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Many of my fellow writers on the aesthetics of music will recognize some
of their ideas in this book. I am deeply indebted to Stephen Davies, Lydia
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Aaron Ridley, even where I disagree with them. Stephen Davies read the
draft manuscript and made many helpful criticisms. I have too a general
debt in matters of the philosophy of art to another old friend, Colin Lyas,
and to the late Frank Sibley. My wife, Dr Lynne Sharpe, brought her inimi-
table sense of grammatical propriety as well as her philosophical nous to
the text. My colleague, David Walford, helped me with the translation of
Hanslick.

Some parts of this book were presented in a more technical form to
audiences at the universities of Leeds, Limerick and Wales, Lampeter, at
the Bolton Institute and at the annual conference of the British Society of
Aesthetics. I thank all the audiences for their criticisms. Some of the
reflections on profundity appeared in a different form in The British Jour-
nal of Aesthetics anniversary issue 2000 and some of the arguments on
functionalism in the International Yearbook for Aesthetics 1998. Finally, I
thank an anonymous reader of this book and my publisher, Steven Gerrard,
who suggested that I write it and made its arrival as free of birth pangs as
can reasonably be expected.
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“People always think something’s all true.”
(Holden Caulfield in J. D. Salinger, The Catcher in the Rye)

Since you have opened this book, let me guess at what motivated you to
do so. You may, like me, be interested in the philosophy of music because
of your life with music. You may find it puzzling that your taste should be
sometimes idiosyncratic, sometimes different even from that of people
with whom you share many enthusiasms. Music you love bores some
others. You may wonder whether you are right or wrong about it. You may
wonder on what basis some music is thought to be more significant than
other music. You might have reflected on whether or not music means
anything. You may wonder at its power to excite us and move us to tears.
You might have been bemused by some of the things you read in the
newspapers. Could putting fireworks into a piano and then setting fire to it
really count as music? I, too, have found these matters puzzling, and they
have led me to consider some of the answers that have been proposed. For
it is music and our reactions to it, rather than the prospect of another area
on which philosophical training can be practised, that sparked my interest
in the first place. The questions I raise are, predominantly, questions about
the value of music, about the individuality of our assessments and about
the way in which we prize music for its power to move us. Even with other
issues, such as what makes something a piece of music, questions of value
are in the background. It is initially hard to see how setting fire to a piano
could be of value; indeed, for a pianist, it is a crime, since pianos have
their own individual character. So we are led, inevitably, to the lengthy
discussion of artistic value that constitutes the last chapter of this book.
For the notion of art and the notion of value are, I believe, connected. This



2

����������� �	� 
����

remains so even if most music is mediocre. Responding to it and assessing
it remains at the heart of our encounter with it.

Sometimes these questions can be answered, and sometimes they seem
to have no answers. Where they have no answers I try to show why. But
first some general reflections. Music is ubiquitous. Go into a shop or a
restaurant and there is background music. Since the 1930s, films have
been accompanied by a score of greater or lesser distinction. Increasingly,
announcements or continuity on radio or television are accompanied by a
beat. Think how various it is – rock music, rap, country and western,
gospel music, hymns, football songs, traditional jazz in pubs, contempo-
rary jazz in jazz clubs, world music and so on. Yet philosophers have writ-
ten almost entirely about Western classical music to the exclusion of the
music that most people are familiar with. I suppose it is related to the fact
that most philosophers are either from middle-class homes or climb into
the middle class, where a passion for such music is part of what is required
for a good life, in the sense in which Aristotle understood that idea. The
educated and well-rounded individual is interested in classical music. The
assumed pre-eminence of Western classical music is, as well, hardly just a
matter of the appropriation of a certain type of music by the haute
bourgeoisie, and its consequent elevation above other forms of music is
not merely the whim of the dominant class. It is arguable, after all, that
nothing in the rest of the musical world compares with it in depth, subtlety
and its capacity to engage with the rest of our lives. This is partly a matter
of sheer scale. A symphony may last for well over an hour. If other music
goes on that long – as a work song might – it is likely to be repetitious.
Perhaps only in Indian classical music can we find elsewhere organized
sound at this length. At the end of The Valkyrie, Wotan bids his beloved
daughter farewell, sending her to sleep, ringed with fire. The text is not
hugely eloquent. Combined with the music, it becomes unbearably
moving. It is followed by a transcendent passage for orchestra, whose
slow-moving length is requisite for the depiction of an age-long sleep.
This is a famous passage, lauded even by those who find Richard Wagner
resistible. Let me quote another example. At the climax of Schumann’s
infrequently heard Scenes from Goethe’s Faust, Faust sings of a moment
of beauty that the ages cannot efface, reflecting the fact that the transitory
nature of human experience does not cancel its value. Schumann
underlines this with an orchestral tutti of tremendous power. Perhaps
Schumann is an overrated composer, but he was, as this shows, capable of
greatness. Such a climax would be out of place save in a work of length.
These are both examples of music with a text. For a third and last
example, illustrating a very different feature of Western classical music,
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consider a purely instrumental movement. Prokofiev’s Fifth Symphony is
probably his finest (although a case could be made for the Sixth). Its
second movement is a whirlwind of a scherzo full of memorable and strik-
ing ideas. Yet the Fifth Symphony is a war symphony; it was composed
rapidly in 1944 and the first movement is weighty and serious. The
scherzo can sound flippant, but its surface is, I suspect, misleading. Its
frenetic motion easily turns to hysteria; fear is only just below the surface.
It is the forced jollity of those in mortal danger. To understand this move-
ment, and there are many parallels with his great contemporary Dmitri
Shostakovich, is to understand the significance of masks. In a tyranny
these are essential, but they may also be a form of courage when some-
thing other than tyranny threatens; namely, death in wartime. Only an art
capable of profundity can elicit reflections that bear in this way on our life
outside that art.

In other cultures, music may serve other purposes. The degree of
repetition that is largely absent from classical Western music may be part
of what is required to generate a trance-like absorption in the listener.
Listened to in the appropriate cultural context, its significance may
become clear. What Western music shows, to a greater or less extent, are
analogies with the novel, with a narrative that moves to a dénouement, and
it is only in fairly recent music such as that of Steve Reich and other
minimalists that we see an exception to this.

This, perhaps is the moment to anticipate another conclusion. On the
whole philosophers have tended, although perhaps not consciously or
explicitly, to fall in with the Hegelian notion that “absolute” or “pure”
music or “music alone” is the pinnacle of the art towards which Western
music, in its long history, has progressed. The sonata, the symphony or the
string quartet are “higher” forms than song, dance or opera. Their beauties
are the beauties of form. This forms part of an ideology that is deeply
embedded in thinking about classical music. However, despite its attrac-
tions, I do not think it easy to defend what is known as “formalism”: the
idea that the merits of music are no more than the aesthetic appeal of
beautiful patterns. I suggest that music is surrounded not only by texts,
dances, dramatic situations, liturgies and narrative programmes but also
by associations that may not be merely personal but may form connec-
tions with the landscape and history of the composer’s native land, with
the Zeitgeist and with a social and political context that form an aura, a
rich backcloth, in terms of which we “read” the music.

If this draws music closer to the other arts that are generally representa-
tional (drama, fiction, film and painting represent people and places, real or
imaginary), it is worth reflecting on some of the differences. One striking
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and, I think, infrequently observed feature of the arts is that different
individuals place differing requirements upon them. I don’t know how much
I differ from others in this but I listen to the same piece of music or read the
same poem far more often than I re-read a novel and I re-read a novel more
often than I see films again. I suppose some people watch a film on video as
often as I listen to a favourite piece of music or some people re-read Jane
Austen’s Persuasion equally often. But even if this is the case, music does
make rather special demands. In the case of most of the finest Western music,
we have an art form where the performer has to practise over and over again.
The requirements of quality are thus very stringent indeed if a player is not
to tire of the music as a result of this constant repetition. Of course, we
should not assume that the rewards the player gets from practice are strictly
comparable with those the passive listener gets from hearing. For the pianist,
the physical exercise involved in playing the piano, the intimate connection
with the instrument, the dance of the fingers across the keyboard, is very
important. This daily contact with the keyboard is a necessary part of life,
“bodily gesture as well as sound”, as Charles Rosen says. He concludes his
recent book, Piano Notes,1 with the remark that the physical pleasure of
playing will, if anything does, ensure the survival of piano music. Neverthe-
less, although I think that the interest in mastering a piece, in solving prob-
lems of fingering and tempo, is, to an extent, independent of the interest the
listener takes in the music, even when we allow this the main point remains
untouched. Music of stature can be played over and over again with interest
and satisfaction and the realization of what can or what should be done with
a particular movement or a particular passage may only become clear after
dozens or even hundreds of repetitions. It is true, as well, that repeated
hearings or repeated readings are required to understand much of the greatest
music and poetry. Indeed, a mark of greatness has always been that we need
to re-encounter and constantly reassess. With fiction, however, it is often
enough to remember the gist. If somebody hands me a copy of a Shakespeare
sonnet I won’t dismiss it by saying that I’ve read it. The only excuse for not
reading it would be that I could recite it from memory. But fiction is unlike
this. There are exceptions; the philosopher Gilbert Ryle read the Jane Austen
novels every year and my music teacher reads the Charles Dickens novels
every year, or at least a selection of them. He evidently does not regard this
as some sort of mortification of the mind. But even so we re-read and are
expected to re-read fiction far less often than poetry. So the brush-off “I’ve
read it” is generally applicable to fiction even though it would make sense
to say “Well, its worth reading again” if it was an outstanding novel. This is
a non-trivial remark in this context but it usually would be otiose if it were
a poem. Likewise with music.
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Now music may be changing. There is talk of “disposable art” and a
belief abroad that old assumptions about the “eternal value” of the arts are
outmoded. I wonder if younger concert-goers look for an interest that
does not go beyond the performance. They expect to be stimulated or
entertained for a short while, but they may not want to hear the music
again. It may be becoming a more ephemeral art. So, for at least some, the
point of listening to new music is not to see if there is something that may
become a significant part of their lives, a piece to which they will return
with admiration and pleasure and in which they will expect to discover
new subtleties the more carefully and frequently they listen. Listening to a
contemporary piece may not mean any more than a single reading of a
contemporary novel, something to interest you pro tem but to be then cast
aside and not read again. If so, the nature of the reception of music is
changing. Improvised music is the norm rather than traditional Western
music, where a notated work is performed over and over again.

Be that as it may, traditionally the arts do vary and the consequences
for judgement have been stark in their differences. I might go to a concert
of new music and enjoy it in a way. But if I say I do not care whether I hear
it again my judgement is somewhat damning. Normally we expect of
music, if it is of the highest quality, that it will repay many re-hearings.
And we usually do not desire to re-read a novel we have just read and
enjoyed in the way we may ache to hear a piece of music over again within
an hour or two of first hearing it. Poetry can, of course, be memorized, but
we might want very much to read again or hear again a verse that we half
remember. Painting and sculpture are rather different cases again. I
imagine that people to whom painting matters a lot are suddenly con-
vulsed with the desire to see something that is, unfortunately, half way
across the world. If this is so, life is more frustrating for them than it is for
the lover of books or music or even films, for reproductions are no substi-
tute for the real thing.

All this evidently bears on the role the arts play in our lives. The
relationship we have to art to some extent, and this I wish to explore later
in this book, resembles the relationship we have with family and friends.
In both cases the requirements vary. Some of our family we see frequently
and would be unhappy at seeing them rarely. Some we see seldom but
“keep in touch”, while others we see or write to occasionally. Likewise
with the arts, although, as I have said, the arts vary in the extent to which
they permit this intimacy. It is a contingency that a man who was a close
friend lives in Malta or Brisbane and that I have not seen him for years. It
is a contingency also that a favourite painting is in The Hague and that I
have only seen it once in the flesh. But for rich Westerners, books and
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music are rarely the victim of such contingencies. Only if they are out of
print or deleted are they inaccessible.

This book is a mixture of the general and particular. My experience in
teaching music is that the philosophical issues that arise most frequently
are, first, what distinguishes music from noise or ambient sound and,
secondly, how can the quality of music be anything else than a matter of
individual taste? It is thus difficult to write about the philosophical issues
that arise out of music without encountering problems that constitute the
philosophy of the arts more generally. Chapter 2 begins with a general
discussion of what it is for an artefact to be a work of art before going on
to consider some of the more specific questions about the nature of music.
Chapter 4 is perhaps more general than any of the others in that nearly all
the questions I raise about the nature and measurement of artistic value
arise equally for the other arts. Only when we consider performance are
the questions more narrowly focused. So some of the questions I shall
raise in this book are questions that are equally a source of puzzlement in
literature or drama or film. But most are specific to music; questions about
the status of a work of music and its relation to performance do arise with
respect to the other performing arts such as dance, but because music’s
relationship to its notation is far more significant than is the relationship
between dance and its notation, the analogies with mathematics that have
so often been canvassed have a greater pertinence here. Chapter 3, in
particular, discusses a question that is peculiar to music and has always
been central to philosophical discussion of it: can music have a meaning?
If so, what can it be?

I must issue a few warnings. I discuss differing theories about the
nature of the musical work and its meaning and value. I have tried to
represent fairly both the strengths and the weaknesses of the views that
have been put forward. Very few positions in philosophy have nothing to
be said for them. But I make no pretence of impartiality. A decent
philosophical book puts forward various positions and the positions, of
course, are my own, even where I share them with other thinkers. What I
have tried to do is to say clearly when a view is my own and when it is
likely to meet with opposition. I strongly suspect that what I have to say
towards the end of the chapter on value is the most controversial part of
this book. However, these are conclusions that are the result of long
thought about verdicts on merit, and they seem interesting to me. But I
expect some readers to disagree strongly.

Secondly, some of my musical judgements may seem rather eccentric
to the reader. I have some strong likes and dislikes. I have tried to tone
down the idiosyncrasies of my judgements but they will keep “toning up”
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again. I have therefore given up, in the conviction that the best I can do is
to warn against them. Unfortunately, as far as this issue is concerned,
many of my arguments require that I consider cases where opinion sharply
varies. It seemed, then, that the best course is to take real cases rather than
fictional cases. Were I to take an imaginary case, such as the supposition
that Beethoven’s middle quartets are not much good, or that Miles Davis
was a rotten musician, the consequent astonishment and irritation would
only get in the way of an appreciation of the issues. So I have taken cases
where some of us seem to be at odds with much musical opinion. I think it
was probably puzzlement over the peremptory nature of our tastes that
caused me to become interested in aesthetics in the first place. I have
always been troubled by the way that people differ in their judgements of
value. In my last book, Music and Humanism, I wrestled with this prob-
lem of diverging tastes, attributing what conformity there is to the
existence of an ideology, embodied in the canon, that directs our judge-
ments. Thus classical musicians think of the central tradition as Austro-
German and regard music from other countries as marginal or provincial
to a greater or lesser extent. Our ambivalent relationship to this official
history explains in part the difficulty we have with musicians outside this
canon and our defensiveness about them once we have recognized major
talents who do not belong to the dominant tradition. But I did not consider
the possibility of divergent judgements within a common taste. These, and
the difficulties they raise, are discussed in Chapter 4.

Thirdly, as my own philosophical life nears its end I have become
increasingly disenchanted with the tradition of philosophical analysis, not
because few analyses have been successfully completed but because,
when the concepts are interesting, they cannot be. Philosophical analysis
is the programme that attempts to provide necessary and sufficient
conditions for the application of a concept like “knowledge” or “truth” or,
relevant here, “work of art”. Chapter 2 gives some reasons why I think this
exercise is futile. Again, this is a judgement that will not find too much
general acceptance and it is no good pretending otherwise. For many
philosophers, conceptual analysis is their raison d’être and to challenge it
is to challenge something deeply lodged within their philosophical
ideology. On the other hand, as I said earlier, I am not in the business of
writing a book that does not state the truth as I see it.

To reject the programme of analysis is not to object to the tradition of
analytic philosophy. This book is in that tradition. I am interested in
positions that can be stated clearly and defended by argument. Ideally, I
want to know what the world must be like if a philosophical claim is to be
true. Otherwise, I do not think philosophy is an intellectual discipline and
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there seems no very good reason to practise it. This means that the ideas
introduced by some writers on music find no place here, writers such as
Arthur Schopenhauer and Suzanne Langer.2 I readily admit that I do not
understand what could be meant by the former’s observation that music is
the image of the will itself, and nothing I have read has made this much
clearer to me, although Schopenhauer was probably important in raising
the status of music among the arts. But although I find analytic philosophy
a fascinating and worthwhile task in itself, nothing, of course, that a
philosopher can do enriches our lives in the way that the best of art does.
No philosopher, however eminent, who is realistic about his subject and
his achievements would think them worth the value of a minor but lasting
lyric, an unforgettable carol or a comic masterpiece in film like The Blues
Brothers. Towards the end of his life, Benjamin Britten grouped a
collection of settings under the title Sacred and Profane. One of the choral
settings is of a carol, “Maiden in the Mor Lay”, and it lasts just a minute
and a half. I have studied, taught and written about philosophy for fifty
years. I have been fortunate. The subject has always absorbed me. But I
venture that, compared with the genius displayed by Britten in this tiny
piece, the genius, undoubted genius, displayed by Kant in his Critique of
Pure Reason is minuscule. This is not even one of Britten’s greatest
works, but its sheer invention takes our breath away. Such is the disparity
between the creative artist and the philosopher. Only when, and how
rarely, a philosopher like Hume in his Dialogues Concerning Natural
Religion brings to philosophy the sort of literary elegance and moral
passion displayed by Samuel Johnson in his Review of Soame Jenyns can
the claims we make for the philosopher be remotely comparable to those
that we can make for the creative artist.

What I attempt here is the next best thing. I can try to interest those of
you who have thought, with puzzlement, about this wonderful art. I hope
to clear up misunderstandings that block our appreciation of the art of
music and some of these misunderstandings are philosophical in nature.
They may distort our judgement of music. Here a philosopher should
aspire to be what Locke called “an underlabourer”. The only way he can
hope to enrich our lives in any way remotely comparable to that of the
creative artist is to succeed in what Horace mistakenly thought was the
task of the poet: “to please and instruct”.
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Philosophical reflection on music is more than two thousand years old but
it is patchy. Beyond a handful of names, beginning, perhaps, with Plato and
Aristotle and leaping two thousand years to Eduard Hanslick and Edmund
Gurney, most of what has been written is only of interest to historians of
ideas. But the past two decades have seen an extraordinary flowering in the
aesthetics of music that has eclipsed earlier speculations. This philosophi-
cal activity has been predominantly analytic in style. It prizes and expects
clarity and detail in argument. There are other philosophical traditions but
I am not aware that there has been any sudden efflorescence in writing on
the aesthetics of music in these other provinces. The newcomer to analytic
philosophy may easily form the impression that a great deal of it is devoted
to the invention and solution of rather arcane problems requiring
considerable intelligence but rather remote from the rest of humanity and
life as we know it. There is some substance in this but it is not an entirely
just verdict. Analytic philosophy can have implications for our lives by
making us reflect upon unconsidered presuppositions; sometimes it may
lead us to reflect on our lives and our values and cause us either to value
things differently or perhaps more directly to alter our conduct. If
utilitarians persuade people that they should grade their actions solely on
the principle of what maximizes happiness, then people will change. At the
other end of the spectrum, the issue of whether the concept of truth is
evidence-transcendent, which has occupied many philosophers for much of
their time over the past three decades, does not strike me as one that is likely
to have any immediate results for the way we live our lives. It has its
fascinations, of course, but these do become rather close to the fascinations
of doing a crossword without the satisfactions afforded by finding an
answer. The distinction is not, of course, absolute. Even the most arcane
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issues leave eddies in their wake that may make imperative certain more
mundane decisions, and we shall see that this is true, perhaps surprisingly,
of the question of realism in music. In writing about the philosophy of
music I shall try to concentrate on issues that illuminate musical listening
and practice. Although I shall write about apparently esoteric topics such as
what a musical work is, these all eventually debouch into more practical
issues of playing and listening.

My reason for taking this approach is that philosophy is, I think,
important when it is a cultural critique or an originating force in culture.
Most often a philosopher picks up ideas that are in the air and elaborates
them into some sort of system. Individualism was in the air in the Renais-
sance, as we can see from the essays of Montaigne or from Hamlet. In
both of these, in their different ways, there appears a persona that strikes
us as utterly idiosyncratic. But it was a philosopher, Hobbes, who elabor-
ated this conception of the individual as a self-contained unit concerned
with satisfying his or her own desires, an individual who competes with
others; he considered its implications for the body politic in what has been
called his “possessive individualism”. Descartes’s picture of the self-
contained individual whose claims to knowledge need a grounding and a
justification, I suggest, equally “rationalizes” ideas that were in the air in
Western European culture. The greatest and most important philosophical
achievements either “rationalize” and render explicit what is implicit in
the culture of the times or “deconstruct it”, as Hume did, paradigmatically,
in Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion. In this way philosophers may
be both contributors to and critics of what is often thought of as the
“ideology” of a society. They contribute to or subtract from a cultural
hegemony. Many of the philosophical issues that arise about music arise
because music has been understood in terms of those ideas that dominate
in the culture, ideas whose origins do not necessarily have much to do
with purely musical issues. Thus the central feature of reflection on music
between, say, 1750 and 1950 was the idea that music is a language,
specifically a language of the emotions in which the composer expresses
his mental state and communicates it to the listener. Such an idea owes
much to Romanticism, indeed it is hardly thinkable without a general
romanticism, (recall Wordsworth’s famous remark about “emotion recol-
lected in tranquillity”1). Equally, nineteenth-century reflection in the
Hegelian tradition led to the idea that music evolves into an art that owes
nothing to a text or programme. “Pure” or “absolute” music is the pin-
nacle of the art, perhaps even the art to which all others aspire.

Pertinent to the rest of this book is the question of what happens when
philosophers introduce ideas that are rather more obliquely related to the
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stock of everyday concepts. The invention of a technical concept is partly
a piece of hubris on the part of a writer; she expects her reader to expend
time in memorizing its significance and, possibly, looking back through the
pages to remind himself of the definition. Of course, sometimes the labour
is not great. Everybody can see what is meant by “mentalese”; it indicates
an internal mental language, a language of thought. Neologisms can be well
chosen. More significantly, in a philosopher it is a danger sign. More often
a writer takes an existing word, such as “utility” or “person”, and, quite
often unawares, delicately adjusts the meaning. Where “person” was both
a legal term and used to describe a role-player, philosophers use it to
describe the human beings that people our globe and any putative rational
aliens, and with that shift and replacement come problems. Sometimes their
usage adds to or modifies the ideology of their culture. If their invention or
adaptation is picked up by others, the way we think may change. An
example is Thomas Kuhn’s use of the word “paradigm”, which has become
widespread outside philosophy. It is possible that words like “soul” or
“spirit” originated in this way.

This picture of philosophy as both a cultural force and critique is very
distant from that which prevails in academia. Aestheticians have concen-
trated instead on the programme of philosophical analysis. Analysis is the
programme of giving necessary and sufficient conditions for the applica-
tion of terms like “law of nature”, “morally good action”, “work of art”,
“truth” and  “knowledge”, to name just a few. Thus, in the middle of the
twentieth century, “knowledge” was defined as “justified true belief”,
only for counter-examples to ruin this analysis. Such is the dominance of
the model of science in our culture – understandably – that when doubts
arose about analysis, refuge was sought in the idea that philosophy is a
kind of science, acknowledging the ways in which great scientists have
sometimes seemed to be involved in philosophy of science. Thus many
philosophers now claim that their discipline is some sort of branch of
science, a view that I believe to be a grave mistake. The style of argument
in philosophy is different and the “facts” appealed to are familiar and
banal. Philosophical refutations depend not on experiments but on
reminders; very characteristically the cut and thrust of philosophical
debate depends on adjusting a thesis in the light of apparent counter-
examples to it. The characteristic philosophical error is that of overlook-
ing something that is in front of you. How else can we explain the persist-
ence of philosophical theories that present infanticide as no crime or claim
that animals do not feel pain because they do not talk about it?

The project of analysis has lingered on in the philosophy of art. Indeed,
much of the history of the subject since its coming of age as a subsection
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of philosophy four decades ago has been the attempt to say what a work of
art is. In parallel, we have the attempted “analysis” of the concept of the
“work of music”, a generic term not much used by musicians. What does
its advent portend? The fact that it is comparatively recent and that its use
is conspicuous in the talk of philosophers and in general talk about music
rather than in the conversation of practising musicians or music-lovers
ought to give us pause. It suggests a certain artificiality; perhaps “work of
music” was coined in the course of general reflection about the place of
music in our culture. There is certainly a well-argued case for regarding
the concept of a work of music as one that developed in the nineteenth
century when the status of music as one of the fine arts was still not entire-
ly secure. Works of music were posited as analogues of the works of art
found in art galleries and museums. To talk of a work of music was to
draw an implicit comparison with sculptures and paintings. The concert
hall was the “museum” where such items were displayed. Thus the con-
cept of a “work of music” plays a role that we need to consider.2 I believe
that when we do we shall feel less sanguine about either the possibility of
an analysis of the concept that will command general acceptance or about
the utility of such an analysis.

Now if it is true that “work of music” is a rather late arrival, a term used
by thinkers about music rather than by practising musicians or the general
public, there is a dilemma here. To the extent that the concept up for
analysis is quasi-technical (that is, coined by specialists as a term of art to
use among themselves) it is, to that degree, private property. Questions
raised in analysis may indeed have answers but those answers will arrive
directly or by few steps. It is a self-inflicted solution. Compare this with
everyday concepts used by many; these may have fluctuating senses or
delicate gradations of sense. Examples are aesthetic concepts like “eleg-
ant” or “beautiful”, or moral concepts like “decent” or “a good man”. That
different speakers apply them to different objects suggests that there may
be overlapping usages rather than an identity of meaning in such words.
These differing shades of meaning can reflect quite important differences
between people and the ways they think about music or morals or any-
thing else. For it is how our usages differ from others’ that reveals what is
distinctive about ourselves and, more generally, our culture. Philosophy,
then, in so far as it reflects the latter, becomes a sort of a priori cultural
anthropology. It shows us how we differ in the ways we think. But this
philosophical task, of course, is incompatible with the ideal of analysis,
for that shows the essence of a concept, such as the concept of knowledge.
Analysis possesses a generality. What I find interesting here is how analy-
sis so often privileges one sort of knowledge, such as the logical or
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mathematical over others. Of course, analysis reflects the philosopher’s
wish to universalize. But in many areas philosophy, born from the urge to
find general patterns, has to learn that sometimes generalization is fruit-
less. For example, what is called “music” differs. To endorse and privilege
one sort of music, the Western classical tradition of an increasingly fully
notated music, is to simplify and distort, as I shall try to show. There are
many varieties of music. This in itself will not preclude analysis; there
would simply have to be many different analyses, one for each variety of
music. Rather, it is the loose fit of such concepts, the fuzziness of the
boundaries and the significance of such fuzziness that makes analysis
impossible.


���������������

I remarked that philosophizing about music is over two millennia old.3 We
know much more about what the ancient Greeks thought about music than
about how their music sounded. The Greek word we translate as “music”
is more inclusive than ours, as well. It is associated with dancing and, in
particular, with poetry and physical exercise as well as with singing and
the playing of instruments. Indeed, one aspect of philosophical discussion
about music we would do well to bear in mind is the fact that, even though
we may accurately translate a word as music in the sense that it refers, in
its original language, to what we think of as music, singing and the play-
ing of instruments, it may have implications that our word “music” lacks.
There is good reason to think that the nuances of our word “music” have
shifted even over the past three centuries.

In particular the Greek conception of music was dualistic in two ways.
First, and very strikingly, the Greeks conceived of the celestial world as in
harmony. Music described the mathematical relationships that held
between heavenly bodies. Indeed, it was assumed that there was a music of
the spheres and there was discussion as to why human beings could not hear
it; was this a consequence of our being used to it from birth so that by
habituation we no longer heard it – much as you may not notice the ticking
of the clock – or were exceptional individuals, like Pythagoras perhaps,
able to hear it? This mathematical conception of music as abstract intervals,
perhaps best translated as “harmony”, a matter of harmonic relationships
expressed numerically, was to play an important part in European thought
up to the Renaissance. As late as Jean Philippe Rameau, we find the idea
that the pleasure music offers is a consequence of the way it imitates the
divinely ordered and mathematical structure of nature. Additionally and
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separately, for the ancient Greeks music was what was heard, sung or
played on the lute or aulos, as it still is for us. The second way in which the
Greek conception of music is dualistic has its modern progeny. Music was
seen as having very opposed aspects, one of which was ecstatic and
frenzied and the other civilizing and educational. We are familiar with
Nietzsche’s distinction between the art of Dionysius and the art of Apollo:
the one intoxicating and orgasmic, and the other calm, reflective, ordered
and balanced. We even see the contrast in the music of a single composer,
Stravinsky, in The Rite of Spring on the one hand and Apollon Musagète or
Agon on the other. The first aspect is what older people have found
alarming in rock music, beginning with Bill Haley and continuing with the
Rolling Stones. Finally, it is worth remarking the Greek emphasis on the
pleasure that music gives, which is particularly striking in Aristotle.
Aristotle’s emphasis on the fact that music involves movement is also
anticipatory. We will need to consider in more detail later on both the idea
that music brings pleasure and the idea that music’s power comes from the
way it moves people. It speaks to the hearts of men. But the distinction
between music as an abstract business of tonal relationships and music as
heard is a contrast that is still evident in contemporary discussion.

These varying conceptions of music lasted well into the Middle Ages.
For medieval thinkers music was in part a theoretical branch of knowledge,
a science of numbers, and in part an aid to mystical experience. But it was
also an aural attraction: a seductive matter of the senses that presented a
temptation to indulge in those worldly pleasures that divines regarded with
considerable suspicion. All these ideas were rooted in Greek thinking about
music and were transmitted to medieval thinkers through the immensely
influential writings of Boethius. The belief, too, that the life of the mind
was of superior value to the work of the artisan implied that the dexterity
required of the performing musician was considered a poor thing compared
to theoretical understanding. Medieval writers would often scoff at the
singer ignorant of the theory that underlay the music he sang. This
prejudice certainly has not vanished. There are relics of this attitude in
modern anecdotes about the ignorance of orchestral musicians and singers.
Recently an eminent conductor who conducted the Vienna Philharmonic in
Vaughan Williams’s “Tallis Fantasia” said that the orchestra admired the
music immensely and enquired whether Vaughan Williams had written
much else and whether Tallis was still alive; and a flautist with a leading
American orchestra who was regarded as a bit of an intellectual by his
colleagues was approached with the question “Who came first – Mozart or
Verdi?” These may be apocryphal – indeed it is hard to think otherwise –
but their relevance lies in the attitude they enshrine.
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With the early Renaissance, a greater emphasis was placed upon the
pleasure that music brings. We read of the “sweetness of music” – perhaps
the main descriptive phrase to be found in late medieval writing is “dulce”
or sweetness – and of the importance of  “moving the affections”. But this
did not rule out a very considerable interest in the mathematical propor-
tions that underlay the stringing of instruments. A case was made for a
return to nature, a reaction against the complications of late medieval
polyphony. At the same time, improvements in the technology of key-
board instruments required great attention to the issues of tuning and
temperament. Musicians became theorists as well as composers and per-
formers and the gap between theoretical understanding and practical
competence narrowed. Theory, too, had less and less to do with the sup-
posed celestial harmonies. Rather, the Pythagorean doctrine transmuted in
the hands of later thinkers like Rameau into the idea that music, like
nature, was under the sway of laws. It was an enterprise of reason.

These seeds came to fruition in the Renaissance in two ways. First of
all the concept of what is “natural” became a sort of talisman. Anybody
reasonably widely read in Renaissance literature will be aware of its
ubiquity. Both the church and secular composers were uneasy at the
earlier custom of setting a single word to such cascades of notes that the
sense of the word was lost. Theorists and composers (and they were usual-
ly the same individual) began to consider what sort of music was approp-
riate for the setting of a particular text and music as accompanied monody
began to seem “natural”, a weasel word if ever there was one. Theorists
justified their preferences as a return to the ideas of the Greeks. In both
sacred and secular music, the music was seen as subservient to the text, an
idea that constantly resurfaced in the time of Claudio Monteverdi and in
the arguments of Raniero Calzabigi, Christoph von Gluck’s librettist, and,
of course, with some degree of anachronism in Richard Strauss’s opera
Capriccio. Music, it was thought, should move the affections, and it did so
by the choosing of music which served the emotional features of the text.
The German doctrine of the Affektenlehre developed the idea that music is
linked with the passions. Descartes wrote in Les Passions de l’âme that the
purpose of music is to arouse certain emotions in us, a doctrine reminis-
cent of those philosophical theories that advocate “arousalism”, which is
an idea we shall examine in detail later. The second legacy of Renaissance
thinking about music, then, is the notion that, as speech is the language of
the mind, so music is the language of the heart.
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There are philosophers, and Schopenhauer springs immediately to mind,
who have been thought to have influenced composers. Wagner was
certainly influenced by Schopenhauer, although whether he would have
composed differently if he hadn’t read Schopenhauer is as debatable as
the question of what precisely Richard Strauss owed to Nietzsche beyond
the programme of Also Sprach Zarathustra. I am much more interested in
philosophers of music who have influenced the way music is received;
they may do this by encouraging us to pay attention to certain features of
the music, say its form as opposed to its expressive qualities of lightness
or gloom; consequently they may directly or indirectly suggest a canon of
music that causes us to privilege certain composers or certain national
schools at the expense of others. Thus a view that regards “pure” or
“abstract” instrumental music as the pinnacle of the art tends to elevate the
symphony, the sonata or the fugue at the expense of opera and song or
promote certain types of symphonic writing over others. Thus a prefer-
ence for Brahms over Tchaikovsky may be partly explained. Of course
such prejudices, if that is what they are, can also be a product of certain
national biases and they can vary. I recall an eminent Russian pianist
saying that as a young man he was led to think of the Russian school as
having a sensitivity and soul lacking in the more arid intellectual products
of western and central Europe, and particularly the first Viennese school, a
school that most Westerners are educated to see as the pinnacle of musical
achievement. These latter considerations apart, the thinker about music
who had done as much as any to influence ways of listening is, at the same
time, one of the two thinkers who have most influenced the analytic
movement in the philosophy of music: Eduard Hanslick.

Where modern philosophizing about music is concerned, the first
important figure, probably the most important figure prior to the extra-
ordinary developments in the subject in the past two decades, is Hanslick
(1825–1904), the Austrian music critic familiar to music lovers through
his skirmishes with Wagner. He has been thought of as the arch-formalist,
a formalist being somebody who thinks that the value of music lies in its
formal properties of design and line and not in its expressive capacity, but
he never denied that music “calls into life sorrow and joy”. What
formalism is we shall need to consider in a little more detail here and more
fully in Chapter 3.

Hanslick seems to have planned his On the Musically Beautiful4 as a
prolegomena to a fuller treatment of the subject; however that more expan-
sive work was never published. What we have instead is a discussion of
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what he thinks of as misconceptions about the art current in his time. In
fact, he supplies in an appendix a sort of rogues’ gallery of quotations from
various writers, many of whom maintain forms of the thesis known as
“expressionism”: the thesis, first, that the purpose of music is to express,
represent or arouse feeling, and, secondly, that feelings are the content of
music and that music is the language of feeling. Both claims are, he thinks,
false; it is not the case that the purpose of music is to arouse the feelings and
feelings are not the content of music.5

Hanslick’s book is, in fact, tricky. It is, despite its brevity, not very well
organized, sometimes inconsistent and, in places, pretty obscure, and this
explains the fact that most writers on Hanslick manage to miss some of
the salient points or misrepresent some of his ideas while getting others
right. (His account of imagination is difficult to comprehend and to perse-
vere with this on the assumption that there are some specific ideas here
that a temporarily inarticulate author has failed to get across is, I think,
premature.) Nevertheless the importance of the book is undeniable, firstly
because it contains some arguments that are remarkably sophisticated for
its period, and, secondly, because Hanslick expresses, mostly implicitly,
what we might call an “ideology” of music in which instrumental or
“pure” or “absolute” music is seen as the pinnacle of the art, a view that
has only been seriously challenged by musical thinkers in the past few
decades. This is related, as we shall see, to what has been described as
“formalism”: the idea that music is essentially a matter of patterns in
sound that have no meaning or reference to the world beyond music or
that, if they do, these connections are irrelevant to its value. (Part of the
remit of formalism is the encouragement of a suspicion of instrumental
colour. Music that relies on ear-catching timbres was assumed mere-
tricious. If music could not be played without loss in a piano arrangement
or “reduction”, as it is usually called, it was suspect. Its merit must lie in
the aesthetic appeal of its patterns of sound.) In some respects Hanslick
was a formalist, but what is meant here by “formalism” needs spelling out.

If formalism means that music cannot be described properly as having
expressive features such as gravity or joy, then Hanslick, despite what he
says at some points, is not a formalist. He allows that music can be expres-
sive, although he does think these descriptions are figurative. What he
argues is that this has nothing to do with its beauty.6 The constant harping
on beauty is an unfortunate feature of Hanslick’s discussion. There is
great music, as there is great painting, that is ugly. If we make the discrim-
inations required, we can see that beauty is a feature of some art of quality,
but not of all. Even Mozart sometimes wrote music that it is simply a
perversion of language to describe as beautiful; the splendidly craggy
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“Eine kleine Gigue” K.574 is an example and in work by composers such
as Bach, Bartók, Stravinsky or Shostakovich we find quantities of
wonderful music that cannot accurately be described as beautiful. So let
me substitute for “beauty” the unsonorous “artistic merit”. Is Hanslick
right in the claim that expressive features are irrelevant to the artistic merit
of music? Up to a point. There is plenty of music that has expressive quali-
ties and is of no aesthetic merit. Further, possessing expressive features is
not, in general, a positive reason for value. For sometimes the expressive
features music has count against its value. It might be sentimental, for
instance, although we can easily imagine situations where sentimentality
might be a merit (for example, in an opera where a character is required to
display sentimentality). But, on the other hand, to say that music expres-
ses joy is to give a reason for valuing the music ceteris paribus. What we
can say, and Hanslick would probably deny this, is that music would be an
impoverished art if it did not have expressive features for then it would
cease to reflect or comment on our cultures in the way it can, something
that I illustrate later in this book. Part of the value that great music can
have for us lies in its expressive features and then it is not surprising that
some have thought that possession of expressive features must be a prima
facie merit. But such expressive features are neither necessary nor suffi-
cient for its merit. Such features can always be defeated by other consider-
ations. The music might be lively but poorly organized.

I remarked earlier that what is sometimes overlooked is the fact that
Hanslick allows expressive descriptions of music, if a little grudgingly.
Music can be “arrogant, peevish, tender, spirited, yearning”. “We may use
such epithets”, he says, “. . . provided we never lose sight of the fact that we
are using them only figuratively and take care not to say such things as
‘This music portrays arrogance’”.7 In fact most writers will agree that
when we say that music is yearning we use language metaphorically,
although, as I shall explain later, there are some difficulties here. His
reasons for denying that music can be literally yearning are generally
sound and represent the most advanced part of his case.

First, he argues that music is incapable of representing any specific
feelings because no judgements can be detected in the music.8 When I
yearn it is for something; there is, to put it in modern parlance, an object
of my yearning. We nowadays think of emotions as having “intentional
objects”; if I am angry, then I am angry about something and this
“directedness”, associated with the work of the philosopher and psycholo-
gist Franz Brentano, characterizes human mentality to a great extent.
Admittedly there are mental states that do not have any specific object and
often these are used, with less metaphorical weight, to describe music. But
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Hanslick is right to claim that the specificity of emotions depends largely
upon the objects they have. Judgements enter the picture because of the
significance of beliefs in this equation. I have beliefs about the object that
are highly pertinent. That is, if I fear something or somebody, setting aside
cases where we speak of irrational or mistaken fear, then it is because I
correctly judge that that person or object threatens me. The difference
between fear and anger has more to do with the judgements about the
objects of these respective emotions and less to do with the “feeling-tone”
of these psychological states. It may not feel very different to be fright-
ened rather than angry but the judgements about the objects in view are
very different. In one case we are typically threatened and in the other
case characteristically injured in some way or other.

You may have noticed the use of the word “represent” here. Hanslick is
not particularly careful; sometimes he speaks of representing and some-
times of expressing.9 Music can represent, although its powers to do so are
limited. Haydn’s Creation begins with a famous representation of chaos,
largely through some highly unorthodox harmonic shifts. But we do not
naturally say that sad music “represents” sadness. Our misgivings about
the viability of this locution are partly due to the fact that “x represents y”
is usually a move in a discursive process: “Let this salt cellar represent
Wellington’s army and this pepper pot Napoleon’s, then . . .”. Undoubtedly
paintings represent their objects and there is no discursive process there,
save in interpreting the painting, which, as we shall see later, involves
further issues. But music is a temporal art and the analogies that are
relevant to any attempt to introduce the concept of representation into
music are discursive. So if we are told that a violin passage represents the
wife of the composer, we are inclined to say “And then what?” But since
music does not make statements, the point of representation is somewhat
oblique. All in all, we are better off with the vocabulary of “expression”.

A second argument offered by Hanslick is that some music seems to
have no expressive content. Bach’s Forty-Eight Preludes and Fugues is
the example he offers.10 You might be a little uncertain as to whether this is
so, but no doubt examples can be found of music that it is very hard to
characterize in expressive terms. You might consider some parts of Bach’s
The Art of Fugue to be music for which it is hard to find a suitable
expressive description. Or you might find examples in Pierre Boulez’s Pli
selon pli.

Thirdly, he argues that there is music on whose merit we are agreed,
although we may differ on its expressive content. His example is the
music of Mozart, which is characterized differently by different critics;11

indeed, he might have cited the fact that the expressive qualities of the
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great Symphony in G minor are described in ways that are not mutually
compatible by a single author, Schumann, on different occasions. There
are other examples. Haydn’s “Military” Symphony might have sounded
ferocious and threatening to its contemporaries; to us it is inclined to
sound jolly. Of course, it will be said that this does not preclude one of
these descriptions being correct and the other incorrect, but that reply does
not cut the mustard. Where we have, as we do, a difference of judgement
about the expressive features of a piece of music by two equally attentive
and well-equipped critics, we have grounds for accepting both. Yet they
cannot both hold. In Chapter 4 we shall look in some detail at difficulties
of this kind.

Finally, the same music can express different feelings in different
contexts. The borrowings of Bach and Handel12 offer examples of secular
music being re-used to set sacred texts. The expressive nature of the text
differs radically but the music was deemed equally suitable for an erotic
or a religious text. This, of course, might not be an objection to the idea
that music is expressive. For if both of these texts express a more generic
state, say, contentment, then the music would be suitable for both texts
and its use in the two contexts unobjectionable. The argument does,
however, have purchase upon those who claim that music is very precise
in its expressive features. Mendelssohn famously said that what music
expresses is “too precise for words” and, to this thesis, Hanslick’s argu-
ment is an effective counter.13 If erotic satisfaction and religious peace are
different emotions, then they cannot both be true descriptions of the
expressive features of the music. Now Bach and Handel, who after all
should know, thought the music appropriate for different texts. If they
were right the character of the music is only appropriate because of its
more general features such as contentment.

Of these four arguments, it is the first that has the most weight. In
Chapter 3 we shall consider how it may be answered.

The expression of feeling is not, Hanslick concludes, that which gives
music its merit, contrary to what many previous thinkers claimed. At most
music can “depict” the motion that attends an affect like love.14 The
beauty of music is a beauty of tones. Tones are its content and music is
peculiar in that content and form cannot be separated.15

So far we have been considering Hanslick’s reservations about the idea
that music can represent feelings. But what about the thesis that music’s
purpose is to arouse feelings? It is, after all, possible that music might
arouse feelings while not representing them or having them as content.
Now this cannot, in Hanslick’s view, bear on the quality of the music. We
need to distinguish the quality of the music from the feelings that it
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produces. In fact, he thinks of the appreciation of music in very different
terms from the mere occurrence of feelings stimulated by it. We grasp the
music when we follow it. In a justly famous description, Hanslick refers to
“the mental satisfaction which the listener finds in continuously following
and anticipating the composer’s designs, here to be confirmed in his
expectations, there to be agreeably led astray”.16 This is what is involved
in hearing the music for its own sake; it is not a matter of being in a warm
bath of sensations and feelings stimulated by the music. What Hanslick
scorns is an ecstatic wallowing in rather than a following of the music. If it
was only the sensations that mattered (and here Hanslick anticipates a
famous observation by Wittgenstein), then they might be obtained in some
other way, perhaps by a fine cigar.17 Curiously, he does in fact think that
the performer may lose herself in the act of performing so that the cliché
of the artist as “possessed” by a mental state that she cannot but articulate
in the form of a work of art, holds of the pianist, say.18 In fact, such a
picture is equally silly as a description of the performer; she may not feel
the emotion the music expresses; indeed, an over-indulgence in the
sentiments of the music may distract; she, too, has to think about what she
is doing, work out how a piece should be performed and consider the
technical implications for fingering, etc. So Hanslick brusquely rebuts the
view that music’s purpose is to arouse feelings; he remarks that beauty has
no purpose; it is mere form and remains beauty even if no feelings are
aroused. It is here that his position seems most resolutely formalist.

Hanslick is right to stress the difference between the properties of the
music and our response to it and the distinction certainly matters when we
come to those questions of value that are his main concern. There is a
difference between the value of the music and the value of the experience
we get out of it, for a start. We might think, and a surprising number of
people do, that the main purpose of composing music is to give others
pleasure, yet any thoughtful individual will recognize that there is music
that we admire very much but from which we don’t get pleasure, unless
the word “pleasure” is to be stretched or substantially redefined. It seems
hard to deny that The Merry Widow offers its audience more in the way of
pleasure than the Goldberg Variations yet it would be absurd to rate the
first higher than the second. Equally, there isn’t much doubt that Kind of
Blue is a superior work of art to “Everybody Needs Somebody to Love” as
sung by the Blues Brothers, but it seems pretty likely that the latter offers
the greater pleasure. Of course, this simply starts a debate. Perhaps there
are different sorts of pleasure. You will go on listening to Kind of Blue for
the rest of your life at regular intervals; you think about it, about Miles
Davis’s use of modes, and you keep noticing new things about it.
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“Everybody Needs Somebody to Love” does not offer rewards of that
sort. These questions arise again even if I take two pieces of music that are
more comparable in stature. How do I compare the pleasure I take at the
subtle harmonic structure of Ravel’s Trio in A minor as against the intense
and intoxicating effect of Bach’s Mass in B minor? (I return to some of
these issues in Chapter 4.)

Hanslick hoped to begin an exploration of music that would use the
methods of the natural sciences.19 Now the word “science” is often used in
a very general way; we speak of the “human sciences” and may not want
to commit ourselves to the idea that they follow the same procedures and
methods as the natural sciences such as physics, biology and chemistry.
But Hanslick unquestionably has the natural sciences as a paradigm; he
thinks of physiology and chemistry as models. If you think, as he does, of
a movement in music as developing from a melodic germ, then the model
of a crystal developing is perhaps a half-decent analogy. Hanslick empha-
sizes the fundamental importance of melody. All of this sits rather uneas-
ily with his remark that it is the spontaneity of art that makes it different
from physical experiment.

I suspect, although these things are difficult to demonstrate, that
Hanslick was an influence on the formalism of such musical thinkers as
Heinrich Schenker. Intellectual relationships are often mysterious and we
can be influenced indirectly through intermediaries even when we are
familiar with the origins of an idea. Schenker tried to demonstrate that the
unity of a complex movement can be displayed by showing it to be the
elaboration of a basic cadence, something he called the “Urlinie”; he did
this by stripping a movement down to its essentials so that a complex
movement such as the first movement of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony can
be shown to be the elaboration of a basic triad of the home key. Hanslick
believed in the autonomy of music; his privileging of the tonal combina-
tions as the locus of artistic merit is what makes us want to call him a
formalist. He opposes any idea of music as a “mixed medium” and views
the music as what is important in the setting of words.
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The other major figure, prior to the developments of the very recent past,
who rewards study is Edmund Gurney (1847–1887). His The Power of
Sound is not read as much as it should be, partly, I suspect, because of its
sheer length. It is also repetitive and not well organized. Readers who
have managed the first couple of hundred pages may not be encouraged by
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the observation “it seems better to encounter the charge of tediousness
than of obscurity”.20 Gurney was a Fellow of Classics at Trinity College,
Cambridge for a time and tried his hand unsuccessfully at careers in
music, medicine and law before becoming interested in the paranormal.
He spent the years before his premature death working on ways of testing
theories about telepathy, spiritualism and the like, although music seems
to have been a steady passion. This experimental bias made Gurney an
acute observer, a rather neglected merit in a philosopher. Remarks like his
observation on melody show this: “a common (though very far from
universal) feature of a simple melody which is strongly approved on first
acquaintance is that, while it seems perfectly natural and easy to catch,
one cannot quite get hold of it afterwards . . .”.21 Try playing “by ear” one
of Prokofiev’s more catchy melodies; even if you are skilled in this
particular art, it is pretty difficult to land in the right key. Consider, too,
the remark that when we remember a tune we don’t usually recall it in its
instrumental colour.22 His prescient observation, following Hermann
Helmholtz, that “the modern predominance of dissonant chords, and of
perpetual modulational change, threatens to destroy the all-important
feeling for tonality”23 anticipates the musical developments of three
decades later. His scientific interests also surface in the way he so often
alludes to evolutionary explanations, albeit of a speculative form. He was,
I think, puzzled by the development of the ability to discriminate pitches
to a degree that is not required in the natural environment, although put-
ting this down to the pleasure it gives hardly qualifies as a Darwinian
explanation.

Like Hanslick, his discussion tends to make the unquestioned assump-
tion that what matters is beauty and that beauty is a matter of form. But to
a greater degree than Hanslick he anticipated contemporary interests in
the philosophy of the arts. For example, his discussion of what a work of
art is is very modern sounding. He proposes that a work of art is some-
thing designed by man with pleasure as its end.24 This leads him to discuss
what are nowadays called “negative emotions”, such as horror or dread of
death, whose stimulation by the arts seems a counter-example to the claim
that pleasure is what art is designed for. He is not very successful in handl-
ing these issues, but he is hardly alone in this: “What is partially true of all
the arts is wholly true of this one – that it must be judged by us directly in
relation to pleasure, and that pleasure is the only criterion by which we
can measure the relative worth of different specimens of it.”25 He is scep-
tical about the possibility of getting a consensus on musical value; all
there is, it seems, is the pleasure of the individual. (I have already sug-
gested, and will elaborate later, the view that such emphasis on pleasure is
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a mistake; but his emphasis on the primacy of the individual judgement is
well founded.) Eventually he offers what we would now call a “functional
theory of art” by defining art in terms of the intention of its creators to
bring about particular states in its audience. He writes perceptively on the
importance of originality and on the creative imagination. The work of art
is “in the most literal sense a creation” and it possesses an organic unity.
He observes, like Hanslick, how different the arts are from one another;
indeed, he regularly compares and contrasts music and architecture.
Gurney is at pains to point out dissimilarities and certainly is sceptical of
the close parallels suggested by the adage that “architecture is frozen
music”.26

Musical analysis in the twentieth century was dominated, it is fair to
say, by the ideas of Schenker and his followers. Of course, Gurney knows
nothing of these later developments but it is easy to see that he would
disapprove of them. Melody is central to Gurney’s conception of music
and, in this respect, he differs from Schenker. For harmony, thinks
Gurney, is subsidiary, whereas in Schenker the harmonic cadence is basic.
(Gurney is closer to the theoretician Rudolph Réti on this matter.) Our
interest, he says, is in the surface of the music. What matters is “cogency
of sequence at each point”,27 the enjoyment of the parts moment after
moment. Overall structure, musical form and design are less significant in
the pleasure of music. We learn, he thinks, very little from being told that
a piece is in sonata form or that this, that or the other is the second subject
other than having our attention drawn to “noticeable points” that may
strike us. This extreme view is not very plausible; not only does it deny
what seems to be the case, that our understanding of music is often
conducive to our appreciation – and that holds even if we no longer
admire it as much as we did before the flaws were pointed out – but it
leaves Gurney with a reduced role for the judgement that we often make,
that a piece has cogency and a satisfying overall structure. Consider the
opening movement of Haydn’s Quartet in D minor op. 76 no. 2, which is
an exploration of what can be done with a bare fifth: two notes five tones
apart. The answer is a very great deal indeed, in the hands of a master. But
if you are not aware of the way the music develops from this tiny germ,
much will pass you by. And what you lose is not merely an intellectual
grasp; this awareness enters into your very excitement and interest in the
progress of the music. Conversely, the overall effect of a piece may be
disjointed and to see this, and to make that judgement, is important.
Furthermore, one’s judgement of the structural integrity of a piece may
involve noticing thematic, harmonic or rhythmic relationships between
movements as well as within a single movement.
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Gurney introduces a rather unhelpful technical phrase to describe the
way a succession of notes (or tones or pitches, if you prefer) forms a unity
in which the parts are felt as indispensable, such that one has a sense of
movement from the beginning of the melody to its end. He calls this
musical process “Ideal Motion”.28 In this, the sense of movement and
rhythm is essential. Indeed “some continuous groundwork of satisfied
expectation is a necessity”. This aspect of music is obviously central and
has, as we shall see, been discussed by later thinkers. By contrast, har-
monic progression makes sense in the absence of rhythm.

Perhaps the best known and, probably, the most widely read section of
The Power of Sound is the chapter entitled “Music as Impressive and
Music as Expressive”. It is worth reading even if you find the rest of the
tome indigestible, although rather typically it is disorganized, the crucial
arguments appearing in comparatively terse prose at the end. Although
Gurney read widely, I have found no evidence that he knew Hanslick’s
work, to which his own views show some resemblances. Like Hanslick, he
did not think that the beauty of music was in general a product of its
expressive features. Music may impress us while lacking expressive
features. In a footnote (like Edward Gibbon in The Decline and Fall of the
Roman Empire, the best of Gurney is often in his footnotes), he observes
that the way we characterize music may be distinct from the effect it has
on us, something on which I shall elaborate later in this book. Elsewhere
he remarks perceptively, “mournful music, if sufficiently beautiful, may
make us happy”.29

Gurney attacks the idea that music is an art of expression, as he puts it,
“the reproduction in tone language of the feeling in the mind of the
composer”, reproducing these feelings in the listener. It is not, in the
familiar phrase, “a language of the emotions”. He offers a battery of argu-
ments that counter the idea that the beauty of music comes from its
expressive features, several of which are familiar from Hanslick.

• Much beautiful music has no definable expressive character. In
general, the character of music is extremely indefinite.30 It cannot
express pity, let alone the sort of pity we feel for Antigone as opposed
to the kind we feel for Hamlet.

• Where it does have a definite character, it may have no effect upon us.
• People differ over the expressive character of music. The opening of

Schubert’s Piano Trio No. 1 in B flat is variously described by differ-
ent critics as, on the one hand, energetic and passionate and, on the
other, as girlish and confiding, although they may concur that it is
enjoyable.



26

����������� �	� 
����

• If music produces in us a definite emotion and if this “stirring of the
emotion is the whole business of [it]”,31 what is to be gained by
listening to other music with the same character?

• If the stirring of emotion is the point, why not by some other person
than by music? If we want to experience an emotion, there are all
sorts of other, more foolproof ways of experiencing it.

• There is no reason to suppose that the character of a piece of music
depends on the mental state of its composer. A musician may
compose a funeral march without losing his good spirits and the
prolonged labour involved means that it is implausible to suppose
that he is in that state for the entire time of composition.32

How, then, do we describe, perfectly aptly, music as stormy, tragic and
the like? Gurney suggests that the connection between music and its
expressiveness is most easily seen in the matter of pace. A slow pace is
often solemn; on the other hand, confidence is expressed by a strong
rhythmical outline at a quickish pace. Pace is so characteristic of emo-
tional speech that the corresponding features in music owe some of their
quality to it.33 The higher registers of the voice are more penetrating and
so have been used to attract attention or give force to an utterance.34 But
Gurney does not think that such expressive features are that important.
Our interest lies elsewhere and we have to force ourselves to consider
those aspects of the music that are expressive. Indeed, although we can
describe music in such terms, the excitement that music creates in us is
something sui generis. For how could mournfulness or exultation explain
or guarantee the beauty of a tune?

This conviction that music is a non-representational art existing in
comparative detachment from the others is what is most striking about
Gurney’s position.35 He is an autonomist. The musical mood is unique;
about the most we can say of it is that it is “simply that unique one which
we can but describe as the mood of musical exaltation”.36 He frequently
remarks on the isolation and uniqueness of our experience of music and
his reservations about the value of musical expressiveness underline this.
If Hanslick is a formalist, Gurney is one too.

We shall return to these issues later. For now let me say that I think
music is more deeply involved in the culture from which it emerges than
autonomism suggests. Certainly Victorian music doesn’t tell us about
Victorian life and culture in the way that the novels of Dickens or George
Eliot do. You won’t find any helpful diagnosis of the limits of utilitarian-
ism in Edward Elgar’s early music. But the range of expressive descrip-
tions is constrained by the culture of origin; and remember that neither
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Gurney nor Hanslick deny the aptness of such descriptions. It matters to
us that we can object to the sanctimoniousness of Elgar’s early religious
music and it is significant that this is a description that we could not
properly apply to religious music of the sixteenth century.

����������

Hanslick and Gurney bequeathed to us what nowadays is called, rather
pretentiously, a “problematic” and this sets the scene for Chapter 3. His-
torically the central question in the philosophy of music over the past two
and a half centuries has been this: is music a language and, more specific-
ally, is it a language of the emotions or is it an art of form alone and its
merits merely those of artfully composed patterns? In attendance come a
series of subsidiary questions. How does the beauty of music relate to its
expressive power? How can we explain its capacity to express? If it is not
by expressing the mind of the composer or producing correlative effects in
the listener, then what entitles us to call it “grave” or “spirited”? But the
most fundamental difference lies between those who think of music as an
autonomous, abstract art form, and those who think that it draws its
importance for us from connections, no matter how tenuous, with our
lives outside the world of music. On the whole I side with the latter.


