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TranslaTors’ InTroducTIon

This book, published for the first time in 1948 in Germany, is a product of 
the years of exile which Theodor adorno spent in the united states while 
national socialism triumphed and fell in his European homeland. It is an 
irony of the modern historical process that this book, written in america, 
only now becomes accessible to the English-speaking reader.

The Philosophy of Modern Music is a pioneer effort in a unique direction. 
adorno is among the first to work upon the design of a sociology of music. 
Even that designation, however, is too narrow to categorize accurately the 
text which here follows. The book is of most direct concern to the reader 
with a thorough understanding of music, but it is of equally valid importance 
to the philosopher, the sociologist, and the man of literature.

The significance of the book – and this particularly for the american 
reader – can perhaps be indicated by viewing it as somewhat of a companion 
piece to another German work created in the united states: the novel Doctor 
Faustus by Thomas Mann, completed in california in 1947. Both Mann and 
adorno resided in the los angeles vicinity at this time. Mann had already 
undertaken his composition when adorno brought him the manuscript of 
the Philosophy, thinking it might well be of interest to the novelist. In his diary 
Mann recalled: ‘Here indeed was something important. The manuscript 
dealt with modern music both on an artistic and on a sociological plane. 
Its spirit was remarkably forward-looking, subtle, and deep, and the whole 
thing had the strangest affinity to the idea of my book, to the “composition” 
in which I lived and moved and had my being. The decision was made of 
itself: this was my man.’1

adorno was to remain ‘his man’ through the years spent on the novel, 
serving the author as a regular consultant. Mann made record of evenings 
during which he read his work to adorno, repeatedly expressing his gratitude 
to him and his realm of thought. This is perhaps as broad a testimony to the 
importance of the Philosophy of Modern Music as is to be found.
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Mann offered a brief biographical sketch of adorno, emphasizing those 
qualities and characteristics in the man which are most obviously present in 
the following text:

Theodor Wiesengrund-adorno was born in 1903 in Frankfurt-am-
Main. His father was a German Jew; his mother, herself a singer, 
was the daughter of a French army officer of corsican – originally 
Genoese – descent and of a German singer. He is a cousin of Walter 
Benjamin. . . . adorno – he has taken his mother’s maiden name – is 
a person of similar mental cast, uncompromising, tragically brilliant, 
operating on the highest level. Having grown up in an atmosphere 
entirely dominated by theory (political theory as well) and artistic, 
primarily musical interests, he studied philosophy and music. In 1931 
he assumed the post of lecturer at Frankfurt university and taught 
philosophy there until he was expelled by the nazis. since 1941 he has 
been living in los angeles, so close to us as to be almost a neighbor.

all his life this man of remarkable intellect has refused to choose 
between the professions of philosophy and music. He felt that he 
was actually pursuing the same thing in both divergent realms. His 
dialectic turn of mind and bent towards social history is interlinked 
with a passion for music. The phenomenon is no longer unique 
nowadays and is doubtless connected with the whole complex 
of problems of our time. In pursuit of this passion, he studied 
composition and piano, at first with music instructors in Frankfurt, 
then with alban Berg and Eduard steuermann in Vienna. From 
1928 to 1931 he was editor of the Vienna Anbruch, and was active in 
promoting radical modern music.2

In the Philosophy of Modern Music adorno has singled out two 
composers who, for him, represent the two mainstreams in Western musical 
composition dominant thus far in the twentieth century. The composers 
are arnold schoenberg and Igor stravinsky. The study on schoenberg was 
written in 1941; the essay on stravinsky in 1948. The introduction, intended 
to relate the two studies, was actually written following the completion of 
the stravinsky study.

The mainstreams which schoenberg and stravinsky represent are 
inextricably bound up with the social forces which produced them and are 
intrinsically in dialectical opposition to one another. In essence, schoenberg 
represents the more progressive forces; stravinsky the more reactionary.
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adorno’s point of departure is the socio-historical context within which 
all human endeavors – in this case, particularly art, and specifically music – 
are to be viewed. He states that forms of art reflect the history of man even 
more truthfully than do documents.

Music, therefore, does not manifest the machinations of natural laws. 
adorno’s Hegelian outlook is evident in his assumption that there are 
only historical tendencies present within the musical subject matter itself. 
It is schoenberg who has most uncompromisingly developed the logical 
consequences of these tendencies in this century. according to adorno, 
stravinsky’s failure is that he does not develop but, rather, acquiesces to 
collective tendencies of the times. He clings to outmoded sounds and to the 
obsolete shells of forms. It is important to realize at the outset, however, that 
the directions taken by schoenberg and stravinsky do not represent totally 
unrelated and hostile camps. For adorno they manifest two extremes within 
a single context.

It can also easily be anticipated that adorno views the twelve-tone 
system as a product of historical necessity, as it was seen by its founder, 
schoenberg. Its origin was the next logical step following late-nineteenth-
century chromaticism. This perspective gives schoenberg his unique socio-
historical position.

adorno expounds at length on the basic principles of twelve-tone technique: 
the basic presentations of the row and its various possible permutations and 
derivations. He believes that schoenberg’s uncompromising consistency is 
illustrated by two important aspects of his technique: that none of the twelve 
tones may dominate another and that, essentially, none of the tones is to be 
repeated before the other eleven have been heard.

The difficulty of adorno’s German is a matter of legend to those familiar 
with his works in the original language. The intensity of his thought results 
in a hard-wrought syntax, often of esoteric vocabulary, which at times defies 
comprehension upon first sight and makes translation seem impossible. 
a negative view of this particular type of idiom might well employ a term 
used by adorno to characterize the language of others: jargon. adorno is 
often guilty of falling into a jargon which is detrimental to whatever he 
would hope to express. In so doing, he takes a place in a long, though not 
necessarily enviable or admirable, German tradition.

adorno, however, is to be praised for the honesty with which he 
admitted to this tendency in the Philosophy of Modern Music. In 1964 he 
wrote a particularly well-defined attack upon the language of the German 
philosopher Martin Heidegger. In a footnote to that work adorno pointed 
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out that he was totally unaware of his own inclination towards jargon at the 
time of the Philosophy and came to realize it only when a German critic 
pointed it out to him. He concluded: ‘Even he who despises jargon is by no 
means secure from infection by it – consequently all the more reason to be 
afraid of it.’3

anne G. Mitchell
Wesley V. Blomster

Boulder, Colorado



PrEFacE

This book attempts, with the help of an Introduction, to combine two studies 
originally separated by a period of seven years. The structure and character 
of the entire book warrant a note of explanation.

In 1938 the author published an essay ‘on the Fetish character in Music 
and the regression of Hearing’ in the Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung.1 The 
intention at that time was to portray the change in function of music in 
today’s world, to point out the inner fluctuations suffered by musical 
phenomena through their integration into commercialized mass production, 
and to illustrate, at the same time, how certain anthropological shiftings in 
standardized society extend deeply into the structure of musical hearing. at 
that time, the author was already making plans to include in his dialectical 
treatment the state of composition itself, which is at all times the decisive 
factor influencing the state of music. He clearly perceived the force of the 
sociological totality even in apparently derivative fields such as music. He 
could not deceive himself into thinking that this art – in which he had 
been schooled – was even in its pure and uncompromising form excluded 
from such an all-dominating materialization. For precisely in its endeavor 
to defend its integrity, music produces from within itself traits of that very 
nature against which it struggles. It was his concern, therefore, to recognize 
the objective antinomies in which art, truly remaining faithful to its own 
demands, without regard for effect, is unavoidably caught up in the midst 
of heteronomous reality. The antinomies can be overcome only if they are 
pursued without illusion to their final conclusion.

These ideas gave rise to the study on schoenberg, which was not written 
down until 1940–41. It was not published at that time, however, and, except 
for a very small circle at the new school for social research in new York, 
was accessible only to a few people. It now appears in its original form with 
several additional comments on works by schoenberg composed after 1941.

after the war, when the author decided upon publication in German, 
it seemed necessary to accompany the essay on schoenberg with a study 
on stravinsky. For if the book were really to make a statement regarding 
modern music as a whole, then its method, unreceptive to all generalization 
and classification, would have to extend beyond the treatment of one 
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particular school. This would be necessary even if this were the only school 
which does justice to the present objective possibilities of the elements 
of music and stands up to the difficulties involved without compromise. 
The diametrically opposed procedure practiced by stravinsky offered a 
contrasting viewpoint, not only because of its wide popular recognition 
and its compositional niveau – for the concept of niveau cannot be assumed 
dogmatically and is always open to discussion as a matter of ‘taste’ – but, 
above all, it underscores the need to prevent the comfortable evasion that, 
if the consequent progress of music leads to antinomies, then anything is 
to be hoped for from the restoration of the past, or from the self-conscious 
revocation of musical logic. There is no legitimate criticism of progress save 
that which designates the reactionary moment in the prevailing absence of 
freedom, and thereby inexorably excludes every misuse in the service of the 
status quo. The seemingly positive return to the outmoded reveals itself as 
a more fundamental conspiracy with the destructive tendencies of the age 
than that which is branded outrightly as destructive. any order which is 
self-proclaimed is nothing but a disguise for chaos. a critical investigation 
of schoenberg, a radical composer inspired by a drive for expression, can be 
conducted on the plane of musical objectivity. any treatment of stravinsky, 
the anti-psychologist, on the other hand, raises the question of damage to 
the subject which forms the basis of his composition. Here again a dialectical 
motive asserts itself.

The author would not wish to gloss over the provocative features of his 
study. In view of what has happened in Europe and what further threatens 
the world, it will appear cynical to squander time and creative energy on 
the solution to esoteric questions of modern compositional techniques. 
Furthermore, obstinate artistic arguments appear often enough in the text; 
they would seem to be immediately concerned with a pragmatic reality 
which has long since lost interest in them. From an eccentric beginning, 
however, some light is shed upon a condition whose familiar manifestations 
are now only fit to disguise it. The protest inherent in this condition finds 
expression only when the public suspects departure from the beaten track. 
This discussion concerns itself, rather, exclusively with music. How is a total 
world to be structured in which mere questions of counterpoint give rise 
to unresolvable conflicts? How disordered is life today at its very roots if its 
shuddering and rigidity are reflected even in a field no longer affected by 
empirical necessity, a field in which human beings hope to find a sanctuary 
from the pressure of horrifying norms, but which fulfills its promise to them 
only by denying to them what they expect of it.
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The introduction presents considerations upon which both parts of the 
book are based. although it attempts to emphasize the unity of the entire 
work, the differences between the older and the newer sections – particularly 
those which are matters of language and style – remain evident.

In the time separating the two parts, a common philosophy has evolved 
out of the author’s work with Max Horkheimer, which extends over a period 
of more than twenty years. The author is, to be sure, solely responsible for 
matters pertaining concretely to music. However, it would be impossible to 
distinguish whose property this or that theoretical insight is. More properly, 
this book should be regarded as an extended appendix to Horkheimer’s 
Dialektik der Aufklärung (Dialectic of the Enlightenment).2 I would like to 
express my gratitude to Horkheimer for his intellectual and human integrity, 
and for everything in this study which exhibits steadfastness and faith in the 
helping strength of concrete negation.
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InTroducTIon

For in human art we are not merely dealing with playthings, however 
pleasant or useful they may be, but . . . with a revelation of truth.1

Choice of subject matter

‘The history of philosophy viewed as the science of origins is that process 
which, from opposing extremes, and from the apparent excesses of 
development, permits the emergence of the configuration of an idea as a 
totality characterized by the possibility of a meaningful juxtaposition of such 
antitheses inherent in these opposing extremes.’ This principle, adhered to 
by Walter Benjamin as the basis of cognitive criticism in his treatise on the 
German tragedy, can also serve as the basis for a philosophically oriented 
consideration of new music.2 such an investigation, restricting itself 
essentially to two independent protagonists, can even be founded within 
the subject of music itself. For only in such extremes can the essence of this 
music be defined; they alone permit the perception of its content of truth. 
‘The middle road,’ according to schoenberg in his Foreword to the Three 
Satires for Mixed Chorus [opus 28, nos. 1–3], ‘is the only one which does not 
lead to rome.’ It is for this reason and not in the illusion of grand personality 
that only these two composers – schoenberg and stravinsky – are to be 
discussed. For if the total product of new music – as defined by its inner 
qualities rather than by chronology – were to be scrutinized in its entirety, 
including all transitions and compromises, these same extremes would 
again be encountered. The basic concern, after all, is not simply a matter 
of description or professional evaluation. nor are we thereby necessarily 
passing judgment on the value or even on the representative importance 
of what lies between the extremes. The best works of Béla Bartók, who 
in many respects attempted to reconcile schoenberg and stravinsky, are 
probably superior to those of stravinsky in density and richness.3 The 
second neo-classic generation – names such as Hindemith and Milhaud – 
has acquiesced to the collective tendency of the times even less consciously 
than has stravinsky himself. In so doing, they at least seem to reflect this 
tendency with greater fidelity than the master of the school of absurdity.  
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But  a study of this intermediate generation would necessarily lead to an 
analysis of the two innovators – not simply because they are deserving of 
historical priority and because the second generation is derivative – but 
because the innovators by virtue of their uncompromising consistency have 
driven forward to the point that the impulses present in their works have 
become legible as concepts of the object of investigation itself. This came 
about in the specific configurations resulting from their compositional 
procedures, not in the general outline of styles. While these styles are 
heralded by loudly resounding cultural watchwords, they permit, in their 
generality, falsifying ameliorations which prevent the consequence of 
the unprogrammatic concept inherent in the object. The philosophical 
investigation of art, however, is concerned precisely with this concept and 
not with ideas on style, regardless of the degree to which the two may be 
connected. Truth or untruth – whether schoenberg’s or stravinsky’s – cannot 
be determined by a mere discussion of categories, such as atonality, twelve-
tone technique, or neo-classicism; but only in the concrete crystallization of 
such categories in the structure of music itself. The predetermined stylistic 
categories pay for their accessibility not by revealing the true nature of 
form, but by hovering meaninglessly over the surface of aesthetic form. 
If neo-classicism, on the other hand, is to be treated in connection with 
the question of what necessity inherent in the composition forces it into 
this style, or of what the relationship is between the stylistic ideal to the 
material of the composition and its structural totality, then the problem of 
the stylistic legitimacy is also virtually determinable.

New conformism

Whatever resides between the extremes is today actually no longer in need 
of an interpretative relationship to those extremes. rather, in fact, its very 
indifference makes speculation superfluous. The history of modern music 
no longer tolerates a ‘meaningful juxtaposition of antitheses.’ Viewed in its 
totality since the heroic decade – the years surrounding the First World War – 
it has been nothing more than the history of decline, a retrogression into the 
traditional. The liberation of modern painting from objectivity, which was 
to art the break that atonality was to music, was determined by the defensive 
against the mechanized art commodity – above all, photography. radical 
music, from its inception, reacted similarly to the commercial depravity 
of the traditional idiom. It formulated an antithesis against the extension 
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of the culture industry into its own domain. To be sure, the transition to 
the calculated manufacture of music as a mass-produced article has taken 
longer than has the analogous process in literature or the fine arts. The non-
conceptual and non-objective element in music which, since schopenhauer, 
has accounted for music’s appeal to irrational philosophy, has served 
only to harden it against the market-place mentality. not until the era of 
the sound film, the radio, and the singing commercial began was its very 
irrationality expropriated by the logic of the business world. Just as soon as 
the industrial management of all cultural goods had established itself as a 
totality, it also gained power over whatever did not aesthetically conform. 
Because the monopolistic means of distributing music stood almost entirely 
at the disposal of artistic trash and compromised cultural values, and catered 
to the socially determined predisposition of the listener, radical music was 
forced into complete isolation during the final stages of industrialism. 
For those composers who want to survive, such isolation becomes 
a moral-social pretense for a false peace. This has given rise to a type of 
musical composition – feigning unabashed pretensions of ‘modernity’ and 
‘seriousness’ – which has adjusted to mass culture by means of calculated 
feeble-mindedness. Hindemith’s generation still had talent and skill to offer. 
Their moderation confirmed itself above all in its intellectual submissiveness, 
which committed itself to nothing, composing according to the whims of the 
times; and liquidating in their compositions, as in their despicable artistic 
credo, everything which was musically uncomfortable. all they achieved 
was a respectably routined neo-academicism. This accusation cannot be 
leveled at the third generation. such conciliation to the listener, masking 
as humaneness, began to undermine the technical standards attained 
by progressive composition. That which was valid before the break – the 
structure of musical relationships through tonality – has been irretrievably 
lost. The third generation does not believe in the academic triads which its 
exponents so fleetingly write, nor have their threadbare means the power to 
produce anything but a shallow sound. They prefer to withdraw themselves 
from the consequences of the new idiom which rewards with gross failure on 
the market the most sincere effort of artistic conscience. This has been proven 
unsuccessful; historical force, the ‘rage and fury of destruction,’ prohibits an 
aesthetic compromise, just as it would prohibit compromise in the political 
sphere.4 on the one hand, these exponents seek refuge in the traditional 
and time-tested, claiming to have their fill of what the language of non-
comprehension called experimentation; on the other hand, they senselessly 
surrender themselves to what seems most terrifying of all – anarchy. 
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The search for times past does not simply bring them home, but deprives 
them, rather, of every consistency. arbitrary preservation of the antiquated 
endangers that which it wishes to maintain, and, with a bad conscience, 
opposes everything new. These impotent late heirs to a traditional hostility 
towards true originality resemble one another everywhere in their feeble 
mixture of compositional facility and helplessness. shostakovich, unjustly 
reprimanded as a cultural Bolshevist by the authorities of his home country; 
the facile pupils of stravinsky’s pedagogical supervision; the triumphant 
meagerness of Benjamin Britten – all these have in common a taste for 
tastelessness, a simplicity resulting from ignorance, an immaturity which 
masks as enlightenment, and a dearth of technical means. In Germany the 
national socialist chamber of Music (reichsmusikkammer) has left behind 
a total rubbish heap. The commonplace, everyday style following the second 
WorId War has become the eclecticism of a destroyed and shattered nation.

False musical consciousness

stravinsky also asserts his right to an extreme position in the modern 
music movement. The capitulation of this movement can be measured in 
his compositions both in terms of their specific individual character and 
the progression from work to work. Today, however, an aspect has become 
evident for which he cannot directly be blamed, and which is only latently 
indicated in the changes in his compositional procedures: the collapse of all 
criteria for good or bad music, as they had been codified during the early days 
of the bourgeois era. For the first time, dilettantes everywhere are launched 
as great composers. Musical life, which is now by and large economically 
centralized, forces the public to recognize them. Twenty years ago the 
trumped-up glory surrounding Elgar seemed a local phenomenon and the 
fame of sibelius an exceptional case of critical ignorance. Phenomena of such 
a niveau, even if they are at times more liberal in their use of dissonances, 
are the norm today. From the middle of the nineteenth century on, good 
music has renounced commercialism altogether. The consequence of its 
further development has come into conflict with the manipulated and, at 
the same time, self-satisfied needs of the bourgeois public. The pathetically 
small number of connoisseurs was gradually replaced by all those who 
could afford the price of a ticket and wished to demonstrate their culture to 
others. an abyss developed between public taste and compositional quality. 
Works of quality established themselves in the repertoire only through 
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the strategy of the composer – in itself not always in the best interest of 
his work – or through the enthusiasm of competent musicians and critics. 
radically modern music could no longer count on this support. Quality may 
be determined according to the same standards in advanced works as well 
as in traditional works – perhaps even more easily – despite the limitations 
of these standards. The prevailing musical language no longer removes the 
burden of accuracy and integrity from the shoulders of the composer. at 
the same time, the self-appointed mediators have sacrificed their capacity to 
make such judgments. since the compositional procedure is gauged simply 
according to the inherent form of every work – not according to tacitly 
accepted, general demands – it is no longer possible to ‘learn’ definitively 
what constitutes good or bad music. Whoever would pass judgment must 
face squarely the immutable questions and antagonisms of the individual 
compositional structure, about which no general music history can teach. no 
one could be better suited to this task than the progressive composer, whom 
discursive reasoning most eludes. He can no longer depend upon mediators 
between himself and the public. critics live literally according to the ‘high 
reason’ expressed in the song by Gustav Mahler: they evaluate according to 
what they do and do not understand.5 Performing musicians, however – 
particularly conductors – allow themselves to be guided altogether by those 
characteristics which are the most obviously effective and comprehensible 
in the composition to be performed. consequently, the opinion that 
Beethoven is comprehensible and schoenberg incomprehensible is an 
objective deception. The general public, totally cut off from the production 
of new music, is alienated by the outward characteristics of such music. The 
deepest currents present in this music proceed, however, from exactly those 
sociological and anthropological foundations peculiar to that public. The 
dissonances which horrify them testify to their own conditions; for that 
reason alone do they find them unbearable. Exactly the opposite is the case 
of the all-too-familiar, which is so far removed from the dominant forces 
of life today that the public’s own experience scarcely still communicates 
with that for which traditional music bore witness. Whenever they believe 
to understand, they perceive really only a dead mould which they guard 
tenaciously as their unquestionable possession and which is lost precisely 
in that moment that it becomes a possession: an indifferent show piece, 
neutralized and robbed of its own critical substance. actually, it is only 
the coarsest vulgarities and easily remembered fragments – ominously 
beautiful passages, moods, and associations – which find their way into the 
comprehension of the public. Musical continuity, the true basis of meaning 
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in the composition, is no less hidden from the radio-trained listener in 
an early Beethoven sonata than in a schoenberg quartet, which at least 
reminds him that his sky does not consist entirely of clouds with silver 
linings upon whose radiance he can forever feast his eyes. This is not to 
say, by any means, that a work may be immediately accessible only in its 
own epoch and after that time must necessarily fall victim to depravity and 
historicism. There is a sociological collective tendency which has burned 
out of the consciousness and unconsciousness of men that humanity which 
once lay at the foundations of today’s residue of commercial musical supply. 
This tendency permits only an irresponsible echo of the idea of humanity in 
the empty ritual of the concert, whereas the philosophical heritage of good 
music has become the province of those forces scorned by the heirs of this 
heritage. The music industry, which further degrades this musical supply by 
galvanizing it into a shrine, merely confirms the state of consciousness of the 
listener, for whom the harmony of Viennese classicism – attained through 
bitter sacrifice – and the bursting longing of romanticism have both been 
placed upon the market as household ornaments. In actuality, much more 
effort is required to listen adequately to a piece by Beethoven, whose themes 
the average man in the street might whistle to himself, than to a piece of 
the most advanced music: but to achieve this, the concert hall performance 
veneer of false interpretations and stereotyped audience reaction patterns 
must be destroyed. since the culture industry has educated its victims to avoid 
straining themselves during the free time allotted to them for intellectual 
consumption, they cling just that much more stubbornly to the external 
framework of a work of art which conceals its essence. The prevailing, 
highly polished style of interpretation, even in the field of chamber music, 
willingly makes concessions in that direction. It is not only that the ears of 
the public are so flooded with light music that any other form of musical 
expression strikes them as ‘classical’ – an arbitrary category existing only 
as a contrast to the other. and it is not only that the perceptive faculty has 
been so dulled by the omnipresent hit tune that the concentration necessary 
for responsible listening has become permeated by traces of recollection of 
this musical rubbish, and thereby impossible. rather, sacrosanct traditional 
music has come to resemble commercial mass production in the character 
of its performances and in its role in the life of the listener and its substance 
has not escaped this influence. Music is inextricably bound up with what 
clement Greenberg called the division of all art into kitsch and the avant-
garde, and this kitsch – with its dictate of profit over culture – has long 
since conquered the social sphere. Therefore, considerations concerning the 
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revelation of truth in aesthetic objectivity make reference only to the avant-
garde, which is cut off from official culture. The philosophy of music is today 
possible only as the philosophy of modern music. The only hope is that this 
culture will herald its own demise: it only contributes to the advancement of 
barbarism, about which it in turn becomes enraged. There is a temptation to 
regard the most educated listeners as the worst: those who promptly react to 
schoenberg with ‘I do not understand’ – an utterance whose modesty masks 
anger as expertise.

‘Intellectualism’

among the reproaches most obstinately repeated by these critics, the most 
widely spread is that of intellectualism: modern music has its origins in the 
brain, not in the heart or the ear; it is in no way conceived by the senses, but 
rather worked out on paper. The inadequacy of these clichés is evident. The 
critics present their arguments as though the tonal idiom of the last 350 years 
had been derived from nature, and that to go beyond these firmly established 
theoretical principles were a violation thereof; whereas these ossified 
principles themselves are actually the very evidence of social pressure. The 
idea that the tonal system is exclusively of natural origin is an illusion rooted 
in history. This ‘second nature’ owes the dignity of its closed and exclusive 
system to mercantile society, whose own dynamics stress totality and 
demand that the elements of tonality correspond to these dynamics on the 
most basic functional level. The stimulus inherent in the older forms of 
expression has given rise to the new language of music; yet at the same time, 
a significant qualitative distinction is also to be noted. The feeling that, in 
contrast to traditional music, the conception of modern composition is 
more intellectual than sensory is nothing but evidence of incomprehension. 
schoenberg and Berg surpassed the orgies of the impressionists in lush 
harmonic color whenever it was demanded, as in the chamber ensemble 
Pierrot Lunaire [op. 21], and in the orchestration of Lulu. What is labelled as 
emotion by musical anti-intellectualism – the necessary complement in 
art  to the business-world rationality – yields without resistance to the 
mainstream of current social logic: how absurd that the ever-popular 
Tchaikovsky, who portrays despondency with hit tunes, should be considered 
an expression of emotion superior to the seismograph of schoenberg’s 
Erwartung [op. 17].6 on the other hand, the objective consequence of the 
basic musical concept, which alone lends dignity to good music, has always 
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demanded alert control via the subjective compositional conscience. The 
cultivation of such logical consequence, at the expense of passive perception 
of sensual sound, alone defines the stature of this perception, in contrast 
to  mere ‘culinary enjoyment.’ Insofar as modern music as an intellectual 
conception contemplates anew the logic of consequence, it falls into the 
tradition of the art of the fugue, as practiced by Bach and even by Beethoven 
and Brahms. In any discussion of intellectualism, the first person to be 
accused would be that moderate modernist constantly in search of the 
proper mixture of enticement and banality. He is far more guilty of 
intellectualism than the composer who obeys the integral laws of musical 
structure, from the single pitch to the drive inherent in the total form, even 
if – and precisely if – the automatic perception of the individual moments is 
hindered in so doing. In spite of everything, the accusation of intellectualism 
is so stubbornly meted out that more ground is gained by including the 
circumstances upon which it is based in the total perspective. certainly, 
nothing is achieved by any resigned attempt to counter stupid arguments 
with more clever ones. on the conceptual level, the most questionable and 
least unarticulate ideas of the common mind harbor – alongside the lie – 
that trace of negativity concealed in the thing itself which the definition of 
the object cannot dispense with. Today art in its entirety, and music in 
particular, feels the shattering effects of that very process of enlightenment 
in which it participates and upon which its own progress depends. Hegel 
demands of the artist ‘a liberal education . . . in which every kind of 
superstition and belief which remains restricted to certain forms of 
observation and presentation should receive their proper subordination as 
merely aspects or phasal moments of a larger process; aspects which the free 
human spirit has already mastered when it once and for all sees that they can 
furnish it with no conditions of exposition and creative effort which are, 
independently for their own sake, sacrosanct.’7 In this light, anger over the 
alleged intellectualism of the spirit liberated from the self-evident premise 
of its object, as well as from the absolute truth of traditional forms, places 
upon the artist the burden – viewed as misfortune or guilt – for whatever 
happens objectively and out of necessity. ‘We have, however, no reason to 
regard this simply as a misfortune which the chances of events has made 
inevitable, one, that is to say, by which art has been overtaken through the 
pressure of the times, the prosaic outlook and the dearth of genuine interest. 
rather it is the realization and progress of art itself, which, by envisaging for 
present life the material in which it actually dwells, itself materially assists 
on this very path, in each step of its advance, to make itself free of the content 
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which is presented.’8 The advice that artists would do better not to think too 
much – though precisely their freedom indicates the irrevocable necessity of 
such thought – is nothing more than commercialized mourning for the loss 
of naïveté, as designed by mass culture. In the present age this arch-romantic 
motive results in the command to avoid all critical reflection and thus 
humble oneself before the subject matter and the formal categories 
prescribed by tradition, even if they belong hopelessly to the past. For it is by 
no means a one-sided decadence (curable through organization – in itself a 
rational approach) that is being lamented, but rather only the shadow of 
progress. The negative aspect of progress is so visibly dominant in the 
current phase of development that art is summoned against it, even though 
they both stand under the same sign. Fury over the avant-garde is so 
immoderate and extends so far beyond its role in the late stage of industrial 
society – indeed, far beyond its role in the drama of cultural ostentation – 
because in modern art the intimidated conscience, seeking to escape from 
total enlightenment, finds the door bolted. art today, insofar as it is at all 
deserving of substantiality, reflects without concessions everything that 
society prefers to forget, bringing it clearly thereby into conscious focus. 
From this relevant source, modern art designs irrelevance – offering nothing 
more to society. The compact majority appropriates for its own use Hegel’s 
tremendously sober interpretation of an historical current: ‘In the very fact 
that we have an object set before our ocular or spiritual vision, whether it be 
by art or the Medium of Thought, with a completeness which practically 
exhausts it, so that we have emptied it, and nothing further remains for our 
eyes to discover or our souls to explore, in that alone the vital interest 
disappears.’9 It was precisely this kind of absolute interest which had 
confiscated art in the nineteenth century, when the total claim of 
philosophical systems had followed the demands of religion into Hades: 
Wagner’s Bayreuth is the most outspoken testimony of such a hubris born 
of necessity. The more significant exponents of modern art have freed them-
selves from this conception, avoiding that mystic obscurity about whose 
permanance Hegel – himself thoroughly at home in this realm – felt such 
anxiety. For such obscurity, defeated by the progress of the intellect in ever-
renewed attacks, has always succeeded in re-establishing itself in constantly 
changing form down to the present day. This results from the pressure which 
the tyrannical spirit exercises over all forms of nature – human and 
otherwise. Moreover, such obscurity is not simple being-in-and-for-itself as 
can be found, for example, in Hegel’s aesthetics. But the doctrine of the 
phenomenology of the mind is to be applied to art; and according to this 
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doctrine, all immediacy already represents a mediation in itself. In other 
words, it is only a product of domination. When the immediate self-certainty 
of unquestioningly accepted materials and forms has vanished from the 
foundations of art, then at least one region of obscurity will have healed 
over, will have relieved that boundless suffering whereby the substance of 
intellectual conception is brought to consciousness.10 This will be not 
merely an episode interrupting an already perfected enlightenment, but it 
does obscure its most recent phase and, to be sure, its actual power 
makes concrete representation almost impossible. The all-powerful culture 
industry appropriates the enlightening principle and, in its relationship 
with human beings, defaces it for the benefit of prevailing obscurity. art 
vehemently opposes this tendency; it offers an ever-sharper contrast to 
such false clarity. The configurations of that deposed obscurity are held up 
in opposition to the prevailing neon-light style of the times. art is able to 
aid enlightenment only by relating the clarity of the world consciously to its 
own darkness.11 only in a society which had achieved satisfaction would the 
death of art be possible. Its demise today, which appears immanent, would 
only signify the triumphs of base existence over the penetrating eye of 
consciousness which would presume to assert itself against it.

Modern music unprotected

nonetheless, this threat hovers over the few intransigent works of art which 
are still produced. Through a realization of their own intrinsic principles 
of enlightenment, and without regard for the crafty naïveté of the culture 
industry, they become antithetical – repulsive because of their truth – to 
the total control aimed for by industry. Yet they also assume a similarity 
to the essential structure of this industry and thus come into conflict with 
their own interests. The loss of ‘absolute interest’ in principles inherent in the 
individual work concerns not only their momentary fate in society, which 
by now can spare itself the usual indignation – a shrug of the shoulders, 
dismissing such music as foolishness at best. rather it shares the fate of 
political sects, which, though they would like to adhere to the progressive 
manifestations of theory, are driven into untruth by the disparity between 
the ideal and the power of the established order. Even upon achieving 
complete autonomy, upon renouncing any role as entertainment, the integral 
essence of such works is still hardly indifferent to public reception. social 
isolation, a problem that cannot be overcome by art alone, is yet a mortal 
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danger to art’s success. Hegel, perhaps as a direct result of his isolation from 
absolute music – the most significant products of which have always been 
esoteric – and as a consequence of his negation of Kantian aesthetics, has 
cautiously stated something that is a matter of grave concern to the life of 
music. at the core of his argument, which is by no means free of inartistic 
naïveté, is the designation of music’s reliance upon its own pure immanence 
as the decisive factor – as it is forced to do by its own law of development 
and by the loss of social reaction. The composer, says Hegel in the chapter 
where he treats of music within the ‘system of Individual arts,’ can, ‘in 
complete indifference to such a scheme, devote himself to musical structure 
simply and the assertion of his genius in such architectonics. composition, 
however, of this character readily tends to become defective both in the 
range of its conception and emotional quality, and as a rule does not imply 
any profound cultivation of mind or taste in other respects. and by reason 
of the fact that such a content is not necessary, it frequently happens that the 
gift of musical composition not merely will show considerable development 
in very early age, but composers of eminence remain their life long men of 
the poorest and most impoverished intellectual faculty in other directions. 
More penetration of character may be assumed where the composer even in 
instrumental music is equally attentive to both aspects of composition;  in 
other words, the expression of a content, if necessarily less defined than 
in our previous mode, no less than its musical structure, by which means 
it will be in his power at one time to emphasize the melody, at another the 
depth and colour of the harmony, or finally to fuse each with the other.’12 
Except that one cannot make up for ‘lack of thought and sensitivity’ with 
rhythmical variations or additional content. It is an historical fact that 
lack of thought and sensitivity – by causing the actual decline of the idea 
of expression – has come to undermine music. at the same time, however, 
Hegel has the last word against himself; historical force extends still further 
than his aesthetic would proclaim. at the present level of development the 
artist is incomparably much less free than Hegel could ever have believed at 
the beginning of the liberal era. The dissolution of everything traditionally 
taken for granted has not resulted in the possibility of disposing all materials 
and technical means according to discretion – only impotent syncretism 
could have such ideas, and even such a magnificent conception as Mahler’s 
Eighth Symphony ran aground in the illusion that such a thing was possible. 
But the artist has become the mere executor of his own intentions, which 
appear before him as strangers – inexorable demands of the compositions 
upon which he is working.13 That type of freedom which Hegel ascribes to the 
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composer and which found its utmost realization in Beethoven – of whom 
he hardly took notice – is, as always, necessarily related to the traditionally 
pre-established, within which framework there are manifold possibilities. 
on the other hand, what is simply of itself and for itself cannot be other than 
it is and excludes the conciliatory acts by which Hegel promised himself the 
salvation of instrumental music. The elimination of everything traditionally 
pre-established – the corresponding reduction of music to the absolute 
monad – causes it to ossify and affects its innermost content. as a self-
sufficient domain it justifies the organization of society divided into various 
branches: the obstinate domination of one-sided interest, perceptible behind 
the disinterested manifestation of the monad.

The antinomy of modern music

The fact that music as a whole, and polyphony in particular – the necessary 
medium of modern music – have their source in the collective practices of 
cult and dance is not to be written off as a mere ‘point of departure’ due to its 
further progress towards freedom. rather this historical source remains the 
unique sensory subjective impulse of music, even if it has long since broken 
with every collective practice. Polyphonic music says ‘we’ even when it lives 
as a conception only in the mind of the composer, otherwise reaching no 
living being. The ideal collectivity still contained within music, even though 
it has lost its relationship to the empirical collectivity, leads inevitably to 
conflict because of its unavoidable social isolation. collective perception is 
the basis of musical objectification itself, and when this latter is no longer 
possible, it is necessarily degraded almost to a fiction – to the arrogance 
of the aesthetic subject, which says ‘we,’ while in reality it is still only ‘I’ – 
and this ‘I’ can say nothing at all without positing the ‘we.’ The discrepancy 
contained in a solipsistic piece for large orchestra lies not only in the 
disproportion between the number of performers on the platform and the 
empty seats before which they perform, but rather offers evidence that form 
as such necessarily extends beyond the mere ‘I,’ the perspective from which it 
is projected. actually, music has its origin in this perspective and, portraying 
it in turn, cannot go beyond it in any positive sense. This antinomy detracts 
from the powers of modern music. Its paralysis manifests the anxiety of the 
composition in the face of its despondent untruth. This form convulsively 
attempts to escape such anxiety by submersion into its own law, which at the 
same time, however, consistently heightens its untruth. To be sure, significant 
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absolute music today – namely, that of schoenberg’s school – is the opposite 
of that ‘lack of thought and sensitivity’ which Hegel feared, perhaps with a 
side-glance at that instrumental virtuosity which had been unleashed in his 
day for the first time. Here there is a type of vacuity of a higher order – not 
completely dissimilar to Hegel’s ‘unhappy self-consciousness’: ‘But this self 
has freed content by means of its emptiness.’14 The material transformation 
of those elements responsible for expression in music, which – according to 
schoenberg – has taken place uninterruptedly throughout the entire history 
of music, has today become so radical that the possibility of expression itself 
comes into question. In the process of pursuing its own inner logic, music 
is transformed more and more from something significant into something 
obscure – even to itself. no music today, for example, could possibly speak 
in the accents of ‘reward.’ not only has the mere idea of humanity, or of 
a better world no longer any sway over mankind – though it is precisely 
this which lies at the heart of Beethoven’s opera.15 rather the strictness 
of musical structure, wherein alone music can assert itself against the 
ubiquity of commercialism, has hardened music to the point that it is no 
longer affected by those external factors which caused absolute music to 
become what it is. Various devious attempts to regain this content (devious 
because the musical structure as such withdraws in the face of such 
attempts) resort mainly to the most superficial and disconnected topicality 
in subject matter; only schoenberg’s most recent works, which exhaustively 
construct modes of expression and various forms of the row according to 
these modes, pose again the question of ‘content’ regarding subject matter, 
without pretending to achieve the organic unity of this content with purely 
musical procedures. advanced music has no recourse but to insist upon 
its own ossification without concession to that would-be humanitarianism 
which it sees through, in all its attractive and alluring guises, as the mask of 
inhumanity. Its truth appears guaranteed more by its denial of any meaning 
in organized society, of which it will have no part – accomplished by its 
own organized vacuity – than by any capability of positive meaning within 
itself. under the present circumstances it is restricted to definitive negation.

Growing indifferentism

Music today, like all other expressions of the objective spirit, is accused of 
creating a schism between the intellectual and the physical, between the work 
of the mind and that of the hands: the guilt of privilege – Hegel’s dialectic 
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of master and servant – is extended, in the final analysis, to the sovereign 
spirit dominant over nature. The further this creative spirit advances 
towards autonomy, the more it alienates itself from a concrete relationship 
to everything dominated by it – human beings as well as materials. as soon 
as it has come to terms with the last heteronomous and material factors of 
its own most particular realm – that of free artistic production – it begins 
to circle aimlessly, imprisoned within itself, released from every element 
of resistance, upon whose permeation it was solely dependent for its 
meaning. The fulfillment of freedom of mind occurs simultaneously with 
the emasculation of the mind. Its fetish character, its hypostatization as that 
of a mere form of reflection, becomes evident when it frees itself from its 
last dependence upon things which are not themselves mind, but which as 
the implicit content of all intellectual form lends ‘mind’ its substance. non-
conforming music has no defense against the indifferentism of the mind, 
that of means without purpose. undoubtedly, such music preserves its 
social truth through the isolation resulting from its antithesis to society. The 
indifference of society, however, allows this truth to wither. It is as though 
music were deprived of its creative stimulus, its very raison d’être. For even 
the loneliest language of the artist lives from the paradox of speaking to 
men precisely by virtue of its isolation, and of its renunciation of the power 
of communication once inherent in this language. otherwise a crippling 
and destructive element enters into the creative process – no matter how 
courageous the attitude of the artist as such might be. among the symptoms 
of such crippling, perhaps the strangest is that progressive music – repudiated 
through its autonomy by precisely that democratically broad public which 
it had once conquered through its autonomy – now recalls the institution of 
composition by commission. This institution, common in the era before the 
bourgeois revolution, by its very essence excludes such autonomy. The new 
ethic, however, dating back to schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire, and stravinsky’s 
compositions for diaghilev, is related to it. almost all compositions which 
ever achieve completion and find their way into a performance are not 
marketable but are paid for by patrons or institutions.16 The conflict between 
commission and autonomy results in a reluctant and scanty production. For 
today, far more than in the age of absolutism, the patron, and the artist – 
whose relationship was always precarious – are alienated. The patron has 
no relation at all to the work, but places his order for it as an exceptional 
example of that ‘cultural obligation’ which itself proclaims the neutralization 
of culture. For the artist, however, being tied down to deadlines and specific 
occasions is sufficient to kill off that instinctive spontaneity upon which the 
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emancipated capacity for expression depends. a historically pre-established 
correlation prevails between the material reliance upon commissioned 
compositions which are otherwise unsaleable, and a weakening of inner 
tension. To be sure, this enables the composer to fulfill heteronomous tasks 
with the technique of the autonomous work, and these tasks are achieved 
with indescribable effort. But this weakening, in turn, detracts from the 
autonomous work. The tension, resolved in the work of art, is that between 
subject and object, from within and from without. Today both subject and 
object have been integrated into false identity under the pressure of total 
economic organization, along with mass acceptance of the machinery of 
domination. consequently, not only tension but the productive drive of the 
composer disappears hand in hand with the gravitational force of his work – 
upon which his relationship to the work once depended. Historical force 
no longer stands at the service of the composer. The work has by means of 
total enlightenment now been purified by the ‘idea’ – which appears as a 
mere ideological decoration, as the private Weltanschauung of the composer. 
as a result of its absolute intellectualization, the work is condemned to a 
blind existence, in glaring contrast to the unavoidable designation of every 
work of art as a matter of spirit. When survival offers nothing more than 
an example of heroic struggle, it has become worthless. There is validity 
in the suspicion, once expressed by Eduard steuermann, that the concept 
of great music, which has today been passed on to radical music, belongs 
itself only to a moment in history; that man in the age of the omnipresent 
radio and joke box has forgotten the experience of music altogether. once 
music has been refined to an end in itself, its purposelessness, or a pragmatic 
concern with the consumer market, causes it to atrophy. The social division 
of labor, concerned not with socially useful work but rather with the 
demand for utility – its own major interest – shows signs of questionable 
irrationality.17 This is the direct result of the detachment of music not only 
from the critical ear, but from all internal communication with ideas, with 
the discipline of philosophy per se. such irrationality becomes unmistakable 
at the moment that new music begins to concern itself with the mind – 
with philosophical and social subjects – and then not only shows itself to 
be hopelessly disoriented, but rather denies, through its ideology, those 
opposing drives present within it. The literary quality of Wagner’s Ring 
was dubious as a crudely patched-together allegory of schopenhauer’s 
denial of the will to life. It is, however, beyond all doubt that the libretto 
of the Ring – its music was already considered esoteric – treats the central 
underlying concerns of impending bourgeois decline, offering an example 



Philosophy of Modern Music

16

of the highly fertile relationship between musical form and the nature of the 
ideas which objectively determine this relationship. schoenberg’s musical 
substance will probably some day be proven superior to that of Wagner. not 
only are his texts private and casual when compared to those of Wagner 
(which go to extremes in both their good and bad aspects); stylistically as 
well they set themselves apart from the music and become mere slogans – 
even if only out of defiance. such sloganeering exhibits a guilelessness which 
is negated by every note in the composition: for example, the triumph of 
love over convention. It has never been possible for the quality of music to 
be indifferent to the quality of the text with which it is associated: works 
such as Mozart’s Cosi fan Tutte and Weber’s Euryanthe try to overcome 
the weaknesses of their libretti through music but nevertheless are not to 
be salvaged by any literary or theatrical means. any stage-work in which 
the conflict between extreme musical intellectualization and the crudity 
of its subject matter is exaggerated ad infinitum – the only hope there is 
for a reconciliation between the two factors – will hardly fare better in the 
theater than did Cosi fan Tutte. It is possible, in other words, for even the 
best modern music to sink into oblivion without necessarily justifying itself 
wholly through such absolute renunciation of mediocre success.

On method

It is tempting to deduce all of this in social terms directly out of the decline 
of the bourgeoisie, whose most unique artistic medium has always been 
music. such an approach, however, is compromised by the inclination 
to throw an all-too-rapid glance at the total picture, thereby overlooking 
and devaluating the individual moment present in this totality of social 
forces, which is determined by it and, in turn, resolved by it. This view 
becomes entangled with the inclination to take sides with the totality, or the 
mainstream, and to condemn anything which does not fit into the over-all 
picture. In this way, art becomes the mere exponent of society, rather than a 
catalyst for change in society. It thus gives official approval to that tendency 
of the bourgeois consciousness to degrade all intellectual formulations to a 
simple function, an object which can be substituted for some other object, 
or – in the final analysis – an article of consumption. The work of art is 
deduced from a society which is denied by art’s own immanent logic. This 
derivation attempts to break through the fetishism of the work of art, that is, 
the ideology of its being-in-itself-and to a certain degree actually does break 
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through it. In doing so, such deduction silently accepts the hypostatization 
of all matters of the mind in consumer society. The standards of consumer 
goods are the basis upon which the right to existence of the work of art 
is determined; this standard is regarded as the absolute criterion of social 
truth. Thus, unawares, such a process works in the service of conformism 
and inverts the meaning of the theory (which itself warns against applying 
theory in the same manner that the species would be applied to the specimen). 
In our totally organized bourgeois society, which has forcibly been made 
over into a totality, the spiritual potential of another society could lie only 
in that which bears no resemblance to the prevailing society. Furthermore, 
the reduction of advanced music to its social origins and its social function 
hardly ever rises above the hostilely uncritical designation that it is bourgeois, 
decadent, and a luxury. This is the language of philistine suppression on 
the level of management. The more sovereignly advanced music attaches its 
intellectual formulations to its own social roots, the more helplessly it recoils 
from these roots. The dialectical method, and it is precisely the one which is 
placed squarely upon its feet, cannot simply treat the separate phenomena 
as illustrations or examples of something in the already firmly established 
social structure and consequently ignore the kinetic force of a concept; in 
this way dialectic declined to a state religion. It is rather demanded that the 
force of the general concept be transformed into the self-development of 
the concrete object and that it resolve the social enigma of this object with the 
powers of its own individuation. In so doing the central concern is not social 
justification, but the establishment of social theory by virtue of explication 
of aesthetic right or wrong lying at the very heart of the objects which are 
property. The concept must submerge itself in the monad until the social 
essence of its own dynamics becomes evident. This accomplishes more than 
does the classification of the monad as a special example of the macrocosm, 
or as Husserl said, disposing of it ‘from above.’ a philosophical analysis 
of the extremes of modern music – which takes its historical situation as 
well as its chemistry into account – deprives itself in its very intentions of 
sociological responsibility just as fundamentally as from an autonomously 
applied aesthetic, consisting of traditional philosophical relationships. 
certainly not the least among the obligations of the continuing dialectical 
method is that one come to terms with Hegel’s statement: ‘consequently, 
we do not require to bring standards with us, nor to apply our fancies and 
thoughts in the inquiry; and just by our leaving these aside we are enabled 
to treat and discuss the subject as it actually is in itself and for itself, as it is 
in its complete reality.’18 at the same time, the method distinguishes itself 
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from the functions for which the subject is traditionally reserved. These 
functions are descriptive technical analysis, apologetic commentary, and 
criticism. Technical analysis is assumed at all times and often disclosed, 
but it needs to be supplemented by detailed interpretation if it is to go 
beyond mere humanistic stock-taking and to express the relationship of 
the subject to truth. apologetics, more relevant than ever as an antithesis 
to industrialization, limits itself to the positive. criticism, finally, limits 
itself to the task of deciding the worth or worthlessness of works of art. The 
conclusions of criticism enter into philosophical treatment only sporadically, 
as the means of theoretical stimulus to overcome negativity, revealing the 
necessity for occasional aesthetic failure. The idea of works of art and their 
relationship is to be philosophically conceived, even if this at times were to 
lie beyond that which is realized by the work of art. The method reveals the 
implications of procedures and works in terms of factors within the works.19 
Thus it attempts to determine the idea behind each of two groups of musical 
phenomena individually, and to pursue it until the inherent consequence of 
the objects is transformed into their own criticism. The process is immanent: 
the internal consistency of the phenomenon – in the sense that this is to be 
developed within the phenomenon itself – becomes proof of its truth and 
the ferment of its untruth. The guiding category of contradiction itself is 
twofold in nature: that the works formulate the contradiction and, in turn, 
through such formulation reveal it in the markings of its imperfections; this 
category is the measure of its success, while at the same time the force of 
contradiction mocks the formulation and destroys the works. To be sure, an 
immanent method of such nature assumes at all times as its opposite pole 
that philosophical knowledge which transcends the object. This method 
cannot rely – as does Hegel – upon ‘pure observation’ which promises 
truth simply because the conception of the identity of subject and object 
supports the entire process. In so doing, the observing consciousness is all 
the more sure of itself the more completely it submerges itself in the object. 
In an historical hour, when the reconciliation of subject and object has been 
perverted to a satanic parody – to the liquidation of the subject in objective 
presentation – the only philosophy which still serves this reconciliation is 
one which despises this illusion of reconciliation and – against universal 
self-alienation – establishes the validity of the hopelessly alienated, for 
which a ‘subject itself ’ scarcely any longer speaks. This is the limit of the 
immanent process, for it can as little support itself dogmatically by means of 
positive transcendence as could Hegel in his time. Knowledge, like its object, 
remains bound to the contradiction defined.



scHoEnBErG and ProGrEss

Pure insight, however, is in the first instance without any content; it is 
rather the sheer disappearance of content; but by its negative attitude 
towards what it excludes it will make itself real and give itself a content.1

Disturbance of the work

The changes encountered in music during the last thirty years have yet to 
be comprehended in their full breadth. More is involved than the much 
discussed crisis – a condition of chaotic fermentation, that is, the end of 
which could be foreseen and which would restore order after disorder. The 
concept of some future renewal – whether in significant and highly polished 
works of art, or in the blissful harmony of music with society – simply denies 
events of the past and elements that can be suppressed, but not eradicated. 
under the coercion of its own objective consequences music has critically 
invalidated the idea of the polished work and disrupted the collective 
continuity of its effect. To be sure, no crisis has been able to put a stop to 
public musical life – neither the economic crisis nor the cultural crisis, in 
whose concept the idea of prevailing reconstruction is already contained. 
Even in music the concept of the monopoly of the fittest has survived. 
Even in the face of highly cacophonous sound, which flees from the web of 
organized culture and its consumers, the fraud of today’s culture becomes 
obvious. Its management suppresses the emergence of a more valid culture, 
placing the blame for this situation on the lack of ‘achievement.’ all those 
outside the sphere of management are path-finders, trailblazers, and – above 
all – tragic figures. Those who come after them are to have a better lot; if 
they conform, they are granted entry. But these outsiders are in no sense 
the pioneers of future works. They challenge the concept of production 
and the works produced. The apologist of actual radical music – who would 
support his arguments by pointing to the prolific output of the schoenberg 
school – already denies precisely what he wishes to support. Today the only 
works which really count are those which are no longer works at all. This 
is to be recognized from the relationship of the current accomplishments 
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of the school with the achievements of their early period. The monodrama 
Erwartung [opus 17], which develops the eternity of the second in four 
hundred bars, and the rapidly revolving pictures of Die glückliche Hand 
[opus 18], which takes back a life unto itself before it has a chance to find its 
place in time – are the sources of Berg’s great opera Wozzeck. and to be sure, 
it is a great opera. It resembles Erwartung in detail as well as in conception – 
as the portrayal of anxiety; it resembles Die glückliche Hand in the insatiable 
successive strata of harmonic complexes, and the allegory of the multilateral 
character of its psychological subject. But Berg would have been uneasy at 
the thought that he had fulfilled in Wozzeck that which was indicated as 
a mere possibility in schoenberg’s Expressionistic works. The composed 
tragedy has to pay the price for its extensive depth and contemplative wisdom 
of its structure. The fleeting sketches of the Expressionistic schoenberg are 
here in Berg transformed into new pictures of affects. The security of form 
establishes itself as a medium for shock absorption. The suffering of the 
helpless soldier Wozzeck in the machinery of injustice attains a composure 
upon which the style of the opera is based. This suffering is encompassed 
and assuaged. The erupting anxiety becomes a suitable subject for the music 
drama and the music which reflects this anxiety finds its way back into the 
scheme of transfiguration in resigned agreement.2 Wozzeck is a masterpiece – 
a work of traditional art. That startling thirty-second note motiv, so very 
reminiscent of Erwartung, becomes a leit-motiv which is both repeatable 
and repeated. The more openly it appears in the course of the opera, the 
more willingly does it renounce its claim to be taken literally: it establishes 
itself as a vehicle of expression, and repetition softens its effect. Those who 
praise Wozzeck as the first lasting product of modern music do not know 
the extent to which their praise compromises a composition which in turn 
suffers from such sophistry. With experimental boldness, Berg before any 
other composer tried out such modern means over long periods of time. The 
richly varied supply of musical figures is inexhaustible and the greatness of 
the architectual dispositions proves to be equal to this supply. courageous 
defeatism triumphs in the restrained sympathy of the sound. nevertheless, 
Wozzeck negates its own point of departure precisely in those moments in 
which it is developed. The impulses of the composition – alive in its musical 
atoms – rebel against the work proceeding from them. These impulses do 
not permit lasting resolution. The dream of permanent artistic possessions 
is not only destroyed from the outside by the threatening social condition; 
the historical tendency present in musical means renounces this dream. 
The procedural method of modern music questions what many progressives 
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expect of it: structures perfected within themselves which might be exhibited 
for all time in museums of opera and concert.

Inherent tendency of musical material

The assumption of an historical tendency in musical material contradicts 
the traditional conception of the material of music. This material is 
traditionally defined – in terms of physics, or possibly in terms of the 
psychology of sound – as the sum of all sounds at the disposal of the 
composer. The actual compositional material, however, is as different from 
this sum as is language from its total supply of sounds. It is not simply a 
matter of the increase and decrease of this supply in the course of history. 
all  its specific characteristics are indications of the historical process. The 
higher the degree of historical necessity present within these specific 
characteristics, the less directly legible they become as historical indications. 
In that very moment when the historical expression of a chord can no longer 
be aurally perceived, it demands that the sounds which surround it give a 
conclusive account of its historical implications. These implications have 
determined the nature of this expression. The meaning of musical material 
is not absorbed in the genesis of music, and yet this meaning cannot be 
separated from it. Music recognizes no natural law; therefore, all psychology 
of music is questionable. such psychology – in its efforts to establish an 
invariant ‘understanding’ of the music of all times – assumes a constancy of 
musical subject. such an assumption is more closely related to the constancy 
of the material of nature than psychological differentiation might indicate. 
What this psychology inadequately and noncommitally describes is to be 
sought in the perception3 of the kinetic laws of matter. according to these 
laws, not all things are possible at all times. To be sure, a unique ontological 
law is by no means to be ascribed either to the material of tones itself or to 
tonal material which has been filtered through the tempered system. This, 
for example, is the typical argumentation of those who – either from 
relationships of harmonic tones or from the psychology of the ear – attempt 
to deduce that the triad is the necessary and universally valid condition of all 
possible comprehension and that, therefore, all music must be dependent 
upon it. This argumentation, which even Hindemith has appropriated for 
himself, is nothing but a superstructure for reactionary compositional 
tendencies. Its deception is revealed by the observation that the trained ear 
is able to perceive harmonically the most complicated overtone relationships 


