a general issue, is of such interest and scope
that we felt it deserved a part of its own.

Parts III and IV also form a related pair, surveying the history of philosophi-
cal thought about music. Part III provides essays covering five major periods of
philosophical thought about music. These essays survey historical movements
and schools, outlining the relation of musical aesthetics during these periods to
other developments in philosophy, music, and history. Given the size of the task,
we have not attempted to survey the entire history of the philosophy of music.
Instead, we have highlighted broad periods of particular significance — pre-mod-
ern thought in Asia, Europe and the Middle East, and the early modern period
in Europe — and two philosophical approaches central to contemporary work
— the Continental and Anglo-American (or “analytic”) schools. We have chosen
to supplement the historical surveys with focused explorations of central figures
in the philosophy of music, such as Plato, Nietzsche, and Adorno. A number of
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the other essays also contain a fair amount of additional history, viewed from a
particular perspective (e.g. Musicology, Music Theory and Philosophy).

Part V covers different kinds of music. The traditional target of most phi-
losophy of music has been “absolute” or “pure” music — concert music without
an accompanying program or text. But there has been much recent interest in
“impure” music, in part motivated by the recognition that this may be the kind
of music most commonly experienced. So this part includes essays on song, film
music, dance music, and so on, in addition to different musical traditions, such as
rock and jazz. Taken together, these essays suggest that different kinds of music
highlight distinct philosophical issues, and that philosophy of music thus need
not converge on a limited set of philosophical problems. Furthermore, the choice
to reflect on music beyond the Western “canon” of art music is increasingly
important in non-philosophical thought about music, as evidenced by the essays
on sociology and cultural studies and on phenomenology of music.

Finally, Part VI contains essays on the relations between the philosophy of
music and many of the other disciplines that inform such philosophy. These
include many of the sub-disciplines of music scholarship, such as theory, analy-
sis, and composition, and also other subject areas such as politics, gender, and
psychology. Besides extending the scope of the book beyond philosophy, the
topics in this part also reflect a goal of creating a broadly inclusive companion
that goes beyond the concerns of the Anglo-American school that dominates
contemporary philosophy of music.

In sum, The Routledge Companion to Philosophy and Music constitutes an
up-to-date overview of more than four dozen distinct topics relevant to the phi-
losophy of music. To our knowledge it is the first reference work ever devoted
exclusively to the philosophical study of music. Many of the essays are contrib-
uted by distinguished scholars who have already advanced the field they summa-
rize here; others are by young researchers with a particular expertise. We hope
that these essays will inform and engage students and academic professionals
alike. But, most of all, we hope that their combination in a single volume will
encourage new thinking about music.

Theodore Gracyk and Andrew Kania

XX1V



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Theodore Gracyk would like to thank Andrew Kania for inviting him to join this
project. Andrew Kania would like to thank Julie Post and his colleagues at Trin-
ity University, in both the Department of Philosophy and the Writers’ Bloc, for
their support throughout the project.

Producing a volume such as this requires the support of many individuals
and institutions. We would like to thank Justin London, Fred Everett Maus,
Nicholas Cook, Roger Scruton, and four anonymous reviewers, for valuable sug-
gestions on the proposed contents of the volume. Tony Bruce and Adam John-
son at Routledge were helpful throughout its production. Thanks to Yvonne
Freckmann for transcribing the musical examples. We would like to thank, more
generally, the American Society for Aesthetics and the British Society for Aes-
thetics, without which the philosophical content of this project would be much
impoverished.

We would like to thank the original publishers for permission to publish ver-
sions of Ray Jackendoff, “Parallels and Nonparallels between Language and
Music” (Music Perception, vol. 26, no. 3: 195-204. © 2009, The Regents of
the University of California. Used by permission. All rights reserved.), Jenefer
Robinson, “Music and Emotions” (The Journal of Literary Theory, vol. 1, no. 2:
395-419; by kind permission of De Gruyter Publishing), and an English language
version of Fred Everett Maus, “Genders, sexualité et sens musical,” originally
published in the book edited by Marta Grabocz, Sens et signification en musique
(Editions Hermann, 2007) (© Editions Hermann, 2007, pp. 253-71). Images
24.1-24.6 are from Apollo’s Lyre: Greek Music and Music Theory in Antiquity
and the Middle Ages (© 1999 Thomas J. Mathiesen), and are reproduced by kind
permission of Thomas J. Mathiesen. Thanks also to Trinity University for finan-
cial assistance in obtaining permission to reprint the contributions of Jenefer
Robinson and Ray Jackendoff, and in the production of the musical examples.

Finally, we would like to thank the contributing authors, without whose work
this book would, of course, not exist.






Part I
GENERAL ISSUES






1
DEFINITION

Andrew Kania

Much of the time most of us can tell whether, and which of, the sounds we are
currently hearing are music. This is so whether or not what we are listening to
is a familiar piece, a piece we have not heard before, or even music from a cul-
ture or tradition with which we are unfamiliar. In cases where we are unsure, or
initially mistaken in our judgment, we will often change our opinion based on
further information. This near-universal agreement suggests that the concept of
music is one shared by different people, and has boundaries which we are implic-
itly aware of and which we make use of in judging whether something is music
or not. The project of defining the term “music” is the attempt to make explicit
the boundaries of this concept.

Philosophical definitions

Traditionally, a philosophical definition takes the form of a set of individually
necessary, jointly sufficient conditions. A necessary condition on being X is one
something must meet in order to be X. For instance, being female is a necessary
condition on being a niece. Nothing that fails to meet that condition can possibly
be a niece. If you specify a necessary condition on the concept you are interested
in, you will capture everything under that concept, but the danger is that you
will capture more than that. (There are plenty of women who are not nieces.) A
sufficient condition on X is something that, once met, guarantees being X. Being
a woman with an aunt is sufficient for being a niece, since if you meet that condi-
tion, you are thereby a niece. If you specify a sufficient condition, you will cap-
ture only things that fall under the concept, but you might not capture enough.
(There are lots of nieces who do not have any aunts.) Philosophers have usually
attempted to specify a list of conditions that are each individually necessary, but
when taken together are sufficient for falling under the concept in question. For
instance, each of the following conditions is necessary for being a niece: (i) being
female, with (ii) at least one parent who has a sibling. Taken together, these
conditions are sufficient for being a niece. Thus we have produced a traditional
philosophical definition of “niece.” “Music” is not so easy.
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One reason for the difficulty is that there is not universal agreement about what
counts as music. One way to overcome this problem is to try to figure out a defini-
tion that covers what everyone agrees on, and then see what it has to say about
the contentious cases. This will not necessarily settle the matter, since some people
might prefer to revise the definition rather than admit the results of its applica-
tion, but the hope is that the parties to the debate will ultimately be swayed in
the same direction by the same reasons. Another reason for the difficulty is that
“music” is probably a vague concept, that is, one under which not everything
either clearly falls or does not (perhaps because one or more of its necessary con-
ditions is vague). On the one hand, this may helpfully allow us to classify disputed
examples as “borderline cases.” On the other, there may be just as much dispute
over whether a particular example is a borderline case or a clear one.

One potential confusion that can be cleared up at the outset is that we are
looking for a descriptive rather than (purely) evaluative definition of “music.”
There is a temptation to dismiss an example of bad music as not music at all,
but this would be incoherent. There is little disputing that there are some terrible
musical performances, recordings, and works. However, there may be an evalu-
ative component to the definition of “music.” Perhaps every piece of music must
be intended to be rewarding, for instance.

There are some quite general objections to definitional projects of the sort
I will be engaging in here. There is no space to consider these objections here,
but some good starting points are Davies 2000, Dean 2003, Meskin 2008, and
Margolis and Laurence 2008 (especially §§2 and 35).

The history of philosophy of music

Philosophers have been discussing the nature of music since the beginnings of
philosophy in both the East and the West, but their work is not much help to
the definitional project. This is for two related reasons. First, the theory of music
held by each of these philosophies is usually embedded in a much larger theory —
often a systematic philosophy that attempts to answer fundamental questions in
metaphysics, epistemology, ethics, and political philosophy. Extracting a defini-
tion of “music” from so grand a theory is usually absurd. For instance, it makes
no sense to consider Schopenhauer’s claim that music is the direct objectification
of the will itself without first understanding what Schopenhauer means by “the
will,” how it is objectified in “the world of representation” and the various other
arts, and the roots of all of this in Kant’s “transcendental idealism.” Suppose we
do understand Schopenhauer’s philosophical system. We may now be able to
extract a definition of “music” from it, but we are unlikely to be satisfied with
the definition of “music,” since we probably do not subscribe to the system upon
which it depends.

The second reason the history of philosophy is not much help in defining
“music” is that most philosophers have simply not been interested in that
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project. So why are we? Let me note at the outset that many philosophers, musi-
cians, musicologists, and ordinary music-lovers are not interested in the defini-
tion of “music.” Those philosophers who are are part of a tradition known as
“analytic philosophy,” with historical roots in the work of figures such as Frege,
Russell, and Wittgenstein. One idea central to early analytic philosophy was that
we could make better philosophical progress if we became clear about the precise
definitions of our terms, and used them more carefully — an approach modeled in
part on successful empirical science. While there are still methodological connec-
tions between the various strands of contemporary analytic philosophy and their
forebears, few philosophers of music pursue the definition of “music” hoping it
will shed much independent light on other aspects of the philosophy of music.
Rather, the primary motivation for defining “music” is simply a curiosity about
the nature of an art that is central to many people’s lives. Whether or not you are
grabbed by the topic might depend on whether you are moved more by Marx’s
claim that “The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways;
the point, however, is to change it” (Marx 1978: 145), or by Harry Frankfurt’s
that “There are plenty of people and institutions devoted to changing the world,
but philosophers are among the few who are devoted to understanding it” (Leim-
bach 2008: 21).

Working toward a definition of “music”

When we aim at defining “music,” what kinds of things do we want our defini-
tion to capture? Unsurprisingly, the concept of sound is central to most defini-
tions of “music.” But you might point to a musical score and say, “That’s a
great piece of music.” Scores make no sounds, however. Does that mean they
are not really music? We might similarly ask whether we intend to capture
musical works, performances, instruments, recordings, and so on with our defi-
nition. The answer to these questions is that there is a central concept of a musi-
cal event, in terms of which we can define the other concepts. (For instance, a
musical instrument may be a tool whose function is the production of musical
events.)

Intrinsic, subjective, and intentional definitions

Even if you think that sounds are necessary for music, they are certainly not suf-
ficient. Sounds occur throughout the world all the time, and very few of these are
music. We might describe certain sounds as music-like — the babbling of a brook,
for instance - yet still deny, when speaking strictly, that these sounds are really
music. (It is natural to describe such sounds as “musical,” but I will reserve that
adjective to describe things that are literally music, rather than merely like music
in some way.) How can we characterize musical sounds so as to distinguish them
from non-musical sounds?



ANDREW KANIA

One obvious way would be to try to figure out the intrinsic properties of
musical sounds, as opposed to others. For instance, we might begin by figuring
out the frequencies of all the sounds emitted by a standard piano keyboard, and
say that any musical sound must have one of those frequencies. This is not very
promising, however. For one thing, you still make music if you play on an out-
of-tune piano. For another, there are many different musical scales, both within
Western music and across the globe. Also, there are sounds whose frequencies
are irrelevant to their musicality, such as “untuned” percussion (e.g. a snare
drum). We could perhaps extend our list of kinds of musical sounds to encom-
pass all of these, but the problem would then be that our definition included far
too much. For all sorts of non-musical sounds have frequencies. (I used to have a
printer that emitted two sounds alternately, at the interval of a tritone.)

A second strategy would be to adopt a subjective definition, claiming, for
instance, that whatever sounds like, or is perceived as, music by a given listener
is music, regardless of its intrinsic properties. This kind of approach gives rise to
unintuitive consequences. For instance, if you leave the radio on when you leave
the house, the sounds it emits cease being music, according to the subjectivist,
since there is no one around to perceive them in the right sort of way. On the
other hand, you can transform the sounds of a train into music merely by hearing
them as rhythmic. More troublingly, someone ignorant of a particular culture’s
musical practices may not hear a given performance as music. At best, the subjec-
tivist may say that this performance is not music for this listener, though it may
be for other listeners. This seems wrong. This listener is simply mistaken about
what he hears, as much as if he denied that the Mona Lisa is a painting.

A more promising approach is to adopt an intentional definition. According
to such a definition, your radio continues to emit music when you leave the
house because the sounds it emits are rooted in the music-making intentions of
the people ultimately responsible for those sounds. While you cannot turn the
sounds of a train into music just by hearing them a certain way, you could turn
them into music by repeating them with musical intent (as, for example, Arthur
Honegger did in Pacific 231). This strategy also seems to give us the right answer
with respect to the culturally ignorant listener. He has no effect on whether what
he is listening to is music, which turns instead to the intentions of the people
producing the sounds he hears.

Are there any sounds we might want to classify as music, yet which are not
intentionally produced? When one improvises, one does not know in advance all
of the particular sounds one will make. But this does not mean that one makes
the sounds unintentionally. Paisley Livingston characterizes intentional action as
“the execution and realization of a plan, where the agent effectively follows and
is guided by the plan in performing actions which, in manifesting sufficient levels
of skill and control, bring about the intended [i.e. planned] outcome” (2005:
14). Given this account, it seems plausible that the improviser intends to produce
music, even the particular notes she produces, as evidenced by Slam Stewart’s
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singing along to his improvisatory performances, though these intentions may
be formed very soon before the production of the notes themselves and may not
be fully conscious.

What about “music” produced by machines or non-human animals? It seems
unlikely that even “higher” non-human animals have the capacity for the com-
plex intentions necessary for the production of music. The animals we charac-
terize as “singing” (particularly birds and whales) do not have the capacity to
improvise or invent new melodies or rhythms (though they can make mistakes).
Despite the name, then, bird and whale “song” should no more count as music
than the yowling of cats. We call these displays “song,” of course, because they
sound like music to us. But sounds can be music-like without being music.

Machines, such as music-boxes, CD players, and iPods emit music, but this
music is rooted in the intentions of the musicians behind the sounds, just as in
the example of the radio considered above. The case of a computer programmed
to compose is slightly different, but I would argue that the sounds or scores
produced by such a program should count as music for the same reason. The
program is designed by someone to produce certain kinds of outputs (e.g. pitches
and rhythms), though the particular outputs may be unpredictable. It is telling
that we would not even ask the question about a word-processing program,
though it also emits sounds when it operates.

Basic musical features

So far I have implied that what distinguishes musical sounds from others is that
they be intended to be musical. Initially, this suggestion looks circular. A circu-
lar definition is one that relies on the term being defined. For instance, defining
“dog” as a “canine animal” is circular. While ¢rue, the definition is uninforma-
tive. We can escape the charge of circularity if we can define “musical” without
referring to music. Roger Scruton attempts something like this, claiming that a
sound is transformed into music when it is perceived as existing “within a musi-
cal “field of force’” (1997: 17), such as the arrangement of pitches in a scale, or
beats in a measure. If we can characterize such “fields” independently of the
concept of music, we will have escaped the circle. (Scruton’s suggestion is subjec-
tivist, since it relies on a listener’s perception, rather than a musician’s intention,
but we can eliminate the subjectivism by replacing it with an intentional condi-
tion, and retaining the account of musical “fields of force.”)

One concern some people have about defining music in terms of particular
musical features, such as pitch or rhythm, is that these might be features of only
some music, perhaps music in the European tradition (e.g. Levinson 1990a:
270-1). This would incorrectly exclude the music of other cultures from the
definition. As it turns out, however, the division of sounds into both scales,
consisting of series of discrete pitches that repeat at the octave, and measures,
consisting of a number of equal beats, seem to be culturally universal features of
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music (Stevens and Byron 2009: 16-18; Stainsby and Cross 2009: 54-6). This
may be because all humans share a capacity to produce and understand music as
a result of their common evolutionary history (see Wallin, Merker, and Brown
2000; Cross 2009.) If so, this gives us another reason to exclude animal sounds
from music.

It is worth emphasizing that there is a difference between the concept of pitch
appealed to here, and the concept of frequency, briefly considered above. Fre-
quency is an intrinsic, objective characteristic of all sounds. Pitch, on the other
hand, is already in itself a partly intentional concept. Although we may loosely
say that the pitch of A above middle C has a frequency of 440 Hz, no one would
deny that the note produced by the relevant key on a baroque organ is also an A,
though it may produce a frequency of 470 Hz, nor that you continuously play an
A on the violin, though you use vibrato throughout (and thus produce a sound
with a continuously changing frequency). In short, whether the sound you pro-
duce is an A depends more on the place it occupies (or you intend it to occupy)
relative to the other notes you are playing (its place in a musical “field of force”)
than on its frequency. There are also differences between musical pitch and the
“pitches” of tonal languages that should allow us to exclude such languages
from a definition of music (Stainsby and Cross 2009: 55-6). Similar points can
be made about rhythm. Though ordinary speech may have a certain periodicity
that might naturally be called its “rhythm,” in a definition of music the term
would be restricted to a division into stricter units of time, such as characterized
by measures of two or three beats.

Combining all of this into a provisional definition, we might say that:

Music is (1) sounds, (2) intentionally produced or organized, (3) to have
at least one basic musical feature, such as pitch or rhythm.

Temporal organization

Jerrold Levinson has argued that music must be “temporally organized” (1990a:
273), and thus that our provisional definition is too broad — it encompasses some
items that it should exclude. The solution would be to add a further necessary
condition to our definition. What would such a condition amount to? All sounds
occur in time, so Levinson must mean something more than this. He asks us to
consider “an art in which the point was to produce colorful instantaneous com-
binations of sounds —i.e. chords of vanishingly brief duration — which [are] to be
savored independently,” and claims that we would not consider this a musical
art, since music is “as essentially an art of time as it is an art of sound” (1990a:
273). Suppose it is true that we would not consider this tradition of sonic art a
musical tradition. It does not follow that we ought to exclude individual instan-
taneous pieces or performances from the realm of music. We might similarly
agree that a culture which only produced blank canvases, never applying paint to
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them, did not have a tradition of painting. It does not follow that there can be no
blank canvases in a tradition of painting. If Levinson were offering a definition
of “musical tradition,” this criticism might be apt, but he is explicitly seeking the
correct conception of “an instance or occasion of music” (1990a: 269). (That
said, I am not so sure that a tradition of exquisite instantaneous chords should
not count as a musical tradition.)

Moreover, there seems to be an actual example of a musical work that violates
Levinson’s temporal-organization condition. La Monte Young’s Composition
1960 #7 consists of a single open fifth (B and F#), marked “to be held for a long
time”. This piece is not instantaneous, but it is difficult to see what kind of tem-
poral structure it has that would not be shared by a variant marked “to be held
for a short time” or “to be held instantaneously.”

Music without basic musical features

A more serious objection to our provisional definition is that it is too narrow,
that is, it does not encompass enough. Some music seems intentionally designed
not to be pitched or rhythmic; for instance, John Cage’s Williams Mix (1952)
— a tape composition painstakingly spliced together out of a variety of sound
sources, without regard to their basic musical features — or Yoko Ono’s Toilet
Piece/Unknown (1971) — an unedited recording of a flushing toilet. You might,
of course, simply deny that such works are music, though that would require a
revisionist view of much of twentieth-century music history. However, it would
be wise to investigate why people have been inclined to call such works music
before dismissing them.

Precisely in response to the wide variety of sounds employed not only in twen-
tieth-century avant-garde music but also in musical cultures around the globe,
Jerrold Levinson defends what might be called an aesthetic definition of “music,”
since it appeals not to features of the intentionally produced sounds but to a cer-
tain kind of experience they are intended to elicit. According to Levinson, music
is “[i] sounds [ii] temporally organized [iii] by a person [iv] for the purpose of
enriching or intensifying experience through active engagement (e.g., listening,
dancing, performing) [v] with the sounds regarded primarily, or in significant
measure, as sounds” (1990a: 273).

We have already discussed the first three of Levinson’s conditions. (We can
take “person” to refer to the kind of being capable of complex intentions.) What
remains is an aesthetic condition (iv), and a requirement that musical sounds be
intended to be heard “primarily . . . as sounds” (v). Levinson introduces the last
condition in order to exclude aesthetically pleasing or music-like language, such
as poetry and oratory, from his definition. “To hear something as sounds,” how-
ever, must not be a disguised way of saying “to hear something as music,” on
pain of circularity. We might explicate hearing something as sounds in terms of
not listening to it for its semantic content, or meaning. But many people believe
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that much music does possess meaning of some sort. In fact, it might be argued
that even hearing sounds as pitched or rhythmic is to hear them as more than
simply sounds, since a dog can hear the sounds coming from your stereo, but not
the music (Hamilton 2007: 56-9). Perhaps a better way to exclude artistic lan-
guage from a definition of “music” is simply to do so explicitly. Levinson almost
does this when he introduces this condition, glossing “hearing sounds as sounds”
as hearing them “not primarily as symbols of discursive thought” (1990a: 272).

You might think that excluding language will make the definition too nar-
row, since many musical works include language, notably songs. But if we think
of songs as a combination of words and music, then we can understand the
definition as capturing the musical element of songs, and ignoring the linguistic
element. Roughly, the definition should capture the features of sung words that
would be absent if those words were merely spoken.

Let us turn, then, to the central aesthetic condition of Levinson’s definition.
To my mind, the most troubling counterexamples to this condition are ones of
mundane music-making, such as the practicing of scales. Few would deny that
such activities produce music, yet it seems questionable at best that such prac-
tice is aimed at enriching or intensifying anyone’s experience. Indeed, it is not
clear that the musician intends these sounds to be attended to at all. (Someone
may practice scales simply to keep warm, rather than to work on tone produc-
tion, or anything else that would require even the musician’s own attention to
the sounds.)

Levinson presents a thought experiment to defend his aesthetic condition.
He asks us to imagine “a sequence of sounds devised by a team of psychologi-
cal researchers which are such that when subjects are in a semiconscious condi-
tion and are exposed to these sounds, the subjects enter psychedelic states of
marked pleasurability” (1990a: 273). The idea is that such sounds should not
count as music, since they are not intended to be attended to. I am not con-
vinced by the counterexample, since we can use music for all sorts of purposes
without its thereby ceasing to be music. I may sneak into a friend’s bedroom
and play the opening of the first-violin part of Strauss’s Don Juan to startle
him awake, with no intention that either of us attend to or engage with these
sounds at all, let alone for the purpose of enriching or intensifying our experi-
ences. In such a case, it seems to me, [ have woken my friend up with some
loud music, not just music-like sounds. Thus, I would want to hear more about
the experimenters’ intentions regarding the sounds themselves — in particu-
lar, whether they are intended to be pitched or rhythmic. A final example we
might consider is Muzak. Levinson rejects the idea that Muzak is music for
the same reason he rejects the psychological experimenters’ sounds — Muzak is
not intended to be listened to, but to have a psychological effect on those who
hear it (such as being more willing to spend money). But it seems undeniable
that Muzak is music, albeit bad music put toward a mercenary end (see also
Hamilton 2007: 52-5).

10
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A disjunctive strategy

One advantage of an aesthetic definition is that it can explain why we might con-
sider Williams Mix or Toilet Piece to be music, despite their lack of basic musical
features, namely, by pointing out that these pieces seem to be intended to be lis-
tened to in the way in which we listen to other musical works. We can apply this
same insight to the basic-musical-features approach to defining music however,
thus avoiding the problematic consequences of an aesthetic definition. The idea
would be that if you think that Toilet Piece, but not the sound of any toilet flush-
ing, is music, you must implicitly believe that we ought to listen to the sounds
on the recording against a background expectation of encountering pitches and
rhythms. This would be something like listening for such features, even if they
are absent. Why should we listen for these features in the Ono piece, but not
every time we flush a toilet ourselves? Because, presumably, that is what Ono
intended us to do by placing it on an album (Fly (1971)), that is, a recording con-
sisting mostly of uncontentious examples of music, and which was released (i.e.
presented to the public) in the same way as much other music. (This argument
resembles one Levinson gives for his definition of “art,” which differs mark-
edly from his definition of “music” (1989: 41-2).) Intending people to attend to
something for features it does not possess smacks of paradox, but it is common
enough. Think of a detective story that does not resolve. You are intended to
read it with an eye to discovering who the criminal is, even if you know from the
outset that the story will offer insufficient evidence of whodunit.

We now have a tension between two kinds of cases. On the one hand, there
is sound with undeniably musical features, but produced without the intention
that those features be attended to, such as Muzak or the Don Juan wake-up call.
On the other, there is sound that lacks any basic musical features, but counts as
music because it is intended to be attended to for such features, such as Toilet
Piece/Unknown. It may be that here, as with several recent definitions of “art,”
we need to use a disjunctive strategy. Consider the following proposal:

Music is (1) sounds, (2) intentionally produced or organized (3) either
(a) to have some basic musical feature, such as pitch or rhythm, or (b) to
be listened to for such features.

Condition 3a should capture most music across history and the globe, while 3b
should capture the remaining modernist and postmodern musical experiments,
such as Ono’s work and Cage’s Williams Mix.

Musical silence

We began our discussion of the concept of music with the idea that it is, at least,
sound. But many pieces of music contain significant periods of silence, that is, the
absence of sound. In fact, the use of silence is a very common way of structuring
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sound. In particular, rests make a major contribution to the rhythmic organiza-
tion of music. So when we talk of intentionally produced or organized sounds,
we must include silences. The air of paradox here can be dispersed if we replace
“sound” in our definition with “anything intended to be heard”:

Music is (1) any event intentionally produced or organized (2) to be
heard, and (3) either (a) to have some basic musical feature, such as pitch
or rhythm, or (b) to be listened to for such features.

The rests in an ordinary piece of music would thus count as part of the music.
A new question arises of whether there could be musical works that consist of
nothing but silence. I have argued that there are in fact such pieces (Kania 2010),
but I must pass over that topic here.

Conclusion

I have suggested an intentional definition of music that relies heavily on the
nature of basic musical features but that also allows for avant-garde music which
deliberately flouts such features. To be truly satisfying, this definition would
require an account of the features appealed to, such as pitch and rhythm, and
arguments for the completeness of the list. There is no space to take on that task
here, but see Scruton (1997: 19-79), Davies (2001: 45-58), Hamilton (2007: chs
2 and §), and, in this volume, “Rhythm, melody, and harmony” (Chapter 3).

One might adopt the general approach taken here, but more conservatively
stop short of the disjunctive condition I have suggested, excluding works without
basic musical features from the realm of music. But it should be noted that the
definition I have suggested is not totally liberal. For there are works of sonic art
that will not count as music according to my definition. These are works such as
Toilet Piece/Unknown that lack basic musical features but (unlike Toilet Piece/
Unknown) are not intended to be listened to for such features. (It could be argued
that Williams Mix is in fact such a piece.) This is an advantage of the definition I
have suggested, since there does seem to be just such a division in contemporary
art practice between music and sound art (Hamilton 2007: ch. 2).

See also Improvisation (Chapter 6), Psychology of music (Chapter 55), Rhythm, melody, and har-
mony (Chapter 3), and Silence, sound, noise, and music (Chapter 2).
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2
SILENCE, SOUND, NOISE,
AND MUSIC

Jennifer Judkins

Music has often been simply described as organized sounds framed by silence.
Recorded music has always suggested this definition, with increasingly pristine
(and now digitized) silences before and after musical works, and between move-
ments. Any extraneous “noises” prior to or within the performance itself, such
as instrument squeaks, valve sounds, and even breaths, are often “cleaned up”
in post-production. Even the “noisiest” genres, such as heavy metal and other
rock music, where fuzz and distortion are used as expressive effects, are often
presented on recordings with clean silent frames between the tracks.

Any definition of a musical work relies on assumptions about noise and
silence. For instance, we have certain conventions in Western music that enable
us to tell when a musical work begins and ends, and what sounds are most likely
musical sounds that are part of the work (the sound of the trumpets), and what
sounds are probably not part of the work (the cough of the woman in front
of you). At classical music concerts, audience members and performers enact a
“silence” before a piece begins, and another one when it ends, to frame the work.
There may be silences within the piece itself (a grand pause, for instance), and we
understand that the work is still ongoing, and that that period of time is meant
to be understood as a silence (even as the woman in front of you noisily unwraps
her cough drops).

Yet, in addition to the background audience noise of any live performance,
there is always some “musical noise” surrounding the means of tone production
itself, even in the finest performances. Musical sounds are generated through
rhythmic physical motions or air pressure applied to an instrument, and instru-
ments (and humans) are noisy things. We might hear Andrés Segovia’s fingers
squeak on the guitar strings, or Janos Starker’s bow scrape the cello strings
— are these really “noises” that should be removed from a recording or mini-
mized in performance? Glenn Gould was perhaps the most infamously noisy
performer, with his grunts and moans riding atop his brilliant performances
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of Bach. In a New York Philharmonic performance, the noises might be more
incidental, but if you were on stage with the orchestra, you might hear air
escaping around a clarinetist’s embouchure, the clunking of the tuba valves, or
the breathing of the trombone section. These noises, though, are closely tied
to the nature of the instruments themselves and the process of playing them,
much as breathing and the resonance of the human head are attached to the
quality of the voice. Most of this noise is quite subtle, and often inaudible to
the audience in larger venues, yet it may be quite evident at a chamber music
concert. It is usually only in recordings that its presence becomes an artistic
question.

Musical sound and musical noise

It can be difficult to draw lines between musical noise (noise resulting from the
process of music-making) and regular noise, or less-musical noise and more-
musical noise, or even between body and instrument. For example, with the gui-
tar, the fingertip applies force to the string on the fret, and the string vibrates not
only on either side but also underneath the fingertip. Thus the “squeaking” noise
of the fingers moving along the strings from note to note, or chord to chord,
seems more closely connected with sound production than, say, the noise of the
keys on a bassoon. The latter seems to be a more discrete relation, as opposed to
the more continuous relation of the fingers to strings. Yet bassoonists, or even
pianists, who are at some distance from the actual striking of hammer on string,
certainly do not feel as though they are working through an intermediary device
when they perform. Violinists, for example, do not believe that their right hand
(holding their bow) is less connected with sound production than their left hand
(on the fingerboard).

We have continued to “improve” upon Western instruments, and yet in many
respects most of our orchestral instruments are still quaintly old-fashioned.
Many older traditions of instrument-making have survived because the product
is successful — Stradivarius did indeed have it right. However, the eccentricities
inherent in manufacturing an instrument to play a tempered scale have always
made for peculiar idiomatic tendencies, and for the occasional awkwardness.
Unidiomatic passages go against the workings of the instrument’s acoustics or
mechanics, such as fingerings that “just don’t lie well.” Much of what we hear as
musical noise develops from these unidiomatic passages, since usually the player
must exert more effort in order to execute them. One would expect more valve
noise from a tubist struggling with fast fingerings, and one would expect more
pedal noise from a harpist dealing with a very chromatic piece. (Some instru-
ments are also just mechanically noisier than others. It can be difficult to tell the
notes from the mechanical noises on a virginal, and its champions would not
have it any other way.) Although we may not play the instrument in question,
may not have held or even seen one before, we understand how it feels to take
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deep breaths and to exhale quickly, we understand what it is to pound and strike,
and, above all, we understand tools and the joy of action.

In the professional musician, a window of facility outlines the limitations of
the body and the instrument. As the edges of the window are approached, there
is more noise: the trumpet player squeaking out higher and higher notes, a tenor
reaching for a high B-flat, or the sound of Janos Starker’s bow hairs rapidly
scraping across the strings in a Bach allemande. For the general audience, these
instances in which the instrumentalists have approached the impossible may be
the only times they notice musical noise. Virtuosity requires great talent and
strength as well as great dexterity, and we forgive the sometimes excessive noise
of virtuosic attempts much as we forgive “mistakes” in the improvising jazz
player, knowing them to be the residue of risk. As Stan Godlovitch has written:
“Talent without skill is like power without authority — unsteady, capricious,
unreliable” (Godlovitch 1998: 20).

Certain gray areas exist in the arena of noise in music. For example, instances
can be offered which blur any line between “successful performance” and
“instrument malfunction.” Clarinet squeaks, unlike guitar string squeaks, are
unintended accidents that take the place of the intended sound. As such, we
might characterize them as malfunctions, and eliminate them from consideration
as musical noise. However, gurgles from a horn getting full of water may accom-
pany a successful performance. And what do we say about the “noises” of a
Glenn Gould, muttering and singing along to his performances of Bach? When
is there “too much” noise? What should be removed from a recording so as to
provide the best instance of the work? Is the sound of wind players breathing a
noise that should be “fixed in the mix”?

Certainly mistakes are noises — in musicians’ lingo, the “clams” or “fraks” that
occur in wind instrument playing when notes do not speak, or when the clarinet
squeaks in place of a tone. Yet, is a wrong note always noise? As Robert Walser
points out, the jazz trumpeter Miles Davis was infamous for missed notes, yet he
remains one of the more important musicians in the history of jazz (Walser 1993:
343). Davis played “closer to the edge than anyone else and simply accepted the
inevitable missteps” (Walser 1993: 356). There are also, of course, a myriad of
extra-musical noises on the part of the performers or the audience which are
unattached to performance means, such as feet shuffling, rustling, even talking.

Musical noise reminds us of the means of performance and the close rela-
tionship of musician to instrument. The intimacy of the singer with her own
voice is traditionally appreciated in Western music. (Interestingly, in popular
songs, it seems that audiences will accept certain tunes from some singers but not
from others, particularly if there is too great an incongruity between that singer’s
public persona and what is conveyed in the song (Bicknell 2005: 266).) Less
well appreciated is the close relationship of instrumentalists to their instru-
ments. The Kpelle of Africa even consider instruments as surrogate participants
that cause the human performer’s fingers to move. Stephen Davies has written
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eloquently about musicians and instruments, and he states that in general we
treat instruments “with care and respect, even reverence, more so than we accord
to many of the other artifacts that are part of our lives” (Davies 2003a: 109).
We are upset when they are mistreated or destroyed. Musicians have an immense
degree of attachment to and identification with their instruments — a complex
interaction unfortunately smoothed over when we speak of “making music.”
The attachment to the instrument is built not only out of years of practice and
devotion, but also from the artistic and physical resonance the instrument brings
to the player. Imagine B. B. King without his guitar “Lucille,” or Yo-Yo Ma
without his Stradivarius cello.

Musical noise and recordings

The issue of musical noise becomes prickly in the recording studio. Today, musi-
cians and engineers must make decisions regarding which sounds are and which
sounds are not aesthetically good aspects of the performance. Contemporary
digital recording techniques allow us to pick up a very wide band of sounds, and
we can manipulate these sounds at an almost microscopic level. Essentially, any
layer of sound, no matter how thin or momentary, can be removed or enhanced.
In classical recordings, sounds deemed as “noises” are almost always removed
or lessened. (Exceptions are in those recordings marketed as “live” — both as an
enticement to the public and as a warning of a “noisier” product.)

Tom Leddy has discussed the privileging of the concepts of “neat” and “clean”
in a manner that is helpful in discussing recordings: “To say that something
can be neatened or cleaned implies that there is something underlying that is
worthy of neatening/cleaning” (Leddy 1995: 260). He discusses the attractive
tension between surface messiness and underlying neatness, as, for example, in
an abstract expressionist painting (Leddy 1995: 260). The violent, thick palette
strokes of color overlay a “cleaner” structure beneath. Possibly musical noise
is an everyday surface quality of live musical performance, a “proto-aesthetic”
quality. Like the palette strokes, perhaps we should view the sound of the guitar
string squeak or of the air escaping around a clarinetist’s mouthpiece as inelim-
inable parts of the aesthetic content of the performance, rather than as things to
be “cleaned up” in the final mix.

There has been some backlash against the digitization of recordings, especially
when it first began in the mid-1980s. Some audiophiles valorized older vinyl
recordings as being more “authentic” or true to the performance. Vinyl record-
ings (LPs) are analog recordings, that is, the record itself has a groove carved into
it that mirrors the original sound’s waveform. The record player than transforms
this groove to an analog sound signal which can be fed into an amplifier. A CD
is digital, that is, the audio information from the recording session is digitized
— like many, many snapshots taken in a row, which are then converted to digital
information bits. The early public perception was that this digital process left
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out some of the information, resulting in a more sterile sound, and this indeed
may be apparent in some early CDs. These days, however, the sound quality of a
digital recording is so much improved (the detail of sound captured and encoded
is staggering) that this argument has diminished greatly. Today the most distin-
guishing feature of an LP is the noise of the needle, a noise that is an artifact of
the reproductive technology, and not tied to the musicians’ actions.

Musical noise and rock music

In live rock and pop music, sheer volume itself (which exposes even more noise) is
an important expressive feature. One of the differences in vocal quality between
Frederica von Stade and Sheryl Crow (or any opera singer versus a rock singer) is
the “clean,” “pure” sound of a classically trained voice, versus the “graininess”
and noise of the rock singer. Yet both aspects, the purity and the graininess,
add crucial expressive elements to those performances in those genres — possibly
because both purity and graininess require effort and artistic manipulation of the
“normal” singing voice. This effort is recognized as expressive.

Interestingly, it is only with the advent of rock music and the electric guitar
that noise itself becomes such a predominant expressive factor in music. Imagine
Jimi Hendrix without distortion in his rendition of the national anthem. Imagine
Janis Joplin with a clear, pure sound. It is difficult today to remember how radi-
cal it was in the 1960s to push musical noise to the forefront of a performance.
Did the increased volume of the new electronic amplification suddenly suggest
that what were once small musical noises might be now be showcased as a musi-
cal event?

However, as Susan McClary indicates, it is interesting to see what counts
as noise, what as order, and who gets to marginalize whom (McClary 1985).
Current Western classical music practice has stifled and made tame the concert
hall, the recording, and the performance itself, in search of a polished pack-
age (McClary 1985: 152), absolutely in contrast to a rock concert. The quiet,
controlled, disciplined classical audiences of today are actually an anomaly in
music’s long history. Before the late nineteenth century, operas were often social
events where one ate, chatted to one’s neighbors, and heckled those on stage.
Lovers escaped to the darkness of the upper balconies. After the late nineteenth
century, the invention of the electric light allowed house lights to be lowered — a
powerful audience inhibitor — and chairs began to be bolted to the floor facing
the conductor (Haynes 2007). Audience attention began to be regimented and
restricted, and noise of any kind was proscribed, to the point that today even a
candy wrapper can cause immediate silent censure.

Noise in the other arts

Issues of noise surface in other arts as well. We understand the patter of the
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ballet slippers, and the rustling of costumes on stage to be “noise” attached to
those artistic events. In painting, brushstrokes are often visible on the surface
of the artwork, left as an artifact of the physical gesture of applying paint to
canvas. Consider van Gogh and the expressive nature of his brushstrokes, the
rhythm of them running with and against the representation. Sometimes by
“muting” the surface noise a different sort of expression is put forward, as we
see in the “clarity” of a Vermeer portrait. Think of the chisel marks left evident
(or not) on sculpture. And, just for argument, what about “sweetened” back-
ground sounds in film: the foot-chase scene where the sounds of clicking heels
and doors unlocking are added or enhanced? Or body mics in a live Shake-
spearean drama? Few in the audience, I would venture, object to sound/noise
enhancement on the dramatic stage, and yet many might find hearing more
musical noise (as they would if they were actually on stage during a perfor-
mance), disconcerting. Perhaps it is because most people are more familiar with
speaking, walking, and the other noisy mechanics of acting than they are with
the mechanics of producing music.

Musical silence

Artworks require frames to help us first to understand them as artworks, and
second to perceive where they begin and end. These frames may be as structured
as a gilded frame around a painting, or as nebulous as the museum space sur-
rounding what would otherwise appear to be a Brillo box. In the performing
arts, such as dance, theater, and music, the artwork is not inert: it progresses
through time. Without some kind of framing device, the audience might be con-
fused as to when the play started, or when the music began.

In Western classical music, we use silence to frame the artwork, and also as a
means of articulating phrasing, form, sections, and movements. Musical silence
is an especially dynamic and important component of live musical performance
(Judkins 1997). Silences are often the “thread” binding phrases, sections, move-
ments, and even entire works together. They allow us to reflect on form and
continuity. Silence is often used as a moment of reflection, anticipation, or sum-
mation in music. Musicians indicate musical silences not only by not producing
sounds but also by remaining perfectly still.

In live performance, the acoustics and “feeling” of the space create an inti-
macy between the performers and the building or area in which they perform,
greatly influencing the performer’s interpretation of silence — especially those
silences within the piece. When musicians warm up on stage prior to a concert,
they are also testing the quality of silence in that hall. The resonance that a
building or a room provides has proven an irresistible attraction to performers
throughout music history, and points to a crucial distinction between live and
recorded music, as room ambience and other acoustic effects are often artificially
enhanced later in the studio.
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Kinds of musical silences

There are two general kinds of musical silence. Most internal silences are mea-
sured — that is, they are short, notated, pulsed moments felt as part of the ongo-
ing musical line. Brief measured silences often become the “breath marks” or
punctuation at the end of musical phrases or sentences, not allowing time for
reflection or anticipation; they are a part of the fabric weave, not a seam. Mea-
sured silences are specified and remain the same from performance to perfor-
mance, and from performance to recording.

More interesting philosophically are longer, unmeasured silences, which are
given meaning by the tonal and rhythmic material near them (their musical
context) (Clifton 1976). Longer unmeasured silences include framing silences
(before and after the work, and between movements), grand pauses, and other
long internal silences (fermatas, caesuras). These silences are typically impro-
vised in live performance — never rehearsed — even in a large orchestra. For the
musician, long silences present considerable technical problems because of the
exposed attacks and releases — the finesse that the arts require in any kind of
“edge-shaping.” Most longer unmeasured silences vary greatly in length and
character in different live performances.

For example, we would think it quite bizarre to have a conductor say “We will
take 25 seconds of silence between the first and second movement.” The shaping
of unmeasured silences is a large part of what is the edge (literally) and excite-
ment of a live performance, playing an important role in stylistic interpretation.
Silences can distill the potential energy of the penultimate grand pause, or the
inertia of the end of a phrase. Most framing silences typically go unrehearsed,
in the knowledge that the sense of “the moment” will determine the appropri-
ate timing between movements, the silence after a fermata, or the length of the
final silence after the music ends. What is rehearsed is the actual mechanics of
stopping and starting the group, or, in the case of the solo musician, the releases
and attacks. It is as if musicians have an unspoken understanding that longer,
indefinite length silences are one of several musical elements that can only be
given their final shape in a specific performance in a specific place.

In jazz performance, nearly all silences are pulsed. In a jazz ensemble situa-
tion, the opening “frame” is not silent but rather counted off by the leader. The
nature of timekeeping with a drum set necessitates a continuous pulse either
articulated in sound or constantly felt beneath any silence. The concluding
“frame” at the end of a tune is characteristically blurred with various expres-
sive ventures — the pianist outlines the chordal structure, adding a “color”
note at the ninth, the drummer explores the cymbals while slowing the pulse,
the bass player adds a glissando down to a final tonic, and lets it ring. This is
not to say that silence is not used aesthetically in jazz; it is just usually found
in a brief, pulsed context — ironically, silence is often “freer” in classical music.
A jazz saxophonist may have many moments of “silence” or gaps in his
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improvisation, but it is heard over the background rhythm section, and not as
silenced time on stage.

Musical silence in recordings

On recordings, musical works are presented much as paintings are on a muse-
um’s walls, with engineered silences and clean edges. In live performance, how-
ever, musical convention and physical gesture are required to help the audience
identify and frame the musical event. We understand that the orchestra is just
tuning, not playing a piece, because we know that today conventions require
physical stillness on the part of the players, and an effort at producing silence
before the work is commenced. One says “today,” because, as noted above,
this was not always the case. Western classical music has become increasingly
silence-framed and formal, some feel to its detriment. (It was not until well into
the twentieth century that audiences finally stopped applauding between move-
ments of symphonies.)

Major orchestras, opera companies, and vocal ensembles record in large con-
cert halls, often set up out in the center of the hall (over some of the seats), in
an attempt to capture its acoustics. These sessions will invariably also include a
recording of the musicians just sitting silently. The resultant recorded “silence”
is not, of course, absolutely silent. It captures the “silence” in that hall with all
of those individuals in it, and it is used in the recording to enhance the silences
framing the piece so that they will not sound too “sterile.” Exposed silences in
live performance are much less pure, simply because an audience has a certain
ambient noise level that comes from simply being alive, not to mention cough-
ing, rustling, or sneezing. In live performance, some of the audience may seize
the moment for applause “too soon” after the last note, inadequately framing
the ending. Similarly, a final silence can also be stretched to an awkward length
by incomplete gestures on the part of the conductor.

Musical silence and contemporary music

In contemporary music, silence is often used as a deliberate, obvious compo-
sitional device. Such “playing with time” and pairing of opposites (sound and
silence) is an artistic trend perhaps reflective of the many disparities in our times.
Today we are presented with many quite discontinuous and seemingly blurred
experiences of time and space, from airplanes to particle physics. These incon-
gruities of modern life often find expression in contemporary visual arts and
in music, sometimes with materials or formats “incongruous” to that art form
and its canon: in music, this is often the use of void or silence. It can make for
challenging listening. Of course, just as we see in the visual arts, many musical
works are not so much musical events as they are statements about the nature of
musical events. For example, in John Cage’s 4'33" (1952), the performer simply
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sits silently for three tacit movements. (It should be noted that Cage indicates in
the score that “the work may be performed by any instrumentalist or combina-
tion of instrumentalists and last any length of time”.) Most writers agree that
the musical content of a performance of this work is the ambient sounds that
become apparent to the audience within the boundaries of that performance
(Davies 1997). However, as Stephen Davies argues, if Cage’s point was to draw
our attention to the potential of ordinary sounds he failed: “He failed because
he intended to create an artwork and succeeded in doing so, thereby transform-
ing the qualities of the sounds to which that work directs our attention” (Davies
1997:17).

The lessening of internal, formal relationships, whether in the arts or ordi-
nary experience, is extremely disconcerting. When settings and events become
increasingly non-related, we have to work hard to find cause-and-effect connec-
tions. Unfortunately for the listener, music can become complex more quickly
than any other art, since it relies on the perceived coherence of its internal for-
mal relations through time, usually greatly assisted by repetition. Thus both the
“spinning out” of a Baroque melody in a Bach partita, and the fluid, seamless
vocal writing of Josquin produce continuous musical anchors for the listener — as
does the more formal punctuation of Haydn and Mozart. These “anchors” were
compromised in the late twentieth century by the shakedown of traditional har-
mony, and the evolution of tonal systems that offer little redundancy. An overly
generous use of musical silence can lessen the perception of internal musical rela-
tionships, by actually distancing bits of information further across time. On the
other hand, “minimalist” and “New Age” music that employs very little or no
musical silence might be viewed as a reaction of sorts to the largesse of silence in
the “classical” musics of Varese, Schoenberg, Boulez, and Ligeti.

In conclusion, during musical silences, rather than being in the “other-world-
ness” of, for example, film, we become even more intensely aware of our physi-
cal surroundings, through the interaction of sound and architecture, actually
enlarging our sense of time and our own existence. Sometimes a lack of sen-
sory information actually enhances our awareness of the passage or directed-
ness of time, and even without sensory change or variation we still experience
its passage (a phenomenon certainly crucial to appreciation of the repetitive,
minimalist works of Steve Reich and Philip Glass). Music may be one of the
only ways in which we truly engage the present, especially when musical time
is crystallized in musical silence. The characterization of silence in live perfor-
mance is more than just the articulation of form — it is a large part of helping
the audience to know “where they are” in the piece. Consider the quality of the
silences between verses of a carol or madrigal, or after the magnificent open-
ing of the Bach D-minor organ toccata. These silences are musical silences,
not ordinary silences, whose character is determined by the musical materials
around them, their edges.
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See also Aesthetic properties (Chapter 14), Classical aesthetic traditions of India, China, and the
Middle East (Chapter 23), Definition (Chapter 1), Instrumental technology (Chapter 18), and Per-
formances and recordings (Chapter 8).
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RHYTHM, MELODY,
AND HARMONY

Roger Scruton

Music in the Western tradition is spread out in three dimensions: rhythm, mel-
ody and harmony. One or other dimension might be lacking, but the possibil-
ity of all three, and of music that develops simultaneously along each of the
axes that they define, is both distinctive of Western art music and respon-
sible for its many aesthetic triumphs. Other traditions use only one or two of
the three dimensions. African drum music, for example, is purely rhythmical,
and much of the world’s folk music is homophonic or heterophonic, eschew-
ing many-voiced harmony as a distraction from the melodic line. The ancient
Greeks, who first inquired into the rules of harmony, distinguished harmo-
nious from cacophonous intervals, and explored the mathematical relations
which seemed to them to explain the difference. But harmonia meant, for the
Greeks, a pleasing melodic line, rather than two or more voices singing simulta-
neous but consonant melodies. In what follows it will not be possible to review
all the many ways in which music has ignored one or more of the dimensions,
and I shall focus on the Western tradition as the clearest example we have
of music that both uses the three dimensions and consciously distinguishes
them.

Rhythm

I begin with rhythm since it seems to be a species-wide phenomenon, and one
that has an obvious social function in coordinating the movements of people,
when they are working together, worshipping together, or relaxing together in
a dance. As that sentence suggests, we are not going to understand rhythm if we
ignore its ability to generate a sense of community. Through rhythm people find
their activities governed by a shared force, and in both the dance hall and the
concert hall they submit to that force collectively, in conscious awareness that
they do so as a group.
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We should not think of rhythm simply as a beat, such as might be produced
by regularly striking a drum. Beat is neither necessary nor sufficient to generate
rhythm. It is not necessary for the reason that there are rhythms contained in
melodic lines which cannot be divided into the relevant sections — such as the
extended melisma of Gregorian chant. It is not sufficient, since regular pulse can
be heard in things which have no rhythm, such as the pulses of a machine. Of
course we can hear such pulses as rhythmical, importing in imagination an orga-
nization that they do not contain in reality — as when Gershwin began to hear the
rhythm of Rhapsody in Blue in the clicking wheels of the train in which he was
traveling. But that only emphasizes the fact that rhythm is distinct from beat, and
must be brought to the beat by the one who listens or moves to it.

The issue here is obscured by the Western habit of measuring in bar lines.
Rhythm is not measure, though if you are familiar with Western music and
understand the ways of measuring it out in bars, you will quickly latch on to the
rhythm of any new piece. A bar contains a certain number of beats, which can
themselves be divided by two, three, or more to produce smaller beats. Notes can
be tied across the beat and also across bar lines, to produce effects of syncopa-
tion, as in Figure 3.1. These effects are felt and understood because the ties are
forcing the listener to group the notes in a way that conflicts with the underlying
movement. Some scholars (e.g. Schuller 1968) argue that the use of syncopation
in jazz reflects the origins of jazz rhythms in African drum-music, which is poly-
rhythmical, that is, it contains conflicting rhythms that serve to shift the accent
relative to each other.

The emphasis on measure, and the division of the bar-line, leads to the illu-
sion that rhythm and measure are the same thing. Two important observations
count against that. First, there is the example of unmeasured rhythm, as in Gre-
gorian chant. The work of Dom André Mocquereau of the Abbey of Solesmes,
subsequently taken up by Olivier Messiaen, has familiarized us with the fact
that Gregorian chant is profoundly rhythmical in its organization, even though
it is not, and in many instances cannot be, measured out (Messiaen 1996-).
In his striking polyphonic and serial tribute to the Benedictine tradition, the
Lamentatio Jeremiae prophetae, Ernst Kienek produces entirely unmeasured
sequences which generate a strong rhythmic pulse through phrasing and grouping
alone.
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Figure 3.1 Dave Brubeck, “Everybody’s Jumpin®”
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Second, there is rhythm formed by addition rather than division within the
bar-line — a practice again taken up by Messiaen. A leading example is that
of the Indian madtra, as set out in the system of deci-tdlas by the thirteenth-
century theorist Sharngadeva. Many composers — Boulez and Stockhausen among
them — have followed Messiaen in constructing rhythms which resist division
into beats, and which are derived by lengthening individual notes as one might
lengthen a syllable for emphasis. (That is, indeed, how emphasis was effected in
the Sanskrit language, and this feature of the language has carried over into its
musical setting.)

Additive measure does not, however, determine rhythmic organization. Some
of the measures introduced by Sharngadeva are just too long to be grasped as
single units, and the use of the tabla and other percussion devices introduces
beats and divisions into classical ragas that are not unlike the beats and divisions
heard in Western music. This point further emphasizes that measure and rhythm
are two different things. In Eastern European folk music, especially Bulgarian
and Hungarian, beats are often lengthened, without destroying their number in
the bar, as in the Bulgarian Christmas carol in Figure 3.2. This has four beats
in the bar, but no bar is the length of four eighth-notes, since in every bar beats
occur which have been lengthened by a sixteenth-note. Despite the irregular
measure, this is an intensely rhythmical piece, which exerts a strong grip on the
listener.

Such examples remind us that measured bar lines may or may not succeed in
capturing the real rhythm of a piece. The “Danse sacrale” from the Rite of Spring
is measured out with irregular bar lines — but measured out differently in the
orchestral and the four-hand-piano scores. The real rhythm of the opening bars
is captured by neither measure, since it arises from an experience of grouping
and stress which itself depends on the “slicing” of the silence by the razor-sharp
chords.

Such examples point to the importance of grouping. We group notes — whether
pitched or percussive — in blocks or sections, and hear a beginning and an end
to each block. If these blocks are repeated, even if they are of unequal length,
we may hear a kind of pulse, and can “move with” that pulse either bodily or
in imagination. Grouping of this kind belongs with those imaginative powers
that remain within the province of the will: it is a well-known fact that we can
choose to group notes in contrasting ways, and so enjoy the experience of rhyth-
mic ambiguity, stressing now one note, now another, in a regularly repeated
sequence, as in the excerpt from Brahms in Figure 3.3.
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Figure 3.2 Bulgarian Christmas carol
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Figure 3.3 Brahms, “An die Nachtigall”: two ways of hearing

The simplest way to explain rhythm is therefore phenomenologically: it is that
temporal organization which we hear in the sequence of musical sounds and
with which we move, when we move with the music. It is not reducible to beat
or measure, does not require regularity, but is sensitive to grouping and stress.
This suggests a deep distinction, in conclusion, between two kinds of rhythmic
organization — the external and the internal. External rhythmic organization
comes from draping the music over bar lines that are defined from outside the
melodic line, as by the drum-kit in a pop group, or by an ostinato rhythm in
a classical orchestral piece, such as we find in the last movement of Sibelius’s
Violin Concerto or, more subtly, in the first movement of Walton’s First Sym-
phony. Internal rhythmic organization, by contrast, is “precipitated out” from
the melodic movement: it arises from stresses and groupings that take shape
within the melodic line, and has no independent reality. A prime example is the
rhythmic order that we sense in Gregorian chant, and which explains the other-
wise surprising fact that Messiaen, in his lectures, constantly reverts to chant as
the paradigm of rhythmic organization. While you can tap or beat along with an
external rhythm without destroying it, you cannot do this so easily to an inter-
nal rhythm, and certainly you cannot do it to a Gregorian chant. Between the
two extremes of the drum-kit in pop and the melisma of Gregorian chant there
are many intermediate rhythmic experiences, in which internal rhythm is given
a measure of external support; for instance, by the use of timpani in a Haydn
symphony.

Melody

Melody is as hard to define as rhythm, and - as the last paragraph implies — is
often inseparable from rhythm. The shapes, lengths and intervals of melodies
vary wildly from culture to culture, and it is difficult to give a general account
that distinguishes genuine melody from a mere sequence of pitches. As with
rhythm, however, it is safe to assume that melody is something that we hear in
a sequence of pitched sounds, and which is not a material property of the sound
sequence itself. We can therefore hear melody in bird-song, even though this
melody is something that birds, which lack imagination and the grouping experi-
ences that derive from it, cannot hear (Scruton 1974: pt. 1).
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In the Western classical tradition, it is helpful to distinguish melisma — the
melodic organization that extends “horizontally” through a sequence of pitches —
from melodies, which are bounded individuals, with a beginning, a middle and
(usually) an end. The Gregorian chant is a continuous melisma, which only rarely
can be broken down into individual melodies. The same is true of the guitar solos
in heavy metal, and certain kinds of jazz improvisation (for example, Charlie
Parker and John Coltrane). In the classical tradition, however, melodies play the
role of musical individuals, to be transported whole around the pitch spectrum,
and to be diminished, augmented, varied and inverted, while remaining in some
deep (but purely phenomenological) sense the same. Renaissance polyphony and
the ensuing “baroque” show yet another kind of melodic organization, with
few clear boundaries, but only half-closures, as the melodic line pauses at places
where it can renew its ongoing energy (Szabolsci 1965). A clear example is the
last movement of Bach’s Third Brandenburg Concerto.

The language with which we refer to melodies indicates some of the differences
between them. Not all melodies are tunes: some are too open-ended and elabo-
rate to deserve such a label. (Consider, for example, the long melody that occurs
immediately after the opening declamation of Act II of Tristan und Isolde.) We
distinguish songs and song-like melodies from thematic and theme-like melodies,
the first being complete musical individuals that can stand alone, the second
being, and sounding like, musical material, which will reveal its character only
in the course of elaboration and development. Folk songs and hymns have melo-
dies of the first kind, and a strophic form suitable to their use. The instrumental
masterpieces of the Western classical tradition often deploy themes that are very
unsong-like, however attractive — such as the “thesis” melodies of Bach’s key-
board works, or the famous four-note theme that opens Beethoven’s Fifth Sym-
phony. Such themes call out for development, and acquire their character only in
the course of it. The distinction here is not hard and fast, but depends on context
and treatment. Schubert was able to present one and the same melody now as a
song, now as a theme in a fully instrumental elaboration — consider “Der Tod
und das Middchen,” “Sei mir gegriisst” and “Getrockene Blumen.”

Melodies are also distinguished by the impulses that drive them. Some are
driven by word setting, and bear the marks of the words that they set — these
we might call logogenic, and they include most hymns in the Anglican Hymnal,
and most of the modal folk songs collected by Cecil Sharp in the pubs and mar-
ketplaces of Edwardian England. Other melodies are essentially dance tunes.
These (the orchegenic) are often not very singable, however compelling in out-
line: consider the melodies of Dvorak’s scherzos, or that of Ravel’s Bolero, which
is both orchegenic and melismatic. Finally there are the harmonegenic melodies,
which are driven by harmonic relations among their successive notes and reflect
underlying harmonic relations and key relations which may be only implicit, or
else filled in by the accompanying voices. Familiar examples are the themes of
sonata-form movements in the classical tradition. The first two melodic kinds
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preserve the memory of social uses: love-song and hymn, dance and choir. Only
in the course of time, and as a result of the listening culture that grew in church,
in court and finally in concert hall, did melodies begin to take the thematic form
which we find in the Western symphonic tradition.

Two features serve to characterize melody in all its forms. First, there is the
internal constraint exerted by every note on every other. A melody is a sequence
in which no note can be altered without changing the character of the whole.
This feature was pointed out by Edmund Gurney: the “wrong note” phenom-
enon causes us to cry out in protest at every departure from the known musical
line (Gurney 1880: 92—4). A non-melodic sequence of tones can be chopped and
changed without eliciting protests. But all changes in a melody are noticed, and
most condemned as wrong. If a composer is able to change a melody and take it
in a new direction — for example, so as to end in another key — this is regarded as
an achievement, such as that of Berg in incorporating the whole-tone melody of
Bach’s Es ist genug into the last movement of the Violin Concerto.

The second feature that characterizes melody is that of the boundary. Melo-
dies have a beginning and an end, and often half-endings along the way — though,
as I noted above, the ending may be postponed until the close of a section or a
movement, as in much Baroque music. Hearing a melody begin is one of the fun-
damental musical experiences, and it is very difficult to describe what exactly it is
that you hear when this happens. Some melodies begin with an up-beat — a pas-
sage that leads into them, and which is understood as preparatory, as in Figure
3.4. Sometimes a phrase might sound like an up-beat but turn out to be an indis-
pensable part of the melodic structure, such as the three-note phrase that begins
the “Londonderry Air” (Figure 3.5), which is in fact the first of eight such three-
note entrance figures, and a key to the character of the melody as a whole.

The word “closure” is often used to describe the ending of a melody, on the
analogy with syntactical closure in language. By invoking this analogy we empha-
size that, in the classical tradition, the musical movement unfolds along all three
dimensions simultaneously, and that the “sense of an ending” in the melodic line
may be reinforced at the rhythmical and harmonic level too. A simple example is
the “syntactically correct” nursery rhyme, “Baa Baa, Black Sheep” (Figure 3.6),
a four-square sixteen-bar tune which moves toward the tonic for a “half clo-
sure,” goes back to the dominant and then moves step-wise down to the tonic
again. It seems illuminating to say that this harmonegenic melody moves toward
rhythmic, melodic, and harmonic closure simultaneously, although it is neces-
sary to guard against taking the analogy with linguistic syntax too literally.

upbeat

Figure 3.4 English folk song, “Daughter in the Dungeon”
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Figure 3.6 “Baa Baa, Black Sheep”

The boundary experience and the “wrong note” experience are familiar at
the phenomenological level, but they do not correspond to any fixed features of
the sound sequence. A melody can pass through any note on the diatonic scale,
tonic included, without generating the sense of an ending; and it can also end
on any note, even a note that does not belong to the scale, as in Figure 3.7 from
Debussy’s Prélude a Papres-midi d’un faune. There are also recognizable melo-
dies that are not tonal at all, such as that which opens the Schoenberg Violin
Concerto, and melodies which appropriate tonality only to ignore its melodic
constraints, such as the melody which opens the Violin Concerto of William
Walton. The experience of hearing a melody begin and end is, in other words, sui
generis, and not reducible to the recognition of any definable pattern in a sound
sequence. A melody is a purely intentional object of musical perception, some-
thing we hear in a sequence when we respond to its musical potential.
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Figure 3.7 Debussy, Prélude a I'aprés-midi d’un faune

30



RHYTHM, MELODY, AND HARMONY

During the course of the nineteenth century, and under the influence of Wag-
ner, melodic boundaries began to weaken: a new kind of melisma emerged, in
which tune-like episodes emerge from a continuous musical line, as in the first
act of Wagner’s Die Meistersinger von Niirnberg. A good example of this is the
slow movement of Elgar’s Violin Sonata, which is melodious without a mel-
ody. The melodies that are begun in this piece usually break off, or are overlaid
by new beginnings. Many Romantic movements are similar, consisting only of
melodic beginnings without endings, as in the tone poem Don Juan by Strauss. In
describing such works, it is more appropriate to speak of melodic thinking than
of melodies. Nevertheless, they exhibit the same horizontal order that we hear in
a tune by Mozart.

Harmony

The study of harmony in ancient Greece began from the natural intervals — fourth,
fifth, and octave —which correspond to elementary arithmetical relations witnessed
in the lengths of the strings or pipes used to produce them. However, harmony as
we now know it is an intentional object like melody. It is what we hear in two
simultaneous pitches when we hear them as a single object. In this sense, harmony,
in our tradition, takes two distinct forms: chordal harmony, in which separate
pitches sound together as a single chord; and counterpoint, in which separate voices
move interdependently, creating an interwoven texture. In both cases, harmony is
to be distinguished from simultaneity. In certain works of atonal music, such as
Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire, we hear instruments sounding together at different
pitches. But we do not (or do not as a rule) hear chords. What exactly is the dif-
ference here? One difference seems to be that when two or more pitches are heard
as a chord, the phenomenal space between those pitches is occupied by the chord.
The space between two pitches that form a “simultaneity” remains vacant.

In saying that, I am assuming that the metaphor of musical space is not just a
facon de parler, but a description of something that we hear. We speak of tones
as moving up and down the pitch spectrum, of melodies as occurring now at
one place, now at another, and of the music itself as moving forward, and these
are all metaphors, which correspond to no actual space in the world of pitches.
Nevertheless, we hear music as spatially organized, and if we did not do so we
would be unable to understand the art of music as we know it (Scruton 1997).
Our experience of harmony belongs to this experience. A chord occupies music
space. Chords can be heard as excluding melodies from the spaces they occupy,
such as the chord that opens the second episode (the “Dance of the Adolescents™)
in Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring. Chords can “leak into” each other (as Janicek
puts it (1974: 164)) — as the open fifth on A at the beginning of Beethoven’s
Ninth Symphony leaks into and pollutes the fifth on D that replaces it; they can
be transparent, such as the opening chords of Lohengrin, or opaque, such as the
Stravinsky chord just mentioned.
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Chords may be harmonically disconnected from their neighbours and still be
chords, rather than simultaneities; for example, the whole-tone chords in the
chordal melody that opens Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande. More often, however,
we hear chords as belonging to sequences, in which each chord places constraints
on its successor, compelling us to hear it either as part of the harmonic argu-
ment or as an intrusion. Hence there has arisen in the Western tradition an idea
of “harmonic progression,” according to which sequences of chords are under-
stood as progressing toward or away from a boundary, with the equivalent of
the “wrong note” phenomenon in the form of the “wrong chord” (as in the crazy
cadence that ends Strauss’s Don Quixote — and which sounds right in retrospect,
when the tonic chord is finally reached).

Understanding harmony in this way, we are led to the view that the distinc-
tion between consonance and dissonance is a distinction within harmony. The
distinction is purely phenomenological and impossible to align with any material
property of the sounds in which it is heard. Helmholtz (1954) believed that he
could explain dissonance in terms of the beats caused by the clashing overtones
of competing fundamentals. However, harmonies cluttered by beats may be
heard as entirely consonant — close harmony in the bass, for example, as in late
Beethoven sonatas — while uncluttered harmonies can sound highly dissonant, as
when open fifths and fourths emerge in polytonal structures (e.g. in Ligeti’s Horn
Trio). Such examples suggest that consonance and dissonance are heard relative
to the stylistic context, so that a chord that is dissonant in Haydn will sound
consonant in Berg. Furthermore both are a matter of degree, and are understood
as such — such as the dissonances that interrupt the “Ode to Joy” in Beethoven’s
Ninth Symphony. Hence dissonance can gradually increase and decrease within
the musical line.

In the classical tradition these phenomenological features are put to impor-
tant use in two ways: resolution and suspension. Composers discovered ways
of “resolving” the tensions heard in a dissonance through the consonance that
follows it. So effective is this device that the syntax of tonal harmony has been
almost entirely built upon it. And one way of building on it is through the prac-
tice of suspension, in which a note from a consonant harmony is held while the
other notes change, so creating a dissonance, which then resolves to consonance
as the “suspended” note is allowed to slide home to its proper place. Whole
sequences of suspensions occur in the music of Gesualdo and Victoria, often put
to exquisite use, and Romantic harmony frequently resolves a suspended note
while at the same time changing the rest of the chord, so as to land on another
dissonance — the prelude to Tristan und Isolde being a vivid instance, in which
harmonic closure is deliberately avoided throughout.

In one familiar form of suspension, the tonic is sounded over the chord of the
dominant and then resolved on to the leading note (Figure 3.8). Jazz musicians
got to like the sound of the first of those chords, with its accumulation of fourths,
and, in deference to its classical function, called it the “sus” chord. However, sus
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Figure 3.8 Suspension

chords are used in jazz as complete and closed harmonies, and as a rule no listener
feels the need to resolve them — a clear illustration of the context-dependence of
dissonance in all its forms. The convention arose of turning the upper fourth of
the stack into a triad, so that the sus chord on a given root is now understood to
include the triad on the note one whole-tone below the root (Figure 3.9). (Herbie
Hancock’s “Maiden Voyage” consists entirely of such chords.)

The Baroque harmonic idiom, which J. S. Bach shared with Couperin and
Handel, deploys recognized “chord progressions,” in which each harmony arises
naturally from the predecessor, while moving in a goal-directed way toward
closure. The Classical style of J. C. Bach, Haydn and Mozart also deploys such
chord progressions — though they are rather different. And Romantic compos-
ers delighted in exploring novel progressions, which might lead to closure, as in
Schumann and Brahms, or might equally seem to “lose their way,” as in Wagner
(see, for example, the Tarnhelm and Forgetting motifs in the Ring cycle). In jazz,
however, there is a fertile abundance of progressions, some standard, some not
so standard, even though there is as a rule no felt need for a “goal-directed” syn-
tax. The consonance—dissonance distinction is much fainter in jazz than in the
classical tradition, on account of the seventh and ninth being treated as natural
additions to any triad, the seventh in addition being a melodic note, and not a
passing note as it is in most classical music. Indeed, you might conclude from this
and other examples that the “goal-directed” character of Western art music is
very much a culture-bound phenomenon, and not something that has any special
connection with any of the three dimensions of musical syntax.
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Figure 3.9 Sus chord

33



ROGER SCRUTON

Earlier T remarked that the distinction between a simultaneity and a chord
could be understood in part through the fact that chords are heard as “filling”
the space between their boundaries. Although this is true, it is not the whole
truth, and there is a great difference between chords which are heard simply as
musical units, and chords which are heard as composed from the several voices
that flow into them. Suspension is in fact a special case of a general principle of
Classical harmony, according to which chord sequences arise from the move-
ment of individual voices. In the Classical style, and equally in its Romantic
offshoots, voices are required to move naturally, as though singing from one
position to the next: disobedience to this rule causes the musical surface to lose
its organic integrity, and to acquire a jerky quality which makes it difficult or
impossible to hear goal-directed progressions. Jazz too obeys the voicing prin-
ciple, and insists that each chord be properly spaced, so that no inner parts are
heard to leap across unmelodic intervals.

The cadence

An interesting feature of both melodic and harmonic order in our tradition is the
“cadence.” This word, from Latin cadere (“to fall”), indicates a specific kind of
boundary — not necessarily a closure, but an effect of “settling,” however tem-
porary, in which melodic or harmonic tension is released, and a particular note
or harmony emerges as a place of rest. Melodic cadences are very important in
Gregorian chant, and in melismatic compositions generally, since they represent
pauses in the musical movement that facilitate grouping. Without them both lis-
tening and performing would lack an essential aid to the grasp of structure.

Harmonic cadences are similar, and have achieved standard forms in most
Western idioms. The V-I cadence is familiar as a concluding moment in the Clas-
sical style, as are the II-V-I and the IV-V-I cadences, all known, in this use, as
“perfect cadences.” The IV-I cadence, known as the “plagal” (oblique) cadence,
or “amen” cadence because of its use in the Protestant “amen,” also has a con-
cluding function, as in Scriabin’s Poéme de extase. Cadences include imperfect
cadences, half cadences, interrupted and deceptive cadences — all instantly recog-
nizable to anyone familiar with the Classical style and its Romantic derivations.
There is also a distinction between masculine and feminine cadences, the first
moving to a metrically strong position, the second to a position which is metri-
cally weak. Needless to say, feminists have objected to this use of language; but
the distinction, however described, is very easily heard. (Listen to the beautiful
sequence of feminine cadences with which Jentfa reminds the selfish Steva of her
plight, in Act 1 of Janacek’s opera, and you will see that the language records
something real.)

Cadences that form conclusions in one idiom might have quite a different effect
in another. Thus the II-V-I progression which provides the perfect cadence in
much classical sonata-style music has another use altogether in jazz. If the chords
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are voiced without the root and with added seventh and ninth, the progression
loses its finality, and becomes an opening gambit, rather than a concluding move —
as in “Tune Up” by Miles Davis, which presents a succession of such cadences
in different tonal areas.

Whether there is the equivalent of the cadence in rhythmic organization is a
moot point. Rhythmic order can certainly work toward and away from bound-
aries, and it is possible that it can induce the same effect of pause and recupera-
tion that we know from melodic and harmonic cadences. Nevertheless, rhythm
is seldom if ever described in this way. As the distinction between “masculine”
and “feminine” cadences makes clear, however, melodic and harmonic cadences
are affected by rhythmic organization, and heard differently according to the
strength of the beat or the rhythmic accent.

Tonality

Central to the Western musical tradition have been the ideas of scale and key,
and, arising from these, the notion of the chords of the key, and modulation
between keys. Tonality is not a static system, but one that is constantly develop-
ing; scales can be modal as well as diatonic; they include chromatic and whole-
tone scales, which have no key. Nevertheless, the idea of a tonal centre, with its
privileged chords and intervals, has been fundamental to music in the Western
classical tradition right up to the present day. It is thanks to tonality that we can
hear melodic and harmonic closure as achieved together, and also that we can
hear chord sequences as making sense in themselves, as well as being appropriate
“accompaniments” to recognized melodies — such as the melodies that we know
from the Great American Songbook.

The presence of a tonal centre is vital to a certain kind of long-range symphonic
thinking. While a simple song may progress from tonic to dominant and back
again in a few bars, large-scale movements in the classical tradition may prolong
such transitions over many minutes. This does not mean that a symphonic move-
ment will stay on one chord for all that time. The classical idiom enables the
listener to hear, enduring beneath a short-term progression, a single tonal centre,
to which the musical movement returns both melodically and harmonically, and
from which it departs in ways that do not disrupt the sense of that tonal centre as
“home.” Tonality creates “regions” of tonal space, in which a single chord pre-
vails, so that other chords are heard as “prolongations.” These prolonging har-
monies do not, in themselves, turn the music in a new direction, but simply move
around the harmony that defines the region in which they occur. This striking
phenomenon has been provided with an interesting analysis by Heinrich Schen-
ker, who presents a kind of generative grammar of tonal music, with subsidiary
harmonies emerging as “middle ground” structures from background tonal rela-
tions (Schenker 1979). However, Schenker’s theory has proved controversial and
at best of only narrow application. Once again, we seem to be confronted with
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a striking phenomenological feature of music which cannot be pinned down by
a single theory.

Such discussions suggest that the three musical dimensions, although separable
in principle, are not easily separated in fact. The emergence of tonal “regions” in
musical space is profoundly influenced by rhythmic organization: rhythmic pat-
terns govern the segmentation of what we hear, and can force alien harmonies
to relate to each other. Melodies have harmonic as well as rhythmic implica-
tions, and can change character entirely when differently harmonized. The slow
movement of Schubert’s last piano sonata contains a melody first harmonized in
C-sharp minor, and then harmonized in E major. And what we hear is two melo-
dies, even though hardly a note has been changed. That which is being played out
“horizontally” in the melodic line is heard as expounding, in its own way, the
“verticals” on which it rests, just as the ornaments in a classical frieze expound
the same Order as the columns beneath them.

What happens to melody and harmony when tonality is abandoned? This is a
question that troubled Schoenberg, who believed that he could derive new melo-
dies from his serial technique, and who advocated what he called “the emancipa-
tion of the dissonance” (1975: 91), which would remove entirely the feeling of
tension and release, the distinction between consonance and dissonance, and the
need for dissonances to resolve. The result remains controversial to this day. In
particular it remains controversial whether genuine closure can be heard in music
that eschews all privileged pitches, and whether real harmonies, as opposed to
simultaneities, can be heard in chord sequences that follow no pattern of tension
and release.

This controversy lies beyond the scope of the present chapter, but it points to
the real need, in the philosophy of music, for clarity concerning the nature of the
musical dimensions. Can there be melody without boundaries? Can there be har-
monic progression without the dissonance—consonance distinction? Can there be
closure without rhythm? Those and many other questions all depend upon our
view of the three musical dimensions, and how they connect. So too do questions
concerning the place of music in a culture.

For example, we make a distinction between short-term and long-term musi-
cal attention. The Western classical tradition is a tradition of long-range musi-
cal thought, in which themes and ideas are explored in all their implications,
and closures achieved only after extended ventures across musical space. The
contrast here with the short-term listening encouraged by pop is both important
and difficult to conceptualize. Adorno (1987) wrote in this connection of “the
regression of listening,” meaning the kind of short-circuiting of musical atten-
tion, what we might call the “addictive” aspect of listening, that he discerned in
the popular music of his day. Adorno connected his argument — which he took to
be a profound objection to jazz and its off-shoots — with a theory of mass culture
and its socio-economic origins. This theory is, to say the least, controversial. But
many of Adorno’s readers have felt that he is getting at a profound truth about
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music, concerning a real distinction between different kinds of listening, and
between the different roles that music might play in the lives of its adherents.
However, there is no likelihood that Adorno’s criticisms will ever be properly
stated, let alone assessed, if they are not connected to a theory of what is going
on when a listener follows a rhythmic, melodic, or harmonic argument.

See also Analysis (Chapter 48), Music and imagination (Chapter 11), Music and language (Chapter
10), Music, philosophy, and cognitive science (Chapter 54), Phenomenology and music (Chapter 53),
Psychology of music (Chapter 55), Music theory and philosophy (Chapter 46), and Understanding
music (Chapter 12).
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4
ONTOLOGY

Carl Matheson and Ben Caplan

Ontology

Ontologists of music have been interested in a number of questions, including the
following ones. Are there musical works? If there are musical works, what are
they like? If there are musical works, what relation do they stand in to their per-
formances? In this chapter, we will be focusing primarily on the second of these
questions, the question of what musical works are like. In addressing this ques-
tion, ontologists of music have asked a number of further questions, including
the following ones. What ontological category or categories do musical works
belong to? Where are musical works located in time? How are musical works
individuated?

Let us assume for now that there are musical works. (We will come back
briefly to this assumption later.) In particular, let us assume that Beethoven’s
Piano Sonata No. 29 in B-flat major, Op. 106 — the Hammerklavier — exists.
First, there are questions about its ontological category. For example, is the
Hammerklavier a type? Or an event? Or something else? Second, there are ques-
tions about its temporal location. For example, did the Hammerklavier come
into existence when Beethoven composed it, in 1817-18, or did it always exist?
And, third, there are questions about its individuation. For example, is the Ham-
merklavier distinguished from other musical works entirely by how it sounds?
Or is it distinguished from other musical works in part by the historical context
in which it was composed, or by the instrument that Beethoven specified that it
should be performed on?

Ontological category

The dominant view in the ontology of music is the #ype theory, according to
which the Hammerklavier is a type (Wollheim 1980: §§35-7; Levinson 1980:
78-82,1990a: 216; Currie 1989: 66-71; S. Davies 2001: 37-43; Dodd 2007: chs
1-5, 2008; Kivy 1983: 35-6, 1987: 5§9-60, 1988: 75; Wolterstorff 1980: pt. 2).
A natural starting point for type theorists is the view that the Hammerklavier is
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a type whose tokens are sound events that sound exactly like note-perfect per-
formances of the Hammerklavier. This view can then be modified or extended in
various ways, for example, by excluding sound events that are not performances
of any musical work because they are natural occurrences (such as the wind
whistling through the trees), or by including sound events that deviate to some
extent from note-perfect performances of the Hammerklavier.

But not everyone is a type theorist. Some who reject the type theory think that
the Hammerklavier is a set, either of correct performances (Goodman 1976:
210) or of possible and exemplary performances (Effingham ms.). The main
difference between sets and types is that only the former are extensional: neces-
sarily, two sets are identical if and only if they have the same members; but it is
possible for two distinct types to have the same tokens. For example, if everyone
who is Canadian happens to be a hockey player, and vice versa, then the set
of Canucks is identical to the set of hockey players, but the types Canuck and
hockey player might still be distinct, because, for example, being able to skate is
one of the requirements on being a hockey player, but it is not one of the require-
ments on being Canadian (even if all Canadians happen to know how to skate).

Others who reject the type theory think that the Hammerklavier is an event,
something that occurs in space and time, namely, Beethoven’s compositional
activity (D. Davies 2004). Still others think that it is a mereological sum of per-
formances: something that each of those performances is a part of and every part
of which has a part in common with one of those performances (Alward 2004).
And still others think that it is a sui generis non-physical object, which is distinct
from but nonetheless intimately connected to performances and recordings, cop-
ies of the score, and mental representations (Rohrbaugh 2003, ms.), or to a type
whose tokens are sound events (Evnine 2009).

Some defend their view on the grounds that it identifies the Hammerklavier
with something ontologically respectable that is already in their ontology, for
example, a set (Effingham ms.). And some defend their view on the grounds that
it best explains some feature or features of the Hammerklavier. For example, type
theorists might say that their view best explains its repeatability, how it can have
multiple performances: each of the Hammerklavier’s performances is a token of
it (Dodd 2007: 9-19, 2008). And those who think that the Hammerklavier is a
sui generis non-physical object might say that their view best explains its tempo-
rality (how it can come into and go out of existence), its modal flexibility (how
it could have been different than it actually is), and its temporal flexibility (how
it can change over time). Types might be temporal (see below), but type theorists
generally deny that they are modally or temporally flexible (Dodd 2007: ch. 2),
whereas sui generis non-physical objects might well be temporal, modally flex-
ible, and temporally flexible (Rohrbaugh 2003, ms.).

In response to the claim that their view does not best explain the tempo-
rality, modal flexibility, or temporal flexibility of the Hammerklavier, some
type theorists deny that the Hammerklavier has those features and offer an
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explanation of why it seems to have those features, even though it really does not
(Dodd 2007: chs 4-5, 2008). Perhaps the Hammerklavier is not temporal after
all (see below), and even some who reject the type theory admit that it might not
be temporally flexible (Rohrbaugh ms.). But the Hammerklavier does seem to be
modally flexible: it does seem that in composing the Hammerklavier Beethoven
could have called for a different note here or there, in which case the range of
the Hammerklavier’s correct performances would have been slightly different.
Those who think that the Hammerklavier is a modally inflexible type might say
that, although the range of the Hammerklavier’s correct performances could not
have been even slightly different, Beethoven could have composed a different
work, the Near-Hammerklavier, with a slightly different range of correct perfor-
mances (Dodd 2007: 90-1, 2008: 1127).

Temporal location

The Hammerklavier was composed in 1817-18. Did it come into existence at
that time? Opinion is pretty evenly divided. Some say yes (Levinson 1980: 65,
1990a: 217; Rohrbaugh 2003, ms.); others say 7o, either because the Hammerk-
lavier is not located in time or because it is located at all times (Dodd 2007:
99). (Not being located in time and being located at all times are not often dis-
tinguished in the literature.) The conjunction of the type theory and the claim
that the Hammerklavier and other musical works do not come into existence
is known as musical Platonism (Dodd 2007: 99). One reason for asserting that
the Hammerklavier came into existence in 1817-18 is that, in composing it,
Beethoven created it; and, in creating it, he brought it into existence (Levinson
1980: 65-8, 1990a: 217-21, 227-31). Of those who deny that the Hammerkla-
vier came into existence in 1817-18, some say that Beethoven created it without
bringing it into existence (Deutsch 1991), whereas others say that he composed
it without creating it and, instead, creatively discovered or selected it (Kivy 1983:
38-47,1987: 66-73; Dodd 2007: ch. 5). One reason for denying that the Ham-
merklavier came into existence in 181718 is that it might be hard to square its
coming into existence with the type theory, since types are often thought to exist
at all times or outside of time (Dodd 2007: ch. 3). Of those who assert that the
Hammerklavier came into existence in 1817-18, some say that types can come
into existence (Levinson 1980: 79-80, 81-2, 1990a: 259-61), whereas others
say that the Hammerklavier is not a type (Rohrbaugh 2003, ms.).

Eventually, perhaps millions of years from now, all traces — including all perfor-
mances, recordings, and memories — of the Hammerklavier will have disappeared.
Will it go out of existence at that time? Those who deny that the Hammerklavier
came into existence in 1817-18 deny that it will go out of existence in the dis-
tant future (Dodd 2007: 99). Of those who assert that the Hammerklavier came
into existence in 1817-18, some are ambivalent about whether it will go out of
existence in the distant future (Levinson 1990a: 261-63), whereas others assert
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that it will (Rohrbaugh 2003, ms.). The question of whether the Hammerklavier
will go out of existence in the distant future has received less attention in the lit-
erature than has the question of whether it came into existence in 1817-18 (but
see Trivedi 2008), presumably because only the latter question is connected to
questions about composition and creativity.

Individuation

Beethoven composed the Hammerklavier in 1817-18 and specified that it should
be performed on a piano (a “hammer-keyboard” or “Hammerklavier”). As it
happens, no one else composed a sound-alike musical work — a musical work
that sounds exactly like the Hammerklavier — 175 years later, nor did anyone
else compose a sound-alike musical work and specify that it should be performed
on a Perfect Timbral Synthesizer (PTS), an electronic device that can duplicate
the timbre of any actual instrument. But those are historical accidents. Suppose
that Beethoven composed the Hammerklavier in 1817-18; someone else com-
posed a sound-alike musical work, the 1993 Hammerklavier, 175 years later;
and someone else composed another sound-alike musical work, the PTS Kla-
vier, and specified that it should be performed on a PTS. According to sonicism,
the Hammerklavier, the 1993 Hammerklavier, and the PTS Klavier are in fact
the same musical work, since the Hammerklavier is distinguished from other
musical works solely by how it sounds (Kivy 1987: 60-6, 1988; Dodd 2007:
chs. 8-9). But, according to contextualism, the Hammerklavier and the 1993
Hammerklavier are distinct musical works, since the Hammerklavier is distin-
guished from other musical works not just by how it sounds but also by the his-
torical context in which it was composed (Levinson 1980: 68-73, 1990a: 221-7;
Currie 1989: 34-40; S. Davies 2001: 72-5). And, according to instrumentalism,
the Hammerklavier and the PTS Klavier are also distinct musical works, since
the Hammerklavier is distinguished from other musical works not just by how
it sounds but also by the instrument that its composer specified it should be per-
formed on (Levinson 1980: 73-8, 1990a: 231-47; S. Davies 2001: 60-71).

Contextualists argue that the Hammerklavier and the 1993 Hammerklavier
differ in their aesthetic and artistic properties. For example, the Hammerklavier
is exciting and original in ways in which the 1993 Hammerklavier is not. So,
by Leibniz’s Law, they must be distinct (Levinson 1980: 68-9, 1990a: 221-4;
Currie 1989: 34-40). Sonicists reply that the Hammerklavier and the 1993
Hammerklavier do not differ in their aesthetic and artistic properties. There are
various ways for sonicists to say that. For example, sonicists might say that the
Hammerklavier is exciting in exactly the ways that the 1993 Hammerklavier
is and that, although Beethoven and his compositional actions might be more
original than the twentieth-century composer and her compositional actions,
neither the Hammerklavier nor the 1993 Hammerklavier is itself original
(Dodd 2007: ch. 9).
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Instrumentalists can offer a parallel argument: the Hammerklavier and the
PTS Klavier differ in their aesthetic properties. For example, the Hammerklavier
is thundering in ways in which the PTS Klavier is not. So, by Leibniz’s Law, they
must be distinct (D. Davies 2009: 168-70). Sonicists can offer a parallel reply:
the Hammerklavier and the PTS Klavier have the same aesthetic properties. For
example, the Hammerklavier is thundering in exactly the ways that the PTS Kla-
vier is. But this reply is not available to all sonicists. For example, some sonicists
(e.g. Dodd 2007: ch. 8) say that the Hammerklavier is thundering in exactly the
ways it is only because its performances are correctly heard as performed on a
piano (even if they are not in fact performed on a piano). But it might come to
be that performances of the PTS Klavier are correctly heard, not as performed
on a piano, but rather as performed on a PTS. And, in that case, the PTS Kla-
vier would not be thundering in exactly the ways that the Hammerklavier is (D.
Davies 2009: 168). (One might be tempted to draw a different conclusion, one
that goes beyond instrumentalism, namely, that a musical work is individuated
not just by how it sounds, or by the instrument that its composer specified that
it should be performed on, but also by the instrument that its performances are
correctly heard as being performed on, even if that instrument is not the instru-
ment that its composer specified that it should be performed on.)

Meta-ontology

Suppose that the goal of a given ontology of music is to handle those intuitions
of ours that are relevant. For instance, in considering whether musical works can
be created, one might appeal to the commonly held belief that musical works are
created and conclude that musical Platonism must be rejected in favor of a theory
according to which musical works are the sorts of things that can be created (cf.
Levinson 1980: 65-8, 1990a: 216-21). In this case, an ontological issue is settled
solely by a direct appeal to our intuitions concerning ontological matters. That
is, for the purposes of this little exercise, the only relevant intuitions are ontologi-
cal intuitions concerning whether musical works can be created.

However, this basic approach faces a few problems. Even if it can be used
sometimes — for instance, with respect to creatability — most people do not have
enough ontological intuitions to generate a fully fleshed-out ontology of music.
Furthermore, those that they do have are rarely the product of careful consider-
ation and often are not very strongly held. At this point, although there might be
several candidate theories, we simply do not have enough data to pick a winner.
We can augment our list of data by bringing into consideration issues that can be
plausibly considered to be relevant and about which non-metaphysicians have
strongly held opinions. In other words, we can hold that the goal of an ontology
of music is to handle a much broader range of intuitions concerning musical (or
critical) practice, that is, what musicians, music audiences, music critics, and
music theorists say and do (D. Davies 2004, 2009; Rohrbaugh 2005; Stecker
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2009). For instance, consider the claim that the aesthetic or artistic properties
that we attribute to the Hammerklavier differ from those we would attribute
to the 1993 Hammerklavier. If this claim is true, then, since sound-alike musi-
cal works can differ in their properties, sonicism must be false and contextual-
ism true. In this case, our non-ontological intuitions can be used to adjudicate
between rival ontologies of musical works.

Appealing to musical practice raises some further questions. Musical practice
could have been different in many ways. How would the ontology of music have
been different if musical practice had been different? And must the actual ontol-
ogy of music, now, already be ready to accommodate all of these different pos-
sible practices or, at least, all possible extensions of our current actual practice?

But, even putting these large-scale questions aside, appealing to musical prac-
tice does not by itself settle the issue between sonicism and contextualism. Soni-
cists can deny that the differences between the Hammerklavier and the 1993
Hammerklavier should be construed as requiring two works that have different
properties. One way to do this would be to regard the case as an example of one
work that bears different relations to different audiences — in this case, an audi-
ence from 1818, which hears the work as revolutionary, versus an audience from
1993, which hears it as old-fashioned (cf. Kivy 1987: 64-5). Similarly, although
a musical Platonist would have to agree that, strictly speaking, musical works fail
to be creatable, she would add that acts of composition occur in time and have
a beginning. According to the musical Platonist, when we say “Musical works
are created,” the truth in the vicinity might be that a given work is indicated or
conceived for the first time on a certain date (cf. Kivy 1983: 38-47,1987: 66-73;
Dodd 2007: ch. §).

Each of these strategies relies on a technique known as paraphrase. For
instance, a philosopher might believe that, strictly speaking, only sensory ideas
exist. Nevertheless, she wishes to preserve certain claims such as “My piano is
in the corner of the room” by capturing the sentence in the language of ideas.
According to her theory, although we are wrong at a fundamental level, we still
utter true sentences under her construal or paraphrase of them. Furthermore,
our basic error might not require us to change our everyday speech or behav-
ior. However, if paraphrase is permissible and available, then ontological issues
might not be decidable. If the sonicist and the musical Platonist can provide
friendly paraphrases of what seem to be truths that are problematic for their
views, then we do not seem to have a way of adjudicating between those views
and their rivals.

If we are to proceed further, we need to bring in this constraint: if our practice
implies the attribution of an aesthetic or artistic property to a musical work,
then the best ontology of music is one according to which the musical work in
question really possesses the property in question (Levinson 1980: 84 n. 29,
1990a: 224; D. Davies 2004: 16-24). Musical Platonism loses on the creatabil-
ity question under this constraint if it paraphrases claims about a work’s being
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created as claims about the occurrence of an action of composition; sonicism
loses the 1993 Hammerklavier case if it paraphrases claims about the aesthetic
or artistic difference between two works as claims about different relations that
hold between a single work and different audiences. Another methodological
wrinkle stems from the fact that, if one’s theory seems not to fit the data sup-
plied by musical practice, one can modify one’s data set for ostensibly indepen-
dently motivated reasons. For instance, if a writer supports some sort of musical
empiricism, according to which all of a work’s aesthetic properties are in some
sense readily hearable, then that writer can simply reject the claim that the Ham-
merklavier and the 1993 Hammerklavier could differ in their aesthetic proper-
ties, since they are sound-alikes (Dodd 2007: chs 8-9). Of course, in the absence
of persuasive arguments for musical empiricism, opponents can maintain that
a theory’s inability to handle our apparent aesthetic judgments about this case
should count as a flaw.

The possibility remains that no ontology of music can save all of our cur-
rent intuitions concerning musical practice, no matter how much creative para-
phrasing we employ. Or, perhaps, all of our intuitions can be saved only by an
extremely cumbersome and unwieldy theory. In these circumstances it might
be best to consider ontological theories that sacrifice a few of our intuitions
for the sake of preserving the rest of them in a theoretically virtuous way. Our
final theory and the particular claims concerning music it generates might con-
flict with the views that we started with in important ways, both about basic
ontology and about our understanding of musical practice. This methodology
is akin to reflective equilibrium in philosophical ethics. Suppose that the ethical
theories we start with are in conflict with our intuitions about particular cases.
We resolve the conflict by revising our theory and revising our beliefs about
particular cases (to the smallest extent possible) so that we eventually arrive at
a coherent and powerful ethical theory. However, at the outset, everything is up
for grabs, at least in principle. Some writers identify works with things that have
long been in our general ontologies. For instance, David Davies (2004) asserts
that musical works, and indeed all artworks, are actions that artists perform. As
such they form a species of event tokens. Others, such as Jerrold Levinson (1980,
1990a) and Guy Rohrbaugh (2003, ms.), devise new things — types that come
into existence or sui generis non-physical objects — that are tailor-made to play
the role we accord to musical works. Each of these theorists identifies musical
works with new or unexpected things, because the old, familiar candidates for
being a musical work cannot do the job of preserving all or even most of the
things we want to say about musical works.

But not everyone sees the need for reflective equilibrium. Some take musical
practice to be sacrosanct because the term “musical work,” if it refers at all, must
refer to something that conforms completely to what actual musical practice
requires (Thomasson 2005, 2006). But, on this view, there is no guarantee that
our term “musical work” will refer to anything at all, unless we start with an
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ontology so plenitudinous that we are guaranteed to refer to something no mat-
ter how it is characterized. Others see no need to take into account general theo-
retical or metaphysical claims beyond those implicit in musical practice, since
they see ontology of music as solely being in the business of describing how we
think about musical works (Kania 2008b). But ontology of music is not solely
in the business of describing how we think about musical works; it is also in the
business of describing how musical works are. Others think that preserving what
is implicit in musical practice is so easy that no reflective equilibrium is required,
since they see ontology of music as solely being in the business of preserving the
truth of certain sentences and they think that those sentences can be made true
even if there are, strictly speaking, no musical works (Cameron 2008). But, even
if our musical practice is coherent and there is a way of simultaneously making
true all of the sentences that correspond to it (and at this point there’s no guar-
antee that that is possible), there is more to preserving what is implicit in musical
practice than preserving the truth of some sentences: musical practice includes
what musicians and audiences do, and one might think that playing and listening
to musical works requires the existence of musical works and not just the truth
of some sentences about them. In any case, insofar as we care about the truth of
sentences about musical works, we think that those sentences are made true by
the existence of musical works (Stecker 2009).

Some doubt the usefulness of the ontology of music altogether, because to
be useful an ontological theory about the Hammerklavier, for example, would
have to tell us ahead of time what would count as a performance of that musical
work, and there is no way of knowing what would count as a performance of
the Hammerklavier before hearing all possible performances of it (Ridley 2003).
These anti-ontological concerns can be side-stepped, because the usefulness of
the ontology of music does not depend on its telling us ahead of time what
would count as a performance of what (Kania 2008a). But they can be profit-
ably viewed as a starting point for an examination of the issue of “grounding,”
which in the ontology of music largely concerns the relation between claims
about musical works and claims about their performances. Is the Hammerkla-
vier thundering in virtue of the thundering nature of its performances, or are the
performances thundering in virtue of the thundering nature of the work? In other
words, are the aesthetic or artistic properties of the musical work grounded in
the properties of its performances, are the aesthetic or artistic properties of its
performances grounded in the properties of the musical work, or neither? This
is a metaphysical question; as such, it should be distinguished from a pragmatic
or epistemological question, which is also of interest: How should we go about
finding out which aesthetic or artistic properties the Hammerklavier has? For
instance, should we ascertain that the Hammerklavier is thundering via a close
examination of the score or by an imaginative engagement with possible perfor-
mances? Although there is renewed interest in grounding among metaphysicians
(e.g. Schaffer 2009), philosophers of music have not begun to address the issue.
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Critics and musicians frequently distinguish the properties of performances
from the properties of musical works. If ontologists of music were to consider
grounding, they would be able to address issues of greater importance to musical
practice than that of pigeon-holing musical works in some ontological category
or other. Until now, ontologists of music have been very active at the theoretical
level, but they have tended to simply accept what is said by other participants
in the musical community. Perhaps this is due to assumptions they might have
made about the limited role of, and possibilities inherent in, the philosophy of
art. However, the issue of grounding might sometimes make it possible for ontol-
ogists of music to play a part in guiding practice, which would be a very good
thing for those philosophers who want to do more than record and regiment
what the “real” practitioners are doing.

See also Authentic performance practice (Chapter 9), Jazz (Chapter 39), Medium (Chapter 5), Per-
formances and recordings (Chapter 8), Rock (Chapter 38), and Song (Chapter 40).

References

Alward, P. (2004) “The Spoken Work,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 62: 331-7.

Cameron, R. (2008) “There are No Things that are Musical Works,” British Journal of
Aesthetics 48: 295-314.

Currie, G. (1989) An Ontology of Art, London: Macmillan.

Davies, D. (2004) Art as Performance, Oxford: Blackwell.

(2009) “The Primacy of Practice in the Ontology of Art,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art
Criticism 67: 159-71.

Davies, S. (2001) Musical Works and Performances: A Philosophical Exploration, Oxford:
Clarendon.

Deutsch, H. (1991) “The Creation Problem,” Topoi 10: 209-25.

Dodd, J. (2007) Works of Music: An Essay in Ontology, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

—— (2008) “Musical Works: Ontology and Meta-Ontology,” Philosophy Compass 3:
1113-34.

Effingham, N. (ms.) “The Metaphysics of Musical Works,” available at http://www.
nikkeffingham.com/resources/MusicalWorks.pdf.

Evnine, S.J. (2009) “Constitution and Qua Objects in the Ontology of Music,” British Journal
of Aesthetics 49: 203-17.

Goodman, N. (1976) Languages of Art: An Approach to a Theory of Symbols, 2nd edn,
Indianapolis: Hackett.

Kania, A. (2008a) “Piece for the End of Time: In Defence of Musical Ontology,” British Jour-
nal of Aesthetics 48: 65-79.

—— (2008b) “The Methodology of Musical Ontology: Descriptivism and its Implications,”
British Journal of Aesthetics 48: 426-44.

Kivy, P. (1983) “Platonism in Music: A Kind of Defense,” reprinted in Kivy (1993),
pp- 35-58.

—— (1987) “Platonism in Music: Another Kind of Defense,” reprinted in Kivy (1993),
pp. 59-74.

——(1988) “Orchestrating Platonism,” reprinted in Kivy (1993), pp. 75-94.

—— (1993) The Fine Art of Repetition: Essays in the Philosophy of Music, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

46



ONTOLOGY

Levinson, J. (1980) “What a Musical Work Is,” reprinted in Levinson (1990b), pp. 63-88.

(1990a) “What a Musical Work Is, Again,” in Levinson (1990b), pp. 215-63.

—— (1990b) Music, Art, and Metaphysics: Essays in Philosophical Aesthetics, Ithaca: Cornell
University Press.

Ridley, A. (2003) “Against Musical Ontology,” Journal of Philosophy 100: 203-20.

Rohrbaugh, G. (2003) “Artworks as Historical Individuals,” European Journal of Philosophy
11: 177-205.

——(2005) “The Ontology of Art,” in B. Gaut and D. M. Lopes (eds) The Routledge Com-
panion to Aesthetics, 2nd edn, London: Routledge, pp. 241-53.

—— (ms.) “Platonism, Particularism, and Puzzles of Repeatability.”

Schaffer, J. (2009) “On What Grounds What,” in D. J. Chalmers, D. Manley, and R. Wasser-
man (eds) Metametaphysics: New Essays on the Foundations of Ontology, Oxford: Clar-
endon, 347-83.

Stecker, R. (2009) “Methodological Questions about the Ontology of Music,” Journal of
Aesthetics and Art Criticism 67: 375-86.

Thomasson, A.L. (2005) “The Ontology of Art and Knowledge in Aesthetics,” Journal of
Aesthetics and Art Criticism 63: 221-9.

(2006) “Debates about the Ontology of Art: What are We Doing Here?” Philosophy
Compass 1: 245-55.

Trivedi, S. (2008) “Music and Metaphysics,” Metaphilosophy 39: 124-43.

Wollheim, R. (1980) Art and Its Objects: With Six Supplementary Essays, rev. edn, Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Wolterstorff, N. (1980) Works and Worlds of Art, Oxford: Clarendon.

47



5
MEDIUM

David Davies

On the general notion of an artistic medium

We speak of a medium in a variety of contexts where we want to describe some-
thing that serves as a means, or instrument, whereby some content is transmitted
from a source to a receiver. A spiritual medium purports to mediate between
loved ones and the departed, the news media transmit tidings of the latest scan-
dals and disasters, and air and water are media that transmit sounds to our ears.
In the arts, one might think, a medium will be the means whereby an artistic
content is communicated by an artist to receivers. Indeed, one way in which
we differentiate art forms from one another is by reference to their media. For
example, painting differs from other visual arts in articulating its artistic content
through the manipulation of pigment on a surface, and oil painting differs from
watercolor in the kind of pigment employed by the artist.

This intuitive view conceals a couple of assumptions. First, it is assumed that
there is a way to cash out talk about an artwork’s “artistic content.” But it does
not seem difficult to make good on this commitment. The content of a paint-
ing, for example, is just what it represents, or expresses, or manifests in its for-
mal structure. And even though some (e.g. Bell 1914) have questioned whether
the representational or even the expressive properties of a painting are properly
viewed as part of its content as an artwork, this does not affect our ability to
identify the medium of a painting in the foregoing sense, since the same “stuff”
will be used whether or not we take representational or expressive properties to
be part of the artistic content.

But this brings us to a second assumption. The medium of a painting, or of an
artwork more generally, was identified with the “stuff” that the artist manipu-
lates in order to produce a manifold that communicates a particular content.
There is good reason, however, to resist such a simple identification of media in
art with the kinds of stuff manipulated by artists, given our general instrumental
conception of a medium. For if we make such an identification, we require a
further mediating force to explain how manipulations of this stuff achieve the
end of articulating an artistic content. For example, applying pigment to a canvas
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produces a pigment-covered canvas, yet we take the painter to have represented
a certain subject, or expressed certain qualities, in the painting. The need for
something that mediates between what the artist does in the purely manipulative
sense and what the artist does in the artistic sense is even clearer if we consider
how almost identically pigmented canvases can articulate very different artistic
contents. This is illustrated by Arthur Danto (1981: 1-2) in a thought experi-
ment involving perceptually identical red rectangles that are very different art-
works, and by Kendall Walton (1970) in his thought experiment concerning a
“guernica” —an artwork of a novel kind — that differs dramatically as an artwork
from a perceptually identical painting.

All this has led philosophers to distinguish between two notions of medium
applicable to works of art. First, our interest in a work’s medium is indeed some-
times an interest in the kind of stuff employed in the making of the thing that
conveys an artistic content — term this thing the “artistic vehicle” and the stuff the
“vehicular medium.” While this is sometimes called a work’s “physical medium”
— oil paint and canvas, in the case of a painting, for example — we need a term
that can apply even when, as in the case of a musical work such as Sibelius’s Sec-
ond Symphony or a literary work such as War and Peace, it is not obvious that it
makes sense to think of its vehicle as being something physical.

Second, philosophers have used the term “artistic medium” to characterize
what bridges the gap between the two ways of describing what the artist does
— manipulate a vehicular medium, on the one hand, and articulate an artis-
tic content, on the other (see, for example, Margolis 1980; Beardsley 1982;
Levinson 1984: §1; D. Davies 2004: ch. 3). There are two closely related ways
of thinking about the artistic medium. First, it can be thought of as a way
of characterizing the outcome of the artist’s manipulations of the vehicular
medium in terms that refer to his or her intentional activity in performing
those manipulations. What are, considered in terms of the vehicular medium,
mere marks on the canvas are, considered in terms of the artistic medium,
“brushstrokes,” “impasto,” and “firm design,” for example. In dance, the mere
bodily movements of the dancers’ bodies, as the elements making up a dance
work’s vehicular medium, are, in the language of the artistic medium, “mov-
ings” and “posings.” This establishes the required bridge between the artist’s
manipulation of the vehicular medium and the artistic contents ascribable to
the artwork. It is, for example, in terms of the brushstrokes, impasto, and firm
design of a particular painting that we identify and explain its expressive or
representational qualities. A second, closely related, way of thinking about a
work’s artistic medium is in terms of shared understandings upon which the
artist draws as to the specific implications of particular manipulations of the
vehicular medium for a work’s artistic content. Timothy Binkley (1977), for
example, describes an artistic medium as a set of conventions whereby per-
forming certain manipulations on a kind of physical stuff counts as articulating
a particular artistic content.
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Medium in music

Philosophical attention to the notion of medium in art has concentrated on such
questions as the limitations of different vehicular media for the articulation of
particular kinds of artistic content (e.g. Lessing 1957), or the problems that
arise when different vehicular or artistic media are combined in a single artistic
enterprise, as is the case with theatre, sound cinema, and opera (e.g. Arnheim
1964; Levinson 1984). Surprisingly, perhaps, given the instrumental nature of
a medium, another contested question is whether artists have an obligation to
“respect” the vehicular medium they use in their art. The doctrine of “medium
purity” requires that the artist dedicate herself to realizing the distinctive aes-
thetic potential of the medium she employs (e.g. Greenberg 1961). Medium in
music, however, has received little explicit philosophical attention. For example,
in a discussion of medium purity as it relates to the different arts, Morris Weitz
(1950: ch. 7) does not dedicate a separate section to music, recognizing only, in
passing, that purist sensibilities have been offended by “program music,” which
uses musical means for representational purposes. In spite of this, however, views
about the nature of the medium in musical art are implicit in some of the cen-
tral debates in recent philosophy of music, as we shall see. In line with the gen-
eral considerations about medium in art outlined in the previous section, I shall
distinguish between questions that pertain to the vehicular medium of musical
works and questions that pertain to their artistic medium.

Vehicular medium in music

If painters work with pigment in creating arrangements of colored marks on
a surface, and sculptors work with bronze or marble, and writers work with
words, what is the vehicular medium of music? The simplest answer is to say that
musical artists work with sound (e.g. Kivy 1995: 229-30). But talk of “musical
artists” conceals a nest of difficulties. For, unlike painting and sculpture, but like
literature and film, music is usually taken to be a “multiple art” where works
(e.g. a film) admit many different instances (e.g. screenings of a film) in which the
properties that bear on their appreciation are realized for receivers. (On multiple
artworks, see S. Davies 2003.) Unlike literature and film, however, instances of
musical works are usually taken to be performances. Such performances, which
involve interpretation by performers of what the composer has prescribed, may
make manifest different appreciable properties of the work. Sibelius’s Second
Symphony, for example, has been performed by many different orchestras under
many different conductors, and these performances can differ quite strikingly
while remaining genuine instances of the work. Works for performance of this
kind require a more nuanced formulation of the view that the vehicular medium
of musical works is sound. For we have taken the vehicular medium to be some-
thing that an artist manipulates in order to articulate an artistic content. But the
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composer does not, in a direct sense, manipulate sounds. Rather, she produces
prescriptions that she intends others to follow in producing sounds. The artistic
content of a musical work for performance is articulated through performances
that are guided by these prescriptions.

In the case of musical works for performance, then, the vehicle is the range of
particular sound sequences that comply with what is prescribed, or perhaps the
type of sound sequence of which those particular sound sequences are tokens. In
the case of a performance of a musical work, or a free improvisation, the vehicle
is the sound sequence realized on a particular occasion of performance. Is the
artistic vehicle of a musical work always a type of sound sequence, or a range of
sound sequences, whose realization in performance articulates the work’s artis-
tic content? In at least some cases, this is clearly not so. In classical “electronic”
music, for example, the vehicle is a sound sequence encoded electronically in
some way and made available to receivers through playback. According to Theo-
dore Gracyk (1996), this also applies to rock music. The vehicle is the recording,
the electronically encoded result of technological operations that is then played
back rather than performed. Andrew Kania (2006) defends a similar view, hold-
ing that rock works are “tracks.” Stephen Davies (2001: ch. 1), on the other
hand, argues that in most cases rock works are works for “studio performance,”
where the work of technicians and sound engineers necessarily complements the
performance of the musicians.

If the vehicular medium of musical works is sound, realized either in single or
multiple performances or in the playback of recordings, are there any limitations
on the kinds of sounds that can serve as the vehicle for a musical work? Given
our general conception of medium in art, the only constraint is that the sounds
in question be the vehicle whereby a composer or musician aims to communicate
an artistic content of some kind to receivers. This presumably excludes sounds
that are inaudible to the human ear. If an artist were to prescribe, for our delec-
tation, the generation of a sequence of sounds audible only to bats, for example,
this is best viewed not as a musical work but as a work of conceptual art. There
is no principled reason to place further limits on the sounds that can serve as
the vehicle for a musical work, however, even if the sounds in question are to be
produced by the use of implements not normally thought of as musical instru-
ments. It may indeed have been assumed in pre-modernist musical circles that
only certain kinds of sounds were an appropriate vehicle for music. But figures
such as Russolo, whose theory and practice advocated seeking out “noise” to use
as a musical medium, not to mention rock music in general, give one reason to
think otherwise (see Gracyk 1996: 114-18).

Artistic medium in music

What, then, makes a sequence of sounds the vehicle for a musical work, if not
intrinsic features of those sounds? The answer, as we have seen, is that the
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sounds must be used to convey an artistic content. And this, as we have also
seen, requires that they are to be apprehended in terms of an artistic medium
which both represents those sounds as the product of an agent who is using them
to articulate an artistic content and determines what the artistic content is, given
the sounds. As mentioned earlier, one way of thinking about an artistic medium
is in terms of a distinctive vocabulary by which we describe the artistic vehicle as
embodying the intentional activity of its creator. To get a sense of the kinds of
terms that enter into this vocabulary in the musical case, it will be helpful to ana-
lyze a passage that makes use of some of these terms in relation to the prescribed
sound sequence of a particular musical work.
Timothy Day (1991) comments on Sibelius’s Second Symphony as follows:

From his modest orchestral forces, Sibelius is able to conjure up aston-
ishingly varied sonorities, eloquent and powerful in the Finale where he
exploits the full range of the brass instruments, or harsh and forlorn,
as in the slow movement, with thin textures and the dark colour of the
lower registers of the orchestra. Sibelius is rarely serene: the pastoral
quality of the opening Allegreito is tinged with melancholy and there is
a solemnity in the triumph of the work’s conclusion.

The first movement is a sonata-form structure. Its themes give the
impression of evolving from each other rather than presenting sharp
contrasts, and indeed, in the recapitulation, material from the first and
second groups of the exposition is contained without strain or distor-
tion. This coherence adds great strength and inevitability to the move-
ment’s predominantly sunny and relaxed mood. The second movement
is a more rhapsodic structure with a succession of beautiful themes. It
begins, slightly menacingly, with a single melodic line played pizzicato
by cellos and double basses, joined later by two bassoons in octaves
intoning a modal lament, marked lugubre. A series of impassioned cli-
maxes ensue and the movement ends in a solemn mood.

The third movement is a scurrying Scherzo which erupts in fiery out-
bursts. Its lyrical trio, lento e suave, in which an oboe sings remote,
plainsong-like phrases, is reintroduced before the movement surges into
the Finale. The slower sections of the last movement recapture the pas-
toral quality of the first, but the dominant mood of the Finale is heroic,
and its big tune undeniably stirring.

Day is describing, here, not a particular performance of Sibelius’s work but
qualities to be found in any performance that does justice to what the work
prescribes. The first thing to note is that the language he uses to characterize
the sounds of such performances represents them as organized to serve some
purpose. Particular sounds are to be comprehended in terms of their place in
a larger structure whereby they contribute to the artistic content of the work,
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and in terms of the ways in which, as elements in this structure, they develop
out of and refer to one another. He talks here of “sonata-form structure,”
“rhapsodic structure,” “coherence,” themes “evolving” out of one another,
“exposition,” and “recapitulation.” Sounds that are properly classified as
music are to be heard as organized under structural categories of these sorts.
But this can encompass the deliberate avoidance of such structural features as
“development” — this itself becomes a feature of the ordering of elements in a
sound sequence, as perhaps with a rock track such as the Velvet Underground’s
“Sister Ray.”

A second significant feature in Day’s commentary is his concern not just with
the structure of sounds in a “thin” sense — the pitches of the notes, their dura-
tion, harmonies, etc. — but also with the instrumentation prescribed for their
execution — brass, cello, and bassoon, for example — and the consequent “color”
of the sounds produced, their timbral properties. Described in one way — as, for
example, the sound of a given sequence of notes played on a bassoon — this might
be part of the vehicular medium of the work. But Day relates these timbral quali-
ties to the ordering activity of the composer in his talk of the “varied sonorities”
that Sibelius conjures up, and of Sibelius’s “exploiting” the full range of the
brass instruments and the “dark colour of the lower registers of the orchestra.”
His commentary suggests that the timbral properties of the sound sequence are
crucial to the artistic content of the work.

This impression is reinforced by the third, and most prominent, kind of obser-
vation in Day’s commentary. Here he relates the structural and timbral properties
of the sound sequence prescribed by Sibelius to the broadly expressive content of
the musical work. He speaks of passages in the work as “eloquent,” “powerful,”
“harsh,” “forlorn,” “melancholy,” “sunny,” and “menacing,” for example. He
also anchors these expressive properties in prescriptions by the composer, refer-
ring to the markings of lugubre and lento e suave in the score.

» <«

The nature of the vehicular medium in music: sonicism
and instrumentalism

An artist who seeks to articulate a particular artistic content in a work per-
forms, or prescribes that others perform, certain manipulations of the vehicular
medium, thereby generating an artistic vehicle with certain manifest properties.
The intended receiver is someone who can apprehend the vehicle in terms of the
artistic medium employed by the artist, and thus understand its manifest features
in terms of the intentional activity of the artist. Such a receiver will be in a posi-
tion to grasp the artistic content articulated in the work. In accomplishing this
feat, the receiver must first identify the artistic vehicle itself — for example, she
must distinguish between the painted canvas and the frame that surrounds it. She
must then understand manifest properties of the artistic vehicle in terms of the
relevant artistic medium.
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In the musical case, the artistic vehicle is a sequence of sounds generated
on a given occasion either in a live performance or in a studio. Or, in the case
of works for performance, it is a type of sound sequence, or those particular
sequences of sounds that occur or can occur in performances that realize in
different ways the prescriptions of the work. This we may take in the present
context to be uncontroversial. Where we find disagreement is over which fea-
tures of a performed or played-back sequence of sounds are to be apprehended
in terms of the artistic medium in determining a work’s artistic content. This
is best viewed as a disagreement over which aspects of such a sound-sequence
make up the artistic vehicle of the work. It thereby differs from disagreement
over whether the representational properties of program music bear upon
its appreciation as music. In the latter case, the issue concerns how different
aspects of the artistic vehicle are “taken up” into the work by being appre-
hended in terms of the artistic medium. For example, given that I can hear the
song of a nightingale in the timbral qualities of the sound-sequence produced in
a performance of a given work, and given that these qualities are partly consti-
tutive of the work’s artistic vehicle, is the representation of a nightingale’s song
part of the work’s artistic content? In the former case, the issue is to determine
just what the artistic vehicle is. For example, are the timbral qualities of the
sound-sequence produced in a performance indeed partly constitutive of the
work’s artistic vehicle?

Debates about the nature of the artistic vehicle in music have not usually been
couched in such terms. Rather, philosophers have debated the nature of the musi-
cal work for performance, insofar as it prescribes certain things for its instances.
This leads to a focus on the kinds of things that a work prescribes. But, as may
be clear, to focus on this is just to focus on the features of a work’s performances
that play a role in articulating its artistic content. And these features, as we have
seen, are the ones that are constitutive of the artistic vehicle, the ones that must
be apprehended in terms of an artistic medium if the artistic content of the work
is to be determined.

There are three ways in which philosophers have delimited those properties of
a performance event or played-back recording that are constitutive of the artistic
vehicle through which the artistic content of the work performed or the record-
ing is articulated. First, there are two variants on the general strategy that Julian
Dodd (2007) terms “sonicism.” The sonicist maintains that the artistic vehicle
is a certain sequence of sounds at least partly identifiable, in the case of perfor-
mances of works, by reference to the score from which the performers are play-
ing. The score prescribes (at least) that notes of specified pitches and durations
be produced, either simultaneously or consecutively, in a given order, according
to a given rhythm and with a particular kind of accentuation. Pure sonicists hold
that only these kinds of features are constitutive of the artistic vehicle (e.g. Kivy
1983). For the pure sonicist, it is irrelevant whether the pure sonic sequence
specified by the composer is performed on, or sounds as if it were performed
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on, any particular instruments. Others, however, maintain that the timbre of
the notes produced, which will vary according to the instrumentation used in
generating those notes, is an essential part of what the composer prescribes for
performances of the work (Dodd 2007: 212-17). The timbral sonicist includes
such timbral properties among those which are constitutive of the artistic vehi-
cle. As we saw in Day’s remarks about Sibelius’s Second Symphony, Day treats
timbral qualities of the sound sequence produced by the orchestra as elements in
the artistic vehicle through which expressive qualities of the work are realized in
performance. He includes timbral qualities, and not just pure sonic qualities, in
the vehicular medium of such musical works.

The sound sequence generated in a given performance event or playback
of a recording has other properties, however. It not only sounds the way a
piano would sound, for example, but was also, let us suppose, produced by
someone playing a piano. This is a relational property of the sound sequence.
Is it also a part of the artistic vehicle of which we must take account in appre-
hending the sound sequence under an artistic medium? Instrumentalists main-
tain that at least some of the artistic content of a musical work depends not
merely upon timbral qualities but also upon the instruments used in producing
those qualities. Jerrold Levinson, for example, argues that the specification
of “performance means” has been integral to the performed work of classical
music since the mid-eighteenth century. The aesthetic attributes of such works
“always depend . . . in part on the performing forces understood to belong to
them” (1990: 77). He cites, as a particularly dramatic example, Beethoven’s
Hammerklavier Sonata whose “sublime, craggy, and barn-storming” quali-
ties “depend in part on the strain that its sound structure imposes on the sonic
capabilities of the piano” (1990: 76-7). Such qualities would be lacking in a
performance on a perfect timbral synthesizer that duplicates the timbral sonic
properties of the piece, Levinson claims.

If Levinson is right, then, if such expressive properties are rightly included in
the artistic content of performances, or of performed works as realized in those
performances, we must include in the artistic vehicle these relational proper-
ties of the sound sequences generated in performances. The same will apply
for musical works that are recordings. In both cases, it is the producing of a
given sequence of sounds, in the fullness of their timbral properties, on given
instrumentation or by specific means, that is the artistic vehicle that must be
apprehended in terms of the appropriate artistic medium if we are to determine
the work’s artistic content. One response open to the anti-instrumentalist is to
argue that the artistic content of a work as realized in a musical performance
or recording depends upon our hearing the sound sequence as if played on par-
ticular instruments or generated by specified means, but not upon its actually
being played on those instruments or produced by those means (Dodd 2007:
230ff). Whether this response succeeds is open to debate, however (D. Davies
2009).
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Contextualism and the artistic medium in music

Another relational property of the sequence of sounds prescribed or produced on
a given occasion, whether in performance or in the playback of a recording, is the
musico-bistorical context in which the prescription or production of that sequence
is situated. Contextualists hold that at least some aspects of the artistic content
of a musical work, performance, or recording depend not merely upon the sound
sequence generated and the kinds of instruments used to generate that sound-
sequence. They also depend upon contextual features such as the body of existing
artworks upon which an artist draws, the intellectual resources available in the
culture in which she works, and her own developing oeuvre taken as manifesting
more general artistic projects. It is in virtue of these contextual variables that the
artistic product serves as the articulation of certain specific artistic contents.

If this is correct, how does it bear on our account of the nature of the medium
in musical art? Clearly, the context in which a composer composes or a musician
performs cannot be part of the vehicular medium of a work, performance, or
recording. For the vehicular medium is what the artist manipulates in order to
articulate an artistic content, and (save perhaps in the case of certain conceptual
pieces) artists do not manipulate the art-historical contexts in which they find
themselves. Rather, the artist produces the artistic vehicle by performing various
manipulations within a given art-historical context, and, so the contextualist
maintains, the context plays a part in determining the artistic content thereby
articulated. It thus constitutes part of the artistic medium of the work. If the
contextualist is right, we need to take account of various aspects of the art-his-
torical context in which an artist is working if we are to characterize correctly the
artistic vehicle in terms of “what has been done” artistically.

The most common kind of argument for contextualism asks us to consider
situations where artistic products indistinguishable in terms of their manifest
properties are generated in sharply different art-historical contexts. Since we
generally lack such situations in real life, contextualists offer thought experi-
ments in which we are asked to imagine a situation in which there are such dop-
pelgangers. Levinson (1990) offers five such thought experiments where we have
dopplegangers for actual musical works, and argues that, in each case, there are
differences in aesthetic or artistic properties bearing on the appreciation of the
works that derive from differences in the musico-historical context of composi-
tion. To cite one example, Levinson ask us to imagine a work by Beethoven
sonically and instrumentally identical to Brahms’s Second Piano Sonata. In
listening to Brahms’s piece, we rightly note the ways in which it reflects the
influence of Liszt, but this would be anachronistic if applied to the hypothetical
piece by Beethoven. Similarly, we would rightly ascribe a visionary quality to the
Beethoven piece but not to the piece by Brahms.

Opponents of contextualism argue that artistic qualities such as originality or
influence pertain not to the proper evaluation of musical artworks as aesthetic
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objects, but to our assessment of their place in art-history (e.g. Dodd 2007: ch.
9). If so, these characteristics are not part of a work’s artistic content. Contextu-
alists may respond that to properly evaluate something as an artwork is in part to
evaluate its place in art history and not merely to assess it as an aesthetic object.
A further anti-contextualist proposal (Wolterstorff 1991) is that contextually
based properties of musical works are relativized properties of the form: being-
x-as-produced-in-art-historical-context-y. A work can quite consistently possess
both this property and the property not-being-x-as-produced-in-art-historical-
context-z. In that case, nothing privileges one musico-historical context over oth-
ers in determining the artistic content of a musical work, and thus features of the
musico-historical context in which the work or performance originated are not
partly constitutive of the artistic medium. Contextualists may respond, however,
that this misrepresents the way we talk about works of musical art. A work is
taken to be Liszt-influenced simpliciter. Resolving this kind of dispute is likely to
require more general inquiry into the metaphysics and epistemology of art, and,
indeed, into the proper methodology for investigating such matters.

See also Aesthetic properties (Chapter 14), Authentic performance practice (Chapter 9), Ontology
(Chapter 4), and Performances and recordings (Chapter 8).
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6
IMPROVISATION

Lee B. Brown

The historical data

While it might be thought that musical improvisation is the specialty of Ameri-
can jazz, it has long been a common - indeed, perhaps basic — feature of music
throughout the world. Arab, Indian, Iranian, and African musicians have all
long been familiar with it. From the Middle Ages through the Renaissance in
European music, it was standard practice to improvise a line in counterpoint
over a cantus firmus. In the classical era, keyboardists often competed with each
other in improvisational contests — Mozart, for instance, against Clementi, or
Beethoven against rivals such as Hummel. Performances extempore are still stan-
dards features of organ recitals.

Improvisation in concert music declined in the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries. However, by the late twentieth century, composers and performers began to
revive improvisational practice. It has attracted the attention of musicians such
as Lucas Foss, Pierre Boulez, and Terry Riley, for example, and groups such as
the multi-faceted New York organization “Bang on a Can.” Currently, soloists
in classical concerti exhibit a trend toward replacing stock cadenzas with novel
impromptu efforts of their own.

For many listeners, the paradigm example of improvisation is jazz. In main-
stream jazz, a “head” — usually based on a 32-bar jazz “standard,” such as “Body
and Soul,” or 12-bar blues pattern — is played over once, or perhaps twice, fram-
ing improvised solos. The improvised melodies are played on the harmonic and
rhythmic foundation provided by the head. Alternative chords are often allowed,
depending on style. After a sequence of solos, the performance will normally end
with a reprise of the head. There are many variations to the basic pattern. Sev-
eral musicians may trade off with each other. Or, as in classic New Orleans jazz,
many musicians can improvise collectively. The basic pattern was challenged by
the rise of so-called “modal” jazz in which, instead of improvising on melodies
that fit a set of chords, soloists would create wide-ranging variations within a
single scale.
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Two ideologies of improvisation

Neither of two extreme points of view about improvisation can be sustained.
One of these might be termed the romantic perspective, according to which
improvisation is utterly rule-free music-making — music created “without previ-
ous preparation,” as one work on piano instruction puts it (Palmer 1992: 109).
Too often, though, the ex nibilo view is based on an equation of the improvised
with the primitive or unschooled. Such a view, as applied to jazz, was popular
in the mid-twentieth century among certain French journalists — for example,
Robert Goffin, who often extolled the most untrained, most “frenzied,” versions
of jazz as the most authentic (Goffin 1944: 124).

This sentimental perspective reflects naiveté about the basic resources that
improvisational performances inevitably presume. Experts on Iranian instru-
mental music, for instance, explain that improvisers in that tradition must learn
several hundred elements that make up the repertoires of what is called the radif
(Nettl 1992). Analogous considerations apply to jazz improvisation, as demon-
strated by one massive study of the topic (Berliner 1994). Jazz musicians also
internalize a cache of musical forms — for example, meters, bar lengths, chord
progressions, and even phrase patterns — as frameworks and as material for
improvised solos. Whatever Coleman Hawkins was creating in his famous 1939
recording of “Body and Soul,” it was not the harmonic motion instanced by
that song. He simply accepted it as a pattern for his solo. Even Keith Jarrett’s
famously “free” piano improvisations were typically built upon a vamp of famil-
iar chords.

The freedom of the improviser is also limited by what she must zot do. In Gha-
naian drum music, for instance, only certain instruments are allowed to impro-
vise and they can do so only within prescribed limits (Chernoff 1982). Unwitting
musicians who beat out novel pulses without regard to customary practice could
easily confuse the dancers and other musicians. In jazz, too, the most daring solo-
ist realizes that there are any number of things she is not supposed to do. Even
in a “free jazz” context, a keyboardist is not normally allowed to interpolate
Chopin’s Ballade in G minor or to beat the piano with a baseball bat. Further,
there are contextual stylistic constraints. It might seem that while playing with
Charlie Mingus, Eric Dolphy had as much freedom as could be imagined. In fact,
Mingus encouraged those qualities in Dolphy’s playing that fit the conception of
the music he wanted to realize.

Part of the explanation for the mystificationist perspective on improvisa-
tion is that most of us nowadays are mere auditors of the activity rather than
participants. A partial antidote is the useful analogy some have suggested
between musical improvisation and linguistic activity, in which we all par-
ticipate. For instance, the highly interactive playing of jazz musicians has been
framed as a musical conversation (Hagberg 1998: 480-1; Kraut 2007: 57-65,
177-82).
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Equally extreme, of course, is the view that, once the materials that go into the
process are understood, improvisation can, in effect, be explained away. Accord-
ing to this perspective, what we call “improvising” — unless it be mere noodling
— always follows a preconceived plan. However, even if a performance were to
consist of a dreary pastiche of learned material, there is no reason not to regard
it as genuinely improvisational — unless the sequencing itself had been worked
out in advance.

Improvisation and artistic quality

Judgments about improvisation quality have been made from both an extra- and
an intramural point of view. Winthrop Sargeant, whose study of the musical ele-
ments of jazz betrays a peculiar love-hate relationship with its subject, lodges the
complaint that in American jazz in general, “a sturdy repetition” of the music’s
basic harmonic elements always underlies “the apparent freedom of improvised”
jazz (Sargeant 1976: 247). Elaborating the thought, he gives jazz a generally
lower place in a scale of musical values, when compared with that of opera and
concert music (Sargeant 1976: 253-78). Sargeant’s provocative and detailed dis-
cussion of the matter merits more attention than we can give here. But he could
be faulted for his tacit assumption that forms of music that privilege harmonic
variety, at the expense of other values, are superior.

Nevertheless, even when viewed from a properly intramural perspective, issues
of improvisational excellence are still complex. Generally, good improvisers will
exhibit technical facility and display a resourceful and imaginative reach. But
beyond these platitudes it is hard to generalize. Gambits appropriate to one
musical genre or style would be inept or meaningless in another. However, the
phenomenology of the knowledgeable listener’s experience does suggest one
additional but fairly constant norm of artistic quality in improvised music.

With any kind of unfamiliar music, one can be interested in how it will go.
Where a work is familiar, a listener can take an interest in the interpretive choices
of the performer. However, with improvised music a knowledgeable listener’s
focus of interest is complex from the outset. One will be interested in how the
musical line itself unfolds and whether it hangs together. At the same time one
will be interested in aspects of the activity itself (Alperson 1984: 23; Brown 2000:
121). And this is where a peculiarly salient norm surfaces. Even when a perfor-
mance is going well, a knowledgeable listener will be alert to the musician’s will-
ingness to take risks, at the peril of the quality of the musical line. If a performer’s
choices get her bogged down, or if she runs out of ideas, one worries about how
she will deal with the problem. If she pulls the fat out of the fire, we will applaud.
This is not only true of jazz. In Iranian instrumental music, again, experts tell us
that the unpredicted phrases are most prized (Nettl 1992: 191-2).

However, even here, we find a spectrum of degrees such that knowledgeable
judgments will be highly contextualized. Given the style of music he played, we
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do not mind that Louis Armstrong worked out aspects of his performances in
advance. By contrast, listeners have different expectations for music played by
Charlie Parker. As alternative takes of his recording of “Embraceable You” for
Dial records show, Parker would go in strikingly different directions with a given
song, from one performance to an immediately successive one. Further, even
more local circumstances make a difference. For instance, a solo in an Ellington
concert would be expected to follow a prescribed melody more closely than a
jazz jam using the same song — “Take the A Train,” for instance.

What is improvisation?

Improvisation and intentionality

Consider the worry of the jazz journalist who complained about hearing pianist
Ray Bryant play “After Hours” in what sounded like a note-for-note copy of his
famous recording of it on Verve Records (Gioia 1992: 52-3). In a commentary
on the example, Andy Hamilton is perplexed to explain a relevant difference
between the two, given that the subsequent performance was, like the original,
“fine blues piano” (Hamilton 2000: 177-8). In fact, Hamilton has stumbled
onto a perfect illustration of the fact that we tacitly appeal to a musician’s inten-
tions in order to mark an improvisation as such. Hamilton goes on to grant
that there is an “improvised feel” in improvised music. But the observation fails
to do any work. (What if Bryant’s original performance had not, in spite of its
“improvisational feel,” actually been improvised — that it had been written out,
for instance, or was a copy of a previous improvisation?) We may not be able to
say with certainty what Bryant was doing on either occasion — but whatever it
was depends partly upon his intentions at the time.

Improvisation and composition

It is striking that a principled analysis of the concept of the improvisational has
been so elusive. Some have approached the concept by relating it to another
supposedly less daunting one — composition, for instance. Here, two opposite
strategies open up. One is to illuminate improvisation by contrasting it with
composition. The other is to try to demonstrate affinities between improvisation
and composition.

Improvisation versus composition

Borrowing words from the jazz pianist Bill Evans, Ted Gioia states that impro-
visational jazz differs from many other artistic practices, including musical com-
position, by its dependence upon a “retrospective” rather than a “blueprint,”
or “prospective,” model. In the prospective model, artists make decisions about
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what is to come next in light of an overall conception. With the retrospective
model, “the artist can start his work with an almost random maneuver — a brush
stroke on canvas, an opening line, a musical motif — and then adapt his later
moves to this gambit.” The jazz improviser may proceed from his opening move
in any number of directions (Gioia 1992: 60). However, there is no reason a
composer, too, might not begin with a random maneuver and adapt later moves
to the initial one. Furthermore, there is no reason why an improvising musician
needs to play in the absence of an overall conception of what she is doing.

A novel way of contrasting improvisation and composition was articulated
by the composer Ferruccio Busoni. Taking a stand against the common mod-
ern platitude voiced by Arnold Schoenberg and others that the performer of a
composed work is only the servant of it, Busoni claimed that improvisation is
historically, and perhaps logically, more fundamental than composition. Com-
positional notation, he states, “is to improvisation as the portrait is to the living
model.” It is only “an ingenious expedient for catching an inspiration, with the
purpose of exploiting it later.” An interpreter of a notated work thus has the
obligation to do his best to “restore” what “the composer’s inspiration necessar-
ily loses through notation” (Busoni 1962: 84).

Of course, it is difficult to sustain the thesis. First, Busoni appears to assume
mistakenly that all musical works for performance are tied to scores. Second,
as Stephen Davies has explained, works for performance in general have some
degree of thinness — that is, some degree to which the work’s instructions,
whether through a score or otherwise, leave some performance decisions to be
determined by the performer (Davies 2001: 3, 20). To add that these decisions
should be guided by some more fundamental model lying, so to say, behind the
scored work is hardly helpful. (What would the criterion possibly be of a success-
ful restoration?) Third, even if the concept of a musical work has only developed
in relatively recent music history, it does not follow that fully fledged musical
works are awkward attempts at catching something more original.

Improvisation as composition

An opposed approach is to stress affinities between improvisation and composi-
tion. Gunther Schuller, in one of his exhaustive historical studies of jazz, recom-
mends that we should see a jazz soloist’s recorded performance as a “work in
progress” (Schuller 1968: x). If the similarity of Charlie Parker’s recorded solos
to compositions seems less than obvious, consider that when he recorded his
music, the final product issued to the public would typically be picked as the best
of several recording “takes.” (And Parker’s case is not unique.) So, there may
be some correspondence between this practice and the kind of trial-and-error
methods of composers.

An example not limited to the territory of recorded music comes from the life
of J. S. Bach. While at Potsdam, it is said, Bach improvised a three-part ricercare
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for Frederick the Great, and wrote the music down only later when he returned
to Leipzig. According to Peter Kivy, “the composing was already done” when
Bach improvised the piece (Kivy 1983: 124-5). Can we generalize from this kind
of case?

In what might have been the first extended philosophical treatment of impro-
visation in English, Philip Alperson attempts to make the connection between
improvisation and composition by means of a rather complex argument. He first
establishes a reciprocal relationship between composition and work-performance
(Alperson 1984: 19-20). In narrower senses of these concepts, it is customary
to distinguish the two. However, in a broad sense, Alperson urges, composing
always involves performance — for example, running over music in one’s mind
if not actually playing it aloud. In a broad sense, too, the converse holds, given
that, as already noted, there is always some degree to which the instructions for
a work leave some decisions to the performer.

Now, when Alperson turns to improvisation, he says that we have an activity
in which the improviser “practices simultaneously the interdependent functions of
composition and performance in both the broad and narrow senses of the term”
(Alperson 1984: 20). By these moves, the gap between improvisation and compo-
sition is gradually closed so as to yield the wanted analysis: improvisation is the
composition of a musical work as it is being performed (Alperson 1984: 20).

Alperson was challenged on the grounds that he makes his case only by using
the concepts of both composition and performance too loosely (Spade 1991).
When arguing for the necessity of (improvisational) performance to composition,
he sticks pretty closely to our standard concept of composition. However, when
he turns to the converse point, Alperson is using “composition” in a much looser
sense, where it now means something like “determining the sonic properties of
a performance.” Analogously, part of the time Alperson uses “performance” in
a standard sense — roughly, the tokening of a pre-existing work-type. However,
when arguing that composition requires performance, he shifts to a loose sense
of “performance,” where the mere generation of some musical sounds qualifies.
The grain of truth in Alperson’s view might simply be that both improvisation
and composition are creative activities.

If we compare improvisation and composition as practices, we can discern
general reasons why the one cannot be assimilated to the other (Brown 2000:
114). Let us profile them.

The French existentialists were fascinated by the idea of forced choice, accord-
ing to which every moment in life is latent with an anxiety-charged choice among
alternatives. This may be an exaggerated picture of human life in general, but
the thought might have some application to improvisation. By contrast with the
improviser, the composer can take time out in her project — indeed, set it aside for
years. The improviser must plunge ahead and do something. Stretches of silence
can be musically functional in all music, whether composed or not. However,
a pause in the process of composing a work does not become a potentially
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unfortunate feature of the work. With improvisation, time-outs resulting from
fatigue or a lack of inspiration carry costs.

Indeed Alperson, whose overall theory seems to neglect it, notes such a differ-
ence between improvisation and composition (Alperson 1984: 23). At any point,
the composer can alter what has so far been laid down. Not only can composi-
tional projects be revised up to the point of publication but they can also perhaps
be revised beyond that point, as examples by Stravinsky and others show. A
subsequent effort by an improviser might be superior to a previous one, but it
cannot count as a revision of an earlier one.

Finally, the improviser’s choices ramify, in the sense that she must produce on-
the-spot responses to something already laid down. An extended improvisation
is a continuous feedback loop, such that later phrases are responses to previous
ones.

Now, none of the foregoing rules out that Bach, on the occasion cited earlier,
was composing as he improvised. However, to generalize from that case to com-
position as a general practice is implausible. It is part of the practice of compos-
ing that composers do avail themselves of the conventions that allow the sorts of
revisions and time-outs that are not allowed in genuine improvisation. (Imagine
the riskiness of composition were it otherwise.)

Improvisation and work-performance

Another way to explicate improvisation is as part of the very concept of work-
performance. Perhaps, as some have maintained, improvisation is not a curiously
separate and distinctive form of performance, but an inevitable dimension of any
music-making whatsoever (Gould and Keaton 2000; Benson 2003).

For instance, Carol S. Gould and Kenneth Keaton argue that “all musical per-
formance, no matter how meticulously interpreted and no matter how specific
the inscribed score, requires improvisation” (2000: 143). Basic to the argument
is the now familiar view — which the theory shares with Alperson’s — that musi-
cal works underdetermine their performances. The authors go on to claim that
such work-performances count as improvisation, for improvisation is “a relation
between the score and the performance event” (Gould and Keaton 2000: 145).
(Throughout, it should be noted, the authors, like Busoni, assume what might be
challenged — that all works are scored.)

In order to support this broadening of the concept of improvisation, the
authors must interpret improvisation in such a way that an improvisation need
not be spontaneous (Gould and Keaton 2000: 144-5). So, a specific thickening
of the instructions for Beethoven’s Op. 135 that the Guarneri String Quartet
might work out in advance would, in this theory, qualify as improvisatory. How-
ever, this would surely be stretching the concept of improvisation to the break-
ing point. At the very least, a necessary condition of an improvisation is that it
involves spontaneity.
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Improvisation and spontaneous creation

In a later essay, Alperson wrote, to “improvise is to do or produce something on
the spur of the moment” (Alperson 1998: 478). There must be something to the
idea. But can the matter be that simple?

To improvise, let us say, is to make decisions about the music one is playing
as one plays. Note that we must of course avoid equating “music” here with
“a musical composition.” But the formula faces other more serious difficulties
of clarification. First, what should we make of the implicit temporal marker
in the phrase, “as one plays”? Surely an improviser’s decision to go one way
rather than another must have been made at least a nanosecond before following
through. In fact, though, we may not know enough about the mechanics of men-
tal activity to decide the issue one way or another, so let us leave the matter open:
an improvisational move is one made at the time of or slightly before the move
itself — where we shall assume that either formulation would make the addition
of “spontaneity” in the formulation unnecessary (Kania forthcoming). However,
we cannot avoid fuzzy cases here. If Sonny Rollins lays out a second chorus while
playing the first, should we regard the second as improvised?

Further, what is it to make “decisions about the music”? Given what we saw
about the inevitable resources that are drawn upon in improvisational perfor-
mance, it is not clear what this concept means, or how it applies. As already sug-
gested, even very free improvisations have some structural guidance. The genu-
ine keyboard improviser, for instance, is not simply noodling.

At one point, I tacitly answered the foregoing question when I wrote, “an
improviser makes substantive decisions” about what to play “while playing it”
(Brown 1996: 354). But what kinds of decisions are substantive? Elsewhere it
has been suggested that, in jazz, “an improvised performance is one in which
the structural properties of a performance are not completely determined by
decisions made prior to the time of performance,” where “structural properties”
include melody, harmony, and length as opposed to “expressive properties” such
as “tempo, the use of vibrato, dynamic, and so on” (Young and Matheson 2000:
127). But, first, the concept of a structural property remains unclear. (By what
criterion would we distinguish between structural properties and others?) More
generally, it is difficult to see why the musical properties that can be impro-
vised should be restricted at all — except to those over which the improviser has
control.

A matter of degree or of kind?

Let us grant then that an element of spontaneity is involved in any perfor-
mance we term “improvisational.” With that qualification, can we then say
that improvisation and work-performance “differ more in degree than in kind”
(Gould and Keaton 2000: 143)? One might try to illustrate the view with a

66



IMPROVISATION

thought experiment: imagine a stretch of music consisting of, say, a hundred
notes, such that some are specified by a score, with the others to be filled in
spontaneously by the performer. Now, imagine many such sets in a spectrum,
such that in some of them very few notes are to be filled in, while in others a
great many are. The array might be thought to illustrate how the supposed dif-
ference between the two kinds of performance is only a matter of degree.

However, the thought-experiment at best illustrates the banality that in such a
situation we have potential vagueness, since we cannot indicate a precise point at
which a performance is no longer a work-performance but an improvisation. To
conclude from that fact that there is no difference between the two kinds would
involve a version of the so-called “slippery slope” fallacy. Further, the thought
experiment has left out of consideration what the performer intends — that is,
what she thinks of herself as doing. Does she think of herself as spontaneously
fleshing out a work while remaining faithful to its composer’s style? Or does she
think of herself as exploiting a given musical structure as a point of departure for
music of her own?

The difference — in kind — between the case where a performer thickens a
relatively thin work while performing and the case where she improvises ought
surely to go something like this: in the former kind of case, the performer fleshes
out a pre-existing structure rather than using it as a springboard for what Ste-
phen Davies terms a “gravity defying” departure from such a structure (Davies
2001: 17).

But there are two grains of truth in the Gould—Keaton view. First, we can envi-
sion cases on the boundary between the two types of performance. In jazz pianist
Uri Caine’s recently recorded performance of Mozart’s Sonata in C major, the
“wrong” notes throughout can be assumed to have improvisational intention.
But the performance does on the whole follow the general structure of the writ-
ten music. Second, even within the class of uncontentiously improvisational per-
formances, some may be more so than others. A typical solo by Louis Armstrong
is less improvisational, for instance, than one by Charlie Parker. However, com-
parisons across musical genres will be difficult — if possible at all — for it is not
clear how to enumerate the available options in one context by a measure that
would apply in the other. How could we determine whether a bop solo by Char-
lie Parker is more or less improvisational than a classical Iranian performance

on the ‘ud?

The ontology of improvisation

The inclusion of stretches of improvisation in a performance does not rule out
that such a performance may still count, ontologically, as being of a work. (Con-
sider a piano concerto containing an improvised cadenza.) So should we simply
borrow our ontology for improvisational performances from the best available
view about musical works? Such a view would be hard to generalize because it
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would leave certain cases homeless — certain free jazz performances, for instance,
which are not of any antecedent work. Is it possible that the concept of work-
hood simply does not apply to such cases? Upon what does the question turn?

First, let us assume that by “art work” we mean something that can be re-
identified — revisited, as it were, on multiple occasions. Obviously, a Keith Jarrett
improvisation cannot be revisited in the way that we can revisit the Las Meninas
of Velasquez, which can be found on a wall in the Prado, where we can go see it
anytime we can afford to do so. But how could we possibly revisit an improvisa-
tion that is, so to say, entirely in-the-moment? As it happens, Jarrett’s Cologne
improvisations were transcribed and published. However, a performance of one
of them from the sheet music, or indeed, a copy of it by any means, whether
by Jarrett or by anyone else, would surely lack an essential feature of the origi-
nal, namely that — with the necessary qualifications — the music was created
as Jarrett performed it. Given its once-only character, must we conclude that
a Jarrett improvisation is not an art work? But now consider a visual work of
performance art — such as those organized by Alan Kaprow, which, given their
presumed spontaneity, could not be copied without loss of authenticity. In spite
of this, such once-only events in visual art are documented and discussed just like
art works in general.

Perhaps a musical improvisation is not an art work because an art work is
something worked on over time (Kania 2008: 6-7). True, we can cite examples
of art works that were i fact not worked on over time — Coleridge’s poem, Kubla
Khan, for instance, if we accept the poet’s story about its spontaneous genesis.
The reply, however, is that Coleridge could have worked on it over time.

Another reasonable criterion of workhood is that an art work is the focus of
critical attention. By this criterion, Jarrett’s performances presumably would be
works in their own right — if we are untroubled by the thought that it seems con-
ceptually impossible for these musical works to have more than a single instance.

So with different criteria of workhood we get various problematic results.
And sooner or later, we will find ourselves asking whether it is relevant that
ECM recorded Jarrett’s performances for us to listen to as often as we wish.
And would this be relevant because recordings do magically allow us to revisit
an ephemeral event even though it has slipped into the past? Or is it because the
Jarrett recording itself takes on the status of an art work? An ontology for impro-
vised performances remains unfinished business.

See also Jazz (Chapter 39), Ontology (Chapter 4), and Performances and recordings (Chapter 8).
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7
NOTATIONS

Stephen Davies

The oldest musical instruments date to about 30,000 years ago (BP), but musical
notations did not arrive until much later. The first notations date from 4500-
3000 Br in Sumeria and 2400 Bp in China, but those with which Westerners are
most familiar emerged in Europe around 1200 Bp. The earliest European nota-
tions assisted singers to recall plainsong melodies by showing the direction and
approximate interval size of melodic movement. In other words, these notations
belong to the type below called “mnemonic”; they underspecified the melodies
they indicated, but showed enough to bring the melody to the mind of some-
one who was already familiar with it. Subsequent changes to the notation over
several centuries (stave lines, indications of relative duration, etc.) permitted a
more precise specification of the musical notes and how they are to be sung or
played.

It is not necessary to have notation in order to develop a large corpus of works
(as the liturgical tradition shows) or to produce long and extremely complex
works (as is apparent in Javanese and Balinese music — notations of such music
are primarily archival in function and are not usually consulted by practicing
musicians). Nevertheless, it probably helps. Singers and musicians in Europe
from the fourteenth century or earlier played from notations and were expected
to be literate. Works were often issued as part books — that is, as showing the
part for each instrument or singer separately — rather than as scores showing
all the parts in vertical alignment. Some part books were arranged such that
the parts could be read by musicians facing each other, with the book between
them. As musical works became more complex and were specified in more detail,
scores became more prominent, as did the orchestra’s director, who was usually
one of its members but later, from the nineteenth century, a conductor.

Generic and instrument-specific notations

One distinction that is sometimes drawn is between generic and instrument-spe-
cific notations. The former show the result to be achieved but not the manner
of doing so, whereas the latter indicate the manner of eliciting the desired result
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from the given instrument. Notations of vocal music are generic: they present
what is to be sung and not how to arrange one’s larynx so that the desired sound
issues from it. The best examples — indeed, perhaps the only plausible ones — of
instrument-specific notations are tablatures for stringed instruments, such as the
guitar and lute. (Some of the oldest are for the Chinese quin.) Tablatures show
the position of the fingers on the instrument’s strings (or, if it has them, frets) and
assume or specify a particular tuning of the strings.

The generic notation of pitch might take several forms. It could be that (more
or less) absolute pitch is shown, usually involving reference to some standard and
presuming certain tonal or modal systems. Modern Western notation is of this
kind. Alternatively, a pitch is indicated as relative to an unspecified tonic in a
tonal or modal system. Modern solfeggio — the naming of the notes of the scale,
as in “do-re-mi-fa-so-la-ti-do” — takes this form. In this system, the “do” is mov-
able but always counts as the tonic. Or relative position in a series of intervals
or a scale could be specified. This is the case with Balinese solfeggio. The notes
are named “deng, ding” etc. and the intervals are fixed, but any note in the scale
could function as the tonic. (The same applies if “do[C]-re[D]- ” is used to notate
the church modes, since in these the degree of the scale that serves as the tonic
varies with the mode.) The notation of music for the Chinese shamisen shows
intervals (ma) rather than pitches when the instrument accompanies a vocalist,
because the singer chooses the song’s pitch according to his range. Early Indian
and Arabic notations employed forms of solfeggio. Cipher notation, in which
notes are assigned numbers, is similar to solfeggio and was widely adopted in
China, India, and Indonesia 150-100 years ago.

Rather than pitches, the notation might show the harmonic sequence accord-
ing to its chord type. The notation might be absolute (C, a, F, G’, C) or relative
to a tonal (or modal) system (I, vi, IV, V7, 1), possibly leaving the pitch of the
tonic unspecified. A more complex system could imply the bass line by showing
the chords’ position/inversion (1, vi_, IV, V7, I) or the bass line could be explic-
itly written with numbers indicating the scale degrees above the bass line of the
harmonic middle voices, as in the Baroque “figured bass.” Yet more detail would
be added by combining pitch and harmonic notation to show a melody and its
harmonic accompaniment.

The generic notation of rhythm, rather than showing measures of absolute
duration, usually employs a notation for sounded beats (and rests) and their
simple multiples and subdivisions (2, 4, 8, 16, 32 or 3, 6, 12, 24). Where groups
of beats are organized according to a meter, this might be specified and indicated
by bar lines. (If the meter is regular, it is usually indicated only at the outset.)
Alternatively, bar lines could be used as a navigational convenience to check for
coordination but without implying a meter or stress. The pace of the underlying
pulse can be specified, either with somewhat vague verbal terms (andante, walk-
ing pace) or by metronome markings, but even where there is no explicit indica-
tion, usually a tempo (fast, slow, etc.) is implied.

71



STEPHEN DAVIES

One might have supposed that instrument-specific notations preceded generic
ones and that a move from one to the other went with a move toward the stan-
dardization of instruments and their combination into various ensembles. There
is no evidence for this hypothesis, however, and it is unlikely to be true. The first
notations came well after moves to regularize instruments and their combina-
tion. In any case, if much of the music first indicated notationally was vocal, as
seems likely, we can anticipate that generic notations would be to the fore from
the outset.

Generic notations have some obvious advantages. If many instruments play
together, generic notation makes it simpler for the composer (or conductor) to
grasp how their parts fit together. Such notations are more transparent. And they
also facilitate the circulation of pieces from one kind of instrument to another,
which is certainly valuable if the composer cannot be sure what resources will
be available for the presentation of his work. These advantages can be inappro-
priately exaggerated, however. As I now discuss, predominantly generic nota-
tions quite commonly do not show what is to be done in a literal or translucent
fashion.

The fact is, notations are neither purely generic nor purely instrument-specific.
If tablatures show rhythmic values, as those for lute usually do, these are indi-
cated in a manner that is not lute-specific. The notation of the relative duration of
notes and of rests was standardized from the earliest times. Meanwhile, generic
notations constantly employ instrument-specific directions if the desired instru-
mentation is indicated. Sometimes special notational symbols are used, such as
that for a down-bow. In other cases, a written instruction is given, such as pizz.
(for pizzicato) or sul ponticello (which means play with the bow close to the
bridge). There are literally dozens of terms and symbols dealing with the man-
ner of using the bow, for instance. Obviously, these instructions are addressed
to string players; wind instrumentalist do not use a bow and have no strings to
bow or pluck. In a similar vein, organ music includes instructions for preferred
couplings (resulting in doubling at the octave, for instance) and stops (that repro-
duce the timbral effects of specific instruments or the voice). Piano music may
include specifications about the use of the pedal; harps have seven pedals each of
which has three positions and idiomatic harp writing usually indicates how they
are to be used.

Sometimes a notational element that appears to be generic because it is
addressed to very different kinds of instruments in fact requires modes of execu-
tion that are instrument specific. A good example of this is the instruction con
sord (which means play with a mute). The mute on a stringed instrument is
a clamp that attaches to the bridge and dampens the instrument’s resonance.
By contrast, mutes for brass instruments are cones or hats placed in or over
the instrument’s bell. Some wind instruments can be muted, though this is not
common, by the insertion of a cloth in the instrument’s bell. These instrument-
specific means of quieting the instrument result in distinctive modifications to the
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instrument’s timbre, and it is these effects, rather than quietness alone, that are
often sought by the composer. Another example is the instruction ¢r. (for “trill”).
Addressed to an untuned percussion instrument, a roll is called for, whereas a
violin rapidly alternates notes at the interval of a semitone or tone, depending
on the context.

Another implicitly instrument-specific aspect of standard notations is in the
use of clefs. The piano made the use of a G (treble) clef and F (bass) clef standard,
with the two sharing middle C one ledger line below the treble clef’s five stave
lines and one above the bass clef’s five stave lines. The parts for most instru-
ments nowadays use one or other of these clefs (sometimes with a transposi-
tion up or down an octave, as with the piccolo and double bass). In the past, C
clefs, placed variously in relation to the stave’s lines, were more common. (This
practice apparently did not inhibit the readability of the various parts in verti-
cal relation, from the composer’s point of view.) Their use survives for a few
instruments. In particular, the viola alone uses the C alto clef (with middle C as
the stave’s middle line). In their upper ranges, the bassoon and trombone (and
less often the ’cello) use the C tenor clef (with middle C on the fourth line of the
stave). Presumably, these usages hark back to earlier periods in which certain
kinds of instruments were viewed as forming families with ranges overlapping at
the fourth and octave.

It was formerly common to produce a kind of instrument as a family or choir,
with each individual within the family tuned a fifth or fourth from its nearest
siblings. Viols, for example, were arranged as a consort. (The only member of
the viol family surviving to the modern orchestra is the double bass.) Recorders
were tuned as follows (high to low): garklein (C), sopranino (F), soprano (C),
alto (F), tenor (C), bass (F), great bass (C), contrabass (F). In this case, the tuning
indicates the instrument’s lowest note, with the tenor’s being middle C. It is not
common for modern instruments to retain the full choir — for instance the flute
(C) is usually accompanied only by the piccolo (an octave higher but lacking the
lowest C) and the alto flute (a fourth lower, to G) and the oboe is paired only
with the cor anglais (a fifth lower at F) — but the saxophone is an exception with
sopranino (E-flat), soprano (B-flat), alto (E-flat), tenor (B-flat a major ninth with
below middle C), baritone (E-flat), bass (B-flat), contrabass (E-flat).

It is useful for the musician to be able to swap from one instrument to its
siblings. To facilitate this, the note designations of the fingerings were kept the
same. For example, if the second oboist took up the cor anglais, she would fin-
ger a notated C as she would on the oboe, but the note sounded would be the
F below this. Or in other words, the notation of the part was transposed up a
fifth, so that she could treat the two differently pitched instruments as using a
consistent fingering. This flexibility and convenience compromises the clarity
of the notation, however. It results in notations showing pitches and keys other
than those literally sounded. Moreover, where this occurs the pattern is not sys-
tematic because many instruments employing different transpositions may be in
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simultaneous use. Though the notation has the appearance of being generic and
is certainly not instrument-specific, it is significantly affected by the practice of
playing that goes with different kinds of instruments.

Transposing instruments as they are called — that is, instruments whose parts
are notated at a pitch other than the one sounded — do not always divide up the
pitch range so neatly as the recorder or the saxophone. Soprano and sopranino
clarinets come in many pitches. Meanwhile, the player of the main clarinet
part has two instruments — one transposing to B-flat and the other to A. In
other words, a B-flat clarinet sounds a B-flat when the musician fingers what
is notated as C, and the A clarinet sounds an A when the musician uses the
same fingering, also notated as a C. The B-flat clarinet is better suited to flat
keys (it cancels two of the flats in the key signature) and the A clarinet to sharp
keys (it cancels three of the sharps in the key signature). No doubt historical
contingency played a major role in bringing about this musical anomaly, but
one reason for it might have been to avoid forked or half-hole fingerings, with
their uneven tone and timbre, which would have been unavoidable for sharp-
ened and flattened notes prior to the introduction of the modern Boehm system
for woodwinds, which addresses the problem by adding supplementary holes
activated by metal keys.

Prior to valves and slides, brass instruments could play only the fundamental
and the natural harmonic series above it (and, for horns, a few other pitches
half-stopped with the fist), where the pitch of the fundamental was determined
by the tube’s length. To get around the limitations this caused on the number
of keys in which the instrument could play, it was common to insert “crooks,”
extra lengths of tubing that altered the instrument’s fundamental. Again,
pitch was notated as if no crook was in use, and the part was transposed to
take account of the crook’s effect. The modern introduction of valves did not
remove the need for transposition: most brass instruments transpose to B-flat
or E-flat. Indeed, the modern French horn in effect conjoins two horns tuned
to F and B-flat, and the notational conventions for the instrument are unique,
with the part notated a fifth higher than it sounds in the treble clef but a fourth
lower in the bass clef.

One final use of instruments that leads to the transposition of the notation
of the instrument’s part is scordatura, in which there is some departure for a
stringed instrument from the standard interval or pitch tuning of the strings.
Because the musician is trained to finger the instrument in the normal fashion in
producing what is notated, to keep a scordatura part in tune with other instru-
ments the part must be notationally transposed or altered to take account of the
unusual tuning.

In a normal orchestral score, the parts of a number of the instruments will be
transposed, so that the pitches that are written are not the ones that are sounded
(Figure 7.1). This undermines one of the advantages of a generic notation,
namely, transparency across the parts of the score, and shows how the practi-
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Figure 7.1 Notations of various instruments playing middle C

cal business of dealing with the instruments shapes the notation, even where the
notation is not entirely instrument specific in design. Of course, one obvious
response to this would be to show all parts in a score at their sounded pitch; the
score’s indication of the cor anglais’s music, say, need not duplicate the part from
which the relevant musician plays. This has yet to become the general practice,
though, perhaps because it could make communication between the orchestra’s
director and the musicians difficult or ambiguous.

Because notations are not always to be read literally, their proper interpreta-
tion relies on knowledge of both the conventions of the notation system and the
background of musical practice it takes for granted.
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Functions of notations

We might prefer to classify notations not in terms of their appearance but of their
function. A first type was mentioned earlier: mnemonic notations. These are
sketchy or gappy notations that serve either to remind the musician of something
she knows or to provide something from which she can derive her part. Examples
of the latter, perhaps, are Indonesian notations that indicate the melodic spine
of the piece, since other instruments improvise around that spine or can derive
their parts from it, or, in jazz, a notation of a chord sequence or melody that is
the basis for an improvisation. Mnemonic notations do not always go with free
or improvisatory pieces. Long and complex pieces can be committed to memory
and recalled with great accuracy once the necessary notational (or other) cues are
presented, as is apparent in traditions of liturgical chant or in Balinese music.

In the West, a primary function of notations has become that of specifying
works. Such notations have a prescriptive force: if you would play my work,
make this so! The interpretation of work-specifying notations requires some
care: as well as knowing the general conventions of the notation and the practice
it assumes, one needs to be aware of others specific to the kind of work notated.
For instance, it may be that not everything that is required in delivering the work
is indicated in the notation — perhaps melodies must be decorated when repeated.
And it may be that not everything that is notated is prescribed, as against recom-
mended — perhaps marked repeats, phrasings, and fingerings are optional.

Such scores can include comments or programs that are not addressed to the
performer as such. These, if not solely for the composer’s benefit, are usually
addressed to the work’s listener. Also, the notation might be written so as to
have, in addition to its musical import, a pictorial significance. For instance, the
notes might be so disposed in the score of a passion to look like three crosses.
(Some fifteenth-century composers created “eye-music” in which visual aspects
of the score were relevant to the music’s subject. A famous example of ¢.1400
is a love song by Baude Cordier in the Codex Chantilly, which is notated in the
shape of a heart.) Whereas the visual aspects of concrete poetry surely are to be
counted as among the work’s elements, the same does not apply here: the score
is not the musical work as such and the pictures in the score rarely generate
equivalent “aural pictures” when the music is played. Such notational tricks
have their interest, of course, but they belong with many other techniques and
devices — such as the creation of long-distance derivations and relations between
bits of the work — that structure the composer’s efforts without being audibly
discriminable in how the work sounds.

The use of pictorial elements in scores is not always incidental, however. In the
early days of electronic music, pictorial impressions of the music’s sound were
issued as “scores.” From the composer’s point of view, this was no idle matter
because the law at the time allowed works to be copyrighted only via their nota-
tional specifications. And in the 1950s, some composers addressed performers
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not with standard notational instructions but with pictorial impressions of the
sounds they desired the performers to realize. An example is Earle Brown’s Folio
of 1952-53. In such cases, the performer may have considerable freedom not
only in the manner of her interpretation of the work but also in her interpreta-
tion of the notation that specifies it.

A further principal function of notations is to document musical events. Such
notations, known as transcriptions, are descriptive, not prescriptive; they are
usually based on a single performance and record what was done. A performance
can present more than one musical object: a work (if there is one), a repeatable
interpretation of a work (if there is one), and a singular musical event of playing.
A documentary notation can target any of these. Musical works can be more or
less thick or thin with constitutive detail — one requiring sections of improvisa-
tion is thinner than one that indicates each and every note that is to be played
— but even in the case of the thickest works for live performance, their renditions
always contain sonic detail that is attributable to the performer’s interpretation
rather than to the work itself. That is, even the most complex notational speci-
fications of the thickest musical works leave many choices to the performer’s
discretion, as regards both microscopic features, such as phrasing nuance, and
macroscopic elements, such as shaping, contrasting, balancing, and emphasizing.
Accordingly, a notation intended to capture only the work recovers less detail
than one intended to display the performer’s interpretation of the work. And
whereas both of these may involve the notational correction of what were perfor-
mance errors, a notation attempting to record the microscopic detail that marks
the single performance as an unrepeatable individual act of playing does not.
Transcriptions of this third kind are rare, however, because standard musical
notations, even when supplemented with specially defined symbols, are not fine-
grained enough to capture the shadings of pitch, timbre, attack, rhythmic inflec-
tion, etc. that are crucial to the individuality of a single live musical rendition.

Functions apart from these three are served by some musical notations. Nota-
tions can be used for pedagogical purposes: for teaching the use of the notation,
the playing of musical instruments, orchestration, and so on. As well, musical
analysts and historians of music use them to illustrate their accounts. Composers
sketch their ideas, doodle, and write drafts of works. These further uses are obvi-
ously secondary and derivative.

Nelson Goodman on musical notations

Nelson Goodman is among the few philosophers to have discussed musical nota-
tions. He focuses on the work-identifying function of scores and holds that they
must uniquely and unequivocally describe the work they specify. To do this the
notational system must meet two syntactic requirements — disjointness and finite
differentiation — and three semantic ones — unambiguity, disjointness, and finite
differentiation (1968: 130-52). The syntactic conditions are met when each
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notational mark belongs to one and only one “character” (that is, each symbol
denotes only one musical element or event). The semantic conditions are met if
the notation is unambiguous, all work-relevant musical elements are notation-
ally specifiable, and no two distinct scores could have any accurate copies or
performances in common. According to Goodman, a performance must comply
exactly with the score to instance the work it specifies and the score must be
derivable from a genuine instance of the work.

At first glance, it looks as if Goodman will have to regard as notationally sat-
isfactory only those scores that spell out each and every work-identifying detail
that is to be played in instancing the work. A score that invites the performer to
decorate melodies when they are repeated, for instance, will lead to non-identi-
cal renditions from which a single score is apparently not derivable. Goodman
avoids this difficulty by distinguishing different systems of notation, with any
given work relativized to only one of these. Provided the instances of a given
work form a class that is distinct from the classes of genuine instances of all
other works specifiable under the same notational system, it does not matter that
the instances comprising the class of the given work vary in respects allowed for
within that notational system. For example, though a trio sonata with a figured
bass tolerates more than one realization of its middle parts, we could derive a
score of the work from any accurate performance provided that we were aware
that the work belonged to a notational subsystem allowing this mode of impro-
visation. Such a work would be distinguishable from different trio sonatas that
also use a figured bass. Moreover, though works relativized to a different nota-
tional subsystem (for instance, to one that spells out the middle parts and does
not permit improvisation) might happen to have compliants intersecting with
those of the trio sonata (and hence violating the condition for disjointness), this
appearance is illusory given that work identity is a function of the notational
subsystem under which the work-identifying inscription falls.

Goodman is not always so accommodating, however. For instance, he regards
verbal tempo indications, such as largo, as non-notational because they are
ambiguous and not finitely differentiated. In dismissing such markings as non-
notational, he removes tempo as a work-identifying feature. A genuine per-
formance for such a work might have any tempo, including one so slow as to
make the piece unrecognizable. Similarly, the mark #r. (trill) is non-notational
because it does not specify how many notes should be played, so a performance
of Giuseppe Tartini’s Devil’s Trill Sonata would be accurate, according to Good-
man, if it contained no trills.

Goodman’s is offered as an idealized, revisionary account, but to be acceptable
it should at least capture many of our central intuitions regarding notationally
specified works. If it is to come close to doing so, it will be necessary to assume
there are a great many exclusive musical notational subsystems and that we are
(or could be) clear on how they differ. Neither assumption is convincing. A more
plausible approach is the one advocated earlier. Instead of leaving the notational
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system to do all the work, so to speak, which means that many distinct systems
will have to be recognized, we should acknowledge that general notations are
employed according to a spread of historically grounded conventions concern-
ing how they are to be read, established traditions of performance practice, and
characteristics of differing work genres or types.

See also Authentic performance practice (Chapter 9).
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8
PERFORMANCES AND
RECORDINGS

Andrew Kania and Theodore Gracyk

The most common musical experience today, across most of the globe, is that
of listening to a recording. For many centuries, however, music was only expe-
rienced live, since recording technology did not exist. As a result, much of the
philosophy of music is rooted in the idea that music is a performance art, and
recordings have been met with some skepticism (when they have been discussed
at all). In this chapter, we investigate the nature of musical performances and
recordings, and compare views about their respective values.

Performances

General features of musical performances

Not just any musical event is a musical performance. Consider a CD playing in an
empty house. While there is music going on in the house, there is no performance
within its walls. For there to be a performance going on, there must be people
performing. Performance is thus a kind of action — something only people (not
machines, such as CD players) can do. But not every musical action is a musi-
cal performance. We standardly distinguish between just messing around on an
instrument, practicing, rehearsing, and performing. What distinguishes perfor-
mance from the other musical activities in this list seems to have something to do
with the presence of an audience. When you mess around, practice, or, rehearse,
you play your instrument or sing, but you do not do so for an audience.

Is the requirement that a performance be for an audience merely intentional,
or is it a success condition, in the sense that if there is no audience, there cannot
be a performance? Both Stan Godlovitch (1998: 41-9) and Paul Thom (1993:
190-3) argue for the stronger claim: an actual audience is a necessary condition
on there being a performance. They do so on the grounds that performance
is essentially communicative, and thus requires two parties — performer and
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audience. Godlovitch describes two situations which, he suggests, we would only
describe as “performances” in some secondary or derivative sense. In the first, a
performer decides to go ahead with the evening’s performance even though no
one has turned up to hear him. In the second, the performer plays a politically
incendiary work in defiance of the government officials who have locked the
audience out of the hall (Godlovitch 1998: 43). These thought experiments do
not quite show what they are intended to, however. For in both these cases there
is neither an actual audience nor an intended audience in the relevant sense. Of
course these performers “intended” to perform for people, but the past tense of
the verb is telling. Performances are intentionally for an audience in the sense
that one’s actions (playing, singing, etc.) are guided by the belief that one is
playing for people who are capable of listening to the sounds one is making.
The performers in Godlovitch’s cases do not have this belief, since they know
there is no one else present. One can have the relevant belief mistakenly, though.
Imagine a case where the performer comes onstage and plays for the audience
in the hall, only realizing after the performance, when the blinding stage lights
are dimmed and house lights come up, that there is no such audience. Such a
performer has the relevant intention despite the absence of an audience, and
thus might be said to have performed. This view does not undermine the anal-
ogy with ordinary communication. If one is convinced there is a burglar in the
house, one might utter a warning, such as “Who goes there?” Such a speech
act is intentionally directed at whoever is in the house, even if it turns out that
one is mistaken, and there is no such person. (This kind of thing may happen
in cultures where musical works are performed for the gods. If there are two
such cultures, with beliefs in incompatible deities, then if Godlovitch and Thom
are right, at most one is actually engaged in musical performance. This seems
wrong.)

Paul Thom gives a different argument for the necessity of an actual audience,
arguing that the address of a performer to an audience is different in kind from
that of non-performance artists, such as painters or novelists. The latter make
a “hypothetical” address, according to Thom, “to whoever happens to be the
addressee,” while as a performer, “I make a categorical address to the audience,
whom I assume to exist. In performing I believe myself to be referring to present
persons, to whom I am in effect saying, “You, attend to me.”” (1993: 192). To
the extent that Thom refers here only to a belief or assumption that the audi-
ence exists, it does not establish the need for an actual as opposed to an intended
audience. What remains is the idea that the audience for a performance must be
(at least believed to be) present. But this condition is also too strong. For musi-
cians can perform a live broadcast for “the folks at home” without any audience
present where they play. It seems, then, that the attitudes of performing artists
are not at base so different from those of other artists. They present their efforts
to whomever is in a position to appreciate them. This argument could also be
extended to the production of some musical recordings.
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In sum, a performance requires the intention to play music for an audience,
but there need be no actual audience. You might think this point is usually moot,
since the performers themselves may count as the audience, in the absence of any
other listeners. But it is not clear that musicians are in the right position to be
the audience for their own music-making (Godlovitch 1998: 42-3; Gracyk 1997:
149 n. 6; cf. Thom 1993: 172).

Kinds of musical performances

Many musical performances are performances of independent musical works, that
is, works that would exist whether or not these particular, or indeed any, perfor-
mances of them existed. Philosophers have disputed what is required for a per-
formance to be of a given work. One appealing first pass at an answer is that one
must play all the right notes. But most work-performances include wrong notes,
and we do not discount them as performances for that reason. On the other hand,
it seems clear that if you play none of the right notes, you have failed to perform
the work in question. The kicker is that it seems an impossible task to decide how
many, or what proportion of notes must be correct for a performance to count as
of a given work. All this suggests that some other connection between performance
and work is at least necessary. One popular suggestion is that the performers must
intend to play the work in question; others have suggested that there must be a
particular kind of causal chain running from the work (or its composition) to each
performance. (For an excellent overview of the literature on these questions, and a
consideration of how to spell out these proposals, see Davies 2001: 152-84).

Another important part of this debate has been the discussion of “authentic
performance practice,” which is usually centered around the question of whether
a (proper) performance of a musical work ought to involve the use of the kinds of
instruments contemporary with the work. The literature on this question dwarfs
that on any of the others considered in this chapter; it is thus treated separately
in this volume. (See Chapter 9, “Authentic performance practice.”)

Many performances, on the other hand, are not performances of works. The
most obvious examples are free improvisations. Such performances need not
emerge ex nibilo; rather, they are cases where any materials they are based on
are treated as jumping-off points for the performer’s creative activity, instead of
something the performer centrally intends to present to the audience through
performing it. (See Chapter 6, “Improvisation,” this volume.) Are such perfor-
mances musical works in their own right? The answer turns, unsurprisingly,
on the nature of the concept of a musical work. On the one hand, such perfor-
mances are the primary focus of appreciation in traditions such as jazz, suggest-
ing that if there are works of art in jazz they include such performances. On the
other hand, work-performances are a primary focus of appreciation in classical
music, yet we do not typically think of these as works. We could, of course, sim-
ply stipulate that performances that are of works cannot be works in their own
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right. It may be, though, that central to our (or one of our) concept(s) of a work
of art is the idea that they are enduring entities. If that is right, then we might
deny that there are works of art in jazz (and other similar traditions). This may
sound like an insult to the tradition, but it should not if the sense of ‘work of art’
being employed here is not an evaluative one.

Evaluating performances

Some evaluative criteria seem applicable to any kind of performance. The ability
to play one’s instrument or sing well is valued in any performance, for instance,
and it may be exalted in virtuosic performances (Mark 1980). We also evaluate
the musical properties of the performance, for example, its melodies or harmo-
nies, and how they are developed over the course of the performance. The way in
which such features are evaluated depends upon the kind of performance we are
listening to. The virtuosity and musical features of a work-performance will be
attributed to the work or its composer, while those of an improvisation might be
attributed to the performer. (It is worth remembering that in attending to a work
performance we attend to at least two things — the work and its performance.)
Other evaluative criteria depend on the kind of performance evaluated. In
evaluating an improvisation, we value the spontaneous risks the performer takes
in attempting to fashion a worthwhile musical event in the moment. In evaluat-
ing a work-performance, on the other hand, we value a faithful adherence to
the work. There are other things we value in work-performances, such as a per-
former’s ability to interpret the work, and thereby show us something new and
interesting about it. Moreover, as Jerrold Levinson (1990a) has argued, there are
many legitimate yet irreconcilable perspectives from which to evaluate a work-
performance. A good performance for a first-time listener, for instance, may
emphasize broad structural and expressive elements of the piece, while a good
performance for a seasoned listener may emphasize the role of a particular motif
that should not be foregrounded for a first-time listener. There are, of course,
illegitimate perspectives, such as that of the monomaniacal percussionist who
values the loudness of the cymbals over all else. And there may be some difficult
cases. Levinson judges the perspective of a jaded listener, who values idiosyn-
cratic performances, legitimate (1990a: 380). But there will doubtless be cases
that fall in a hazy border between the legitimate and illegitimate. The variety of
legitimate perspectives arises precisely because the kinds of musical works we
have been considering are intended for multiple performances. This suggests that
it is pointless to ask what the ideal performance of a given work would be like.

Live non-performance music-making

Musical performances are “art” in the loose sense that they are produced for an
audience that is supposed to appreciate the performance in some way. But there
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is much live music-making that does not fit this description. Two broad types
are, or have been, common. The first is communal music-making, such as the
singing of hymns in church or folk songs around a campfire. In these cases there
is something like a performance of a work — the singers attempt to get the notes,
words, chords, etc., right — yet they are not singing for an audience (not even for
each other) — in the sense in which the concert performer does. Rather, they are
singing with each other. The two types of music-making may occur simultane-
ously, as when the audience joins the band in singing along with a hit song at a
concert. The band is performing, in the sense of the term we have been using; the
audience is not.

Live music-making can also be functional. Examples here include work songs
and lullabies. The musicians in these cases produce music primarily for some
purpose other than the appreciation of an audience, whether it is to coordinate
their actions, make the time pass quickly, lull a baby to sleep, or express one’s
love. (See Chapter 40, “Song,” this volume.)

Musical recordings

“These modern gramophones are a remarkable invention,” remarks Sherlock
Holmes in “The Adventure of the Mazarin Stone” (Doyle 1921: 296). Holmes
has just used a phonograph recording of a solo violin performance of Offen-
bach’s barcarolle from The Tales of Hoffman to fool jewel thieves into think-
ing that he was playing his violin in a neighboring room. Heard through a wall,
it is plausible that they might confuse the playing of a primitive recording with
a very different thing, a performance. In any case, the phenomenon of recorded
music was sufficiently familiar to the general public in 1921 to serve as a plot
device in a popular detective story. Fifteen years later, Walter Benjamin and
Theodor Adorno staked out opposite positions on the effects and desirability
of this “mechanical reproduction” on listeners (Benjamin 1968; Adorno 2002)
— after which there is a long silence on this topic in the philosophical litera-
ture. As late as 1990, philosophers simply took it for granted that listening
to recorded music constitutes listening to music, without pausing to discuss
whether audience response differs when listening to recordings (e.g. Levinson
1990b: 306). However, in the ensuing decades a number of philosophers took
up the topic of recorded music and its role in musical experience (e.g. Gracyk
1996, 1997; Fisher 1998; Brown 2000; Kania 2009). Two general topics have
emerged concerning musical recordings. First, what is the nature of recorded
sound and what is its relationship to the music it records? Second, should
we be concerned that so much of our musical culture now takes the form of
listening to recordings? It is best to take up the two questions in that order,
for it is doubtful that we can achieve an evaluative consensus when we do
not yet agree on the nature of the phenomenon being evaluated (Kania 2008:
69-73).
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Kinds of recordings

Consider the simple case of Sherlock Holmes “playing” Offenbach’s barcarolle
on his gramophone. In 1921, it would have been a mechanical recording of an
uninterrupted performance of that piece. While Offenbach’s barcarolle allows
for multiple instances through multiple performances, each performance is a sin-
gular event. Yet the multiple playbacks of a single gramophone recording (and
the multiple playings of multiple copies of the recording) present us with the
ontological peculiarity that a single musical performance can be heard by a tem-
porally and spatially dispersed audience. Because one cannot listen to a musical
performance years after the performance ends, it seems relatively obvious that
audiences for musical recordings do not actually hear the performance. They
hear an imitation or representation of the sonic dimension of that performance.
(However, see the following discussion of transparency.)

This intuition about representation poses three problems. First, does this rela-
tionship hold for all recorded music? As will become apparent, this is unlikely.
Second, where it does hold, does the recording provide an instance of the music?
Third, where it does hold, can the recording faithfully capture the sonic dimen-
sion of the performance?

With the advent of electronic music (both synthesized and musique concréte), it
became apparent that some musical works depend essentially on recording tech-
nology and playback. Subverting the ontological priority presupposed by Holmes’s
use of the gramophone recording of the Offenbach barcarolle, these recordings
directly instantiate music that cannot otherwise exist. There are no performances
of such works, for their only instances are playbacks (e.g. Pierre Schaeffer’s Etude
Pathétique and Milton Babbitt’s Composition for Synthesizer). Stephen Davies
calls these works “for playback, not for performance” (Davies 2001: 7-8). Follow-
ing Aron Edidin’s alternative terminology, these “recording artifacts” should be
distinguished from two other kinds of recordings: recordings of performances and
recordings of compositions (Edidin 1999). Whereas recordings of performances
provide access to musical works by documenting performances of some work (e.g.
Holmes’s recording of the barcarolle), recordings of compositions employ studio
editing and manipulation to construct sonic manifestations of musical works that
can also be instantiated in real-time performance. The intended aesthetic appeal
of such recordings is not confined to their documentary function of capturing the
sonic dimensions of musical performance. Thus, two different recordings of Glenn
Gould’s interpretation of Bach’s Goldberg Variations possess distinct functional
relationships to Bach’s music and thus have different ontological status: Gould’s
1981 studio sessions and his 1959 Salzburg live performance furnished a record-
ing of a composition and recording of a performance, respectively. Mere listening
does not necessarily reveal the appropriate category. The functional relationship
to performance practice, rather than the kind of musical work that is presented,
determines which kind of recording presents the music.
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Discussing studio recordings of works such as the Goldberg Variations (i.e.
Edidin’s category of recordings of compositions), Davies observes that they nor-
mally aim at a simulated performance that emphasizes accuracy, consistency,
and finish (Davies 2001: 313-17). However, many such recordings are not lim-
ited to the function of simulating a performance. Since the 1960s it has been
common for popular music recordings to employ studio techniques that create
sonic events with electronic effects that cannot be reproduced in real-time per-
formances. Such effects include movement within the stereophonic soundscape,
singers who sing multiple harmonies with themselves and drum kits with cav-
ernous echo that sounds distinctively different from the echo effect on the vocal
performances on the same recording. Here, the studio manipulations furnish
musical effects that can exist only in playback and which are intended to be
appreciated as such. Furthermore, the recording process often serves as a non-
documentary compositional tool, allowing new compositions to emerge through
trial and error as additions are recorded at different times and by multiple con-
tributing musicians (Gracyk 1996: 46-50).

Like Davies’s works for playback and Edidin’s recording artifacts, these com-
posite, studio-enhanced “tracks” are distinct musical works, intended to be appre-
ciated for composed musical effects that go beyond real-time performance effects
(Gracyk 1996; Zak 2001). We might consider, for example, Pink Floyd’s Dark
Side of the Moon, which employs sound manipulation and montage techniques to
create musical patterns from “found” sounds. Such manipulation is particularly
conspicuous at the beginning of “Money.” Because it is also possible to perform
the song live, in real time, Davies contends that the recording is a simulated per-
formance of a musical work of a special type: a work for studio performance
(Davies 2001: 34-35). Davies further contends that this composition is the only
musical work to be appreciated when listening to the fifth track of Dark Side
of the Moon. Gracyk (1996) and Kania (2006) contend that non-documentary
studio tracks engage listeners with two distinct kinds of musical works. There is
a representational display of the basic properties of an ordinary musical compo-
sition and there is also the studio-constructed track for playback (i.e. Edidin’s
categories of recordings of compositions and recording artifacts, respectively).

Against Davies, there is no reason to fabricate a special type of composition
for the songs on Dark Side of the Moon, nor two types of performance — live and
studio. If works for playback by Schaeffer and Babbitt are independent musical
works, then so is Dark Side of the Moon. We do not require a special ontologi-
cal category of musical composition for such music. We need only distinguish
between three distinct modes of providing access to performable compositions:
(1) real-time performance instantiations, (2) recordings of such performances,
and (3) studio-constructed representations. Thus Pink Floyd’s song cycle can
be heard - and differently appreciated — in its performances, in documentary
recordings of its real-time performances, and in the recording of the composition
that is Dark Side of the Moon.
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Repeatability and transparency

Christy Mag Uidhir (2007) notes that sound recordings do not necessarily pro-
vide repeatable playbacks, for they might play back from a source that can only
be used once. However, the recording technologies that interest us here were
developed in such a way that complex sound sequences can be preserved and then
repeated. Sound recordings are templates for generating multiple aural instances,
and they can function as representations of other sound events, just as photogra-
phy developed multiple-instance representations (Davies 2001: 318-19).

In grounding categories of musical recordings in distinct representational rela-
tionships to musical compositions and their performances, we have suggested
that the mere activity of listening can be insufficient for determining which sort
of recording one is hearing. Listening to Glenn Gould or Pink Floyd, a listener
might confuse a recording of a composition with a recording of a performance,
and so might admire Gould’s precision and Pink Floyd’s ensemble interaction on
false grounds, the way that a naive film viewer might attribute the feats of the
stunt double to the leading man. Therefore recordings of compositions are some-
times viewed with suspicion as detrimental to musical culture (Gracyk 1997).
Lee B. Brown (1996) and Davies (2001) worry that a musical culture centered
on recordings will desensitize listeners to music’s interactive and performative
aspects. Recordings undermine the social practice of performing music, because
their repeatability counterbalances their documentary function: “the music
stands in an adverse relationship with the calcifying medium with which we
document it” (Brown 2000: 122). Furthermore, Brown worries that the technol-
ogy has a destructive effect on improvisational music, particularly jazz, because
it encourages audiences to treat non-repeatable performances as repeatable, re-
identifiable compositions (Brown 1996).

The underlying issues involve the evaluative appreciation of music. There is
concern that an audience for recordings will form improper expectations for per-
formances, and so will improperly evaluate both performances and undoctored
recordings of performances. (These worries are distinct from concerns about
auditory degradation, which will be taken up in relation to the issue of transpar-
ency.) Such concerns are partially mitigated by noting that audiences bear some
burden of responsibility for understanding that different recordings “promote
different values” depending on the functional intentions behind their production
(Davies 2001: 317). Furthermore, even if recordings do mislead some listeners,
they provide many compensatory advantages, such as ease of access to multiple
interpretations of the same composition (Gracyk 1997).

While there are important gains in being able to compare Gould’s 1955, 1959,
and 1981 recordings of the Goldberg Variations, and to compare these in turn
to Murray Perahia’s more recent interpretation, we may remain concerned that
all sound recordings lack documentary transparency. Recordings are sonically
inadequate to provide the timbral musical nuances that can be heard in a good
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performance venue. Furthermore, recordings are never stylistically neutral; all
recordings of performances introduce some degree of sonic departure from the
sound of the documented performances (Gracyk 1997; Hamilton 2003). Against
this view, Joshua Glasgow argues that “transparent” recordings are possible. At
least some parts of some recordings are qualitatively identical with their sources
(Glasgow 2007). While such transparency is not always desirable, Glasgow
defends its possibility.

Glasgow’s emphasis on sonic accuracy appears to miss the point, developed by
Gracyk (1996) and Kania (2009), that transparency is fundamentally an onto-
logical issue. Even allowing for the possibility of recordings that sound just like
their sonic sources, does a documentary recording actually permit someone to
hear the music? Albrecht Direr’s self-portrait of 1500 may look very much like
him, yet one does not literally see Durer by looking at it. Paintings are not trans-
parent. Glass windows, in contrast, are transparent. In 1500, someone could
look through a window and see Diirer on the other side, and the viewer would
see him even if the glass was uneven and thus produced distortions in how he
looked. Kendall Walton (1984) has argued that photographs are similarly trans-
parent, for they allow us to see (albeit indirectly, and with certain distortions)
the actual things that are photographed. Can recordings of performances do
the same with music? Do we literally see and hear Judy Garland sing “Over the
Rainbow” when we watch The Wizard of Oz (1939)?

If sound recordings are transparent in this sense, then recordings of compo-
sitions are worrisome entities. Listening to Gould’s 1981 Goldberg recording,
we cannot hear how many recording “takes” were needed, how many partial
performances were spliced together, and how many days of performing were
involved to produce the thirty-two musical segments. Therefore it is not possible
to evaluate Gould’s playing, for we cannot determine his capacity to produce
those sounds in the manner Bach intended, that is, by playing them consecutively
at one sitting. The “distortion” here is not a matter of sonic fidelity. The distor-
tion comes in a listener’s inability to keep track of what performance activity is
transparently heard as the music moves forward, instant to instant. Combined
with the fact that sonic fidelity is more an ideal than a practice, the merits of
transparency are frequently at odds with the effects of studio manipulation and
sonic infidelity (though see Kania (2009: 32) for an attempt at resolving this
tension).

Conclusion

Musical performances and recordings are all alike in being essentially aimed
at providing listeners with musical experiences. But this broad commonality
masks a host of differences both between and within each category. Musical
performances differ in their nature and aims. Some musical recordings are aimed
at replicating the experience of one or another kind of performance. But other
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recordings are works of art in their own right, to which, in fact, some perfor-
mances may bear a derivative relation. Philosophers and other theorists of music,
particularly those interested in the listener’s musical experience, ought not to
ignore such matters.

See also Authentic performance practice (Chapter 9), Improvisation (Chapter 6), Jazz (Chapter 39),
Ontology (Chapter 4), Popular music (Chapter 37), Rock (Chapter 38), and Song (Chapter 40).
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9
AUTHENTIC
PERFORMANCE PRACTICE

Paul Thom

Performance practice, as an academic discipline, is the evidence-based study of
the performance of music and other arts at particular historical periods. Types of
evidence include actual performance spaces and artifacts, designs and depictions
of them, along with theoretical or practical treatises and critical writings. The
relationships studied include the conventions for understanding written nota-
tions and the context of practices within which instructions for performance
were used (Brown et al. 2001).

If the authentic may be defined as that which truly is what it purports to
be, then the question of authenticity can be raised in relation to anything that
purports to be anything. The term “authentic performance practice” commonly
refers to a particular practical approach that is found in the performing arts,
one that purports to apply results derived from the academic discipline of per-
formance practice. The question of what practices are authentic arises in all the
performing arts (Young 2005: 501); but this chapter will focus on music.

The 1960s saw the rise of certain practices in the performance of Western clas-
sical music that claimed the status of authentic performance practice. These prac-
tices were generally known under the title of the Early Music Movement — and
initially they did have something of the character of a protest movement (Haynes
2007: 41). The movement arose as a reaction against the ways in which music of
the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries had been played in the first half of
the twentieth century, when it was given in concert performance on modern instru-
ments, often in arrangements adapted to the sonority of those instruments or in
creative transcriptions. These ways of playing music from earlier times left some
practitioners feeling aesthetically dissatisfied, and they began looking for alterna-
tive ways of playing the music (Young 2005: 501). They quickly found that the
music sounded very different when played on the kind of instruments for which it
had originally been conceived. Inspired by initial successes, enthusiasts extended
this general approach to the music of the Classical and Romantic periods.
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Present-day advocates of authentic performance practice are reluctant to use
the term “authentic” and the label “Early Music Movement,” preferring the ban-
ner “Historically informed/inspired performance, or HIP” (Haynes 2007). James
O. Young conjectures that this reluctance is the product of two considerations.
On the one hand, practitioners in pursuit of authenticity may have become con-
cerned that the goal was unachievable (though Young himself thinks that such
a concern would be misplaced). On the other hand, the practitioners may have
become increasingly aware that what they were doing was actually falling short
of the ideal authenticity that they espoused (Young 2005: 510).

Thanks to the movement’s commercial success, support for the pursuit of
authenticity has grown in some quarters, as has hostility in others. Arguably,
the practices against which the Early Music Movement reacted occurred, and
achieved success with audiences, only because the original instrumental speci-
fications for this music had been forgotten, or (where they were known) per-
formers and audiences felt free to disregard them. In other words, the original
prescriptions for the performance of this music had to some extent lost their
authority: they no longer commanded respect. Thus authentic performance prac-
tice can be seen through a political lens as a restoration of lost authority — which
may explain why it excites both partisanship and hostility.

There are two main areas of philosophical interest concerning authentic per-
formance practice. First, there are philosophical analyses of various concepts
that have been claimed to play a guiding role in these practices. Second, there are
questions of ideology and value: to what extent have various concepts of authen-
ticity actually played a role in performance practice, and what has been the value
that authentic performance practice has contributed to contemporary culture?

Conceptual analysis

One can distinguish two broad classes of meaning that the word “authenticity”
carries in relation to performance. In the first class of meanings, authenticity
is judged in relation to a musical work, its sounds, or the intentions behind it.
In the other class of meanings, authenticity is judged in relation to a person or
culture.

Works

For Stephen Davies, authenticity concerns fidelity to works. “Authenticity is a
matter of ontology rather than interpretation. An ideally authentic instance of
a musical work is one that faithfully reproduces the work’s constitutive proper-
ties,” that is, one in which the performers successfully follow the work-determi-
native instructions of the composer (Davies 2001: 212-13, 227). He understands
these instructions to go beyond what is explicitly notated in scores of the work,
but to include only what is relevant to the work itself and not merely social
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conventions. In order to find out what a work’s constitutive properties are,
therefore, we may need to make use of the academic discipline of performance
practice.

When Davies says that ideal authenticity is not a matter of interpretation, he
does not mean to deny that in preparing a performance aiming at authenticity one
has to interpret various things. In applying the discipline of performance practice
to a particular planned performance, performers inevitably have to interpret the
evidence on which they rely, just as they inevitably have to interpret the scores
they use. Nor does he mean to deny that someone may choose to perform a work
with less than ideal authenticity; for example, by making cuts or other alterations
or additions by way of interpreting what is contained in the work. He is saying
that to deliver an ideally authentic performance of the work (i.e. a performance
that at least reproduces all of the work’s constitutive properties), as such, is not
to make a performative interpretation of the work: it is simply to perform the
work in the prescribed way.

Doing what is required by the work’s determinative prescriptions does not
mean doing nothing else. In particular, it does not exclude the practice of perfor-
mative interpretation whereby performers bring to their realization of the work
their own individual ways of executing what the work prescribes, or their own
ways of supplementing what the work prescribes, without coming into conflict
with the work’s requirements. So, authenticity in Davies’s sense is not incom-
patible with performative interpretation (Davies and Sadie 2001). But Davies
expressly claims that what is authentic about a performance and what is inter-
pretive about it are disjoint classes (Davies 2001: 209). Against this, some phi-
losophers argue that authenticity itself is an interpretive choice — one among
many. Both sides are right, relative to different objects of interpretation. A score
admits of authentic or non-authentic interpretations; a work does not, according
to Davies.

It follows from Davies’s analysis that authenticity is a relative concept. For
example, a performance might be authentic relative to the work’s explicit pre-
scriptions but not authentic relative to what is merely implicit. It also follows
that authenticity is a matter of degree: performances may be better or worse
approximations to what the work prescribes (Young 2005: 503).

Davies’s account rests on an analysis of works for performance as prescrip-
tions for performance. If works for performance were simply abstract sound-
structures, an authentic performance would be nothing more than one that
produces the right sounds. Davies’s account also assumes a distinction among
the prescriptions constituting a work between those that are determinative and
those that are merely recommendatory. Such a distinction is actually drawn by
editors and practitioners in relation to musical scores (Davies 2001: 94). Some-
times the score explicitly warrants such a distinction; for example, a passage is
marked ossia, or the critical apparatus shows a traditional cut or addition as an
alternative to the main text. But sometimes the score itself gives no such explicit
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indication. The score may contain fingerings, dynamics or phrasings without
any explicit indication that they are merely recommendatory, and in some cases
a critical edition of a score may show that these markings derive from the com-
poser. Davies takes markings in these classes to be merely recommendatory even
if they are sanctioned by the composer. He gives the imaginary example of a
score in which the composer instructs that the work be performed only once; he
observes that such an instruction would not be regarded as legitimate and thus
could only be considered as a recommendation. The basis for the distinction, he
says, lies in the conventions governing the score and the performance practices
contemporaneous with the score (Davies 2001: 106, 141, 147). But, we do not
always know exactly where to draw the boundary between a score’s determina-
tive and merely advisory prescriptions.

Davies is perfectly consistent in denying any overlap between interpretation
and authentic performance. But in order to arrive at a view of a work’s identity,
much interpretation will be needed. Moreover, in the absence of decisive evi-
dence from the discipline of performance practice, we may never be able to form
a soundly based view of the work’s identity.

Intentions or sounds

Some philosophers explicate the issue of authenticity in terms of fidelity to the
intentions of the composer, or to the sounds of performances at the time of com-
position (Young 2005: 503).

To define authentic performance practice as compliance with the composer’s
intentions is too broad, since composers have intentions that are not relevant to
performance practice, as in the example just mentioned. Arguably, however, the
composer’s relevant intentions comprise the determinative prescriptions that are
enshrined in the work, plus whatever else the composer can be assumed to intend
because it was an accepted convention or assumed practice at the time. But with
this revision, the definition in terms of intentions takes us back to a Davies-style
definition in terms of the work.

The Early Music Movement achieved widespread uptake in the recording
industry, and this has led some critics to assume that authentic performance
practice is simply an attempt to recreate sounds from the past. Charles Rosen
regards the Early Music Movement’s concentration on the sound the composer
would have heard as a mark of great progress because to concentrate on the nota-
tion would be to miss the point that the notation points to real performances. At
the same time, he regards the concentration on the sound the composer actually
heard as a regression because “many composers write partly with the hope of an
ideal performance which transcends the pitiable means and degenerate practice
they have to compromise with” (Rosen 2000: 206-13).

To define authenticity in terms of the re-creation of sounds that occurred at
the time of the work’s early performances could be understood either in terms of
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the types of sound waves or in terms of the types of auditory experience that are
presumed to have occurred at the time of those early performances. We may thus
distinguish “sonic” from “sensible” authenticity (Kivy 1995: 48-50). Sensible
authenticity may not be attainable given that our experience of music is shaped
by experiences that earlier audiences could not have had (Young 2005: 505).
Sensible authenticity may be undesirable for similar reasons as sonic authentic-
ity: the experience of early audiences of, say, Beethoven may not be worth reliv-
ing if those audiences did not understand the music (Young 2005: 505). In either
sense this definition seems too broad, since the work’s early performances may
not have been any good. It seems better, with Davies, to talk about the original
kind of sound under optimal conditions. But arguably, the optimal sound will be
what is given in the work’s determinative prescriptions understood as including
background conventions and practices; so we are back with Davies’s definition
in terms of the work.

Personal and cultural authenticity

In his book Authenticities (1995), Peter Kivy devotes some analytical attention
to the notion of personal authenticity, raising the question whether authenticity
in this sense has anything to do with artistic performance. He argues against ana-
lyzing personal performative authenticity in terms of sincerity. Sincerity, accord-
ing to him, is a feature either of emotional expression or of statements; but,
he says, it is not a virtue in a performance to be an emotional expression, and
performances do not make statements. Generally speaking, what he says here is
true of the performance of classical instrumental music.

On the other hand, Jeanette Bicknell raises the question whether it is true
of the performance of popular songs, asking “Would we not be disappointed
if we learned that Paul Robeson regarded ‘Go Down, Moses’ as just a song?”
(Bicknell 2005: 261). To deliver a performance that is authentic, in the sense
that the feelings it expresses are sincerely felt by the performer, does not in
itself amount to authentic performance practice. There may be no determinative
prescription explicit or implicit in a work that mandates genuine feeling in the
performer. Still, in certain cases there may be such a determinative prescription.
Arguably, this is so in the case Bicknell cites, to the extent that the song “Go
Down, Moses” is widely understood to implicitly prescribe a genuinely heartfelt
performance.

Some writers on popular culture claim to see personal inauthenticity as playing
a defining role for some performers. Hugh Barker and Yuval Taylor characterize
Elvis Presley’s voice as an “inimitable combination of playfulness, arrogance,
and desire” (2007: 148). This highly crafted mixture, they argue, actually pre-
cluded personal authenticity: “In order to make arrogance and desire palatable
to American listeners, they could not be genuine; moreover, it’s difficult to be
simultaneously earnest and playful” (148). In general, they argue, “rock’n’roll
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was at its core self-consciously inauthentic music” because it “spoke of self-
invention” (149). They draw a more general conclusion:

Music can be great to listen to exactly because it is heartfelt, emotional,
honest, personally or culturally revealing, and so on. It’s just that when
we aggregate all these into an ideal of authenticity we can lose sight of
the fact that some of the things that make us judge music as inauthentic —
such as theatricality, glamour, absurdity, pointlessness, and cultural
cross-pollination — can also enrich our musical experience considerably.

(Barker and Taylor 2007: 336)

Or, as Theodore Gracyk puts it, “it is also important to celebrate artists whose
musical performances are unlikely to be taken as authentic expressions of the
singer: we need both the Bruce Springsteen model of utter sincerity and the David
Bowie model of ironic play-acting” (Gracyk 2001: 216). But the quality that
Bicknell expects in Robeson is not the same as the quality Barker and Taylor find
in Presley. Whereas the issue there concerned Robeson’s personal beliefs and
desires, it is not Elvis’s personal beliefs and desires that are in question but those
of his performing persona. In other words, the question concerns what feelings
and beliefs are consistently represented in his performances.

Here, one can ask whether this kind of inauthenticity in the performer’s per-
sona amounts to authentic performance practice on the part of the performer!
The suggestion is not that this is so as a general rule: in general there is no reason
to assume that a work prescribes the projection of inauthenticity in the sense
described. But in certain cases there may be such a determinative prescription.
Arguably, this is so in the case of certain songs that Presley sings.

Kivy prefers to conceive of personal authenticity neither in terms of the per-
former’s genuine feelings nor in terms of the projected feelings of the performer’s
persona but in terms of the achievement of a personal style and originality in
performance (1995: 100-23). He argues that personal authenticity in this sense
is quite compatible with authenticity regarding the composer’s intentions. (We
may add that it is compatible with work-authenticity, though it does not entail
it.) But Kivy believes that personal authenticity in his sense (i.e. the development
of a personal performing style) is incompatible with sonic authenticity (1995:
138-41).

This seems wrong: there is no good reason to believe that the pursuit of an
authentic sound cannot be combined with the development of a performing style
that is distinctive in comparison with the style of other performers who also pur-
sue authenticity of sound. There seems to be plenty of evidence that some musi-
cians pursuing sonic authenticity simultaneously aim at (and sometimes achieve)
an original personal style. Think of the highly individual lute-styles of Hopkin-
son Smith and Paul O’Dette, both of whom pursue sonic authenticity. Any aim
at all can take an all-consuming form and thus its actualization may become
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incompatible with the actualization of other aims. This is true even of personal
authenticity in Kivy’s sense. In some of Glenn Gould’s more extreme perfor-
mances, personal style is pursued to the exclusion of respecting the composer’s
intentions. There is no necessary incompatibility between work authenticity and
an individual personal performing style (Young 2005: 503).

The question of cultural authenticity in performance practice concerns the
extent to which a performance practice truly reflects cultural values that it pur-
ports to reflect (Davies 2001: 202). Here, as with personal authenticity, one can
distinguish the values a culture represents itself as having from those that it actu-
ally has; and correspondingly there will be two types of cultural authenticity in
performance.

Ideology

Do any of these philosophical concepts of authentic performance practice accu-
rately match the expressed or implicit aims of practitioners?

Bruce Haynes has been a distinguished practitioner, and as such is able to give
an insider’s view of the Early Music Movement. In recounting its history, Haynes
shows that in the 1960s practitioners had an ideology of replication: makers of
authentic instruments wanted to replicate the original instruments they were copy-
ing, and the performers wanted to replicate early performances (Haynes 2007:
140-1). An ideology of replication leaves no room for interpretation; and yet inter-
pretation is a necessity, in instrument-building as much as in performance. Rich-
ard Taruskin had already pointed to the influence of Modernist style on “period”
performances from the 1960s (Taruskin 1995: 136, 168). He had talked about the
“straight” style, and he had decried the Early Music Movement as “a branch office
of modernism” (Taruskin 1995: 13). Haynes acknowledges these criticisms.

But as time passed, musicians proposed “the performance of a piece in the
style of its original time” (Haynes 2007: 75), thus acknowledging the necessity
for interpretation in playing old music. Haynes contrasts both Romantic and
Modern styles with what he calls Rhetorical style. Haynes gives rich descriptions
of Romantic, Modern, and Rhetorical styles. The Modern style is characterized
by its continuous vibrato, general uniformity of tempo, and its avoidance of
individual expression; it is calculated to provide the listener with clear access
to the work being performed. Characteristic of the Romantic style is the use of
portamento, rubato, sentimentality, and uniform solemnity; here, it is harder for
the listener to detach the work performed from its performative interpretation.
The Rhetorical style invokes rhetorical techniques and concepts in an attempt to
make the music “speak” with the accents of human utterances (Haynes 2007:
165-84). The use of the Rhetorical style provided performers with ways of intro-
ducing expression into their performances, thus escaping from the grip of the
Modern style in which many of them had been educated, without relapsing into
the excesses of Romantic style (Haynes 2007: 48—64).
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Haynes quotes Nikolaus Harnoncourt’s sleeve-notes to his 1967 recording of
Bach’s St John Passion, which portray Harnoncourt’s pioneering efforts as initi-
ating “a process at the end of which stands a performance corresponding to the
circumstances at the time of composition in every respect.” This can be read as
an overblown description of an actual performance located at some distant time
in the future; but it is probably better to read it (with Haynes) as an expression
of 1960s idealism (Haynes 2007: 45).

By and large, the ideologies propounded by practitioners of authentic perfor-
mance do not withstand philosophical scrutiny. An ideology of replication all
too readily invites the criticism that authenticists are foreswearing any ambition
to develop a personal style. And Harnoncourt’s vision of a future performance
that resembles bygone performances in every respect raises the question of why
anyone would want to repeat past fiascos. And yet, it would be churlish to hold
against Monteverdi that in his Orfeo he failed to achieve the revival of the Greek
theatre. Equally one should not complain against the cultural achievements of
those pursuing the reinvigoration of historical performing styles that they have
sometimes wildly overstated their case. It is not in their attempt to articulate
their aims, but in their actual achievements that HIP’s contributions to culture
reside.

One could even agree with Charles Rosen’s judgment when he finds, on the
one hand, that the ideologies (he calls them philosophies) propounded by Early
Music practitioners are indefensible while, on the other, he lauds their artistic
successes. Rosen goes on to claim, paradoxically, that these successes have been
achieved because of the flawed philosophy: “it has been by taking the indefen-
sible ideal of authenticity seriously that our knowledge has been increased and
our musical life enriched” (Rosen 2000: 221). The paradox can be resolved by
remembering that it is not the function of ideologies to be good philosophy; their
function is to inspire action.

Value

What, then, has been the value that authentic performance practice has contrib-
uted to contemporary culture?

First of all, performance is a practical matter. The pursuit of authenticity in
performance has turned out to be of practical value to performing artists. Early
sources sometimes contain useful information not only about what effects are
to be achieved but also about how to achieve them. As an example, Philip Gos-
sett cites the case of nineteenth-century Italian operas, many of which are still
performed today. Before the twentieth century, most operatic sets were based
on painted backdrops placed at various “depths” in the stage. These could be
quickly raised or lowered, facilitating the almost instantaneous scene-changes
that many “period” operas demand. Gossett reports on a revival of Verdi’s
Ernani in Modena in 1984 where set and costume designs contemporaneous
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with the opera’s first productions turned out to be a very practical way of mak-
ing the scene changes more effective (Gossett 2006: 466-76).

But performance is an aesthetic matter, too. Seeing that the original motiva-
tion for the Early Music Movement was an aesthetic one, the movement’s suc-
cess or failure ought to be judged, as Rosen implies, on aesthetic grounds. The
painted backdrops that Gossett talks about could be things of great beauty, and
itis in its contribution to the aesthetic experience of the contemporary world that
the pursuit of authenticity has had its biggest impact. Authentic performances, at
their best, have distinctive aesthetic qualities (though this is not to say that non-
authentic performances of the same works do not also have their own distinc-
tive aesthetic qualities). These qualities derive from a number of sources. First,
there is the artistry of a small group of performers — true virtuosi of the Baroque
violin, cello, natural trumpet, and many other “early” instruments. Then there
is the singular sonority of these instruments. Finally, there are the unique aes-
thetic qualities of the works performed, revealed afresh. Indeed, the widespread
success of authentic performance practice, in performance and through record-
ings, is indicative of the fact that a new musical aesthetic now stands alongside
traditional performance practice. And while some audiences find one of these
aesthetics musically rewarding to the exclusion of the other (some preferring
their Beethoven on modern instruments, while others prefer period instruments),
many listeners have found that their aesthetic experience has been enriched by
the appreciation of both.

See also Appropriation and hybridity (Chapter 17), Improvisation (Chapter 6), Instrumental tech-
nology (Chapter 18), Notations (Chapter 7), Ontology (Chapter 4), Opera (Chapter 41), Perfor-
mances and recordings (Chapter 8), and Style (Chapter 13).
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10
MUSIC AND LANGUAGE

Ray Jackendoff

Formulating the issues

A fundamental question that has animated a great deal of thought and research
over the years is: What does music share with language that makes them distinct
from other human activities?

This question emphasizes similarities between language and music (see, for
example, Patel 2008), sometimes leading to a belief that they are (almost) the
same thing. For instance, the prospectus for a 2008 conference in Dijon entitled
“Musique Langage Cerveau” (“Music Language Brain™) states: “The similarities
between these two activities are therefore not superficial: music and language
could be two expressions of the same competence for human communication”
(my translation). However, the divergences between music and language are also
quite striking. So we should also ask:

e How are language and music different?
® Insofar as language and music are the same, are they distinct from other
human activities?

The emphasis of this chapter will be on these latter two questions.

These questions are sharpened by the “Chomskyan turn” in linguistics, which
focuses on how language is instantiated in speakers’ minds, such that they
can produce and understand utterances in unlimited profusion, and on how
speakers acquire this ability. Lerdahl and Jackendoff’s A Generative Theory of
Tonal Music (GTTM, 1983) advocates a similar approach to music: its cen-
tral issue is what constitutes musical understanding, such that individuals can
understand an unlimited number of pieces of music in a style with which they
are experienced, and how individuals acquire fluency in a musical style through
experience.

Through this lens, music and language can be compared in the following
terms:
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e Every normal individual has knowledge of language and music.

* Everyone learns the local variant(s) of both language and music. Normal
adults achieve full linguistic competence, but are more variable in musical
ability, depending on exposure and talent.

Then the important question becomes: What cognitive capacities are involved in
acquiring and using a language, and what capacities are involved in acquiring
and using a musical idiom? The question is the same for both capacities, but this
does not mean the answer is the same.

The issue of particular interest here is: What cognitive capacities are shared by
language and music, but not by other cognitive domains?

Similar issues arise with other human capacities; for example, the capacity for
social and cultural interaction (Jackendoff 2007). Like languages and musical
idioms, cultures differ widely, and an individual’s ability to function in a culture
requires considerable learning and the use of multiple cognitive capacities. More-
over, the use of language and music is embedded in social and cultural interac-
tion, but that does not entail that the capacity for either language or music is
simply a subset of the social/cultural capacity.

A major dispute in the theory of language, of course, is how much of the lan-
guage acquisition capacity is special-purpose. Many people (e.g. Christiansen
and Chater 2008; Tomasello 2003) think that language is acquired through gen-
eral-purpose learning plus abilities for social interaction. This view is explicitly
in opposition to the claims made by generative grammarians up to the late 1990s
to the effect that there must be a rich innate language-specific Universal Gram-
mar (Chomsky 1965, 1981). In between these two extremes are all manner of
intermediate views (Hauser, Chomsky, and Fitch 2002; Jackendoff 2002; Pinker
and Jackendoff 2005).

The parallel issue in music cognition and acquisition arouses less vehement
dispute, partly because claims for an innate music capacity have been less highly
politicized — and partly because claims that music is an adaptation favored
by natural selection are considerably weaker than those for language. At one
extreme we find Pinker’s hypothesis that music is “auditory cheesecake,” con-
structed adventitiously from parts of other capacities (1997: 534); at the other
might be the fairly rich claims of GTTM. In between is, for example, Patel’s view
that music is a social construction, but that the capacity for pitch discrimination
and formation of tonally oriented scales is nevertheless specific to music (2008).

General capacities shared by language and music

Some similarities between language and music are easily enumerated.

e Although many animals have communication systems, no non-humans have
language or music in the human sense, and there are no obvious evolutionary
precursors for either in non-human primates.
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e Language and music both involve sound production (although notice that
language also exists in the signed modality and music does not).

® Every culture has a local variant of language, and every culture has a local
variant of music. The differences among local variants are, moreover, quite
striking; this contrasts with other species, whose communication systems
show very limited variation at best.

e In every culture (I believe), language and music can be combined in
song.

Looking more cognitively, the acquisition and processing of both language and
music call for certain capacities that are shared with other cognitive domains.
Here are seven.

First, both language and music require substantial memory capacity for stor-
ing representations — words in language (tens of thousands) and recognizable
melodies in music (number unknown; my informal estimate easily runs into the
thousands). But this is not specific to music and language. Massive storage is also
necessary for encoding the appearance of familiar objects, the detailed geography
of one’s environment, the actions appropriate to thousands of kinds of artifacts
(Jackendoff 2007: ch. 4), and one’s interactions with thousands of people — not
just what they look like but also their personalities and their roles in one’s social
milieu (Jackendoff 2007: ch. 5).

Second, in order for novel stimuli to be perceived and comprehended, both lan-
guage and music require the ability to integrate stored representations combina-
torially in working memory by means of a system of rules or structural schemata.
Again, this characteristic is not specific to language and music. Understanding a
complex visual environment requires a capacity to integrate multiple objects into
a structured scene; and creating a plan for complex action requires hierarchi-
cal integration of more elementary action schemata, in many cases bringing in
complex social information as well. (See Jackendoff and Pinker 2005, who argue
against Hauser, Chomsky, and Fitch’s (2002) hypothesis that the use of recur-
sion is what makes language unique. All cognitive capacities of any complexity
have recursion.)

Third (as stressed by Patel (2008)), the processing of both language and music
involves creating expectations of what is to come. But visual perception involves
expectation, too: if we see a car heading for a tree, we expect a crash.

Fourth, producing both language and music requires fine-scale voluntary con-
trol of vocal production. No other faculties place similar demands on vocal pro-
duction per se. However, voluntary control of vocal production is plausibly a
cognitive extension of our species’ enhanced voluntary control of the hands,
crucial for tool-making and tool use (Calvin 1990; Wilkins 2005), not to men-
tion for signed language and playing musical instruments.

Fifth, learning to produce both language and music relies on an ability — and
desire — to imitate others’ vocal production. In the case of music, one may imitate
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other sound-producing actions as well (e.g. drumming, birdsong). This ability
to incorporate others’ inventions enables both language and music to build a
culturally shared repertoire of words and songs. However, this is not specific to
language and music either: the richness of human culture is a consequence of the
ability to imitate and integrate others’ actions (not just others’ words) into one’s
own repertoire.

Sixth, there must be some individuals who can invent new items — words or
tunes — that others can imitate. This too extends to cultural practices, be they
tools, food, types of clothing, or praxis (customs, trade, games, rituals, etc.).

Seventh, individuals must be able to engage in jointly intended actions — actions
understood not just as me doing this and you doing that, but as us two doing
something together, each with a particular role (Bratman 1999; Gilbert 1989;
Searle 199S5). This ability lies behind the human ability for widespread coopera-
tion (Boyd and Richerson 2005; Tomasello et al. 2005), and it is necessary in
language use for holding conversations (Clark 1996) and in music for any sort of
group singing, playing, dancing, or performing for an audience.

The only capacity on this list not shared with other domains is fine-scale
voluntary vocal production, which of course is not necessary for either signed
languages or instrumental music. Other primates arguably possess the first three
— large-scale memory, combinatoriality, and expectation — though not in their
communication systems. The last three — imitation, innovation, and joint action
— are not shared with other primates, but are generally necessary for all sorts
of cultural cognition and culturally guided action. The point is that these gen-
eral abilities alone do not specifically determine the form of either language or
music.

Differences in ecological function

One fundamental difference between language and music concerns their ecologi-
cal functions in human life. In brief, language conveys propositional thought,
and music enhances affect. (I prefer the broader term affect to the more usual
emotion; see Jackendoff and Lerdahl 2006.) Although this point is hardly new, it
is worth expanding in order to make clear the extent of the difference.
Language is essentially a mapping between sound and “propositional” or
“conceptual” thought. The messages it conveys can be about people, objects,
places, actions, or any manner of abstraction. Language can convey information
about the past and the future, visible and invisible things, and what is not the
case. Linguistic utterances can be used to offer information, make requests for
action, ask questions, give instructions and orders, negotiate, undertake obli-
gations (including promises), assert authority, and construct arguments about
the differences between language and music. Linguistic messages distinguish
information taken to be new to the hearer (“focus”) from information taken to
be shared with the hearer (“common ground”), and they can incorporate social
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distinctions between speaker and hearer (as in French tu versus vous or Japanese
honorifics). The gist of a linguistic utterance can be translated from any language
into any other, given appropriate vocabulary.

Music can satisfy none of these functions. In particular, linguistic utterances
cannot be translated into music. (Even if various drumming and whistling lan-
guages use media more commonly deployed for musical purposes, they are codes
for language and are not forms of music.)

Consider now the functions of music. Probably furthest from its evolutionary
roots are the uses in which people sit and passively listen to a performance. Many
different uses of music in traditional cultures have been proposed as the original
adaptive function of music (see, for example, the essays in Wallin, Merker, and
Brown 2000), but actual evidence is scanty. What the different uses of music
have in common is the enhancement of affect associated with an activity. If this
is considered “musical meaning” (e.g. Raffman 1993), it still bears no relation to
“propositional” linguistic meaning.

In some sorts of music, one person directs music at another: lullabies convey a
sense of soothing intimacy; love songs convey affection and passion; ballads con-
vey the emotional impact of a story. Other sorts of music are meant to be sung
or played together. Work songs convey the coordinated rhythm of work and the
affect of coordinated action. Marches convey the coordinated action of walking,
often militaristically or ceremonially. Religious music conveys transcendence
and spirituality, with affect anywhere from meditative to frenzied. Dance tunes
stimulate affective or expressive body movement. Songs for collective situations
such as campfires and bars seem to instill a sense of fellowship. Another genre is
children’s songs, including nursery tunes; it is not clear to me what their function
is. Still other sorts of music, such as muzak and café music, are meant to be per-
ceived subliminally. Their function is evidently to enhance mood. This genre also
includes film music, whose effects can be quite powerful. There is no comparable
subliminal use of language.

Of course, language can be put to affective use. For instance, utterances such
as “You are an idiot” and “I love you” convey affect, though in a different way
from music. Language also borrows a wide range of rhetorical devices from
music. Poetry (especially “folk” poetry) makes use of isochrony or strict rhythm,
which brings linguistic utterances closer to the metrical character of music. Poetic
rhyme parallels the rhythmic patterns of harmonic/melodic expectation in music
(Lerdahl 2003). Poetry’s appeal — even to children — partly comes from the affect
of such rhythmic patterning. Similarly, call and response patterns (as in certain
styles of preaching) evoke strong affect, paralleling the experience of choral sing-
ing. More generally, combinations of music and language are ubiquitous — in
song, where language follows musical rhythms, in chant (e.g. recitative), where
melody follows speech rhythms, and in rap, where words without melody follow
musical rhythms. Lerdahl (2003) suggests that these are all hybrids: poetry is the
result of superimposing musical principles on linguistic utterances. Thus poetic
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form conveys affect because it invokes principles of musical perception that are
not normally associated with language.

Interestingly, poetry in signed languages makes use of alliteration (such as
deliberate choice of parallel handshapes), rhythmic patterning, and - unlike
spoken poetry — counterpoint (overlapping of signs) (Klima and Bellugi 1979:
340-72). Again, arguably musical types of structure are superimposed on
language.

Language and music also both convey affect through tone of voice. However,
this does not show that the two capacities are the same: they have each incor-
porated some of the character of mammalian call systems. Mammalian calls do
convey both affect (like music) and some very limited sort of conceptual infor-
mation (like language). But it does not follow that language and music evolved
as a single capacity that later split (Brown’s (2000) “musilanguage” hypoth-
esis). They could equally be independent evolutionary specializations of primate
communication. The next section enumerates differences that favor the latter
hypothesis.

To sum up this brief survey: aside from the use of tone of voice shared by lan-
guage and music, and aside from the mixture of language and music in poetry,
the specialization of language to conceptual information and music to affect is
actually quite extreme.

Similarities and differences in formal structure

Next consider the formal devices out of which language and music are constructed.

Pitch

Unlike other cognitive capacities, both language and music involve a sequence
of discrete sounds: speech sounds in language, tones or pitch events in music.
This is one reason to believe they are alike. But the resemblance ends there. The
repertoire of speech sounds forms a structured space of timbres that is governed
by how consonants and vowels are articulated in the vocal tract. Speech sounds
can also be distinguished by length (the shortest differing from the longest by a
factor of two or so).

By contrast, tones in music form a structured space of pitches and differ over
a broad range of lengths (shortest to longest differing by a factor of sixteen or
more). In all traditional musical genres that use pitch, the organization of sound
is built around a tonal pitch space, a fixed collection of pitches whose stability
is determined in relation to a tonic pitch. It is well established that the struc-
ture of tonal systems is explained only in part by psychoacoustics; the rest is
culture-specific (see Jackendoff and Lerdahl 2006 and references therein).

The characteristics of tonal pitch spaces are mostly not shared with language.
There are a number of possible parallels. For instance, prosodic contours in lan-
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guage tend to go down at the end, and so do melodies. But both probably inherit
this from the form of human and mammalian calls (and possibly from physiology
—the drop in air pressure as the lungs are emptied). Thus this common character-
istic could be the result of independent inheritance from a common ancestor.

Moreover, only melodies have discrete pitches, while prosodic contours usu-
ally involve a continuous rise and fall. Of course there are mixtures. On the one
hand, many vocal and instrumental traditions incorporate bending of pitches
and sliding between them. And intonation (in many languages) is commonly
analyzed in terms of high and low pitches anchored on prominent accents and
ends of breath-groups (Pierrehumbert 1980). Thus intonation in language might
be fundamentally a two-pitch tonal system, modulated by continuous transitions
between the anchoring pitches. However, the high and low pitches are not fixed
in frequency throughout an utterance, unlike the fixed dominant and tonic in
musical pitch space. So the analogy between intonational systems and tonal pitch
spaces is strained at best.

Pitch in language is also used for tone in tone languages such as Chinese and
many West African languages. In such languages, the tones form a fixed set that
might seem analogous to tonal pitch space. However, since the tones used are
determined by the words being used, no tone can function as a tonic — the point
of maximum stability at which melodies typically come to rest. Moreover, tones
are superimposed on an overall intonation contour. As a breath group continues,
all tones drift down, and the intervals between them get smaller (Ladd 1996) —an
entirely different use of pitch than in musical pitch spaces. Finally, evidence from
tone deafness and amusia (Peretz and Coltheart 2003) suggests that linguistic
intonation and musical pitch are controlled by distinct brain areas.

Thus language has no convincing analogue to the musical use of pitch space,
despite their making use of the same motor capacities in the vocal tract.

Rbythm

GTTM shows that phonology and music are both structured rhythmically by
similar metrical systems, based on a hierarchical metrical grid. This is a parallel
perhaps shared by only music and language. However, the domains use the grid
differently. The minimal metrical unit in phonology is the syllable, a sequence
of speech sounds which corresponds to a beat in the metrical grid. The metrical
grid in language usually is not performed isochronously (Patel 2008: 97-154). By
contrast, a single note in music can subtend multiple beats, and a beat can be sub-
divided by multiple notes. And within certain degrees of tolerance (depending on
the style), the metrical grid is isochronous, which makes syncopation possible.
The second component of musical rhythm is grouping, which segments the
musical stream recursively into motives, phrases, and sections. Musical grouping
parallels visual segmentation, which configures multiple objects in space and seg-
ments objects into parts. Though grouping structure is recursive, musical groups
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simply contain a collection of individual notes or smaller groups. There is no dis-
tinguished element in a group that functions as “head,” parallel to the heads of
syntactic constituents in language (see below). If there is a linguistic analogue to
musical grouping, it is probably intonational phrasing. But intonational phrasing
forms a relatively flat structure, unlike musical grouping, which extends recur-
sively from small motivic units to an entire piece. Moreover, intonational phrases
are made up of smaller prosodic constituents such as phonological words and
phonological phrases, each with its own specific properties (Selkirk 1984). Music
lacks such differentiation of grouping units into distinct types.

In the rhythmic domain, then, the metrical grid may well be a genuine capac-
ity unique to language and music; musical grouping is shared more with vision
than with language, and linguistic intonation contours are partly specific to lan-

guage.

Words

Beyond the sound system, language and music diverge more radically. Linguistic
utterances are built up from words and syntax; pieces of music are built up from
individual tones, some formulaic patterns, and prolongational structure. Con-
sider the possible parallels here.

Words are conventionalized sound patterns associated in long-term memory
with pieces of meaning (or concepts). Sentences are composed of words plus
“grammatical glue” such as agreement, grammatical gender, and case. Musical
idioms do incorporate some conventionalized sound patterns such as stylistic cli-
chés and standard cadences, plus larger patterns such as 12-bar blues and sonata
form. But these patterns are not associated with concepts. Moreover, melodies
are usually not made up exclusively of conventionalized patterns in the way in
which sentences are made up of words. (There are exceptions, though, such as
much Jewish liturgical chant (Binder 1959).)

The function of conventionalized patterns in music more closely resembles
the function of linguistic “prefabs” — clichés, idioms, and figures of speech. Like
musical formulas, prefabs are frequent, but utterances are not exclusively made
of them: there is still plenty of free choice of words. However, if musical formu-
las are parallel to prefabs, then words have no musical parallel. And of course
musical formulas do not carry conceptual meaning in any event.

Syntax

Language can serve as such an expressive mode of communication because of
syntactic structure, a hierarchical structure in which each node belongs to a syn-
tactic category such as noun or adjective phrase. Music has no counterpart to
these categories. Syntactic structure is headed: one element of most constituents
is designated as its head. The category of a phrase is determined by the category
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of its head: a noun phrase is headed by a noun, a prepositional phrase by a prep-
osition, and so on. This is the fundamental “X-bar” principle of phrase structure
(Chomsky 1970; Jackendoff 1977). Each syntactic category has a characteristic
configuration. For example, English verb phrases contain a head verb followed
by up to two noun phrases, followed by prepositional phrases, adverbs, and
subordinate clauses.

Syntax also contains multiple devices for encoding the dependencies among
its constituents, such as agreement, case, reflexivity (and other anaphora), ellip-
sis, and long-distance dependencies (for instance, when who functions as direct
object of meet in Who does Joe think he will meet at the party?). Words often
are further differentiated into morphosyntactic structure: affixal structures that
affect meaning and syntactic category. Sometimes this structure is recursive (as in
antidisestablishmentarianism), and sometimes templatic (for instance, the under-
lined French object clitics in Je le lui ai donné, ‘I gave it to him’).

None of this structure has a counterpart in music. It all serves to code mean-
ing relations among words in a fashion fit for phonological expression, namely,
linear order and affixation. Of course, meaning expression is absent in music
as well.

Prolongational structure

The closest musical counterpart to syntax is GTTM’s prolongational structure,
originally inspired by the reductional hierarchy of Schenkerian theory (Schenker
1979). Prolongational structure is a recursive hierarchy, in which each constitu-
ent has a head, and other dependents modify or elaborate the head. But in other
respects it diverges from syntax. It has no parts of speech: the tonic/dominant
distinction, for instance, is not formally analogous to either noun/verb or sub-
ject/predicate/object. The category of a constituent is determined by its head,
but it does not parallel X-bar structure in language. For instance, a phrase
headed by the note G or by a G major chord is not a “G-phrase,” but simply an
elaborated G. The difference between the two structures is illustrated in
Figure 10.1.

Prolongational relations do not express the regimentation of conceptual rela-
tions; rather, they encode the relative stability of pitch-events in local and global
contexts. Prolongational structure creates patterns of tensing and relaxing as
the music moves away from stability and back toward a new point of stability.
GTTM and, in much more detail, Lerdahl (2001) argue that these patterns of
tensing and relaxation have a great deal to do with affect in music. Language has
no counterpart to this function. Thus, on both formal and functional grounds,
syntax and prolongational structure have little in common beyond both being
headed hierarchies.

Following the general intuition that the components of music ought not
to be sui generis, one would hope for a stronger analogue of prolongational
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Figure 10.1 Contrast between syntactic and prolongational structure

structure in some other cognitive capacity. However, evaluating the strength
of potential parallels with other capacities requires a detailed analysis and com-
parison of faculties. At the moment, this is impossible: not enough is known
about the formal structure of mental representations for any other cognitive
capacity.

However, a candidate comparison has recently emerged. Jackendoff (2007:
111-43), drawing in part on work in robotics, suggests that, like syntax and
prolongational structure, the formulation and execution of complex actions
— actions as ordinary as shaking hands or making coffee — invokes a recur-
sive headed hierarchical structure that integrates and modulates many subac-
tions stored in long-term memory. Patel (2003, 2008) presents experimental
evidence that the hierarchical structures of language and music, although
formally distinct, are integrated by the same part of the brain, roughly Broca’s
area. If so, this invites a conjecture that complex action structures are, too.
That this area is usually considered premotor would add some plausibility
to such speculation. In fact, the integration and execution of complex action
might be a strong candidate for a more general, evolutionarily older function
that could be appropriated by both language and music, quite possibly indepen-
dently.
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Conclusion

Language and music share a considerable number of general characteristics and
one detailed formal one, namely, metrical structure. They also share some brain
areas. However, most of what they share does not indicate a particularly close
relation that makes them distinct from other cognitive domains. Many of their
shared characteristics prove to be domain-general; for instance, recursion, the
use of memory, and the need for learning and for a social context. Moreover,
the fact that language and music are both conveyed through the auditory—vocal
modality, though it places constraints on both of them, does not have much to do
with their formal structure. This is pointed up especially by the alternative signed
modality for language, which preserves most of the standard formal properties
of language. Finally, language and music differ substantially in their use of pitch,
in their rhythmic structure, in their “meaning” (propositional versus affective),
and in the form and function of their hierarchical structures.

The conclusion, then, is to urge caution in drawing strong connections between
language and music, both in the contemporary human brain and in their evolu-
tionary roots. This is not to say we should not attempt to draw such connections.
For example, Patel (2008), surveying much the same evidence as this chapter,
concludes the glass is half full rather than half (or three-quarters) empty. But if
one wishes to draw connections, it is important to do so on the basis of more
than speculation. In particular, at the moment we do not have a properly laid
out account of even one other capacity against which to compare language and
music. It is an interesting question when and how cognitive science will approach
such accounts, in order eventually to have a fair basis for comparison.

See also Music, philosophy, and cognitive science (Chapter 54), Psychology of music (Chapter 55),
Rhythm, melody, and harmony (Chapter 3), and Understanding music (Chapter 12).
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11
MUSIC AND IMAGINATION

Saam Trivedi

Imagination

In thinking of imagination in relation to music, it seems clear that the creative
imagination is involved in such musical activities as musical composition and
improvisation. Perhaps composers, in writing musical works, imagine musical
forms, timbres, textures, and the like by creating images of these in their auditory
imaginations, and then later often but not always test their hypotheses about
these images through actual music-making (Levinson 1992: 84-5). The same
might hold true of improvisers in jazz and other oral traditions, such as Indian
classical music, which call essentially for improvisation, though the auditory
imagination must work much quicker here, since improvisers play or perform
what they imagine, or some variant thereof, soon after imagining it, leaving aside
what has been imagined prior to the commencement of the improvisatory per-
formance.

Be that as it may, it seems appropriate to begin an inquiry into music and
imagination with at least a brief discussion of the nature of imagination. We
imagine things in a variety of ways, not all of which are highly conscious or
foregrounded (Ryle 1949: ch. 8; Walton 1990; Kieran and Lopes 2003). What
follows is a short, non-exhaustive list of different kinds of imaginings.

Imaginings often involve visualizing some thing or event or scene that is not
present, as when one tries to picture an ice-cream cone. But imaginings can also
involve forming mental images associated with senses besides sight, such as form-
ing an auditory image of the distinctive timbre of a trumpet.

Forming mental images, however, is not the only way of imagining things.
Additionally, imaginings can involve fancying or supposing something such as
when we are asked to imagine or suppose the denial of a certain proposition at
the outset of a reductio ad absurdum proof. And imaginings can include pre-
tending to oneself or make-believe, something children often engage in when
they play games such as imagining that a tree stump is a bear, or imagining that
a block of wood is a truck (Walton 1990: 21-4). Imaginings can also involve
entertaining possibilities without actually believing or affirming them, such as
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when we are asked to imagine Louis XIV is the King of France today, or Lincoln
is the US President. Sometimes imaginings can be delusions, such as when a
deranged person imagines she is Queen Victoria. Dreaming and daydreaming are
also instances of imagining, ones which clearly show we need not always notice
that we are engaged in certain kinds of imaginings; we do not always notice that
we are daydreaming, but sometimes merely lapse into it, and we rarely if ever
realize we are dreaming.

This last fact about dreaming and daydreaming points to something important
about the nature of imagination and various kinds of imaginings. Imaginings
can be voluntary, that is, under our control, but they can also be spontaneous,
non-deliberate, passive rather than intended. They can be constant or they can
be intermittent, of a long or a short duration. And one may imagine something
without being aware that one is doing so. We can also be engaged in imaginings
while caught up with other activities, such as the daydreaming many students
do while in class. In what follows, it is important that the reader bears in mind
that imagination is not always highly foregrounded and we can engage in certain
kinds of imaginings without being aware of doing so.

Imaginative perception and perceptual imagining

As we will see below, the particular notion of imaginative perception (or imagi-
native hearing in the specific case of music) is applied to the experience of music
by some thinkers (such as Roger Scruton). So it seems appropriate to clarify here
before proceeding further what imaginative perception is, generally, and how it is
different from related phenomena such as perceptual imaginings. To do so, we must
briefly look at recent work on imagination in general before turning to music.

A fair bit of recent work on imagination by philosophers and psychologists has
focused on engaging with fiction and fictional characters empathetically (Currie
2004: 173-88) or, relatedly, on recreating others’ mental states and perspectives
(Currie and Ravenscroft 2002), or else on the imaginings of children (Harris
2000). Let us briefly look, as a recent sophisticated example, at the view of
imagination provided by Brian O’Shaughnessy (2002: 339-78). O’Shaughnessy
identifies several varieties of imagining, but let us restrict ourselves to what he
has to say about three sorts of non-propositional, direct-object imaginative expe-
riences: (i) imaginative perceptions, as when we look suitably at and “see three
dimensions in” a two-dimensional photograph; (ii) will-susceptible perceptual
imaginings, as in the case of common mental imagery; and (iii) will-impervious
perceptual imaginings, as in the case of visual hallucinations. Note that while
O’Shaughnessy’s examples are visual, we will see auditory analogs of these later
in this chapter (in the section on musical expressiveness).

In discussing imaginative perceptions, O’Shaughnessy tells us that these are
imaginative non-imaginings where the imagination helps generate the internal
object of the perceptual experience, that is, what we see. For instance, when
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seeing a photograph of a landscape, the imagination imposes a second-order
interpretation upon our first-order experience of seeing colored expanses on
cardboard. We see these in such a way that while remaining expanses of color,
they simultaneously bring a landscape into view in a special imaginative sense.
There is, O’Shaughnessy claims, one complex phenomenon here with two inter-
nal objects — the colored expanses and the landscape — the latter being dependent
upon the former; put differently, there is one complex experience here involving
two mental representations — one of the colored expanses and one of the land-
scape. Thus the phenomenon is fundamentally a seeing (an imaginative seeing,
that is) rather than an imagining. Moreover, O’Shaughnessy claims it is vital that
the colored expanses on the photographic surface share some similarity with the
landscape (as seen from a point of view), such as their common contours and
color-distributions. This combination of some similarity and yet some dissimilar-
ity prompts the imagination to this imaginative seeing, though the imagination
need not follow the prompt. O’Shaughnessy claims that a landscape is visible
in these marks to those who know the look of landscapes and can also impose
second-order imaginative interpretations upon suitable marks on surfaces. The
landscape that “appears” to one is not really there; all that is literally there is
marks on cardboard, which one sees, even as one also goes beyond them simul-
taneously in imaginatively seeing a landscape.

Turning to O’Shaughnessy’s discussion of perceptual imaginings, which is
focused on visual imaginings, we are told that there are three kinds of visual imag-
inings: mental imagery, visual hallucination, and “dream seeing” (about which
O’Shaughnessy does not have much to say). Mental imagery comes in many vari-
eties, of which but one is the common “seeing in the mind’s eye.” Mental images
can be conjured into and out of existence at will, but they often come and go
unbidden, such as sexual images, to use an example from Colin McGinn (2004:
14). They are will-susceptible in that even though their arrival may sometimes be
unbidden, we bear a limited degree of responsibility for willing their persistence
and their course. In contrast, we are usually without choice in the case of both
visual hallucinations and “dream-seeing,” both of which also involve some mea-
sure of weakening of one’s sense of reality. Visual hallucinations can be expe-
rienced with belief (e.g. Macbeth’s hallucination of Banquo), with doubt (e.g.
Macbeth’s hallucination of a dagger), or with the knowledge that they are illu-
sory (e.g. the first stages of mescaline intoxication). On O’Shaughnessy’s view,
visual hallucinations and perceptual imaginings generally are imaginings rather
than perceptions or seeings. An alcoholic’s “seeing” pink elephants, for example,
is a visual imagining; it is an apparent visual experience that is the seeing of noth-
ing rather than a real visual experience with a real presence in the visual field (as
when we see pink elephants in a picture).

With this overview of imagination in hand, I turn now to various ways in
which imagination has been said to play a role in our engagement with music,
from our basic perception of music to the construction of musical culture.
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Basic musical perception

There is an ongoing debate over whether music perception is (ineliminably)
informed by spatial concepts applied metaphorically or imaginatively to sound.
Roger Scruton claims that metaphors involve a deliberate transfer of a term or
concept from a central context to something known not to exemplify it. In this
way metaphors bring dissimilar things together in a highly imaginative fusion
(Scruton 1997: 80-96). Metaphors are indispensable, holds Scruton, when how
the world seems depends upon our imagination being actively involved with it,
and this is the case with musical experience. In describing music, Scruton sug-
gests, metaphors cannot be eliminated, for they define the intentional object of
musical experience. For example, sounds do not literally rise and fall, but we
often hear music move in this way. Moreover, Scruton claims, musical motion
and other musical qualities are aspects or tertiary qualities (which, following
Locke, are powers of objects to affect other objects, such as the power of fire to
melt wax). These musical qualities, Scruton holds, are only perceived by rational
beings via certain exercises of the imagination involving the metaphorical trans-
fer of concepts from other contexts, and so we hear music under indispensable
metaphorical descriptions. In hearing sounds, Scruton suggests, we may thus be
on the listen-out for imaginative perceptions, hearing sounds and also simultane-
ously hearing the life and movement in them that is music, situated in an imag-
ined space and organized in terms of such spatial concepts as “up” and “down,”
“high” and “low,” “rising” and “falling,” and so on.

Malcolm Budd believes an alternative to Scruton’s account of the experience
of hearing sounds as music can be offered that does without metaphors and the
spatial and other concepts Scruton appeals to (Budd 2003: 211). Budd suggests
that one can hear the distinctive timbral character of a note without appeal-
ing to a metaphorical description transferred from another domain (Budd 2003:
213-14). Turning next to pitch and melody, Budd rejects as untenable Scruton’s
claim that without reference to space, tones would no longer be heard as mov-
ing away from or toward each other. Continuing to chords, Budd argues that if
melody cannot tenably be explained in terms of sounds being heard under spatial
concepts, as Scruton thinks, then it seems unwarranted that we hear tones sound-
ing simultaneously (as chords) in terms of tones heard imaginatively as arranged
spatially. Finally, as for rhythm, given that Scruton here bases his view on beat as
being comparable to the heartbeat, Budd claims that the idea should not be one
involving spatial movement but rather of something contracting and dilating, as
in the case of the systole and the diastole.

Budd’s own positive suggestions on these matters are as follows. Arguing
that the literal/metaphorical distinction may obscure things, Budd refrains from
claiming (like Stephen Davies (1994: 235-6)) that it is literally true that melodies
move up and down. He suggests instead that melodic movement from tone to
tone is merely temporal, not spatial, given that relations between tones are due
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to their positions on the pitch continuum, which is not itself a spatial dimen-
sion. “Movement,” Budd thinks, does not only mean change in spatial location,
but can also mean change along a non-spatial continuum or with reference to a
particular variable (Budd 2003: 219-20). As for rhythm, to hear it, Budd claims,
may involve imagining the pulsations of life (Budd 2003: 221).

Scruton responds to Budd’s criticisms first by trying to clarify what it means
for an experience to “involve” a metaphor (Scruton 2004: 185-6). While admit-
ting that we may be up against a sort of bedrock in this dispute, he suggests that
seeing a dog, for instance, involves the concept of a dog applied in judgment,
whereas seeing a dog in a picture involves the concept of a dog applied in an
“unasserted thought” and thus figuratively. It is in a manner similar to the latter,
claims Scruton, that we apply the concept of movement to pitches in hearing a
melody, since pitches cannot literally move. Scruton also disagrees with Budd’s
claim that spatial metaphors can be dispensed with in hearing music, and claims
in opposition that we must hear music in terms of up and down, toward and
away, mirroring, inversion, forward, backward, same direction, and so on, to
make sense of it. Finally, Scruton contends that Budd’s suggestion that musical
movement is temporal rather than spatial is itself metaphorical, and is the same
metaphor of movement that Scruton is trying to explicate (Scruton 2004: 187).
Scruton grants that merely temporal Gestalts may be broken down preconcep-
tually into temporal chunks experienced as unified wholes without appeal to
movement, but thinks that this level lies below the experience of music.

In this debate, Budd seems right to object to Scruton with regard to timbres
and musical movement. For, contra Scruton, the distinctiveness of a timbre might
be heard under very different metaphorical descriptions or under none at all; for
example, the literally shrill timbre of an oboe holding a high note might be heard
as such even by little children incapable of understanding metaphors. And one
can hear melodic or musical movement without appealing to Scruton’s spatial
metaphors. For example, a melody can be heard as moving from the leading note
to the tonic in the familiar musicological terms of melodic tension and resolu-
tion (or melodic drive or yearning) that we literally hear in the music, or in some
such terms that describe the experience without essentially referring to spatial
features; musically untrained listeners unfamiliar with notions of musical space
might be especially inclined to do so, or else they might hear music as moving
from the “unpleasant” to the “pleasant.” For example, the supertonic and the
leading note have a melodic tendency to go to the tonic, the subdominant to the
mediant or dominant, and the submediant to the dominant. There are also notes
of emphasis, such as the tonic in tonal music, the finalis in modal music, or the
vadi (or main note) of Indian ragas. And there are notes of secondary empha-
sis such as the dominant in tonal music, the confinalis in modal music, or the
samvadi (often a fifth higher than the vadi) of Indian ragas. Similarly, there are
notes or points of melodic tension and repose. Such features might be especially
important in the experience of a lot of essentially monophonic music, such as
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Gregorian chant and many non-Western musics, where melody is not just an
important element but virtually all there is to the music, barring such things as
background drones, pitched rhythmic accompaniment, and the like.

It might also be asked, against Scruton, whether ordinary language metaphors
at the very least point to or suggest objective resemblances (or lack thereof in
the case of negative metaphors such as “No man is an island,” “Life is not a
bed of roses,” etc.) in certain respects between two or more otherwise very dif-
ferent things, in virtue of which we are prompted to imagine (or not imagine,
in the case of negative metaphors) one thing as, or in terms of, another (Trivedi
2008). If such a resemblance-plus-imagination conception of metaphors is right,
and metaphors can in principle be paraphrased, then any allegedly metaphorical
description of musical motion, expressiveness, and so on, might be explained
away via paraphrase in a way that involves resemblance and imagination and,
contra Scruton, dispenses with the metaphor. It is also possible that musical
experience may be organized by concepts that do not apply literally but might
only be imagined (willy-nilly, readily, and immediately, and in ways that need
not be highly foregrounded) to apply to sounds as we hear them, and in a way
that need not, contra Scruton, invoke or involve metaphors at all.

Imagination and musical expressiveness

To turn now to musical expressiveness, analogs of many of O’Shaughnessy’s
claims about imagination discussed earlier would seem to apply well to the expe-
rience of music, especially to that of hearing musical expressiveness. In hearing
absolute or purely instrumental music — music without words or an associated
story or program — as sad, happy, anguished, tranquil, and so on, it is clear we
are hearing something that is not literally or really true of the music, which after
all is without life and consciousness, and so cannot itself have such mental states.
It seems plausible, then, that music is not literally sad, happy, etc., but is rather
only imagined to be so (Levinson 1996; Trivedi 2006). If that is right, then it is
possible that music may be imaginatively heard as sad in a variety of ways, given
that we imagine things in many ways, as outlined above, and that we may often
imagine things without being aware of it. As Stephen Davies puts it, “what goes
on in people’s heads as they listen attentively to music and . . . its expressive
character is very varied” (Davies 2006: 190).

One of the many kinds of imagining involved when we hear music as sad may
be our animating the music itself (Trivedi 2001), imaginatively projecting life
and life-like qualities, including mental states, onto it and thus imagining that the
music itself — not something else, such as the composer, performer, or listener,
or an imagined persona in the music — is sad. Our animating the music when
we hear it as sad involves imaginative perception or imaginative hearing, in
something like the manner O’Shaughnessy and Scruton have in mind. We really
hear musical sounds in hearing musical expressiveness, and so there is aural
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perception going on, fundamentally. But at the same time, there is also imagin-
ing going on as we imagine readily, immediately, and willy-nilly of these sounds,
in ways we are not always conscious of, that they are sad, happy, etc. Further-
more, as in the case O’Shaughnessy deals with, what prompts imaginings in the
case of musical expressiveness may be resemblances of various sorts between
the music and something to do with mental states, either their typical vocal or
behavioral expression or their affective feel. In the very midst of hearing musi-
cal sounds, there is thus a non-perceptual or non-audible “going beyond” as we
imaginatively hear mental states in the music. In accordance with Scruton’s claim
that the “literal perception and the imaginative perception can cohabit the same
experience, since they do not compete” (2004: 184), we literally hear or perceive
musical sounds unfolding in time and at the same time also imaginatively hear
mental states in them, as part of the same experience.

O’Shaughnessy’s discussion of the distinct phenomenon of perceptual imag-
ining might also relate well to a different way of imaginatively hearing musical
sadness, etc. One kind of imagining involved in hearing music as sad, say, may be
when we imagine an indefinite agent in the music, the music’s persona — someone
or something, we know not what exactly — expressing its mental states via the
music, its gestures, development, and so on (Levinson 1996, 2006; Robinson
2005: pt. 4). Imagining a persona may involve a kind of indeterminate mental
imaging, not a visual imaging but an auditory imaging. Along with the kind
of visual imaging or “seeing in the mind’s eye” that O’Shaughnessy describes,
it is also possible, with the help of memory, to form mental images associated
with the other senses besides sight so that one might form an auditory image of
the distinctive timbre of a trumpet, an olfactory image of the smell of a rose, a
gustatory image of the taste of a fine wine, or a tactile image of the prick of a
cactus. To be sure, many of these mental images are faint and not very precise or
determinate, which also holds for the imagined, indeterminate musical persona.
Alternatively, one might view hearing musical expressiveness in terms of a per-
sona as involving a kind of propositional imagining — that there is some agent
expressing itself musically — though a possible problem here may be that propo-
sitional imagining seems to be both more determinate than and not as immediate
or direct as hearing musical expressiveness in terms of a persona, which happens
readily and immediately and is indeterminate; one bears the sadness in the music
first — someone or something is crying or wailing in the music — and then forms
the belief that the music is an agent’s expression. Moreover, as with the visual
images O’Shaughnessy discusses, non-visual mental images can be conjured into
and out of existence and guided at will, but they often come and go unbidden.
In the particular case of imagining an indeterminate musical persona, we may
form this kind of auditory image without being aware of doing so, and yet the
unbidden image of a musical persona may be terminated at will after we realize
we are engaged in imagining it.
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Music, imagination, and culture

In an important book, Nicholas Cook has suggested that sonata form, large-
scale Schenkerian tonal structures, thematic unity, serial transformations, and
other such staples of music theory are not directly audible, but are rather ways of
imagining sound as music (“a repertoire of means for imagining music” (1990:
4)) that constitute musical culture — “a tradition of imagining sounds as music”
(1990: 223). Contra Cook, however, many music theorists would contend that
their aim is to understand how music actually works rather than merely create
fictive or imaginative accounts of music that do not correspond to listeners’ audi-
tory experience (Huron 1995). Indeed, though Cook rejects such claims, it has
not infrequently been held that listeners may aurally apprehend sonata forms,
serial transformations, and the like not directly but rather indirectly or subcon-
sciously, thus contributing to coherent and unified musical experiences that may
consequently please and satisfy (Réti 1961; Schoenberg 1978).

Of particular interest to our topic of music and imagination, leaving Cook’s
main thesis aside, is his rich discussion of the different aspects of musical imagi-
nation. Cook recalls Jean-Paul Sartre’s example of imagining a thimble, wherein
our image synthesizes within a single awareness the front and back, inside and
outside of the thimble, even though in real life we would have to alternate between
different viewpoints to see all of the front and back, the inside and outside of the
thimble, and could not see them all wholly at the same time (Sartre 1972: 105).
Analogously, Cook suggests that both musically trained and untrained listeners
can imagine experiences of musical works in ways where all that is heard sequen-
tially is integrated into a single, heightened experience that captures all features
of the music, even though there is something illusory about this (Cook 1990:
89). Likewise, Cook follows Sartre’s example of imagining the Pantheon where
our image is simply “many-columned” rather than one that has a determinate
number of columns (Sartre 1972: 100-1), and suggests that we may similarly
simply imagine the sound of Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau’s voice, say, in at least a
partly generic way (imagining the mellowness of his voice, the emphasis of his
articulation, etc.), without imagining the specifics of whether he sings loudly
or softly, what syllable he sings, whether he sings the beginning of a note or
its middle or end, and so on (Cook 1990: 90). Similarly, in trying to recall a
familiar musical work, Cook claims we might form generic images of harmonic
gracefulness and orchestral luxuriance rather than specific sound-images with
these properties (Cook 1990: 92). All these cases, Cook claims, following Sartre,
involve “the illusion of immanence,” that is, the illusion that is imagined is there
before one.

Cook also suggests that a lot of imagery used by musicians in producing or
playing music is kinesthetic, or even to some degree visual. For instance, imag-
ining music as fingered a certain way, or writing in a certain fingering as imag-
ined, is one of the ways in which musicians imagine or represent the music they
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play (Cook 1990: 74-85). Likewise, in trying to recall one musical work while
hearing another very different and structurally incompatible musical work being
played on the radio, though the work being heard interferes with auditory recall,
nevertheless a skilled keyboard player might recall the other work by “playing”
it on a silent keyboard, consciously focusing on the movements of her fingers,
hands, and arms. Alternatively, a work might be recalled via visual imagery of
its score — as when a pianist plays a work from memory and remembers what
comes next by “seeing” it halfway down the next page — or visual imagery of
the keyboard. The imagery of the voice can also help sometimes in imagining a
musical work. For example, reading a score in a library where one cannot sing
aloud and is without a piano, one might sense the virtual or even actual tensing
of the throat as the vocal line hits a high note or plumbs a low note, and thereby
grasp something of the melody’s expressive character. Sotto voce singing while
performed by jazz musicians, the kora players of West Africa, or the great classi-
cal pianist Glenn Gould provides a similar sort of security that comes from vocal
awareness. There are, then, according to Cook, many sorts of images besides
the auditory in terms of which musical works may be represented or imagined
— kinesthetic, visual, notational, vocal, etc. — and musicians may first analyze or
deconstruct musical works in these different ways before reconstructing them
as wholes. Finally, Cook suggests that a composer may conceive or imagine the
basic framework of a musical work before starting to write the score. Then the
composer elaborates the framework and ties together all sorts of details, just as
an experienced public speaker may have the framework (the basic points, etc.)
and some specific details (illustrations, jokes, etc.) of her lecture worked out in
her head before elaborating the framework and tying the details together in the
course of writing her lecture.

See also Analytic philosophy and music (Chapter 27), Composition (Chapter 47), Improvisation
(Chapter 6), Music and language (Chapter 10), Music, philosophy, and cognitive science (Chapter
54), Music theory and philosophy (Chapter 46), Psychology of music (Chapter 55), Resemblance
theories (Chapter 21), and Rhythm, melody, and harmony (Chapter 3).
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12
UNDERSTANDING MUSIC

Erkki Huovinen

Music may never be fully understood. An important reason for this is that music,
since it is art, often strives for the new, the previously unknown, the unconven-
tional. Some musical thinkers have therefore thought that musical utterances
only fulfill their aesthetic goal to the extent that they deviate from what has
previously been considered as syntactically normal (e.g. Dempster 1998: 61-2).
Considering, say, the twentieth-century musical avant-garde, it may be claimed
that an appropriate aesthetic response to these musical phenomena calls for a
certain bafflement or lack of understanding (Danuser 2004). Following Theodor
Adorno (1970: 184), one may even think that all true works of art are imbued
with a certain enigmatic character that will not let them be fully understood. It
is not hard to find something rather persuasive in these thoughts. Perhaps the
function of art precludes complete understanding after all. Artworks — including
musical works — rarely seem to be made solely for the purpose of, say, communi-
cating a definite content to the public. If no such definite content can be singled
out for a musical work, why should one even strive for a once-and-for-all under-
standing of it? Perhaps a part of the very essence of art is to be in a certain sense
indefinite and thus to resist our understanding.

Despite these thoughts, innumerable musicians and musical aficionados
remain devoted to the enterprise of understanding music, in one way or another.
While perhaps accepting that some aspects of music evade our understanding,
they are nonetheless fascinated by the challenge of learning to apprehend it.
What is more, there exist many thriving scholarly disciplines, all of which appar-
ently have understanding music as their goal: music historians, psychologists,
theorists, and sociologists, ethnomusicologists, and philosophers of music all
seem to be driven by the wish to understand music better. This state of affairs
suggests a certain relativity of musical understanding: music may, apparently,
be understood in many ways that are sometimes even defined in opposition to
each other. Furthermore, all of these disciplines — and with them, their respective
views of what understanding music consists of — have changed over time, and
will probably continue to do so. This alone should motivate the study of musi-
cal understanding by philosophers of music, while at the same time cautioning
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against normative or too universal theories of it. It is far from self-evident that all
musical understandings should be commensurable in the sense that their respec-
tive “levels” might be evaluated on a single scale (cf. Huovinen 2008). Yet cer-
tain broad conceptions of understanding music tend to crop up in the literature,
potentially allowing for a comparison between different views. In the following,
I will discuss two basic kinds of understanding music that are often referred to,
as well as interrelationships between them.

Perceptual and epistemic views of musical understanding

There is an important sense in which one may already speak of musical under-
standing when a listener perceptually grasps sounds as musically meaningful
— for instance, hearing a melody instead of merely registering bursts of noise. In
order to understand music in this sense, the listener need not form any explicit
beliefs about the heard sounds, or otherwise be conscious of applying concepts
to them (cf. DeBellis 1995). Roger Scruton (1983: 78) has called this the inten-
tional aspect of musical hearing, explaining that instead of knowledge concerning
the world of material objects, we are here concerned with appearances. Scru-
ton writes that “[u]nderstanding music involves the active creation of an inten-
tional world, in which inert sounds are transfigured into movements, harmonies,
rhythms — metaphorical gestures in a metaphorical space” (1983: 100). Whether
or not we accept Scruton’s metaphorical conception of musical hearing, it is
easy to see why he would describe the intentional hearing of musical melodies,
harmonies, and rhythms as a necessary (though not a sufficient) condition of
musical understanding. Understanding music implies understanding its sounds
as music. Perhaps this is also how we might read Hans-Georg Gadamer’s state-
ment that “[e]ven when we hear, say, absolute music, we have to ‘understand’
it; and only if we understand it, if it is ‘clear’ to us, will it be there as an artistic
construct” (1965: 87).

Some musical thinkers have concentrated on accounting for this perceptual
side of musical understanding from a perspective that is informed by gestalt psy-
chology and cognitive science. Harold Fiske (2008), for instance, equates musical
understanding with the listener’s ability to mentally construct musical patterns
from the sounds received. According to Fiske, as musical listeners we “identify
relevant cues, piece the cues together into patterns that can be retained (in echoic
memory) long enough for brain mechanisms to examine and create the sense that
we can ‘look’ at music by invoking principles borrowed from vision, and then
creating the impression of an auditory ‘object’” (2008: 56). Here, the implication
is of a “piece” of music that may be “seen” as if it were a fixed object. However,
an account of basic cognitive sense-making does not presuppose such a notion.
What is material here is that any passage of music is taken to be understood only
when it is somehow appropriately represented in the listener’s mind (or, as Fiske
would have it, brain). I take this to be a perfectly acceptable manner of talking
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about musical understanding, as long as care is taken to articulate clearly what is
at issue. Indeed, cases of so-called amusia can be thought of as cases in which a
person is unable to understand sounds as music in this sense. The fact that a com-
prehensive amusia is a rather rare phenomenon implies that most people show at
least some degree of perceptual musical understanding, being able to grasp heard
sounds as subjectively meaningful music.

Musicians are often experts in understanding music perceptually: they may
have highly developed abilities to grasp even complex sound constructions as
musically meaningful. Hence, the early pioneer of computer-aided music research,
Otto Laske, framed his theory of musical competence in terms of “actual music
understanding systems, i.e., human musicians” (1977: 12). The implication is
that musicians’ competence represents a central form of musical understand-
ing. Such views have later been called into question by, among others, Benjamin
Brinner (1995) who, in his research on Javanese musicians, reports cases which
purport to demonstrate that practical musical competence represents neither a
sufficient nor a necessary condition for what he prefers to call musical under-
standing. Despite such empirical studies, there seems to be no consensus about
the relationship between musical understanding and practical musical compe-
tence among philosophers of music. For instance, Jerrold Levinson has the “intu-
ition” that the ability to musically reproduce (by playing, singing, whistling,
etc.) and the ability to continue a given bit of music in an appropriate manner
should be taken as “strong evidence of basic musical understanding” (1997:
26-7). Peter Kivy does not accept Levinson’s intuition (2001: 200-1). This might
of course be taken to show that “Kivy fails to see how reasonable that intuition
is” (Levinson 2006: 509), but it might also signal that these two philosophers’
conceptions of musical understanding are simply different — that they are talking,
in part, of different matters.

Such debates bring out the old and well-known fact that practical musical
competence and knowledge concerning music are at least conceptually distinct
matters. Even if one should find reason to sympathize with Levinson’s view, it
is important to remember the traditional tendency in Western culture to value
abstract theoretical knowledge concerning music, which is often rather detached
from any practical competence. For many theorists, to understand music has
been simply to possess knowledge of it. To pick one example, the medieval music
theorist Guido d’Arezzo wrote that

There is a great difference between musicians and singers: the latter
vocalize, but the former know what music consists of. For he who makes
what he does not understand is defined as a beast.

(d’Arezzo 1963: 25)

According to this epistemic view of musical understanding, real musical under-
standing requires explicit knowledge concerning music: knowledge articulated in
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conscious beliefs and possibly also mediated through language. Practical musi-
cianship, knowing how in the world of music, is not sufficient, but perhaps also
not necessary, for such epistemic understanding of music (knowing that). From
our present perspective it should be kept in mind, however, that practical musi-
cianship most probably involves the kind of perceptual understanding that was
discussed above. If so, then dismissing practical musicianship as insufficient for
true musical understanding also implies dismissing the perceptual grasping of
music as insufficient for it.

It may be rare nowadays to completely renounce perceptual understanding in
favor of an epistemic view of musical understanding. Instead, there have been
attempts to argue for a substantial bias toward perceptual understanding. One
example of such a theory is Jerrold Levinson’s “concatenationism” (1997), which
aims at answering the following questions: “Why do we listen to music, how do
we listen to music, and what is the main source of our satisfaction in listening
to music?” (Levinson 2006: 505). The answer to these questions, according to
Levinson, lies in the way in which music is followed, or attended to, moment by
moment, bit by bit. Levinson’s chief objective is to oppose theories which take
the apprehension of large formal structures of music to be an important source
of musical enjoyment and understanding. In the part of his theory pertaining to
understanding, Levinson states that musical understanding “centrally involves
neither aural grasp of a large span of music as a whole, nor intellectual grasp of
large-scale connections between parts; understanding music is centrally a matter
of apprehending individual bits of music and immediate progressions from bit to
bit” (1997: 13). Despite some concessions that Levinson makes to “architectonic
awareness” of music, his main idea is to emphasize the awareness of small-scale
musical features and progressions as central to musical understanding.

Even though his discussion is framed in terms of the distinction between small-
scale bits of music and large-scale “architectonic” features, it is easy to see that
Levinson’s view is also a clear statement in favor of what was above called percep-
tual understanding. One of the intuitions that, according to Levinson, “incline us
in the direction of concatenationism” is that “what we ordinarily count as know-
ing a piece of music, as grasping it, or, in a more vernacular vein, as getting it” is
a matter of “perceiving it as a developing process” (1997: 22-3). One might nev-
ertheless ask what the philosophical relevance of such a theory should be, beyond
the empirically testable psychological generalizations that it implies. In claim-
ing that musical understanding centrally involves concatenationistic perception,
Levinson might be taken to say that what he means by “musical understanding”
is first and foremost bit-by-bit perceptual grasping. Or, he might be interpreted as
suggesting that there are admittedly different types of musical understanding, but
that the most interesting or valuable ones have to do with perceptually following
the small-scale features of music and their progressions. Either ways, it seems that
he just wants to restrict the discussion to one corner of what may have tradition-
ally been seen as instances of musical understanding. Thus, it is not easy to see
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the philosophical relevance of the debate between Levinson and those who would
like to include more epistemic features in their account of musical understanding
(e.g. Kivy 2001). Instead of arguing whether the perceptual or epistemic aspects of
musical understanding are “more important,” it may be more fruitful to consider
their mutual relationships within a more comprehensive account that gives credit
to both. Their relative importance may, after all, be a matter of how one wanis
to understand music.

Eggebrecht’s comprehensive theory

Discussions of musical understanding are complicated by the lack of consensus
on what is meant by the verb “to understand.” According to some philosophers,
to understand something is merely to have a “sense of comprehension” — a cer-
tain “feel” that one has been taught to correlate with the word “understanding”
(e.g. Forrest 1991). I assume that many musical listeners are familiar with some
difference between having a sense of comprehension when listening to familiar
music and lacking such a sense in other cases. It should be clear, though, that
one can have a sense of understanding even in cases where some independent
evidence would later lead one to realize that one had not really understood the
phenomenon in question properly, or even at all. Scientific explanations have
notoriously been accepted on the basis of a strong sense of understanding — a
sense of “feeling right” that the explanations initially elicited — even though a
mere sense of understanding arguably cannot provide any guarantee of the cor-
rectness of an explanation (Trout 2002). Such considerations might provide one
rationale for reading the verb “to understand” as a success verb that should only
be applied to a person who has correctly apprehended the phenomenon at issue.
In connection with music, too, many informal uses of the verb fall into this cate-
gory, and it appears to be true that “the distinction between understanding music
and misunderstanding it is highly valued in most musical cultures” (Lidov 1992).
In sum, there seem to be two conflicting intuitions concerning the meaning of
“to understand”: a phenomenological intuition emphasizing the subjective sense
of understanding, and an epistemological intuition emphasizing the distinction
between understanding and misunderstanding.

In order to do justice to both intuitions, one obviously needs a distinction
between two different categories of mental states. As an illustrative example,
we may consider the account of musical understanding offered by the German
musicologist Hans Heinrich Eggebrecht (1999). According to Eggebrecht, musi-
cal understanding comes in two stripes which may and should work in tandem.
On the one hand, there is the more basic “aesthetic understanding” (Asthe-
tisches Versteben) that is reminiscent of what I have above spoken of as percep-
tual understanding. On the other hand, there is another kind of understanding,
Erkennendes Verstehen, which comes close to what was above called epistemic
understanding. In Eggebrecht’s view, epistemic understanding is conceptual,
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mediated by language. As an example of the difference between the two kinds of
understanding, Eggebrecht describes how aesthetic understanding allows one to
recognize a progression of tones as inherently related, and to recognize reappear-
ances of this close-knit unit; epistemic understanding would then only require
the further application of terms such as “motif” or “repetition,” which immedi-
ately opens the way to conceptual reflection (1999: 118-19).

In Eggebrecht’s conception, epistemic understanding is based on and will
always refer to prior, non-conceptual, aesthetic understanding. This is because
the reality (Dasein) of music lies in its aesthetic complexity that “already in its
simplest appearance is never fully reached by the knowing, analytically describing
understanding” (Eggebrecht 1999: 120). As far as understanding musical sounds
are concerned, it is hard not to agree: without some connection to the percep-
tually understood appearances of music, any thoughts concerning heard music
would remain empty. However, Eggebrecht follows a Kantian line of thought
in emphasizing that neither can the aesthetic understanding be fully realized
without concepts. That is, even if a conceptual understanding of music without
any perceptually understood content is empty, a mere perceptual understanding
without concepts will remain blind (Kant 1966: A51/B75) or incomplete (Egg-
ebrecht 1999: 120). Concepts are thus needed not only for complementing an
already fully formed aesthetic understanding with distinct conceptual identifica-
tions on a different level, but also the aesthetic understanding itself needs to be
informed by concepts.

Let us see how such a two-tiered account of musical understanding helps
in accommodating the intuition that music may be misunderstood. Eggebre-
cht supposes that the more fundamental aesthetic understanding is always
directed toward the inherent formal content (Formsinn) of a particular musi-
cal work, which he identifies with the work’s temporally organized pitch struc-
ture. Although Eggebrecht notes that the formal content may in some ways be
ambiguous or open, he nevertheless claims that aesthetic understanding has an
objectivity that is grounded in the correspondence between the formal content of
the music and what the listener understands (Eggebrecht 1999: 25-8). Such cor-
respondence implies that musical understanding, on this perceptual level, is not
merely subjective but intersubjective (Bandur 2004: 68). Therefore, Eggebrecht
also thinks that the musical content of a melody cannot be misunderstood (Egg-
ebrecht 1999: 31). On the other hand, the concept-driven epistemic understand-
ing of music will never be fully objective. Language cannot reach the perceptual
complexity of music, and thus the transformation of perceptually grasped, maybe
to some extent non-conceptual images into the medium of language may occur
in multifarious ways, always involving an element of subjective selection by the
understanding subject (Eggebrecht 2004: 19; cf. 1999: 153). Such variability
on the conceptual, epistemic level allows for more and less appropriate under-
standings. If so, Eggebrecht’s view seems to be that the distinction between cor-
rect understanding and misunderstanding is applicable on the level of epistemic
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understanding, while the more basic level of aesthetic understanding, in its turn,
allows for a listener’s subjective sense of understanding.

What seems problematic in Eggebrecht’s theory, however, is that it does not
seem to leave room for conflicting aesthetic understandings, nor for more or less
appropriate ways of perceptually understanding music. In fact, musical struc-
tures present perceptual ambiguity in so many ways that it may be impossible
to draw a strict line between “correct” and “incorrect” perceptual understand-
ings. Even so, there may appear reasons for revising our perceptual understand-
ings in favor of more appropriate ones. Consider, for instance, the question of
how Western listeners understand meter in African music: where they locate
the “downbeat” and what they consider as the main pulse. Without delving too
deeply, suffice it to say that such perceptual, and often largely unconscious deci-
sions do make a difference to the qualitative feel of the perceived rhythms. Now,
let us imagine that a Western listener has tended to perceptually make sense of
the “standard pattern” of African rhythm (often expressed as a succession of
time values 2212221) by counting in three. Then, she meets an expert arguing
that a culturally appropriate perceptual understanding of basic African rhythms
relies on a metrical framework that only manifests itself in how the dancers move
their feet, and, given such evidence, a more appropriate understanding of the
standard pattern would be to perceive it by counting in four (cf. Agawu 2006).
If the listener values culturally sanctioned understandings or trusts an expert’s
view more than her own perceptual understanding, she may thus come to see
her perceptual understanding as defective and in need of revision. Eggebrecht
may be right that, among Western listeners, musical misunderstanding typically
becomes manifest on a discursive level where language is involved. However, it
is wrong to suppose that perceptual misunderstandings do not occur or that such
misunderstandings cannot be manifested non-conceptually. When I was invited
to dance at a Bulgarian wedding, at first I indeed committed some perceptual
mistakes concerning the rhythms, and also manifested them in my gestures!

States of understanding and states of belief

In order to see what is needed for an account of musical understanding that gives
credit both to a perceptual and to an epistemic way of making sense of music,
while at the same time allowing for a subjective sense of understanding as well
as for the possibility of misunderstanding, we might look for advice in theories
of linguistic understanding. David Hunter (1998) has argued that states of lin-
guistic understanding are informational states that belong to the same epistemic
category as states of perception or memory. Like states of perception, states of
understanding are conscious states that are not normally under voluntary con-
trol: in hearing speech or reading texts we simply “take in” linguistic meanings
without special effort. Such states of understanding may serve as a basis for
belief, but they are not in themselves states of belief or knowledge. This is simply
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because a person may doubt the reliability or truthfulness of her understanding
of a text or speech act and therefore fail to believe what she understands it to
mean. A reader may have a certain understanding of the meaning of a written
sentence, but upon hearing from her more knowledgeable friend that this is not
what the sentence really means, she may doubt the appropriateness of her own
understanding. This may be so even if she cannot by herself come to understand
the sentence in any other way than she initially did. In Hunter’s account, under-
standing itself is taken to be fallible and revisable, but the major point is that the
sense of understanding may persist even despite the fact that the subject herself
doubts its truthfulness.

Similarly, even though one’s perceptual grasp of music is revisable, even cul-
turally incorrect ways of perceptually making sense of music may be accepted as
states of musical understanding. A Western listener without theoretical knowl-
edge of, say, Indonesian gamelan music may listen to it and learn to perceptu-
ally understand it as music, tapping along with a metrical pulse and finding
the melodies comprehensible in relation to it, even if knowledge about the end-
accented “colotomic” structures that lie at the bottom of gamelan performance
would fundamentally call into question her ways of perceptually interpreting
the sounds (see Brinner 2008). The listener may, nevertheless, be able to dem-
onstrate behaviorally a state of understanding induced by the sounds heard, and
may even proceed to explicate her understanding verbally, ostensively linking
her statements to the sounds. Learning about the theory of this music’s end-
accented structures will not necessarily affect her old habits of perceptually mak-
ing sense of the music: although she knows that she should somehow modify
her perceptual understanding, she may simply be unable to do so. Listeners may
thus entertain perceptual understandings that are discordant with their beliefs
about what the appropriate way to understand the music in question would be.
Treating states of understanding as distinct from states of belief allows both for
a sense of understanding and for the possibility of perceptual misunderstanding
of music (with respect to culturally authorized perceptual understandings). Note
that this distinction does not rely on any value judgments concerning the relative
“importance” of perception and belief.

Construing the understanding of music in terms of perceptual states and
accounting for the “epistemic understanding” of music in terms of beliefs casts
some light on the common idea of music as a “universal language” — as some-
thing that retains a part of its comprehensibility across cultural boundaries. Even
without relevant, culturally justified true beliefs, it may often be possible to gain
some understanding of the heard sounds as music that may be enjoyed, used, and
talked about. This is not always appreciated by music researchers. The popular-
music scholar Allan Moore, for instance, suggests that style and genre classifica-
tions constitute an organization that is individually and socially imposed on the
music, but that “it is also an organization we must impose if we are to understand
the sounds as music” (2001: 441). To back up his case, Moore gives the example
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that understanding David Bowie’s “Fashion” is “dependent on understanding
its irony, which in turn is dependent on understanding the genre conventions of
up-tempo dance music” (2001: 441). It is hard to see, however, why entertain-
ing culturally sanctioned beliefs concerning the irony in a piece by Bowie should
be necessary for understanding it as music. Likewise, a listener may have all
that is needed to apprehend the sounds as musically meaningful even if she has
no clue of the socially accepted genre classification of the music — be it western
swing, neoclassicism, or grunge. Even without such knowledge, the listener may
hum along, dance to the sounds, react emotionally to chord changes that seem
surprising, or manifest any other activities implying that the sounds have been
understood as music.

Some theorists appear to think that all musical understanding should be
directed toward true beliefs — say, toward true beliefs concerning compositional
intentions (e.g. Gruhn 2004: 189). Given this, one might expect the listener’s
perceptual understanding to be congruent with such beliefs in order to qualify
as understanding. This would be a mistake, however, as it would ignore the pos-
sibility of a sense of understanding in cases where some serviceable ways of per-
ceptually grasping a piece of music have little to do with the truth of the beliefs
entertained. During my first year as a student, a professor played a recording of
Messiaen’s Mode de valeurs et d’intensités and asked what its rhythmical or met-
rical construction might be. My immediate and confident response, based on the
way that I had subjectively heard the piece, was that it was a waltz. For the rest
of the lecture, despite having been taught about the pre-serial construction of the
piece, I continued to hear it as a waltz. However I tried, I could not “switch off”
my perceptual understanding of the piece, even given my true belief that there
was really no basis for it in the composition. The point is that sometimes the only
public guidelines for true beliefs about heard music — or for a correct “epistemic
understanding” of it, if you will — might not make suitable guidelines for percep-
tion. In such cases it may arguably be more helpful to rely on subjective and even
idiosyncratic perceptual strategies than on none at all, if one wishes to experience
the sounds as subjectively meaningful. A one-sided emphasis on true beliefs as
the criterion of appropriate musical understanding thus risks losing the “sense
of understanding” which — according to the view adopted here — is relevant for
experiencing sounds as music.

However, there is no reason to deny that some aspects of the significance of
Messiaen’s composition as a cultural product may surely be understood — in the
distinct epistemic sense of forming appropriate beliefs — by acquiring knowledge
concerning its hidden compositional structure, despite the relative unconnected-
ness of such knowledge to perception. Even in the extreme case in which such
beliefs remain “empty” of any perceptual musical significance, they may argu-
ably address important issues about music as a form of cultural activity. If this
is so, we might indeed accept a sense of epistemic understanding of music even
without the “fusion” of theoretical beliefs and auditory perception — without
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the “enrichment and extension” (DeBellis 1995: 130) of the perceptual musical
experience that we often hope explicit musical knowledge will provide.

Whether our beliefs are taken as a part of understanding music “as music,”
will depend, then, on our answers to the question of what music is: are we trying
to understand music as a human expression, as an artifact, as an experience, as
a social activity, or perhaps as a cognitive process? As the multitude of research
disciplines dedicated to these phenomena attests, our answers will be different
depending on how we conceive of the object of understanding. Even if we fol-
low the curiously persistent tendency of philosophers of music to concentrate
solely on the understanding of notated Western musical works, our discussion
will depend on our views concerning their ontology. For instance, if musical
works are mental entities existing in the minds of the composer and the listener
(Collingwood 1958: 139), we will be trying to understand mental entities, but if
musical works are, say, conjunctions of sound-structure-and-a-structure-of-per-
formance-means-as-indicated-by-X-at-# (Levinson 1990), the understanding of
music accordingly becomes a more multidimensional enterprise.

From a given research perspective, and a concomitant conceptualization of the
object of study, it may then seem warranted, say, to insist on the importance of
grasping genre classifications for understanding the sounds as music, or to claim
that the ultimate goal of musical understanding is knowledge concerning com-
positional intentions. The only problem is that by generalizing such positions
we easily lose sight of other, equally valuable ways of trying to understand the
many-faceted phenomenon of music. Common symptoms of such myopia are an
exclusive concern for the distinction between correct and incorrect beliefs, and a
concomitant neglect of the phenomenological sense of understanding. However
one wishes to employ “understanding” as a technical term, there are important
issues to be addressed on both the perceptual and the epistemic levels.

See also Analysis (Chapter 48), Music and language (Chapter 10), Phenomenology and music
(Chapter 53), Psychology of music (Chapter 55), Rhythm, melody, and harmony (Chapter 3), and
Silence, sound, noise, and music (Chapter 2).
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13
STYLE

Jennifer Judkins

Style is the dress of thoughts.
(Lord Chesterfield, in a letter to his son, November 24, 1749 (Roberts 1992: 176))

The nature of musical style and styles

In music, “style” refers roughly to the manner in which a musical work is exe-
cuted, its mode of expression. The term “style” might be applied to the music
of a particular composer (the musical style of Steve Reich), a particular era (late
Baroque style), a particular geographical or social unit (Netherlandish style), a
school of composition (minimalist style), a compositional technique (contrapun-
tal style), a medium (orchestral style), a body of work (the style of Mozart’s secu-
lar works), or an individual work (the style of Mozart’s Requiem). Recognizing
and being familiar with the style of a musical work is generally thought to be
prerequisite to a full and correct understanding and appreciation of it (Goodman
1975; Ross 2003). In fact, style is such a rich and immediate feature of music
that only a moment’s exposure (a few seconds of listening) is usually enough for
us to identify it.

In everyday contexts, “style” is typically a lightweight topic. “Style” as a term
is often applied to fashion, or etiquette, or custom in general (especially that of
high society), with a corresponding implication of frivolity or lack of substance.
It might apply to current versions of dress, décor, or even car design, which,
while often aesthetically charged, are not in the end artworks. Or, “stylish” may
imply just a certain hip joie de vivre, which might be recognized in the car-
riage and personality of people themselves. “Style” in these ordinary contexts
is often viewed as “somewhat trivial, its singleminded pursuit morally question-
able, since those cultivating style may be neglecting ‘deeper,” more important
concerns” (Ross 2003: 228).

Yet in music (and in the arts in general), the term “style” is of great import,
and it carries broad implications beyond just formal or surface qualities. Style
is the je ne sais quoi that holds a musical work together. The world of a work
of music is clearly separate from the everyday world, and (ideally) even more
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internally coherent than those of works of painting or literature. In fact, music is
perhaps our only true alternative reality (Sparshott 1987: 71). The coherence of
a musical world is articulated in its musical style.

Style, whether in fashion, cars, or the arts, is slippery to define per se. It may
be easy to point to certain aspects or characteristics of a particular style, but it
is very difficult to discuss style in an overarching way, especially in music. We
know it when we hear it. The concept of style in Western music has roots in
the rhetorical tradition, stretching back to the distinction the Greeks first made
between what is said versus the manner in which it is said. The use of rhetorical
terminology in music theory in regard to style was always more focused on vocal
rather than instrumental music however, and was most prominent in writings on
early opera in the late sixteenth century. (In early Italian opera, the text was the
master of the music, and meant to be an imitation of the clear, expressive text
settings believed to be characteristic of Greek epic poetry.) Rhetorical classifica-
tions of musical style faded in the eighteenth century, and have not returned.

Leonard Meyer puts forth an oft-heard definition of musical style: “Style is a
replication of patterning, whether in human behavior or in the artifacts produced
by human behavior, that results from a series of choices made within some set of
constraints” (Meyer 1996: 3). According to Meyer, understanding artistic and
historical constraints allows us to understand “what might have happened” (and
“what could not have happened”) at any given point in the musical work, which
in turn affects our expectations in appreciation. Style is, in his view, how things
are stated as opposed to what is stated, just as it was for the Ancient Greeks.

Other writers have found this definition of style (choices within constraints)
insufficient for capturing all of the nuances that determine musical style. Style is
not always dependent upon a composer’s conscious choice from among alterna-
tives (Goodman 1978: 23). Much of our knowledge of musical style is deeply
imbedded and not easily articulated, which is part of music’s delight. Music also
does not have a subject that it states things about — music means in ways other than
“saying something” (Goodman 1975: 799, 803). Nelson Goodman also notes that
only certain aspects of a work (i.e. not all musical choices or constraints) are actu-
ally elements of its style: “[a] property counts as stylistic only when it associates a
work with one rather than another artist, period, region, school, etc. A style is a
complex characteristic that serves somewhat as an individual or group signature”
(Goodman 1975: 807). In fact, the more complicated and elusive the style, the
more we enjoy its exploration and illumination (Goodman 1975: 811).

Arthur Danto suggests that artistic style, in general, is like a history with its
own narrative, in which we can trace not only the style’s emergence but also the
increasing eloquence with which it becomes perceptible in the work (Danto 1991:
208). (The evolution of Beethoven’s symphonic style from his first through ninth
symphonies might be an example of this sort of increasing eloquence.) We should
be wary, though, of viewing music history (and the history of musical styles) as
one continuous narrative, with one development yielding to (or causing) the next
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development in a linear fashion. However, certainly some features of musical
works are made legible only by retroactive study: styles are usually labeled or
“discovered” by those looking back on musical works in a larger context.

The constraints on a composer can include everyday practical concerns,
in addition to higher-level musical issues. For example, the expectations and
requirements of the audience or other patrons can greatly condition musical
style; in fact, it was traditional in Western music for composers to be in service
to courts, churches, and aristocrats, with all of their concomitant restrictions
and requests. Performance resources can also affect style — instruments may be
limited (no pedal-tuning kettledrums available), or unique (Haydn writing for
Prince Esterhdzy’s peculiar instrument, the baryton). Early Classical compos-
ers capitalized on the increased sustaining power of Cristofori’s newly invented
fortepianos by writing treble-dominated “melody and accompaniment.” Some
stylistic changes in music are in specific reaction to socio-political or ecclesiasti-
cal strictures. For example, Shostakovich and Prokofiev were forced to write in a
very constrained style, to remain in accordance with the dictates of government-
sanctioned “Soviet Realism.”

Yet rebellion against established styles themselves has always triggered
the most robust changes in musical style. For example, note the tremendous
movement around 1600 away from the Flemish counterpoint tradition (and its
obscured text) to accompanied solo songs with clearer settings — a shift that
ultimately allowed the birth of opera and the Baroque period itself. Or, witness
the early twentieth-century expansion of compositional approaches from (solely)
tonal music to serial and other non-diatonic techniques, or the birth of rock and
roll (an event so epic as to be always termed a “birth”).

Musical genres themselves are not styles — “concerto” is not a style — but a
genre is often typified by the use of a particular style (and vice versa), and it can
be difficult to tease them apart. The definition of musical genre is almost as dif-
ficult as that of musical style. Overall, in music, genre refers to the “what,” and
style to the “how.” Musical genres are best articulated with reference to their
historical period. For example, one must specify the historical era in order to
know what was meant exactly by, say, the terms “motet,” “sonata,” or “opera”
when speaking of them as genres. We should instead speak of a Flemish motet,
a nineteenth-century sonata, or a Baroque opera. Genres, unlike styles, also usu-
ally imply specific compositional structures or forms — the bones of the piece
— that are then fleshed out by the style. Stylistic features are often defined more
functionally and less historically than genres — and they must be recurrent fea-
tures in order to express meaning (Genova 1979: 324).

Style and the Western musical tradition

Style is never a static concept in music. A style can be a synthesis of other
styles (“folk rock,” “Latin jazz”), or it can just name a wide range of musical
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possibilities (“Baroque,” “Romantic,” “serialism,” “minimalism,” “rococo,”
“ragtime,” “early Italian monody”). There is a vast number of identified musi-
cal styles in Western music today, compared to music in many other cultures,
and to previous historical eras. A brief list of just some of the best-known cur-
rent styles illustrates this amazing range: “zydeco,” “new age,” “soft rock,”
“reggaeton,” “rhythm and blues,” “hip hop,” “gospel,” “honky-tonk,”
“Nashville Sound,” “avant-garde,” “Christian rock,” “country,” “aleatoric,”
“gangsta rap,” “New Orleans jazz,” “heavy metal,” “salsa,” “Afro-Cuban,”
and “Europop,” to name but a handful. It is well beyond the scope of this
chapter to document the incredible explosion of musical styles in today’s rock
and pop music. Any exploration will reveal dozens of subdivisions within any
single category, and any comprehensive list would be immediately dated.

Why have so many very different styles continued to appear over the course of
Western musical history? There is some speculation that the growth (beginning
around the ninth century) of an increasingly specific musical notation in the West
may have been a factor in the blossoming of so many musical styles. More spe-
cific notation tends to codify musical pieces, making stylistic features more trans-
parent, allowing pieces to be shared more widely, and then, of course, rebelled
against, with seams pushed open so that new styles can emerge. Today, many
musical traditions, such as rock, pop, and especially jazz, do not employ nota-
tion per se as a codifying agent. Instead, the recording itself has become the locus
of the work. Still, the desire for definitive versions either written or recorded
in Western music — even if only then to generate variations upon them — has
allowed easy and wide transmission of stylistic knowledge, which other musi-
cians then imitate and push against. The exponential increase in the accessibility
of recordings due to the rise of the internet has only increased the abundance of
musical styles around the world. (It would also be difficult to discount the West’s
recent political and economic domination from any discussion of why we adopt
so many of the world’s musical styles today, and why many other cultures have
embraced Western musical styles.)

Also, in the West, novelty is typically privileged over tradition in the arts. This
is not the case in parts of the rest of the world, where tradition does not have
a pejorative connotation, but is instead valued as a stabilizing factor (Nketia
1982: 83). (This is not to say that different musical traditions in certain African
societies, for example, do not each have a vast array of musical or dance styles
—it is just that these styles often evolve more slowly than Western musical styles.)
Japanese aesthetics are also quite conservative and traditional, in an interesting
contrast to their First-World, often trend-setting status as a nation.

The myriad of musical styles in Western music may also be related to the rel-
ative importance of personal style in our artistic tradition, at least in the last
500 years. In classical Western music, musicians sit down deliberately to com-
pose a musical work, writing it down in explicit notation. Even in jazz, there are
“charts” or scores that, while not as notationally dense as classical scores, are still
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quite specific as to structure and melodic or harmonic content. In a metal rock
band, a musician makes a conscious decision to “write a song,” even though this
might mean composing on the guitar, demonstrating it to the group, and never
committing anything to paper or computer. The song is “notated” by then being
recorded. Western musical works have authors, and they have scores or record-
ings that act as “recipes” or “blueprints.” In comparison, for the Blackfoot nation
of Native Americans, songs arrived in dreams, from guardian spirits (Nettl 1996:
174). There is no notation, and no known author or even first intermediary. A
Cherokee story tells of how all of their songs were originated by a cannibal mon-
ster, named Stonecoat, who was finally captured and burned. As he was burning
in the fire, he sang and produced all of the songs the Cherokee will ever need for
dances, magic, and curing (Heth, Levine, and Gooding 2005: 149).

The elements of musical style

In Western music, traditionally, the major stylistic elements are form, texture,
rhythm, harmony, and melody. (I will focus on form and texture in particular
here, since rhythm, harmony, and melody are discussed in Chapter 3.) These five
elements are present in most musical works to some extent. Note the caveats
here: “most musical works to some extent.” Any one of these stylistic elements
may be brought to the foreground (or pushed to the background), or given more
(or less) importance in expression and meaning in any given style. In the paint-
ings of Monet, for example, pastel shades play a fundamental stylistic role in
his attempt to depict different kinds of light falling on different kinds of surface:
“No description of Monet’s style could omit a reference to his pastel palette”
(Robinson 1981: 9). For another painter — say, Vermeer — blurred pastels do not
play a major stylistic role. Yet color, which encompasses both Monet’s pastels
and Vermeer’s black and white floor tiles, will always be a large stylistic element
of painting, even if it is its absence or muting that is notable.

In somewhat the same way, in music we have form, texture, rhythm, har-
mony, and melody as large stylistic elements. In general, the relative success of
any musical feature depends upon how that feature contributes to the work’s
general aesthetic significance. Interestingly, the degree of complexity, variability,
or predominance of any stylistic feature may or may not precisely reflect its con-
tribution to the musical style. (And again, in avant-garde works, it may be their
absence that is notable.) Harmonic change is simplistic in rock and roll music,
and complex in a Wagnerian opera. Yet we would hesitate to say that harmonic
change is more “important” in one than in the other — it just plays a larger role
in the characterization of Wagner’s style. The lack of melodic development in
hip-hop music is certainly part of the essence of that style, even though it is not
as evolving or variable as the rhythmic interest.

Often, in music, it is only one or two stylistic features that predominate, play-
ing the largest roles. (We would have difficulty aurally understanding works in
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which all stylistic elements were immensely variable.) Wagner’s complex har-
mony is presented in a rather straightforward rhythmic style, and this helps us
follow the intricate harmonic development. On occasion, the strong presence of
one stylistic element necessarily mutes another: in a minuet and trio, the strict
form precludes any extensive harmonic development.

Thus the major stylistic elements in music, like those in the visual arts, can not
only be identified, but also weighed — not for their “importance,” but rather for
their role in the work. For example, repetitive rhythms play a central role in mini-
malist style, while there may be no melody at all, or only melodic fragments. This
is not the case in Debussy’s Prélude a I'apres-midi d’un faune, where a multi-
layered ethereal texture is more prominent than any rhythmic interest. Identi-
fiable rhythm almost evaporates in Gregorian chant, yet loud, regular, even hyp-
notic rhythmic patterns typify rock music, with its strong drum-set “time.” Even
within a single work from a specific musical period (e.g. Handel’s Messiah), there
can be drastically different roles for rhythm in each movement- yet all fall within
the boundaries of Baroque rhythmic style. Rhythms might be thicker and steadily
subdivided (as in the “Hallelujah Chorus”), or they might be rather sparse and
improvisational (as in the recitative “Comfort Ye, My People”).

“Musical form” is usually taken to mean the form of the musical work in a
basic structural sense — something it might share with other works, rather than
its unique structural profile. Musical forms often feature a great deal of repeti-
tion, as the nature of music itself is that it flows past the listener through time.
The audience requires repetition in the musical work (more than in any of the
other arts), in order that structural features of the form can be recalled and
made intelligible. Contemporary music does not often feature the large repeated
sections more typical of earlier music (for example, a Mozart da capo aria),
and contemporary works are sometimes quite fragmented, or, conversely, quite
repetitive on a very small level. Still, the musical form in successful works, how-
ever tenuous, must have an organicism — the musical structure must seem to
grow from its musical materials and the style overall — and provide some sort of
aural signposts for the listener.

Very straightforward musical forms are typical of music through the Classical
era, and of many genres and styles even now. Basic musical forms can be quite
easy to summarize. A piece might have a binary form (aabb), a ternary form
(aba), a rounded binary form (aababa), or a pop-song (32-bar) form (aaba). “The
Star Spangled Banner,” for example, has a simple aabc form. Historically, music
has also often reflected particular dance forms. Some musical forms are very
specific to an era or genre, and some are not. The virelai (AbbaA), for example,
is peculiar to medieval France and fixed forever in that moment in music history.
“Sonata-allegro” or “first-movement” form, on the other hand, has taken on a
life of its own, perhaps since it is a more flexible framework for musical events.
It begins to appear in the Classical era in fairly simple presentation, then is elabo-
rated and greatly expanded in the Romanticism of the nineteenth century, and is
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even seen in skeletal incarnations in the twentieth century. It can be found in the
compositions of Mozart, Haydn, Beethoven, Mahler, Strauss, Stravinsky, and
Schoenberg, helping to support and being at the same time the clothing for all of
their different musical styles.

Musical forms, like so many elements of musical style, are generally soft
concepts that are stretched and manipulated, so that we have to consider each
of even the strictest forms (like the virelai above) as only a basic outline for a
composer. Adding to the difficulty, it is not unusual in popular usage to have
musical forms not only conflated with musical styles and genres but also with
compositional procedures. The first movement of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony is
in sonata form, but the genre of the work is “symphony.” We speak of a fugue
oftentimes as if it were a form, when it is actually, more strictly speaking, a genre
that requires a specific stylistic process.

Although form represents the basic construction or outline of a musical work,
we probably recognize musical styles more quickly based on their texture than
on any other musical element. In music, much as in ordinary life, “texture”
refers to both surface and thickness. The texture of a piece is somewhat like an
MRI of that work — a vertical cross-section. Texture is the most open concept
in musical style, and comprises many of our instinctive initial impressions. The
adjectives “thick,” “thin,” “light,” “dark,” and “heavy” are often used, just as
when speaking of non-artistic texture. Much more so than forms, certain musi-
cal textures are often immediately characteristic of particular musical styles; for
example, we need to hear only a few seconds of electronic bass pounding out of
the trunk of the car next to us, or a moment or two or a Dixieland band in order
to identify their styles.

It might seem initially that certain musical instruments or characteristics
would naturally produce denser or darker textures, and certain ones would pro-
duce lighter textures. However, “texture” in music refers solely to the resultant
soundscape, and not necessarily to the instrumentation or compositional tech-
nique. Aaron Copland’s “Appalachian Spring” was rescored for full symphony
orchestra, yet the resulting texture is often quite light, since, in general, the tes-
situra (pitch range) is rather high, the pitch intervals are very open, and there are
many rests in many parts. A Bach Brandenburg Concerto is written for a very
small ensemble, yet the texture can be rather dense. In these concertos, often-
times, everyone is playing — in that Baroque way of constantly “spinning out”
—and the instruments are closely scored in pitch, creating a considerable density
within a small chamber work.

There are some traditional terms for the various compositional techniques
that produce different textures. In simple terms, music may be contrapuntal (also
called “polyphonic”), or it may be homophonic. Contrapuntal music is more
horizontally directed, with lines of music each having nearly equal integrity and
nearly equal roles in the texture. In a Palestrina mass, for example, each sung
part has its own rhythmic integrity, but all parts are equal in weight. Note that
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music can be contrapuntal without being fugal, which is an imitative process
with very strict rules about time and pitch intervals. Homophonic musical tex-
ture, in contrast, is more vertically directed, with some lines clearly subservient
in importance and in overall texture. Homophonic music customarily features
a top melody over an accompaniment, such as we hear in an operatic aria, or a
U2 song. A trumpet concerto (or any solo concerto) may also illustrate homo-
phonic texture, with a soloist playing a melody over an orchestral accompani-
ment. Homophonic music might also adopt a chordal style, as heard in a church
hymn: a prominent melody (generally in the highest voice) is supported by mul-
tiple other lines, each of which simply emphasizes chord tones in the same basic
rhythm as the melodic line (without the independent melodic interest that would
be found in contrapuntal music).

Composers, like other artists, thrive when they can play against rules and
prescriptions, and this has been as true for texture as for any other musical
element. Some of the most dense, almost mathematical organ fugues of Bach
are preceded by the lightest and freest of preludes, which seem almost without
specific rhythm, as if improvised on the spot. We can speak of tendencies in
different eras toward contrapuntal or homophonic textures, but exceptions
litter the landscape.

Understanding musical style

In music, it has been noted that style is not as easily isolated from substance as it
can be, for example, in literature. The elements of musical style — form, texture,
rhythm, harmony, and melody — are not clearly distinct from the substance of
the work itself. Musical styles may share elements, and yet each element may
have a very different significance in each context. Dotted rhythms character-
ize the seventeenth-century French overture style, but they are also a feature of
Irish jigs and swing music. Stepwise melodic lines characterize both Gregorian
chant and twentieth-century minimalist music. Both the monody of Monteverdi
(seventeenth century) and the pointillism of Webern (twentieth century) employ
thin textures. Thus how each element contributes to the aesthetic significance of
the piece is what matters more to the musical style, not the mere fact that a given
element is employed (Robinson 1981: 9).

A listener’s recognition and appreciation of musical style comes from an
understanding of the theories and histories of music, and those theories and
histories in turn provide an important framework for the composer’s creativ-
ity (Carroll 1995: 251). The history of music offers periods of relative stylistic
stability (the High Renaissance, the Classical era in general), often alternat-
ing with periods of instability and change (the fourteenth-century Ars Nova,
the early Baroque after 1600, twentieth-century experimentalism). During
these periods of “stylistic flux,” the “jostling among conventions, expressive
devices, and ‘purely musical’ procedures is very apparent” (McClary 2000:
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4). (McClary uses quotation marks here, as she believes that the term “purely
musical” is often inaccurately applied, arguing that we cannot divorce music
from culture, gender, and politics.)

Knowledge of stylistic conventions plays a huge role in musical understand-
ing — many scholars point to expectations based on these conventions (which
may be fulfilled or defeated) as crucial to appreciation. As conventions are ulti-
mately overused and run-through, new solutions take their place. In painting, the
Impressionist movement ran its course, and one can no longer term oneself an
“Impressionist painter.” So too with music. Time has run out on being a Baroque
composer (although one may deliberately compose in a Baroque style). Also, just
as in painting, the rise and fall of styles in music are not always as clearly defined
as the table of contents in a history textbook would have us believe. What Danto
notes of the visual arts is also true for music: “we have cases of movements
stopping but not ending, ending but not stopping, ending and stopping, though
there is nothing that appears to be neither ending nor stopping. The important
consideration is that art is killed by art, and the interesting consideration is why
this is so” (Danto 1991: 209).

See also Notations (Chapter 7), and Rhythm, melody, and harmony (Chapter 3).
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14
AESTHETIC PROPERTIES

Ratael De Clercq

The aesthetic appreciation of music, like the aesthetic appreciation of art in gen-
eral, consists at least in part in the attribution of aesthetic properties of various
kinds. Prototypical aesthetic properties include beauty, elegance, gracefulness,
balance, harmony, delicacy, loveliness, and unity, and their negative counter-
parts, for example, ugliness, clumsiness, and disunity. Less prototypical, per-
haps, are powerfulness, vividness, and boldness, as well as properties referring
to human moods and emotions, for example, being mournful, sad, angry, mel-
ancholic, brooding, passionate, and anguished. Similarly, properties connected
with a work’s position in the history of art such as being original, derivative,
influential, impressionist, and expressionist, are less prototypical, although some
authors regard them as aesthetic properties. (For a survey of what are considered
to be aesthetic properties, see De Clercq 2008.) Perhaps such properties are more
appropriately labeled artistic. Whether this label carries any definite content,
however, remains to be seen. The term “artistic property” has been used to des-
ignate a wide variety of properties, including, in addition to the aforementioned
historical and stylistic properties, various kinds of representational and semantic
properties such as being realistic, being about a certain person or event, and
symbolizing the “cycle of death and creation” (Davies 2006: 56). None of these
seems to stand out as paradigmatic among the artistic properties. Moreover, it
is not clear whether they have anything significant in common except for being
occasionally exemplified by works of art — a property they share with an even
more gerrymandered set of properties. In comparison, the notion of an aesthetic
property seems to be better understood and more likely to correspond to a real
distinction.

Obviously, an aesthetic property can be ascribed to a musical work as a
whole, to a more or less distinct part of it (for example, a passage, movement,
or theme), or to a performance of the work. In the philosophical literature,
many questions have been raised regarding the nature, reality, and attribution of
aesthetic properties. To mention but a few: What distinguishes aesthetic proper-
ties from other kinds of properties? Do such properties exist? Are there objective
grounds for attributing them to a work? In what follows, however, the focus
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will be on questions that concern specifically the aesthetic properties of music.
In particular: What determines whether a musical piece has a certain aesthetic
property? Is music capable of having emotional properties such as sadness? Are
there aesthetic properties that music is incapable of having? These questions will
be taken in turn in the following three sections.

Formalism

Formalism is a view in the philosophy of art that has been around for some
time. Rightly or wrongly, it is associated with such historical figures as Leon
Battista Alberti (1404-72), Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), Robert Zimmerman
(1824-98), Eduard Hanslick (1825-1904), Roger Fry (1866-1934), and Clive
Bell (1881-1964). Although it is difficult to state precisely what formalism con-
sists of in general, formalists share the idea that the class of aesthetically relevant
properties of a work of art is smaller and more homogeneous than the class of
properties one might be inclined to consider. More specifically, formalists believe
that only immediately perceivable qualities are relevant. In the case of music,
such qualities include pitch, timbre, loudness, duration, and properties directly
determined by these such as melody, harmony, rhythm, and dynamics. Excluded,
in any case, are properties that relate to the origin of the work: artistic intentions,
the cultural circumstances in which the work was created, and so on.

This kind of formalism is implausible as a general thesis about music because
it cannot account for the role lyrics, musical allusions, performance means, and
extra-musical references play in music appreciation. For example, how the words
in a song are to be understood cannot be derived from the way they sound; not
even that they are words can be so derived. Similarly, the references to non-
musical events or states of affairs that are part and parcel of program music can-
not be picked up merely on the basis of how a piece of music sounds. Yet in both
cases — word meaning and extra-musical reference — we seem to be dealing with
something of aesthetic or artistic importance.

A defensible formalism would thus have to involve a restriction, and the restric-
tion can take at least two (logically independent) forms:

1. Some musical works are such that all their aesthetic properties are entirely
determined by the way they sound.

2. All musical works are such that some of their aesthetic properties are entirely
determined by the way they sound.

Here “the way they sound” is to be understood as meaning what sounds — char-
acterized in terms of pitch, timbre, loudness, and duration — occur in what order.
And an aesthetic property of a work is considered to be “entirely determined
by” the way the work sounds just in case any same-sounding work is guaran-
teed to have the same aesthetic property. (Although theses 1 and 2 are, strictly
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speaking, logically independent, thesis 1 implies thesis 2 given an extra assump-
tion that some may be willing to accept: the assumption that the complement of
an aesthetic property — for example, not-being-beautiful — is itself an aesthetic
property.)

The idea behind thesis 1 is to restrict formalism to so-called “absolute” or
“pure instrumental” music, as in Zangwill (2001). Thus, Schubert’s piano sona-
tas would have all their aesthetic properties determined by the way they sound,
but not necessarily his songs. The idea behind thesis 2, on the other hand, is to
restrict formalism to particular aesthetic properties such as musical beauty, as
(perhaps) in Hanslick (1986). Thus, Schubert’s piano sonatas and his songs may
both have musical beauty merely in virtue of how they sound, but they could
still differ in other aesthetic respects from works that sound the same. If this idea
sounds strange, think of musical beauty as a “specifically musical kind of beauty
... that is self-contained and in no need of content from outside itself, that con-
sists simply and solely of tones and their artistic combination” (Hanslick 1986:
28). If such a distinct kind of beauty exists, and there is also a kind of beauty
which is not specifically musical (a beauty that can be shared by works in differ-
ent art forms), then the idea behind thesis 2 should start to make sense. For musi-
cal works that sound the same could then differ in respect of this more general
kind of beauty without differing in respect of the specifically musical kind.

How plausible are these restricted versions of formalism? They are not much
more plausible than the unrestricted version considered earlier. Consider, for
example, that the idea behind thesis 1 is that the aesthetic properties of a piece of
purely instrumental music are entirely determined by the way the work sounds.
This is to rule out that such a piece might derive some of its aesthetic character
from musical allusions, as a musical parody does, or from the way it is sup-
posed to be performed. (See, for example, Walton 1970: 349-50 for more on the
aesthetic relevance of performance means.) But the two theses also face a more
fundamental problem. For suppose that the unrestricted version of formalism is
false, in other words, that it is not the case that:

3. All musical works are such that all their aesthetic properties are entirely
determined by the way they sound.

The two restrictions — thesis 1 and thesis 2 — can then be seen as offering differ-
ent explanations of why thesis 3 is false. According to the first restriction, thesis
3 is false because it makes a claim about all musical works. If this explanation is
correct, then some musical works have aesthetic properties that are not entirely
determined by the way they sound. So, assuming that thesis 1 is true, there would
be two kinds of aesthetic property: aesthetic properties that are, and ones that
are not, wholly determined by the way a work sounds. (Note that it would go
against the idea of determination, as explained earlier, to say that a property is
wholly determined by a certain factor in one work but not wholly determined
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by that factor in another work. That a property of a work is determined by a
factor X means that every work with X must be indiscernible with respect to the
property.)

According to the second restriction, thesis 3 is false because it makes a claim
about all aesthetic properties. If this explanation is correct, then some of a work’s
aesthetic properties are not wholly determined by the way it sounds. Again, but
now assuming that thesis 2 is true, there would be two kinds of aesthetic prop-
erty: aesthetic properties that are, and ones that are not, wholly determined by
the way a work sounds. But now the important question, touching the motiva-
tion behind both restrictions, is: what reason do we have to suppose that the
aesthetic properties of music fall into these two separate categories?

In response, moderate formalists are likely to point to the different dimen-
sions of music appreciation: musical pieces can be appreciated for the way they
sound, and nothing more, but they can also be appreciated for the way they
(help to) convey some extra-musical content, for example, how they bring out
the emotional quality of a movie scene or induce a particular feeling. In the first,
“formal” case, all the features of a work that are not directly audible are ignored,
in the second case they are not. If the two modes of appreciation are seen as
supplementary, as they often are (see, for example, Levinson 1998), then they
should not contradict one another. And how else can they fail to contradict one
another than by ascribing aesthetic properties of different kinds? In other words,
if the second, more comprehensive mode of music appreciation is not in tension
with the first, then there should be aesthetic properties that depend on sound
properties (pitch, timbre, loudness, and duration) alone. And that is exactly what
the moderate formalist believes.

The desired conclusion, however, does not follow. After all, there is more
than one way in which the compatibility of different modes of appreciation of a
work can be secured. Let me offer just a couple of suggestions. One: the differ-
ent modes may be only superficially concerned with the same object. On closer
inspection, different objects may turn out to be involved, say, an abstract sound
pattern and a musical work — the sound pattern being the object of the formal
mode of music appreciation, the musical work being the object of the more com-
prehensive mode of music appreciation. (See Chapter 4, ‘Ontology,” in this vol-
ume for more on the possible difference between a sound pattern and a musical
work.) Two: it may be that one of the appreciative modes is based on imagining
the work in question to be a different kind of work. For example, the formal
mode of music appreciation may be based on imagining the work in question to
be a piece of absolute music rather than a piece of program music. Because the
work may in fact be a piece of program music, the aesthetic judgment issued in
the formal mode should not be categorical but hypothetical. In other words, a
positive judgment made in that mode should take the form “if the work’s sound
structure were the sound structure of a piece of absolute music, then, all else
being equal, that (absolute) work would be great.” The hypothetical form of
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such a judgment allows it to co-exist with potential negative evaluations of the
work made in the more comprehensive mode.

In light of the foregoing, it seems that there is no good reason to suppose
that the aesthetic properties of music fall into two kinds: ones that depend on
sound properties alone, and ones that do not. The existence of different modes
of music appreciation can be explained at least equally well by the assumption
that such appreciation is not always directed at the same object or based on the
same mental act. Consequently, there is no good reason to suppose that thesis 1
or 2 defines a kind of formalism that is more plausible than the one defined by
thesis 3.

For the sake of completeness, let me signal that the term “formalism” has also
been used in a slightly different way in recent years, namely, as a name for the
thesis that absolute music lacks representational or semantic content. In other
words, such music is not supposed to be “of or about” something (Kivy 2002:
67-8). Given plausible assumptions, this thesis may be implied by thesis 3, but
it neither implies thesis 3 nor any of the other formalist theses considered so far.
The main problem with this thesis is that it is either wrong or trivial. It is trivial
if absolute music is conceived as music that is not “of or about” something. It is
wrong if absolute music is conceived as music that is not connected to a text — for
example, a title or lyrics. After all, a musical parody may lack such a connection
and yet be a parody of a musical work, genre or style. (The sense in which paro-
dies are “of” other works seems to involve a relation of reference that is plausibly
considered “semantic.”)

Realism

In aesthetics, realism is the view that at least some things (objects, events) have
aesthetic properties; antirealism is the denial of this claim. A striking consequence
of antirealism is that none of our aesthetic judgments are, strictly speaking, true.
Antirealists are divided with respect to the question of whether that makes all
aesthetic judgments false. Some will answer this question in the positive, oth-
ers will respond that aesthetic judgments simply do not have or express truth-
apt contents (propositions). On this second view, what appear to be aesthetic
descriptions are in point of fact expressions of attitudes such as approval or
disapproval. The norm such expressive acts aim to satisfy is not truth but quasi-
truth at best. (See Blackburn 1993 for more on quasi-truth, and Hopkins 2001
for a sketch of what a quasi-realist position in aesthetics might look like.)

One can be an antirealist with respect to aesthetic properties for the same
reasons that one can be an antirealist with respect to moral properties or val-
ues in general: because there is profound disagreement about what has these
properties, because the properties are “queer” compared to other properties
(for example, physical properties), because they do not figure in important
explanations, or because their dependence on so-called natural properties is
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mysterious. And there are no doubt reasons not mentioned in this list. How-
ever, in aesthetics, Roger Scruton (1997) has devised a special argument to
show that music does not have the emotional properties we tend to ascribe to
it: sadness, joy, melancholy, etc. The argument does not obviously generalize
to other aesthetic properties of music, but if it were sound, it would legitimate
an antirealist view of a major part of aesthetic discourse. It is worth quoting
the argument in full, because an unsophisticated rendering is likely to diminish
whatever force attaches to it:

If we say that the Countess’s aria “Dove sono” from Le nozze di Figaro
actually possesses the sadness that we hear in it, we face the question
whether this sadness is the same property as that possessed by a sad per-
son or another property. It surely cannot be the same property; the sad-
ness of person is a property that only conscious organisms can possess.
But it cannot be another property, since it is precisely this word — “sad”
— with its normal meaning, that we apply to the music, and that is the
whole point of the description. To say that the word ascribes, in this use,
another property is to say that it has another sense — in other words that
it is not used metaphorically but ambiguously. If that were so, we could
equally have used some other word to make the point, and someone
could be an expert at noticing the property we describe as musical sad-
ness, even though he vehemently denies that the music can be sad. . . .
But that is surely absurd: if he refuses to describe the music as sad, then
he has not noticed the sadness. It follows that the word “sad” attributes
to the music neither the property that is possessed by sad people, nor any
other property. It therefore attributes no property at all.

(Scruton 1997: 154)

As Gary Iseminger (1999) and Malcolm Budd (2005: 114-19) have pointed out,
the argument places all cases of ambiguity on a par, and is not sensitive to the
connection that may exist between the various properties attributed by means of
an ambiguously used word. In the case of metaphor, there is of course always
some connection, but the connection may vary in strength. For example, when a
professor is called a white elephant because he is exceptional and yet of dubious
value, the connection is only a contingent, a posteriori one. If white elephants
had been more common, the connection would have been different and the meta-
phor an inappropriate characterization of the professor. However, when music
is called “sad,” the connection between the attributed property and the literal or
more common meaning of “sad” may be much tighter. It may be, for instance,
that music is sad because it makes one feel sad or because it resembles ordi-
nary sadness in crucial respects. (See the chapters in Part II of this volume.) If
an account of musical sadness along such lines is correct, then the connection
between the sadness attributed to music and the sadness attributed to living,
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sentient beings is neither contingent nor a posteriori, but rather conceptual or
analytic. If this is so, knowing that a piece of music is sad would not be possible
without somehow grasping its relation to ordinary, felt sadness. And such a con-
nection is precisely what Scruton seems to be looking for in the passage quoted
above.

Of course, Scruton might reply that there is as yet no agreed-upon analysis
of what musical sadness is. (By an “analysis” of a property is meant here an
explicit definition or a statement in non-circular terms of the necessary and suf-
ficient conditions for the exemplification of the property.) But the idea that there
is a conceptual or analytic connection between musical sadness and ordinary
sadness does not imply that there is an analysis of musical sadness in terms of
ordinary sadness, let alone that such an analysis has already been formulated in
the literature. Compare: the fact that there is a conceptual or analytic connection
between knowledge and truth does not imply that knowledge can be analyzed in
terms of truth. Moreover, if there is one thing on which the analyses proposed
in the literature seem to agree, it is that there is a close conceptual connection
between musical sadness on the one hand and ordinary sadness on the other. In
sum, Scruton’s argument for antirealism is flawed because there is a realist expla-
nation of why ascriptions of emotional properties to music are informed by an
understanding of what it means for a conscious being to be sad. (For an alterna-
tive explanation, see Zangwill 2001: ch. 10, and for criticism of this alternative
explanation, Budd 2005: 115-18.)

Sublimity and profundity

Are there aesthetic properties that music cannot exemplify? When “sublime” is
not used as a mere term of praise, roughly equivalent to “excellent,” it is often
used to designate an aesthetic property that objects exemplify in virtue of being
immense, mighty, and even terrifying (see, for example, Burke 1990 and Kant
1998). Accordingly, one’s natural attitude toward sublime objects is generally
taken to be one of awe, reverence, and even fear. Thunderstorms, mountains,
and skyscrapers can easily qualify as sublime in this sense, but what about musi-
cal works? Of course, a musical work can be extremely long or loud, and be
immense or terrifying as a result, but then it is more likely to inspire irritation
than respect. However, it seems that the characteristics in virtue of which objects
qualify as sublime need not be literally present. For example, a musical work
such as Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony can be considered sublime even if listen-
ing to it acquaints us with something which is only metaphorically “colossal,”
“immeasurable,” and “ever-rising” (Hoffmann 1975: 84). (See Bicknell 2009:
ch. 2 for a more comprehensive treatment of the musical sublime.)

Although music may not literally possess the features in virtue of which other
objects are called “sublime,” there has been more philosophical debate about
whether it can be called “profound.” For example, Peter Kivy (1990: ch. 10,
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1997: ch. 6, 2003) has argued that absolute music cannot be profound. A pro-
found work of art, in Kivy’s view, must “(1) have a profound subject matter
and (2) treat this profound subject matter in a way adequate to its profundity
— which is to say, (a) say profound things about this subject matter and (b) do it
at a very high level of artistic and aesthetic excellence” (Kivy 1997: 145). Kivy
is flexible about the way in which a work of art can be said to say something
about its subject matter. He explicitly states that it need not be “in a direct
manner” (1997: 145), as in a journalistic piece or a philosophical work. In his
view, it can also happen through “suggestion” or “implication” (2003: 404).
Of course, this should come as no surprise. In ordinary conversational contexts,
too, what is said often does not coincide with what is literally meant or expressed
(Soames 2009). But although we can say something that differs from what our
words literally mean, we cannot (literally) say something without using words.
To be sure, a thought can be communicated in a variety of ways — by winking,
laughing, gesturing — but only its linguistic communication is a way of saying
something. It is easy to see, then, why Kivy believes that absolute music cannot
be profound. Because absolute music does not involve song or an accompanying
text it is incapable of literally saying something, which means that condition (2a)
cannot be satisfied.

The obvious response to this line of reasoning is to replace “saying” with
“communicating” in the formulation of condition (2a). After all, it may be
asked, if music can communicate profound thoughts, why bother about whether
it can literally say things? But the problem with this kind of response is that a
profound thought need not be communicated by profound means. In fact, it is
only in special circumstances that the means of conveying a profound thought
are themselves considered profound. For instance, when a profound thought is
communicated by linguistic means such as a written text or an utterance, then
the profundity is (usually) transferred to these. But when a profound thought is
communicated by non-linguistic means such as a wink or a blush, the profundity
is not transferred to them. In other words, it is odd to call a wink or a blush pro-
found, but it is not odd to call a text or an utterance profound. What explains
the difference is that linguistic items such as utterances can share their content
with thoughts (one can say what one is thinking); and thoughts are profound in
virtue of the content they have. Non-linguistic items such as winks and blushes,
by contrast, cannot have the kind of content thoughts have, although they can
serve to communicate such thoughts.

So it would not much help a defender of musical profundity to appeal to the
capacity of absolute music to communicate or convey thoughts. Non-linguistic
items such as winks and blushes also have such a capacity, but they never seem
to inherit the profundity of the thoughts they help to convey.

A more radical response to Kivy’s line of reasoning is to say that profundity
does not have to be understood in a “propositional” manner. On this view, there
may be other kinds of profundity in art, not requiring that anything truth-apt
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be asserted or conveyed. For example, according to Jerrold Levinson, the “sine
qua non” of a musical work’s profundity is its capacity to elicit “an impression
of knowledge,” a sense of “having seen” (1992: 59-60). Whether the sense or
impression is of having acquired propositional knowledge, Levinson leaves open.
The problem with this view is that it makes it hard to understand why profun-
dity should be regarded as an aesthetic merit. Why should it be considered more
valuable from an aesthetic point of view than a work’s capacity to elicit, say,
déja vu, or any other curious psychological state? Having an impression of
knowledge does not seem to be valuable in itself, and may even be of disvalue
where no knowledge is actually acquired. Kivy’s account, by contrast, has no
problem explaining the aesthetic value of profundity because of its condition
(2b).

Stephen Davies has also taken the non-propositional line in defense of musi-
cal profundity. According to him, a musical work can be profound in virtue of
illustrating “to a jaw-dropping degree the inexhaustible fecundity, flexibility,
insight, vitality, subtlety, complexity, and analytic far-reachingness of which the
mind is capable” (2002: 351). This kind of profundity, as Davies himself points
out, can also be found in chess games, and no doubt also in certain technological
and scientific advances, political strategies, and criminal behavior. The obvious
problem facing this account is that it seems too coarse or general. Profundity
seems to be a matter merely of being able to serve as proof of someone’s ingenu-
ity. Stated in this manner, it seems that a musical work could be profound on
Davies’s account even when the composer’s ingenuity has served, say, commer-
cial rather than artistic purposes. This problem is alleviated only a little bit if the
composer’s ingenuity is explicitly required to serve artistic purposes, for clearly
there can be ingenuity in the service of such purposes that does not amount to
profundity. Consider, for example, the ingenuity that goes into animation film
and various sorts of computer-generated art.

Without doubt there are more ways in which profundity in art can be under-
stood. For example, taking inspiration from Walton’s account of style (Wal-
ton 1979), one might suggest that a work is profound if it appears to have
been made by a profound person (i.e. if it appears that way to a sensitive
subject perceiving the work in the right category and so on). In other words,
if the choices apparently made in the creation of the work reveal a character
or personality that is mindful of valuable things forgotten, ignored, or over-
looked, it may qualify as profound. Probably, some absolute music can qualify
as profound in this sense. But the problem underlying the whole debate, as
should have become clear by now, is that neither common sense nor art-critical
practice seem to offer enough guidance to decide the issue of how profundity
in art is to be understood. How else could philosophers have ended up with
such widely divergent accounts of profundity, not even agreeing about whether
it is propositional or not? In any case, the important point for this chapter
is that none of the above accounts implies that profundity is a paradigmatic
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aesthetic property. True, Kivy’s account makes explicit reference to “artistic
and aesthetic excellence,” but that does not necessarily make profundity itself
aesthetic. A property defined by reference to aesthetic properties need not itself
be an aesthetic property (any more than a person recognized by his shirt need
himself be a piece of clothing). As a consequence, Kivy’s claim that absolute
music cannot be profound need not be understood as the claim that absolute
music cannot exemplify certain aesthetic properties.

See also Arousal theories (Chapter 20), Hanslick (Chapter 33), Music’s arousal of emotions (Chapter
22), Ontology (Chapter 4), Resemblance theories (Chapter 21), and Rhythm, melody, and harmony
(Chapter 3).
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15
VALUE

Alan H. Goldman

A mystery

When one truly describes music as sequences of sounds or tones, it immediately
seems mysterious how it could have the value for us that it does. Pure instrumen-
tal music does not (or need not) represent anything or inform us about anything.
It does not teach us about ordinary life or the objects that occupy us within it.
Unlike painting and literature, it is an essentially abstract art, lacking referential
content and any direct relation to the world of ordinary objects. From literature
we can learn how to react to real people by reacting to fictional characters, and
we can learn to visually perceive the world in fresh ways by viewing paintings.
But we learn nothing of ordinary sounds by listening to music; they only sound
worse in comparison. Ordinary sounds can inform us of the nature and location
of the objects that produce them, but we do not ordinarily listen to musical tones
in order to gain such information. In listening we gain information neither about
ourselves nor about the world, despite claims of some theorists to the contrary.
And even if they are right and I am wrong about this, we certainly do not typi-
cally listen in order to gain such information. Instead, we are interested in orga-
nized tones for their own sake, at least when we are aesthetically interested. But
why should we be?

Not only do we have this interest, but it also seems to be universal in the
human race across times and cultures. Music itself seems nearly ubiquitous. It
accompanies our work, eating, shopping, and driving. In these contexts it may
be a mere soothing effect we seek, and musical tones certainly are usually more
soothing than ordinary sounds. But serious listening seeks a greater value, and
yet it is more mysterious what greater value it seeks. Few philosophers of music
have addressed this question directly, most concerning themselves with such top-
ics as music’s expressiveness, its meaning, or its formal structures. Those who
have addressed the question of value have for the most part simply noted a failure
to solve the mystery. Peter Kivy, perhaps the most distinguished philosopher of

music, cannot answer the question why listeners, including himself, value music
they describe as profound so highly (Kivy 1990: 216-17). Malcolm Budd holds
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that music’s expression of emotions contributes only a minor part of its value,
and while he notes the formal qualities that we value in musical pieces, he has
no theory to explain why we find these qualities valuable, why we respond with
such great interest (Budd 1995: 155, 158).

Our first clue to this value is pure music’s very lack of relation to the world of
ordinary affairs, as well as the related felt ineffability of musical experience — our
very difficulty in expressing in words the value that music has for us. Our second
clue lies in the other instrumental values (other than soothing us) that music can
serve. These instrumental values prominently include both therapeutic and com-
munal uses. Therapeutically, movement disorders can disappear when treated
with music, and music can be used to treat memory disorders and autism as well
(Sacks 2008: 252, 257, 319). Musical memory survives longer than other forms
of memory in those with dementia. Visual and verbal memory fade more quickly
with time than musical memory of melodies; and musical accompaniment can
facilitate other forms of learning and remembering, which is why musical jingles
are used in advertising and rote learning, for example, of the alphabet. The latter
uses may be more common than the therapeutic ones, but again do not enter into
the reasons why we typically listen to music. Indeed, the same feature of music
that confers these benefits can turn negative, as when musical imagery running
through the mind becomes so insistent as to be pathological. The feature in ques-
tion is the way in which music becomes so deeply engrained in our minds or
brains, probably because of the way in which it stimulates different areas of the
brain — those controlling emotion, movement, and cognition — simultaneously.

The same feature, our second clue to music’s value, explains the many related
social uses of music. It is used in many diverse social contexts with one principal
aim: to bind people together emotionally — to prepare them for battle or confron-
tation, to celebrate joyous occasions, or to mourn or comfort in sorrowful ones.
In these contexts, music’s rhythms can infectiously prompt movements and its
melodies can alter moods, effects on individuals that can be put to social uses.
Once more we see simultaneous effects on the body and on emotional as well as
cognitive faculties of mind. Music helps to bind social groups together and can
even spur them to action. Such bonding explains much of the attraction of sing-
ing in choruses (Storr 1992: ch. 1). Music’s emotional effect is obvious also in its
use to enhance the dramatic effects of texts and pictures, as in the background
of movies and in opera. This enhancement once more testifies to the emotional
effect of music itself. Nevertheless, emotional bonding is once more not the rea-
son we listen to music in the privacy of our homes.

Some suggest that emotional arousal in itself accounts for all the instrumental
as well as intrinsic value of music. In regard to instrumental value beyond social
bonding, it is claimed that we learn about our emotions or learn to master them
better by listening to music, or that musical works provide a map of how emo-
tions change through time (Langer 1951: ch. 8). But such claims are implau-
sible. There is no evidence that music lovers master their emotions better than
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others. (Opera divas provide notorious counter-evidence.) And since expressive
qualities in music change so much more rapidly and unpredictably than do emo-
tions in real life, any map that music could provide would be highly inaccurate.
Other philosophers — for example, Jerrold Levinson — point to other instrumen-
tal values they claim for music: the insights it provides into life experiences and
points of view, the reinforcement of moral character, its giving us “a paradigm
or practicum of how to move or be” (Levinson 1998: 95-6). But again, I must
admit to remaining skeptical of such vague and sweeping suggestions that to my
knowledge lack any evidential support.

Our topic here, then, will be the aesthetic value of music. That value is intrinsic,
not instrumental. We can define the aesthetic value of music as the value of the way
in which music sounds when experienced with understanding. This is the value of
the aural experience of music in itself, not that of any external effects such experi-
ence might have. In regard to such intrinsic value, it is on initial reflection equally
mysterious why we value as we do experiencing the expressive and formal qualities
of music. Why, for example, do we want to have our emotions aroused, especially
when the emotions often aroused by serious music of greatest value are negative,
sorrowful, or anxious, if not tragic? Normally we seek to avoid such emotions
instead of relishing them. To say simply that we relish them in the context of art or
music is not to explain anything, but rather to pose a question that needs answer-
ing. We do not typically listen to music in order to feel the emotions it causes in us
(unless we are preparing for battle). We do not listen to the second movement of
Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony or the fourth movement of Mahler’s Fifth in order
to expand our capacity for or our experience of grief. The expressive qualities we
experience in those movements are instead valued as a part of our access to the
music itself and to the unity of these marvelous movements.

The mystery extends from the value of arousing emotions to another claimed
source of intrinsic value for the music listener: the recognition of form, often
complex and intricate, in musical pieces. We can recognize such forms more
easily from reading scores than from listening to the music they represent, yet
no one thinks that great intrinsic value lies in reading scores and identifying the
complex forms of pieces in that way. The intrinsic value of music must lie instead
in actually experiencing works aurally. But why should grasp of form in that
way, more difficult and often less accurate, provide such great value to listeners,
any more than does emotional arousal? Again, to say that we simply do greatly
enjoy or value such recognition of form in experience is to pose a question, not
to answer it. Keeping our previous clues in mind, we may turn to a different tack
in seeking the answer.

Appreciation

We appreciate the aesthetic or intrinsic value of a musical work only in experi-
encing it. Since aesthetic value is what we appreciate in such experience, we can
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perhaps learn of its nature by reflecting on the nature of musical appreciation.
The answer to the question what it is to appreciate a piece of music is more
readily at hand. We appreciate the value of a piece when we understand it as we
experience it and when we evaluate it however positively it deserves. Thus, by
describing what it is to understand a piece of music and the criteria according to
which we evaluate pieces or judge some better than others, we should discover
the nature of the value that at first seems mysterious.

The relevant kind of understanding is once more not to be gained from reading
scores (absent accurate imagination of the sequences of sounds). Such under-
standing consists instead in hearing the music in a certain way. Reading scores
can tell us how pieces were constructed or put together, but not why they are
as good as they are. We must hear them to understand that. And once more our
hearing or listening is not directed toward the satisfaction of any practical inter-
ests or development of any of our capacities: it is directed only toward the works
themselves. Musical works have their own inner goals, but we have no external
goals in listening to them, which is why our interest in them is not exhausted
after several hearings (when such goals would be achieved). Grasping these inner
goals, like grasping form and experiencing expressive qualities in a piece, are all
part of understanding it, and so we must describe in more detail what these types
of experience amount to.

What is minimally necessary for understanding or appreciating a piece is
not controversial, although there is disagreement about what, if anything, fur-
ther is necessary for complete understanding. Understanding a piece of pure
music is not grasping any reference or representational content, since there is
none to grasp. Listeners understand works when they are able to follow them,
when they relate what they hear at any given time to what has come before
and anticipate what is to come, when they are able to perceptually organize
progressions of melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic elements into groupings or
gestalts. They then experience the ongoing developments in the pieces as intelli-
gible sequences. When melodic phrases and themes are related to their previous
appearances, they are heard as repetitions, elaborations, variations, contrasts,
or transitions. Harmonic modulations are heard as such and as pointing ahead
to further developments or resolutions. This is not to say that any of this must
be verbally formulated as such, but instead that it is perceptually recognized.
Musical understanding consists not in applying verbal concepts to stable
objects, but in perceptually structuring the aural experience as it proceeds,
following themes through their embellishments and variations and harmonies
through their modulations. Such hearing is not passive but active listening that
projects backward and forward.

When we understand or appreciate the inner logic of a piece in this way, we can
hum along with it or reproduce sections in memory. If our listening is interrupted
at any point short of the conclusion of the piece, it sounds unfinished. The final
cadence itself is heard as the ultimate resolution of what came before and pointed
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ahead, and previous incomplete cadences are heard as partial resolutions. To hear
a melody as such is already to follow a continuous logical sequence up to its final
cadence as a unity or gestalt (Scruton 1997: 40). This ability may be innate for
most people, or at least nearly universal. We naturally discriminate tones in terms
of pitch, duration, intensity, and timbre, and we can as easily relate sequences of
them into melodies. It is almost impossible not to hear melodies moving higher
and lower through their individual tones. Likewise, we hear chords as consonant
or dissonant and as open or dense. Following harmonic modulations is less basic
and natural but is also part of musical understanding for the competent listener.
As noted, musical competence or understanding requires recognition of repeti-
tions and variations when they occur, but whether grasp of the longer overall
forms of movements is required is a matter of dispute (Levinson 1997). For our
purposes, we need note only what is involved in the understanding required to
appreciate the musical value of a piece, and following relations of what is heard
to prior elements and to those to come suffices for that.

Corroborating this account, when one fails to understand a piece of music,
when one is at sea at a performance of an atonal piece, for instance, it is because
one cannot follow and anticipate its course. One has no sense of being directed
toward musical goals, of synthesizing sections into intelligible sequences in the
process of hearing. If lack of understanding manifests itself in feeling this inabil-
ity to follow, remember, and anticipate, then understanding consists in being
able to do so. Further corroboration lies in the fact that appreciation of a piece
grows instead of diminishing with familiarity. This is because one is able to fol-
low the piece better and anticipate more accurately when one is familiar with it.
Certainly one can anticipate better when one knows roughly what is to come,
and appreciation lies partly in such anticipation. Reaching the goals of a compo-
sition does not end one’s listening endeavor once and for all, but instead enables
one to return to the piece for greater appreciation.

Understanding music, as a form of understanding more generally, is grasp-
ing meanings. Here the meanings are not referential, but internal. Elements of
music, whether melodic, harmonic, or rhythmic, point to or imply others, and
therein lies their musical meaning. Harmonically, in tonal music, modulation
to the dominant, subdominant, or relative minor keys points to a return to the
tonic. Rhythmically, unaccented tones point to accented ones. Melodically, gaps
point ahead to fills, regular rising patterns to eventual descent, and antecedent
phrases, sounding like questions, point to consequents (Meyer 1973). Variations
of themes and contrasting themes point ahead to repetitions of the originals.
Once more, grasping these meanings or musical implications involves hearing
and feeling tensions and resolutions, prolongations, embellishments, develop-
ments, variations, and repetitions. Familiarity with a style, if not with a piece
itself, facilitates this ability. In short, a competent listener who fully appreciates
a piece hears, grasps, and feels the functions of the phrases and chords as they
occur, and does so perceptually, not necessarily verbally.
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In this act of appreciation, all mental capacities operate together. The cog-
nitive apprehension of form is achieved perceptually through felt tensions and
resolutions, and it is expressed through imagined or anticipated musical goals
in which our wills seem to be involved as well. Thus, cognition, affect, imagina-
tion, and will merge indissolubly in musical appreciation. At the same time, the
listener appreciates the sensuous beauty of the tones and the emotional qualities
in the music expressed by its imitation of a voice or of the movement of a person
in the grip of those emotions (for example, low and slow tones for sadness). Just
as humans are naturally sensitive to the musical qualities of the voice as revealing
emotional states of speakers, so voice-like properties of music are immediately
interpreted as expressive of emotion. This is another level of affect in listening
to music, along with the felt tensions emphasized above, just as the appreciation
of sensuous beauty in tone is another level of perception, along with cognitive
grasp of form. Affect here functions cognitively; form is grasped affectively and
perceptually. Feelings are involved not just in detecting expressive or emotional
qualities, but also in discriminating and relating elements, especially harmonic
progressions, in listening to works. Cognition and affect, like form and content,
are inextricable parts of a unified experience.

Such understanding relates directly to evaluation in appreciating musical
works. Just as we understand works when we grasp in experience the impli-
cations forward and backward among their elements, and when we feel their
expressive qualities and sensuous beauty, so we evaluate works more positively
the tighter these implications are, and the more expressive and beautiful the
works are experienced to be. I do not mean to say that works are always better
for being more predictable. Simple and shallow works and more popular forms
are far more predictable than complex more serious works. Instead, the best
sequences in music follow the pattern that Aristotle ascribed to great drama: sub-
sequent sections should surprise when they occur but feel absolutely necessitated
after the fact. Something similar is true of our evaluation of expressive quali-
ties. We do not most value obvious melodramatic outbursts in music any more
than in people. We react most deeply to more subtle and sincere expressions of
emotion appropriate to their contexts. Perception of both form and expressive
qualities is more satisfying after being challenged, and such understanding after
challenge leads directly to positive evaluation and hence maximal appreciation.
We evaluate pieces according to the ingenuity of their design, the cogency or flu-
idity of their progressions, and by the depth of their expressive qualities, as these
inform our experience of them.

Just as sensory perception, cognition, affect, imagination, and will merge in
musical appreciation, and none suffices in itself for appreciating music, so grasp
of form and arousal of emotion are not isolated ends in themselves, but are
valuable only as parts of this all-encompassing experience. Even the sensuous
pleasure of hearing beautiful tone, not to be underestimated when, for example,
one hears the tone of Leontyne Price’s voice or Jascha Heifetz’s violin, is not the
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end of musical appreciation, but again one contributor to the value of the overall
experience. On the objective side, when each musical element is tightly related to
preceding and subsequent elements, when music is rich in internal connections
not easily predicted in advance, each temporal part is intensely meaningful when
heard. On the subjective side, the experience of such musical progressions is
itself vivid and rich, as the present is imbued with the past and future. We hear
the whole in the parts of such pieces. And, as already emphasized, all our mental
capacities are engaged and unified in fully attending to the music.

Just as what it feels like to lack musical understanding provides insight into the
nature of such understanding, so negative evaluation of musical works indicates
the criteria for positive evaluation. Aesthetic failure in a piece is failure to engage
listeners in the way described above. The experience of such a piece is not intense
and rich, but narrow, impoverished, or banal. The musical progressions are either
completely predictable and therefore uninteresting, or loose and seemingly uncon-
nected, lacking in musical logic. Emotional expression is either lacking or over-
done. Perception, cognition, and affect are then either unchallenged or lost and
wandering off course. Experience is most satisfying in music, as elsewhere, when
our capacities are challenged but ultimately exercised successfully, and when, as
Dewey described, the experience builds cumulatively to a unifying conclusion
(1958: Ch. 8). Great tonal music provides such experience to those who under-
stand it as they listen. The complex interplay between melody, harmony, rhythm,
volume, and timbre challenges as it satisfies. All perception and cognition seek
order in complex data, and success in actively finding it is pleasurable.

We can now see why the therapeutic and the social uses of music alluded to
earlier are clues to music’s aesthetic value. People with memory disorders can
nevertheless follow melodic and harmonic progressions and remember them in
part because of the tight implications between different temporal parts of those
sequences, and this is one criterion for the evaluation of music as well. Further-
more, music is so deeply engrained in the brain because it stimulates different
regions simultaneously, and it does so because the engagement of all our mental
capacities is required for appreciating the music. The clue with which we began,
the complete detachment of music from the world of our practical concerns,
remains to be explained and utilized.

The world of music

I have suggested that experience of the type described in which we are fully
engaged is its own reward. In this experience lies the value of music. But our
question is not yet completely answered. Pure music, as indicated earlier, is the
most abstract and yet most immediately expressive of all the arts, and the expe-
rience and appreciation of musical works is distinct from the experience and
appreciation of painting and literature. This suggests that music has value for us
distinct from the values that the other arts afford. Yet we have not yet completely
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isolated this distinctive value. All the arts engage our cognitive, perceptual, affec-
tive, and imaginative capacities (Goldman 1995), and so, while we may have
described the nature of aesthetic value in general by using music as our example,
we have not yet distinguished the peculiar value of music. To do that, we need
to see how the means by which music engages us in this way differs from those
of the other arts, such as painting and literature. We began to do this in the first
section, when we noted the other-worldly nature of the tones of musical instru-
ments in comparison to the media of the other art forms.

When we are completely engaged in the appreciation of a work of art, we seem
to enter another world, divorced from the world of our practical affairs. Many
aestheticians historically have pointed to this contrast between the appreciation
of art and practical interests. The apt metaphor of another world to capture this
contrast is perhaps most natural in reference to fictional literature, especially
novels. Great novels seem to project us into full fictional worlds. But these are
worlds in which ordinary propositions are fictionally true or false. Literature
utilizes language, the primary instrument of our practical affairs, and it typically
refers to objects and persons in a world that could be real even when it is not.
Painting also often depicts real objects and events, and even when it is abstract,
it presents visual forms and colors like those we might see elsewhere. Literature
and painting use words and pigments to create worlds that overlap with the real
world at many points, in their settings, scenes, events, characters, and broader
suggested environments.

Our complete engagement in listening to music and resultant detachment from
our ordinary pursuits, the complete loss of our practically oriented selves, justi-
fies the description of seeming to enter another world in this case as well. But the
world of a musical work is completely different from both the real world and the
fictional worlds of the other arts. This results first from the medium itself. Musi-
cal tones are twice removed from the world of ordinary objects. Sounds are first
of all more detachable, and experienced as more detached from the objects that
produce them, than are visual sensations; we often hear sounds as such and not
as objects located in physical space. And second, musical tones are not natural
sounds, so that they are easily heard as occurring in an ideal rather than real
space. Electronic reproduction enhances this illusion, and attention to the musi-
cal qualities of the tones and the musical contexts in which they are embedded
accentuates the effect even more.

Structures of musical tones are unlike anything in the world of ordinary
objects. A musical work is therefore a self-contained world that provides a more
thorough escape from the everyday world in which to exercise our human capac-
ities than the other arts provide. The way in which this world is totally different
connects with the felt ineffability of musical experience, the difficulty we have in
expressing its value in words. We are focused here on pure instrumental music,
as we have been throughout. Songs, for example, in which the human voice is the
principal instrument, appear less other-worldly, since the voice in song resembles
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the voice in speech. But both the mystery of music’s value and its solution derive
from the highly abstract nature of instrumental music, which is therefore our
proper focus. And while the recognition of expressive or emotional qualities such
as sadness or anger depends on the resemblance of musical progressions to the
voice and movement of people in the grip of those emotions, this resemblance
holds only between the formal relations in very different media. The emotional
dimension makes the musical world recognizably human, but it remains com-
pletely ideal or other-worldly.

The world of music is an ideal world in another sense as well, completely
created by composers and tailored to their audiences. In this sense it is a totally
human world in which there are no extraneous noises or threats, even when
it is tinged with pathos or other negative emotions throughout. Our cognitive
and affective capacities, ordinarily exercised in resistant physical and social
environments that at best only sometimes or only partially satisfy them, here
find complete gratification after effort and full occupation. Here we can truly
rely on intelligent design to fashion a benign environment through which we
make our way, instead of relying, as we must, on the satisficing mechanisms of
natural selection to attune us to the real world. Here we are in a world of sen-
suous beauty, unthreatening emotion, and perfect coordination of aspects and
moments. It is then no longer mysterious why being fully absorbed in this way is
highly rewarding.

But there is a final part to our answer only hinted at so far in describing
the emotional bonding that takes place immediately in the presence of powerful
music. I said earlier that we do not typically, and certainly do not always, listen
to music in order to bond with others, since we listen in private more often than
in public settings. (I speak here of “we” at the present time; when music could
be heard only at live performances, its social effects could have been a more
prominent part of its value.) It can be admitted also that we do not intentionally
listen in order to escape our everyday worlds or completely exercise our mental
capacities. We typically attend to music for its own sake, because of our interest
in structures of tones themselves (Davies 2003; Budd 1995). But this does not
mean that the rewards I have been describing do not explain the value of pursu-
ing this interest. This explanation of music’s value must appeal also to the bond-
ing that occurs not only or mainly between different listeners, but also between
a listener and composer, the connection that listening to music affords to the
creative human mind. Once more this connection is more immediate in the case
of music than in the other arts because of the nature of the medium.

The musical medium is not only other-worldly, but is also immanent, evanes-
cent, ephemeral, transparent. We hear musical tones as wholly present to us, but
only for the fleeting moments in which they occur. The feeling of transparency,
the fact that our contact with this art appears to be unmediated by physical
objects, indicates the purest meeting of minds possible within the confines of the
physical world. Indeed, as already noted, the meeting appears to take place in a
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wholly different, ideal world. The musical object is constantly disappearing as
it appears, leaving the creative force behind it more fully exposed. Music then
represents the purest kind of Hegelian overcoming of matter by mind, the purest
expression of the creative human spirit. Its peculiar value lies not only in its pro-
viding us models of perfect order that we seem to cooperate in creating while lis-
tening to them, but also in the purity of its revelation of the creative mind itself.

See also Evaluating music (Chapter 16), Music’s arousal of emotions (Chapter 22), Psychology of music
(Chapter 55), Rythm, melody and harmony (Chapter 3), and Understanding music (Chapter 12).
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16
EVALUATING MUSIC

Theodore Gracyk

What do we evaluate when we evaluate music, and for what purpose? Philoso-
phers generally agree that, apart from other value music has, music is composed
and performed for the purpose of providing listeners with a valuable experience,
most often a pleasurable one. (It seems wrong to describe the tragic shock that
one feels at the end of a good performance of Puccini’s Madame Butterfly as a
feeling of pleasure. Nonetheless, it is rewarding.) For those with sufficient leisure
and training to partake of such experiences, the experiences themselves are an
independently valuable end that can only be obtained from music. This value is
often identified as music’s intrinsic value. Strictly speaking, however, only the
experience possesses intrinsic value, whereas the music is instrumentally valu-
able for providing that experience. This approach is normally called the aesthetic
evaluation of music (Davies 2003; Walton 1993). A piece of music can be evalu-
ated from other points of view, each of which may assign a different level of
merit. Evaluated aesthetically, John Lennon and Paul McCartney’s “Love Me
Do” is a weak song. Nonetheless, it is of some historical interest as their public
debut and its copyright has considerable financial value. In contrast, evaluating
it aesthetically involves calculating its capacity to provide pleasurable or other-
wise rewarding experiences to appropriately knowledgeable listeners who attend
to its musical individuality. Although there is considerable debate about why
other factors ought to be excluded, I will begin by focusing on the aesthetic
evaluation of music.

Two modes of evaluating

Suppose that an inquisitive adolescent music lover decides to consult a range of
music criticism in order to identify the greatest individual piece of music ever com-
posed. She intends to fill her life with musical experiences of the highest quality by
listening to no other music. Furthermore, she will attempt to listen to it as often
as possible. A few days of internet research leads her to conclude that Beethoven’s
Ninth Symphony is the work she seeks. Recorded performances allow her to sample
this work as played by many orchestras and conductors. She occasionally attends



THEODORE GRACYK

a live performance. Listening during all waking hours, her first 100,000 hearings
lead her to conclude that Wilhelm Furtwingler’s 1951 performance at Bayreuth
is definitive. Over the course of her life she listens to it 330,000 more times. To
maintain her objectivity, she occasionally listens to other performances, live and
recorded, repeatedly confirming that this one remains the best.

This behavior seems bizarre, if not deranged, for it appears to frustrate the
purposes of listening to music. Evaluating music is not like evaluating sports con-
tenders; it does not aim at identifying a winner (Davies 2003: 196). As such, the
scenario invites us to question a standard assumption about music evaluation.
Put simply, it is that evaluation prioritizes. Evaluation is a comparative activity
leading to a prescriptive ranking; evaluation ranks music in order to direct listen-
ers toward better music and away from inferior music. (For brevity’s sake, this
chapter focuses on listeners. With modification, it can be understood to embrace
musicians as “listeners” who evaluate their own music-making, as well as com-
posers who “listen” to their own works in progress.) On the standard model,
evaluating music is fundamentally aligned with the activity of criticism, a public
activity with a prescriptive dimension.

This idea of evaluation as prescriptive criticism is honored by our fictitious
music lover. Since it leads our listener astray, we must examine its components.
For instance, does the listener’s error stem from a lack of warrant for the evalua-
tion? Yet if a weak warrant is the problem, a better justified evaluation need not
recommend different behavior. A stronger justification for the same ranking fails
to address the fundamental problem, which is the narrowness of this listener’s
musical life.

Looking beyond the problem of justification, the deeper issue is the question of
how we profit from listening. In asking this question, we seek an instrumentalist
account of value, in which music is evaluated in terms of its capacity as a means
to some identifiable valuable end. We have assumed that that end is aesthetic
reward (see Chapter 15, “Value,” in this volume).

Let us suppose, for the moment, that justified rankings attain a level of objec-
tivity that makes it plausible to regard them as properly prescriptive. Nonethe-
less, the criticism model is open to the charge that it puts too much emphasis on
publicly articulated evaluations, those with prescriptive force. The process of
ranking music and then using the ranking to locate better music might be bet-
ter understood as secondary activities, offshoots from a more basic evaluative
activity. That activity is the operation of musical taste, in which evaluating is an
essential element of listening, without which there is minimal reward or pleasure.
So it is wrong to regard evaluation as external to — consulted before, or formu-
lated after — listening. If evaluating is internal to listening, then everyone who
appreciates music regularly evaluates it. There are relatively fewer occasions that
demand construction of an objective ranking of music.

“Taste theories,” for example, emphasize that evaluative activity is inter-
nal to appreciative listening. Taste theorists argue that musical rewards derive
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primarily from the active exploration of a musical work’s individuality, which
includes evaluating it continuously while listening. A listener experiences per-
ceptual features of the work and, more importantly, various features in inter-
action with one another; the aesthetic reward arises less from the immediate
experience than from the exploratory activity of evaluating that experience
while having it. Returning to our overly focused listener, what more is there to
evaluate in the same recording after several thousand hearings? Taste theories
explain why someone is unlikely to reap aesthetic rewards by limiting the expe-
rience of music to a small amount of very good music. After a certain point,
there is simply nothing left to evaluate — there is no exercise of taste — and the
aesthetic effect becomes that of boredom.

One argument for this position observes that much of our aesthetic terminol-
ogy is intrinsically evaluative without being particularly descriptive. Were it more
descriptive, it would lack the wide range of application that we wish it to have.
Consequently, one cannot determine whether a particular musical transition is
clumsy without hearing the music and deciding whether it sounds clumsy (see
Sibley 2001c¢). However, this decision involves evaluative assessment. Both local-
ized and overall aesthetic properties of any piece of music are only apparent to
those who continuously evaluate it while listening, deciding where it is reward-
ing and where it is not. A very different argument for the same result begins by
noting a difference between receiving pleasure, as when soothed by music, and
receiving pleasure in admiring how the music is constructed to have that effect.
The latter case, appreciating, requires a second-order response that evaluates the
relationship between the musical design and one’s initial felt response. By itself,
a mere liking is not evidence of aesthetic merit (Walton 1993). Requiring a sec-
ond-order response neatly differentiates appreciating music from merely liking
it — one can like the sound of Earl Scruggs on banjo without understanding his
accomplishment, but one can only appreciate it by recognizing how the pleasure
is merited. Furthermore, it makes sense of appreciating music that elicits nega-
tive emotions, including sadness, allowing us to find value in what is otherwise
unpleasant.

Taste theory and the criticism model are not mutually exclusive. The proj-
ect of objectively ranking music complements the exercise of musical taste in
two distinct ways. Rankings can, as is typically thought, direct listeners toward
worthwhile music. But objective rankings have a second function. They are epis-
temically invaluable for codifying convergences of evaluative judgment and thus
providing an external measure of the objectivity of a listener’s musical taste.
However, a listener who does not learn how to evaluate musical works indepen-
dently will not experience the intrinsic rewards that make good music good.

Finally, both the criticism and the taste accounts become more complex upon
recognizing that a listener evaluates different musical objects by shifting the range
of musical activity to which the music is compared. Even the same piece of music
will be evaluated differently, depending on the evaluator’s focus and emphasis. A
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performance of Beethoven’s Ninth can be evaluated as a musical work, which we
may presume is the sequence of sound-types specified by Beethoven as essential to
its various performances. Furtwangler’s distinctive contribution should not influ-
ence this evaluation, nor should the quality of any of the solo vocalists, for we are
only evaluating Beethoven’s accomplishment. However, how can anyone evalu-
ate Beethoven’s Ninth without evaluating different performances of it (Davies
2001: 13-14)? Composers frequently revise works after hearing them performed,
so it appears that even composers’ evaluations require perceptual experiences
from which emerge the aesthetically valuable features. The problem then arises
of determining which properties are due to the work and which are due to the
contingencies of its particular realization. Were we in the audience at Bayreuth in
1951, we could evaluate “Furtwingler’s Ninth” (Beethoven’s work as interpreted
by a particular conductor). To be warranted, this evaluation must compare his
available performances with those of other conductors. Even here, different mem-
bers of the audience might evaluate it differently — as a particular Furtwangler
performance (where the comparison class is other Furtwingler performances, of
Beethoven or otherwise), as a Furtwingler Ninth (a much smaller comparison
class), or simply as a performance of Beethoven’s Ninth (the comparison class of
interest to our overly focused music lover). For twenty-first-century listeners, the
experience of that performance is necessarily mediated by its recording, and unless
someone regularly listens to older recordings, she is likely to be disappointed that
the 1951 recording lacks the sonic range of more recent recordings.

Evaluative principles

How does an evaluation become warranted? In this section I outline several
theories that justify particular evaluations by reference to general principles. In
the next section I present objections to these approaches.

In a tradition that stretches back to nineteenth-century music critic and aesthe-
tician Eduard Hanslick, an objective evaluation of a work must be defended by
reasons, which in turn requires reference to what can be heard in a performance
of that work. Attribution of beauty to a particular Chopin nocturne can be dis-
missed as subjective unless the listener understands how that beauty emerges
from the particularity of the musical work (Hanslick 1986: 58-9). In the twen-
tieth century, several philosophers developed this insight by articulating evalua-
tive principles that use general criteria to support overall evaluations (e.g. “This
music is very good”). In one of the most influential theories of this sort, aesthetic
success is reduced to the interplay of three features that are always desirable in
an aesthetic experience: unity, diversity, and intensity (Beardsley 1981: 454-89).
However, these reasons reflect overall impressions that tell us nothing about
a work’s particularity. If two Chopin nocturnes are beautiful, then each will
have unity, diversity, and intensity, and so these very general criteria bring us no
closer to knowing why the nocturnes are musically good than when we merely
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attribute beauty to both of them. Consequently, overly general criteria are inad-
equate as explanatory reasons. We need more specificity in the aesthetic attribu-
tions that warrant the overall evaluation of the music, describing how the music
impresses knowledgeable listeners who attend to its sonic elements unfolding in
time. Locating such criteria, we arrive at myriad principles for aesthetic evalua-
tion (Dickie 1988; Sibley 2001a).

On this model, evaluation takes notice of the music’s lowest-order perceptual
properties — in the case of a musical work, its lowest-order perceptual property-
types, and in the case of performance, of the actual sounds of the performance
—in order to attend to aesthetic properties arising from them, such as the forebod-
ing quality of the opening of Beethoven’s Ninth and the irreverence of Varese’s
Tonisation (Levinson 2001). In other words, evaluation is directed at the percep-
tual appearances that arise from the arrangement of the music’s lowest-order
properties, together with the affective responses that are typically reported by
qualified listeners. Evaluative principles codify perceptual and affective features
that regularly reward an intrinsic concern for music. Given a sufficient store of
such principles, we can determine which listeners offer cogent reasons for their
overall evaluations of particular works.

There is considerable disagreement about whether appropriate aesthetic attri-
butions must be evaluatively neutral descriptions. Some attributions, such as
“beautiful” and “maudlin,” are irreducibly evaluative. However, irreducibly
evaluative attributions are generally rejected as an inadequate basis for an over-
all evaluation. Such “reasons” cannot be used to justify an evaluation, Jerrold
Levinson argues, unless their descriptive content can be separated from their
evaluative aspect (Levinson 2001). To function as reasons that can be accepted by
others, evaluative labels must be replaced with evaluatively neutralized descrip-
tions of the underlying aesthetic properties. Where their descriptive content can-
not be separated out, the criteria beg the question by failing to specify just what
a knowledgeable listener ought to be able to hear in the music in order to find it
rewarding.

On this approach, evaluation proceeds by assembling an evaluatively neutral
description of the music, to which we apply many principles of the following
sort:

Music rewards intrinsic concern in so far as it is P.
Music frustrates intrinsic concern in so far as it is O.

P and Q are placeholders for evaluatively neutral aesthetic attributions, and
these are either affective or perceptually emergent characteristics (e.g. “cheer-
ful” and “balanced,” respectively). An example would be the claim that Varése’s
lonisation rewards intrinsic concern in so far as it is irreverent. Because music is
good when it rewards intrinsic concern, the music’s irreverence counts in favor
of its being good.
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However, even if such principles serve as limited indicators of value, there
remains the concern that they are insufficient to tell us which music is good.
Overall evaluations do not arise from isolated elements, but from taking every-
thing into account. For example, suppose that a composer compiles a list of prin-
ciples indicating merit and a list of those indicating deficiency. A work could be
created that possesses multiple properties that are merit-qualities and avoids all
properties that are deficit-qualities. One moment might express foreboding and,
in so far as it expresses foreboding, it has merit. The next moment is irreverent,
and, in so far as it is, it has merit. The next moment is intensely joyous, and so
on. Every moment has merit in so far as it has the property it has in that moment.
Nonetheless, the piece might be a hodgepodge of merit-qualities that lack inter-
nal connection to one another. (Such music might be composed by appropriating
snippets from a range of familiar compositions, or by juxtaposing fragmentary
pastiches, as in They Might Be Giants’ track “Fingertips.”) As Levinson observes,
one might say “I like how it sounds” at any given moment, but the music will not
reward an aesthetic interest in it unless we also like “how it goes,” that is, how it
progresses from moment to moment and passage to passage while presenting its
various merit-qualities (Levinson 2006: 197-8).

Consequently, Levinson argues that these lower-level principles must be sup-
plemented by an interest in the overall construction of the music as music. Mini-
mally, he thinks that an overall evaluation must proceed from consideration of
two dimensions of the music’s designed progression: as configurational form
and as expressive gesture. In turn, these two aspects must be evaluated for their
“specific fusion of human content and audible form” (Levinson 2006: 201). A
musical work is good in so far as it is rewarding to follow its tonal process, it
is good in so far as it is rewarding to respond to what it conveys, and it is good
in so far as it is rewarding to experience how what it conveys is embodied in its
particular tonal process (Levinson 2006: 203). This strategy of identifying uni-
versally valuable dimensions of music is reminiscent of Beardsley’s postulation
of unity, diversity, and intensity as the general criteria of aesthetic value. Both
grant, for instance, that a high degree of reward in one dimension will generally
reduce attention to one or both of the other two. However, Levinson argues that
his model is more informative than Beardsley’s, for Beardsley sought criteria that
apply to every art form, whereas Levinson offers principles that are specific to
music.

Criticisms of evaluative principles

It will be useful to address two common but misguided objections to evaluative
principles before proceeding to more serious problems with their claim to secur-
ing evaluative objectivity. First, it is sometimes claimed that aesthetic properties
are not objective properties of objects. Because aesthetic attributions describe
phenomenal characteristics, they do not refer to objective properties, at least not
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in the way that the year of the debut of Beethoven’s Ninth is a matter of historical
fact. Lacking objectivity, these principles confer no prescriptive force. This com-
mon objection has been frequently answered. The classic reply is that the same
emergent characteristics are recognized by most, if not all, listeners who have
considerable experience with that kind of music. The convergence of agreement
about these properties is no less than holds when recognizing color distinctions,
the presence of a visual pattern, or the sweetness of honey. Therefore aesthetic
attributions should be regarded as furnishing appropriately objective descrip-
tions of what is heard by knowledgeable listeners (Sibley 2001b; Levinson 2001).
In turn, the fact of convergence can itself be employed to test the objectivity of
a critic, and so a music lover who cannot hear that “the opening of Beethoven’s
Ninth Symphony is dark and foreboding” is not competent to say what is present
in music of this kind (Levinson 2001: 80).

A second baseless criticism holds that aesthetic evaluation reflects the interests
of an elite population and that it is based on principles that privilege fine art.
Consequently, it improperly undervalues popular, folk, and non-Western music,
which are of value for rather different reasons. In response, at least some “low”
music succeeds admirably when evaluated in terms of standard aesthetic values
(Shusterman 1991). More importantly, it is clear that non-elite and non-Western
cultures employ recognizably aesthetic standards for their cultural productions
(Dutton 2000), including music (Davies 2001: 268-73). The fact that evaluative
criticism is frequently derailed by cultural biases is no evidence that aesthetic
evaluation is essentially elitist, or that beauty is an elitist value.

More serious difficulties arise with low-level principles involving particular
aesthetic attributes. One problem is that they operate in terms of isolated features,
none of which are necessary for a positive overall evaluation. The principle that
witty music is good, to the extent that it is witty, does nothing to help evaluate
music that lacks wit. Thus, it tells us that Gilbert and Sullivan’s “patter” songs
are to some degree good, but tells us nothing about the Adagietto movement of
Mahler’s Fifth Symphony. For Mahler’s Adagietto we need another principle,
but it will not always be evident which is the most appropriate. And because they
are indefinitely many in number, our inventory will never be complete (Beardsley
1981: 509). At best, our present stock of such principles provides a reminder of
the wide range of different norms that apply in various cases. Even in the best
cases, we cannot be confident that we possess the principles that justify a positive
or negative evaluation; the skeptic says we can never be confident.

Another difficulty with low-level principles is that they treat evaluation as an
additive process. Guided by principles, we can articulate how many distinct ways
a work is good. However, there are no principles for evaluating interactions
among the relevant artistic and aesthetic properties. A piece of music might be
good for its expressive melancholy (e.g. the country music standard “He Stopped
Loving Her Today”). Another might be good because it features frequent inver-
sions of standard musical syntax. Each of these features is normally rewarding
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and an intrinsic good. Nonetheless, either can lead to an extrinsic deficit, as hap-
pens when one intrinsic good interferes with our appreciation of another (Gaut
2007: 62-3). For example, expressive melancholy and disruptions of standard
musical syntax tend to interfere with one another when combined in the same
piece. Thus, when Haydn writes a melancholy song, such as “She Never Told
Her Love,” he eschews the musical playfulness he displays at the close of “The
Joke” String Quartet (Op. 33 No. 2). So it appears that evaluative principles will
frequently mislead us unless they receive a host of additional qualifications about
their extrinsic entanglements. To remain useful, they must take this form:

Music rewards intrinsic concern in so far as it is P, unless it is also Q.

But the list of entanglements is so open-ended that we can never be confident that
we have the full list. Because we can only evaluate these interactions by observ-
ing them, case by case, our principles do not guide overall evaluations of any
music. We gain nothing by incorporating qualifiers about negative interactions
with other aesthetic properties. In the end, principles never license an evaluative
conclusion stronger than “the music has some aesthetic merit in so far as it is P”
(Gaut 2007: 65; see also Dickie 1988: 159-60).

As a result, principles themselves do not seem to warrant the rankings that we
need on a criticism model of evaluation. The rankings are not straightforward
products of the principles.

George Dickie offers a partial solution (Dickie 1988). Suppose two works
have a common set of aesthetic features, so that both are subject to exactly the
same principles, and one is superior with respect to all of these properties. That
one is the better of the two. (Imagine that the two works are two variants of
the same folk ballad.) A third work that shares the same properties can then be
compared with those two, then a fourth with those three, and so. We can thus
plot a matrix of better and worse works. Faced with a work that has a property
not yet in our matrix, the work can be ranked against otherwise similar works by
imagining an additional work possessing all of these properties, and then rank-
ing all of them in relation to that possibility. By gradually comparing actual and
imagined works, we can roughly rank most works into the categories of excel-
lent, good, and poor.

While a system of this type may be our only method for comprehensive rank-
ing, it does not get us far. First, comparisons are made to imagined works, which
overlooks the way in which composers can be surprised by their own works
when they are realized in performance. Second, it retains the problem that the
interaction of two independently valuable properties cannot be calculated by
appeal to a principle. One (or both) might be of lesser value due to the pres-
ence of the other, and the resulting level of reward in the context of the interac-
tion can only be determined by appeal to the consensus of qualified listeners.
Hence, even the best scenario for constructing objective rankings is subject to the
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complaint that the rankings are really a consensus of taste. As such, the prin-
ciples are ultimately dispensable.

This problem of interaction is marginally addressed by Levinson’s more
general principle about the interaction between tonal process and whatever is
conveyed by a work. Unfortunately, as Levinson acknowledges, he has simply
reintroduced a variant of the problem, for his interaction principle does not rule
out the possibility that “works of a markedly representational character” might
be of a sort that “harmfully competes with attention to the configurational”
(Levinson 2006: 204). He offers no examples, but racist and misogynistic songs
illustrate the problem. However well written, the repugnance of the musical per-
sona might negate any rewards to be had from the way that the musical processes
support the hateful message. We are thrown back, each time, to an evaluative
decision that receives insufficient warrant from our principles.

A third serious difficulty is that principles only emphasize what is typical, for
they are generalizations from a range of examples. As such, it is not clear that
they are even correct when restricted to saying that music rewards intrinsic con-
cern in so far as it is P. Considered in isolation from its interaction with other
properties, a “universally” desirable property might sometimes make a work
unrewarding. For example, consider Beardsley’s proposal that a work is always
good in so far as it has intensity. Yet we can imagine cases of intense works that
are unrewarding (Sibley 2001a: 113). A variant objection is that the phrase “too
P” implies fault, and the modifier can be applied to any property to which our
principles assign value. Unless mitigated by its interaction with other features,
the intensity of a piece might be too great in its overall effect — an intensely sad
work, for instance, might be too sad. Given that it is difficult to test our gener-
alization by locating a work that possesses only a single, isolated property (and,
even if we could, one that does not induce boredom), the “too P” problem is
difficult to defuse. Hence, principles are merely rough heuristics for evaluating
partial aspects of works, and they may fail us altogether when the property in
question is an overall characteristic of the work in question. The problem arises
equally for low- and high-level principles.

Non-aesthetic evaluation

There remains an obvious, frequently raised objection to the philosophical focus
on evaluating music aesthetically. Most music, in most of human history, was
created as a means to some other purpose. Music created to reward an intrinsic
concern for its musical individuality is the exception and not the rule — most music
accompanies and supports some other activity, and so on. A few of these purposes
include encoding and transmitting histories, myths, and so on, in preliterate cul-
tures, coordinating the movements of groups of people (including, but not lim-
ited to, dancing and military maneuvers), frightening enemies, facilitating healing,
and indicating and reinforcing social differences. Aesthetic evaluation imposes a
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distorting perspective on such music, which is not designed to reward an interest
in it for itself alone (Merriam 1964: 260-3). Therefore each piece of music should
be evaluated functionally, as a means to its culturally intended purpose. If there
is no justification for evaluating most music aesthetically, then different ends will
separate music according to multiple, incommensurable ranking systems.

Some philosophers counter that there is at least one other common purpose,
one to which art traditionally subordinates aesthetic purpose. Art and music
express and transmit the values of their originating culture (Scruton 1997: 457-
508; Kaufman 2002). Hence, there is an independent basis for commensurate
comparison of different musics. Religious or secular, “art” or not, we can ask
how well a particular piece of music embodies the values of the culture in which
it functions, and we do not have to endorse those values in making this determi-
nation. Unfortunately, this position faces the standard criticisms aimed at ethical
relativism, including the problem that it does not give positive value to alterity,
the music of “otherness,” nor to any music that subverts the dominant culture
(see also Gracyk 2007: 167-75).

Furthermore, valuing music for its capacity for cultural integration and soli-
darity provides no reason for members of one culture or subculture to value the
music of another group. In the same way in which one can grasp the value of
golf for avid golfers without thereby receiving any reason to golf, one can recog-
nize that opera lovers have reasons to value European opera without therefore
receiving a reason to value it. In fact, this strategy provides a reason #ot to value
European opera if it is not part of one’s cultural inheritance, for it will be at
the expense of investment in one’s own culture. In short, objective evaluations
of cultural products have no prescriptive force unless they are relevant to the
life projects of concrete individuals. Far from being a universal language, music
appears to be a divisive force.

Happily, this argument overstates the problem. While it is false that music
is a universal language, music-making is a universal human activity. Aesthetic
rewards are part of the explanation for music’s prominence in diverse cultural
activities. Combining music with a cultural activity attaches aesthetic value to
that activity, which furnishes an independent incentive to cooperate socially,
namely, in order to have access to aesthetically enjoyable music. However, it
cannot function as an incentive unless it supplies its own value to a practice or
activity. In effect, most “functional” music has very little value unless it also has
the potential to become a common bond among individuals who have no other
reason to interact. (For example, consider how Haydn’s reputation in England
led him to travel there.) Thus, it is not an error to evaluate music for rewarding

an aesthetic interest in it. Aesthetic evaluation can be legitimately directed at all
music (Gracyk 2007: 41-72).

See also Aesthetic properties (Chapter 14), Authentic performance practice (Chapter 9), and Value
(Chapter 15).
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17
APPROPRIATION AND
HYBRIDITY

James O. Young

Conceptual clarifications

Musicians have always appropriated ideas from other musicians. In recent years
appropriation of musical ideas has been subjected to scrutiny, particularly when
musicians borrow ideas that originate in cultures other than their own. Borrow-
ing from indigenous and minority cultures has been particularly controversial.
Other forms of appropriation, particularly that known as sampling, have also
been widely discussed. Reflection on appropriation, especially cultural appro-
priation, and the hybridity that can result from appropriation, gives rise to both
aesthetic and ethical questions. This chapter will introduce readers to the range
of such questions.

The concepts of appropriation and hybridity are in need of clarification. Begin
with the concept of appropriation. To appropriate is simply to take something
for one’s own use. The appropriation with which this chapter is concerned is
the taking of something produced by musicians. Usually, other musicians do
the taking and they are engaged in the production of new musical works and
performances. Appropriation takes two basic forms: appropriation by means of
recordings and appropriation of musical content. Here ‘musical content’ refers
to compositions, themes, styles, motifs, and other musical structures.

Let us begin by considering appropriation of musical content. Appropriation
of content can involve taking over a complete composition. This occurs when a
band “covers” a song originally produced by another group. Charles Avison’s
arrangement of Domenico Scarlatti’s harpsichord sonatas as concerti grossi is
a related example of this sort of appropriation. Elements of a composition can
also be appropriated. For example, composers will often appropriate a theme
from another composer. Examples include Brahms’s Variations on a Theme by
Handel, Op. 24 and Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations, Op. 120. Appropriation
of a theme is commonplace in jazz performance. Styles can also be appropri-
ated. The use of jazz or blues styles by non-African Americans is a case of such
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appropriation. When such appropriation occurs, a new composition in an old
style is produced. Sometimes something less than a complete style is appropri-
ated. Stravinsky (Ragtime) and Darius Milhaud (the jazz fugue in the second
section of La Création du Monde) appropriated elements of jazz styles without
producing jazz compositions.

Appropriation can also be done by means of recordings. In the contemporary
world, sampling (the re-use of a portion of a recording in a new recording) is a
common sort of appropriation. Sampling was employed as early as the 1960s,
and became commonplace on rap recordings in the 1980s. Sampling has also
been widely used by experimental bands such as Negativland. A quite different
sort of appropriation results from recordings made by ethnomusicologists. Eth-
nomusicologists have recorded music by indigenous people from Africa, Austral-
asia, and the Americas. The use of recordings made by ethnomusicologists has
been the source of concerns about the proprietary rights of individual musicians
and cultures.

Cultural appropriation of music is appropriation which occurs across cultural
lines. That is, individuals from one culture appropriate something that has been
produced by musicians who belong to another culture. (For a discussion of cul-
tural appropriation in the arts see Young 2008.) One widely discussed example
of cultural appropriation has already been mentioned: appropriation of Afri-
can American musical styles. (For discussions see Rudinow 1994; Taylor 1995;
Gracyk 2001.) Appropriation of jazz styles has been going on since at least Bix
Beiderbecke in the 1920s. Appropriation of blues styles continues in the music
of Marcia Ball, Eric Clapton, John Hammond, Stevie Ray Vaughan and other
non-African Americans. African Americans have also engaged in cultural appro-
priation. Herbie Hancock, on his album Headbhunters (1973), appropriated the
hindewhu style of the pygmies of central Africa. This appropriation was medi-
ated via another act of appropriation: The Music of the Ba-Benzélé Pygmies
(1966), a recording made by two French ethnomusicologists, Simha Arom and
Genevieve Taurelle (Feld 1996). (The cycle of appropriation continued when
Madonna used a short sample from Headhunters in the song “Sanctuary” on her
1994 CD, Bedtime Stories.) Paul Simon, who appropriated the music of South
Africa’s townships, and Steve Reich, whose studies with a drummer of the Ewe
people of Ghana have influenced his minimalist compositions, are two more
examples of musicians who have engaged in cultural appropriation.

Not all appropriation across cultural lines counts as cultural appropriation.
Something counts, for present purposes, as cultural appropriation only if some-
thing is taken in which an entire culture has a stake. Suppose that someone in
China (that is, someone culturally distinct from me) brings out a pirate edition of
my original compositions. The fact that the pirate belongs to another culture is
not an interesting feature of the appropriation. If someone from my own culture
pirated my compositions, the act would be wrong for the same reason. It is just
garden-variety theft of intellectual property. For this reason, the appropriation
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of Solomon Linda’s composition “Mbube” (“The Lion Sleeps Tonight”) by The
Weavers (1952), The Tokens (1961), and subsequently by the Disney Corpora-
tion does not count as cultural appropriation for present purposes. This is appro-
priation across cultural lines (Linda was a Zulu), but it does not count as cultural
appropriation since something was appropriated from an individual. (This is
not to say that Linda was fairly treated. He and his heirs likely received only a
fraction of the royalties they were owed. A lawsuit with Disney was settled out
of court.) If the entire Zulu culture were adversely affected by the appropriation
of the song, or if the Zulus had a collective claim on the composition, then the
appropriation would be cultural appropriation.

Turn now to an analysis of the concept of hybridity. A work of music can be
hybrid in many senses, but usually to call a work hybrid is to say that it displays
the influence of more than one style. Both compositions and performances can be
hybrid in this sense, but this chapter will focus on compositions. The composi-
tions Stravinsky produced during his neo-classical period are a good example of
stylistically hybrid works. They are a composite of the composer’s earlier expres-
sivism and elements of Classical and Baroque music. The most controversial
sort of hybridity results from cultural appropriation. Many Western composers
have appropriated musical content from non-Western cultures, including Native
American, Balinese, African, and Middle Eastern cultures.

While appropriation and hybridity are both discussed in this chapter, the two
are not necessarily connected. A musician could appropriate from another musi-
cian without the work being hybrid in any interesting sense; for example, if a
musician working in a given style appropriated musical content from another
musician working in the same style. When Handel appropriated from Bonon-
cini, the resulting works were not stylistically hybrid: they both composed in
the Italian Baroque style. Conversely, a musical work could be hybrid without
its production involving cultural appropriation. This would be the case when a
composer employs two styles both of which are native to his culture. Neverthe-
less, when appropriation is involved in the production of a work, it will often
be stylistically hybrid. This is true, for example, of Stravinsky’s Ragtime and
many compositions by Western composers that appropriate from non-Western
cultures.

Can appropriation be aesthetically successful?

The musician who engages in appropriation might be thought to produce some-
thing aesthetically flawed. The appropriator’s work will, one could argue, be
derivative and inauthentic. Music that is hybrid may seem to have other aes-
thetic flaws since unity of style may seem to be a precondition for aesthetic suc-
cess. While completely derivative work will have little aesthetic value, a general
aesthetic case against appropriation in music is harder to mount. Similarly, it is
difficult to argue that all hybrid music is aesthetically flawed.
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Examples of successful appropriation are easy to find. Johann Sebastian Bach
borrowed freely from Vivaldi, Albinoni, and other composers with great suc-
cess. Handel was an inveterate appropriator of musical content from other com-
posers, yet the musical results were excellent. Uvedale Price remarked that, “If
ever there was a truly great and original genius in any art, Handel was that
genius in music; and yet, what may seem no slight paradox, there never was
a greater plagiary. He seized [that is, appropriated], without scruple or con-
cealment, whatever suited his purpose” (Price 1842: 573). These are, however,
not clear examples of cultural appropriation. Even if appropriation can produce
good works of music, one might still think that cultural appropriation will lead
to disappointing music.

This claim is often made about the appropriation of African American music.
Amiri Baraka (formerly LeRoi Jones) has maintained that in order to perform the
blues a musician requires “the peculiar social, cultural, economic, and emotional
experience of a black man in America. . . . The materials of the blues were not
available to the white American” (Jones 1963: 148). A similar claim could be
made about any style of music: in order to employ a style successfully one must
have a particular cultural background. We may call this the cultural experience
argument.

The cultural experience argument cannot show that all appropriation will be
aesthetically unsuccessful. At best it shows that musicians cannot completely
adopt the style of another culture. In many cases, however, musicians do not
attempt to mimic the styles of other cultures. Rather, they take from another style
and form a new, hybrid style. Steve Reich has written that, “Instead of imitation,
the influence of non-Western music structures on the thinking of a Western com-
poser is likely to produce something new” (Reich 1974: 40). Nothing in the cul-
tural experience argument shows that innovative appropriation of the sort Reich
has in mind will be aesthetically unsuccessful. Even Baraka admits as much. He
has stated that Beiderbecke “played ‘white jazz’ . . . music that is the product of
attitudes expressive of a peculiar culture.” Still, Baraka grants that Beiderbecke
was “a serious white musician” and the hybrid music he produced was a success-
ful creative re-use of the appropriated materials (Jones 1963: 154).

It is not even clear that the cultural experience argument is able to show that
non-innovative appropriation of musical styles will be aesthetically unsuccess-
ful. Sometimes appropriation of a musical style is unsuccessful, but no necessary
correlation can be identified between cultural background and success in a par-
ticular musical style. One sometimes hears that only Italians can successfully sing
Italian music, but the empirical evidence suggests otherwise. By most accounts,
Kathleen Battle (African American) and Kiri Te Kanawa (Maori) have mastered
bel canto singing as well as Cecilia Bartoli. Similarly, many authorities believe
that non-African Americans have created aesthetically successful jazz and blues
performances. Eric Clapton, Stevie Ray Vaughan and other non-African Ameri-
cans are widely regarded as leading blues musicians. Ray Eldridge, the African
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American jazz trumpeter, was an advocate of the cultural experience argument.
Despite his standing as the greatest trumpet soloist of his time, in a blind listening
situation, he misidentified the cultural background of performers more than half
of the time (Feather 1959: 47).

The examples just given may indicate that appropriation can give rise to good
music. Examples of good hybrid music are just as easy to find. In addition to
the example of Beiderbecke’s “white jazz” given above, much German Baroque
music (including that of Bach) was a composite, or hybrid, of the Italian and
French styles. Mozart’s Rondo alla Turca (from the Piano Sonata in A, K. 311) is
only the best known of many great compositions that are hybrids of Turkish and
European music. George Gershwin and Irving Berlin produced masterpieces of
hybrid music by appropriating from African American culture. In the past forty
years, aesthetically valuable hybrid compositions have become too common to
enumerate. While it must be admitted that not all hybrid compositions are worth
hearing, arguably hybridity is the most important source of new and aestheti-
cally valuable ideas in contemporary music.

Proprietary questions

Appropriation gives rise to debates about the ownership of musical content.
These debates see considerations about artistic creativity and freedom pitted
against concerns about the proprietary rights of individual musicians and (in
many cases of cultural appropriation) entire cultures. Resolving these debates
can be quite complex. They often have a legal dimension. Legal questions can be
complicated by the fact that different cultures and nations have different legal
regimes. At the root of the debates are moral questions about what ought to be
regarded as property.

Sometimes the answers to moral questions about the ownership of musical
content are readily apparent and many legal systems track these answers quite
reliably. Unauthorized duplication of entire copyrighted recordings and scores
for commercial gain is clearly wrong. On the other hand, as long as appropri-
ation of musical content results in a work that is not substantially similar to
another work, the appropriation is permissible. This seems to be the correct
position since appropriation that results in substantially new works does not
adversely affect the economic opportunities of an original creator. A good bal-
ance is struck between encouraging musical innovation by permitting creative re-
use and encouraging innovation by ensuring that creators are fairly rewarded.

Appropriation by means of recording gives rise to some difficult questions. In
particular, the use of sampling has been widely debated. In the USA, the UK, and
other jurisdictions, the courts have ruled that the use of any element of a sound
recording without permission, no matter how small it may be, is actionable.
For example, a US court has ruled that even the use of three notes constitutes a
violation of copyright (Bridgeport Music Inc. v. Dimension Films, 410 F.3d 792
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(6th Cir. 2005)). Now the use of samples is routinely cleared with copyright
holders.

While the legal status of samples has been settled (at least for the time being),
the moral question remains open. From a moral point of view, one can hold that
artistic innovation has been wrongly sacrificed in favor of property rights, usu-
ally the property rights of corporations. The band Negativland holds this posi-
tion, writing that

Artists who routinely appropriate . . . are not attempting to profit from
the marketability of their subjects at all. They are using elements, frag-
ments, or pieces of someone else’s created artifact in the creation of a
new one for artistic reasons.

(Negativland n.d.)

The use of sampling does not normally cut into the market for the sampled
recording. So normally no economic harm is done to the owner of the origi-
nal copyright. Consequently, a situation in which sampling is used is arguably
a Pareto improvement relative to a situation in which it is not employed. (An
action is Pareto efficient, or a Pareto improvement, if it improves the well-being
of some people without making anyone worse off.) One could conclude from this
that sampling is not wrong.

Perhaps, however, economic considerations are not the only relevant ones. It
has been argued that the use of sampling can devalue sampled works. Samples of
some composition could be used, for example, in a parody of the composition.
Still, it is not obvious that sampling devalues the sampled work, even if it is used
in a parody. No one thinks any the worse of the Mona Lisa just because Duch-
amp parodied it in his L.H.O.0.Q (1919), a postcard reproduction of Leonar-
do’s painting, on which Duchamp drew a moustache and goatee. By parity of
reasoning, the use of sampling should not hurt the reputation of a work or an
artist. On the other hand, restrictions on sampling are certainly limiting musical
innovation. Clearance fees are often very high and even when artists pay these
fees, they sometimes still face legal challenges to their appropriation.

Sometimes music is regarded as the property, not of an individual composer
but of an entire culture. This is a claim often made about the traditional music
of indigenous cultures. In Western law, no one in the cultures in which the music
originated has any proprietary rights to the music since it has no identifiable cre-
ator. Such music is regarded in Western law as “traditional” or “folk music” and
anyone may freely appropriate it. Indigenous cultures, however, often regard
this music as the property of an entire culture or of some clan within the culture.
Sometimes cultures are said to own more than just particular compositions. Amiri
Baraka has described blues as “the basic national voice of the African American
people.” Its use by non-African Americans he describes as the “Great Music
Robbery” (Baraka and Baraka 1987: 226, 328). Baraka and others believe that
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African Americans own not just particular compositions but collectively own an
entire style of composition. Similar claims are sometimes made about the music
of indigenous cultures.

It is easy to be sympathetic to indigenous and minority cultures from whom
music is appropriated. They are often economically disadvantaged and it seems
unfair that they should not benefit from something created by their culture. (It
seems even more unfair when anthropologists who have recorded the music may
receive compensation if their recordings are sampled.) Nevertheless, questions
about whether cultures have proprietary rights to music are difficult to resolve.

Begin by considering the question of whether musical styles can be owned.
The case that they can is difficult to make. The first reason is that styles can be
difficult to individuate. Quite similar styles can come into existence at differ-
ent times and in different cultural contexts. Consequently, assigning to a single
culture proprietary rights over a style is likely to be unfair to other cultures that
have just as good a claim on the style as another culture. (One could argue that
two styles are distinct simply in virtue of having originated in different cultural
contexts. Suppose this point is granted. Determining the style to which some
new work belongs may still be difficult or impossible. A composer may have
appropriated from some culture without it being possible to determine which.)
A second, related reason for doubting that styles can be owned is that cultures
have been interacting for a long time. As a result, a culture can seldom, if ever,
claim sole credit for the development of a musical style. Without sole credit for
developing a style, there is little basis for a claim to exclusive ownership. Finally,
one can argue that the general interest is best served by allowing unfettered
access of musicians to musical styles. Everyone’s interests are served when cross-
fertilization of musical styles is permitted and even encouraged. Moreover,
allowing members of one culture to use the styles of another does not deny
opportunities to anyone. The members of the original culture can still employ
their own styles. That is, the free exchange of musical content is likely Pareto
efficient.

This leaves to be considered questions about proprietary rights to individ-
ual traditional compositions and recordings of such compositions. It is hard to
see how the traditional compositions of certain cultures could be owned while
those of other cultures are in the public domain. Certainly indigenous people
ought to have unhindered access to any recordings already made of their music,
particularly when these recordings may have a legal function. (The recordings
could have a bearing on the resolution of land claims by indigenous people, for
instance.) If the use of the recordings generates royalties, the performers ought
to be compensated. If the performers belong to a culture that has not been inte-
grated into the market economy, they will have no use for money. In such a case,
royalties can be used to establish a fund that benefits the performers’ culture.
Such a fund could, for example, be used to purchase land that would protect an
indigenous people against unwanted intrusions.
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Concerns about appropriation of music are sometimes linked to concerns about
the appropriation of an audience. That is, there is a fear that when outsiders
appropriate a musical style they may monopolize the market for performances in
that style. This sort of concern has been raised both with regard to appropriation
from African American musicians and from non-Western cultures. Paul Simon’s
Graceland has often been regarded as an example of the latter. This fear may
seem particularly well grounded when outsiders have better access to recording
contracts and performance opportunities. Arguably this was the case when non-
African Americans first appropriated jazz and blues styles.

The available evidence suggests that fear of the appropriation of audiences
may be exaggerated. The argument is based on the assumption that musicians
are playing a zero-sum game: any gain for one musician comes at the expense
of another. In fact, the demand for music in a given style is elastic. There is no
more a fixed market for music in a given style than there is a fixed market for
books about wizards or murder mystery novels. Arguably Simon’s appropriation
of South African music opened up opportunities for South Africans rather than
closing them down. In the wake of Simon’s appropriation, the Zulu choir Lady-
smith Black Mambazo rose to international prominence. A similar point could
be made about appropriation from African American musicians, particularly in
the 1950s and earlier. White American musicians took advantage of opportuni-
ties that were not available to their African American counterparts. Even here,
however, one can argue that White musicians made audiences aware of the music
of African Americans and, in this way, helped open up opportunities for minor-
ity musicians.

Other forms of harm

Many moral questions, besides proprietary questions, have been raised about
appropriation of music from minority cultures. This section will address two of
these additional issues. The first is the suggestion that appropriation can lead to
the harmful misrepresentation of a culture. The second is the charge that appro-
priation can lead to the assimilation and distortion of minority cultures.

Begin by considering the first of these charges. Musicians from mainstream
Western cultures are often held to have misrepresented non-Western cultures,
indigenous cultures, and African American culture. This misrepresentation is
thought to involve stereotypes that create or perpetuate cultural prejudices. Both
Mozart, in Abduction from the Seraglio and Borodin, in Prince Igor, appropriate
elements of non-Western music. Both have been suspected of Orientalism (the
presentation of misleading stereotypes of Eastern cultures). Gershwin’s Porgy
and Bess appropriates elements of African American music and this has led to
charges of caricaturing African Americans: “black characters are commonly
represented as ‘simple,” either by folky pentatonics or the banjo tunes of ‘I Got
Plenty o’ Nuttin’’” (Born and Hesmondhalgh 2000: 23). Tommie Shelby raises the
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possibility that the appropriation of musical styles from African American cul-
ture leads to another danger. Suppose that non-African Americans were to pro-
duce bad jazz and blues performances. “The uninformed or naive will mistake
the fake stuff for the real thing, coming away with a distorted view of the value
of the original” (Shelby 2005: 191; Shelby does not endorse this argument.)

These sorts of observation are most often made by musicologists. Not being
philosophers, they are not always explicit in drawing moral conclusions from
these and similar observations about appropriation. Presumably, however, the
implication is that the misrepresentation of other cultures is morally wrong, par-
ticularly when it creates or perpetuates harmful stereotypes. This point ought to
be conceded. The creation of a Hollywood Western that misrepresents Native
Americans as dim-witted or duplicitous is clearly morally wrong. If a work
of music similarly misrepresents the members of a culture, its creation is also
wrong. Some philosophers believe that when artworks express flawed moral per-
spectives, they are also aesthetically flawed (Gaut 1998). If they are right, then
musical works that harmfully misrepresent cultures are also aesthetically flawed.
Such works need not, however, be completely without aesthetic value. Few
would deny that Abduction from the Seraglio is a masterpiece, even if Mozart is
guilty of Orientalism.

While harmful misrepresentation in music is wrong, we have little reason
to believe that all cultural appropriation of music involves misrepresentation,
harmful or otherwise. As we have seen, Baraka is no admirer of cultural appro-
priation, but he grants that some appropriation can be helpful. He wrote that
Beiderbecke’s appropriation of jazz “served to place the Negro’s culture and
Negro society in a position of intelligent regard it had never enjoyed before”
(Jones 1963: 151). If appropriation from African American culture is not harm-
ful, appropriation from other cultures could also be benign or even beneficial.
That a composition has been produced by cultural appropriation or is hybrid
does not, by itself, demonstrate that the work is morally objectionable or aes-
thetically flawed.

Turn now to the second of the issues to be addressed in this section. Some
writers have objected to cultural appropriation of music on the ground that it
can contribute to the distortion or assimilation of minority cultures. It is easy
to imagine how appropriation could lead to the distortion of a culture. Suppose
that outsiders appropriate musical content from an indigenous culture. When
these musicians engage in appropriation, they alter, perhaps subtly, the music
that they appropriate. That is, the music becomes hybrid. Now one can easily
imagine that musicians from the indigenous culture hear performances by the
outsiders. The outsiders are likely to have greater access to recording contracts
and performance opportunities than do musicians from the indigenous culture.
The indigenous musicians may begin to adapt their music so that it sounds more
like the music produced by outsiders. In time, the music of the indigenous people
may be distorted. Since, in many cultures, music is an essential part of spiritual

184



APPROPRIATION AND HYBRIDITY

and ritual practices, distortion of a culture’s music can have far-reaching cultural
implications. It may even contribute to the assimilation of cultures.

This argument correctly identifies the single biggest threat facing minority cul-
tures and, in particular, indigenous cultures: assimilation. It is not clear, how-
ever, that it shows that musicians always act wrongly when they appropriate
from minority and indigenous cultures. In an increasingly cosmopolitan world,
it is difficult, if not impossible, to prevent cultures from influencing each other.
Likely minority musical traditions are influenced as much (or more) by com-
pletely different musical traditions as they are by musicians who have appropri-
ated elements of the minority cultures. Consequently, it seems that whatever
musicians from majority cultures do, they may have an impact on minority cul-
ture. So, if the mere act of creating music that influences another culture can be
regarded as wrong, musicians are damned if they appropriate and damned if they
do not. Some responsibility for maintaining the integrity of minority musical tra-
ditions has to lie with the members of these cultures. If they wish their traditions
to remain intact, then they need to take care to ensure that traditional training
is preserved. For their part, musicians from outside a culture ought to ensure
that they do not misrepresent their works, which will often be hybrid in style, as
authentic expressions of the culture from which they borrow.

Offensive appropriation

A final objection to the cultural appropriation of music remains to be addressed.
Music can have more than aesthetic significance in many cultures. In certain
cultures, particularly indigenous cultures, music can often have important spiri-
tual or legal importance. For example, among the Kwakwaka’wakw people of
the Pacific Northwest, the Blackfeet of Montana, and the Yolngu of Australia,
songs can be seals of authority and indications of legal rights (Coleman et al.
2009: 186-7). Particularly when music has an important ceremonial or spiritual
significance within a culture, its appropriation may be regarded as offensive or
sacrilegious. This could be because its appropriation is regarded as a desecration
of something sacred. In some cultures, for example, certain songs are to be sung
only by persons properly initiated in certain rituals or secrets. A violation of this
norm can be deeply offensive.

Musicians need to be aware of this possible consequence of their appropria-
tion. This is not to say that the creation of an offensive work of art is always
wrong. Carlos Serrano’s Piss Christ (a photograph of a crucifix immersed in
the artist’s urine) is offensive, and offensive because it involves desecration.
Still, it is not obvious that Serrano acted wrongly in creating this work. Few
would want to say that he acted wrongly if he was engaged in an act of self-
expression. (If he was simply trying to be gratuitously offensive, his actions would
be assessed differently.) By parity of reasoning, musicians could engage in offen-
sive cultural appropriation without acting wrongly. Nevertheless, gratuitous
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offensiveness is wrong. Consequently, when appropriation will cause deep
offense in some culture, musicians ought to have compelling artistic or other rea-
sons for their appropriation. Musicians may also be morally required to observe
time and place restrictions on appropriation. If, for example, large numbers of
Australian Aboriginals are profoundly offended by the appropriation of their
music, then outsiders likely ought not to perform on the didgeridoo at a festival
of aboriginal arts.

See also Authentic performance practice (Chapter 9), Music and dance (Chapter 43), Opera
(Chapter 41), Song (Chapter 40), and Style (Chapter 13).
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18
INSTRUMENTAL
TECHNOLOGY

Anthony Gritten

Our writing instruments contribute to our thoughts.
(Nietzsche, quoted in Kittler 1990: 195)

This chapter considers the significance of instrumental technology. The primary
focus is on the conventional acoustic instruments used in the Western classical
tradition, the repertoire that developed alongside them, and the strategies that
performers develop to deal with both.

Human technology

Technology, often defined as the practical application of knowledge, has affected
biology, environment, society, economy, culture, and community in numerous
ways, and has raised ethical and social questions in the process. It has helped
First World economies to advance and to raise living standards. The term “tech-
nology” refers to material objects such as industrial machines and kitchen forks,
and also to computer software as well as organizational techniques and proto-
cols. It has even become a barometer of demographic shifts, with “the digital
divide” replacing “the class divide” as the pre-eminent measure of social prog-
ress and cohesion. Technology also affords social practices, providing both the
time (indirectly) and the means (directly) for the leisure classes to indulge their
desires in artistic practices such as performing music.

The discovery and manipulation of fire was a turning point in the technologi-
cal evolution of humankind, perhaps the greatest after the evolution of oppos-
able thumbs. Archaeological data suggests that humans domesticated fire by
1,000,000 BCE, and controlled it sometime between 500,000 BCE and 400,000
BCE. Clothing and shelter were similarly momentous technological advances,
and the adoption of both was central to the survival, and subsequent domina-
tion, of humankind.
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Turning to more conceivable history, technology and “techne” (craft) have a
long and respectable genealogy. Plato (2006), considering techne as a potential
threat to civic balance, treated the understanding of it as the proper foundation
for governing the polis. Aristotle (1999) described it as one of the five virtues of
thought. Marx (1990) contributed to the critique of technology in his work on
labor, noting that machines objectify human knowledge and extend the reach of
the human brain, and arguing that technical evolution requires its own theory
independent of Darwin’s theory of biological evolution. Freud (2002) empha-
sized that tools perfect humanity’s organs, expand their limits, and remove their
constraints, though he had misgivings about the role of technology. In the twen-
tieth century, Heidegger (1993b) provided what has since become the classic
articulation of the subject in “The Question Concerning Technology.” McLuhan
(1962, 1964) explored the impact of mass communication technologies, while
Baudrillard, Haraway, Deleuze, and Stiegler, among others, turned to technol-
ogy, techne, and “technics” in order to articulate humanity’s position in the
world and its future potentialities.

This brushstroke genealogy highlights the immense ambition of humanity
with regard to technology. Only recently, with the rise in public awareness of
climate change, has the speed and importance of high investment technologi-
cal progress — the First World ideology of “Research and Development” — been
seriously questioned.

Musical instruments

Performing much music requires various forms of technology, of which the most
obvious is the musical instrument. (Whether the voice is an exception deserves
consideration elsewhere.) Musical instruments have existed as long as the cul-
tures which they partly constitute. Generally speaking, a tool is an object medi-
ating between two domains and affording productive action, that is, a means
of passing energy between domains in order to achieve some desired end, as
with the transformation of potential into kinetic energy when bowing a violin
string. A musical instrument is a tool designed to make musical sound; most
have been acoustic, and put to the use for which they were designed. In principle,
anything that produces sound can serve as a musical instrument, whether bone,
ebony, or silicon, and every musical tradition maintains acoustical, symbolic,
ergonomic, and aesthetic systems by which instruments are calibrated, used, and
valued — by which musical tools are used to fulfill the desires and intentions of
their performers.

Musical instruments are formed, structured, and carved out of personal
and social experience as much as they are built up from a great variety
of natural and synthetic materials. They exist at an intersection of mate-
rial, social, and cultural worlds where they are as much constructed and
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fashioned by the force of minds, cultures, societies, and histories as axes,
saws, drills, chisels, machines, and the ecology of wood.
(Dawe 2003: 275)

Indeed, instruments tend to be valued anthropomorphically (Lane 2000: 31-2),
as if they were human, as Gerard Hoffnung’s cartoons suggest. Famous violins
are thought to have sonic “personalities” that their performers exploit to great
effect, just as orchestras have “the Philadelphia sound” and there is a French
school of flute playing descended from Claude-Paul Taffanel. In other words, we
often recognize particular instruments by their trademark timbre. Instruments
also have an aesthetic value: “at once physical and metaphorical, social construc-
tions and material objects” (Dawe 2003: 276), they are pleasing to look at and
can be expensive pieces of property, as with gilded harpsichords and cathedral
organs. All these are reasons why we sometimes feel a vicarious pain when they
are damaged or misused, whether by removal men or as part of an aesthetic event
(Davies 2003b) — or when just carelessly played.

Noting the categorization of instruments in terms of strings, membranes, and
resonators, or idiophones, aerophones, chordophones, and membranophones,
this chapter is concerned with what instruments have in common, which is their
use as tools and machines. Instruments are broadly ergonomic systems, designed
with the local ecology of the parent musical practice in mind: ergonomic in that
they are task-focused in their construction, operation, and maintenance, and
reward a particular kind of trained manipulation; ecologically grounded in that
their history both as individual instruments and as a genus can be traced along-
side the very practices in which they are designed to be used. (They can also be
used for “extended” practices, as with Cage’s music for prepared piano.) From
an ergonomic perspective, the central component of a musical instrument is
the “interface” with which the performer engages in order to produce musi-
cal sound. This interface, whether keys, holes, fingerboard, or double reed,
consists of various devices by which the performer measures and manipulates
one or more variables or processes that contribute to the production of musi-
cal sound. From the perspective of the instrument-makers and technicians that
support the performer, the interface is also the “instrumentation,” so to speak,
of the instrument: those parts of its engineering with which technicians work
in order to improve the instrument’s stability, optimization, safety, reliabil-
ity, and above all productivity — to prepare for and facilitate the performer’s
musical task. In this sense, a musical instrument provides the performer with
two things: first, a tool through which she can exercise and embody her inten-
tions with respect to her performance and, second, a prosthetic extension of
her body. Even conventional acoustic instruments are thus, in principle at least,
distantly related to virtual reality, second life, and other emerging technolo-
gies that claim to generate and improve upon life (rather than merely mimic
it). Indeed, it is curious that Baudrillard did not consider music in detail, for
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its practices would have made an interesting focus for his interest in simulation
and simulacra (Baudrillard 1983).

Technical thinking

In the Western classical tradition, the musical instrument is tied into the logic
governing the performer’s primary task, namely, to perform the musical work,
with all the nuances that are associated with “perform” in this context: com-
pliance, representation, authenticity, expression, spontaneity, singularity, and
so on. Thus the role of the instrument is to facilitate the execution of the per-
former’s intentions unobtrusively, the paradigmatic use of the instrument being
congruent with the following belief: “The outstanding performance of a fine
musical work is, I suggest, an invitation to transcendental listening, in that, para-
digmatically, it avoids drawing attention to itself as a performance (whether for
positive or negative reasons)” (Johnson 1999: 85). Using the instrument should
be effortless for the performer and transparent to the music. If the performer is
a postman carrying and transmitting the musical package for and to the listener,
then the instrument is the postman’s van, designed to run smoothly and well
oiled by the discourse of musical appreciation on the one hand and the exercise
of the performer’s skill on the other, but not primarily appreciated for its own
qualities. Underlying the ergonomically couched advice about music “strate-
gies” in empirical writings on performing (e.g. Parncutt and McPherson 2002;
Williamon 2004) is the assumption that using the instrument should be effort-
less, the instrument functioning entirely within the performer’s reach and being
entirely focused on the task at hand, namely, to communicate the musical work
with clarity and commitment.

It should be noted that there are at least two senses of “technical” at issue
in the performer’s engagement with her instrument: one ontological, one ergo-
nomic. First, all performing is technical because it involves physical training and
implementing bodily and instrumental movements in strategic ways that respond
to the demands of the musical work as specified and implied in the score. Sec-
ond, only certain styles of performing are technical, that is, embody what can be
called “technical thinking”: those that, as a result of direct intervention, use the
body in ways that have been specifically selected because they expend less energy
than other ways of acting. Indeed, according to this second sense of technical, in
the game of performing “a technical ‘move’ is ‘good” when it does better and/or
expends less energy than another” (Lyotard 1984: 44), when it helps the per-
former to reach goals quicker and to operate the game’s controls and tools — her
instrument — in a more productive and efficient manner.

The question, then, concerning the technology of the instrument and the tech-
nical status of the performer’s actions concerns “functionality” (Lane 2000:
32-5). Performing must make something with the instrument and show evi-
dence of craftsmanship in its execution. The discourse of Western classical music
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has almost universally assimilated this idea into its ideology, concluding that
performing is therefore governed by technical thinking, and by a mentality of
“problem solving.”

Tools and machines

Technology and aesthetic judgment have always been intertwined, and have devel-
oped alongside each other. How they interrelate has not always been straight-
forward, especially in the modern era. To use Heidegger’s analogy (1993b: 321),
where once humanity harnessed nature harmoniously in the windmill, now it
challenges nature with the hydroelectric power-plant, and technology — techni-
cal thinking — is the means through which it implements this challenge. In recent
decades, the rise of technical thinking and the digital turn have colluded to set in
motion a paradigm shift. We have drifted from a situation in which instruments
are mimetic and geared toward the prior desires and intentions of performers,
toward a situation embracing instruments as the autonomous generators of new
and unexpected expressions. This chapter is more concerned with the first of these
situations and the first type of instrument. Nevertheless, while the implications
of meta-instruments, software hacking, electroacoustic music, and other forms
of digital activity for the question concerning technology deserve treatment else-
where, an excursus on the digital instrument frames the particular qualities that
the acoustic instrument brings to the performance of Western classical music.

Thanks to Marx’s work on labor (1990) and Heidegger’s on techne (1993b),
we can distinguish between tools and machines. The tool does not completely
displace the performer from its operation. The machine, increasingly though
not necessarily digitally driven, is set in motion by its user but operates semi-
autonomously and contains within itself the means for further self-generation
and self-development; as Stiegler notes, it enables “the pursuit of life by means
other than life” (1998: 17-18). A tool extends its user’s reach; a machine dis-
places it (Bajorek 2003: 49-51; Marx 1990: 548).

Machines are premised upon the gathering, institution, organization, and pro-
duction of clearly defined and repeatable data. Their focus is thus not on the
unique, the unrepeatable, the messy, or the loose, but on what can be measured,
abstracted, ordered, and represented in a symbolic system. This means that
machines are entirely driven by the question of form, rather than content, order-
ing life but not creating it. Indeed, it is precisely this factor that affords machines
their greatest strength, namely, that they facilitate a certain kind of labor. This
machinic labor, however, short-circuits human labor with a quicker and more
efficient means of getting the job done, with the implication that humans now
have to develop skills to match those of today’s machines, or risk becoming
obsolete like yesterday’s machines. For whereas humanity once bore tools (and
now makes machines), machines themselves have gradually become the predom-
inant tool bearers, and humanity has thus become less technological in the strict
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sense of the term; technology, not humanity, now seems to direct nature (Stiegler
1998: 23-4).

Returning to music, the musical instrument often embodies the qualities of
both tools and machines. As tool, it extends the performer’s reaching for personal
musical expression and affords her the productive illusion that she is “saving
time” or “acquiring knowledge” by using the instrument in this precise manner
rather than any other (Reybrouck 2006). As machine, it also generates unex-
pected forms of temporal articulation. The boundary between tool and machine
is not always rigid, as illustrated by Music-Minus-One recordings, which inhabit
a realm somewhere between tool and machine (Davies 2003a); they are not
merely tools, because they maintain a certain autonomy of their own, but they
are not fully machines, because they still require the performer to play along
and complete the illusion of performing in ensemble. The underlying point is
that instruments present the performer with two simultaneous sets of oppor-
tunities, and it is her responsibility to decide what ratio of instrument-as-tool
to instrument-as-machine to create as she performs. Improvisers, for example,
make particular use of the machinic potential of their instruments, one of their
tasks being to challenge conceptions of what is ergonomic and practical for the
instrument (such is also the effect of virtuosity). Many classical instrumentalists
emphasize the prosthetic qualities of their instrument-as-tool and its ability to
facilitate a musical sound or style that mimics, or at least is analogous to, vocal
production, as with the way pianists often perform ascending anacrustic gestures
at phrase beginnings. Interestingly, the analysis and performance literature (e.g.
Rink 1995, 2002) tends to take a functionalist approach to the issue, configur-
ing music’s technological apparatus more as a machine than as a tool; the ques-
tion of whether this approach is thus able to consider fully the role of aesthetic
value judgment in performing (a frequent anecdotal criticism performers make)
deserves consideration elsewhere.

The rise of the machines

If technology now leads the way, then the paradox of the performer’s relation-
ship to her musical instrument is that, qua technology, “[t]o be commanded,
technology must first be obeyed” (Winner 1977: 262; cf. Bajorek 2003: 56).
Indeed, it is not pushing the point too much to claim that technology produces
performing to a significant degree, that performing is necessarily technological.
Configuring performing in terms of technical thought, in terms of the instrument
and its technical values, has consequences.

Our social practices evolve alongside our use of new tools and the refinements
we make to existing tools, in the sense that “if a new technology extends one
or more of our senses outside us into the social world, then new ratios among
all of our senses will occur in that particular culture. It is comparable to what
happens when a new note is added to a melody” (McLuhan 1962: 41). Stiegler
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(1998) argues that it is not the case simply that humanity is the subject of its own
history and technology its object, the means by which humanity implements its
projects; their interrelationship (both genetic and causal) is more complex. This
is the issue of what Katz (2004) terms “technology effects”:

People no longer know or control what they have made. Their tools, far
from being neutral and amenable to different purposes, have become a
“second nature” with its own self-determining ends. . . . Human beings
objectify their energy into the technological world which then becomes
“animate,” while they become inanimate, passive and lifeless.

(Herf 1977: 183)

Now, it may be the case, in what looks superficially like the tail wagging the dog,
that technology has allowed instruments to lead the development of performing
styles and musical repertoires, from the invention of the saxophone to Vanessa-
Mae’s turn to the electric violin; from Josef Hofmann’s personal Steinway, made
with thinner keys to fit his tiny hands, to the mechanical and timbral advances
of Cavaillé-Coll organs in nineteenth-century France; from the gradual adoption
of vibrato on the violin to Hendrix’s inverted guitar technique. It may be the
case that, metaphorically speaking, tools and machines are infantile in that they
behave how they want much of the time, with little loyalty to the performer, and
it can sometimes feel as if “no matter which aims or purposes one decides to put
in, a particular kind of product inevitably comes out” (Winner 1977: 278). It
may be the case that technology exists in its own world and holds an alienating
mirror up to the performer, reflecting back at her all her technical and aesthetic
inadequacies while absorbing all her gifts and abilities without a note of thanks
(the horn player’s necessary spittle release brings the instrumental technology
down to earth). It may simply be the case that, as potential tool and machine, the
instrument provides a degree of alienation and resistance (Evens 2005: 160-73).
But the performer must find a way not to reject but to live with this alienation
and resistance. She must turn it to her advantage as she searches for her voice, for
“[w]hile McLuhan was right to stress technology’s shaping role in modern life,
the human side of the equation cannot be ignored” (Katz 2004: 191).

The dark side of technology

Before exploring some of the ways in which the performer can turn the potential
alienation and resistance of instrumental technology to her advantage, a note on
what a failure to do so might entail, a scenario often envisaged by pessimists (in
extremis, Luddites).

Optimists and pessimists alike note that technology, in the form of ever more
competent, autonomous, and intelligent machines, is making numerous decisions
for us, that instruments are controlling an increasing number of the parameters
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of our interaction with the world, and that tools are taking over more and more
dirty manual work (in the First World, at least); indeed, the very term “interac-
tion” is gradually being replaced by the rhetoric of “interface.” Technology is
assuming its own momentum and pace of innovation, and we are witnessing a
divorce between the rhythms of technical and cultural development, the former
evolving much quicker than the latter; predictions that technology will one day
survive without humankind are no longer just a classic science fiction fantasy.

In many situations this is a relief, since it affords the use of time for other
activities (such as performing music). Whether, however, technology is appro-
priately focused toward performing music (and aesthetic activity in general)
needs debate. Aden Evens, for example, writes that “extraction, distribution,
and refinement are the most efficient path to a given end; they are modern tech-
nology’s techniques, through which it institutes its order” (2005: 64). Read liter-
ally (as intended), this statement describes how digital computers deal with the
data on CDs. Read metaphorically, it describes, inter alia, a business plan for
capturing natural petroleum resources. What is interesting is the relative balance
of these two readings, the metaphorical being much more than a literary conceit,
since it is clear that technology and its rhetoric have deeply infiltrated world,
thought, and praxis.

Assumptions that technological development has generally beneficial effects
sometimes lead to predictions that humanity will control the world using tech-
nology or that humanity will become technology (as opposed to being techno-
logical, which it has always been). Such views are epitomized by Paul Virilo’s
work on speed (1995). Debates about musical technology, and in particular
the future of musical instruments, include similar assumptions and predic-
tions, from advocates of distributed performance networks (Harris 2006) to
Stelarc (Caygill 1997). While it is perhaps unnecessary to overdo “the threat
of a whole-scale absorption into the digital” and the “nightmare of a world
where creativity is left to the computer” (Evens 2005: 131), it is important
to retain some skepticism about ideologies of techno-utopianism and caution
regarding the notion of human betterment which they tend to assume. Some,
such as Heidegger (1993b), hold reservations about technology but maintain
the importance of the issue. Others, such as Marcuse (1964), argue more force-
fully that societies become more technological at the cost of their moral freedom
and psychological health. Others still, such as Bakhtin, are highly critical of the
abnegation of human responsibility that excessive reliance on technology seems
to imply:

Thus instruments are perfected according to their own inner law, and,
as a result, they develop from what was initially a means of rational
defense into a terrifying, deadly, and destructive force. All that which
is technological, when divorced from the once-occurrent unity of life
and surrendered to the will of the law immanent to its development, is
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frightening; it may from time to time irrupt into this once-occurrent unity
as an irresponsibly destructive and terrifying force.

(Bakhtin 1993: 7)
Adorno has broadly the same attitude as Bakhtin, though is more caustic:

Not least to blame for the withering of experience is the fact that things,
under the law of pure functionality, assume a form that limits contact
with them to mere operation, and tolerates no surplus, either in freedom
of conduct or in autonomy of things, which would survive as the core of
experience, because it is not consumed by the moment of action.

(Adorno 1978: §19; cf. §§76, 77, 81, and 125)

Even taking their respective historical-political contexts into account, though,
both thinkers overstate the case. Despite that fact that “schemes [for consid-
ering musical instruments] are culture-specific in one way or another and are
tied to hegemonic systems of one sort or another” (Dawe 2003: 275), human
responsibility nevertheless remains central to the performer’s task in the wake
of any technological change to society’s — and hence the performer’s — musical
instruments. What is required is less the “either-or” rhetoric of Bakhtin and
Adorno (technology or humanity) and more the “both-and” of responsible aes-
thetic judgment as practiced by the performer: How can the instrument be both
her tool and her machine? Should she use general registration pistons in the
performance of Buxtehude’s organ works, even although such playing aids were
unknown to the composer?

I’ll be back, or, the return of the performer

Despite these claims for the autonomous power and ambition of technology as
embodied in musical instruments, and the continuing rise of machines to unprec-
edented levels of performance and capability, it remains the case that, against
the odds, human intervention is needed for performing acoustic Western classi-
cal music. Indeed, while this year’s cutting-edge technological innovations will
become next year’s landfill, the technological antiquity of the acoustic instrument
does not present an insurmountable problem for the performer, since antiquity
does not imply obsolescence; like wine, some instruments get better with age. If
instrumental antiquity were a problem, then Stan Godlovitch’s admirable stand
against the development of synthesizers and other artificial performing devices,
arguing that technological “challenges [to the traditional model of performing]
fail to damage the model’s internal coherence or show it to be inconsistent”
(Godlovitch 1998: 4), would have been indispensable.

While instrument manufacturing has become quicker and cheaper, benefit-
ting countless households, there have been fewer labor-saving benefits for the

195



ANTHONY GRITTEN

performer. It may be that there are certain situations in which live human pres-
ence is less necessary than it used to be, as with bomb disposal or the computing
power needed to profile national demographic shifts, or even with aspects of the
manufacture of musical instruments themselves. But performing acoustic West-
ern classical music is not one of these situations, even though technology pro-
vides a range of tools and machines, including musical instruments, and deepens
the performer’s awareness of what constitutes a tool and what can be used vicari-
ously as one.

Performing is not only a technical activity. Indeed, the problem of technical
thinking is that, as Heidegger argues, it tends to reduce thinking to a process “in
the service of doing and making,” while actually “[i]t is as revealing, and not as
manufacturing, that techne is a bringing-forth . . . where aletheia, truth, hap-
pens” (Heidegger 1993a: 218-19). It is for practical reasons, then, that perform-
ers sometimes have an ambivalent relationship to music’s technologies, often
only listening unwillingly to recordings (Katz 2004: 198-9 n. 61). Beyond a
threshold concern for the technician’s assurance that the instrument is prepared
and the keypads are no longer sticking, and notwithstanding the varying obses-
sions with, for example, scraping new reeds or experimenting with new rosins,
the performer has other imperatives to fulfill and values to create, champion, and
critique. Her task is to overcome the potential alienation of her technological
situation, of the simultaneous tool and machinic qualities of her instrument, and
turn it to her aesthetic advantage.

In general, rather than becoming “transfixed in the will to master” the instru-
ment’s technology, the performer must turn her attention elsewhere (Heidegger
1993b: 337) and focus on passing the threshold between green room and stage.
What music psychologists call “expert performing” (because they see it as an
example of technical thinking), amateurs “professional playing” (because they
are not “in the know” technically), and listeners “beautiful, sublime, wonderful,
tasteful,” and so on (because technique is not their primary concern), happens
when the performer acts as if she is not using technology, as if using the instru-
ment is effortless and it is neither tool nor machine.

For the duration of this valuable illusion, which is the duration of performing,
questions of the profitability of technical thinking and the efficiency of technol-
ogy are distracting. They tempt the performer away from the more important
questions around the aesthetic judgments that, for the duration of performing,
remain a vital input and output of the performer’s activity. Given that such judg-
ments are effectively para-technological, this makes performing a slow, prosaic,
loose, reflective, and messy activity.

Conclusion

This chapter has followed technology through its role in human life and in music
performance, noting its extraordinary influence on thinking, its recent division
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into tools and machines, and its current development beyond the reach of the
human mind. Some of its many advantages have been mentioned, along with a
few disadvantages. Returning to the human pre-history mentioned at the start, it
is worth recalling the Prometheus myth and its association with techne (Meagher
1988): fire is domesticated from a state of wildness, and always threatens to flare
up and become wild once again, to expose our essential mortal powerlessness.
This is the predicament we live through alongside “our” musical instruments.
Will they do what we want? For this reason, as Heidegger (1993b) and Davies
(2003b) both argue, they deserve our respect.

See also Adorno (Chapter 36), Authentic performance practice (Chapter 9), Medium (Chapter 5),
and Performances and recordings (Chapter 8).
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EXPRESSION THEORIES

Jenefer Robinson

Many theorists claim that to say music is expressive of emotion is simply to
attribute to the music “expressive qualities.” Others claim that music can be
an expression of emotion in a more full-blooded way. In this chapter I will be
defending the idea that at least some music can be a genuine expression of emo-
tion in the sense that it can be a manifestation of emotion that someone (although
perhaps a fictional someone) actually feels. I will not be talking directly about
the emotions music arouses in listeners, although what the music arouses and
what it expresses, if anything, are clearly connected. And I will not be arguing
that all music expresses emotions. The mature compositions of Milton Babbitt,
for example, exhibit little interest in emotion. My discussion will be focused on
Western art music that is clearly emotionally expressive, most notably, music in
the Romantic and post-Romantic style.

Animating music: musical expressiveness as “hearing-as”

For many people, to say that a piece of music “expresses sadness” simply means
that the music has a certain quality that is named by an emotion word: the music
“is sad.” (See, for example, John Hospers 1955; Tormey 1971.) Expression in
this view is simply a matter of possessing expressive qualities, and expressive
qualities are simply “aesthetic qualities” like any others, such as dynamism or
freshness. But music can be sad by virtue of conventions (it is in the minor key)
or cultural associations (it is used at funerals) without expressing much, if any,
emotion. Like the upside-down smiley-face, music can be sad without being very
expressive.

The doggy theory: appearance expressionism

According to Stephen Davies, the expressiveness of music consists in its “pre-
senting emotion characteristics in its appearance” (1994: 228). Just as the face
of a basset hound is called “sad” because that is the way sad people typically
look when they are expressing their sadness, so music is called “sad” because it
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sounds or moves like a person who is sad. Music is expressive of sadness with-
out being an expression of anyone’s sadness, that is, without revealing anything
about anyone’s actual state of mind. Similarly, in The Corded Shell (1980), Peter
Kivy argues that music is expressive of emotion by virtue of sharing the “con-
tours” of vocal or behavioral expressive gestures made by human beings when in
the throes of emotion. Like Davies, Kivy compares musical expressiveness to the
expressiveness of a dog’s face, in his case the St. Bernard. (Both Kivy and Davies
also recognize the role of conventions in musical expressiveness. See also Kivy
2002, which partially repudiates his earlier view.)

This “doggy” theory of musical expressiveness emphasizes how a musical line
can be heard as expressive of grief by virtue of its resemblance to the “contour”
or intonation pattern of a grief-stricken voice, as in the famous “weeping figure”
at the beginning of Monteverdi’s Arianna’s Lament, or by virtue of how musical
movement mimics expressive behavior, especially “the gait, attitude, air, carriage,
posture, and comportment of the human body” (Davies 2006: 182). For Davies,
“the resemblance that counts most for musical expressiveness ... is that between
music’s temporally unfolding dynamic structure and configurations of human
behavior associated with emotion” (2006: 181). We experience movement in
music not only in terms of “progress from high to low or fast to slow,” but also
in “the multistranded waxing and waning of tensions generated variously within
the harmony, the mode of articulation and phrasing, subtle nuances of timing,
the delay or defeat of expected continuations, and so on” (2006: 181-2). Davies
thinks that “this movement is like human behavior in that it seems purposeful
and goal-directed” (2006: 182).

To those who object that there is no greater “objective” resemblance between
musical movement and emotions than between musical movement and various
natural phenomena — the weather, the moods of the sea — Davies responds that
the degree of resemblance is beside the point: listeners simply do experience a
resemblance between the music and “the realm of human emotion.” Listeners
make the connection between music and emotion by an “experience of simi-
larity” (2006: 182), not a mere recognition that there is a similarity. And our
interests shape how we experience the world. As he says, we are more likely to
see a weeping willow as a downcast person than as a frozen waterfall, even if the
similarity between the willow and the waterfall is no less than that between the
willow and the droopy person. We hear music as expressive of emotions because
in listening to music, we anthropomorphize or “animate” it so that we hear it as
expressive of emotion.

One limitation of the doggy theory is that it allows for music to express only
those emotional states that exhibit characteristic vocal intonations or expressive
behaviors. This has three important consequences. First, it is hard to see how
music can express patterns of feeling, such as the way in which despair is with
difficulty overcome and transforms gradually into resignation. Second, and relat-
edly, it seems to follow that cognitively complex emotions cannot be expressed
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by music: there are no distinguishing vocal or behavioral marks of resignation,
for example. Third, the theory does not explain why listeners are so powerfully
moved by emotional expression in music. We are not particularly moved (except
perhaps to laughter) by the sad doggy faces of the St. Bernard and the basset
hound. Why, then, should we be moved by the sad appearance of music?

Davies has responded to all three objections. First, he has argued that a pattern
of feeling can be expressed by an appropriate sequence of musical gestures. Thus,
“just as music might present the characteristic of an emotion in its aural appear-
ance, so too it might present the appearance of a pattern of feelings through
the order of its expressive development” (Davies 1994: 263). But if what we
are listening to is a sequence of expressive “contours” without any underly-
ing psychological reality, there is no organic connection between one expressive
“appearance” and the next: they are simply concatenated. It is like watching a
series of expressions moving across someone’s face. If there is a pattern, it is only
because of the thoughts, desires, intentions and so on that underlie the sequence.
If it is just a series of facial contortions, why call this a pattern of expressions?

Second, Davies has defended the idea that music can express cognitively com-
plex emotions, arguing that a piece of music can express hope, for example, if the
“emotion characteristics in appearance” of a longish piece or passage of music
are judiciously ordered (1994: 262-4). But again, a mere sequence of expressive
gestures is not enough to distinguish a cognitively complex emotion such as hope,
whatever the order in which these gestures occur. If all you have to work with
are expressive gestures, then the best you can do to express hope in music is to
have a cheerful passage followed by a sad one or a passage in which cheerfulness
and sadness somehow intermingle or something of this sort. But the expression
of hope requires the expression of desires and thoughts. A hopeful person is one
who wishes for something to happen that he construes as good. Hope cannot be
expressed merely by a succession of bodily gestures and vocal intonations. (See
Karl and Robinson 1995 for a detailed discussion of this point.)

More recently, Davies has conceded that only a few emotional types “can be
individuated solely on the basis of observed bodily comportment” (2006: 183).
His candidates for expressible emotions include sadness and happiness, timidity,
anger, “swaggering arrogance, the mechanical rigidity that goes with repression
and alienation from the physicality of existence, ethereal dreaminess, and sassy
sexuality” (2006: 183). Notice, however, that apart from sadness, happiness
and anger, the rest of these examples are not strictly speaking emotions at all,
but rather behaviors that could but need not be indicative of some emotion. As
for more complex emotions, Davies is cautious: “where deep sadness gives way
gradually to joy and abandonment, it may be reasonable to regard the transition
as consistent with acceptance and resolution” (2006: 185). But notice here that
“acceptance” and “resolution” are inner states, requiring beliefs, desires, and
intentions. It is implausible that the transformation of a deeply sad appearance
(such as a grieving facial expression) into a joyful appearance (such as a smile) is

203



JENEFER ROBINSON

capable of expressing a complex shift in one’s inner states, involving thoughts of
acceptance, an intention to be courageous, a wish that things had been different
conquered by a desire for the capacity to deal with things as they are, and so on.
In general, if all musical expression could be explained according to the doggy
theory, then music would be able to express very little about our inner life.

The final problem concerns why expressive music should be moving, if the
doggy theory is correct. Here Davies relies on the idea that expressive music
is “contagious” (1994: 279-307, forthcoming). There is indeed evidence that
music can affect the motor system and to some degree change people’s behavior
and mood (see Robinson 2005: ch. 13). But we are not typically moved by an
expression of emotion in a musical “appearance” in the way in which we are
moved by an expression of genuine emotion. Even if I am affected physiologi-
cally and motorically by a piece of expressive music, this does not explain the
power of our emotional responses to expressive music. After all, I am power-
fully moved not because my friend has a sad-looking face, but only because that
sad-looking face is a sign that she really is sad. In Bill Viola’s slow-motion video
installation, The Quintet of Remembrance, five actors perform different emo-
tions (sadness, anger, and so on) via gradually changing facial expressions and
gestures. The people in the group do not appear to interact, and there is no hint
as to why they are expressing these emotions. The result is that the piece is both
lifeless and melodramatic. Yet this installation is supposed to get its expressive-
ness in just the same way as the doggy theory claims music does.

The persona theory

Jerrold Levinson propounds a variation of the “animation theory,” which,
unlike the doggy theory, accepts that what we experience as musical expressive-
ness is an experience as of someone genuinely expressing his or her emotions.
In Levinson’s formulation, “a passage of music P is expressive of an emotion
E if and only if P, in context, is readily heard, by a listener experienced in the
genre in question, as an expression of E” (Levinson 2006: 193; see also Levinson
1996). It is crucial to Levinson’s view that expression “requires an expresser”
(Levinson 2006: 193). He believes that when we hear music as expressive of
emotion, we hear or imagine an agent or persona in the music, the “owner” of
the states expressed. Now, when we listen to a lyric song such as “Gute Nacht”
from Schubert’s Winterreise, we naturally hear it as emanating from a person or
character in the music who is expressing his gloomy state of mind. In Levinson’s
view, however, we also hear all purely instrumental music (“absolute music”)
that is expressive of emotion in the very same way, namely, as emanating from a
persona in the music, which may be a “character,” or the composer himself, or
a persona of the composer.

There is much to be said in favor of Levinson’s view. It allows for musical
expressiveness to be treated as the genuine expression of emotion. It permits
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us to hear extended passages of music as expressing unfolding psychological
states, rather than as mere sequences of expressive “appearances.” And once we
hear the music as genuinely expressing a sequence of emotions, it is possible to
find “patterns of feeling” in the music as well as the expression of cognitively
complex emotions such as hope. If we hear a persona in the music, we can hear
him as seeking or striving toward certain goals (as fragments of a theme struggle
to transform into another theme with a different character), as desiring certain
things and rejecting others (as a sequence of harmonies yearns toward resolu-
tion but is turned aside into an alien key which it then struggles to resist), or as
remembering past events with nostalgia or bitterness (as when an early sunny
theme is recalled later in a piece with reassuring or troubling effect). Emotion
characteristics in appearances do not strive or seek or desire or remember, but
people do. Through positing a persona in the music, Levinson allows us to hear
the music as expressing the inner states of this persona. Finally, because it allows
us to hear the music as a genuine expression, it makes sense that we would be
moved by music’s expressiveness. (See Karl and Robinson (1995) for a case study
of Shostakovich’s Tenth Symphony. For a recent study that emphasizes how the
listener not only bears what the music expresses but also enacts virtual expressive
behaviors afforded by the music, see Nussbaum 2007.)

Despite its many virtues, however, there are problems with Levinson’s theory:
in some respects it goes too far and in other respects it does not go far enough.
First, Levinson means his theory to be a general account of expressiveness in
music. But there are many pieces which in common parlance are said to “express
melancholy” even though we have no inclination to posit a melancholy persona
in the music. As we have seen, a piece can be “sad” or “cheerful” for diverse rea-
sons: associations or conventions may play the major role. Other pieces can be
explained simply by reference to the doggy theory: we hear a piece as sad because
of its sad “contours.” Perhaps we should stipulate that the term “musical expres-
sion” should be confined to those pieces that fit Levinson’s theory, but then we
need to know how to determine which those are.

This brings me to my second objection to Levinson’s theory: in some respects
it does not go far enough. For Levinson, like Kivy and Davies, expression in
music is primarily something determined by the experience of listeners or audi-
ences, not primarily something achieved by artists. Now, it is true that emotional
expression in ordinary life is a means of communication — looking at your gait
and posture tells me how you are feeling — but it is also true that the reason why
expression is such a good means of communication is that, when it is sincere,
it accurately reveals genuine inner states. In other words, expression is primar-
ily something achieved by expressers, not something noticed or experienced by
spectators or audiences.

In conclusion, there is much expressiveness that does not need Levinson’s per-
sona, and there is some expressiveness that does require the persona but as a
genuine (dramatic) protagonist genuinely expressing his or her emotions, not
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merely as something imagined or postulated by listeners. (For further discussion
of Levinson on expression and expressiveness see Robinson 2007b.)

Music as the expression of emotion: a Romantic theory

The Romantic movement at the end of the eighteenth and beginning of the nine-
teenth centuries spawned the idea that one of the main goals of the arts is to
express the emotions of artists. One of the most carefully worked out versions
of the expression theory comes from the philosopher R. G. Collingwood (1963).
Collingwood claims that all “art proper” is expression. But I will treat his view
as a theory of expression in art, not a theory of art in general. According to
Collingwood, in both the expression of emotion in ordinary life and the expres-
sion of emotion in artworks someone who is in an emotional state communicates
that state to other people. But artistic expression also differs from what we call
expression in ordinary contexts in at least three ways.

First, to “express” an emotion in real life means that you manifest or show this
emotion by means of facial or vocal expressions, by the visible concomitants of
autonomic arousal (trembling, weeping, blushing), or through “action tenden-
cies” (fist-clenching, hiding, caressing). But Collingwood says that expression in
music (and the other arts) is quite distinct from displaying symptoms of emotion
(as he calls blushing and fist-clenching and so on). A flood of tears betrays an
emotion willy-nilly; a symphony that expresses emotion is an object intentionally
constructed so as to express that emotion.

Second, an artistic expression is distinguished from merely describing or
labeling an emotion: when I say “I love you,” that would seem to be a para-
digm expression of love in ordinary life, but it is not an expression at all in
Collingwood’s sense, because describing my emotion as “love” generalizes it; my
words do not capture the specificity of my love for you and distinguish it from
all other loves. Artistic expression, on the other hand, individualizes an emo-
tion. If the funeral march of Beethoven’s “Eroica” Symphony expresses sorrow,
this is a quite distinct sorrow from that expressed by the funeral march in
Chopin’s B-flat minor Piano Sonata. (See Ridley 1995 for one way of explaining
the difference.)

Third, Collingwood notes that expression in art cannot be identified with
the arousal of emotion in audiences: an artist “proper” should not be aiming
to arouse emotions in audiences, because that would be manipulating other
people’s emotions rather than sincerely expressing his own. However, if a
composer genuinely succeeds in expressing an emotion in a piece of music,
then the audience should, as a kind of by-product, be able to experience it for
themselves.

What really makes the difference between ordinary expression and the expres-
sion of emotion in music and the other arts for Collingwood is that artistic
expression is essentially a cognitive process, a matter of articulating an emotion
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in such a way that the nature of the emotion is clarified for the understanding.
Here we see indirectly the influence of Hegel, who thought of the arts as a mode
of understanding distinct from both religion and philosophy. Collingwood’s
main examples are literary: the poet who wants to express his emotions in a
poem but does not know exactly what emotions he is feeling, yet who, in writing
the poem, reflects upon and thereby comes to understand that emotion. An emo-
tion that was unclear in the poet’s mind is clarified once it has been articulated
in a structure of words, imagery, rhythm, and other poetic devices. As for the
reader, Collingwood claims that in order to understand what a poem expresses,
the reader should experience it for herself and come to grasp what is expressed
by recreating in herself the emotions of the artist that are expressed in the poem.
So the poet is not aiming to arouse our emotions, but if he does a good job, he
will have created a poem that will in fact enable us to recreate his emotions and
feel them for ourselves. Thus Keats’s “Ode to a Nightingale” expresses the poet’s
longing for an unchangeable world of art and beauty far away from “the weari-
ness, the fever, and the fret” of our mundane world, and as we read the poem,
we imagine the poet’s situation and come to experience the emotions with which
he responds to it.

It is important to remember that the concept of art as a personal expression
of emotion originated in Romanticism. Keats’s Ode is a paradigm of expression
because in it the poet — or his persona — is expressing some complex emotional
state that he is actually experiencing and there is development in this emotional
state from the beginning to the end of the poem. This is what expression is in its
fullest sense: an achievement by an artist, not a mode of experiencing by a reader
or listener.

But how can music express in this full-blooded way? The doggy theory rightly
suggests that we can experience music as resembling the vocal expressions and
the motor activity — including expressive bodily gestures and action tendencies —
that characterize particular emotions. But music can also to some extent express
the appraisals in emotion: we can hear in the music when things are going along
in a regular, pleasant way, and when they take a turn for the worse. There are
also ways in which music can express desire, aspiration, or striving: a theme may
struggle to achieve resolution, fail, try again, and finally achieve closure; or one
theme may gradually and with apparent difficulty transform into a theme with
a different character. There are many different strands in our emotional life, as
different emotions ambiguously intertwine, morph from one to another, or blend
to make a new emotional state. It would seem, then, that music, which is also
woven of many strands, is peculiarly well suited to mirror our emotional life.

In a Romantic lied, such as “Gute Nacht” words and music collaborate to
express the protagonist’s unhappiness at having been rejected by his beloved and
his sense of defeat and abandonment. The Winterreise is of course both an actual
and a psychological journey, but even this one song is a mini-drama in itself: the
wanderer’s emotions shift and change from the beginning to the end. From the
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first bars, the funereal D minor harmonies, the descending notes of the piano
accompaniment, and the harsh dissonance on the penultimate harmony of the
cadence tell us that we are in a dark, cold world both physically and psychologi-
cally. We hear the wanderer trudging along in the repeated chords of the piano
accompaniment, which continue throughout the piece. The repetitive character
of the accompaniment seems to mirror his obsessive thinking about what he
has left behind. But in the fourth and final verse, D minor changes to D major
with the words “Will dich im Traum nicht storen, wir Schad’ um deine Rub.”
Suddenly a hopeful vista seems to open that had been closed off before. The
wanderer nostalgically remembers his beloved and in his imagination tenderly
tells her that he will not awaken her but will instead inscribe “Gute Nacht” on
the gate as he departs, so that she will know that he was thinking of her. But as
he repeats “An dich hab’ ich gedacht” a second time, the piece sinks back into
the darkness and despair of the tonic D minor.

The words and music of “Gute Nacht” articulate the development of the pro-
tagonist’s emotions in just the same way as in Keats’s Ode. The lied illustrates
how music can convey the way things seem to be going from good to bad or
from bad to good, a sense that desires have been gratified or disappointed, and
a sense that memories have engulfed a person or been swept away. What is even
more interesting, however, is that some “pure” or “absolute” music can express
the emotions of a protagonist in a very similar way.

Every piece of music, says Edward T. Cone, has an “expressive potential”
(1974: 171) able to be realized in different ways in different contexts, but with
broad limits on what it can express. Thus the expressive potential of a piece can
include a movement from grief to joy, from being oppressed by difficulties to
overcoming them, or from dreading a direful fate to resignation. The possibili-
ties are extensive, but they do not include just anything. In particular they do not
permit joy turning into grief, or a sunny life that turns sour.

Why should we interpret music as “mirroring” emotional processes rather
than processes in inanimate nature: clouds followed by the sun or a stormy sea
gradually calming down? In the case of “Gute Nacht,” it is clear from the words
that the song is about the protagonist’s emotions. But what about “pure” instru-
mental music? The answer is that in the nineteenth-century Romantic tradi-
tion, it was thought normal and reasonable for music without words to express
the emotions of characters or composers. Indeed, new forms or adaptations
of old ones — nocturnes, impromptus, tone poems, and program music of all
sorts — were created partly in order to increase the possibilities of emotional
expressiveness. When Schumann wrote music expressing the conflict between
his two personae, Florestan and Eusebius, when Shostakovich imprinted his
signature motif on symphonies and string quartets, when Mahler composed
symphonies that morphed into mini-operas or oratorios, they were following
a Romantic tradition of expressing the self (and its various personae) in their
music.
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Not all expressive music is populated with personae who are express-
ing their emotions, however. If we are listening to an Impressionist work of
program music (e.g. La Mer), we know we should not be looking for a persona
in the music (although one could interpret this piece as somebody’s impression
of the sea, rather than a straightforward pictorial characterization of the sea).
If we know we are listening to a Baroque character piece, such as Couperin’s
“La Superbe,” then it is reasonable to hear a particular type of person in the
music, but not reasonable to think we are experiencing an outpouring of emo-
tion by that person. Sometimes, we will know we are entitled to find a persona
in a work of instrumental music because the composer has given us an evocative
title, such as Schubert’s Wanderer Fantasy. But even where there is no special
hint, it is reasonable to interpret certain kinds of Romantic instrumental music
as expressions of emotion in a persona, because that was how composers of the
time thought of (some of) their compositions. (For further discussion and defense
of this view, see Robinson 2007a. For excellent examples of this type of criticism
see Newcomb 1984 and 1997. For a recent full-bore attack on this approach see
Kivy 2009.)

The Wanderer Fantasy is not the only late work of Schubert’s in which we
find the theme of the “wanderer,” who is an outcast from the world just like the
protagonist of Winterreise. Cone has argued that the A-flat Moment Musical,
Op. 94 No. 6, “dramatizes the injection of a strange, unsettling element into
an otherwise peaceful situation” (Cone 1986: 26). This idea has great “meta-
phorical resonance” in Anthony Newcomb’s phrase, suggesting the idea of the
stranger or outsider, the “Fremdling” of Georg Philipp Schmidt von Lubeck’s
poem “Der Wanderer,” which Schubert set to music as a song that later he used
as the theme for the Adagio of the Fantasy. Newcomb has christened these kinds
of story structures in music “plot archetypes” (Newcomb 1984).

Charles Fisk (2001) has made a particular study of the trope of the wanderer
or outcast in Schubert’s late music. For example, in the first movement of the
Piano Sonata D960 in B-flat there is a harmonic “outsider,” embodied in the
strange trill on G-flat which interrupts the cheerful ambulatory music that opens
the piece. Fisk describes how the music seems to dramatize a search for reinte-
gration of this “alien” element, as the music wanders into far distant keys, and
he tells a psychologically convincing tale in which the wanderings are those of a
persona, whom he identifies for various reasons with the composer himself, who
is seeking to be integrated into the “normal” group. Fisk’s underlying premise is
that there are suggestions in Schubert’s cyclic forms and tonal structures of larger
dramatic structures, in which there are agents or personae expressing complex
emotions and desires.

Once we hear the structure of a piece of music as a psychological as well as
a musical structure, then we are able to hear in it not just specific emotions but
patterns of emotion. Moreover we can hear in it not only the effects noticed by
the doggy theorists but also more complex emotions such as yearning, nostalgia,
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and resignation, all prime examples of Romantic emotions. And it is no surprise
that we are moved by such expressions, because they are not just emotional
appearances but have psychological reality, although the psychology in question
may be that of a fictional persona.

See also Arousal theories (Chapter 20), Music’s arousal of emotions (Chapter 22), and Resemblance
theories (Chapter 21).
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20
AROUSAL THEORIES

Derek Matravers

An arousal theory of expression is one that analyses the expressive qualities of a
piece of music in terms of the feelings aroused in listening to the music. The the-
ory flows from three springs. First, it accounts for expression using only elements
that are present in the listeners’ experience: the music and aroused feeling. Sec-
ond, and relatedly, it has a pleasing simplicity: it posits nothing metaphysically
dubious (such as hypothetical personae in expressive music) and there is no need
(at least at first) for risky philosophical moves. Finally, it answers to a common
intuition: that hearing the emotion in the music has something to do with how
it makes us feel. The theory surfaces often in discussions by the philosophically
unsophisticated, and is occasionally defended by the more philosophically sophis-
ticated. The arousal of emotions by music is of increasing interest to psycholo-
gists, but the theory has never gained wide acceptance in philosophy; indeed, it is
no exaggeration to say that it is usually regarded as crude and naive. Nonetheless,
discussion of the theory, or variants on the theory, emerged in philosophy in the
1980s and 1990s (Mew 1985; Speck 1988; Ridley 1995; Matravers 1998) and
more recently (Robinson 2005; Nussbaum 2007). As is usual in discussions of
expression, I will confine my discussion to (so-called) Western art music, that is,
instrumental music of the period from around 1430 cE to the present day.

It is difficult to describe the phenomenon of expression in music without either
advantaging or disadvantaging putative accounts of it, but I will make the follow-
ing three assumptions. First, “expression” is an audible feature of the music; we
hear the music as sad (or whatever). Second, the judgment that a piece of music is
expressive is intersubjective, that is, expression is a feature available to all compe-
tent listeners to the music. Third, an account of expression should at least not rule
out an explanation of how expression contributes to the value of a piece.

We can divide the ways in which music can arouse feelings or emotions into
three broad kinds. I shall call the first “associative,” where the connection
between the music and the emotions is merely contingent and external. One
example is the “our song” phenomenon, where an association between a piece
of music and some event in the listener’s past provokes an emotional reaction.
Another example might be an emotional reaction to the way in which the piece is
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played (if, say, the musicians are drunk or obviously indifferent). A third exam-
ple might be where the music sets the listener off on a train of thought, and the
content of that train of thought provokes an emotional reaction. The second
kind of emotional reaction to music might be called “affective.” These reactions
differ from the first kind in that they are explicitly caused by attention to the
properties of the music considered as music. Examples include being bored by
the music, being irritated by the music, or being excited by the music. It is charac-
teristic of this second kind that there is a single emotion that the music provokes
(for example, boredom) which does not then change as the music changes. This
distinguishes the second from the third kind, where one’s feelings or emotions
seem to change with the music. For example, a listener might feel something akin
to anxiety which becomes relief as the tension in the music resolves. I shall call
these “music-specific” emotional reactions. I do not claim this is the only or even
the most perspicuous way in which the arousal of emotions by music could be
categorized. It is, however, the most useful for the purposes of this chapter.

Having distinguished the ways in which music can arouse the feelings and
emotions, I will now distinguish two ways of approaching the topic. The first
is to consider what it is about the music that arouses the feelings or emotions,
that is, to identify the mechanisms underlying our response. The second is to
use those aroused feelings to provide a constitutive account of expression. The
first inquiry is properly the domain of psychology; the second is properly the
domain of philosophy. (I shall consider two philosophers who reject the distinc-
tion between these two inquiries below.)

I shall say little about the first, psychological, inquiry as this is an empirical
matter. Clearly there are many different mechanisms by which music can arouse
the emotions. The psychological work on this is less helpful in thinking about
expression than it might be, as it tends to consider all mechanisms by which
music arouses feelings and emotions as being on a par. That is, it does not distin-
guish between the three ways in which music arouses emotions described above.
Thus, it does not distinguish between mechanisms that are not specific to music
(associative and affective arousal) from those that are (music-specific arousal)
and does not distinguish between mechanisms that are (arguably) irrelevant
to expression (associative and affective arousal) from those that are relevant
(music-specific arousal) (for example, Juslin and Vastfjall 2008). The standard
way of construing the second, philosophical, inquiry is as the task of providing
a constitutive analysis of expression; of saying what expression actually is. As
indicated above, expression is something heard in the music, hence the task is to
throw light on the nature of that experience.

The problem of negative emotions

Any theory that claims that music arouses the feelings or emotions needs to
explain why listeners are motivated to listen to music that arouses negative
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feelings or emotions. That is, the theory appears to be committed to the follow-
ing inconsistent triad:

1. People avoid negative feelings or emotions.
2. Some pieces of music arouse negative feelings or emotions.
3. People do not avoid such pieces of music.

All sides agree on the truth of (3). The fact that arousal theories are premised on
accepting (2) rules out some of the standard solutions to the problem; for example,
that music arouses a sui generis “musical” emotion (Kivy 1989: ch. 12) or that the
aroused feeling is transformed so as to lose its negative hedonic tone (Hume 1993).
Some philosophers have argued for the truth of (1) and hence the falsity of (2), thus
using the argument to reject the arousal theory (see, for example, Kivy 1989: 23).
Any theory that incorporates arousal thus has to argue that (1) should, at least,
be modified. There are a number of attempts to do this, notably those by Jerrold
Levinson (1982) and Stephen Davies (1994) — neither of whom is an arousal theo-
rist of musical expression, but both of whom agree that music’s arousal of emotions
is real and significant (see also Ridley 1995: ch. 7). Furthermore, any acceptable
solution should propose an internal connection between (2) and (3); any general
solution that licenses the thought that people are motivated to listen to a piece of
music despite it arousing the negative emotions is, for that reason, unacceptable.

It is common ground between Levinson and Davies that, as the aroused feel-
ing or emotion is not about anything actual, it has no “life implications.” Hence,
we can read (1) weakly: it is not that we have to explain why people willingly
embrace events in their lives for which negative feelings or emotions are appro-
priate; we need only explain why they willingly embrace those negative feelings
or emotions. It is intrinsic to those feelings or emotions, nonetheless, that they be
identified as negative. Levinson co-opts some aspects of earlier solutions into his
account: that emotional response “facilitates our grasp, assessment, and descrip-
tion of the expression in a musical work” (1982: 323, a view associated with Nel-
son Goodman 1976: 248-51), and that the experience can be cathartic. To this he
adds six further explanations of his own, to do with the value accrued from tak-
ing reflective attitude to the feeling or emotion aroused (1982: 324-9). Davies’s
solution is that we are motivated to understand significant works of art, and that
negative feelings and emotions are “integral” to such understanding (1994: 318).
It is an open question whether bona fide arousal theories would be able to incor-
porate these solutions, as the bare feelings postulated by such theories may not be
significant enough to play the roles on which the solutions depend.

Arousal in non-arousalist theories

An unambitious way of using aroused feelings and emotions to explain some-
thing about musical expression (so unambitious, in fact, that it would not count
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as an arousal theory) is to allow that they might have a role in causing the experi-
ence of expression (Levinson 1996). That is, the music arouses various feelings in
us, and these (in part) cause us to experience the music as expressive, where that
experience can be characterized independently of those feelings. A slightly more
ambitious account takes aroused feelings to have an epistemological role, that is,
the aroused feelings are the way in which we detect the expressive structure of
the piece. This has been put forward by Aaron Ridley (1995) and Jenefer Robin-
son (2005). I will discuss the latter theory as it is the more developed.

Robinson provides ample psychological evidence that music arouses emotions.
Her view is that these emotions “alert listeners to what is expressed in the music”
(2005: 366). Obviously, this can only be so if Robinson has an independent
account of expression. This she provides:

If an artwork is an expression of emotion, then

1. the work is evidence that a persona (which could but need not be the
artist) is experiencing/has experienced this emotion;
2. the persona’s emotion is perceptible in the character of the work;
the work articulates and individuates the persona’s emotion; and
4. through the articulation and elucidation of the emotion in the work,
the audience can get clear about it and bring it to consciousness.
(2005: 271)

(O8]

What, then, is the relation between the expressed emotions and the aroused emo-
tions? Robinson’s general view is that “expressive qualities are qualities that can
be grasped through the emotions that they arouse” (2005:291-2). Clearly, much
depends on the nature of this “grasping” relation. In the examples Robinson
gives, she takes it to be the usual case that the emotion aroused is the same as
the emotion expressed: we are calmed by calm music, made nervous or anxious
by the nervous or anxious qualities of a piece, and so on. However, she is clear
that the feelings or emotions induced by a piece are not necessarily the emotions
expressed by a piece: one can be surprised by a harmony modulating from major
to minor while that passage expresses not surprise, but rather radiant harmony
(2005: 367). Hence, it is clearly not her view that we detect an expressed emotion
in the music simply by the music arousing that very emotion. Her view appears
to be that, in the usual case, these emotions are aroused directly by the music
without the music arousing, for example, the thought that the music resembles
a person expressing an emotion or the listener imagining, of the music, that it is
the expression of emotion by a person. Listeners then reflect upon their reactions
and, through this process, grasp the expression in the music.

Questions might be raised about the scope of Robinson’s account. Whilst there
are occasions in which our aroused emotions can perform an epistemic function
— the fact that a person is making us anxious might alert us to their being anxious
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— there are other occasions in which they do not — the bare patch on my lawn
might make me anxious without that telling me anything about the bare patch
on my lawn. In as much as emotions aroused by music are assimilated to the sec-
ond sort of case, as Robinson allows, it is unclear they can perform an epistemic
function even if they are “appropriate to” the music (2005: 375). Clearly, music
might arouse boredom or irritation in me without that resulting in my judgment
that the music expresses boredom or irritation. Such reactions are unlikely to tell
us much about the expressive structure of the piece other than, perhaps, that it is
not very good. In terms of the distinction between ways in which music arouses
emotions given above, her claim seems to cover both affective and music-specific
arousals of emotion. Indeed, looking at her examples, being “calmed down” or
“cheered up” by a piece of music is more likely to be an affective reaction to the
music than anything to do with its expressive structure.

Arousal theories

A more ambitious way of using aroused feelings and emotions is to argue that
they have more than an epistemological role: they are, in fact, a constitutive
part of expression. I shall state the theory in its strongest, simplest, and least
plausible version as that will allow me to illustrate the problems that need to be
overcome.

The simple theory

A piece of music expresses E if and only if that piece of music aroused E
in the listener.

Three putative problems can be dealt with immediately. First, the theory need
not claim that an expressive piece of music arouses a feeling or emotion in every
listener on every occasion: like other theories of expression (or theories of sec-
ondary properties generally) it can invoke the appropriately skilled listener in
the right perceptual circumstances. I shall assume this qualification in what fol-
lows. Second, it might be held that in the relevant circumstances we react to the
music with an emotion because the music expresses an emotion: I react to sad
music with sadness, and joyful music with joy. Hence, the theory presupposes,
rather than provides, an account of expression. That is to misunderstand the
nature of the theory. The claim is that the music has certain properties, what-
ever they might be, that cause certain feelings, and the resultant experience (that
of the music and these feelings) is constitutive of expression. The theory seems
no worse off than other theories which analyze expression in terms of some
experience the music causes in the listener, such as imagining of the music that
it is thus-and-so (Levinson 1996). In reply, we can strengthen the objection: it
is not that the reaction of the listener presupposes that the music expresses an
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emotion, but that the experience the listener has is not of reacting to purely musi-
cal features, but of reacting to the expression of emotion (Kingsbury 2002). Once
again, an account of expression is presupposed. It is difficult to adjudicate on this
question. It is related to others in the dark heart of metaphysics: is our reaction
to a fire engine caused by or constitutive of its redness? To an extent this issue
resurfaces in a grave objection to the theory considered below, namely, where,
on the arousal theory, expression is actually located. Finally (taking again our
placeholder judgment that the music is sad), it cannot be sadness that the music
arouses in the listener, as sadness is an emotion and emotions include in them
some propositional component: in the case of sadness, some thought that a bad
thing has happened to something I care about. This requires some amendment to
the theory: what is aroused is not an affective state with a propositional compo-
nent but rather some feeling state identifiable as E, or appropriately related to E.
(For doubts about this move, see MacKinnon 1996.)

One might feel some skepticism about these replies, particularly the second
and third, which will return in a different form later. Let us press on to seemingly
more serious problems: doubts about the necessity and the sufficiency of the
account. First, is arousal necessary for expression? It seems clearly possible that
a listener could experience a piece of music as expressive whilst denying that they
are feeling whatever it is that the account claims that they are feeling (the “dry-
eyed listener” (Bouwsma 1954)). The arousal theorist might attempt to reply by
claiming that the dry-eyed listener is recognizing the piece as the sort of music
that, in different circumstances, would arouse the requisite feeling. Apart from
the worrying commitment to general aesthetic principles, this reply does not
meet the challenge; the claim is not that the dry-eyed listener can correctly judge
the music to express E, but that they actually experience the music as expressing
E. A better response would be for the arousal theorist to claim that the dry-eyed
listener, while correct to deny that he or she is experiencing a feeling in some full-
blooded sense, has enough of a feeling to do the work that the theory requires of
it. Of course, such a reply is vulnerable to the dry-eyed listener simply denying
that they are experiencing any feeling at all.

The claim that the theory is not sufficient gets to the heart of its most serious
problem. The arousal of feelings by an object seems independent of consider-
ations of expression. A tree root on which I stub my toe, and which arouses
irritation in me, does not thereby express irritation (Ridley 1986: 69). The first
move an arousal theorist can make in reply is to point to the different ways in
which music can arouse emotions described above: the associative, the affective,
and the music-specific. The first two ways (the associative and the affective) are,
the arousal theorist can agree, irrelevant to expression; the claim is only that
music-specific emotions are so relevant. In short, the theory needs to specify
some role for music-specific feelings in expression that cannot be played by either
associative or affective feelings. There is a clear candidate for such a role: the
feelings must be co-instantiated in the listener’s consciousness with the music
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and change as the music changes (that is, the feeling is experienced as “tracking”
the music). This is not true for either associative or affective emotions. A coun-
ter-example to the sufficiency of the theory would have to be a music-specific
emotion that was irrelevant to expression. Provided the tracking relation is speci-
fied tightly enough (without, of course, begging the question) there is reason to
think a counter-example will be difficult to find. Clearly, examples such as irrita-
tion caused by stubbing one’s toe need not trouble the theory as they are clearly
affective rather than expressive (Matravers 1998: 165-87).

This reply, however, does not take the theory all the way to meeting the objec-
tion. Even if it is granted that the arousal theory can pick out expressive emo-
tions in a non-circular manner, the question remains as to the relation between
an aroused emotion — even an emotion that tracks the music — and expression.
We can see this if we try to fit the arousalist model to the three features of expres-
sion I gave at the start. Allowing an “aptly backgrounded listener” enables the
theory to at least make a start on explaining the intersubjectivity of expressive
judgment. However, the first and the third features are unexplained. How can an
aroused emotion — even one that is experienced as tracking the music — be heard
as an audible feature of the music? There are in fact two problems here. First,
according to the theory, expression involves two experiences rather than one:
those of the music and the aroused feeling. That seems wrong: hearing music as
sad is not equivalent to hearing music and feeling sad. Second, putting the point
crudely, the feeling ends up in the wrong place: not in the music, but in the head
of the listener. Expression is a matter of hearing the feeling iz the music; the
theory gives us only having the feeling and hearing the music.

The third feature — the relation with value — is also unexplained. It might be
thought that an answer could be constructed out of the two thoughts that feeling
an emotion is valuable, and hence that music that arouses such feelings would
be valuable. However, that would be to attribute to music’s expressivity merely
instrumental value (a value it no doubt possesses). That is not sufficient; what-
ever the instrumental value, it is also the case that the value of music as music is
the non-instrumental value of the experience to which the music gives rise (Budd
1995: ch. 1; see also Davies 1987).

Can the arousal theory respond to these two problems? The first problem, in
particular, seems impossible to solve. It is definitive of the theory that it analyses
the experience of expression in terms of the music arousing a feeling or emo-
tion, so it is difficult to see how it can avoid the accusation of involving two
experiences. An account of the connection with value does not look forthcoming
either.

Two sophisticated arousal theories

Something of the view can be salvaged, however, by limiting its scope. (The
following was suggested to me by Malcolm Budd.) In a careful and considered
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paper, Kendall Walton has argued that the phenomenon of musical tension is,
in part, a matter of the feeling the music arouses in us. I cannot here do justice
to the subtle arguments Walton advances for this position. Walton claims that it
sometimes happens that — in the simplest case — we experience a person as feeling
like this, where the “this” refers to some feeling that person has aroused in us.
For example, the belief that Nellie is nervous may be caused by Nellie’s arousing
nervousness in us, and then our experiencing Nellie as feeling as we do (1999:
425). Walton’s hypothesis is that the same mechanism is at work for attributions
of musical tension. The music arouses a certain feeling together with an experi-
ence of “there being something or someone or other, or several such, that/who
is/are in this state — the state I am in. Musical tension is the property of being
apt to elicit an experience of this kind” (1999: 433). Walton claims that musical
tension and relaxation “have a lot to do with music’s expression of emotions”
(1999: 436) although he does not pursue this. What is distinctive about Walton’s
view is that although there are two experiences — the feeling and the music — the
feeling goes along with the experience of there being something in the environ-
ment (quite what is left indeterminate) that feels that same way. Hence, this can
be used to reply to the principal problem for the arousal theory outlined above.
Our experience is directed outwards, that is, we experience the music as being
infected with the feeling that we have. The extension to expression is obvious.
Some music is such as to give rise to a feeling of sadness (say) together with the
experience of there being one or more things or persons or groups of persons
“in the music” (1999: 432) which or who, is or are, sad. For a piece of music
to be expressive of sadness is for it to have the property of being apt to elicit an
experience of this kind. It should be conceded immediately that this will not be
an account of expression generally, or even expression as I have characterized
it above. However, as Malcolm Budd has been impressing on us for some time,
the notion of expression encompasses a variety of different experiences of the
relation between music and the emotions (1995: 138-42). This account might
capture the way in which some music wears the aura of emotion — for example,
Satie’s Gymnopédies — as opposed to music which expresses (in the sense of com-
municates) an emotion — such as the great Romantic symphonies.

An arousal theory (or at least “a version of the arousal theory”) has recently
been put forward by Charles O. Nussbaum (2007: 189-258). Nussbaum’s theory
is remarkably ambitious; it draws on resources provided by the author’s extensive
knowledge of music, as well as biology, psychology, and philosophy, and it resists
easy summary. His view is that music is a complicated mode of representation
and that to listen to music is to engage with this representation. One element of
the representation is a form of mental model, in particular, a model that embod-
ies analogues of Gibsonian “affordances.” An affordance is an environmental
invariant that presents itself to perceiving organisms as affording possibilities of
action, that is, it stimulates a range of possible relevant motor responses (2007:
33). So, for example, we see a chair as something upon which we can sit. Music
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presents a “virtual scenario” in which musical patterns (“including symmetry,
parallelism, contrast, and large scale formal structure” (2007: 82)) are analogues
of environmental invariants. In recovering this representation from the musical
surface we “specify motor hierarchies and action plans, which, in turn, put the
listener’s body into off-line motor states that specify virtual movements through
a virtual terrain or a scenario possessing certain features” (2007: 47, empha-
sis removed). Put another way, “music puts the listener’s body into states that
would fit with or be appropriate to interacting with and simulating scenarios and
terrains with certain features and with varying emotional valence” (2007: 82).

The arousal of emotions (or related affective states) by music plays a compli-
cated role in Nussbaum’s conception of the experience of music. First, any suc-
cessful musical performance arouses in the listener a basic emotion of a positive
hedonic tone (2007: 209-11). Nussbaum calls this “joy,” although he warns us
not to take this too narrowly; it is more the experience of a touch that is “over-
whelmingly benignant and . . . promis[es] more of the same” (2007: 211). That
is, there is a “real touch effect” of music prior to any judgments being made
or descriptions being applied, which endows it with its “curiously immediate
emotionally gripping quality” (2007: 211). However, this is merely the reaction
to “well-produced musical sound” (2007: 214). To understand the work means
engaging with the cognitive content of the work itself, that is, with the represented
mental model described above. Nussbaum takes from Nico Frijda the claim that
emotions are “action tendencies (or changes in action readiness) as well as evalu-
ative perceptions or appraisals of environmental affordances” (2007: 189-201,
256). Music arouses the emotions because of the “ongoing attempt to negotiate a
musical virtual terrain, to act in accordance with its musical affordances, dealing
with surprises, impediments, failures, and successes along the way, and requir-
ing the constant reevaluation of strategy to which emotional response is keyed”
(2007: 214). What of the problem for traditional arousal theories, namely, that
there are two experiences — of the music and the feeling — and the first arouses
the second? Nussbaum claims that “the arousal depends on acting off-line on a
particular musical plan and interacting with a particular musical virtual envi-
ronment, and could be produced in no other way” (2007: 246). That engaging
with the music is the only way to produce the emotion is insufficient to rebut the
charge that it will involve two experiences rather than one. Indeed, one might
wonder in general whether Nussbaum is limited to only two experiences: it is dif-
ficult to see exactly what the relations are between the experience of music, the
imagined exploration of the virtual terrain, and the aroused emotion.

Whether Nussbaum’s account is ultimately defensible rests on empirical as
well as purely philosophical matters. It has several strengths including that it
attempts answers to both the psychological and the philosophical questions
described above. That is, it provides a convincing psychological background to
substantiate a philosophical account of the experience of expression. It claims to
overcome the objection that arousal involves two separable experiences (about
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which T have expressed some doubt). It can make a claim for intersubjectivity,
since it depends on nothing idiosyncratic about particular listeners. This leaves
only an account of the link between the arousal of emotion and value. Looked
at one way, there is nothing distinctive about Nussbaum’s account of musical
value; he self-consciously borrows from both Kant and Nietzsche (and echoes
can also be found of more recent writers, especially Robinson (2005: 405-12)).
His view is that “an important direct proper function of musical representations
remains . . . group unification and the evocation in performers and listeners of
the emotionally charged twilight state. Both afford a temporary assuagement of
the horror of the contingent, the original religious and didactic significance of
such group experiences now having atrophied and fallen away” (2007: 293).
What Nussbaum brings to these time-honored views is a wealth of empirical
evidence, from both anthropology and psychology, of the sort needed to make
the account convincing.

In summary, the prospects for arousal theories of expression are mixed.
The early revived arousal theories encountered grave conceptual difficulties,
although perhaps such theories can account for some forms of expression.
There is an increasing interest within psychology in the arousal of emotions by
music, although the primary focus of that interest is not accounting for musical
expression. However, psychologically informed theories in which the arousal of
emotions plays an important role have once again made philosophically respect-
able the beguiling thought that the arousal of emotions must have something to
do with expression.

See also Expression theories (Chapter 19), Music, philosophy, and cognitive science (Chapter
54), Music's arousal of emotions (Chapter 22), Resemblance theories (Chapter 21), and Value
(Chapter 15).
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RESEMBLANCE THEORIES

Saam Trivedi

Introduction

Purely instrumental musical passages and works without words or an associated
program or story are often experienced, by many laypersons and musicians, as
being sad, happy, calm, angry, and so on. However, as something that has nei-
ther life nor consciousness, music cannot itself possess such mental states. And
this leads to the philosophical problem of musical expressiveness, the problem
of how something inanimate and insentient such as music can be, and be heard
as, sad, happy, and the like; other formulations of the problem ask how music
can be described as sad (Kivy 1989: 6-10), or how it can possess or have sadness
“inhering” in it (Kivy 2002: 31-2), or how emotions could be expressed in it
(Davies 1994: x, 2001: 169, 173), but let us focus on many people’s ready and
immediate experience of music as sad rather than descriptions of this experience,
though the positive view advanced in this chapter can also answer these other
formulations of the problem, as we will see later.

To begin, let us address a couple of clarifications before proceeding further.
First, at least since Alan Tormey (1971), philosophers have distinguished between
expression and expressiveness. To express a mental state is to display outwardly
an actual occurrent state in one’s psychology, whereas being expressive of a
mental state involves merely displaying outwardly features typically associated
with that state, without necessarily having or feeling that state; the performance
of actors, for example, is usually expressive of mental states that actors do not
actually feel while acting. Second, one might ask about the truth of claims about
musical expressiveness: why is it true, or what makes it true, that Samuel Bar-
ber’s Adagio for Strings, for example, is sad or mournful (or something in that
ballpark)? One might give an error-theory in answer, claiming that such truth-
judgments involve an error for music cannot be literally sad. Or one might say
they are metaphorically true (Scruton 1997), though it is unclear what the alleged
metaphor ultimately amounts to (Davies 1994: 150-62; Levinson 1996: 105-6).
Alternatively, it might be claimed that such truth-judgments are literally true but
in a secondary sense (Davies 1994: 162-6), though here one might doubt if the
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literal/metaphorical distinction ultimately illuminates much (Budd 2003: 220),
and also whether appeals to it are too influenced by the linguistic turn in analytic
philosophy some decades back. Other possible answers may involve the sugges-
tion that such judgments are only imagined to be true, or that they are true in
virtue of resemblance between music and something to do with mental states, or
that the truth-maker here is the consensus of competent (but fallible) listeners, or
some combination of these. One might also step back from the entire question of
truth, and claim as above that the experience of music in terms of mental states
has primacy over linguistic descriptions of the experience and the truth of these,
and so we should focus on that experience instead.

Peter Kivy and Stephen Davies, amongst others, have tried to solve the prob-
lem of musical expressiveness by appealing to various perceived or experienced
resemblances between music and the vocal, bodily, and behavioral expression
of various mental states (Kivy 1989, 2002; Davies 1980, 1994, 2001, 2006),
though Kivy has recently distanced himself from the resemblance theory, and
now claims it is unknown how music possesses the emotions we hear in it (Kivy
2002: 47-8). In this chapter I will first briefly summarize these resemblance theo-
ries, and then I discuss criticisms of these views, and some possible replies to
these criticisms. I will conclude by sketching a resemblance-plus-imagination,
or imaginationist, view of musical expressiveness, which builds on the many
insights of resemblance theories, instead of throwing away the baby with the
bath water. Progress in intellectual inquiry of many sorts, including philosophy,
usually involves building on the achievements of one’s predecessors; Newton, for
example, famously claimed that if he had seen further than others, it was only by
standing on the shoulders of giants, referring thereby to such physicists before
him as Kepler and Galileo.

Resemblance theories

My summary of resemblance theories of musical expressiveness begins with
Peter Kivy’s theory, which he sometimes calls the contour-convention view (Kivy
1989: 71-83). Kivy claims that expressive properties are “objective” qualities
that are recognized or perceived in the music just as we recognize sadness in a
St. Bernard dog’s face, rather than being something the music only has in virtue
of arousing or evoking mental states in listeners. Musical expressiveness is a
complex, emergent quality. We hear musical sounds as expressive of sadness
because we hear them as human utterances, as structurally similar to our voices
when we express sadness vocally. Additionally, Kivy says musical contour or
shape can also resemble our expressive behavior — movement, gesture, posture,
and the like. We hear sadness in music because we hear it resembling the gestures
and bearing of sad people. Likewise, happy music is heard as such because it
resembles the motion and gestures of happy people in being expansive, vigorous,
“leaping,” and so on.
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Kivy also claims that we tend to animate all kinds of sights and sounds, and can-
not but perceive expressiveness in them, in ways that are not always conscious or
noticed (1989: 57-9, 2002: 41-3). A piece of cloth tied around a wooden spoon
will be taken by children to be a doll; a circle with three short lines in it (two on
top, adjacent to each other, and one below and parallel to them) is seen as a face.
Likewise, claims Kivy, we see figures in clouds, and hear gesture and utterance
in music, even though we are not conscious of our animation of it that allows
us to hear it as expressive. We may, he suggests, be evolutionarily hard-wired to
animate things, as this is conducive to our survival; for example, seeing a stick
as a snake puts us on our guard, whereas doing the reverse would be disastrous.
Similarly, we may animate sounds subliminally.

The final element in Kivy’s resemblance theory is his appeal to musical con-
ventions (1989: 80-3). He claims it is only due to the customs or conventions of
the Western musical tradition that the major scale, triad, and third are heard as
upbeat, while minor keys, chords, and the minor third are heard as expressive of
grief, sorrow, etc. Likewise, musical conventions account for why chromaticism
is heard as expressive of sorrow, pain, and the like. Thus, claims Kivy, contour,
or resemblance, and convention together explain musical expressiveness, some-
times separately and sometimes jointly.

Stephen Davies’s resemblance theory is quite similar to Kivy’s (Davies 1994:
221-67). Davies claims that inanimate and insentient things such as weeping
willows, cars, and St. Bernards may display features that resemble what he terms
“emotion characteristics” of human sadness in their overall bearing, posture,
or appearance, and are thus seen as expressive. Similarly, argues Davies, music
presents emotion characteristics associated with human expression of emotions
in its aural appearance or sounds, and thus is expressive of emotions it does not
itself possess. Musical expressiveness, claims Davies, is a public, objective prop-
erty of the music, one that it possesses literally, and which mainly depends on
perceived or experienced resemblances between the dynamic character of music
and the demeanor of the human body — its movement, gait, bearing, carriage,
and so on. In sum, in Davies’s view, music is expressive in virtue of presenting
the outward features associated with sadness or happiness in general. Music is
expressive in resembling the bodily stance, gait, bearing, carriage, and gestures
typically expressive of particular emotional states. Just as sad people often walk
slowly, hang their heads low, droop in their bodily stance, and are generally sub-
dued, similarly sad music is often slow, has a downward tendency, is quiet, and
so on. Likewise, just as happy people tend to skip and leap quickly and lightly
and make expansive gestures, happy-sounding music is often similarly lively and
exuberant.

A different kind of resemblance theory that there is not enough space here to
discuss at length but should be mentioned at least briefly has been offered by
Malcolm Budd (1995: 133-57) who claims, following the American psycholo-
gist Carroll Pratt (1931), that music sounds the way emotions feel: there are
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cross-categorial similarities between music and the emotions, as music mirrors
our inner lives in having tension and resolution, in having intermediate and final
goals that it strives toward, and so on. Budd’s view has been criticized elsewhere
(Trivedi 2001) on grounds very similar to those offered below against Kivy and
Davies. Another view that should be mentioned here briefly in passing is that of
Suzanne Langer (1942), who claimed that music is an iconic symbol of the emo-
tions on account of isomorphisms between music and the emotive life in general.
Langer’s view has been criticized at length by Stephen Davies (1994: 123-34).

Criticisms

Let us now consider four criticisms of resemblance theories, as well as possible
replies to some of these criticisms. To begin with, one might doubt if music really
resembles the emotions, or something to do with them such as emotional behav-
ior (Madell 2003). It should not be too hard for resemblance theorists to reply to
this concern, appealing to two moves. As a first move, they can point to various
resemblances between music and something to do with mental states, either their
vocal or bodily or behavioral expression or their affective tones. A lot of music
seems to sound like human vocal expression: think of rapid runs and glissandi
on clarinets, saxophones, and electric guitars which often sound like someone
crying or wailing, the opening clarinet glissando of Gershwin’s Rbhapsody in Blue
being one example of this. In addition, a lot of music is readily and immediately
experienced by many as resembling the way sad people often walk slowly: the
music is slow in tempo, low in pitch, and soft in volume, just as sad people hang
their heads low, droop in their physical stance and gait, and talk softly. The
opening passages of the second movement of Beethoven’s “Eroica” Symphony
provide a well-known example of this. Also, along the lines of Budd’s sugges-
tions briefly mentioned above, musical passages are often heard right away, both
by musicians and by laypersons, as having tension, which may or may not be
resolved later, and as having points of repose as well as final resting-points or
goals (such as the tonic chord or key) which may be arrived at after intermediate
goals (such as the dominant chord or key) have been reached, mirroring the way
our lives often have tense moments, which may or may not be resolved, and the
way we strive for and arrive at our intermediate and final goals.

Additionally, there is a second move resemblance theorists can make in reply,
borrowing a leaf from those who criticize appeals to resemblance (especially
when it comes to pictorial depiction). It is sometimes said that resemblance is a
very broad (and vague) notion, so broad that just about anything can resemble
anything else in some respect; for example, unicorns and Alpha Centauri might
be said to resemble each other in that they are both mentioned in this sentence.
Even if their critics are right about this point, resemblance theorists can go on
to claim that it should not surprise us then that music resembles mental states in
some way, such as the ways briefly discussed above.
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Here is a second criticism, this time specifically against Kivy’s version of the
resemblance theory. It might be doubted if we really animate sounds (Kivy 2002:
46-7). In reply, the resemblance theorist can offer the following two scenarios
as examples of our animating sounds (Trivedi 2006). Very often, while walking
down quiet, empty city streets late at night, one might hear a noise. Immediately,
one is on guard, thinking that the sound might be coming from another person
(perhaps a potential mugger) or some creature (such as a vicious dog on the
loose). It turns out, however, that the sound is only that of a leaf rustling in the
wind. Similar things happen when one hears a sound while going round the bend
on a quiet, lonely mountain trail. Once again, one is on guard immediately, fear-
ing the sound might be coming from a creature (such as a bear) or another person
(perhaps someone dangerous). It turns out, however, that the sound is only that
of a branch breaking off a tree. Both these cases provide clear sonic analogs of
Kivy’s example of animating the stick in the forest as a snake, as this helps our
survival. Now it certainly seems to be the case, as Kivy has suggested before, that
as a species we depend more on sight than on hearing for survival; and it is also
true that our noise-filled modern lives are rarely filled with silence for very long.
Add to this the fact that the animation of sounds may be very dim or subliminal,
and you begin to get some sense of why it is hard to detect the animation of
sounds, making some skeptical of this.

A third criticism of the resemblance theory seems more pressing. Besides the
fact that resemblance and expressiveness are philosophically and logically quite
distinct as concepts, perceived resemblances by themselves are not sufficient for
expressiveness, nor for hearing it, though resemblance may be causally necessary
for expressiveness. All kinds of things may resemble how we vocally or physi-
cally or behaviorally express various mental states or the affective tones of these
mental states, but they are not thereby expressive of these mental states, even
if we perceive these resemblances. For example, turtles move slowly, with their
heads hung low, and their bodies very close to the ground, resembling the way
sad people often walk. But such resemblances and perceptions of them do not by
themselves necessarily lead to our seeing turtles as sad, or as expressive of sad-
ness. To see turtles as sad, we need to add to the account something more than
merely these resemblances that we perceive.

Now, Kivy and Davies are aware of the concern that resemblance is not a suf-
ficient condition for expressiveness. Kivy characterizes the sufficiency objection
to resemblance theories as follows: according to resemblance theories, music
should be expressive of everything it resembles, such as ocean waves, the rise
and fall of the stock market, and so on, which is clearly not the case (Kivy 1989:
61-2). In reply, Kivy claims that it makes no sense to say that music is expressive
of ocean waves or the stock market. Expressiveness must be of mental states,
thus the objection flouts a “logical” condition of expressiveness. It is important
to see here, however, that Kivy has not stated or addressed our objection above
that perceived resemblances are not sufficient for expressiveness, even if he may
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have stated and answered a related objection. Our objection is ot that music
should be expressive of everything it resembles, such as ocean waves and the
stock market. Rather, our objection is that all kinds of things, such as turtles,
may resemble our vocal or bodily or behavioral expressiveness, or the affective
feel of mental states such as emotions, moods, and feelings, and we may per-
ceive these resemblances, but that alone does not make them expressive. The
same holds for music.

Davies also tries to answer the concern that perceived resemblances are not
sufficient for expressiveness (2001: 184). As he states this worry, it is that resem-
blance alone cannot ground musical expressiveness or explain why we experi-
ence music as expressive, for resemblances can be found between music and
many things in addition to the resemblances between music and expressive
appearances. Davies replies that we can simply say that “this is how we hear”
the music (as expressive), without being committed to explaining what mecha-
nisms underlie and trigger this response. Many insentient things, such as pictures
of the human face, crude masks of tragedy and comedy, and Edvard Munch’s
“scream” face, are likewise experienced as being expressive. The resemblance
theory is no worse on this count, asserts Davies, than other theories, which he
claims are in no better position to go beyond perceived resemblances in explain-
ing expressiveness. Once again, it is worth noting here that, like Kivy, Davies has
not quite addressed our concern. Our worry is not about things resembling music
in their expressivity, as Davies puts it. Instead, it is about things such as turtles
resembling our vocal or bodily or behavioral expression or the affective feels of
mental states, which are not thereby expressive, even though we may perceive
these resemblances consciously or otherwise. The concern, then, is why the case
of musical expressiveness should be any different, why perceived resemblances
alone should suffice to make music expressive. To be sure, Davies claims that this
is just how we are psychologically, “this is how we hear” the music (as expres-
sive), thus making the question not one for philosophers to answer. But contra
Davies, it is not clear that we have here a brute fact not amenable to further
philosophical explanation, and one might instead be able to dig deeper and say
more, building on the notion of perceived resemblances and adding something
more to the picture, as is attempted in the next section of this chapter.

I turn now to a fourth, and arguably the most formidable criticism of resem-
blance theories of musical expressiveness in general. The resemblance theories
of Kivy, Davies, and Budd, even when combined, give us the causal grounds or
mechanisms underlying musical expressiveness. They may tell us what causes or
allows music to be, and to be heard as, expressive, to wit, perceived resemblances
between music and something to do with mental states such as emotions, moods,
and feelings. Put differently, these views tell us why we hear music as expres-
sive: we hear music as sad, happy, etc., because or in virtue of various resem-
blances we consciously or otherwise hear between the music and something to do
with such mental states. However, merely giving us this causal story underlying
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musical expressiveness does not tell us how something inanimate and insentient
such as music can be, and be heard as, sad, happy, and the like, which is the basic
problem of musical expressiveness. How can music, a sequence or set of sounds
without life, consciousness, or mental states be sad or somehow have sadness
“in” it, and be experienced to be so? This question is not adequately answered
by resemblance theories. There must thus be doubt about whether resemblance
theories even address let alone solve the basic problem of musical expressive-

ness, instead of giving us a mere causal story about what makes music expressive
(Levinson 1996: 106; Scruton 1997: 147).

Resemblance-plus-imagination

I will now sketch a resemblance-plus-imagination, or imaginationist, view of
musical expressiveness, taking the resemblance theory as the causal foundation
of the imaginationist view, and adding an imaginative component that shields it
from the objections discussed above.

The imaginationist grants three claims made by resemblance theorists: (1) that
there exist various sorts of resemblances between music and something to do
with mental states such as emotions, moods, and feelings; (2) that listeners may
hear these resemblances in not always highly foregrounded or conscious ways;
and (3) that these resemblances may provide the causal basis or ground of why
we hear music as expressive.

Here is a very brief, rough statement of the resemblance-plus-imagination view
of musical expressiveness, also argued for at length elsewhere (Trivedi 2001,
2003, 2006): music is willy-nilly, readily, and immediately imagined by listen-
ers in various, not always highly conscious, ways to be sad, happy, and so on,
because it is consciously or otherwise perceived to resemble something to do
with mental states such as emotions, moods, and feelings, such as their vocal or
bodily or behavioral expression, or their affective feel or tones. Note in passing
that this view can also answer the other formulations of the problem of musical
expressiveness that we saw at the very start of this chapter: music is not literally
or really sad but is rather only imagined to be so; it is only imagined that sadness
“inheres” in it; it is only imagined to express sadness, which it cannot really do.

What follows is a non-exhaustive list of various, not always highly conscious,
ways in which we imagine the music is sad, happy etc. because we consciously or
otherwise perceive it to resemble something to do with mental states. One kind
of imagining involves our animating the music, imaginatively projecting life and
life-like qualities, including mental states, onto it willy-nilly, readily, and imme-
diately. This kind of imagining may happen especially when we listen to very
intense music, such as passages in Beethoven’s late string quartets. In such cases,
we may hear the music itself — not something besides it, such as the composer
or performer or the musically aroused listener or an indeterminate, imagined
persona in the music, or something else — as the very thing that is emotionally
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expressive. Animating the music is very similar to the kind of animation that we
as a species engage in when we imaginatively see faces in clouds or rocks, as our
pagan ancestors did in seeing life and gods in the sun, thunder, the ocean, and so
on. And animating the music is similar to what we do when we see comic strips
and imagine within the world of the comic strip that the talking and expressive
cars, trains, trees, or sun we see in them are themselves sad, happy, etc. Anima-
tion films provide an even better example, for they consist of changing images,
just as musical passages are dynamic processes. Animating music involves a very
similar, if not the same kind, of imagining, except that it is harder to detect musi-
cal animation due to both the abstract nature of music as an art and the fact that
we engage in various imaginings without always noticing at the time that we
are doing so (Trivedi 2001). Note incidentally that this notion of animation is
“thicker” than the one which Kivy appeals to, for it involves not just Kivy’s idea
that we hear gesture and utterance in the music but also requires in addition that
we imaginatively project life and mental states onto the music. Note also that
our animating the music in this manner provides the simplest and most natural
solution to the problem of musical expressiveness: we hear something inanimate
and insentient, such as music, as sad for we imaginatively project life and mental
states onto the music, imagining that it is alive and possesses the mental states
we hear in it.

Alternatively, we may sometimes imagine of the music that it is the expression
of a mental state by an indeterminate, imagined persona in the music, as claimed
by Jerrold Levinson and Jenefer Robinson, amongst others (Levinson 1996,
2006; Robinson 2005). In such cases, we may form an auditory image and imag-
ine that someone or something, we know not exactly who or what, is crying or
laughing or dancing or expressing themselves somehow in the music. Note that
imagining a musical persona is different from the animation of music described
above (Trivedi 2001: 416): The persona is someone or something “in” the music
and is thus philosophically distinct (even if not detached) from the music rather
than being the music itself; and in imagining a musical persona, the persona is
imagined to have the mental states heard in the music, whereas in animating the
music, the music itself is imagined to have the mental states heard. Note also that
to imagine the music itself is experiencing mental states need not involve imagin-
ing the music is an indeterminate persona or a product thereof, though of course
the music itself is imagined as something capable of having mental states.

Third, we may sometimes imagine in ways not highly foregrounded that it
is the musical instrument(s) that are sad, happy, and the like. Witness, in this
vein, talk of wailing violins, weeping guitars, etc. Likewise, one might also some-
times imagine that the composer(s) or performer(s) are expressing their emotions
musically.

A fourth kind of imagining involves imaginative identification, and this can
happen in various ways. Sometimes we may imagine of our auditory experience
of hearing the music that it is an experience of our feeling the mental state we
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hear the music as expressive of (Walton 1988, 1994). In such cases we imagi-
natively identify one experience with another experience, imagining our having
the feeling that we hear the music as expressive of. On other occasions, we may
imaginatively identify with the music, imagining that it is expressive of our own
emotion; in doing so, we may feel as if we are the music (Budd 1995: 168).
Alternatively, one might imaginatively identify with the performer(s), or with the
musical persona, or with some (fictional) persona of the composer, and so on.

There may be ways of imagining musical expressiveness besides those adum-
brated above. This should not surprise us, given the many ways in which we
imagine things, and the fact that we may often imagine things without being
aware at the time that we are engaged in certain imaginings that are not very
highly foregrounded.

Conclusion

Resemblance theories of musical expressiveness appear to get a lot of things
right. It seems there are resemblances of various sorts between music and some-
thing to do with mental states; that we perceive these resemblances consciously
or otherwise; and that resemblances account for the causal story underlying
what allows music to be heard as expressive. However, resemblance theories
have some drawbacks, two of which seem especially troublesome. First, besides
resemblance and expressiveness being distinct concepts, mere resemblance does
not seem sufficient for expressiveness. This is partly what motivates adding
imagination to resemblance to complete the picture. Second, while resemblance
may give us the causal story behind expressiveness, it does not explain by itself
how something inanimate and insentient such as music can be and be heard as
sad, unless one also claims, as the positive view advanced above does, that we
imagine the music is sad, often animating it, imagining that the music itself is
alive and possesses the mental states we hear in it.

See also Analytic philosophy and music (Chapter 27), Arousalist theories (Chapter 20), Expression
theories (Chapter 19), Hanslick (Chapter 33), Music and imagination (Chapter 11), and Music's
arousal of emotions (Chapter 22).
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22
MUSIC’S AROUSAL OF
EMOTIONS

Malcolm Budd

Emotion and musical appreciation

By music’s arousal of emotions I shall understand the arousal of emotions by
music in the very act of listening to it (not in performing it, or dancing to it, for
example). And by music I shall understand pure instrumental music — instrumen-
tal music that lacks a text, a dramatic context, a program that it seeks to illus-
trate, or anything else that might enable it to have a representational content that
it would otherwise lack. Pure instrumental music undoubtedly has the power to
arouse emotions in listeners. If ways that are irrelevant to appreciation of the
music are not excluded, music can arouse emotions of every kind, including fear,
anger, jealousy, hatred, despair, remorse, envy, patriotism, and embarrassment,
for instance, rather than the relatively few emotions, such as joy, sadness, and
excitement, that music is most commonly thought of as evoking. In fact, given
any emotion and any piece of music whatsoever, no matter how poor it may
be, that emotion might be elicited in someone by an appropriate relationship
in which the listener stands to the music. This might be by means of a purely
personal association or by some more general kind of association, a cultural
one, perhaps, as with Elgar’s “once in a lifetime” tune (the Trio of Pomp and
Circumstance March No.1) now tarnished by its regrettable association with
hearty, feel-good English patriotism. But the musical arousal of emotions by
associations that are not integral to the appreciation of the music is philosophi-
cally uninteresting. What I shall be concerned with is an aesthetic matter, the
arousal of emotion in the appreciation of music as music, by the character of
the music itself, not by the music’s being associated in the mind of the listener
with something not in the music and irrelevant to its appeal as music, without
which association the music would lack its power to excite the emotion. (This
allows that associations of various kinds might well be exploited by composers
— as often they are — and so be relevant to the appreciation of the musical works
in question.) The crucial issue is what role, if any, the arousal of emotions plays
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in the understanding, appreciation, and value of (pure instrumental) music, and,
in particular, what contribution, if any, it makes to the musical value of a piece.
The important questions are these: Which emotions, if any, can music arouse
in an aesthetically relevant manner? Why these and only these? In what way or
ways does music manage to arouse them? What is the aesthetic significance of
their arousal?

There is no consensus about the crucial issue. At one extreme is the view that
the cupboard of emotions that can be experienced outside a musical context
(“extramusical” emotions), and that music can arouse in an aesthetically rel-
evant manner, is bare: there are no such emotions (Hanslick 1986). The opposite
extreme is, I believe, unoccupied: nobody holds that music can relevantly arouse
emotions of every kind (self-contempt, for example). The middle ground is occu-
pied by the great majority. These thinkers believe that the cupboard is not bare,
but neither is it full. Some of them claim that it contains relatively few emotions
(Davies 1994). But within the middle camp there is disagreement both about the
number and identity of the emotions music can arouse and about the way or
ways in which music arouses them.

The nature of emotions

A very great deal depends on the correct conception of the emotions (considered
as occurrent experiential states). A common view is the so-called cognitive the-
ory of the emotions, which is adhered to by the principal philosophical skeptic
about music’s ability to arouse emotions of the “garden variety” (Kivy 2001a,
b). The cognitive theory exists in many forms, which differ in both the number
and the nature of the elements of which emotions are said to be composed. The
crucial cognitive element of emotion has sometimes been thought to be a belief,
but that is not essential to a cognitive theory and it is certainly too strong, ruling
out emotions based not on belief, but imagining. What is definitive of the theory
is that it represents each type of emotion as being defined by a particular kind of
proposition or thought plus some combination of bodily sensations, “feelings,”
hedonic tones, or whatever, so that when the emotion is experienced, prompted
by something perceived, imagined, or thought about, it will have a real or imagi-
nary object upon which it is directed, the emotion being about this intentional
object. So, for example, the propositional element of fear is (something like) the
thought of danger to oneself or someone or something one cares about, and the
perception, realization, or imagination of such a danger engenders whatever else
constitutes the emotion of fear (increased heart rate, etc.), the intentional object
of the emotion being the represented dangerous thing.

Skepticism about pure instrumental music’s ability to stimulate extra-musical
emotions in a listener in an artistically relevant manner arises at once from the
fact that music is a non-representational form of art, presenting no scenes or
actions that the listener might respond to emotionally as the viewer of a film or
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the reader of a novel might. There are two sides to this skepticism. The first is
that there is no relevant intentional object for the emotion, that is, the lack of
any real or imagined object for an emotion to be directed upon: there is no coun-
terpart to the scene in Tolstoy’s Anna Karenin as Anna walks along the railway
lines to her death, or the scene in Kurosawa’s Ikiru as the final minutes of Kanji
Watanabe’s life unfold as he sits on a swing in the playground he had fought so
hard to get built. From this follows, second, the unavailability of the mechanisms
of empathy and sympathy (or antipathy) active in appreciation of the representa-
tional arts. Now even if this skeptical line of thought has some plausibility, there
are obvious exceptions. Admiration, repulsion, excitement, and amusement, for
instance, are all emotions and, if aroused by the character of the music in listen-
ing to it, as they may well be, will have the music as their object. These and all
other emotions whose intentional object is the music are unproblematic for a
cognitive theory (or, indeed, for whatever is the correct theory of the emotions).

But a cognitive theory of the emotions is open to doubt. Two somewhat simi-
lar, but significantly different, non-cognitive theories deserve attention here,
according to which, first, emotions are not in themselves cognitive states and,
second, emotions do not in general need to be caused by cognitive states. Each
theory is based on the idea of an emotion as a non-cognitive “appraisal” com-
bined with physiological changes; both theories are contentious.

Jenefer Robinson represents emotion as a process in which a very fast, auto-
matic, rough and ready “affective appraisal” concerning things that matter to
the organism occurs without any conscious deliberation or awareness or any
complex information processing, this appraisal inducing characteristic physi-
ological and behavioral changes, which are likely to be followed by cognitive
monitoring, which may change the experience (Robinson 2005, forthcoming a).
So, seeing a stick beside me that resembles a snake, an affective appraisal con-
cerning danger might be triggered, which induces bodily changes relevant to
being endangered, only for me to realize that it is just a stick, which cognition
calms me down, although perhaps my heart is still left racing somewhat. Rob-
inson leaves the precise character of an affective appraisal uncertain (although
“That’s offensive” or “Loss!” or “I like this” might, she thinks, be reasonable
conceptualizations of such things). There is also a significant gap in her theory,
for no account is offered of what makes an emotion process an experience of
a specific emotion (jealousy, pity, nostalgia, amusement, grief, embarrassment,
hatred, self-contempt, etc.). This leaves open the possibility that for at least some
commonly recognized emotions an element of cognition (of a specific kind) is
essential to them: only when this cognition enters the emotion process does it
become an experience of that specific emotion. However, given her view that an
emotional response is a response set off by a non-cognitive affective appraisal, it
follows immediately that whenever pure instrumental music does not (in the aes-
thetically relevant manner) cause an affective appraisal, music does not arouse
any emotions. Robinson herself accepts that in general music does not cause an
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affective appraisal, but nevertheless attempts to avoid the conclusion that music
does not in general engender emotions — as I shall explain later.

For Jesse Prinz, emotions have two aspects: they are both “valent” and
“embodied appraisals” (Prinz 2004). Embodied appraisals are embodied mental
representations of a certain kind. They represent what they do by monitoring
changes in one’s body, and what they represent is not a particular object or event
but a relational property in which various objects might stand to oneself. More
specifically, emotions are perceptions of (or as if of) changes in one’s body in
virtue of which they represent something that has some bearing on one’s con-
cerns or well-being, the emotions being differentiated by, on the one hand, the
different contents of the representations, that is, by which concern is implicated,
and, on the other, by their so-called valence. (Note that whereas Robinson’s
affective appraisals cause physiological changes, Prinz’s embodied appraisals
are perceptions of physiological changes already taking place.) Valence, which
may be intrinsically positive, negative, or mixed, or which may be variable, is a
matter of one’s attitude to the emotion: whether one wants to sustain or be rid
of it. So, for example, sadness represents the loss of something valued by one,
having a negative affect, whereas pride represents merit for a valuable object
or achievement with which one identifies, this time with a positive affect. Each
emotional experience consists of feeling (or apparently feeling) certain changes
in one’s body, the changes (in general) varying from emotion to emotion (and
also, sometimes, within the same emotion), the perception of the changes pos-
sessing the relevant positive or negative quality. Although generally emotions do
not need to be caused by cognitive mental states, there are exceptions. These are
the so-called higher cognitive emotions, the identities of which are, in part, deter-
mined by relevant judgments, beliefs, or thoughts of the subject and which can
be experienced only by those who possess the appropriate concepts. These emo-
tions, like all other emotions, are not in themselves cognitive states, but, unlike
other emotions, derive their identities from being caused by a relevant cognitive
state. For example, an emotion is self-contempt only if it has been caused by
the thought of being worthless.

This account of the emotions has two significant implications for the musical
arousal of emotions: it removes what might seem an insuperable barrier and
allows us to circumscribe those emotions that music might relevantly arouse.
In the first place, if it should be wondered how purely instrumental music can
arouse any emotion the identity of which is determined by what it represents,
the difficulty is mitigated by the realization that a perceived or imagined object
does not need to present such a state of affairs in order to induce in the subject
the experience of sadness, for example: all music needs to do is to bring about
any bodily changes that mediate what sadness represents (the loss of something
valued by one), thereby engendering the feeling intrinsic to sadness of the loss
of something valuable (which does not need an intentional object). And - leav-
ing aside a certain possibility — how music manages to do this is a scientific, not
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philosophical, matter. The second implication is that, given that pure instrumen-
tal music does not cause, in an aesthetic response, any of the cognitive states
that determine the identity of the “higher cognitive emotions,” there is — leaving
a related possibility aside — no question of its arousing any of those emotions
in an aesthetically relevant manner. It might seem, therefore, that the issue of
the arousal of emotions in listeners reduces to, on the one hand, the question of
which of the emotions that lack the need for a cognitive stimulus can be aroused
by music (in the relevant manner) and, on the other hand, a scientific explanation
of this power that identifies both the brain mechanisms that mediate the musi-
cal arousal of emotion and, for each emotion, the properties of a musical work
that arouse that emotion through the operation of these mechanisms — which
concatenation of properties produces emotion E1, which emotion E2, and so on.
But, as I have indicated, both of the above implications need to be qualified. For
a significant feature of musical appreciation is awareness of music’s expressive
qualities, and in particular its emotional qualities or the emotions it is expressive
of; and a principal way in which music has been thought to elicit emotion is in
response to the qualities of emotion that are heard in it. If this is right, it would
allow a different explanation from the scientific (although one complementary
to it); and if awareness of these emotional qualities consists in cognitive states,
this might endow music with the power to arouse certain emotions of the higher
cognitive kind.

The musical expression of emotion and the emotional
qualities of music

A distinction is sometimes drawn between music that possesses an emotional
quality and music that is expressive of that emotion. And it is indeed the case
that if M is a musical passage and F a property, it is not always true that if M
possesses F, then M is expressive of F: empty music is not necessarily expressive
of emptiness, nor is jolly music always expressive of jollity (Scruton 1997: 155).
But another distinction is needed also: the distinction between a piece of music
that possesses an emotional quality and a piece of music that, in virtue of its
possession of emotional qualities and various of its other features, can properly
be said to be a musical expression of emotion. By a musical work’s being an
expression of emotion I shall mean that it should be interpreted as displaying
the experience of emotion in a persona (or number of characters): the listener is
right to imagine, in accordance with the nature and development of the music,
a persona (who need not be the composer) undergoing an emotion or series of
emotions, or a number of characters doing so. I shall consider, first, the idea that
the emotional qualities of music are such that they are liable to induce an emo-
tional response in the listener. Note that this liability need not be thought of as a
disposition of the emotional quality of a piece of music to arouse a correspond-
ing emotion in listeners who perceive the quality. For that would be to focus on
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the emotional quality in itself, neglecting how it is realized in the music, and the
liability need cover, for listeners who appreciate the character of the music, no
more than impressive music with an emotional quality, not mediocre or poor
music with that quality. In other words, the idea can be limited just to music that
(for the listener) both possesses an emotional quality and is expressive of that
kind of emotion — a restriction from which the idea would certainly benefit, since
if one is listening to music that one finds unimpressive, one is unlikely to respond
positively to its emotional quality, and may even resist responding to it. The sec-
ond idea I shall consider is that listening to a musical work that is an expression
of emotion is liable to induce an emotional response in the listener — or, more
strongly, must do so if the listener is properly to appreciate the work.

Responding to the emotional qualities of music

The plausibility of the idea that the emotional qualities of music are liable to
induce an emotional response in the listener depends on the correct account of
what it is for music to possess an emotional quality (and to be expressive of that
kind of emotion). Although there is agreement about the aesthetic relevance of
these emotional qualities, there is no consensus as to how they should be under-
stood. If an arousalist theory, which construes the possession of emotional quali-
ties as a disposition to arouse the emotion in qualified listeners, were correct, the
aesthetic relevance of the emotions aroused by music in virtue of its emotional
qualities would be secured immediately; but the unacceptability of arousalist the-
ories would still leave open the possibility that the emotional qualities of music
play a crucial role in music’s arousal of emotions. Opposed to arousalist theories
are perceptual property theories (the principal resemblance theory falling under
this head) and imagination theories (of which expression theories are one kind).
Perceptual property theories construe the emotional quality of a piece of music
as a pure perceptual property of the music. If they do not elucidate the connec-
tion between the emotional quality of a piece of music and that emotion itself,
they are thereby unable to offer any plausible account of how the perception of
such a quality might arouse emotion in a listener. But explanations are open to
perceptual property theories that specify the relation in question.

A perceptual property theory of the resemblance kind maintains that to hear
an emotion in music is to experience the music as resembling a vocal or non-
vocal expression or betrayal of the emotion. The outstanding advocate of such a
theory is Stephen Davies, who construes the resemblance as obtaining between
the music and non-vocal expressions of the emotion — the dynamic character
of music is heard as being like actions that express or display the emotion —
and who has offered an explanation of how the perception of music that pos-
sesses an emotional quality might well arouse that emotion in a listener. The
explanation is, crudely, by contagion: the perception of the emotional quality is
liable to induce a mirroring emotional response (Davies 1994, forthcoming a).
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Of course, there is a significant difference between the musical and a real-life
case in which we are infected with another’s (apparent) emotion: in the one we
perceive a person apparently in a certain emotional state, in the other we hear
a piece of music the character of which is heard as resembling the character of
the behavior of someone displaying that emotion. So the explanation, more pre-
cisely, is that as in ordinary life a mirroring emotion can be aroused by the per-
ception of expressed emotion, so a mirroring emotion can be aroused by musical
passages that are heard as being similar to expressions of emotion.

Robinson opposes to Davies’s explanation her own, based on what she calls
the Jazzercise effect (Robinson 2005: 391-410). Her idea consists of two parts.
The first is that music that presents an emotional quality of happiness, sadness,
restlessness, or calm induces corresponding states of arousal that can be called
“moods,” in which physiological changes, motor activity, and action tenden-
cies take place, bringing in their wake an inclination to view the world in a way
characteristic of the emotion. The second is that the musical arousal of such a
state puzzles the listener, who then engages in cognitive monitoring, labeling the
state in one way or another, ascribing to herself a certain emotion, which activity
is likely to bring about corresponding affective appraisals, thus making it true
that she is undergoing the named emotion. But this explanation is not a serious
competitor to Davies’s. For, even if cognitive monitoring of a “mood” (state of
arousal) is liable to trigger an affective appraisal (which seems unlikely but is
required by Robinson), (i) on Robinson’s account it is not the (emotional quality
of the) music as such that arouses an emotion of a certain kind but the listener’s
puzzled reflection on her state of arousal, and (ii) if cognitive monitoring is essen-
tial to turn a process begun by music’s triggering changes in the body into one
in which the emotion of nostalgia, triumph, or whatever, is experienced, then, in
general, such emotions are not aroused by music, since we do not engage in such
monitoring while listening (cf. Kivy 2006: 308-10).

Responding to the musical expression of emotion

I have said that for a musical work to be an expression of emotion is for it to be
correctly heard as presenting the experience of emotion of a persona (or number
of characters). If the work is of any length, it will constitute a series of psycho-
logical episodes, a drama of the inner life, one emotion following another. If a
musical work is heard as presenting the emotional experience of a persona or
characters, then, as with fiction or drama or film or real life, a listener’s emotional
response to the musical presentation of the persona’s experience, which could be
empathic, sympathetic, or antipathetic, is unproblematic for a cognitive theory of
the emotions, since it has an intentional object (the persona). It is unproblematic
also for Robinson’s theory if she is right to claim that affective appraisals are trig-
gered equally by imagination and reality. But are any works of pure instrumental
music expressions of emotion in the sense at issue? There are three possible views
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that might be held about music that is expressive of emotion: a persona is cor-
rectly heard in (i) all (Cone 1974; Levinson 1996, 2006), (ii) only some (Robin-
son 20035, forthcoming b; Ridley 2007), or (iii) none (Davies 1997; Kivy 2006).

If a work that is expressive of emotion can be heard as a musical expression
of emotion and in composing it the composer intended it to be so heard, then it
is right to hear it in that way. But what exactly is a listener to imagine in listen-
ing to such a work? One indisputable point is that there is a marked disanalogy
between the musical expression of emotion and the representational arts, which
calls into question, if not the viability, at least the significance of the musical
expression of emotion and its effectiveness in engendering emotion in listeners.
For the “narrative” or “dramatic” content of a musical work that supposedly
presents the emotional experience of a persona will inevitably be both indefinite
and minimal, the work being incapable of presenting the sex, identity, thoughts,
age, or moral character of the persona, the circumstances in which emotion is
experienced, the number of characters involved, or any other of the multifarious
facts available to fiction, drama, and film, all of which features serve to deter-
mine the nature and power of the emotional responses of the reader or viewer (cf.
Kivy 2006: 298-304; Davies forthcoming b). And there is a further problem for
any work that supposedly has a single persona, which concerns the continuity of
the “soliloquy,” “monologue,” narration, or drama and so the continuity of the
listener’s imagining of the persona’s experience. For it is doubtful whether there
is any musical work, except a miniature, for which a listener imagines, continu-
ously throughout the work, a persona undergoing a series of emotional states.

Given the inevitable thinness of the content, the emotional power of a work
that is a musical expression of emotion would have to depend entirely on the
mode of presentation — in the first place, the very fact that the presentation is by
music, and, more importantly, the quality of the musical presentation. But what
character might a musical work possess to compensate for the poverty of the
story line, empowering it to move us deeply, not just in virtue of the emotional
qualities it possesses and all the other qualities that can figure in the experience
of a listener who does not imagine a persona in the music, but also because of
the emotional history of a persona that it unfolds? Jenefer Robinson has claimed
that music can mirror not only the appearance of emotions, but also cognitive
or evaluative aspects of them, and, most importantly, the streams of emotional
experience, the ways in which emotions change, blend, conflict, or become or
remain ambiguous (Robinson 2005: 311-12, 325). However, this by itself is
insufficient to overcome the marked difference in detail with the representational
arts, for the features of the emotional life she indicates can be conveyed equally
by works of fiction, for example.

But although this account fails to close the wide gap between the content
of a work that is a musical expression of emotion and the content available
to works of fiction, perhaps it explains the emotional power of a musical
expression of emotion. For hearing a persona’s experience in music not only
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enables the listener to imagine that experience but, it is claimed, to undergo it:
the music, imagined as a presentation of the emotional experience of a persona,
induces physiological changes characteristic of that experience. However, grant-
ing the additional aspects of emotional processes that music can “mirror,” and
accommodating the further point that the music presents the pure feelings of
emotions uncluttered by thoughts, from the point of view of explaining the emo-
tional power of music the introduction of a persona into a musical work would
appear to be an unnecessary shuffle. For if the emotional qualities of music — in
Davies’s terms, “emotion characteristics in appearances” — are fit to arouse the
corresponding emotions in the listener, so are the other aspects of emotional pro-
cesses that Robinson specifies: in each case the music does no more than resem-
ble, perhaps strikingly, the aspect of emotion it “mirrors,” and if resemblance
in one case is sufficient to generate emotion, so it is in the other. If the listener’s
mirroring emotional response tracks the progress of the musical features, the
resulting emotional experience will mirror that of the suppositious persona with-
out any imagining of such a persona, who therefore can be discarded. If music
is the most emotionally moving of the arts because it affects us more powerfully
than any other in a direct physiological manner (Robinson 2005: 376), it has no
need of a persona to explain its emotional power.

The aesthetic significance of music’s arousal of emotions

What is the aesthetic significance of the musical arousal of emotions by the emo-
tional qualities of music? Admittedly, this may constitute evidence that a listener
has perceived the music’s emotional qualities (Davies 1994: 314-15), but that
does not endow them with aesthetic significance in themselves. A rather different
idea is that the arousal of an emotion may help a listener to understand, and so to
appreciate, the musical work, alerting the listener to what the music is expressing
(Robinson 2005: 348-78, forthcoming b). But, granted that this is a possibility,
a crucial question remains: is the arousal of emotions that mirror the emotional
qualities of the music essential to understanding the music? Or can those who
insist that the perception of the emotional qualities of music does not arouse
corresponding emotions in them nevertheless understand the music just as well?
Moreover, these kinds of question apply equally to the grasp of characteristics
of music other than emotional qualities — to structural aspects, for example, or
expressive qualities other than emotional ones. Is the arousal of emotion neces-
sary for the grasp of these features of a musical work? Suppose that none of these
aspects of music require the arousal of emotion. This would not mean that the
musical arousal of emotions would be of no aesthetic importance. However, its
importance would be rather slight. That importance would be increased if the
arousal of emotions were to enhance the appreciation of the music in the sense
that it makes the experience of the music more valuable to the listener — but that
claim would be hard to defend.
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See also Arousal theories (Chapter 20), Expression theories (Chapter 19), Music and imagination
(Chapter 11), and Resemblance theories (Chapter 21).
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In India, China, and the Arab Middle East, pre-modern philosophers and writers
on music generated substantial sets of treatises — primarily in Sanskrit, Man-
darin, and Arabic, respectively — dealing with what could broadly be termed
the philosophy of music. Despite marked differences in approach and content,
within each culture writers established intellectual traditions animated by a sense
of historicity, a combination of mystical and empirical approaches, and earnest
attempts to hypothesize the relation of music to society and the cosmos in an era
pre-dating modern science.

India

Indian music aesthetics, if broadly conceived as explicitly articulated “thinking
about music,” constitutes a vast semantic field, including but not limited to a
substantial corpus of Sanskrit treatises. As in most discussions of the topic, pri-
mary emphasis here will be on art music, although it should be remembered that
the popularity of the classical fine arts has always been limited to the relatively
elite minority; similarly, customary casual generalizations about, for example,
“the Indian way of thinking” do not do justice to the prodigious social diversity
of South Asia, whether in the present or in prior millennia.
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Classical cosmologies and music

If music aesthetics is understood in the most expansive sense as comprising con-
ceptions about music’s relation to epistemologies or conceptions of reality, then
a voluminous body of classical Sanskritic philosophical and music theory must
be considered in a thorough apprehension of Indian music ideology. The relevant
body of literature consists primarily of a set of Sanskrit texts (or shdstras) dating
roughly from the latter part of the first millennium BCE to the sixteenth century CE.
The literature is diverse in several ways: texts focus variously on religion, philoso-
phy, music theory, poetry, or phonetics; they are penned by scholars separated by
centuries, thousands of miles, and in some cases contrasting schools of thought.
At the same time, they are linked by a common language (Sanskrit) and literary
style, by familiarity with and references to a revered body of texts, and — differ-
ences notwithstanding — by a shared philosophical basis and sense of historicity.
Some of the landmarks in this literary tradition are: the Natydshastra (henceforth
“NS,” second century BCE to second century CE?), on dramaturgy and its music;
the Naradishiksha (¢.500 CE), a phonetic manual regarding Vedic chant and music
mythology; the Brbaddeshi (“BD,” ¢.800), on music; the Abhindvabharati (“AB,”
¢.1000), a recension of and commentary on the Natyashdstra; and the Sangitrat-
ndkara (“SR,” 1240) on music theory. Despite being handwritten on perishable
palm leaves, texts such as the NS and SR were fairly widely disseminated among
Hindu literati throughout the subcontinent; several treatises, although themselves
lost, are quoted and discussed in other surviving manuscripts. Taken collectively,
the series of texts represents, whether explicitly or implicitly, a relatively coherent
and consistent body of cosmological discourse relating directly or indirectly to
music — especially ritual music and what may be retrospectively understood as art
music, that is, that sustained by elite patronage and grounded in theory explicitly
articulated in the shastras. What is less clear, as suggested below, is the impact of
these esoteric notions on musical form and the layperson’s apprehension of it.

A recurrent notion in texts such as the BD and SR is that musical sound is
quintessentially vocal rather than instrumental (in contrast to Greek acoustic
conceptions), and proceeds along a spiritual pathway from an unmanifested
ideal form, through the navel, heart, throat, and finally the mouth. Vocal music,
generated by vital breath and thus linked to cosmic energy, was conceived as a
sublime manifestation of ndda-brahma, a sort of primordial and divinely animat-
ing substratum of cosmic sound. In this esoteric view influenced by Tantric and
Yogic notions, musical utterance at once worships the gods Brahma, Vishnu,
and Shiva, recapitulates the act of cosmological creation, and acquires value
less as an instance of human innovation or mundane expression than as the
audible revelation of a deeper stratum of sublime, imperceptible reality. Such a
cosmology cohered with a general social and philosophical conservatism which
revered Sanskritic tradition and, in the realm of music and aesthetic theory, per-
petually sought to reconcile contemporary practice with the supposedly timeless
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truths presented in ancient texts, especially the NS. (In contrast to Chinese and
Japanese aesthetics, little literary interest was taken in hypothesizing relations
between music and ethics, numerology, acoustics, or natural beauty.)

Much discourse in the shdstras regarding music and its broader associations
took the standard Sanskritic form of elaborate — and some would say, obses-
sive — taxonomies and enumerations. Some of these, such as the classifications of
phonetics and musical instruments, were rigorously empirical and logical; others
would strike the modern (and especially Western) reader as fanciful and gratuitous
rhetorical exercises bearing little relation to any form of reality outside the texts
themselves. For example, the Ndradishiksha related each of the seven notes of the
scale to a color, social caste, animal sound, deity, and so on. Such extra-musical
associations could be regarded as aspects of music aesthetics in the sense of rep-
resenting a music ideology relating formal features (in this case, notes) to other
natural phenomena and belief systems (see, for example, Rowell 1992: 330). A
contrasting point of view would hold that considerations of ndda-brabma, ritual
roots of chironomy, and Tantric speculations constitute arcane esoterica cultivated
in an essentially autonomous Sanskritic literary tradition which had little bearing
on the meaning art music had for either its performers or listeners (most of whom,
in North India from the twelfth century, were likely in any case to be Muslims
unfamiliar with Sanskrit and its literature). Hence, for example, North Indian clas-
sical music has long been greatly enjoyed by diverse listeners, both Indian and non-
Indian, Hindu and non-Hindu, who have been unfamiliar with and uninterested in
Hindu cosmology (see, for example, Clayton 2000: 18).

Similarly contrasting perspectives could be obtained regarding the sixteenth-
and seventeenth-century tradition of rdga-mala painting, in which a given rdga
or melodic mode is portrayed as personified by a standardized set of icons (see
Ebeling 1973; Powers 1980). Such paintings might also be accompanied by short,
evocative rdga-dhyana (rdga-contemplation) verses, which were also included
alongside the more technical rdga descriptions in some music treatises. Thus,
for example, Todi rdga is generally portrayed as a damsel playing a vina zither,
attended by one or more enchanted deer, with an inscribed dhydna depicting
her charming appearance and the dulcet tones of Todi that she plays. One could
argue (as does Gangoly 1989) that such paintings and poems constitute parts
of a coherent musical synaesthetic, and they are indeed reflective of the way in
which the individual rdgas have distinct characters and lend themselves to extra-
musical associations. Alternatively, such paintings and verses could be regarded
as thoroughly autonomous visual-art and literary traditions, having very little to
do with music or even “thought about music.”

Classical aesthetic theory

More explicitly relevant to music is the tradition of Sanskritic aesthetic theory,
especially that concerned with rasa (colloquially pronounced ras, rhyming with
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“bus”). The first surviving exposition of rasa theory is in the Natyashdstra, the
dramaturgical treatise attributed to the sage Bharata, though evidently a compi-
lation of earlier works. As schematically presented in the NS and elaborated in
subsequent works, rasa (literally “flavor,” “juice,” “essence”) can denote both
the sentiment expressed by an art and the viewer’s experience of that emotion.
A companion term is bhdva, which, depending on context and interpretation,
denotes either real-life emotions or the manner of expressing them in art. The
NS’s sixth chapter succinctly enumerates the eight rasas, namely, sringdra (the
erotic), hasya (the humorous), karuna (the sorrowful), raudra (the angry), vira
(the heroic), bhayanaka (the frightful), vibhatsa (the odious), and adbhuta (the
wonderous). These are to be regarded as aesthetic counterparts to eight basic
real-life emotions (sthdyi-bhdvas). Chapter 29 specifies associations of the par-
ticular rasas with melodic modes (jdtis, the precursors to rdgas) and, less plausi-
bly, with individual notes of the scale.

The Sanskrit drama discussed in the NS, like such still-extant genres as Kera-
lan kathakali and kuttiyitam dance-drama, employed highly stylized rather
than naturalistic portrayals of characters. Dramatis personae consisted of stock
stereotypes (ndyikds, e.g. vipralabdha nayika, the woman berating but secretly
desiring her wayward lover), whose portrayal relied on standardized bhdvas
encompassing gait, garb, facial expression, and the like, and who were accom-
panied by music expected to cohere with and enhance the appropriate rasa.
While the NS’s enumerations of rasas might strike a modern reader as artificial,
they may have been quite apt as descriptive and prescriptive references to such
a stylized theater tradition. As Sanskrit drama eventually died out, the art music
discussed in texts became autonomous, and documented interest in rasa theory
surfaced only irregularly until Abhinavagupta’s impressive Abhindvabharati. The
AB elaborates rasa aesthetics, stressing the importance of a disinterested attitude
on the part of the viewer, and contrasting aesthetic experience with everyday
emotions. Although aspects of rasa theory are seen by this time as better applied
to drama, poetry, visual arts, and dance than to art music, music treatises such
as the thirteenth-century SR reflect the AB’s influence and reiterate associations
of rasas with songs and rdgas.

As Katz (1996: 416) and others have pointed out, the ultimate merit of rasa
theory may lie less in its taxonomies and enumerations of emotion-types than in
its presentation (however contested and ambiguous at times) of a theory of artis-
tic poetics and reception. As an empirical attempt to rationally explain artistic
(including musical) enjoyment and evaluation, rasa theory bears striking com-
patibilities with the orientation of modern Western aesthetic scholarship (as well
as corresponding contrasts with, for example, Japanese and Chinese aesthetics).
Indeed, further parallels could be noted, including the emphasis on disinterested
perception, the distinction (still debated in the West) between aesthetic and real-
life experienced emotions, and the idea that however nuanced and diverse expres-
sive forms may be, the goal of artistic contemplation is a generalized aesthetic

<«
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pleasure (thereby resolving, for its purposes, the ongoing “negative emotion”
debate in Western music aesthetics).

From the Muslim period to the present

From around the thirteenth century, most of North India — and at times, much
of the South as well — was ruled by Muslim dynasts. With a few exceptions,
from the early fifteenth century Muslim rulers and nobles were ardent patrons
of the classical music system they inherited, and in the North, Muslim musicians
(including many low-caste Hindu converts and their descendants) dominated the
performance scene. A few Muslim rulers took an eclectic interest in Sanskritic
learning and commissioned translations of treatises (including texts on music)
into Persian. However, beyond a superficial familiarity with the basics of rasa
theory, it may be said that Muslim patrons and performers had little engage-
ment with Sanskritic aesthetic theory. Meanwhile, although Arab theorists such
as the tenth-century al-Farabi had written on music aesthetics, it cannot be said
that the Indo-Muslim rulers introduced a dramatically distinctive or explicitly
elaborated theory of music aesthetics. Between the socio-religious extremes of
fundamentalists who scorned music and Chishti Sufis who embraced it as a form
of devotion and a route to mystical ecstasy, most Muslim patrons apprehended
it as one of the fine arts (funiin-e-latifah), made all the more worldly by its lack
of institutional Islamic support (unlike music in Hindu culture).

The primary effect of Muslim rule on North Indian classical music was to inten-
sify its secular character at the expense of its associations with Hindu cosmology.
In the twentieth century, many Hindu writers on music denounced the Muslim
patrons for depriving music of its (Hindu) spiritual associations and grounding it
not in the temple but in the hedonistic world of the court and courtesan’s salon.
Yet it could be counter-argued that in secularizing Hindustani music, Muslim
patrons helped make it compatible with modernity and confrontation with the
West, thereby contributing to what must be regarded as its formidable vitality
at present. For its part, South Indian music enjoys its own prodigious dynamism
and bourgeois popular support, while retaining a more overt devotional Hindu
dimension (which the listener, however, is free to ignore).

Meanwhile, if classical Sanskritic philosophy has long since ceded prominence
to cosmopolitan Western-influenced scholarship, rasa theory retains a certain
attenuated presence in musical thought. At the very least, aesthetic terms dating
back to the NS provide a familiar colloquial descriptive vocabulary, e.g. “Rdg
Khamadj is well suited to sringdr ras,” “Abdul Karim Khan’s voice drips with
karun ras,” or, among cognoscenti, “This song portrays a vipralabdha nayika.”
While a mechanistic identification of rasas with rdgas is no longer seen as plau-
sible, such past conventions, along with rdgamala paintings, are recognized as
expressions of the ways in which rdgas possess distinctive individual expressive
characters.
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Despite the past cosmological dimensions of Indian art music and whatever
lingering presence they may have, both North and South Indian classical musics
have become essentially secular fine arts. Performed in concert halls, reviewed
in newspapers, and increasingly learned in conservatories, Indian art musics are
enjoyed in much the same way as Western concert music, evaluated with many
of the same criteria, and amenable to being discussed in the terms of Western
academic writing on music aesthetics.

China

Music and ritual

As an indispensable component of rituals and ceremonies deemed essential to the
very survival of the state, music has long been an object of philosophical reflec-
tion in China. The philosophy of music outlined by two Confucian philosophers
active in the third century BCg, Hsiin Tzu and his student Han Fei Tzu, formed
the basis of such later works as the Record of Music (one section of the Record of
Rites) and the chapter on music in Ssuma Ch’ien’s Records of the Historian.

In the classic formulation of the Record of Music, “to unite the emotions and
to polish external appearances — these are the affairs of Ritual and Music. . . .
Music comes out from within; Ritual comes into being from without” (Cook
1995: 42-3). Through a reciprocal process joining inner feeling to outward
manifestation, ceremonial performance of properly regulated music upholds the
social order and fulfills a vital obligation to ancestors. When music transgresses
its proper limits, the Confucian ideal of harmonious relations within the family
and the state is seen as seriously threatened. Hence the state must ensure that a
correct standard of pitch is maintained as bronze bells or stone chimes are con-
structed for use in imperial rites.

The rationales offered by ruling elites in support of state ceremonies are inevi-
tably subjected to critique. Mo Tzu, writing perhaps toward the end of the fifth
century BCE, argued that “making music is wrong!” inasmuch as the high cost
of manufacturing musical instruments and ceremonial costumes induces rulers
and ministers to exploit the general population (Mo Tzu 1963). Complaints that
Confucian ritual music was boring, like that attributed to Duke Wen of Wei in
the Record of Music, may have been more common than critiques of exploita-
tion. Of the many varieties of ritual music cultivated in China up to the present,
only a select few have been constrained by Confucian standards.

Silence, sound, and music

A conception of sound as “a manifestation of Nature in equilibrium and disequi-
librium” (Needham 1962: 131) is compatible both with the Confucian assump-
tion that poorly regulated music is symptomatic of social disorder and with a
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Daoist interest in experiencing “reverberations (yiin) of the vitalizing force in
nature (ch’i)” (Chou 1991: 184) by contemplating sounds as they emerge from
and fade into silence. As the ch’in, a zither with seven silk strings, became the
instrument of Confucian scholars, introspective cultivation of inner feeling while
alone or with a few friends might be valued more highly than ceremonial action
within a large group, at least by philosophers and other scholars. Music for
introspection and music for group solidarity could be experienced as comple-
mentary, with each considered appropriate to certain moments in one’s life.
Chinese musicians have long cultivated a keen interest in the different timbres
or qualities of sound, such as those of the metal bells and stone chimes used
in ceremony and those of the ch’in’s silk strings. A typology of eight material
sources of sound was correlated with directions and seasons (see Needham 1962:
153-5). According to the Tso Commentary on the Spring and Autumn Annals,
“dancing is that by which one regulates the eight sources of sound, and thereby
conducts the right winds” (Needham 1962: 145). One could channel the energies
of winds through instruments of the appropriate material, such as bamboo flutes
and pipes in spring. Hsiin Tzu’s attempt to spell out “the symbolism of music”
connects instruments to spiritual states and feelings associated with seasonal
changes: “the drum represents a vast pervasiveness [winter]; the bells represent
fullness [autumn]; the sounding stones represent restrained order [autumn-win-
ter]; the mouth organs represent austere harmony [spring—summer]; the flutes
represent a spirited outburst [spring]” and so on (Hsiin Tsu 1963: 117).

Aesthetic terminology

A statement in the Book of Documents outlines a sequence of phases advanc-
ing from a silent thought or emotion to a harmonious configuration of tones:
“Poetry expresses the mind, the song is a (drawing out =) chanting of (its) words,
the notes depend upon (the mode of) the chanting, the pitch-pipes harmonize the
notes” (Karlgren 1950: 7). This linear progression became the subject of com-
mentary in the Record of Music, the “Great Preface” to the Mao edition of the
Book of Songs (25 cg), and K’ung Ying-ta’s seventh-century commentary on the
Great Preface (Saussy 1993: 77-88). According to the Record of Music, sound
(sheng) arises in the heart in response to an external stimulus, music (yin) is
produced as sounds of contrasting pitches and timbres respond to one another,
and a more elaborate music (ysieh) is achieved with the addition of ceremonial
implements (Cook 1995: 24-5; Chou 1991: 180). The progression from thought
through poem, chanting, notes, and harmonization culminates in government,
and for that reason “Music is investigated to know administration” (Cook 1995:
33-4).

A state that holds music to be symptomatic of sentiments can sponsor projects
of collection and revision aimed at replacing features suggestive of undesirable
sentiments with others that might instill sentiments the state desires, and nowhere
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has this model of state policy toward music been more highly developed than in
China (Trebinjac 2000). All the same, a critique of the belief that musical sound is
an index of feeling was voiced by Hsi Kang (223-262 cE) in a “Discourse on the
Nonemotional Nature of Sound” (DeWoskin 1982: 104). Hsi Kang recognized
that two listeners may respond differently to the same music, and a single listener
may respond differently when the same music is performed on a later occasion.

A sophisticated aesthetic terminology in Chinese was first developed for
music, then transferred to literature and painting (DeWoskin 1983: 198-205).
Among the fundamental terms are fao (way) and c¢h’i (vitalizing force or config-
ured energy). This common terminology has fostered “a close-knit relationship
among the poetic, graphic and sonic arts across much of Asia” (Chou 1991:
181). One key text is the Rhymeprose on Literature of Lu Chi (261-303 cE),
which explores the interdependence of five aesthetic qualities: ying (response,
resonance), ho (harmony), pei (gravity of feeling), ya (restraint in expression),
and yen (richness of texture). Each quality serves as a control on the others: “The
advances of one meet the retreats of another; the assertions of one control the
excesses of another” (DeWoskin 1983: 205). The resulting balance may approach
the ideal of “blandness,” in which no single quality stands out. Likewise, the way
of life appropriate to a sage is often described as requiring a disciplined avoid-
ance of any inclination to favor one tendency over others, so that the sage can
experience the world in its wholeness (Jullien 1991: 41-7). Music and the other
arts enable us to achieve and sustain a sense of poised equilibrium.

Arabic and Persian writings in the early centuries of Islam

Philosophical treatment of music in the early centuries of Islam began with the
assimilation and extension of Greek musical thought, enriched through close
attention to the existing musical practices of Arabs, Persians, and their neigh-
bors. Two of the greatest Muslim philosophers, al-Farabi (d. 950) and Avicenna
(980-1037), wrote extensively on the discipline known in Arabic as miisigi (from
Greek mousiké), which was treated as a branch of mathematics and contrasted in
various respects with traditional arts of singing (Arabic ghina’).

Music and other sciences

The adaptation of Ancient Greek and Byzantine music theory by Muslim schol-
ars extended from the late eighth century through much of the tenth. The first
major philosopher involved in this effort was al-Kindi (d. ¢.866), whose surviv-
ing works include four brief treatises on music. One of these deals with “the
instrument of philosophers,” namely the lute (“d). Another is a systematic pre-
sentation of the knowledge needed for composition of melodies: knowledge of
tones, intervals, species of tetrachord, combinations of tetrachords, modulation,
and the workings of melodies on the soul (Greek éthos, Arabic ta‘thir). From
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the ninth century onward, music theorists writing in Arabic described intervals
between pitches with reference to the locations of frets on the neck of a lute, or
to the points where the single string of a monochord could be stopped.

Aristotle’s Rbetoric and Poetics are placed among his logical works in the
pedagogical ordering of scientific disciplines developed by the Aristotelians of
Alexandria, which was transmitted to Muslim scholars by Syrian Christians.
Avicenna’s masterful Kitab al-shifa’ (Book of Healing) proceeds in a conven-
tional order through the branches of logic (including poetics), physics, math-
ematics (including music), and metaphysics. Farabi and Averroés (1126-98) also
wrote commentaries on the Poetics that touch on key issues in the philosophy of
music, such as listeners’ responses to the “imaginative representation” (takbyil)
or “imitation” (muhadkah) of human actions.

From the late tenth century onward, some Muslim authors (such as al-
Khwarizmi in his Mafatib al-‘ulim (Keys to the Sciences), c.985) classified the
disciplines that had been developed on the basis of Greek precedents as “foreign
sciences,” in contrast to such “Arab sciences” as linguistics, jurisprudence, and
theology. This dichotomy was retained as “new” (Muslim) versus “ancient” by
al-Amoli (d. 1352) in the Persian encyclopedia Nafa’es al-fonun (Treasures of
the Sciences), and as “traditional” versus “intellectual” in the great Mugaddima
(Introduction [to History]) of Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406). Arab and foreign, old and
new, traditional and intellectual could be understood as complementary, or as
incompatible in some or even all respects. Debate over this set of issues became
ever more intense as Muslim thinkers were confronted with the challenges of
European scientific advances and imperial projects.

The composition and reception of music

The Platonic and Aristotelian conception of music as composed of tone-relation-
ships (harmonia), structured movement (rhythmos), and words (I6gos) was as
pertinent to the arts of ghina’ as to the discipline of miisigi. The great singer Ishaq
al-Mausili (d. 850) named four “domains” of knowledge as indispensable to the
musician’s art: nagham (tones), ta’lif (their “harmonious arrangement”), gisma
(the “apportionment” of tones to song lyrics), and *iga‘ar (metric cycles). Ishaq’s
contemporary, al-Kindi, distinguished three types of melody with which poetry
may be “clothed” by the size and arrangement of intervals: “the contracting” (al-
gabdi), evocative of melancholy; “the temperate” (al-mu‘tadil), appropriate to
praise and the experience of the sublime; and “the expansive” (al-basti), associ-
ated with delight. Kindi added that a composer’s choice of a slow, moderate, or
quick metric cycle must match his choice of melodic framework if the composi-
tion is to bring about the desired movement of the soul. Like the Greek concep-
tion of éthos on which it was modeled, this typology posits a neutral point from
which movement in either of two opposite directions raises or lowers the level of
activity or effort.
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Farabi defined melody (labn) as an ordered succession of tones that is or is not
combined with voweled and unvoweled consonants; melody in the fullest sense
of the term includes verse. Like Kindi, Farabi classified melodic frameworks as
relatively strong, temperate, or soft. Strong frameworks allow for representation
of enmity, cruelty, anger, and boldness; soft frameworks are appropriate to fear,
compassion, anxiety, and cowardice. Farabi and Avicenna were interested in the
experience of listening, such as ways in which listeners’ expectations may or may
not be fulfilled.

An argument that listeners are capable of directing their experience of music
in ways that are ethically appropriate rather than reprehensible is central to the
influential defense of music offered by the theologian Abu Hamid al-Ghazali
(1058-1111). Members of many Sufi orders have shared this understanding
of the potential spiritual value of music, which extends to purely instrumen-
tal melody and the movements it may inspire in performers and listeners. The
fourteenth-century Persian poet Hafez often speaks of “messages” conveyed by
instruments: “Sounding in a high register, rebec and harp say, ‘Listen closely
to the message of those who are intimate with the secret’.” Another of his lines
depicts the coordination of voice and instrument with structured movement in
ceremonial performance: “Now that you have a good instrument in hand, min-
strel, sing a good song / that all of us may throw up our hands, dance, and shake
our heads as we perform a ghazal.”

See also Aesthetic properties (Chapter 14), Antiquity and the Middle Ages (Chapter 24), Com-
position (Chapter 47), Ethnomusicology (Chapter 49), Rhythm, melody, and harmony (Chapter
3), Silence, sound, noise, and music (Chapter 2), Sociology and cultural studies (Chapter 51), and
Value (Chapter 15).
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24
ANTIQUITY AND THE
MIDDLE AGES

Thomas |. Mathiesen

A full treatment of the philosophy of music in antiquity, let alone the Middle Ages,
would need to take into account not only the familiar “ancient” classical cultures of
Greece and Rome but also those of eastern Asia, India, Mesopotamia, and Egypt.
Inasmuch as even a cursory overview of all these cultures would be impossible in a
short chapter, the Pythagorean tradition will be a useful place to start: first, because
Pythagoras himself has been credited with coining the terms “philosophy” and
“philosopher”; and, second, because the tradition absorbed important elements of
many ancient cultures, as well as unquestionably exerting an enormous influence
on the musical philosophy of classical antiquity and the Middle Ages.

Pythagoras and the Pythagoreans

The historical Pythagoras is an elusive character. Born perhaps on Samos, he
is presumed to have lived between 570 and 480 BCE. According to his biogra-
phers, he was educated by Hermodamas of Samos, Thales, and Anaximander
of Miletus, as well as by the learned figures he encountered in his travels in the
Near East and Egypt (and possibly even in India). After some years of teaching
on Samos following his return to the island, he emigrated to Croton in southern
Italy where he attracted a large community of followers. Unrest eventually arose,
and Pythagoras emigrated to Metapontum and remained there until his death,
the precise date and circumstances of which have been matters of dispute, even
among the early Pythagoreans.

According to Heraclides Ponticus (fI. fourth century BCE), Pythagoras was the
first to use the term “philosophy” (philosophia) and to call himself a “philos-
opher” (philosophos) because “no one except god is wise [sophos]” (Diogenes
Laertius Proem. 12). In other words, Pythagoras “called ‘fond of wisdom’ — that
is, ‘philosophos’ — those who, regarding all else as nothing, ardently contemplated
the nature of things” (Cicero Tusculanae disputationes 5.3.8).
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Pythagoras taught his students privately (and secretly) rather than developing
his ideas systematically in a series of treatises, but many of his teachings were
preserved in the writings of his followers, who split into two groups (probably in
the fifth century BCE) — the acousmatics and the mathematicians. The acousmat-
ics were particularly interested in Pythagoras’s teachings in the area of ritual life
(e.g. eschatology, diet, sacrifice, purification, burial, reincarnation, and so on)
while the mathematicians were interested in the four primary Pythagorean scien-
tific disciplines (geometry, astronomy, arithmetic, and music), which Pythagoras
is supposed to have developed from his studies with the Egyptians and Chal-
deans. The mathematicians regarded it as their particular task to disseminate and
develop these disciplines (Archytas fr. 1; Aristotle Metaphysics 1.5).

The Pythagoreans (and presumably Pythagoras himself) regarded number as
central to all knowledge: “everything that can be known has a Number; for it
is impossible to grasp anything with the mind or to recognize it without this”
(Philolaus fr. 4). In particular, the series of the first four numbers, the tetraktys of
the decad, held significance because it embodies all the musical consonances (the
octave, 2:1; the fifth, 3:2; the fourth, 4:3; the twelfth, 3:1; and the fifteenth, 4:1)
and all the geometric elements (point, 1; line, 2; plane, 3; and solid, 4); moreover,
the sum of the first four numbers returns to the perfection of 1, now in the base
10 (1+2+3+4=10).

According to legend, Pythagoras discovered the numerical basis of the musi-
cal consonances when walking by a blacksmith’s shop: he heard the consonant
sounds of the octave, fifth, and fourth; noticed that the various pitches producing
the consonances corresponded to the weights of the hammers (12, 9, 8, and 6);
replicated these sounds by suspending the weights from strings; and noted the
ratios between the weights. He is then supposed to have observed these same
ratios in the lengths of strings, pipes, and so on. As it happens, unison strings
under these proportional tensions (whether produced by weights or any other
means) do not sound these intervals, which actually result from the proportional
resonance of unison strings. Nevertheless, the basic consonant ratios embodied
in the first four numbers remained inviolable, with a very few notable excep-
tions, throughout antiquity and the Middle Ages.

The Pythagoreans viewed these musical consonances and their ratios as
broadly paradigmatic: “they took the elements of numbers to be the elements of
everything and the whole heaven to be harmonia and number” (Aristotle Meta-
physics 1.5). From this, the notion of the cosmos as a musical harmony emerged
(including the harmony of the spheres in Plato Republic 10.616¢c~17c) and con-
comitantly the conception of music (mousiké) as a science that reveals the secrets
of nature and exerts a powerful force on the character (ethos) of individuals and
society as a whole, as is conveyed in the widely repeated story of Pythagoras
calming an inebriated (or lustful) youth by changing the harmonia (on this term,
see below and Mathiesen 2001a) of the music he was hearing and in Socrates’
argument against musical innovation as a threat to the fundamental structure of
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the state (Plato Republic 4.424b—c). In a real sense, music and philosophy are
inexorably linked in the Pythagorean tradition.

Plato and Aristotle

The influence of the Pythagorean tradition is strong in the work of Plato (c.429-347
BCE), especially in Timaeus but also in Republic and Laws. The Timaeus (34b-37c¢;
see Plato 1998b), for example, makes frequent use of the term harmonia and its
related forms in describing the parts of the universal soul in terms of Pythagorean
musical ratios, while in Republic, harmonia is used both in the characterization of
various ethnic musical types — Dorian, Phrygian, Lydian, and so on (3.398c-403¢;
see Plato 1998a) — and in reference to the proper state of the individual soul, as
when Socrates says: “he who best blends gymnastics with music (mousiké) and
applies them in the most measured way to the soul is the one we should most
rightly consider to be the most perfectly musical and harmonious” (Plato Repub-
lic 3.412a). Republic also includes the famous Myth of Er, in which a Siren on
each orbit in the cosmos (seven planetary and an outer orbit of fixed stars) produces
a single pitch, the eight of them together forming “a single harmonia” (10.616d-
17d). (For a fuller discussion, see Chapter 28, in “Plato,” in this volume.)

Aristotle (384-322 BCE) and the Aristotelian Problemata have much to say
about music, but the material is more often historical or technical rather than
philosophical. Aristotle’s On the Heavens, however, is devoted to a refutation
of the Pythagorean “harmony of the spheres” (De caelo 2.9), while Metaphysics
14.6 debunks the notion of number as reality. In Book VIII of Politics, Aristotle
turns his attention to the power of music to amuse and relax, instill ethical virtue,
and stimulate the intellect (see Aristotle 1998). He acknowledges the powerful
influence of music, but his view of music is less dogmatic than Plato’s: for Aristo-
tle, the propriety of music (and education in music) is a relative matter, depend-
ing on time, place, purpose, age, and station.

Aristoxenus

Aristoxenus of Tarentum (c.350-310 BcE), Aristotle’s student, seems to have
been the first to develop a comprehensive phenomenology of music, leading
one recent scholar to call him “the founder of musicology” (Gibson 2005: 2).
Unfortunately, his treatises on harmonics (the phenomena of musical sound) and
rhythmics do not survive intact, and some parts of his phenomenology can only
be conjectured from treatments (often critical) written in later antiquity.
Aristoxenus clearly identifies his study of harmonics as in accord with Aris-
totle’s third type of science, the theoretical, which transcends the limitations of
sensory experience in the exercise of pure reason (Topics 6.6, Metaphysics 1.1,
and Nicomachean Ethics 10.7). Recalling Aristotle’s method in Physics, Aristox-
enus begins by defining the constituent parts of musical reality: motion, pitch,
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compass, notes, intervals, genera, scales, musical line (melos), synthesis (i.e. the
way in which notes and intervals, like letters and words, are placed in natural
order), and position or placement of the voice. Later on, these constituent parts
are recast as a set of seven categories (notes, intervals, genera, scales, tonoi, mod-
ulation, and melic composition [melopoiia]), framed by hearing and intellect on
the one hand and comprehension on the other. The phenomena, he says, cannot
be properly grasped without a sharp sense of hearing, and their function can-
not be understood without intellect. Beyond this, because music passes through
time, it is both a Becoming and a Having Become. Thus, in order to have musical
comprehension, it is necessary to have a sense of the Becoming and a memory of
the Having Become.

In his definition of the three basic genera of melodic lines (enharmonic, chro-
matic, and diatonic), Aristoxenus abandons traditional Pythagorean ratios in
favor of a geometric idealization in which two fixed notes — hypate and mese
— defining the interval of a fourth (not, however, specified as a Pythagorean inter-
val in the ratio 4:3) surround two other notes — parhypate and lichanos — that
define six specific shades by moving within a spatially defined area, measured in
parts of a tone (see Figure 24.1).

This extraordinarily bold conception was routinely attacked and derided by
theorists throughout antiquity and the Middle Ages as empirically faulty and
mathematically impossible, but Aristoxenus was well aware that musical phe-
nomena had not been and could not be adequately explained by the limited
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means of Pythagorean mathematics. By applying a geometric model, Aristoxenus
recognized the possibility of transcending these limits. His larger philosophical
view seems to have escaped even his followers, who tended to reduce his system
to a series of simple descriptive categories, but his application and development
of Aristotelian principles and categories established a philosophical alternative
to the Pythagorean (and Platonic) view of music. (For a fuller treatment of Aris-
toxenus, see Mathiesen 1999: 294-344.)

Epicureans and Skeptics

Epicurean and Skeptic philosophers generally rejected the idea that music repre-
sented anything beyond itself or held any special power to affect human character
(ethos). In Book IV of his fragmentary treatise De musica, the Epicurean Philode-
mus (c.110-c.40 BCE) summarizes and systematically refutes each argument of
the Stoic Diogenes the Babylonian (¢.240-152 BCE), who represents a synthesis
of Pythagorean, Platonic, and Aristotelian viewpoints. For Philodemus, music is
irrational and, at best, a simple pleasure, invented by man. It has no metaphysi-
cal significance and manifests no ethical effects. A similar type of treatment is
provided by the Skeptic Sextus Empiricus (fI. second century CE), who reviews
and debunks the various traditional claims for music, after which he demon-
strates that music cannot even be an object of study because it is predicated on
elements that cannot be demonstrated to exist (see Sextus Empiricus 1998).

Early Latin writers: Cicero and Varro

Although there are many musical references in Latin literature from the second
century BCE through the imperial period, the majority of these are allegorical,
metaphoric, technical, or historical; with the exception of Cicero (106—43 BCE)
and Varro (116-27 BCE), musical philosophy as such seems to have been left to
writers in Greek. Cicero’s view of music generally accorded with Philodemus, but
he also developed his own treatment of the harmony of the spheres in Somnium
Scipionis (Republic 6.9-29; cf. De natura deorum 3.27), which would be highly
influential as transmitted throughout the Middle Ages together with an extensive
commentary by Macrobius. Further echoes of Plato appear in Cicero’s Laws
2.15.38-39, which offers brief comments on musical ethos. Varro’s encyclope-
dic treatment of the seven liberal arts (in the order grammar, dialectic, rhetoric,
geometry, arithmetic, astronomy, and music, as later followed by Martianus
Capella) plus medicine and architecture has not been preserved, but references
to him appear in the writings of Pliny, Quintilian, Censorinus, Augustine, Cas-
siodorus, Isidore of Seville, and others. The famous definition “music is the sci-
ence of effectively modulating the voice,” found in Censorinus’s De die natali 10
and repeated in various forms in many other places, is commonly but insecurely
attributed to Varro.
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Philo Judaeus

In the first century ck, Philo Judaeus (¢.20 BCE-¢.50 cE) attempted a synthesis of
pagan and Jewish philosophy in his allegorical method of expounding scripture
—a method in which music and number played a significant role. In his view, the
beautiful things of the world were based on prefigurations that were part of God’s
creation (De opificio mundi 3—6). Because everything in the cosmos is numerically
related, the arts should lead to philosophy and ultimately to God. Thus, musical
harmonia, as an imitation of cosmic harmony, enables a recognition of this higher
harmony that can in turn lead to a transcendent state (De sommniis 1.35-37; De
opificio mundi 53-54, 69-71). In a similar manner, the lyre serves as a meta-
phor for the harmonious soul, which is a “concord of virtues and the beauties in
nature” (Quod deus sit immutabilis 24.4-5). Philo’s allegorical method (emerg-
ing from a long tradition of allegorical interpretations of Homer and Hesiod)
influenced Origen and Sts Ambrose, Jerome, Augustine, and Gregory, eventu-
ally becoming a standard for Biblical exegesis as well as for the interpretation of
Greek and Roman secular literature. One of the important philosophical streams
from antiquity to the Middle Ages, it nevertheless remains somewhat peripheral
to the mainstream of musical philosophy because it is so closely linked with theol-
ogy and the aesthetic dimension of religious experience.

Greek writers of later antiquity

All the traditions of musical philosophy retained separate identities in later
antiquity, but the Pythagorean/Platonic and Aristotelian/Aristoxenian traditions
merged to some extent in treatises such as De musica attributed to Plutarch of
Chaeronea (¢.50-c.120), the Manuale harmonices of Nicomachus of Gerasa (fl.
late first—early second century), and the Harmonica introductio of Gaudentius
(fl. late third or early fourth century; see Gaudentius 1998), all of which pro-
vided treatments of Pythagorean mathematics and music combined with histori-
cal and technical details of considerable interest to historians of music theory.
Other writers of the same period, such as Cleonides and Theon of Smyrna, gen-
erally disregard philosophical aspects in providing primarily technical treat-
ments, respectively, of the Aristoxenian and Platonic traditions. None of these
shorter treatises, however, can compare with the two capstones of later Greek
musical philosophy: the Harmonica by the Alexandrian scientist Claudius Ptol-
emy (c.90-161), who attempted a critique and developmental reconciliation of
Pythagorean and Aristoxenian music theory, together with a consideration of the
musical features of the cosmos; and the De musica of the neo-Platonist Aristides
Quintilianus (fI. late third—early fourth century), perhaps the most “intricate and
elaborately unified philosophical discourse in which music provides a paradigm
for the order of the soul and the universe” (Mathiesen 1999: 525; for a fuller
treatment of all these figures, see Mathiesen 1999: chs. 4-6).
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Plutarch

Musical references abound in the Moralia of Plutarch, but two of the treatises
are especially important in the present context: the unquestionably authentic De
animae procreatione in Timaeo, essentially a commentary on Plato’s Timaeus;
and the pseudonymous De musica, written in the form of a dialogue among a
practitioner, a “theorist,” and a precentor. De animae procreatione 27-33 pro-
vides a detailed and useful exegesis of the musical ratios and mathematical means
that appear in Plato’s psychogony, leading to the conclusion that the ratios and
numbers used by the Demiurge represent “the musicality and harmonia of the
soul herself with herself, by which she, engendered with myriad goods, has filled
the heaven” (1030c). Likewise, in De musica, the practical and historical discus-
sion of Lysias is extended by the theorist Soterichus into the realm of Pythago-
rean mathematics and music as he describes the ways in which the Platonic ratios
of Timaeus 35b-36b should be assigned to specific musical notes in the famous
interlocking Pythagorean harmonia (Figure 24.2)

Following further consideration of the natures of the Unlimited, the Limited,
and the Even-Odd (cf. Philolaus fr. 1-3), Soterichus observes that music is elevat-
ing, instructive, and useful. In summarizing the disciplines of harmonics and
rhythmics, he moves from his predominantly Pythagorean position to draw on
Aristoxenus in his recognition that the mind relies on a sharp sense of hearing in
order to understand the continuity of effects and form critical judgments about
the nature and ethos of music. The precentor Onesicrates caps the dialogue by
returning the discussion to the Pythagorean realm, concluding that neither the
universe nor the motion of the stars could have been established without music
because God has arranged everything in accord with harmonia.
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Figure 24.2 The description in De musica 22 (1138e-1139b) (Mathiesen 1999: 313)
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Nicomachus of Gerasa

The writings of Nicomachus of Gerasa are among the most important sources for
the tradition of Pythagorean mathematics and musical philosophy, especially his
Introductio arithmetica, which survives in Greek and in a Latin translation by A.
M. S. Boethius; his Introductio musica, which though lost in Greek is generally
thought to be the source for the first four books of Boethius’s De institutione
musica (see below), the most influential work on music in Latin from at least
the Carolingian period until well into the Renaissance; and his little Manuale
harmonices and a few additional fragments. The Manuale harmonices, written
in the form of a letter to a noble lady, is essentially a series of unrelated summa-
ries that nonetheless preserve important Pythagorean source material. The third
“chapter,” for example, presents the planetary harmony as a prototype for the
earliest scale of earthly music, which was originally a heptachord in imitation
of the higher harmony. In the following chapters, Nicomachus explains how
sound and number are related, how the planetary heptachord was expanded
into an octave by Pythagoras, how Pythagoras discovered the basic harmonic
ratios, how the mathematical means of the Tiznaeus can be understood, how the
Pythagorean Philolaus constructed the harmonia of the octave (Philolaus fr. 6),
and how the notes and tetrachords of the Greek musical system evolved from the
old heptachord into their current arrangement.

Claudius Ptolemy

The Harmonica of Claudius Ptolemy, like De musica of Aristides Quintilianus, is
arranged in three books, but the second and third books were either left incom-
plete at his death (as one of the scholia states) or partially lost at an early date.
As it survives today in three somewhat different versions, Books I and II of the
Harmonica explore both the Pythagorean and Aristoxenian traditions, which are
then reformulated by Ptolemy himself to propose a more coherent and consistent
system; the third book, which represents the work of Ptolemy’s later redactors,
relates the technical details of music to the order of the universe, addressing such
topics as the harmoniousness of all things; relationships among consonant musi-
cal intervals, the parts of the soul, the primary virtues, and the aspects of the
zodiac; and affinities among the sequence of notes and tetrachords in the Greek
scale, the various genera, the t0n0i (on this term, see Mathiesen 2001b), and the
organization of the planetary spheres in the cosmos. Ptolemy does not provide
illustrations of these relationships, but Figures 24.3 and 24.4 can be constructed
from his descriptions.

All the parts in Figure 24.3 form a concord: in the soul, this is righteousness,
and the entire harmonia of the system is the disposition of the philosopher. The
arrangement in Figure 24.4 complements the threefold division of the soul and
relates the various sciences to the three musical genera. Ptolemy provides only
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Figure 24.3 Ptolemy’s construction of the soul, based on Harmonica 3.5 (Mathiesen
1999: 481)
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Figure 24.4 Ptolemy’s construction of the soul, based on Harmonica 3.6 (Mathiesen
1999: 482)

vague reasons for the associations with the enharmonic and diatonic; for the
chromatic, he emphasizes the importance of mathematics as a necessary inter-
mediary in understanding the relationship between nature and the god, domes-
tic action as an essential link between ethics and politics. All these interlocking
relationships naturally lead to the conclusion that the various fonoi can affect
the disposition of the soul, and Ptolemy (or his redactors) conclude Book III by
showing the relationships among the various tonoi, the planetary spheres, and
the zodiac.

Aristides Quintilianus

Aristides Quintilianus’s De musica is a more systematic work: every technical
detail of the Aristoxenian categories of harmonics, rhythmics, and metrics laid
out in Book I (for the section on harmonics, see Aristides Quintilianus 1998) is
related in one way or another in Book II to the effect of music on ethos and its
role in education, and all of this material is then related to the soul and the order
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of the universe in Book III. For Aristides Quintilianus, music is an art transcend-
ing time and physical nature that reveals the order of the soul and the universe,
as he makes clear in his initial definitions of music, the last of which marks out
a neo-Platonist epistemology: “Music is a science of melos and of those things
contingent to melos. Some define it as follows: ‘the theoretical and practical
art of perfect and instrumental melos’; and others thus: ‘an art of the seemly in
sounds and motions.” But we define it more fully and in accordance with our
thesis: ‘knowledge of the seemly in bodies and motions’” (De musica 1.4). These
definitions lead to his famous classification of music (Figure 24.5).

Building upon the treatment of the Technical and Application subclasses in
Book I, Aristides Quintilianus devotes Book II to the subclass of Expression in
three topics, beginning with the soul and the use of music in education (based on
Plato’s Phaedrus, Timaeus, Republic, and Laws; Aristotle’s Politics; and Cicero’s
Republic). He then considers the actualization of music and ways in which music
influences behavior through its delivery and the sympathetic resonance of its mas-
culine, feminine, and medial qualities with those of the soul (drawing on Damon
of Athens, an elusive figure on whom Plato may have relied for many of his
observations about music). This in turn leads to the ways in which musical instru-
ments themselves possess genders and communicate ethical characteristics.

In its treatment of the remaining subclass, the Natural, Book III explains the
ultimate goal of music, as anticipated at the very beginning of the treatise (1.1):
“it [music] explains both the nature of numbers and the variety of proportions;
it gradually reveals the harmoniai that are, through these, in all bodies; and . . . it
is able to supply the ratios of the soul — the soul of each person separately and,
as well, even the soul of the universe.” Book III is divided into the two parts of
the Natural subclass of music, the Arithmetic part reviewing the elements of
Pythagorean musical mathematics, possibly drawn from Plutarch’s De animae
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Figure 24.5 Aristides Quintilianus’ subclasses of music in De musica 1.5 (Mathiesen 1999:
527)
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Figure 24.6 Aristides Quintilianus’s design of the soul in De musica 3.24 (Mathiesen 1999:
575)

procreatione (see above) and Theon of Smyrna, while the Natural part relates
“each particular to the universe altogether” (3.9). Every musical element (the
genera, individual notes, tetrachords, intervals, scales, tonoi, etc.) is associated
with some natural element (geometric shapes, five senses, four elements plus the
ether, four seasons, the gestation of animals, the four triangles of the zodiac, the
astrological actualities, and so on), leading to the relationships among the soul of
the universe, the harmonic numbers and means, the virtues, and individual souls,
all of which is essentially a gloss on Plato’s Timaeus 35a—c (Figure 24.6)

Book III further notes that different types of melody may be seen as paralleling
the two types of future (recalling Plotinus’s Enneads 11.3 [52], ch. 9, and IIL.1 [3],
ch. 1; Plato’s Laws 4 and 11 and Cicero’s Republic 10.14-16): conjunct melody
moving in sequential order is likened to the “what-will-be”; disjunct melody to
the “what-may-be.” Modulation in music, like other types of changes that occur
in nature, can thus be further likened to a change of the “what-may-be.” With
all its paradigmatic qualities, Aristides Quintilianus concludes that music pro-
vides an agreeable preliminary study to philosophy as her “greatest consort and
attendant.” Thus, “we must afford to both philosophy and music their proper
worth and honor; and we must unite their conjunction as most fit and legitimate”
(De musica 3.27).

Latin writers of later antiquity

Latin writers of the first centuries of the Common Era were generally uninter-
ested in musical speculation or a philosophy of music, and as the Latin West
began to lose a first-hand knowledge of Greek, authors — insofar as they wished
to speak of music at all — increasingly relied on intermediate encyclopedic works
such as the Disciplinae of Varro, Vitruvius’s De architectura, and Pliny’s Natu-
ralis historia, and on Cicero, Seneca, and Quintilian as accessible alternatives to
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Plato and Aristotle. In these early centuries, only St. Augustine (354-430) and
Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius (c.480-525/26) devoted entire treatises to
music, but several more centuries would pass before these treatises would begin
to exert a substantial impact on medieval musical thought.

Augustine

The first five books of Augustine’s De musica (written prior to his conversion)
are devoted to a definition of music and a study of rhythm, relying on number
and proportion. The sixth book (written after his conversion) is entirely different
in style, tone, and content: here, number and proportion are projected from the
corporeal to the incorporeal. Music has a sensory (and sensuous) dimension, but
it also causes the soul to imitate the harmony of number in proportion, leading
it to a love of God. By absorbing the neo-Platonic view of music and adapting it
to Christianity, Augustine (in parallel with other Fathers of the Church, East and
West) provides a compelling argument for music not only in Christian worship
but also as a legitimate field for philosophical and theological study. These roles
are pursued in two types of medieval musicography: the so-called cantus tradi-
tion of early medieval music theory, which evolves into the tradition of musica
practica, and the tradition of musica theorica or musica speculativa.

Boethius

Boethius, fearing that knowledge of the Greek intellectual and scientific tradition
was being lost in the decline of civilization, intended to undertake paraphrase
translations of the major Greek texts in the four Pythagorean scientific disci-
plines (which he called the quadrivium); all of Aristotle’s works on logic, ethics,
and physics; and all of Plato, as well as showing the inherent harmony of these
philosophical schools. He was unable to carry out such an ambitious program
but did translate Porphyrius’s Isagoge, most of Aristotle’s Organon (with com-
mentaries), and Pythagorean treatises on arithmetic and music by or based on
Nicomachus (see above), all of this in addition to numerous theological works
and The Consolation of Philosophy, his most famous work, written at the close
of his life.

Book I of De institutione musica introduces the study of music as understood
by the Pythagoreans, laying out a threefold division of musica mundana, humana,
and instrumentalis and the distinction between the practitioner of music (cantor)
and the true musicus, “one who exhibits the faculty of forming judgments accord-
ing to speculation or reason relative and appropriate to music” (Boethius 1989:
51). The first four books are devoted to musica instrumentalis (i.e. the elements
of harmonics and other principles of Greek music theory). Books II and III draw
on Boethius’s earlier De institutione arithmetica to demonstrate the Pythagorean
mathematical tenets of Book I, while Book IV is devoted to a detailed (although
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somewhat confused) treatment of musical notation, the three genera of melody,
and the “modes [modi], also called tropoi or tonoi.” Book IV, in particular, had
a profound influence on the system of modes (or tones) applied to the medieval
system of classifying liturgical chant. Book V, which is incomplete, is based on
the first book of Ptolemy’s Harmonica and thus, as noted earlier, provides a sort
of reconciliation of the Platonic and Aristotelian traditions, one of Boethius’s
aims in his grand intellectual project.

It seems that Boethius intended to include the second and third books of Ptole-
my’s Harmonica as Books VI and VII; had this been done, De institutione musica
would indeed have ended with treatments of musica humana (the blending of the
elements of the body and the soul (see Figures 24.3 and 24.4 above)) and musica
mundana (the music of the cosmos). Nevertheless, even without this material, De
institutione musica becomes the fundamental text for the study of musica within
the quadrivium and is inescapable throughout the entire medieval tradition of
musica theorica, into the Renaissance, while Boethius himself comes to be seen
as an archetypal musicus.

Other authors

Apart from Augustine and Boethius, the most important Latin authors of the
first seven centuries of the Common Era who made more than passing men-
tion of music in their treatises include Censorinus (De die natali), Calcidius
(In Timaeum Platonis), Macrobius (In somnium Scipionis), Martianus Capella
(De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii), Cassiodorus (Institutiones; see Cassiodorus
1998), and Isidore of Seville (Etymologiae; see Isidore 1998). All of them convey
some version of Pythagoras’s discovery of the harmonic numbers, and some of
them also include Pythagorean references to the harmony of the spheres (espe-
cially Calcidius and Macrobius, as would be expected) and the ability of music
to influence behavior. Pythagorean and Aristoxenian references are frequently
found together, sometimes conscientiously contrasted (as in Censorinus), some-
times without comment (as in Martianus Capella). These are highly eclectic works
in which the musical content is primarily an intellectual adornment. Neverthe-
less, all of them were widely read in the Middle Ages and exerted considerable
influence on later musical thought. (For a fuller treatment of all these figures, see
Mathiesen 1999: ch. 7.)

The Carolingian Renaissance and beyond

The period following the death of Isidore (d. 636) until the establishment of
the universities at Bologna, Paris, Oxford, and Cambridge in the eleventh and
twelfth centuries was not propitious for further developments in musical philos-
ophy in the East or West. The school of philosophy in Athens was closed in 529,
and the university at Constantinople was replaced in the seventh century by the
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Ecumenical College (controlled by the Church), which was closed in turn during
the Iconoclast controversies in the eighth and ninth centuries. Emperor Justinian
(r. 527-65) and his successors were preoccupied with the control (political and
ecclesiastical) of the Western territories, the rise of Islam, and the depredations
of Iconoclasm, which left little time for an interest in philosophy, literature, and
the ancient sciences.

The ninth century, however, was a period of intellectual renewal — in the East
under the Macedonian dynasty (867-1056), in the West following the corona-
tion of Charlemagne as Holy Roman Emperor in 800, and in the Islamic empire
with the establishment of the House of Wisdom (832) by the caliph al-Ma’mun.
Unfortunately, a short chapter such as this must limit itself to the barest outline
of developments in the West, leaving it to readers to pursue the various figures
and subjects, according to their interests (see the respective articles in Sadie 2001
for further information on almost all of the following figures; their names are
given as in that reference work).

Invited by Charlemagne in 781 to join the palace school at Aachen, Alcuin
of York (c.735-804) became Charlemagne’s personal tutor and author of his
educational program, including the Admonitio generalis of 789, which specifies
the curriculum for the church schools to be established throughout the kingdom
and — later — empire. Alcuin emphasized the study of the seven artes as the basis
for philosophy and theology, which helped insure their acceptance as legitimate
subjects in a Christian context, leading in turn to a renewed interest in the work
of Martianus Capella and Boethius. The importance of music, in particular, was
stressed by Johannes Scotus Eriugena (or Erigena; ¢.810-¢.877), who undertook
a fully comprehensive philosophy in De divisione naturae, as well as translations
of the pseudonymous neo-Platonic De caelesti hierarchia (in which the orders
of angels replace the sirens or muses in a new celestial harmony) and De divi-
nis nominibus, both attributed (in 532) to Dionysius the Areopagite. Since, for
Johannes, music and the universe are related through harmonia (De divisione
naturae 3), art aids human beings in returning to the beautiful oneness of God
(De divinis nominibus 4.7).

With music fully established in the Carolingian curriculum as one of the artes
and as central to establishing and codifying a uniform liturgy throughout the
empire, there was a demand for treatments explaining the theoretical principles
of music while finding ways to make use of existing principles (frequently glossed
with scriptural parallels) to address current practical issues, such as the organiza-
tion of chant into a series of eight “tones” (four “authentic” and four “plagal”);
classification of chants within the tones according to their differentiae; relation-
ships of the eight tones to the Greek tonoi; definition of pitches and intervals,
located through mathematical principles; relationship of the tones one to another
by characteristic species of intervallic structure in a defining octave, fifth, or
fourth; parsing musical structures into phrases, clauses, and sentences; rhythm
and meter; systems of notation to assist in defining and stabilizing individual
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chants; polyphony (organum); and pedagogy. These treatments drew heavily on
Boethius, the Latin grammarians, and to a lesser extent Macrobius, Censorinus,
Martianus Capella, and Isidore. Thus, they reflected the approaches characteris-
tic of these authors of late antiquity, as described above.

By the eleventh century, many of the practical issues had been addressed, espe-
cially those of definition and classification, and in the following centuries (until
the mid-fifteenth), musical writings expanded in various different directions,
some of which were broadly philosophical (e.g. those involving the classification
of knowledge by William of Conches, Hugh of St. Victor, Alan of Lille, Raoul de
Longchamp, Dominicus Gundissalinus, etc.; or those influenced — positively or
negatively — by the revival of Aristotelianism such as Robert Grosseteste, Robert
Kilwardby, Albertus Magnus, Thomas Aquinas, and Roger Bacon); some were
practical and pedagogical (e.g. treatises by Guido of Arezzo, Johannes Cotto
Afflighemensis, Johannes de Garlandia, Franco of Cologne, Johannes de Muris,
Robert de Handlo, Marchetto da Padova, and various anonymous authors),
although many of these contain philosophical analogies and observations, exhibit
an interest in the identification and classification of musical genres (e.g. Johannes
de Grocheio’s De musica), or are adaptations of earlier works (e.g. Johannes de
Muris’s Musica speculativa, essentially an abridgment of Books I-III of Boethi-
us’s De institutione musica); and some attempted grand summae, perhaps influ-
enced by Vincent de Beauvais or Aquinas (e.g. Hieronymus de Moravia, Walter
Odington, Jacobus of Liége, John of Tewkesbury, Ugolino of Orvieto, and oth-
ers). There was also a growing concern with the relationship between time and
music (emerging from earlier treatments of rhythmics and metrics), especially
within polyphonic compositions where the various lines might measure different
simultaneous times. Thus, proportions and the nature of numbers, which had
previously been considered primarily in regard to sound, play an increasing role
in explaining the ever more complicated relationships of counterpoint.

Medieval interests in harmonia, mode and tonos, the influence of music on
behavior, the measurement of time, the nature of sound, definitions of con-
sonance and dissonance, the place of music in education and society, the har-
mony of the spheres, and so on, did not die out by any means with the rise of
humanism, but by the mid-fifteenth century, writers concerned with music,
whether they were philosophers such as Marsilio Ficino, pedagogues such as
Vittorino da Feltre and Giorgio Anselmi, or theorists such as Johannes Gallicus,
had found new sources of inspiration and a new approach to philosophy and
music.

See also Music theory and philosophy (Chapter 46), Plato (Chapter 28), and Rhythm, melody, and
harmony (Chapter 3).
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THE EARLY MODERN
PERIOD

Jeanette Bicknell

The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were a period of intense intellectual
activity and exchange. The ongoing “scientific revolution,” with its emphasis
on rationality, experimentation, and systematicity, and the new ways of viewing
the world that came with it, affected every area of scholarly interest, including
music theory. This period marks more generally the birth of aesthetics as a sepa-
rate philosophical specialty, as several important aesthetic concepts, including
representation and expression, begin to take their modern forms. Music loses its
status as an object of mainstream scientific study to take its place as one of the
newly emerging “fine arts” in the modern system of the arts. The social context
of listening changes, moving from church and court toward the concert hall. The
Renaissance pre-eminence of vocal music gives way to the growing importance
of instrumental music, thus increasingly changing the view of music from that
of a rhetorical art to that of a language in its own right, a process that would be
accomplished only by the end of the period.

This chapter surveys some of the major trends in early modern philosophy of
music, placing them within the context of the philosophy and aesthetics of the
time.

Music and rationalism in France

By the end of the sixteenth century, the empirical study of sound and vibration,
undertaken both for practical purposes related to tuning and for its intrinsic
interest, had upset traditional musical theory. This had been a blend of myth,
scholastic dogma, mysticism, and numerology (Palisca 1961). One testimony to
music’s importance as an object of scientific study can be seen in the interest it held
for the young and ambitious René Descartes (1596-1650). His first work was
the Compendium Musicae, written in 1618 and presented to his friend and
fellow scientist Isaac Beeckman. Posthumously published in 1650, an English
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translation appeared in 1653 and a French translation followed in 1668. Des-
cartes’s approach in the Compendium is predominately mathematical and
mechanical. He discusses a number of themes, including physical acoustics,
sensory perception, mathematical proportions and structures in music, and the
effect of music on listeners. Although it was published posthumously, the Com-
pendium was discussed earlier by other mathematicians and scientists, includ-
ing Marin Mersenne (1588-1648), with whom Descartes exchanged letters on
a number of musical topics (Descartes 1936—63, see in particular the letters of 4
and 18 March 1631, October 1631, April 1634 and 14 August 1634). Mersenne
wrote voluminously on music, both in his correspondence with other researchers
and in his published works. Although he thought mathematics of key importance
in understanding aspects of sound and music, he insisted on rigorous experimen-
tation and empirical testing of hypotheses. His huge and digressive Harmonie
universelle (1630) brought to the fore the conflict between mean tone tuning and
equal temperament for keyboard instruments (Cohen 1984).

Descartes’s thought had a large impact on the intellectual currents taking shape
over the next couple of centuries, no less in the philosophy of art and music than
in other domains. His influence over the philosophy of music went in two differ-
ent directions. First was his influence on the composer and music theorist Jean-
Philippe Rameau (1683-1764). Rameau sought to unify Descartes’s deductive
and rationalist approach with the growing body of empirical findings on pitch
and tone (Katz and HaCohen 2003). With Descartes’s Discourse on the Method
as his guide, Rameau attempted to rationalize and simplify the many rules that
guided musical practice and composition and to reduce them to a few clear and
evident axioms. Systematic reflection on music in the eighteenth century was
dominated by Rameau’s work, and his theory of the corps sonore (“sonorous
body”) has been identified as the most important contribution to that era’s music
theory (Thomas 1995). Drawing on the empirical work of Mersenne and Joseph
Sauveur, Rameau claimed (erroneously) that all vibrating bodies, whether
plucked strings, keyboard instruments or woodwinds, resonate consonant over-
tones (Paul 1970). The corps sonore provided the fundamental axiom of musical
harmony. This had tremendous importance as it allegedly supported Rameau’s
view that melody is the unfolding of harmony. One practical result of Rameau’s
influence on eighteenth-century Classicism was the simplification of all musical
language, especially harmony (Palisca 1961). Rameau went on to extend this
theory beyond music to the other arts and science. In later years he was inspired
by the occasionalism of Nicolas Malebranche (1638-1715) to apply the corps
sonore to religion as well. His last works may be seen as occasionalist interpreta-
tions of music (Paul 1970).

Descartes’s second important influence on philosophy of music was through
his last published work, The Passions of the Soul (1649). In it, Descartes departed
from tradition by proposing to treat the passions clinically, with the goal of
understanding rather than judging them. The effect of the passions is mental but
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their cause is physical. Passions arise from the movement of “animal spirits”
throughout the living body; Descartes offers detailed mechanistic explanations
of the arousal of the different passions. Each of the passions is an expression
or combination of one or more of the six different “primitive” passions — won-
der, love, hatred, desire, joy and sadness. Descartes’s conception of the passions
influenced thinking about both the visual arts and music, the latter through the
doctrine of the Affektenlebre. This was the idea that a musical work should rep-
resent abstract affections — one affect per work — by utilizing stereotyped musi-
cal figures. Descartes’s theory of the passions provided a rationalist foundation
for the Affektenlebre and helped broaden it beyond its origins in the theory of
rhetoric (Neubauer 1986). Although the Affektenlebre had dominated Baroque
composition, its influence gradually declined throughout the eighteenth century
(Maniates 1969). It persisted among philosophers, especially those in France and
Britain, longer than among composers (Schueller 1948)

Music and the French Enlightenment

On the frontispiece of the Encyclopédie ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences,
des arts et des métiers (1751-72) is an allegorical engraving illustrating the order
and arrangement of the sciences, arts, and trades; it is revealing of eighteenth-
century attitudes to music (Rex 1981). It depicts Music as sitting together with
the imitative arts of Painting, Sculpture, and Architecture; yet she is slightly apart
and situated behind them, gazing down modestly; her figure is partially obscured
by the three other imitative arts. The imitative arts sit below larger figures that
symbolize the different forms of poetry, with pride of place given to Epic Poetry.
Music, depicted between the imitative arts (which appeal to the senses) and
poetry (which appeals to the imagination), presumably appeals to both. How-
ever while Music is clearly allied with the imitative arts, she is nonetheless over-
shadowed by them. Her primary role is as their imitator. Music’s status as an
imitative and dependent art had been assumed in Abbé du Bos’s (1670-1742)
widely read “Réflexions critiques sur la poésie et sur la peinture” (1981). Du Bos
was one of the first French writers to discuss the relationship between music and
emotion (Maniates 1969). Just as painters imitate the forms and colors of nature,
so too do musicians imitate the sounds that are natural signs of the passions. Art,
whether poetry, painting, or music, will move an audience only if it is imitative.

A recurring theme in eighteenth-century French aesthetics was the hope of
establishing an underlying unity for the fine arts (Maniates 1969). Aristotle’s
principle of imitation was expected to provide such a unity. The first system-
atic formulation of this hope was the widely read and frequently translated Les
beaux arts reduits a un meme principe by Charles Batteux (1713-80). All of
the arts imitate “beautiful” nature; music portrays the passions. The “natural”
sounds associated with emotions are in music regulated, intensified, and pol-
ished. Batteux’s account of musical imitation is more suggestive than clear or
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coherent. While some music is said to be similar to landscape painting, other
music may express animate sounds which correspond to feelings, and is more
like portrait painting. As he writes: “The heart has its intelligence independent
of words, and when it is touched it has understood everything” (Batteux 1986:
266). Although Batteux’s work was thoroughly criticized and seen to fall short of
its target, his central conception of art as imitation became the received opinion
(Neubauer 1986).

Several central themes of French Enlightenment thought on music are evident
in the work of Jean le Rond d’Alembert (1717-83) who, as chief editor of the
Encyclopédie, may be seen as a touchstone for the age. First is the centrality of
the idea that music imitates the passions, a conviction shared by nearly every
contemporary writer on music. In the “Preliminary Discourse” to the Encyclo-
pédie (1995), he insists that music is a “kind of discourse” which expresses the
passions. Composers may also imitate objects by imitating those passions that
the objects typically arouse, although those of “vulgar senses” may not always
grasp the imitation. Famously, d’Alembert claims that music which does not por-
tray something is only noise. Second, is the attitude toward instrumental music,
which was seen as decidedly inferior to vocal music. D’Alembert found little of
distinction in the non-programmatic instrumental music of his day (Rex 1981)
and he rejected the very idea of composing a flute sonata, since the flute properly
expresses only sadness and tenderness (Oliver 1966). These ideas were echoed
by the anonymous author of the article “Instrumentale” (possibly d’Alembert
himself), who argues that musical instruments are to be classed as good or bad,
depending on how closely they resemble the tonal qualities of the human voice
(Oliver 1966). Finally, d’Alembert was typical of his age in his grappling with
the influence of Rameau. D’Alembert simplified and popularized Rameau’s theo-
ries in his Elémens de musique théorique et pratique suivant les principes de
M. Rameau, thereby helping to disseminate Rameau’s ideas throughout Europe
(Christensen 1989). While Rameau was initially appreciative of the younger
man’s efforts on his behalf, the relations between him and the Encyclopedists
deteriorated with the Querelle des Bouffons — the famous controversy that con-
cerned the relative merits of French and Italian opera.

Denis Diderot (1713-84), d’Alembert’s co-editor of the Encyclopédie, and
their collaborator Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-78) also contributed to the era’s
music theory. Although they shared some basic presuppositions about music
with d’Alembert and with their contemporaries, each succeeded in being more
than an outlet for received views. Diderot did not produce a systematic aesthetic
theory, but he tried to resolve some of the tensions in the prevailing neo-Classical
views (Verba 1993). In his Lettre sur les sourds et muets Diderot assumes that
music is imitative; yet he offers the intriguing suggestion that an artist’s concep-
tion of nature can be a more important source of beauty than natural phenomena
(Rex 1981). Although his early Memoires is very close to Rameau, in Le neveau
de Rameau he allies himself with the views of Rousseau, against Rameau. While
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the 1771 Lecons is an explicit rejection of Rameau, especially the latter’s Carte-
sian rationalism, Diderot ultimately re-asserted the values of reason and reflec-
tion even in music (Verba 1993). Like the work of Diderot, much of Rousseau’s
writing on music contends with the thought of Rameau. While Rameau’s theory
of the corps sonore implied that harmony was primary and natural, Rousseau
defends the view that melody is primary, and that both harmony and melody
are intrinsically linked to custom and convention (Thomas 1995). Rousseau
was also typical of his age in accepting that instrumental music was inferior to
vocal, and that music imitates the passions and objects that arouse passions.
While Rousseau’s debates with Rameau can be seen as part of an overall attack
on Cartesian rationalism (Katz and HaCohen 2003), it is worth remembering
that many of these debates took place within larger areas of agreement (Verba
1993).

By the final decades of the century, the idea that music is imitative was no lon-
ger accepted without question. Boyé (dates unknown) and Michel-Paul Guy de
Chabanon (1730-92) were two forceful advocates of sensualism in music who
rejected both imitation and expression in music. In his 1779 pamphlet “Musical
Expression Relegated to the Ranks of Chimeras,” Boyé denied that music could
express emotion (Boyé 1986). He argued that music was more properly seen as a
pleasure of the senses, not of intelligence. His work was known to and influenced
the nineteenth-century formalist critic Eduard Hanslick (Maniates 1969), and
through him, many later thinkers. Chabanon also denies that music is an imita-
tive art, and seems to be the first to recognize fully the possibility of instrumental,
non-programmatic music (Chabanon 1986; see also Neubauer 1986).

Philosophy of music in Britain

A few differences between early modern French and British philosophy of music
are important and deserve note. Unlike the French (or the Germans), British writ-
ers on aesthetics were preoccupied by the project of finding similarities among
the fine arts as a step in the search for a unified theory. A great number of
pamphlets, essays, and treatises appeared that compared music with architec-
ture, painting, and poetry. This search for correspondences among the arts con-
tributed to the decrease in importance, in aesthetic theory, of imitation and the
resultant increased importance of the concept of expression (Schueller 1953).
Fewer of the participants in the debates over music in Britain were musicians or
involved in practical problems of tuning and harmony. Most were men of letters
interested in academic issues, and they tended to think in literary terms (Schueller
1948, 1950). This may have contributed to the durability of the idea, in Britain,
that vocal music was clearly superior to instrumental. Finally, British aestheti-
cians were influenced by the work of empiricist philosophers — specifically the
doctrine of the association of ideas in John Locke (1632-1704) and David Hume
(1711-76), and in the latter’s doctrine of sympathy.
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Locke’s conception of the mind and its powers clearly influenced Francis
Hutcheson (1694-1746), and this is apparent in his An Inquiry concerning
Beauty, Order, Harmony, and Design. Although the work is concerned primar-
ily with the visual arts, it does contain a discussion of beauty and the sources of
pleasure in music. Just as we appreciate visual beauty by means of an internal
sense of beauty, we appreciate harmony (the beautiful in music) by means of
an internal “good ear.” A person may see or hear well enough, yet be deficient
with respect to the natural internal sense that allows one to take pleasure in the
beautiful. Beauty in music may be “original,” that is, it may refer to nothing
but itself. The beauty of harmony is an example. Comparative or “relative”
beauty in music arises from the musical imitation of the passions, which in turn
causes the same passion is listeners, through a sort of sympathy or contagion.
Hutcheson’s ideas provide a backdrop against which many later writers form
their own theories about music.

A Discourse on Music, Poetry, and Painting (1783) by James Harris (1709-
80) is typical of its time in its arrangement of the arts in a hierarchy of value (with
music occupying the lowest rung), its assumption that music is an imitative art,
and its exclusive focus on music accompanying a text. Also typical is the assump-
tion that music arouses affections in listeners. These affections in turn, through
the power of association, raise ideas, which may themselves also raise affections.
Although poetry is superior to music, poetry accompanied by music is more
powerful that either of these arts can be on its own. A musical setting prepares
the mind for the poetry that is sung and helps reinforce the affections and thus
the ideas raised by poetry.

In Britain as in France, the idea that imitation provided the underlying unity
among the fine arts began to be challenged in the latter half of the eighteenth cen-
tury, and the idea of expression came to replace that of imitation in thinking about
music. The doctrine of expression emerged from the doctrine of imitation yet dif-
fered from it. It was both a response to considerations of contemporary musical
practice and a justification of those practices (Schueller 1948). Composer Charles
Avison (1709-70), while generally approving of Harris’s Discourse, argued in his
very influential “An Essay on Musical Expression” (2004) that the concept of
expression (by which he meant the arousal of affections) should replace imitation
in thinking and writing about music. Avison’s discussion continues the trend of
discussing music that accompanies a text, rather than instrumental music. Com-
posers should aim to express a poem’s “general drift” and music is most powerful
in the service of poetry when it does not draw attention to itself. It is worth noting
that the “expression” promoted by Avison and his contemporaries was not private
or individual; the feelings expressed by music were limited to positive social emo-
tions (Schueller 1948). Indeed, Avison’s work provides a foundation for the eigh-
teenth-century evasion of violent and negative passions in music (Lippman 1992).

Daniel Webb (1719-98) similarly rejected the idea that music could express
wholly painful emotions. In Observations on the Correspondence between
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Poetry and Music he assumes (but does not wholly endorse) the Cartesian view
of the passions and describes four ways in which music acts as a mechanism
to bring about four different kinds of emotional responses in the soul (Webb
1986). When music is combined with words, the general responses become spe-
cific passions. Webb gives an important place to motion in music. Sound is not
a single impression but a succession of impressions. Music can affect the pas-
sions because both have their origin in movement — the latter in the movement
of animal spirits. Motion also helps explain the pleasure that we take in music.
When we listen to music, pleasure arises from the succession of impressions that
is created, and is augmented by the gradual transition from one kind of sound
vibration to another. Webb’s work was very influential and a German transla-
tion was published in 1771 (Lippman 1992).

Webb’s interest in the sources of pleasure in music was shared by some of
his contemporaries. Writers interested in this topic tended to rely heavily on
the association of ideas (Schueller 1950). It was allowed that some of music’s
appeal is “natural” — coming from the sounds themselves, their succession,
and their combination in pleasing concords. Yet much of pleasure we take in
music was thought to come from the associations it aroused in the mind. The
leading psychologist David Hartley (1705-57), in his Observations on Man, His
Frame, His Duty, and His Expectations (1749), provides an explanation of plea-
sure in music within the context of his more pressing interest, the association of
ideas. Richard Payne Knight (1750-1824), whose Analytical Inquiry into the
Principles of Taste was published in 1805, is best discussed in the context of
eighteenth-century classicism. He provides a thorough defense of association-
ism in music, distinguishing between “sentimental” pleasures that arise from
habitual associations and could be felt by anyone, and “intellectual” associations
available only to the learned. This indicates a departure from associationism
proper.

The essay by Adam Smith (1723-90) on imitation and the arts (from his Essays
on Philosophical Subjects) deserves to be better known, both for its influence and
for its intrinsic value. It provides a comprehensive, carefully worked out account
of imitation in the different arts. Pleasure arises from the disparity between an
imitated object and its imitative medium. With regard to music, the disparity is
between musical sound and the sounds of human emotion or of voices engaged
in conversation. Music can effect states of mind and arouse the passions through
a kind of “correspondence” between it and mental states. In keeping with eigh-
teenth-century taste, Smith denies that music can easily imitate unsocial pas-
sions, and finds the imitative powers of instrumental music to be limited. Yet his
views on instrumental music are more forward looking than those of most of his
contemporaries. A work of instrumental music can “fill up” the mind on its own,
without suggesting any imitated object, and its meaning may be complete on its
own without requiring any interpretation: “[Instrumental] music seldom means
to tell any particular story, or to imitate any particular event, or in general to
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suggest any particular object, distinct from that combination of sounds of which
itself is composed” (Smith 1982: 205).

Thinking about music in Germany

Like their British counterparts, German theorists of music were influenced by
the French, both positively and negatively. Descartes’s rationalization of the
emotions and mechanistic account of their functioning provided support for
the Affektenlebre. Batteux’s Les beaux arts reduits a un meme principe, trans-
lated into German in 1751 (Lippman 1992), inspired discussions over the role
and limitations of imitation in music. As in France, Rameau’s work prompted
both praise and critical discussion. The earlier part of the period under discus-
sion was marked by a defense of “galant” style — characterized by an emphasis
on melody with light accompaniment only. While music and art in galant style
appeared throughout Europe, its explicit philosophical defense was a German
phenomenon, probably because it there co-existed with and was a contrast to the
well-developed tradition of polyphonic music (Lippman 1992). In writing about
music later in the eighteenth century, we find the emergence of proto-Romantic
tendencies. Early modern German philosophy of music is different from that
coming out of France and Britain in two important ways. First, most eighteenth-
century German writers did not assume that instrumental music was inferior to
vocal music (Katz and HaCohen 2003). Second, a long tradition in Germany,
operative well into the nineteenth century, insisted on the ethical and religious
significance of music (Lippman 1992).

Johann Mattheson (1681-1765) was an important and influential proponent
of the new imported galant style. While his Der Vollkommene Capellmeister
is firmly grounded in the conception of music as a rhetorical art and assumes
the Cartesian psychology of the passions, its central purpose is an aesthetics
of melody (Lippman 1992). Mattheson presents his own ideas in contrast to
Rameau’s “inexplicable contemplations” (Mattheson 1981: 488). He insists,
contra Rameau and sounding very much like Rousseau, that pure melody is “the
most beautiful and most natural thing in the world” and that harmony emerges
from melody, not vice versa (Mattheson 1981: 300-1). The primacy of melody
contributes to Mattheson’s views on instrumental music. The human voice is
natural and inborn, while musical instruments are a form of artifice. The rela-
tionship between vocal and instrumental music is like that between a mother
and a daughter — the latter must try to emulate the former (Mattheson 1981:
418-19). Furthermore, an instrumental melody attempts to express without
words as much as a vocal melody can express with words.

Mattheson is sometimes grouped together with Alexander Baumgarten
(1714-62) and Moses Mendelssohn (1729-86) as the German rationalist aesthe-
ticians (Neubauer 1986). Baumgarten wrote nothing on music yet his writings
on poetry influenced the emerging discussion on instrumental music. Influenced
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by Hutcheson, Mendelssohn continued the project of bringing the arts under a
common principle, but rejected imitation as the comprehensive principle. Rather,
he defined art as the sensuous expression of perfection. Mendelssohn contrasts
“natural” signs, such as the human bodily movements and sounds that express
the passions, with “arbitrary” signs such as words (Mendelssohn 1997: 177).
Painting, sculpture, music, and dance employ natural signs; poetry and rhetoric,
which appeal to the mind rather than to the senses, employ arbitrary signs. When
music and poetry are combined, poetry is dominant. The expression of sentiment
in music may be intense and moving, but it is indeterminate and general; the
expression is individualized through words (Mendelssohn 1997: 185-7).

The final decades of the eighteenth century witnessed a marked change in the
attitude to instrumental music and an interest in experiencing a broader range
of expressivity in music. An aesthetics of “sentiment and yearning” with regard
to music is found in novels of the period (Lippman 1992: 126). It is also evident
in the writings of Wilhelm Heinrich Wackenroder (1773-98). He claims that
there are two ways of listening to music: simple absorption in sound, or a kind of
spiritual activity that music generates and sustains (Wackenroder 1981). Music,
unlike poetry, seems capable of leading a separate existence. Music means “both
everything and nothing” and is both finer and subtler than language (Wacken-
roder 1981: 250). Instrumental music’s lack of determinate propositional content
is linked with its capacity to prompt spiritual reveries. These themes are taken up
and elaborated in the nineteenth century. Wackenroder was influenced by Karl
Philipp Moritz (1757-93), another aesthetician who wrote little on music yet
whose ideas contributed to the movement from a Rationalist to a Romantic aes-
thetics of music. Moritz dedicated his article “On the Concept of Self-Contained
Perfection” to Mendelssohn. In it he proposes separating an internal, autono-
mous order of art from objectivist considerations (Neubauer 1986) and in doing
so opens the door to the association of music with the ineffable.

See also Arousal theories (Chapter 20), Kant (Chapter 30), Opera (Chapter 41), Resemblance
theories (Chapter 21), Rhythm, melody, and harmony (Chapter 3), and Rousseau (Chapter 29).
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26
CONTINENTAL
PHILOSOPHY AND MUSIC

Tiger C. Robholt

Since the second half of the twentieth century, Anglo-American philosophers
have drawn a distinction between analytic and Continental philosophy. The dis-
tinction does not delineate two unified and methodologically distinct branches
of philosophy; instead, one branch is defined in terms of methodology, the other
in terms of place (Williams 2002). Classification by location is, of course, prob-
lematic in that some Continental philosophers hail from the United States or
Britain, and some analytic philosophers from Europe. Unfortunately, the distinc-
tion often results in the impression that Continental philosophers are method-
ologically unified, whereas they are far from it; there is no unified Continental
philosophical tradition (Critchley 1997, 2001).

Analytic and Continental philosophers share the broader philosophical tradi-
tion from the Presocratics through Kant; following Kant, the traditions diverge.
The subsequent specifically Continental tradition involves a handful of often-
disparate movements:

®  Nineteenth-Century German philosophy; for example, ]J.G. Fichte
(1762-1814), G.W.F. Hegel (1770-1831), F.W.]. Schelling (1775-1854),
Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860), Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900).

®  Phenomenology and existentialism; for example, Seren Kierkegaard
(1813-1855), Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), Martin Heidegger (1889-
1976), Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-80), Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-61).

®  Marxism and critical theory; for example, Karl Marx (1818-1883), Gyorgy
Lukacs (1885-1971), Walter Benjamin (1892-1940), Theodor W. Adorno
(1903-1969).

e Structuralism; for example, Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913), Claude
Lévi-Strauss (1908-2009).

®  Post-structuralism and postmodernism; for example, Roland Barthes

(1915-1980), Michel Foucault (1926-1984), Jacques Derrida (1930-2004).
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A more thorough list would include hermeneutics, psychoanalysis, and French
feminism.

In spite of the diversity of these movements, there are a few main themes
that go some way toward circumscribing Continental philosophy; this chapter is
structured around these themes: (1) history, (2) the sociopolitical, and (3) anti-
scientism. (For other, related, ways of distinguishing between Continental and
analytic philosophy see Cooper 1994 and Levy 2003.) Although a given philoso-
pher may emphasize one or the other of these themes, typically, more than one
theme runs through his or her work; nevertheless (in a decidedly un-Continental
maneuver), for clarity’s sake, I separate the themes; in each section, I focus upon
one example of philosophy of music that is illustrative of a theme.

History

One sort of historicism involves the claim that our concepts, values, and institu-
tions are not eternal. If what it means to be good, for example, is different from
one historical period to the next, then we cannot make sense of what it means
to be good at a given time without considering the concept’s relations to vari-
ous aspects of that historical context. What is more, a concept’s elements may
be particularly multi-layered, in time, and more or less hidden. In such a case,
disambiguating the concept will require examining its historical development.
Nietzche’s genealogical method is fit for this task; an illuminating reference to
the method comes in his discussion of the “meaning” or purpose of punishment,
found in his On the Genealogy of Morality: “(Today it is impossible to say for
sure why we actually punish: all concepts in which an entire process is semioti-
cally summarized elude definition; only that which has no history is definable.)
... In an earlier stage, by contrast, the synthesis of ‘meanings’ still appears more
soluble” (Nietzsche 1998: 53). As Maudemarie Clark writes,

Nietzsche suggests that concepts influenced by history are like ropes held
together by the intertwining of strands, rather than by a single strand
running through the whole thing. To analyze such concepts is not to find
necessary and sufficient conditions for their use but to disentangle the
various strands that may have become so tightly woven together by the
process of historical development that they seem inseparable.

(1994: 22)

Lydia Goehr’s The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works offers a genealogi-
cal account of the musical work. Goehr refers to her account as “historical” or
“historically based ontology” but grants that genealogy is also an apt description
(1992: 7, cf. 90 n. 1). Goehr’s key methodological move is to shift the project of
musical ontology away from the analytic approach of finding “the best descrip-
tion of the kind of object a work is” (1992: 4) toward giving an account of the
emergence and function of the concept of the musical work in musical practice.
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Her book is particularly instructive for highlighting core themes in Continen-
tal philosophy of music, because it involves examinations of paradigmatically
analytic ontologies of musical works, criticisms of which bring out contrasts
between the analytic and genealogical methods. According to Goehr, analytic
philosophers have not been able to produce an adequate account of the musical
work because they prioritize pure ontological concerns over aspects of musical
practice: “While the analytic method has given theorists a way to account for the
logic of phenomena, this has not been true for their empirical, historical, and,
where relevant, their aesthetic character” (1992: 86). The misplaced priorities of
analytic philosophers result in claims that clash with pretheoretical intuitions,
and which fail to adequately account for the phenomena under consideration.
An example is Nelson Goodman’s position that even in the case of a brilliant
performance of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphonys, if the performance contains a one-
note mistake, it does not count as a performance of that work (see 1992: 40).

One reason Goehr prioritizes musical practice is that it is in the practice that
we find data for properly elucidating the work-concept. In Goehr’s account, “a
methodological priority is given to making ontological claims compatible with
the historical and conceptual complexity of the subject-matter with which they
are associated” (1992: 89). Through an examination of the changes in the actions
and attitudes of composers, audiences and conductors, changes in the ideals of
notation and performance, changes in the function of scores, the shifting currents
of aesthetics, etc., Goehr concludes that the concept of the musical work fully
emerged around the year 1800. After 1800, the concept of the musical work had
significant regulative force in the practice; for example, at around 1800, compos-
ers began to view their compositions as ends in themselves rather than as music
to serve a religious or social function, notation became more specific, and audi-
ences were increasingly reverent. “The ideal of Werktreue emerged to capture the
new relation between work and performance as well as that between performer
and composer. Performances and their performers were respectively subservient to
works and their composers” (1992: 231). The ideal of Werktreue, in fact, “per-
vaded every aspect of practice in and after 1800 with full regulative force” (1992:
242). Lying behind these changes in musical practice were the emerging influences
of idealist, formalist, and Romantic theories of art. Although music (with words)
had previously attained fine art status as a mimetic art, through the influence of
ideas such as artistic autonomy, expression, disinterested aesthetic experience, and
genius, instrumental music rose in status to become “emancipated from the extra-
musical” (1992: 155); the theoretical groundwork for the emergence of the work-
concept was set: “Music would have to find an object that could be divorced from
everyday contexts, form a part of a collection of works of art, and be contemplated
purely aesthetically” (1992: 173-4).

The work-concept is, according to Goehr, a cultural concept, an emergent,
open-textured concept. The continuity of open concepts “prompts us to trace the
genealogy of the concept or the history of its meaning as it has functioned within
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the relevant practice as a way to understand both the concept and the associated
practice” (1992: 93). The work-concept cannot be treated scientifically or natu-
ralistically — such concepts are neither historically nor ideologically neutral. The
work concept is also projective; works have a kind of fictional, “as if” existence
as objects. (These details, it should be noted, take Goehr beyond Nietzsche.)
Importantly, the work-concept is also regulative: “In their normative function,
regulative concepts determine, stabilize, and order the structure of practices.
Within classical music practice we compose works, produce performances of
works, appreciate, analyse, and evaluate works. To do this successfully we need
a particular kind of general understanding. Every time we talk about individual
musical works we apply this general understanding to the specific cases. This
understanding focuses upon one or more regulative concepts” (1992: 102-3).
It is important to emphasize, however, that the work-concept does not regulate
all musical practice; this aesthetic is not an ahistorical key to understanding all
music; in her final chapter, Goehr notes that failing to keep this in mind “leads to
our alienating music from its various socio-cultural contexts” (1992: 249). The
warning delivers us to our next theme.

The sociopolitical

The relationship between music and politics is prominent in the Continental tradi-
tion. (See Chapter 36, Adorno, in this volume.) I opt here to consider the more spe-
cifically sociological view of art and music developed by Pierre Bourdieu (1930-
2002). In explaining social phenomena, Bourdieu attempts to forge a middle path
between two views he rejects: subjectivism and objectivism. Regarding subjectiv-
ism, Bourdieu rejects explanations of social phenomena given only in terms of
an individual’s free choices; one main target is Sartre’s existentialism. Regarding
objectivism, Bourdieu rejects the determinism and ahistoricism of some Marxism
and structuralism. Structuralists (Claude Lévi-Strauss, for example) seek to explain
social phenomena in terms of underlying, unconscious, universal patterns — deep
structures, which are taken to be static, and examined synchronically. Although
Bourdieu embraces certain aspects of structuralism, his analysis is decidedly his-
torical. Bourdieu’s notions of field and habitus are at the center of his attempt
to avoid the subjectivist and objectivist positions, and at the center of his claims
about art. A field (“the political field,” “the academic field,” “the artistic field”) is
an objective but not ahistorical social structure of relations between the positions
individuals occupy, institutions, and unseen social forces against which individuals
struggle. A field is more or less autonomous in the sense that it is “capable of for-
mulating and imposing its own ends against external demands” (Bourdieu 1987:
256). The artistic field includes artists, art institutions such as galleries, academies,
art schools, and “specialized agents” such as critics, art historians, and art dealers.
The habitus is not a system of conscious, cognitive attitudes or beliefs, but rather, a
system of dispositions acquired through one’s experience in a social context; it is a
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system of acquired habits, an orientation or “feel for the game” (Bourdieu 1990b:
9). Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s influence is manifest in Bourdieu’s characterization
of the habitus as “techniques of the body” or “embodied schemes” (Bourdieu
1984: 466-7). While the habitus is developed through engagement in a social
context, it also shapes and sustains that context. The dispositions of the habitus
are “principles which generate and organize practices and representations that
can be objectively adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious
aiming at ends or an express mastery of the operations necessary in order to attain
them” (Bourdieu 1990a: 53). One’s habitus is not mechanistically determined by
one’s social context; it is constrained by it: “As an acquired system of generative
schemes, the habitus makes possible the free production of all thoughts, percep-
tions and actions inherent in the particular conditions of its production — and only
those. Through the habitus, the structure of which it is the product governs prac-
tice, not along the paths of mechanical determinism, but within the constraints
and limits initially set on its inventions” (Bourdieu 1990a: 55).

Bourdieu takes the predominant view of art to be that artworks are auton-
omous objects which can only be recognized as such through disinterested
perception, emphasizing form over extra-artistic function and over content (this
description emerges largely from his interpretation of Kant). The aptitude for
understanding and perceiving art in these terms is “the aesthetic disposition,” the
aesthetic habitus; a person with such competency has “taste,” the ability to exer-
cise “the pure gaze” (Bourdieu 1987). In his criticism of this tradition, Bourdieu
argues that philosophers are mistaken in basing universal, ahistorical claims on
a historically contingent attitude; philosophers do not realize that the data for
these claims consist of their own experience, rather than a “pure” experience:
“Kant’s analysis of the judgment of taste finds its real basis in a set of aesthetic
principles which are the universalization of the dispositions associated with
a particular social and economic condition” (Bourdieu 1984: 493). Bourdieu
argues that the aesthetic disposition is much more prevalent in individuals with
bourgeois origins, and much less prevalent in working-class individuals. (Many
of Bourdieu’s claims are informed by surveys conducted in France in the 1960s
and 1970s; while Bourdieu acknowledges the potential problem of relying upon
such surveys in making the same claims about other cultures, he believes that
cultural similarities provide traction for doing so (see Bourdieu 1984: xi—xiv).)
The bourgeoisie treat the aesthetic disposition as if it were a natural gift pos-
sessed by superior individuals; according to Bourdieu, it is a historical invention.
The aesthetic disposition is a product of formal education, but even more impor-
tantly, of social origin; it is a kind of cultural code which is cultivated through a
bourgeois home life, frequenting of museums, a privileged education, etc. Thus,
the artistic field fosters the aesthetic disposition in individuals who occupy vari-
ous roles; artworks are cultural objects constituted within an artistic field by
individuals possessing the aesthetic disposition; and the field is sustained by that
very disposition.
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Working-class individuals tend to be interested in art for reasons of content
rather than form, preferring artworks on the basis of the real-world values
depicted. According to Bourdieu, this “popular aesthetic” is not a true aesthetic
(for a criticism, see Shusterman 2000); rather, it is defined negatively in con-
trast to the bourgeois aesthetic. Thus, for Bourdieu, one possesses the bourgeois
aesthetic disposition or one lacks taste. It is possible to determine which class
a person belongs to by determining which kinds of art she prefers; taste is a
mark of distinction. Moreover, when one manifests one’s taste, those prefer-
ences justify her class status. Bourdieu claims that the aesthetic disposition is
required in order to appreciate the trappings of a bourgeois lifestyle (fine furni-
ture, haute couture, gourmet meals, etc.); therefore, when a person prefers popu-
lar music, for example, this preference demonstrates that she does not have taste,
which justifies her not having access to fine art and the finer things in general.
It is in this sense that taste functions as a tool of domination; taste not only
marks those with different preferences as lower in social status, it also legitimizes
the status.

Instrumental music stands out as an art that distinguishes more clearly than
other arts. Not possessing the code for understanding art is most obvious in
cases where representational elements are not present to allow one lacking the
habitus leverage for a partial understanding: “nothing more clearly affirms one’s
‘class’, nothing more infallibly classifies, than tastes in music” (Bourdieu 1984:
18). In addition, the opportunities for acquiring the requisite dispositions are
more difficult to come by for working-class individuals; for example, attending
concerts is rarer than attending museums. Referring to the bracketing of real-
world concerns required of disinterested perception, Bourdieu writes, “music
represents the most radical and most absolute form of the negation of the world,
and especially the social world, which the bourgeois ethos tends to demand of
all forms of art” (1984: 19). Thus, even more than challenging arts such as post-
impressionist painting (think of Cézanne’s perspectival “distortions”), music
marks class distinctions.

Bourdieu also considers a fine-grained way of distinguishing among those who
possess the aesthetic disposition. Consider two manners of engaging with art
that betray the conditions of acquisition of the habitus. There is a subtlety and
ease of engagement in the artistic field that a person with working-class origins
is unlikely to acquire, even once he acquires the aesthetic disposition through
formal education. The bourgeois individual has the benefit of a slow inculcation
within the family and social circles, which allows her to internalize the aesthetic
disposition prior to formal education; this slow inculcation “confers the self-cer-
tainty which accompanies the certainty of possessing cultural legitimacy, and the
ease which is the touchstone of excellence; it produces the paradoxical relation-
ship to culture made up of self-confidence amid (relative) ignorance and of casu-
alness amid familiarity, which bourgeois families hand down to their offspring
as if it were an heirloom” (Bourdieu 1984: 66).
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When the child grows up in a household in which music is not only
listened to (on hi-fi or radio nowadays) but also performed (the ‘musi-
cal mother’ of bourgeois autobiography), and a fortiori when the child
is introduced at an early age to a ‘noble’ instrument — especially the
piano — the effect is at least to produce a more familiar relationship to
music, which differs from the always somewhat distant, contemplative
and often verbose relation of those who have come to music through
concerts or even only through records.

(Bourdieu 1984: 75)

Anti-scientism

Scientism is the view that the model of the natural sciences should be the model
for all philosophy, or, more generally, all knowledge acquisition. Key aspects of
this model include the belief in the possibility of objective observation (Thomas
Nagel’s detached, impartial “view from nowhere” (1989)) and, relatedly, the via-
bility of removing the object under investigation from its context. Anti-scientism
involves the claim that there is no “view from nowhere,” and that abstraction is
not the preferred mode of examining every kind of phenomenon. Anti-scientism
resonates throughout much Continental philosophy (see Cooper 1994). If one
believes that there are phenomena which cannot be elucidated through scientific
investigation, value-laden phenomena such as music are likely to be high on that
list. Anti-scientism is implicit in the historical and social themes discussed above:
investigating music abstractly illegitimately sets aside its historicity and social
context; if the investigator takes herself to be a purely objective observer, she
fails to consider the way in which she, herself, is situated in a context that has
shaped her perspective.

In this section, I want to focus upon a particular stripe of anti-scientism in
phenomenology, centering on Heidegger’s distinction between presence-at-hand
(Vorbandenheit) and readiness-to-hand (Zubandenbeit) (Heidegger 1962); I will
work up to this distinction by considering possession, the centerpiece of the final
chapter of Thomas Clifton’s (1935-1978) Music as Heard (1983). Clifton holds
that music cannot be distinguished from mere sounds by examining sound-events
alone: “music, whatever else it is, is not factually in the world the way trees and
mountains are” (1983: 3); “there is no empirical difference between sound and
music, the difference is decided by human acts” (1983: 272). Listeners constitute
music; listeners bring music into being. (For Clifton, constitution is much more
individualistic than it is for the likes of Bourdieu.) Mere sounds do not become
music as long as they are experientially separated from the listener. A certain
kind of perceptual activity closes the experiential gap between sounds and a lis-
tener; this gap-closing is possession.

Among the elements of possession are belief, freedom, willing, caring, and
consent. Possession involves two different kinds of belief acts, which typically
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go unnoticed. First, when I experience music, I believe that it is music that I am
experiencing, and that the experience is mine. This is how the music becomes
a phenomenon for me. Second, in the actual moments of such an aesthetic
experience we neutralize our beliefs concerning empirical facts about the music:
“neutralizing all references to its purely physical qualities” (Clifton 1983: 281).
(“Neutralization” is the term Clifton prefers for Husserl’s “phenomenological
reduction,” which is a methodological change in standpoint in which we set
aside naturalistic assumptions.) Regarding freedom and will, Clifton points out
that hearing mere sounds does not require an act of will; we involuntarily notice
sounds, whereas the experience of music requires an act of will that involves con-
sent and care; “we cannot simply will music into existence” (1983: 276), but we
can, by an effort of will, engage with sounds presented to us, organizing them.
Moreover, we do not have a neutral, give-or-take attitude toward the emerging
music, as when we merely notice sounds, which keeps them at a distance, but one
of care, which is “a fundamental feeling stemming from an attitude of concern
for the object of possession” (1983: 281). Our care or concern for the music
motivates us to close the gap between ourselves and music, and while this results
in a loss of freedom, our yielding or consenting to the music is voluntary.

The chapter in which Clifton discusses possession is called “The Stratum of
Feeling.” Possession is the central concept in the chapter because Clifton claims
that possession is a primordial feeling which “underlies and prepares [the way]
for more recognizable feelings” (1983: 272). (Possession is a kind of gap-closing
between the experiencer and another person, an object, or event, which makes
feeling or emotion possible.) As a result of possession:

The self enters the phenomenal world of the music by neutralizing all
references to its purely physical qualities . . . The self-sphere extends its
perimeter to include music. If I become tender and dignified, it is because
the music is tender and dignified . . . In the presence of music, I qualify
my own ontology: I am tender and dignified.

(Clifton 1983: 281-2)

Clifton is explicit that this is not a mere arousal of emotions but ontology; it
“signifies an accord with a world of music” (1983: 284).

Clifton characterizes his account of possession in terms of Heidegger’s dis-
tinction between presence-at-hand and readiness-to-hand. A few words on the
distinction: pieces of equipment are items we use in order to accomplish some-
thing (a hammer, a writing pen, shoes). We can make sense of a hammer in two
ways. First, a hammer can be rendered intelligible as a self-sufficient substance
with properties (it might have a brown, wooden handle, a shiny metal head,
and weigh 5 pounds). This is the “way of being” (mode of intelligibility) called
presence-at-hand. Second, according to Heidegger, this is not the way of being
of equipment. Rather, equipment is understood holistically in terms of what
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it is used for, that is, in terms of its function in an equipmental whole; this is
the way of being (mode of intelligibility) called readiness-to-hand. Thus, a
hammer is properly understood as a thing for pounding nails, in connection with
wood, carpenters, cabinets, houses, and so on. If we want to understand a piece
of equipment properly (in accord with its way of being), we should not rely on
detached observation (the latter is how we would discover its properties in pres-
ent-at-hand terms). In order to understand a piece of equipment we must use it
(Heidegger 1962; see also Dreyfus 1990). Loosely speaking, one might think of
this as a way of drawing a distinction between understanding an object from a
detached (present-at-hand) perspective, on the one hand, and an engaged (ready-
to-hand) perspective, on the other.

Returning to music, consider that we can make sense of sounds in either of these
two ways. Treating the sounds made by an orchestra performing Beethoven’s
Fifth Symphony as mere sounds is to remain disengaged, detached; it is to char-
acterize them as present-at-hand. Clifton suggests that possession involves ren-
dering sounds intelligible as equipment; through an engaged perspective, we use
sounds musically. When sounds are musical, they are ready-to-hand; once we
possess the sounds, music emerges, the sounds acquire musical meaning and
value. “In a sense, the present-at-hand is always there, just as the sounds of a
melody are always there, but to the degree that the thing (the melody) has value,
we don’t notice it as a mere acoustical event” (1983: 291). “In other words, prior
to the music’s being ready-to-hand, its sounds already occupy a definite position
in objective space-time. They lie there, up there on the stage, or coming out of a
speaker. With the possessive act, this relation is changed . . . the sounds of music
comprise the equipment which we use to accomplish the task of discovering
sense in the music” (1983: 292).

In what way does this view constitute a potential criticism of, or challenge to,
the scientific investigation of music? If we accept Heidegger’s distinction between
presence-at-hand and readiness-to-hand, and Clifton’s application of it to music,
then we will find fault with experiments in which music is treated in present-at-
hand terms. For example, we will most likely not accept the relevance to music of
a psychology experiment that involves subjects reporting on their perceptions of
sine tones presented in no musical context; in such a case, the subjects are report-
ing on their perceptions of sounds rather than music. What should we say about
experiments that involve subjects reporting on perceptions of, for example, a
recording of Beethoven’s Fifth? Even though the stimulus is a musical record-
ing, that does not guarantee that the subjects are reporting on engaged musical
experiences; they may be reporting on detached perceptions of the recording. We
will want to know just how the experiment is devised so as to ensure engaged
perception. Finally, even if psychologists ensure that their subjects are reporting
on engaged experiences of music, in drawing conclusions based on such reports,
we will want to ensure that psychologists do not themselves make sense of the
reports in present-at-hand terms.
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Above, we have considered three senses in which Continental philosophers reject
the viability of examining music in the abstract.

See also Adorno (Chapter 36); Kant (Chapter 30); Music and gender (Chapter 52); Music and poli-
tics (Chapter 50); Nietzsche (Chapter 32); Ontology (Chapter 4); Phenomenology of music (Chapter
53); Psychology of music (Chapter 55); Schopenhauer (Chapter 31); and Sociology and cultural
studies (Chapter 51).
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27
ANALYTIC PHILOSOPHY
AND MUSIC

Stephen Davies

Reflecting in 2000 on the first forty years of the British Journal of Aesthetics, its
then editor, Peter Lamarque, notes a remarkable growth in the number of sub-
missions and printed papers on music, to the point where “the need has arisen to
turn down papers on music just for the sake of balance in the journal. This growth
of interest is noteworthy for it was not predictable twenty years ago” (Lamarque
2000: 15). “Twenty years ago” — that is, 1980 — saw the publication of several
works that played an important role in awakening interest in the philosophy of
music and in identifying key topics and positions. They were Peter Kivy’s The
Corded Shell and my “The Expression of Emotion in Music,” which presented
similar analyses of music’s expressiveness, according to which, like the face of
the basset hound, music displays an expressive appearance rather than an expe-
rienced emotion; Jerrold Levinson’s “What a Musical Work Is,” which focused
attention on questions of musical ontology, such as whether musical works are
created or discovered; Thomas Carson Mark’s “On Works of Virtuosity,” which
dealt with the nature and purpose of performance, and Malcolm Budd’s “The
Repudiation of Emotion: Hanslick on Music,” which revealed Eduard Hanslick’s
nineteenth-century formalist arguments as relevant to the contemporary debate.
While such writings had predecessors and precedents to which I return below,
Lamarque is correct to observe that the number and influence of these would not
have led one to predict the expansion of interest in music aesthetics over the past
three decades. (To give just one indication of this growth, recent years have seen
five book-length introductions to the philosophy of music.)

The term “analytic” philosophy is used to refer to the style, method, and
subject matter of much English-language philosophy from the early twen-
tieth century, especially as originally practiced by Bertrand Russell and
G. E. Moore. The contrast is with Continental philosophy, an approach that
is often subjectively focused and involves the creation of all-encompassing,
elaborate metaphysical systems, or alternatively is directed to elucidating and
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comparing the theories of the “great men” of the tradition. Analytic philosophy
supposedly differs in its commitments to objective, clear argument and to an
interpersonal, empirically oriented approach, and it eschews grand theories in
favor of treating specific philosophical issues and problems in a piecemeal or
cumulative fashion.

As we have just seen, the analytic philosophy of music achieved its current
prominence only recently. Accordingly, in the final part of this chapter, I focus
on the literature since about 1980. But the roots of analytic philosophy gener-
ally and of musical aesthetics reach deep into the philosophical past, so I begin
with a survey of earlier thought on music, before briefly reviewing what analytic
philosophers wrote about music between 1900 and 1980.

Music in the development of aesthetic thought

Greek philosophers were principally interested in two matters regarding music.
One was the systematization of the mathematical features underpinning acous-
tic phenomena. This topic was not of purely theoretic interest; it supposedly
provided a route to understanding the inner harmony of the cosmos and the
principles of creation (see Chapter 28, “Plato,” in this volume), though Aristotle
ridiculed the idea of cosmic music (Aristotle 1939: 90b12-291a25). The second
concern was the influence of music on feeling, character, and action. As well as
discussion of music theory, this involved reflection on the connection between
music and ethics, on the proper role of music in education, and on the control of
music in the state. Aristotle did treat music as a topic in its own right (Aristotle
1953: 917b19-923a4), but his concerns there were mainly about acoustics and
the rules governing the scales of the Greek modes.

As in other matters, Greek models of music dominated into the Renaissance.
In De Musica, Augustine analyzes music in terms of the mathematical principles
it exemplifies, with these connecting to the form of the human soul and a hierar-
chy of divinity; he also considers what makes for good, which is to say ethically
proper, music. The tradition of treating music as a sub-branch of mathematics,
persisted — for example, in Aquinas and, later, Leibniz — as did the doctrine that
music is correlated with the movement and astrological function of the planets
— for example, in Boethius and in Johannes Kepler’s Harmonices mundi libri V
of 1619. To such views, ancient church philosophers added the doctrine that it is
the function of music to make sacred texts vivid and beautiful and to exhibit the
perfection of creation. The sensuous appeal of music was perceived to be in ten-
sion with music’s higher purposes, however. The church authorities constantly
strove to curb moves to melisma and polyphony, to the extent that these got in
the way of the devotional text’s clear expression, and frowned on any purely aes-
thetic enjoyment of music’s voluptuousness. Augustine is typical; in his Confes-
sions he uses music as an example of the seductiveness of worldly matters. (For
discussion, see Schueller 1988.)
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With the growing secularization of music as power shifted from the church to
the court, a new kind of theory took root, beginning with Musica reservata and
Maniera in the sixteenth century. These movements, as presented by composers
and music theorists, saw the function of music as the imitation of nature, espe-
cially through the expressive interpretation of the sung text, and led at the begin-
ning of the seventeenth century to the Camerata and the earliest operas. In the
eighteenth century, these ideas were expressed as the “doctrine of affect,” Affek-
tenlebre, which held that music could associate tones with feelings by employing
the expressive principles of rhetoric and oratory. (For discussion, see Kivy 1999:
108-17.)

Whereas music was traditionally grouped with astronomy and mathematics,
the modern classification of the arts that emerged in the eighteenth century linked
it with poetry, drama, painting, sculpture, and architecture. The same period
saw the emergence of theories of aesthetics. These were sometimes taken up by
composers and music theorists. Among philosophers, Hume and Kant affirmed
the centrality of aesthetics in philosophical thought, and both are important
influences on analytic philosophy, but neither had much to say about music in
particular. Hume often mentioned music but did not offer a distinctive aesthetic
theory concerning it. Kant was notoriously uninterested in music and ranked it
low among the arts — nearer the agreeable than the beautiful — and compared it
to wallpaper. (But see Schueller 1955.)

It was Arthur Schopenhauer, in The World as Will and Representation of
1818 (with a second volume in 1844), who provided the first major philosophi-
cal treatise to make music pre-eminent among the arts. Whereas the other arts
are copies of the Ideas, which are in turn copies of the Will, music is an ideal,
unmediated expression of the Will itself; it presents not examples of life and
things but, directly, their necessary essences. This is because its elements and
structure are analogues of the elements and form of the Will. Moreover, whereas
life and our experience of the Will are ordinarily painful, the encounter with
music is free from pain and therefore uniquely valuable. (For discussion, see
Budd 1985; Lippman 1992.)

Schopenhauer’s views profoundly influenced both Richard Wagner (Tan-
ner 1996) and the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (Higgins 1986), but their
impact is not apparent in contemporary analytic music aesthetics. No doubt
this is because Schopenhauer’s account of music is hostage to his unappealing
and obscure metaphysics, as well as to his pessimistic characterization of human
existence as necessarily one of frustration and pain. A similar difficulty attends
G. W. F. Hegel’s theory (lectures on aesthetics 1820, 1823, 1826) according to
which each of the arts, including music, functions as a distinct step in a histori-
cal process through which the nature of Spirit is progressively revealed. The arts
discharged their functions in this process prior to the Christian era. The place of
music in this process was to represent feeling, but it is inferior to poetry because
of its non-conceptual nature (Bungay 1984).
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The Romantic movement of the time took from Kant his views both of genuine
creation as unconstrained by rules and of great artists as geniuses, and married
these with the importance of expression (rather than imitation or representa-
tion), especially self-expression, in art. But Kant’s formalism and his account of
the cognitive value of art (as arising from free play between the imagination and
understanding) was no less influential, and the tension between these models
provoked the polemical debates that pitted, for example, the music of Wagner
against that of Johannes Brahms. Within analytic aesthetics, the debate contin-
ues with Peter Kivy’s defense of an enhanced formalism and Jenefer Robinson’s
defense of a Romantic account of musical expression (Kivy 1980, 1989; Robin-
son 2005).

A partisan in this exchange, the music critic Eduard Hanslick, authored one
of the most enduringly influential works in music aesthetics, On the Musically
Beautiful, which first appeared in 1854 but was reissued in a series of editions,
the eighth and last of which was in 1891. Hanslick, who is regarded as an arch-
formalist, argued that music is not capable of expressing emotion, but that its
tonally moving forms are a source of a special kind of beauty. (For a much earlier
version of a similar view, see Philodemus’ On Music of the first century BCE.)
Hanslick’s approach points the way for the analytic philosophy of music not
only because his position is closely argued with musical examples and in it he
clearly distinguishes properties of the music from the listener’s response, but also
because he has a “modern” view of the emotions, according to which they are
not merely sensational or visceral motions but are directed to objects and involve
the cognitive characterization of those objects under emotion-relevant descrip-
tions or conceptions.

Hanslick’s formalism echoes the medieval equation of beauty with balance,
proportion, and unity, as well as Kantian aesthetic formalism. And he was hardly
alone in regarding music’s expressiveness as the central topic to be addressed in
a philosophy of music. But more than any other, he established the agenda for
the debate that was to follow. The key move in Hanslick’s challenge to claims for
music’s expressive power lies in his view that music cannot present the cognitive,
intensional elements that are central to cases of genuine emotional experience
and expression. One way or another, many late-twentieth century theories focus
on how to address this issue, arguing either that music can present sufficient
of the cognitive aspects of emotions to express them, or that not all emotions
involve such elements. (For discussion, see Budd 1985; Kivy 1990a; Lippman
1992; Davies 1994.)

The psychologist Edmund Gurney attempted to adopt a scientific approach
to music aesthetics in his The Power of Sound of 1880, a wide-ranging (and
verbose) book that covers acoustics, composition, rhythm, melody, the place
of music in society, and music criticism. Gurney’s theories were largely ignored
by philosophers and music theorists, but it is noteworthy that they are criti-
cally discussed alongside those of Schopenhauer and Hanslick by Malcolm Budd
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(1985) and that they have inspired a distinctive account from Jerrold Levinson
(1997) of how musical understanding proceeds. Levinson defends Gurney’s view
that large-scale form is, at most, of minor relevance to the appreciation and
evaluation of music. What is important for musical appreciation and enjoyment,
rather, is awareness of the concrete detail of the musical surface and its quality
and connectedness from moment to moment. This position presents a challenge,
now as much as in Gurney’s time, to the account most favored by musicologists,
according to which the experience of large-scale form and closure is essential to
the fullest appreciation of music.

Others who adopted a scientific music aesthetic — such as the physician and
physicist Hermann von Helmholtz in 1862 and the engineer William Pole in 1879
— were inclined to reduce aesthetic phenomena to the principles of acoustics.
Their work is an important historical antecedent of the discipline now known
as cognitive science of music, which has attracted the attention of a number of
analytic philosophers of music (e.g. Raffman 1993; Nussbaum 2007).

Philosophy of music 1900-80

In its early days in the twentieth century, the focus of analytic philosophy was
not on aesthetics. Its proponents were more concerned to integrate philosophy
with science. The minor philosophers who wrote on aesthetics and the philoso-
phy of music at the time, such as Halbert Britan, tend to be Kantian formalists
(Britan 1911). With the rise of psychology as an experimental science, music and
the listener’s response attract more attention there (for a literature review, see
Hevner 1936). The gestalt psychologist Carroll C. Pratt not only presents rel-
evant empirical data in The Meaning of Music of 1931 (see also 1952), he criti-
cally reviews theories propounded by philosophers and carefully distinguishes
between music’s arousal and expression of emotion. His conclusion is that music
is replete with tertiary qualities that duplicate very closely our experience of our
muscles and viscera, with the result that music sounds as though saturated with
mood and feeling. His position, expressed as a pithy apothegm, is that music
sounds the way emotions feel. (For discussion, see Budd 1985.)

In 1938 Ludwig Wittgenstein lectured on aesthetics, but notes taken at the
time were not published until 1966. He is primarily concerned with the nature of
aesthetic judgment and reason giving and he reveals a deep distrust of psycholo-
gists’ causally based explanations of these. He did not develop an account of
music as such, or any systematic theory of aesthetics, but here and throughout
his later lectures and writings he often uses musical examples to make points
within aesthetics and other areas of philosophy. (For discussion, see Scruton
2004; Ahonen 2005.)

Perhaps the first philosophically motivated and argued account of music
was Susanne Langer’s Philosophy in a New Key (1942). This draws on the
theory of linguistic meaning presented in Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-

298



ANALYTIC PHILOSOPHY AND MUSIC

Philosophicus (1922) in developing an account of music as a non-linguistic form
of iconic symbolism that presents an expressive meaning that cannot be dis-
cursively communicated. Music pre-eminently (but also, in their own ways, the
other arts — Langer 1953) symbolizes the general form of feeling by duplicating
that form while transforming it into the temporal medium of sound. (For discus-
sion, see Budd 1985; Davies 1994; Addis 1999.)

Two important works with a far-reaching influence were produced by musi-
cologists in the 1950s. Deryck Cooke’s The Language of Music (1959) cata-
logues the association throughout several centuries of Western classical tonal
music of certain musical intervals and figures with specific expressive states (and
sung texts). Cooke interprets his data as showing that music’s expressiveness is
natural at heart, though then shaped by convention. (For discussion, see Davies
1994.) Leonard B. Meyer’s Emotion and Meaning in Music (1956) combines
principles of gestalt psychology with information theory in describing how com-
posers set up expectations concerning the music’s progress. These are often tem-
porarily defeated, which results in experiences of musical tension and resolution.
Meyer’s theory made an important contribution to our understanding of the way
in which musical pattern and structure is experienced, though the account of
musical expressiveness he attempts to build on this is not ultimately convincing.
(For discussion, see Budd 1985; Davies 1994.)

Aesthetics took a semiotic turn in the 1950s to 1970s, including further work
on music in a Langerian vein by Gordon Epperson (1967) and an anti-Lange-
rian attempt to argue that music is a language-like symbol system by Wilson
Coker (1972). (For discussion see Davies 1994.) Other work on expression in
art in the same period (Hospers 1955; Beardsley 1958; Wollheim 1964; Elliott
1967; Tormey 1971; Urmson 1973) is more directly illustrative of the analytic
paradigm.

The Polish philosopher Roman Ingarden wrote on the ontology of art from
the perspective of the Continental phenomenological tradition. Though literature
is his focus, he worked on The Work of Music and the Problem of Its Identity
between 1928 and 1957, but it was not published in English translation until
1986. A number of analytic philosophers became interested in musical ontology
prior to that date, however. The first to address the topic is Nelson Goodman
in his highly original Languages of Art (1968). Goodman distinguishes between
allographic and autographic artworks; the former, which can be notationally
specified and are multiply instantiable, include musical works, whereas the latter,
which are necessarily singular, include oil paintings. Goodman focuses on the
work-specifying function of the musical score and on the relation between the
work and its genuine performances. In both cases his position is counterintui-
tive. For instance, because verbal tempo terms are ambiguous he concludes that
they have no work-specifying significance and, hence, that a performance with a
tempo that renders the work unrecognizable (one quarter note = ten years, say)
is not one jot less authentic on that ground. At the same time, he holds that a
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performance with a single wrong note completely fails to instance the work it is
of, even if that work can be recognized in its performance. As these corollaries
make clear, Goodman’s agenda is a revisionary one. (For discussion, see Davies
2001.)

Goodman also presents a theory of music’s expressiveness, according to which
it expresses properties that it metaphorically exemplifies. Exemplification is a
matter of referring to a property through possessing it, that is, by serving as a
sample. (As a nominalist, Goodman avoids talk of properties and of reference,
but I avoid debating that different issue here.) And, since music cannot literally
present emotions, the idea is that it possesses its expressive properties only meta-
phorically. So, music expresses sadness, say, by metaphorically possessing the
property of sadness and by referring to sadness via its doing so. This view invites
two obvious objections: music is not always about the emotions it expresses and
the notion of what it is for a property to be possessed or instanced metaphori-
cally is inexplicably obscure. (For discussion, see Scruton 1974; Davies 1994.)

Another influential book of the period, Roger Scruton’s Art and Imagination
(1974), also includes consideration of music’s expressiveness. In this regard, Scru-
ton makes use of Wittgenstein’s account of aspect perception, or “seeing as,” and
of the role of imagination in this mode of perception. His suggestion is that, as a
result of entertaining unasserted thoughts about the music and the character of
its progress, we hear it under expressive aspects. At much the same time, Kendall
Walton (1973) also applied the notion of make-believe to an account of how we
engage with art, though he did not detail his theory with respect to the musical
case until later (1990, 1994).

Analytic philosophy of music since 1980

In this final section I list the major topics explored by analytic philosophers of
music since 1980. Inevitably, the debate on the expression of emotion in music
and on the listener’s response to this endures. (See Davies 1994, 2007; Kivy 1989;
Levinson 1996, 2006; Madell 2002; Matravers 1998; Ridley 1995; Robinson
2005; Scruton 1997; Walton 1994.) Meanwhile, discussion continues on other
familiar topics: the experience of music, musical understanding, and the value of
music, including the place of musical analysis and what kind of experience and
knowledge is presupposed in the competent listener. (See Davies 1994; DeBellis
1995; Kivy 1990b; Levinson 1990, 2006; Nussbaum 2007; Raffman 1993; Rob-
inson 20035; Scruton 1997.) As well, connections between music and ideology,
ethics, and identity have been further explored. (See Goehr 1992, 1998; Gracyk
2001; Higgins 1991; Robinson 2005; Sharpe 2000; Young 2007.)

Among the comparatively new topics in the philosophy of music, the ontol-
ogy of musical works has garnered increasing attention. Issues include whether
works are discovered or created, whether their instrumentation features among
their identity conditions, whether the work’s identity depends on its composer’s
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identity, and the nature of the relation between the work and its instances or
performances. (See Davies 2001; Dodd 2007; Fisher 1991; Goehr 1992; Gracyk
1996; Kivy 1995; Levinson 1980, 1990.) The nature and creativity of perfor-
mance more generally have also been considered. (See Davies 2001; Godlovitch
1998; Kivy 1995; Thom 1993, 2007.)

A recent trend is toward the application to the philosophy of art of ideas devel-
oped in other areas of philosophy (such as philosophy of language, of emotion,
and so on), as well as consideration of the data and theories of psychologists,
neuroscientists, evolution scientists, and so on. This is apparent also in recent
writing on the philosophy of music. (See Dodd 2007; Higgins 2006; Nussbaum
2007; Raffman 1993; Robinson 2005.)

To date, the analytic philosophy of music had displayed consistent biases
toward the point of view of the listener rather than of the composer, performer,
or analyst; toward art music rather than popular and/or functional kinds; toward
music of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries rather than medieval and renais-
sance music or modernist and avant-garde music; toward instrumental rather
than vocal or electronic music; and toward Western rather than non-Western
music. (Of course, there are exceptions to these trends; for example, Godlovitch
(1998) and Thom (2007) take the side of the performer.) These biases are pre-
dictable and understandable, I think. Quite rightly, philosophers write about the
music they know best, and those with a historical and technical background are
mostly schooled in Western classical music. And issues of music’s expressiveness
are at their most acute in the case of instrumental music, whereas it can be dif-
ficult to disentangle the contributions of words and music in song.

Nevertheless, a more comprehensive and sophisticated philosophical consider-
ation of music will depend on a more catholic approach. Fortunately, a broader
range of musics is now being considered, for instance, jazz (Alperson 1991;
Brown 2000a; Hagberg 2006; Hamilton 2000) and rock (Gracyk 1996, 2001,
2007). Reflection on recordings in both contexts has brought fresh perspec-
tives to the discussion of musical ontology and performance (see Brown 2000b,
2000c; Davies 2001; Fisher 1998; Gracyk 1996; Kania 2006). Meanwhile,
the relevance of comparative musicology and ethnomusicology has begun to
interest some philosophers (Alperson et al. 2007; Davies 1994, 2001, 2007;
Higgins 2006). The analytic philosophy of music will be enriched if such trends
continue.
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PLATO

Stephen Halliwell

Plato (c.427-347 BCE) is the first Western thinker in whose work we can trace an
extensive critical interest in music. The subject provides material for philosophi-
cal analysis in his dialogues on four main levels: first, as a set of practices whose
widespread social, religious and educational uses in the Greek world prompt gen-
eral questions about music’s cultural influence; second, as a particularly potent
art form (or an element in several art forms) whose effects on the mind raise
issues of philosophical psychology; third, as an exemplar of values and qualities
(concord, integration, unity) which function as a model for other human activi-
ties and experiences, including philosophy itself (called “the greatest music” by
Socrates at Phaedo 61a); finally, as a system of ordered beauty which may even
reflect, and be a guide to, the fundamental nature of the cosmos. Although the
hundreds of references to music in Plato’s dialogues cover a multitude of details,
from the practical to the theoretical, the most prominent concern is with the
challenge which the intense, seductive yet obscure pleasures of music pose to
any attempt to philosophize the operations of the mind. For the purposes of this
account, I draw no distinction between Plato’s authorial position and the views
put in the mouth of Socrates.

Cultural context

Plato was born and spent most of his life in a cosmopolitan and democratic city,
Athens, whose culture (including its social and religious festivities) was satu-
rated with forms of music. Most of this music, as in the Greek world at large,
was performed by a solo wind or stringed instrument: principally, the reed-pipe,
aulos (usually the double-aulos, i.e. a pair played by one person) and the lyre, of
which there were several varieties. Most music also served as an accompaniment
to sung/chanted words (especially in the performance of poetic genres) or to
dance, and sometimes to both, as, for example, in the choral odes of tragic and
comic drama. Relatively little Greek music was purely instrumental, though in
Plato’s own lifetime a trend of avant-garde musical experimentation, often called
the “New Music” by modern historians (West 1992: 356-72; D’ Angour 2006),
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produced a heightened interest in melodic complexity and ornamentation which
sometimes broke free from a song-text: this is clear from the complaint voiced
by a Platonic character at Laws 7.66%. Although the New Music is referred
to more than once in Plato’s work (see below), for the most part his dialogues
address questions relating to long-established and deeply embedded features of
music’s pervasive importance in Greek culture.

That importance was crystallized, among other things, in a set of educational
practices and values. Learning to sing and to dance, especially in a group (a
Greek choros was in the first instance a dance-group, secondarily a singing “cho-
rus”), had long been a typical part of the upbringing of young males of the
leisured classes; many girls too received such training. More variable, though
not uncommon, was the acquisition of some facility in playing a lyre; the aulos
was always more the preserve of professionals. Ability to participate in and/or
to appreciate the beauty of song and dance became entrenched as a central ele-
ment of Greek musical sensibility; Greeks imagined even their Olympian deities,
including the lyre-playing Apollo and the ecstatic figure of Dionysus (for the rela-
tionship between these gods, see below), as devotees of music. It is standard for
characters in Plato’s dialogues to share this perspective on music’s life-enhancing
status: Protarchus, at Philebus 62c¢, anticipates Friedrich Nietzsche’s “without
music life would be a mistake” by saying that music is essential “if our life is
really to be a life of some kind.” (See Chapter 32, “Nietzsche,” in this volume.)
But the idea of music as necessary for a fulfilled existence is both expanded and
complicated, by Socrates in the Republic and by the Athenian in Laws, into a
distinctively Platonic conception of music’s (dangerously) powerful role in the
shaping of both individual and collective psychology.

Greek views of music’s potency were reinforced by the fact, already indicated,
that most music was an accompaniment to poetic texts. This meant that apprais-
als of music’s value tended to become part, as we shall see, of a larger conception
of the value of song. This did not, however, block the appreciation of qualities of
musical form (i.e. melodic, rhythmic and, in a broad sense, harmonic features) in
their own right. The two sides of this picture can be seen even in a brief passage
such as Protagoras 326a-b. There the sophist Protagoras explains how one stage
in the education of Greek boys involves being taught to sing poetry by a lyre-
teacher (a kithara-player). Protagoras suggests that the benefits of the experience
come partly from the insights contained in the poetic texts. But he also speaks
of rhythms and melodic modes, tunings or pitch-patterns (harmoniai, plural of
harmonia) as being assimilated into the children’s souls and conduct: “all human
life needs beauty of rhythm and melody.” This ethical-cum-existential concep-
tion of music’s significance lies at the root of the extended Platonic passages to
be considered below.

One consequence of the cultural landscape sketched above is that the Greek
term mousiké itself — literally “art/activity of the Muses” — came to be used, in
Plato and elsewhere, with a flexible semantics. In its narrower usage, it refers
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to structures of rhythm and melody/pitches per se. But it can also designate the
larger cluster of poetico-musical arts, including dance; and, more broadly still, it
comes to denote the whole sensibility and refined cast of mind which sustained
appreciation of these arts was believed to inculcate.

That normative sense of “musical” value had in turn been carried further
by one particular group of Greeks, the followers of Pythagoras. Although the
details are obscure, Pythagorean thought was certainly known to Plato and
had some influence on him. Two ideas in particular stand out here. One is
the notion of “the harmony of the spheres” or music as a sort of (symbolic)
cosmic concord: this is undoubtedly in the background in a passage such as
Republic 10.617b-c, a mythical and astronomical vision of the ordered beauty
of the universe (Halliwell 1987: 181-2). The other is the view of music as a
form of soul-changing therapy. Among various testimonies to this view is the
claim of Aristotle’s student Aristoxenus that Pythagoreans “used medicine to
purify the body and music to purify the mind/soul” (West 1992: 31-3); the
likelihood that some Pythagoreans espoused a conception of the soul itself as
an “attunement,” harmonia, of the body (see Phaedo 85e—6d), may also be
pertinent here. While this precise model of psychotherapy is not found in Pla-
to’s own writings, it is likely that Pythagorean convictions about the power of
music helped to shape the seriousness with which its psychological effects are
probed in the dialogues. A connection can be detected, moreover, between the
astral and the psychological aspects of Pythagorean influence on Plato. This is
clearest in the idea at Timaeus 47c—d that music connects the “orbits” in the
soul with the orbits of the cosmos: musical order is a link between microcosm
and macrocosm. On the other hand, passages such as Republic 530e-31¢ and
Philebus 56a—c show that Plato was resistant to (Pythagorean) attempts to turn
the study of music into a mathematical science.

Music in the Republic

The Republic’s main discussion of music occurs in Book 3, 398c—403c. Two gen-
eral features of this discussion bear out points already adumbrated above: first,
the treatment of music stands as an adjunct to, and complements, the principles
laid down for the content and form of poetic texts at 2.376e-3.398b; second,
the whole poetico-musical side of education (the part dealing with the psyche
just as gymnastics deals primarily with the body) is called mousiké at 2.376e
and subsequently. So the analysis of music proper is presented as one facet of the
philosophical regulation of an educational, psychological and cultural constella-
tion of activities. Socrates considers rhythmic and melodic structures (the latter
taking the form of harmoniai: tunings, modes or scales, Barker 1984: 163-8) as
elements in compound art forms; they work in liaison with the discursive logos
of the texts they accompany (398d). But he nonetheless ascribes to those musical
structures expressive qualities of their own.
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The nature of those qualities is brought under the heading of mimesis, a con-
cept normally rendered as “imitation” by most modern translators and scholars
but which often functions in ways that overlap with later ideas of representa-
tion and expression (Halliwell 2002). Socrates introduces mimesis at 2.373b as
a compendious category of imaginative simulation as practiced in both visual
and musico-poetic art. He later employs a narrower definition of the term to
cover the dramatic or “enactive” mode of poetic discourse (3.392d) as opposed
to poetry in third-person narrative. These uses of the terminology of mimesis
cannot be reduced to a conceptually tidy essence. When Socrates starts to speak
of melodic/modal mimesis at 3.399a—c, his meaning is not self-evident. But he
clearly supposes some kind of expressive correspondence or correlation (a sort
of isomorphy of “movement,” according to Politicus 306¢c—7¢, a later work)
between musically organized sounds and the emotional-cum-ethical traits of
characters depicted in poetic texts. On this understanding, followed in many
respects by Aristotle Politics 8.5 (Halliwell 2002: 234-49), music allows pro-
cesses and impulses of feeling to be captured in the movements of sound and
thereby transmitted to and replayed by other minds.

Socrates advances here a fundamentally “narrative” model of musical seman-
tics. He works with a principle on the lines of “prima le parole, poi la musica”
(399e-400a, 400d). His prescriptive choices/exclusions of musical modes
(un)suitable for the poetry which will be performed by young guardians, that
is, future rulers, in the ideal city (Callipolis) are an extension of the judgments
which he earlier made on (un)desirable poetic representations of characters and
their attitudes. Thus, for instance, his exclusion of modes or tunings expressive
of “lamentation” (398d-e) is aligned with his earlier repudiation of poetry which
depicts gods as causing, and heroes as afflicted by, circumstances of tragic suffer-
ing (387d-8d). Socrates (or Plato) does not purport to be offering a comprehen-
sive account of the possibilities or uses of music. He is testing the logic of a model
of musical significance (ultimately, its capacity to find expressive equivalents to
the defining qualities of particular paradigms of “life,” 399e-400a) as applied
to the art forms of an imaginary society in which certain ethical, political and
cultural goals are to be pursued with ideological single-mindedness.

Socrates seeks a kind of “purity” or simplicity which will avoid complexity in
the melodic and rhythmic constituents of music (399, cf. 404¢) and in the experi-
ences such complexity stimulates in the minds of hearers. Complexity is regarded
as threatening the overriding principles of psychic unity and stability; note the
pointedly musical comparison for unity of soul at 4.443d-e. There is also a hint
at 399e that complexity is Dionysiac rather than Apollonian; the satyr Marsyas,
mentioned here, has links with Dionysus (Rocconi 2009: 570; cf. Plato, Sym-
posium 215b—c). Apollo and Dionysus are later mentioned together, in connec-
tion with religious festivities (and their music), at Laws 2.653d: Nietzsche knew
both these passages well. In associating styles of music with kinds of character
and “life,” Socrates professes to be guided by the theories of a contemporary
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intellectual called Damon (400b—c; West 1992: 246-7). According to 4.424c,
Damon claimed that no change in musical styles could take place without (caus-
ing? and/or reflecting?) a corresponding change in the general values of a society.
This remarkable tenet clearly left its mark on Plato’s lifelong interest in music.
It is subtly echoed later in the Republic by the premonition that even the ideal
society will decline when its guardians neglect the standards of music (8.546d,
548Db). It is also the earliest known version of a doctrine of music’s necessary
implication in the dynamics of a culture as a whole — a doctrine whose modern
adherents include Adorno.

While the discussion in Republic Book 3 stresses the need to make music “fit”
and “follow” the content of a verbal text, Socrates does allow for distinctively
musical beauty of rhythmic and melodic form (400c ff.). However, the rela-
tionship between such beauty of form and its discursively underpinned expres-
siveness is not transparent. At 400d—e it is suggested that formal beauty may
involve correspondence (“likeness”) to the verbal content and ethical tenor of
the total art form. But the larger aesthetic of beautiful form (in both artifacts and
nature) at 401a—d, an aesthetic which treats a culture as a holistic fabric of value
(Burnyeat 1999), cannot be exhausted by the kind of meaning which is expli-
cable in wholly discursive terms, since it encompasses objects (such as buildings
and plants) which typically lack a narrative content. Socrates seems to allow at
any rate that melodic and rhythmic patterns in music can possess an orderliness
which is good in its own right, even if he ultimately wants it to be held account-
able to an ethical, “life”-defining reckoning. When he calls formal properties
“akin to” as well as mimetically expressive of ethical qualities (401a), he perhaps
implies that music can itself serve as a model for, and not just a reflection of, the
beauty of a unified soul.

This implication is extended at 401d-e. Socrates says there that rhythm and
melody “reach into the interior of the soul,” take hold of it, and impress on it
a good (or bad) form. So if music can embody patterns which somehow cor-
respond to the qualities of a soul figured in the music, the response to musical
beauty on the part of the listener equally involves psychic “internalization” and
assimilation of the musical order (Schofield 2010). This process is initially a mat-
ter of sub-conceptual feeling (i.e. prior to logos, 402a), though ethical values are
already being shaped at that level (400d-2d). The more experienced listener will
develop ways of hearing which are both affective and cognitive. It is a premise
of this phase of the argument that a cultivated responsiveness to artistic beauty
involves a capacity to “recognize” images, as well as the intrinsic forms, of good
and bad states of mind/soul (402a—c). The implications of this premise, for music
as for other art forms, are much more sympathetic and positive than the notori-
ous (and rhetorically provocative) treatment of poetry and other mimetic image-
making in Book 10 of the Republic. Despite the restrictions he had previously
placed on the music allowed in Callipolis, Socrates’ case builds to the resounding
proposition that the goal of all music (here in its wider cultural sense) is “the
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erotics of beauty” (403c). At least part of the force of this proposition is an
acknowledgment of music’s power to arouse feelings which carry with them an
impetus of intense desire.

Music in the Laws

The Laws returns to and reconsiders many of the same principles of musical
education that Socrates had outlined in the Republic. Although the work is
sprawling, unfinished, and without the dramatic flair and finesse of the Repub-
lic, it is nonetheless remarkable for the way in which it persistently circles round
the importance for the well-ordered society of mousiké in both the narrower
(“music”) and the wider (“education”/“culture”) senses of the term. This mate-
rial can be examined only selectively here.

The most sustained passage on music per se is in Book 2 (653¢-671b). The
Athenian, the work’s main speaker, thinks of musico-poetic performances, not
least those of choruses (who dance as well as sing), as belonging above all to
communal festivals which both unite a society and connect it to its gods (includ-
ing Apollo and Dionysus, 653d: see above). To that extent his conception of
music is culturally normative. But it is also biologically rooted. (One might note
here, obliquely, the soothing and entrancing power which music is said to exer-
cise even over certain animals at Politicus 268b.) The Athenian regards rhythmic
and melodic form as reflecting a fundamental human capacity for, and pleasure
in, “ordered movements,” which can be physically embodied in dance but are
equally enacted in the patterns of sound itself (653e, cf. e.g. 664e-5a, 672e-3a).
At the same time, these movements synchronize, as it were, body and soul: just
as Socrates spoke of music “reaching into the interior of the soul” (see above),
so the Athenian speaks of the movements of the (singing) voice as “penetrating
as far as the soul” (673a). Accordingly, in Laws as in the Republic “good” musi-
cal forms are deemed to be images of ethically admirable traits (655a-b). All
music is counted as a kind of mimetic (representational-cum-expressive) “image-
making” (668a-b), though it will be suggested later in the dialogue that when
stripped of a discursive (poetic) basis the mimetic meaning of music becomes
obscure or uncertain (669b-670a).

All this draws the Athenian into wrestling with the problem of musical plea-
sure. He is anxious to assert the need to recognize “correct,” that is, ethically
grounded, standards of (psychological) pleasure and pain, and to deny that
pleasure in itself can be the sole criterion of musical value (654c-d, 655¢c-
d, 667e—8a). He suggests that in responses to music an interplay takes place
between the hearer’s own character and the kinds of qualities expressed in
the music itself; but if the latter is enjoyed, then the hearer’s soul is inevitably
assimilated to the musical patterns (655d-6b). The Athenian knows that prima
facie music generates its own, pleasure-driven standards of stylistic evolution
and cultural success. This makes him all the keener to ward off what he sees
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as the threat posed by the predilections of “mass” audiences (657e-660c¢; cf.
Republic 6.493d), a move which prefigures many modern debates over musi-
cal values. In a striking gesture, he holds up a non-Greek society, that of Egypt
(interpreted here as unbendingly traditionalist), as the only one to have laid
down and maintained appropriately strict norms of musical (and other artistic)
form (656c-7b, cf. 7.799a-b).

Despite what is obviously, on one level, the statement of a deeply conservative
stance, the Athenian’s reflections can also be read as groping for a formulation
which will manage to integrate plural criteria of aesthetic merit; Plato signals
at least some awareness of the difficulty of doing so (Halliwell 2002: 65-71).
The Athenian speaks of pleasure, “correctness” (in part a measure of how far
artistic form does justice to its content), and “benefit” (the ultimate effect on the
audience’s lives) as the three essential criteria in question (667b—c). In attempt-
ing to configure the relationship between these, he uses also the vocabulary of
“beauty,” a vocabulary which in Greek always has the scope to embrace both
sensory appearances and ethical excellence. In a very difficult passage, he sums
up his view by saying that good music involves “likeness to the representation
of what is beautiful/good” (668b). The obscurity of this phrase need not prevent
us, given the larger context, from seeing that the Athenian wants to acknowledge
a role for both “internal” (formal) and “external” (world-reflecting) factors in
all mimetic art, including music. He remains troubled, however, by a possible
tension between these: even the creators of musical works may themselves be
expert in thythms and melodies while not knowing whether what they produce
is beautiful or good (670e, cf. 7.802b—c).

That last complaint opens the way for the Athenian to undertake a larger
critique of musico-poetic history. This critique is an extension, au fond, of the
Republic’s Damon-indebted model (see above) of music’s place within the larger
dynamics of a culture. In Book 3 of the Laws (700a—1b) the Athenian uses music
to illustrate the thesis of a supposedly general Greek decline from cultural “law-
fulness” to “lawlessness.” There once prevailed, he claims (with a convenient
disregard for various complicating factors), a musical culture in which estab-
lished genres of song had their clearly marked rules and could not be mixed;
a culture, moreover, in which audiences were obedient, accepting recipients of
what was offered to them. But what has now come about, he continues, is an era
of constant experimentation, innovation, and genre-crossing in both poetry and
music. Composers have laid claim to a freedom which recognizes no standard of
“correctness” other than the hearer’s pleasure, and audiences have become cor-
respondingly assertive as the collective arbiters of taste: musical “aristocracy”
(rule of the best) has been replaced by “theatro-cracy” (rule by mass audiences),
700e-701a. What’s more, music has been central to the wider dissemination of
the idea that everyone can judge everything: music (of certain kinds), it seems,
is a breeding-ground for an ideology of the supremacy of popular opinion and
taste.
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The Athenian’s sweepingly elitist attitudes imply censure of the democratic
culture which his own city had developed over the previous century and more.
The censure encompasses, among much else, aspects of the theatre of tragedy and
comedy, themselves forms of “music drama” (note e.g. the later allusion to tragic
music at 7.800d, matching Republic 3.398d—e, mentioned above). But his pic-
ture of a collusion between composers and general public, bringing about a radi-
cal shift from conservative traditionalism to experimental modernism, applies
more specifically to the phenomenon of the New Music (see above). This is par-
ticularly clear in the description of promiscuous innovation and “rule-breaking”
- including daring juxtapositions of register, novel rhythmic figurations, and
“heterophonic” instrumental accompaniments — at 669c—e, 700d, and 7.812d-e.
The last of those passages, ascribing a penchant for “bacchic frenzy” to modern
composers, gives a Dionysian shading to the disapproved styles in question.

But when the Athenian returns to the subject of music in Book 7 (798d-802e),
a paradox emerges from the heavily negative slant of his argument. Having origi-
nally defined music as intrinsically concerned with “order” (taxis) of sound and
movement, his case for the re-imposition of supposedly traditional standards
and values leads him to distinguish between “ordered” and “disorderly” music
(802¢c—d). Yet he does not actually count the latter as non-music; indeed, he
stresses the pleasure popularly derived from it by those immersed in its styles
through their upbringing, just as, for that matter, he had earlier acknowledged
the natural creative talents of the composers of such music (700d). Although close
in places to a parody of ultra-conservative conformism, his position depends on
a recognition of the psychic potency of richly intricate musical textures. Like
Socrates in the Republic, the Athenian is not simply dismissive of new types of
music. He even allows himself, at one juncture in Book 2, to admit a need for
constant change and variety in order to maintain the city’s appetite for and grati-
fication in music (Laws 665¢). But he is nonetheless fearful of ways in which the
impact of novel musical forms can change both the individual soul and the entire
sensibility of a society. Between them, the main speakers in Plato’s two longest
dialogues represent an anxiety about substantial musical innovations which has
had many analogues right up to the cultural clashes of modern times.

Epilogue: philosophy as music

Many references to music in Plato are related either to ideas of system and order
or to the “soul-changing” power of musical expressiveness. There is always a
tacit and sometimes an explicit connection between these two things. The soul
itself, qua plurality of psychological functions, needs ordered unity above all
else. The power of music can either foster that unity by its own patterned
movements or threaten it by its transformative capacity to excite complex,
shifting states of mind. In the Republic and Laws the issues raised by what is
perceived as this ambivalent power are pursued, as we have seen, on the level
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of an authoritarian cultural critique, though more subtly and tentatively in the
earlier of the two dialogues. But the authoritarianism is always a response,
at its roots, to what is taken to be music’s potential for deep psychological
penetration.

The double upshot of this Platonic perspective is not only an attempt to philos-
ophize the value of music but also to turn philosophy itself into a kind of “music”
(“the greatest music,” as Socrates, possibly echoing a Pythagorean motif, says at
Phaedo 61a when interpreting a dream-injunction to “make music” during the
final days of his life). At Republic 3.412a, for instance, the most truly “musical”
person (here, the successfully trained young guardian in the ideal city) is not the
technically adept musician but someone whose soul possesses the highest degree
of harmonious integration. But since that integration has (hypothetically) been
achieved by means, above all, of musico-poetic education and culture themselves,
the notion of the philosophically “musical” soul is not purely metaphorical. In
the passage which has led up to this, in fact (410d-11e), Socrates very closely
associates the virtues and balanced passions of “the philosophical nature” with a
life which uses music as such correctly: a life which allows musical sensuousness
to soften harsh, aggressive instincts, but which neither succumbs so completely
to music’s melting effects that the soul is made effete nor shuns music altogether
and thereby remains trapped in a beast-like savagery.

The “music” of philosophy, then, in some sense grows from and even models
itself on the music that is conveyed in sound. At the same time, Platonic philoso-
phy aspires to arrive at a position of transcendence beyond the material world,
including the physical sounds of music. Republic 7.522a-b refers back to the
music (including poetry) of the education system sketched earlier in the work
as incapable of reaching the higher realms of philosophical truth. Real music,
Glaucon (Plato’s brother) obligingly reminds Socrates, uses resources of rhythm
and pitch-structures to educate by “habituation,” not by intellectual knowledge.
It instills pattern