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Preface

This book took far longer to write than I care to remember. In fact, it took so 
long that forgotten ideas hidden away in the back of old computers were recovered 
as surprises, as if they had been written by someone else. Poor memory gave me ser-
endipitous access to a co- author that I never had, in the guise of my younger self. 
But this book needed to take time. From its inception, the project was too ambi-
tious, if not too audacious, something that only an agile and conceited mind could 
entertain. I am indebted to that self for its risk- taking, since I doubt I would have 
devised the project today; but time was needed to shape the book with experience 
so that it could mean more than just a polished piece of academic jewellery. In the 
time between 9/ 11 in New York (2001) and the Umbrella Movement in Hong Kong 
(2014), the ideas within it have been severely tried and broken; freedom has been 
tested, and its performance put into question. All my dilly- dallying was needed 
to accommodate not simply my mental blockages but also the unfolding of a his-
tory that was (and still is) too close an experience to be merely academic. So over 
the last fifteen years, the book refused to close. Without ‘the end’ in sight, I could 
only release it in fragments, as articles and isolated chapters caught in the winds of 
change. But these episodic pieces do not constitute the book as if it were an after-
thought assembled contingently; rather, they should be seen as a series of teasers and 
trailers that were perhaps puzzling at the time, but should now make sense as they 
are finally re-organised with new material and put in their proper order. Indeed, this 
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book, as the closing panel of a triptych of monographs, should help make sense of 
my work over the last twenty-five years. 

Publications that resurface in some transfigured or mutilated 
form in this book: ‘Adorno’s Symphonic Space- Time and Beethoven’s Time 
Travel in Space’, New German Critique, 3/ 43 (2016), 113– 137. ‘Beethoven Going 
Blank’, Journal of Musicology, 31/ 3 (2014), 299– 325. ‘Echoes of Hope in Monteverdi’s 
L’Orfeo and Beethoven’s Fidelio’, in Art, Imagination and Christian Hope: Patterns 
of Promise, eds Trevor Hart, Jeremy Begbie, and Gavin Hopps (Farnham: Ashgate, 
2012), 69– 89. ‘Beethoven’s Other Humanism’, Journal of the American Musicological 
Society, 62/ 3 (2009), 571– 645. ‘Listening to the Other: A Counter- Cultural Ear in 
Ipodic Times’, Journal of the Royal Musical Association, 135 (2010, Special Issue), 103– 
108. ‘Drifting: The Dialectics of Adorno’s Philosophy of New Music’, Apparitions: 
New Perspectives on Adorno and Twentieth- Century Music, ed B. Hoeckner (New 
York and London: Routledge, 2006), 1– 17. ‘Untimely Reflections on Operatic 
Echoes: How Sound Travels in Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo and Beethoven’s Fidelio with 
a Short Instrumental Interlude’, The Opera Quarterly, 21/ 4 (2005), 573– 596. ‘The 
Promise of Nothing: The Dialectic of Freedom in Adorno’s Beethoven’, Beethoven 
Forum, 12/ 1 (2005), 13– 35. ‘The Metaphysics of Mourning: Adorno’s Farewell to 
Beethoven’, Musical Quarterly, 87/ 3 (2004), 523– 545. ‘Rethinking Unity’, Music 
Analysis, 23/ 2– 3 (2004), 353– 359. ‘Believing in Beethoven: Adorno’s Philosophy of 
Music’, Music Analysis, 19/ 2 (2000), 409– 421.

By taking too long to write this book I have inevitably forgotten many people who 
shaped the ideas in it— worse still, I have probably attributed these ideas to myself. 
When I was compiling the names of those I recall for this preface, fifteen years of 
my life seemed to flash past in a moment; my list turned out to be as much an act 
of nostalgia as it is one of gratitude, particularly in remembering those who are no 
longer here to receive my thanks. Its length indicates the accumulated debt I owe to 
so many people. If I have missed you ‘accidentally’, you can attribute this to an anx-
iety of influence: the most important inspiration should be kept secret for the sake 
of my ego. And, of course, along with the names that I have recalled and suppressed, 
there are numerous reviewers, editors of journals and books, copy editors, organis-
ers of conferences and colloquia, administrators, technicians, students, and people- 
with- difficult- questions who have given me the opportunity to hone this work while 
it was in progress. I cannot list them here, for this book, as with this imagined list, 
was in danger of perpetual progress. Indeed, it would have remained so were it not 
for a grant from the General Research Fund of the Universities Grant Committee of 
Hong Kong and to a fellowship at the Institute of Sacred Music at Yale; these ‘gifts’ 
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bought me time to concentrate my mind and complete the project. I should add, 
however, that although I am grateful for the time they afforded, I owe my sanity 
to those who distracted me so beautifully from my concentration, in particular my 
wife, Jennifer, who supported me even though she claims that nothing I write makes 
any sense to her. I have always assured her that this is a perfectly normal reaction to 
my work, and that making sense is only part of what I do; making a mess in the man-
ner of my two boys, Lucas and Harrison, has its own meaning and play that is just 
as important. But I am indebted to the team at OUP, headed by Suzanne Ryan, and 
in particular Sylvia Cannizzaro, Cheryl Merritt, and Timothy DeWerff, for tidying 
up the mess just enough to ensure that it can be attributed to erudition rather than 
pure chaos.

Mind- shapers and shift- makers in the process of writing this book: 
Carolyn Abbate, Wayne Alpern, Irene Auerbach, Nikolas Bacht, Jeremy Begbie, 
Giorgio Biancorosso, Martha Brundage, Jim Buehler, Scott Burnham, Tim Carter, 
Carlo Cenciarelli, Chan Hing- Yan, Cheong Wai- Ling, Thomas Christensen, Ci Jiwei, 
Nicholas Chong, Richard Cohn, Barry Cooper, Matt Croasmun, John Deathridge, 
Frank Dikötter, Laurence Dreyfus, Edward Dusinberre, Cliff Eisen, Didier Fassin, 
Michael Fend, Sander Gilman, Daniel Grimley, Lydia Goehr, Peter Gordon, Colin 
Gunton, Daniel Harrison, David Bentley Hart, Christopher Hasty, James Hepokoski, 
Stephen Hinton, Berthold Hoeckner, Brian Hyer, John Paul Ito, Martin Jean, Julian 
Johnson, Kam Lap- Kwan, Brian Kane, Robert Keeley, Youn Kim, K M Knittel, 
Benjamin M Korstvedt, Lawrence Kramer, Gundular Kreutzer, Fred Lau, Daniel 
Leech- Wilkinson, Pauline Le Ven, Gray Kochhar- Lindgren, Daniel Lo, Shay Loya, 
Nicholas Marston, Mak Su- Yin, Susan McClary, Patrick McCreless, Silvina Milstein, 
Ryan Minor, Max Paddison, Robert Peckham, Sanna Pedersen, Leon Plantinga, 
Michael Puri, Ben Quash, Ian Quinn, Markus Rathey, Carmel Raz, Alex Rehding, 
Michael Rosen, Stephen Rumph, Steve Smith, Michael Spitzer, Dean W Sutcliffe, Alan 
Street, Franz Szabo, Richard Taruskin, Gary Tomlinson, Alan Torrance, Miroslav Volf, 
Naomi Waltham- Smith, Morton Wan, Bernd Wannenwetsch, Richard Wattenbarger, 
Arnold Whittall, Christopher Wintle, Yang Chien- Chang, Grace Yu.
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Slow Introduction
Lento

I. Overtura

This is a book in three movements. It could have been in three chapters, but that 
would have made the text seem inordinately long— even convoluted, as though its 
ideas were sprawling out of control. It’s a matter of managing expectations. ‘Chapters’ 
imply division; the longer they are, the greater the itch to divide. A ‘movement’, on 
the other hand, need not scratch this itch, allowing ideas to have long trajectories 
that can modulate wildly at different frequencies. What appears to sprawl in a chap-
ter is more coherent in a movement. The three movements, then, capture the flow 
and form of the ideas in this book, each with its own tempo and dynamics.

Movement I: Presto— più forte
Movement II: Adagio sostenuto— sempre pianissimo
Movement III: Andante molto cantabile ed espressivo

These tempo and dynamic markings are not performance indications for you to ad-
just your reading speed or voice level; rather, they reflect the dynamic content of 
the thematic material. Movement I addresses the speed and loudness of the heroic 
Beethoven in his pursuit of freedom: presto— più forte. Movement II traces the slow 
and eerie appearance of an apparition that haunts the silent corridors of the music, a 
freedom that can be seen only in its negation: adagio sostenuto— sempre pianissimo.  
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And Movement III explores the expressive power of an alterior freedom that disarms 
the heroic subject with the fragility of its song: andante molto cantabile ed espressivo. 
Together, these movements articulate three distinctive expressions of freedom in 
musical form.

‘Movement’ also allows for a book of changes and contrasts, characterised by 
extreme mood swings and long dialectical twists that ‘chapters’ tend to suppress in 
their subdivision of the similar. There is a certain textural diversity to the idea of 
movement, a symphonic dimension, with themes and motifs interweaving in and 
out of each other, colliding in counterpoint, constantly undergoing transforma-
tion in the formation of ideas. It elicits a reading that takes each instant provision-
ally as a transient motif in the knowledge that its meaning will change mood and 
mode, arriving at different definitions with each repetition, not only within move-
ments but also between them. Dipping in and out of the text, reading the end be-
fore the beginning, and skipping all the boring bits are transgressions allowed by 
chapters but make nonsense of movements. Their temporal process, carried by the 
development of themes, creates a trajectory that requires a unidirectional stamina 
directed at the last cadence of the book. So there is no point aiming at various 
recurring concepts as though they were moving targets to be shot down at some 
random point for answers:  the reward would merely be a cheap definition that 
would lose its value in its very stasis. In a movement, concepts are musically fluid 
and harmonically surprising, filled with wordplays, contradictions, and serendip-
itous connections that jostle in and out of each other in order to enrich rather 
than delimit their meaning. To freeze- frame a moment is to miss the point of the 
movement.1

The form of this book, then, is musical. With its vast trajectories, thematic 
developments, sudden contrasts, and cadential arrivals, it is musical in a distinctly 
Beethovenian way. The medium mimes the theme, tracking the pulse of freedom in 
Beethoven’s music. Given this musical conceit, the main theme— freedom— is any-
thing but static. Indeed, the book defines freedom itself as a movement— a certain 
tempo, a calibration of speed, an inner propulsion, an abstract force. At times, this 
movement is explored with the motivic terseness and violent rigour of Beethoven’s 
heroic symphonies. At other times, it will resemble the late style, pursuing form to 
its limits and creating fractures that call into question the identity of freedom. But, 
as with Beethoven’s thematic process, the complexity of the form is based on the 
simplicity of the material. The three movements in this book are composed from the 
most basic of motifs:

1  For a similar invocation to readers, see Bruno Latour’s chapter ‘Thou Shall Not Freeze- Frame’ in On the Modern 
Cult of the Factish Gods (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2010), 99– 123.
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Movement I: Nothing
Movement II: Something
Movement III: Someone

Even this sequence follows a Beethovenian narrative of freedom, typified by the Ninth 
Symphony, where the human (someone) emerges from the primordial emptiness of the 
initial bars (nothing), creating itself from nothing through a process of self- formation 
(something) to arrive at an autonomous state (see figure 0.1). This is a movement from 
zero to one, or from ‘no- thing’ to ‘some- one’.

The three movements in the book will give a certain twist to this narrative, but 
they address the same questions even if the storyline has been revised and refracted. 
Movement I explores the ontology of nothing demanded by the autonomous subject. 
Movement II coaxes something ephemeral from the autonomous void of freedom as a 
counter- figure to its domination. And Movement III posits the recovery of someone as 
the promise of freedom.

II. Slow Thinking

So reading this book as if it were in three movements should be analogous to an ex-
perience of listening to Beethoven’s music in slow motion— hence this ‘slow’ intro-
duction. The reduced speed— lento— is an attempt to translate a music that not only 
represents the notion of freedom but also embodies its movement of thought, as if it 
were philosophy in sound— or, as A B Marx would put it, ‘reason in sensuous appear-
ance’.2 After all, Beethoven is often credited with having inaugurated a new form  

Nothing Something
Self-generation from nothing

Someone
Heroic identity as total victorySelf-formation through overcoming

FIGURE 0.1 A Beethovenian narrative.

2  Adolph Bernhard Marx, ‘Form in Music’, in Musical Form in the Age of Beethoven: Selected Writings on Theory 
and Method, ed and trans Scott Burnham (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 60. Marx is 
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of listening that was predicated on thought rather than speech. Mark Evan Bonds 
defines this change in contrast with Haydn’s instrumental music: with Beethoven 
we hear truth not rhetoric; he is no longer an orator who persuades but a philoso-
pher who discloses.3 Indeed, he is not even a composer, but— as Beethoven called 
himself— a ‘tone- poet’ [Tondichter] whose music is the poetry of reason in orac-
ular form.4 Freedom in Beethoven’s music is a philosophical revelation. Indeed, 
ever since E T A Hoffmann’s celebrated review of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, 
numerous commentators have heard a rational process behind the overwhelming 
force of Beethoven’s symphonic structures, assuming some kind of isomorphic 
pattern with the philosophical systems of Kant, Hegel, and their contemporaries.5 
This is a natural parallel, since these systems of thought are themselves movements 
that pursue freedom as their final cadence. Autonomy, self- determination, self- 
generation: these are the objectives of reason that sparked an elective affinity be-
tween Beethoven’s music and German thought around the turn of the nineteenth 
century.

Plotting these coordinates between sound and thought is a slow reflective process, 
unfolding in long sentences what would take only a split- second in tones. Music 
as ‘reason in sensuous appearance’ is simultaneously more articulate and ineffable 
than any verbal account of freedom; its affective instant jars against the deliberations 
of philosophy, inviting a discourse that will inevitably teeter precariously between 
music- as- intuition and music- as- thought. It puts into question what can and cannot 
be said, and so rehearses the central dilemma of philosophy in romantic thought for 
which music was an aesthetic solution. According to Kant, freedom is unknowable; 
the absolute on which the modern subject is founded, and on which this book is 
based, is not accessible to experience. ‘Reason in sensuous appearance’ is therefore 
the paradox of an experience in music that cannot be known in thought, a kind of 
transcendent intuition that philosophy can only theorise but never em- body. Art 
makes sense of freedom (literally). Beethoven’s music therefore realises the experience 

paraphrasing a Kantian notion; as Kant puts it, ‘the poet ventures to make sensible rational ideas’; Immanuel 
Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, ed Paul Guyer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000),  
192 (§49).

3  See Mark Evan Bonds, ‘Rhetoric versus Truth’, in Haydn and the Performance of Rhetoric, ed Tom Beghin and 
Sander M Goldberg (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 125– 128.

4  See Carl Dahlhaus, Nineteenth- Century Music, trans J Bradford Robinson (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1991), 81– 83.

5  E T A Hoffmann was among the first to parallel Beethoven’s instrumental music with early romantic philos-
ophy, drawing attention to the ‘rational awareness’ (Besonnenheit) behind the sublimity of the music. See E T 
A Hoffmann, ‘Review of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony’, Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung, 4 and 11 July 1810, cols. 
630– 642 and 652– 659; reprinted with some changes (1899), in E T A Hoffmann, Kreisleriana, The Poet and 
the Composer, Musical Writings, ed David Charlton, trans Martyn Clarke (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989), 234– 251; also see the related discussion in ‘Beethoven’s Instrumental Music’, 96– 103; citation at 98.
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of freedom as if to compensate for philosophy’s lack of empirical access. It is an in-
carnation of thought, a materialisation of the immaterial. A musicologist who tries 
to explore the concept of freedom in Beethoven’s music is therefore caught between 
the thinkable and the knowable, between ‘reason’ and its ‘sensuous appearance’. By 
miming Beethoven’s music in slow motion, this book is an allegorical attempt to 
think palpably or to philosophise musically.

Thus the aim of the book in bringing music and philosophy in play is not an 
attempt to construct a network of influences and parallels that will collapse music 
and thought as cultural meaning or material history. Rather, through a mixture of 
analysis and hermeneutics, it takes seriously the oracular claim of art in the forma-
tion of the modern subject at the turn of the nineteenth century. The merging of po-
etic and philosophical thought in the project of the early romantics was designed to 
create a ‘new mythology’ for humanity;6 it was an audacious and deliberate attempt 
to found a new religion of reason. In their delusion of genius, the romantics may 
have overstated their godlike creativity, but they nevertheless articulated an aes-
thetics of freedom that would revolutionise the self as an autonomous subject. If, 
as Charles Taylor suggests, German philosophy during Beethoven’s lifetime (1770– 
1827) defined a self that still persists in the present, then the composer’s music, as a 
poetic mirror of humanity, is as relevant now as it was in his day.7 In fact, his music 
was arguably designed for the future. Why else would Beethoven demand a type of 
listening that was only posthumously realised, an audition that focused on the music 
itself as a revelation of poetic reason and not simply as pleasure?8 His music was a 
form of aesthetic speculation in the cultural economy that risked its significance on 
future returns. Even his publishers would vie to invest in Beethoven’s late quartets 
before they were even heard in the knowledge that their technical and intellectual 
difficulties would have no immediate interest in the Hausmusik market; these were 
cultural investments predicated on the progress of history and humanity.9 Time 
was written in their being. Beethoven’s music, then, involved a kind of slow- release 
mechanism in its disclosure that its reception history has subsequently endorsed 

6  On the ‘new mythology’, see George S Williamson, The Longing for Myth in Germany: Religion and Aesthetic 
Culture from Romanticism to Nietzsche (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 1– 120.

7  See Charles Taylor, Hegel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 3– 29.
8   See John M Gingerich, ‘Ignaz Schuppanzigh and Beethoven’s Late Quartets’, The Musical Quarterly, 93/ 3– 4 

(2010).
9  According to Karl Holz, Adolph Martin Schlesinger, the publisher of the Opp 132 and 135 quartets, said:  ‘I 

won’t collect the interest for twenty years; but with Beethoven I have capital in my hands.— But not everyone 
can play it yet’. See Gingerich, ‘Ignaz Schuppanzigh and Beethoven’s Late Quartets’, 476. This is one of the earli-
est instances where instrumental music, because of its very difficulty, becomes a marker of status, functioning as 
the cultural capital of high art; see Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
1993), 29– 73.
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by revealing one constant, as if its many voices were simply the unfolding of ‘one 
book written by one author’, observes Hans Heinrich Eggebrecht.10 This ‘reception- 
constant’ is the human. Humanity is Beethoven’s ‘fundamental subject’, concurs 
Scott Burnham; ‘his music is heard as a direct expression of human values’.11 But this 
human- constant is not just any human being, as if it were an unspecified universal. 
Or, at least, if it is a universal, it is a particular claim with specific values. The hu-
manity that Beethoven proclaims is that of the modern subject whose very identity 
is predicated on a freedom that unfolds in time. For Burnham, this freedom, immor-
talised by Beethoven’s heroic music, resides in some sempiternal state, where its un-
changing presence guides our ethical progress, as if our history releases its secrets; 
Beethoven, by defining ‘how music ought to go’, takes us where we ought to go, he 
claims.12

But where are we? Looking back from a vantage point in which human history has 
culminated in Auschwitz, Theodor W Adorno sees catastrophe where the hero once 
stood as a monument to humanity. Beethoven’s music is still entangled in ‘progress’; 
the constant is still ‘the human’; the vision is still ‘freedom’; but history has simply 
failed to keep up. ‘Beethoven never goes out of date’, notes Adorno, because ‘re-
ality has not yet caught up with his music:  “real humanism” ’.13 The music’s slow- 
release jars with the speed of modern reality as it warps into its dystopian future. 
But perhaps this was always the case. Aesthetic autonomy was born too late. In the 
wake of the French Revolution, the aesthetic turn of the subject in German thought 
was a reaction to the mindless (and headless) violence of the Terror; art functioned 
as a repository of freedom, hibernating in a petrified present for a future that has 
yet to thaw. When E T A Hoffmann, in his review of the Fifth Symphony, placed 
Beethoven’s music in the ‘realm of the infinite’, it was a romantic attempt to preserve 
freedom in the imagination as an ideal at variance with reality.14 Beethoven’s music, 
then, carries a promise in the aesthetic realm that has never been real- ised. Adorno 
merely keeps faith with this tension between the real and ideal in the knowledge that 
human progress has led to Auschwitz. Adorno’s philosophy of music is therefore 
founded on a Beethoven whose music does not track in parallel with Kant and Hegel 
but suddenly veers off in the late style as an indictment of such beliefs. Their systems 
of freedom are just empty promises that realise themselves in regimes of enslavement 

10  Hans Heinrich Eggebrecht, Zur Geschichte der Beethoven- Rezeption (Mainz: Akademie der Wissenschaften 
und der Literatur, 1972), 38.

11  Scott Burnham, Beethoven Hero (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), xiii.
12  Burnham, Beethoven Hero, xiv, 56, and 112.
13  Theodor W Adorno, Beethoven:  The Philosophy of Music, ed Rolf Tiedemann, trans Edmund Jephcott 

(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), 32.
14  Hoffmann, Kreisleriana, The Poet and the Composer, Musical Writings, 98.
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that only Beethoven could foresee in his late works. The ‘catastrophe’ that Adorno 
perceives in the late style is an attempt to rescue the composer from hubris and save 
freedom from its historical fate;15 the music therefore breaks down where the phil-
osophical systems become ideological in their totalising grasp in order to transcend 
freedom as its critique.

For Adorno, Beethoven’s music is the articulation of an experience of freedom that 
was not only unknowable but never realised. It embodies what does not exist; it is 
the negation of ‘reason in sensuous appearance’, a kind of material metaphysics that 
manifests itself as a splintering of form, torn between the non- being of freedom and 
an objective world that is all too real in its indigence. Thus, for Adorno, the late 
works are catastrophes. They function, in their very breakdown, as a conscience to 
jolt us out of our complacency.

III. Listening to Sirens

But ironically, it is Adorno who breaks down in his attempt to formulate a philos-
ophy of music.16 In an inadvertent mimesis of the catastrophe he ascribed to the late 
works, Adorno’s project on Beethoven was left incomplete as a series of fragments 
due to his self- confessed inability to grasp the disclosure of the human in the Missa 
solemnis.17 Beethoven’s high mass caused Adorno’s philosophy of music to plunge 
into the abyss. So let this be a warning: Beethoven- and- freedom is a hazardous con-
cept. It is as much a confrontation that disables thought as it is a vehicle for revela-
tion. It can lead to a devastating encounter.

In this sense, Beethoven’s call to freedom is a sirens’ song that coaxes the scholar 
into treacherous currents. ‘Reason in sensuous appearance’ is dangerous. Its allure 

15  Adorno, Beethoven, 126.
16  Adorno never completed his Beethoven project, despite working on it from 1938 to 1956. He appeared to have 

entertained the idea of continuing with the project towards the end of his life, since he included Beethoven: A 
Philosophy of Music in a series of eight books he intended to complete. The book has been put together by Rolf 
Tiedemann from Adorno’s notes and a few published essays.

17  In the preface to Moments Musicaux, Adorno writes: ‘The [essay] “Alienated Masterpiece” … forms part of 
the complex philosophical work on Beethoven projected since 1937. It has yet to be written, mainly because 
the author’s efforts have continually foundered on the Missa Solemnis. He has therefore tried at least to set  
out the reasons for these difficulties, and to state the question more precisely, without presuming to have 
answered it’. Translation is from Adorno’s Beethoven, 235 n249 (slightly altered). Original: ‘ “Verfremdetes 
Hauptwerk’ … gehört in den Komplex des schon seit 1937 projektierten philosophischen Werkes über 
Beethoven. Bislang kam es nicht zur Niederschrift, vor allem, weil die Anstrengungen des Autors immer 
wiedcr an der Missa Solemnis scheiterten. Er hat darum wenigstens versucht, den Grund jener Schwierigkeiten 
zu benennen, die Frage zu präzisieren, ohne sich anzumaßen, er hätte sie etwa schon gelöst.” Adorno, Moments 
Musicaux in Musikalische Schriften IV, Gesammelte Schriften, ed Rolf Tiedemann (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp, 1982), 17:12. The essay, ‘The Alienated Magnum Opus: On the Missa Solemnis’, is reproduced in 
translation in Adorno, Beethoven, 141– 153.
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will either shipwreck knowledge, tearing reason to pieces, or, like Odysseus, destroy 
the music’s sensuous experience by deadening the song in the act of mastering its 
strains.18 The former is exemplified by Adorno; his attempt to grasp the music’s 
freedom crashes his philosophical project on the rocks, leaving in its wake a series of 
fragments and essays on Beethoven that have been posthumously rescued from the 
wreckage; but this assemblage can hardly be said to constitute a book of any rigour.19 
Knowledge is undone by an experience of the song. The object disables the subject.

The alternative catastrophe is one where experience is destroyed by knowledge. 
The subject masters the object. This is exemplified in Nicholas Mathew’s brilliant 
study on the Political Beethoven. Seen through the lens of the composer’s overtly 
political compositions,20 a music that once inhabited the transcendental realms of 
freedom is reduced to works of propaganda, bowing in submission before the im-
perial authority it serves and the material history that conditions its meaning. With 
the cunning of Odysseus, Mathew, despite all his brilliance, unmasks the music only 
to anaesthetise its meaning, denuding its metaphysics and leaving it with nothing 
more than a dubious provenance.21 Such scholarship neutralises the dangers of the 
music, deafens its readers with wax, and then binds itself to the mast in order to 
outperform the sirens and send them to their death. The knowledge of freedom is 
gained only by disenchanting the object of knowledge. If in the first danger, the 
scholar is destroyed by the song, in the second the song is destroyed by the scholar.

Obviously, by inclining my ear to the perilous song of the sirens, I am destined to 
fail on both counts; my cunning analysis of the music’s freedom will serve only to 
disenchant the music of its freedom; and my attempt to articulate a philosophy of 
freedom will be overwhelmed by a torrent of tones that will constantly threaten to 
tip the intellectual cargo overboard. Navigating these dialectical currents will posi-
tion the project in a tension that can pull the vessel to breaking point. The conceit 
of composing a book in three movements may appear to hide the dangers beneath 
an elaborate surface, but the very fact that the book has to assume such an unu-
sual form testifies to the strains and pressures inherent in the enterprise. I would 
have preferred to package the material neatly into chapters; it would have been 
simpler to fold and iron each page with an erudition such that the creases align  

18  My allusion to the sirens references the famous retelling of the tale in Theodor W Adorno and Max 
Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans John Cumming (London: Verso, 1979), 32– 36.

19  See n16.
20  These works, normally relegated as ‘occasional’ pieces outside the canonic works, include Wellingtons Sieg Op 

91, Der glorreiche Augenblick Op 136, König Stephan Op 117, and Germania WoO 94.
21  See Nicholas Mathew, Political Beethoven (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 2013). My use of the 

myth to illumine Mathew’s work is not so much a criticism as a description of a condition inherent in this kind 
of scholarly encounter; such ‘failure’ is intrinsic to the book’s success.
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perfectly, and deliver a book of unsoiled concepts and professionally dry- cleaned 
arguments with ‘Chua’ emblazoned proudly as its logo. But the material refused 
to be so nicely polished. ‘Movements’ gesture to a writing veering close to failure; 
they signal a process that writhes and sprawls, straining to hold itself together as 
it steers the treacherous waters. If the book resembles Beethoven’s music, then it 
is less akin to the heroic mastery of the Eroica than the struggle of the Grosse Fuge 
with its twisted themes and rebarbative counterpoint, provoking and confounding 
the audience with its uncontainable forces and exaggerated gestures. This book is 
not designed to be agree- able.

The book, then, resonates with the catastrophic sounds that Adorno hears in 
Beethoven’s late works, which, in fact, is to echo Adorno himself inasmuch as his 
intellectual position was modelled on the composer’s late style. With its ‘sustained 
tension’ and ‘unaccommodated stubbornness’, Adorno’s style of thought was a form 
of ‘self- imposed exile’ that risked social dissonance in order to shatter the present 
with the force of the new. 22 The potential of my project to fracture beneath the sur-
face is a homage to Adorno’s Beethoven fragments and his willingness to be trans-
fixed and undone by the challenge of the music. Although this book engages deeply 
with Adorno’s writings, it is not, however, an attempt to explain let alone complete 
Adorno’s philosophy of Beethoven. Explaining Adorno, in any case, is precisely 
what his thought resists. To pin down its wings as if the concepts could be preserved 
would succeed only in clarifying an opacity in Adorno’s philosophy that is supposed 
to generate thought not to fix it in time. An engagement with Adorno requires a 
creative friction not a replication, a movement of thought that enables the motifs of 
freedom to connect in unexpected ways. Freedom should be a surprise not an expla-
nation; or, in Adorno’s terms, it should give us a ‘jolt’ [Ruck].23

IV. Jolted

This ‘jolt’ is hazardous. It signals a shaking designed to dislodge the status quo. It 
is freedom in action. To seek it is to enact rather than simply explain freedom; it is 
to believe that an encounter with music will disclose an otherness that will trans-
form thought. To follow the sirens is to search for this ‘jolt’, or what Adorno would 
call a ‘metaphysical experience’ in an impoverished world where metaphysics is no 
longer possible. And this leads the book into the most treacherous waters of all, 
into an unspeakable vortex that most scholars steer clear of in order to keep their  

22  See Edward W Said, On Late Style: Music and Literature against the Grain (New York: Vintage Books, 2006), 
3– 24; citations at 16– 17.

23  See Theodor W Adorno, Negative Dialectics, trans E B Ashton (London: Routledge, 1973), 226– 230.
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reputations intact: theology. Theology, beyond the bounds of its own discipline, is 
the shortest route to disaster. Just to mention the word already invokes censorship, 
irrelevance, and offence. As Bruno Latour puts it, to speak theologically is already 
a form of ‘speech impairment’. He continues: ‘Religion … has become impossible 
to enunciate’. For Latour it is ‘impossible to enunciate’ within current academic 
discourse because it is akin to the ‘jolt’ as a form of speaking that is transforma-
tive rather than informative. It comes too close for comfort as an enactment that 
demands a response.

But it is also ‘impossible to enunciate’ in Beethoven scholarship because 
Beethoven, as Robert Haven Schauffler famously labelled him, is The Man Who 
Freed Music;24 the composer is made in the image of a humanism that liberates it-
self from the functions of institutional religion. In other words, musical autonomy 
is defined against divine authority; its progress is measured against the blockage of 
superstition. If Beethoven is music’s liberator, then his music functions against the-
ology, for to entertain it seriously would undo the scholarly investment in the narra-
tive of secularisation and humanism that Beethoven represents.

The problem with this anti- theological narrative is not that it is untrue but that 
it is constructed as a binary opposition that is less a matter of fact than ideology.25 
The narrative is imposed to block the theological questions that need to be asked 
about freedom. There are two reasons why theology is central to Beethoven’s music.  

24   Latour, On the Modern Cult of the Factish Gods, 100. Schauffler’s Beethoven: The Man Who Freed Music 
was published in 1929; the title has since detached itself from the book as the popular motto for the heroic 
Beethoven. The content of Schauffler’s book fleshes out the humanism of self- reliance that his title has come 
to represent; see n25.

25  See Ruth A Solie, ‘Beethoven as Secular Humanist: Ideology and the Ninth Symphony in Nineteenth- Century 
Criticism’, in Explorations in Music, the Arts and Ideas, eds Eugene Narmour and Ruth A Solie (Stuyvesant, NY: 
Pendragon Press, 1988). The litmus test to determine whether an author is a secular humanist in the Beethoven 
literature is the Missa solemnis. It is a work that is too ‘great’ to be merely an ‘occasional’ piece and too serious to 
be a perfunctory bow to tradition, and authors with secular humanist leanings have to contrive ways of explain-
ing why Beethoven would even consider composing a mass, let alone one that he regarded as his greatest work. 
Schauffler’s chapter on the mass, entitled ‘He Frees the Mass’, is an exemplary case. Despite Schauffler’s chapter 
title, it turns out that Beethoven manages only to free half of the Missa. The other half fails for two reasons: 
first because the mass ‘was started as an occasional work’ rather than an autonomous one; and second, be-
cause Beethoven wanted to use the work to instill religious sentiments rather than express the ‘purely musical’ 
(384– 385). The unspecified 50 percent that succeeds passes Schauffler’s standards only because, in defiance of 
its genre and function, the mass ‘continued that work of liberation which its creator had carried on in much of 
his instrumental music’. In other words, the Missa is free inasmuch as the music transcends the Church as a tes-
tament to humanity in the form of absolute music. Beethoven, concludes Schauffler, ‘freed the mass from the 
confines of ecclesiastical convention itself; the Missa belongs to that land of true religion, wide as the human 
race, where the individual stands in immediate relation with the infinite life of which he is the spark’ (389). Such 
improbable arguments recur throughout the Beethoven literature, from Adorno’s essay on the Missa solemnis to 
Jan Swafford’s recent biography of the composer. See Robert Haven Schauffler, Beethoven: The Man Who Freed 
Music (New York: Tudor Publishing, 1944), 381– 389; Adorno, Beethoven, 141– 153; Adorno, ‘The Alienated 
Magnum Opus’, Beethoven, 141– 153; Jan Swafford, in Beethoven: Anguish and Triumph (Boston and New York: 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2014), 797– 801. Also see n27, n41, and Movement III n4.
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The first reason is the myth of demythologisation itself. In the narrative of the 
Enlightenment, Beethoven’s mythic role is to demythologise music as an autono-
mous art form. This is a theological narrative inasmuch as it is a negation of the-
ological claims. Indeed, as Terry Eagleton points out, in this intellectual history, 
the attempts at negation merely result in a surrogate theology ritualised by the 
aesthetic;26 man usurps God and assumes a divine freedom of which art is its reli-
gion. The very ideology designed to suppress the legitimacy of theological thought 
is a theological narrative. But the question of theology is far more complex than 
this intellectual history because its sweeping narrative collides with the awkward 
particulars of Beethoven’s local history. Beethoven resided in Bonn and Vienna. 
These locations would merely be mundane data were it not for the fact that the 
mythic Beethoven, with all his demythologising prowess, seems to have resided 
elsewhere; he is made in the image of the French Enlightenment with its anticleri-
cal and anti- monarchist violence. The Beethoven of revolutionary freedom is a dis- 
located Beethoven. The ‘local’ Beethoven, on the other hand, was conditioned by the 
German and Austrian Enlightenment, for which the very models of freedom were 
paradoxically ‘Enlightened despots’ who doubled as religious authorities. Musical 
autonomy did not require an opposition to church and court to free itself from func-
tion. Beethoven’s demythologising acts took place within a religious Enlightenment 
where its most radical ideas were inseparable from theological thought.27 Freedom 
and religion were not at variance, defining each other in their opposition; they coex-
isted, without contradiction, as a catalyst for progress. There is a historical mandate, 

26  See Terry Eagleton, Culture and the Death of God (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014).
27  Although the French Enlightenment, with its epoch- making revolution, has coloured the general picture 

of the Enlightenment, it was arguably something of an anomaly in its radical secularism. In most of Europe 
the Enlightenment contained strongly religious elements; even the anticlerical French example is contested 
by historians such as J S Barnett, who describes it as more of a secular pose than reality. As J G A  Pocock 
observes: ‘Enlightenment was a product of religious debate and not merely a rebellion against it’. Beethoven’s 
religious beliefs should be seen in this light. The composer lived his entire life in a Catholic culture enlight-
ened by the reforms of Emperor Joseph II, who promoted both religious freedom and diversity. Despite the 
political changes in Beethoven’s lifetime, the Josephinism of the Catholic Church remained a constant in 
Bonn and Vienna. Given this context, Beethoven’s openness to other religions and Christian traditions can-
not simply be regarded as unorthodox or anti- Catholic. Religion also had an aesthetic dimension in German 
thought and the discourse on freedom; the early romantic philosophers reacted to the French Revolution by 
attempting to create a ‘new mythology’ for a modern Christian society, with artists constituting a new race 
of clerics. In this sense, the mythic element was already built into the idea of aesthetic autonomy, based on a 
displacement of godlike attributes that Friedrich Schlegel called a ‘divine egoism’. Although the impetus for 
the new myth- making came from radical Christian thought, it ultimately turned against its religious roots. 
As George S Williamson writes, the romantic discourse on myth was ‘deployed in ever starker opposition to 
Christian modernity’ as the nineteenth century progressed. See Williamson, The Longing for Myth in Germany, 
1– 120, citation at 4; J G A Pocock, Barbarism and Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 
citation at 5; and David Sorkin, The Religious Enlightenment:  Protestants, Jews, and Catholics from London 
to Vienna (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2008); S J Barnett, The Enlightenment and Religion:  The 
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then, to restore theology as a force of freedom in Beethoven’s music both as a nega-
tive image in an intellectual history of secularisation and as a positive image in a local 
history of religious activism.

Secondly, there is an emancipatory mandate closely related to Adorno’s ‘jolt’.28 
‘Theology’, writes Robert Hullot- Kentor, ‘is always moving right under the sur-
face of all Adorno’s writings’ and ‘penetrates every word’;29 in particular, Adorno’s 
Aesthetic Theory is defined by a theological figure that cannot simply be reduced to 
social theory or ideology critique.30 The truth- content of art shimmers with a the-
ological aura. It initiates a ‘jolt’, a fleeting glimpse of redemption that dances enig-
matically across the skyline like a firework; artworks, writes Adorno, ‘are a sign from  
heaven … an ominous warning, a script that flashes up, vanishes, and indeed, cannot 
be read for its meaning’.31 Such ‘meaningless’ configurations most closely resemble 
music, which, in its attempt to sing the absolute through its abstract signs, imbues its 
sounds with ‘a theological dimension’.32 Thus music is inherently theological for the 
philosopher; and a sublime music is doubly so, for, as Adorno claims, ‘the sublime 
marks the immediate occupation of the artwork by theology’.33 And the paradigm 
of such sublime music is Beethoven.

Obviously, as an atheist, Adorno’s theological leanings were not designed to pro-
mote doctrinal beliefs, let alone a return to positive religion; Adorno’s Beethoven is 
decidedly humanist, as his struggle with the Missa solemnis attests. Yet, for Adorno, 
theology acts as a form of counter- point to the narrative of the Enlightenment, 
which he famously described as a dialectic where the process of demythologisation 
inevitably reverts to myth;34 the pursuit of freedom leads to its own oppression in 

Myths of Modernity (Manchester:  Manchester University Press, 2003); Nicholas J Chong, Beethoven’s 
Catholicism: A Reconsideration (PhD dissertation: Columbia University, 2016); Friedrich Schlegel, ‘Ideen’, in 
Kritische Friedrich- Schlegel- Ausgabe, ed Ernst Behler (Paderborn: Schöningh, 1958– 2009) 2:262. Also see n41. 
I am indebted to Franz A J Szabo and Nicholas J Chong for many scholarly discussions on these issues.

28  Adorno’s relationship to theology is highly complex. For Adorno, demythologisation, myth, and theology 
coexist in a constellation that illuminates the music as a form of critique; demythologisation does not exclude 
theological thought. Most Beethoven scholarship, on the other hand, is less critical and more unwitting, col-
lapsing a secular humanist narrative with the concept of musical autonomy in order to exclude theological 
thought.

29  Robert Hullot- Kentor, translator’s foreword in Theodor W Adorno, Kierkegaard: Construction of the Aesthetic 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989), xi.

30  See Peter Uwe Hohendahl, The Fleeting Promise of Art:  Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory Revisited (Ithaca and 
London: Cornell University Press, 2013), 72.

31  Theodor W Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, trans R Hullot- Kentor (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1997), 81.

32  Adorno, Quasi Una Fantasia:  Essays on Modern Music, trans Rodney Livingstone (London and 
New York: Verso, 1994), 2 and 234.

33  Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, 198.
34  See Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment, xvi.



Slow Introduction   13

the same way as music’s emancipation from cult merely turns it into an art- religion. 
Autonomy, whether human or aesthetic, is a process that always re- inscribes the 
myth it seeks to demythologise, but in more deluded forms. Theology is the critical 
voice in the dialectic of Enlightenment, because, in contrast to myth, theology is a 
‘force of emancipation’, a jolt that sets myth out of joint.35 It is precisely theology’s 
marginalised status under the demythologising reason of modernity that grants it an 
alterior voice at the very moment where Enlightenment becomes myth. A ‘theology 
of otherness’ is the dissonance that disturbs a world dominated by the harmonic 
stasis of mythic thought. It is as if only a form of reason that has been consigned to 
the past can gesture to the future in a present where justice, reconciliation, redemp-
tion, and hope can no longer be rightly conceived.36 As Christopher Craig Brittain 
writes, theology for Adorno holds open ‘a conceptual space that allows human 
beings to imagine the possibility that the brokenness of contemporary life might be 
otherwise’.37 So theological thought does not require belief in God for legitimacy, 
but simply the desire for a better world without which freedom is a meaningless 
pursuit. Adorno’s theology may have no God, but it is precisely this radical ban on 
divine images (Bilderverbot) that enables his theology to work by negation, refusing 
every false totality by keeping a silent vigil for a freedom that is yet to come. Music 
is Adorno’s sound of silence in this eschatology of freedom: ‘Adorno insists that one 
must remain silent about God’, writes Brittain, ‘but one must at the same time sing 
hymns to this silence’.38 You do not need to believe in God to hear the truth posed 
by theology. The confessional is not a premise for agreement but a provocation to 
think otherwise.

The two reasons for theology— from the perspectives of Beethoven and Adorno— 
are not necessarily congruent. In fact, their antagonism, as Adorno discovered in his 
confrontation with the Missa solemnis, is precisely the cause of the blockage that 
left the philosopher intellectually impotent. Although Adorno’s essay on the Missa 
solemnis claims to have no answers, it nevertheless sets out the theological ques-
tion of freedom in Beethoven. Why would Beethoven, the composer of ‘humanity 
and demythologisation’, call upon the sacred in the pursuit of freedom?39 And it is 
with this question that I will end my ‘slow introduction’, not by answering it, but 
by composing a massive ‘dominant seventh chord’, pregnant with theological claims 
and putative definitions of freedom, that will release the main argument of the first 

35  Hohendahl, The Fleeting Promise of Art, 71.
36  See Wayne Whitson Floyd Jr, Theology and the Dialectics of Otherness: On Reading Bonhoeffer and Adorno 

(Lanham, New York, London: University Press of America, 1988).
37  Christopher Craig Brittain, Adorno and Theology (London and New York: Continuum, 2010), 55.
38  Brittain, Adorno and Theology, 200.
39  Adorno, ‘The Alienated Magnum Opus’, in Beethoven, 142.
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movement (which, incidentally, is in the key of C minor). What else would you 
expect from my mimesis of a Beethovenian slow introduction? Here, then, are the 
four notes that make up this expectant ‘chord’:

F = Freedom

D = Dialectic of Englightenment

B = Beethoven

G = God

Its harmonic function, with ‘God’ as its fundamental and ‘freedom’ as the disso-
nance, is to set in motion a dialectic of Enlightenment in which Beethoven plays the 
leading note.

V7. Dominant Expectations

‘Humanity and demythologisation’ (Humanität und Entmythologisierung):40 
according to Adorno in his essay on the Missa solemnis, the power of Beethoven’s 
music is founded on these twin tenets of Enlightenment thought. This claim is 
designed to align the composer’s profile with that of the modern subject, for ‘hu-
manity and demythologisation’ could be construed as the driving forces of the 
Enlightenment itself.41 The human who ‘dares to know’ (Sapere aude!), as Kant 
famously defines the motto of the Aufklärung, is an agent who demythologises.42 

40  Adorno, ‘The Alienated Magnum Opus’, in Beethoven, 142. This phrase from Adorno’s essay is also used by 
Rolf Tiedemann as the heading for the final chapter of Adorno’s unfinished Beethoven fragments, 162– 177.

41  This philosophical claim runs parallel with the historical claim that positions Beethoven as a child of the 
Enlightenment. Not only was he born in Bonn, a hotbed of radical liberalism, but the young Beethoven was 
closely associated with members of the Order of Illuminati, a secret Masonic lodge founded on the Enlightened 
ideals of progress and reason. On Beethoven’s Enlightenment credential, see Maynard Solomon, Beethoven 
(New  York:  Schirmer, 1977), 33– 43. However, this claim is based on indirect evidence. As outlined in n27, 
the Enlightenment narrative is complicated by local context; Bonn, under the elector Maximilian Franz, was 
aligned with the religious reforms of Emperor Joseph II (who was the elector’s brother). Since church, court, 
and Enlightenment were represented in the figure of Joseph II, there is no inherent contradiction for the young 
Beethoven to serve both church and court under the banner of the Enlightenment, as his Cantata on the Death 
of Emperor Joseph II (WoO 87) exemplifies. Given the complex intellectual and political currents at the close 
of the eighteenth century, ‘humanity and demythologisation’ should be understood as a force both within and 
against religious thought as well as an ideal that was oppressed and disseminated by ruling institutions. This also 
implies that any subsequent failures of such ideals can be caused from within as well as from without.

42  Immanuel Kant, ‘An Answer to the Question: What Is Enlightenment?’ (1784), in Perpetual Peace and Other 
Essays on Politics, History, and Morals, trans Ted Humphrey (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1983), 41. It is worth 
quoting the beginning of this essay in full, since its ideas inform Adorno’s understanding of middle- period 
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The ‘dare’ of this knowing is in breaking every mythical taboo under the banner of 
reason, turning a being who was once mastered by myth into a subject that masters 
itself. Demythologisation is therefore the mechanism of Enlightenment freedom 
and, as such, forms the very definition of what it means to be human in the modern 
world. For Adorno, Beethoven’s humanity issues precisely from such a definition 
of freedom. Beethoven, by emancipating his music from the cultic functions of the 
past, mirrors the human who ‘dares to know’. Demythologisation is therefore the 
process that brings the autonomous subject and an autonomous music into recogni-
tion as brothers of a new humanity.

Ironically, music’s liberation from cult coincides historically with its elevation to 
the status of cult. Far from secularising music, demythologisation tends to convert 
the means into an end, turning a religious art into an art religion. This dialectical re-
versal is not so much a failure intrinsic to music as a condition of the Enlightenment 
itself. As Adorno points out: ‘enlightenment reverts to mythology’.43 This is because 
the human, in becoming his own master, is no longer made in the image of God but 
has become a god, daring to create his own truths as it demythologises the past. In 
theological terms, God is ‘displaced’ by man. 44 Reason ‘dares to know’ because the 
human subject has assumed the divine will as its mode of freedom.

Theologically, this stolen identity is a false one, since God has to be stripped of his 
moral attributes and reduced to pure will in order for humanity to mime his power 
as volitional force. Such a voluntarist conception of God is not only reductive but 
also divisive; a deity who exercises his freedom arbitrarily as an absolute will is ulti-
mately a rival whose power must be resisted if human freedom is to prevail. Freedom 
becomes a clash of forces, a battle of wills, a power game, a Promethean struggle. 
In order to win, a displacement of divine sovereignty is therefore necessary.45 Thus 

Beethoven: ‘Enlightenment is man’s emergence from his self- imposed immaturity [Unmündigkeit, commonly 
translated as ‘tutelage’]. Immaturity is the inability to use one’s understanding without guidance from another. 
This immaturity is self- imposed when its cause lies not in lack of understanding, but in lack of resolve and 
courage to use it without guidance from another. Sapere aude! [‘Dare to know’ or ‘Dare to be wise’] “Have 
courage to use your own understanding!”— that is the motto of enlightenment’.

43  Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment, xvi.
44  On the theology of displacement, see Colin E Gunton, The One, the Three, and the Many: God, Creation, and 

the Culture of Modernity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 1– 40. On the aesthetic as a ‘viceroy’ 
for a displaced divinity in German Idealist thought, see Eagleton, Culture and the Death of God, 44– 94.

45  The theological roots of modern freedom developed from late medieval voluntarist tendencies that stressed the 
arbitrary and inscrutable sovereignty of God’s will; the tendency is already nascent in the work of Duns Scotus 
and nominalism of William of Ockham. The conjoined process of secularisation and the displacement of sov-
ereign will from theology to political science is summarised by John Milbank in Theology and Social Theory: 
Beyond Secular Reason (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990), 9– 26. On the theological consequences of such a concep-
tion for modernity, see Kathryn Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology: Tyranny or Empowerment? 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1988), 120– 162. On a theological solution to the problem through an analogy with music 
see Jeremy Begbie, Music, Modernity, and God: Essays in Listening (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
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demythologisation is the process that transfers divine autonomy to mankind; ‘rea-
son is nothing other than will’, as Jean Luc Nancy writes. The foundation of the 
Enlightenment, then, is a ‘will that wills absolutely, … [a]  will that determines itself 
from nothing other than itself ’.46 Enlightenment becomes myth because human 
freedom is made in the image of the very god it dares to depose— no longer a god 
who is love, but a god who is purely will.

The will, in Aristotelian terms, is defined as ‘self- movement’.47 With the ascen-
dency of freedom in German philosophy during the final decades of the eight-
eenth century, this movement assumed a dynamic force that overturned the tables 
of Enlightenment taxonomy with a momentum that seemed inherently musical in 
its teleological drive. It was no coincidence that the ‘emancipation’ of music in the 
nineteenth century required an epistemological shift from music- as- affect to music- 
as- force. Emotion became self- motion as sentiment gave way to volition. Musical 
movement, as an isomorphic representation of human experience, was increas-
ingly perceived as an invisible, abstract power; it no longer resided on the surface 
of representation as a mimesis of an emotion or an object, but disappeared from 
the scene/ seen, becoming an invisible energy generated from some primal, subter-
ranean source that could bind the chaotic surface together. At first this movement 
resembled the impersonal forces posited by the biological sciences that animated 
matter into organic structures. But once internalised, music as energy, life- force 
(Lebenskraft), or formative drive (Bildungstrieb) could replicate the ‘self- movement’ 
of the will.48 Thus nature’s ‘innermost force’ as imagined in the biological sciences 

2013), 141– 175. On the voluntarist- dualist line from Duns Scotus, via Descartes, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche 
to the twentieth- century thinkers as Freud and Klages, see Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo- Drama II: Theological 
Dramatic Theory: The Dramatis Personae: Man in God, trans Graham Harrison (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 
1990) 245– 248.

46  Jean- Luc Nancy, The Experience of Freedom, trans Bridget MacDonald (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1993), 26; as Nancy explains, the will is understood as the essence of humanity, the very ‘factuality’ of reason 
and its practical outcome (21– 32). Hegel attributes the ‘freedom of the Will per se … [as an] inherently 
eternal Right … by which man becomes man’ to the French Revolution; ‘the same principle’, he continues, 
‘obtained speculative recognition in Germany, in Kantian philosophy.’ Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, 
Philosophy of History, trans J Sibree (Dover: New York, 1956), 443.

47  In Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, the definition of the subject begins with this Aristotelian notion of self- 
movement (Preface, §22). See Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit (1807), trans A V 
Miller (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977), 12. In terms of aesthetics, Kant defines Geist as a ‘animating principle 
in the mind’ that presents ideas that are full of thought yet without a definite concept. It simply moves freely 
as a kind of ‘self- maintaining’ play. This play is the aesthetic of self- motion. Kant, Critique of the Power of 
Judgment, 191 (§49). On the history of self- motion, see Self- Motion: From Aristotle to Newton, eds Mary Louise 
Gill and James G Lennox (Princeton University Press, 1995).

48  A detailed history of music as an abstract force has yet to be written. A study of its transformation from a 
physiological to psychological movement spanning Johann Georg Sulzer’s notion of ‘inner energy’ to Ernst 
Kurth’s kinetic and potential energy is likely to demonstrate the centrality of Beethoven’s music as a catalyst 
for change. Similarly, Beethoven’s music played a pivotal role in the transformation of musical force from 
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was aestheticised within the subject as the music of the self;49 freedom was ‘heard’ as 
the internal motion of the will (see figure 0.2).

It was Beethoven who made this force an inescapably palpable experience. 
Nineteenth- century commentators, such as A B Marx, sensed an ‘inner life’ driving 
the impulses of the music with an ineluctable ‘psychological logic’.50 By conjuring up 
vast symphonic structures powered by an internal force that could resolve diverse 
and often chaotic mixtures of materials in a single trajectory, Beethoven transformed 
musical movement into the ‘soundtrack of subjectivity’; this was a self ‘reduced to its 
dynamic essence’, realising its will as an expressive force, unfolding its destiny from 
within, and imposing its shape against the world.51

This inner will is most audible in Beethoven’s silences. An invisible force, after 
all, needs no audible representation. Hugo Riemann called these dynamic gaps 
in Beethoven’s music ‘inner- rests’ (Innenpausen),52 where even a crescendo can be 

physics to metaphysics, ranging from Johann Wilhelm Ritter’s electrically induced hearing to Schopenhauer’s 
idea of music as a direct representation of the Will. On the gradual shift of musical force from body to mind 
and from emotion to will, see Daniel K L Chua, Absolute Music and the Construction of Meaning (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999), 92– 217. On the aesthetics of musical force in the thought of Johann 
Georg Sulzer see Matthew Riley, Musical Listening in the German Enlightenment: Attention, Wonder, and 
Astonishment (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), 72– 78. On listening to music in early romantic science, see Veit 
Erlmann, Reason and Resonance: A History of Modern Aurality (New York: Zone Books, 2010), 151– 216. On 
Beethoven’s music as a direct representation of the Will, see Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and 
Representation, trans E F J Payne (New York: Dover, 1969) 2:450.

49  Johann Gottfried Herder, Kalligone (1800), quoted in Musical Aesthetics: A Historical Reader, ed Edward A 
Lippman (Stuyvesant, NY: Pendragon Press, 1988), 2:40. Herder, the pioneering theoretician of the Sturm 
und Drang generation, considered music as the aesthetic bridge that connected the subject’s ‘spirit’ with 
‘nature’s innermost force, motion’ (2:40). For Charles Taylor, Herder’s ideas represent a critical stage in the 
formation of modern subjectivity, securing the self- unfolding ‘expressivist’ subject as the foundation for the 
philosophical systems of the German Idealists; see Taylor, Hegel, 3– 29.

50  See Holly Watkins, Metaphors of Depth in German Musical Thought:  From E T A  Hoffmann to Arnold 
Schoenberg (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 51– 85.

51  Watkins, Metaphors of Depth in German Musical Thought, 17 and 79.
52  See Youn Kim, ‘ “The Voice in Silence”: Hugo Riemann’s Pausenlehre and Its Psychological Implications’, Journal 

of Musicology, 32/ 4 (2013), 287– 313. Example 0.1 adapts Riemann’s graphic representation of what he regards 
as negative values that have a psychological presence; lying below the surface, these values ‘grow in depth’; 

God reduced to will

Human freedom as will

Music as force represents the will

Human freedom displaced

Divine freedom displaced

FIGURE 0.2 How Freedom Became Music.
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sensed despite the fact that there is ‘nothing’ there to hear; an unseen teleological 
energy underlies the sounds on the surface. Take, for example, the heroic theme first 
heard in bs 21– 28 of Beethoven’s Violin Concerto (see  example 0.1). Its phrases are 
separated by long pauses, yet these silences do not disrupt the momentum; rather, 
the initial phrase releases a surge of energy into the gap, heightening the sense of 
movement across the void so that when the audible notes arrive they resound as a 
decision that has been reached through an ineluctable yet inaudible process. The 
audible materials are seemingly forced together by an invisible act of the will, as if 
there were some metaphysical power presiding over empirical reality. Such moments 
encapsulate a general experience of musical movement in Beethoven’s heroic music 
where motion is perceived as an abstract volitional force. As a foundational meta-
physical process, this self- determined movement is the aesthetic incarnation of the 
divine will into the human subject. If modern freedom usurps a divine power, then 
Beethoven marks this acquisition in music history, imbuing him with a godlike 
status.

Hence for Adorno, Beethoven’s music displaces rather than escapes its cultic 
functions in its emancipation from myth. The music acts as the liturgy of secular 
humanism, performing the sacrilegious rites of the Enlightenment. What is secular 
therefore calls upon the sacred to underwrite its power, and it is precisely this par-
adox that Adorno perceives in Beethoven’s demythologising authority. His ‘powers of 
subjective production’, writes the philosopher, are ‘heightened to the point of hubris, 
to the point where man becomes Creator’.53 His music, by ‘gaining- power- over- [it]

Riemann, System der musikalischen Rhythmik und Metrik (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1903), 132, cited in 
Kim, ‘ “The Voice in Silence” ’, at 295.

53  Adorno, Beethoven, 151.

EXAMPLE 0.1 Beethoven, Violin Concerto in D major, Op 61— first movement, bs 21– 24.
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self ’, is free to resist myth, ‘to stand firm against fate’, and to hold out ‘hope without 
the lie of religion’.54 It is ‘the this- worldly prayer of the bourgeois class, the rhetorical 
music of the secularisation of the Christian liturgy’. It prays, ‘Thy will be done’, ex-
cept that the will it beseeches is not that of God, but the spirit of man, charged with 
the task of making the world as it ‘should be’.55

Despite its idiosyncrasies, Adorno’s claim is merely an intellectual rehearsal of a 
cliché that has shaped the reception of the composer’s music since the nineteenth 
century. The Beethoven of ‘humanity and demythologisation’ is none other than 
the Promethean Beethoven. What is human in the composer is modelled on a 
mythic figure, whose Enlightenment credentials stem from his rebellion against 
the divine order. Prometheus ‘dares to know’ by stealing fire from Zeus in order 
to liberate mankind from tyranny. He is the myth of demythologisation itself, the 
very symbol of the new humanity for the Enlightenment.56 As Jürgen Moltmann 
writes, Prometheus is ‘the great saint of the modern age’,57 for his defiant acts of 
demythologisation represent the Enlightenment’s will to freedom. But the pur-
suit of freedom, precisely because it is premised on rebellion, necessarily binds 
Prometheus to a tragic end; chained to a rock by Zeus, he is punished for his defi-
ance by vultures that gorge daily on his ever- regenerating liver. Modern freedom, 
despite its utopian drive, is the tragedy of a will programmed to overcome the 
world at all costs; it is the moral identity for which humanity will perpetually 
sacrifice itself to remain true, believing that the world it inhabits is ontologically 
violent and must therefore be subdued under its Promethean will. Given this 

54  Adorno, Beethoven, 169 and 174.
55  Adorno, Beethoven, 163.
56  David E Wellbery, for example, reads Goethe’s Prometheus (1775) as an act of speech that ‘realises the emancipatory 

program of Enlightenment’, freeing man from his delusions through a critique of religious orthodoxy; see David 
E Wellbery, The Specular Moment: Goethe’s Early Lyric and the Beginnings of Romanticism (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1996), 287– 345, quote taken from 293. The Promethean image gathered momentum in the early 
nineteenth century as a figure of defiance, endurance, and humanity, evident, for example, in Percy Bysshe Shelley’s 
Prometheus Unbound (1820) and Lord Byron’s Prometheus (1816). Thus it is apt that Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony 
should allude to the Prometheus myth. However, there is an irony to this allusion; although Beethoven refers 
to the titan by quoting his own composition Die Geschöpfe des Prometheus [The Creatures of Prometheus] in the 
finale, it is the first movement that is associated with the demythologising character of Prometheus and not the 
last. In fact, the scenario of the ballet Die Geschöpfe des Prometheus, which was choreographed for the Imperial 
Court, does not cast the rebel in the glory and gore of the French Revolution, but as a rather refined figure of the 
Austrian Aufklärung, instructing his creatures in the arts and sciences to the strains of an English country dance. 
If the Promethean virtues are French in the first movement, modelled on a Napoleonic heroism, then they are 
rather English in the finale, modelled on the moral sentiments of Lord Shaftesbury, whose philosophy was a major 
component of the Austrian educational curriculum. On the relation between the ballet and the symphony, see 
Constantin Floros, Beethovens Eroica und Prometheus- Musik (Wilhemshaven: Noetzel, 1978), and Thomas Sipe, 
Beethoven: Eroica Symphony (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 11– 16 and 117– 118.

57  Jürgen Moltmann, Theology of Hope: On the Ground and the Implications of a Christian Eschatology, trans 
James W Leitch (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 24.
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‘ontology of violence’, freedom becomes the fate that the modern subject must 
embrace in order to demythologise the world for itself.58 A composer who is trag-
ically cursed with deafness, and who ‘seizes fate by the throat’ to overcome the 
will of the gods, embodies this Promethean freedom. Indeed, on the Beethoven 
monument in Vienna erected in 1880, the composer stands above a relief of a rock- 
bound Prometheus as if his life and works were founded on the myth (see plate 
0.1).59 Adorno’s inability to outmanoeuvre this legacy points to the long shadow 
of Prometheus which Beethoven scholarship has yet to outrun in the twenty- first 
century. If anything, recent studies have tacitly embraced this figure by updating 
his name from ‘Beethoven Prometheus’ to ‘Beethoven Hero’.60 The hero is simply 
another term for the combination of fate and freedom that Prometheus repre-
sents. Indeed, not only is Prometheus alive today under this alias, he has been 
formally installed as a scholarly fixture. The last three decades have witnessed the 
institution of what was always a latent prejudice in the literature on the middle- 
period works: the ‘heroic’ has escalated from a piece (the Eroica Symphony) to 
a ‘phase’ and has now even become a ‘period’ replete with two distinct styles— 
‘Heroic Style I’ and ‘Heroic Style II’.61 So the bias expressed in Adorno’s claim 
that ‘the first movement of the Eroica … is really the Beethovenian piece’ has now 
been made official:62 the heroic is Beethoven’s middle name.

Even those who resist the name fall under its spell. Lewis Lockwood, in an attempt 
to ground this escalating concept, has limited the meaning of ‘the heroic’ to works 
by Beethoven that either contain the word ‘hero’ in the title (of which there are only 

58  On the ontology of violence and how Kantian freedom converts into power, see Milbank, Theology and Social 
Theory, 278– 325. On the aesthetic ramifications of this violent ontology, see David Bentley Hart, The Beauty of 
the Infinite: The Aesthetics of Christian Truth (Grand Rapids, MI: William B Eerdman 2003), 1– 5.

59  The tragic- heroic view of Beethoven has biographical support in Beethoven’s Tagebuch, which is full of vir-
tuous remarks on accepting his fate and sacrificing his life for his art. See Maynard Solomon’s translation 
of ‘Beethoven’s Tagebuch of 1812– 1818’, in Beethoven Studies vol 3, ed Alan Tyson (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982), 212– 285, especially at 225– 230.

60  See Burnham, Beethoven Hero.
61  Lewis Lockwood summarises this scholarly escalation in ‘Beethoven, Florestan, and the Varieties of Heroism’, 

in Beethoven and His World, eds Scott Burnham and Michael P Steinberg (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2000), 36– 41. Alan Tyson in ‘Beethoven’s Heroic Phase’, Musical Times, 110/ 1512 (February, 1969), 
139– 141, coined the term ‘Heroic Phase’ to cover the period 1801– 1804; Maynard Solomon in Beethoven, 
163– 72 and 187– 206, uses ‘Heroic Period’ to designate the years 1803– 1812; William Kinderman in 
Beethoven (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 86– 138, divides the period 1803– 1809 into ‘Heroic 
Style I’ and ‘Heroic Style II’. There are two recent monographs devoted to the heroic Beethoven: Burnham’s 
Beethoven Hero and Michael Broyles’s The Emergence and Evolution of Beethoven’s Heroic Style (New York: 
Excelsior, 1987).

62  Adorno, Beethoven, 66.



PLATE 0.1 Kaspar Clemens Zumbusch, Beethoven Monument (1880), Beethovenplatz, Vienna.
The composer’s association with Prometheus is underscored by the figure of the titan himself placed 
to Beethoven’s lower right. ‘It is Prometheus bound, languishing under the vulture’s daily attack, 
and he faces away from the wreath- bearing Nike, who offers her victory crown to the mortal titan 
who brought not fire but music to humankind. Together, the two noble (larger- than- life) pediment 
figures— Prometheus and Nike— represent the supposed poles of Beethoven’s music and Beethoven’s 
life: struggle and triumph, suffering and victory.’*

*  Alessandra Comini, The Changing Image of Beethoven: A Study in Mythmaking (New York: Rizzoli, 1987), 352. For 
Comini, Zumbusch’s monument represents ‘a milestone in [the Beethoven] mythology. … Beethoven had become 
a citizen- hero: he was both bourgeois and Promethean. He belonged to humanity but came from and had returned 
to heaven’ (386). On the history of Beethoven’s Promethean scowl, see Alessandra Comini, ‘The Visual Beethoven: 
Whence, Why, and Whither the Scowl?’ in Beethoven and His World.
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two)63 or to those that portray heroes, such as Egmont and Coriolanus. From this 
narrow selection of pieces, Lockwood splits Beethoven’s heroic identity into three 
character types:

 1. the visionary hero who triumphs by the force of will
 2. the stoical hero who resists tyranny through endurance, and
 3. the fallen hero whose fame is monumentalised in death. 64

But far from dispelling the Promethean image, these types can be seen to represent 
one hero exhibiting the same defiance under three different circumstances: the will 
to conquer is celebrated in victory, potent in adversity, and unquenchable in death. 
This intermingling of fate and freedom merely underlines the Enlightenment 
spirit that defies every prohibition in its progress towards truth.65 So Lockwood’s 
attempt to bind the hero ultimately leaves Prometheus unbound. His overly lit-
eral endeavour to limit the heroic fails because it misses the Promethean strategy 
of these works:  like the new humanity of the Enlightenment, the demytholo-
gising hubris of the music results in its own mythologisation. As Wagner says, 
Beethoven’s music is not about a hero in the Eroica symphony; it is heroism it-
self.66 The escalation of the concept from the particular to the universal is built 
into the music. The heroic wants to expand from a single piece to an entire period. 
It is a self- canonising move that guarantees the persistence of the music by inscrib-
ing the hero’s resilience in the work. Or, to put it another way, the hero functions 
as the ‘extra- musical’ programme that sustains the immortality of Beethoven’s ‘ab-
solute’ music.67

But this immortality is not only programmed into the works. According to 
Burnham, Beethoven’s music persists because the heroic is also programmed in us; 
the new humanity it proclaims endures as the ‘moral force’ of our current humanity, 

63  Namely, the Eroica Symphony and the slow movement of the Piano Sonata in E♭, Op 26, ‘Marcia funebre sulla 
morte d’un eroe’ (Funeral march for the death of a hero).

64  Lockwood, ‘Beethoven, Florestan, and the Varieties of Heroism’, 43.
65  Far from containing the hero, Lockwood’s categories have the effect of illuminating the extension of the heroic 

element beyond the middle period, for the ‘resignation’ associated with the late works is merely another name 
for the stoical endurance of the hero. Thus the late period not only contains remnants of the heroic style in, say, 
the Promethean struggle of the Hammerklavier or the triumphant brotherhood of the Ninth Symphony, but is 
itself heroic in its acceptance of suffering. ‘Beethoven hero’ turns out to be the master trope of the composer’s 
reception from the middle to the late period.

66  See Burnham, Beethoven Hero, xv; and Richard Wagner, Gesammelte Schriften und Dichtungen von Richard 
Wagner (Leipzig: Fritzsch,1887/ 8), 1:182.

67  I am using ‘absolute’ here as shorthand for a far more complex and fluid concept that emerged at the turn of the 
nineteenth century to designate a ‘pure’ form of instrumental music. See Movement I n9 for further discussion 
of the idea in the context of freedom.
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as if we were still heirs of the Enlightenment. So it is not aesthetics, claims Burnham, 
but ethics that ensures the continuing significance of the heroic paradigm. 68 And 
as with Adorno, the moral power of the music resides in its secularisation of the 
Christian liturgy. This power, for Burnham, is Eucharistic: those who partake of 
Beethoven’s music experience the real ‘presence’ of a humanity that originated in 
what he calls the Goethezeit, an age in which the self became the centre and cre-
ation of knowledge.69 The particular context in the revolutionary ego of German 
philosophy may no longer be relevant, suggests Burnham, but the music, as an act 
of remembrance, makes present a defining moment of humanity that we have not 
yet outlived: Beethoven sounds out the Promethean spirit in us; he articulates our 
freedom.70 As Burnham writes: ‘Within the context of the Goethezeit, and, by ex-
tension, of the entire modern era, the presence within the heroic style amounts to 
a theophany in the Age of Self ’.71 Beethoven makes real the simultaneous act of 
demythologisation and re- mythologisation that is our humanity. And inasmuch as 
we consider the self- determined will as our moral identity, we still style ourselves in 
the mirror of Beethoven’s music.

The fact that we still call on the heroic Beethoven to mark the endurance of the 
human spirit, from the fall of the Berlin Wall to the atrocities of 9/ 11, is testimony 
to its living presence.72 So Adorno is not alone: ‘humanity and demythologisation’ 
are still the twin tenets of faith for those who believe in Beethoven. If Beethoven’s 
Promethean defiance can tear down the walls of tyranny in Berlin, if its twin tenets 

68  See Burnham, Beethoven Hero, 148 and 151.
69  As Brian Hyer notes in his review of Beethoven Hero in Music Theory Spectrum, 20/ 1 (1998), 135, the unacknowl-

edged ‘presence’ behind Burnham’s book is probably George Steiner’s Real Presences (Chicago: University of 
Chicago, 1989).

70  Although Burnham draws on German transcendental philosophy to construct Beethoven’s heroic self, the po-
litical and biographical contexts also conspire to shore up the composer’s Promethean image; the ideals of the 
French Revolution, the Messianic figure of Napoleon, and the ailing Beethoven ‘seiz[ing] fate by the throat’, 
are as much models for the heroic style as Kant’s transcendental subject, Fichte’s self- positing ego, or Hegel’s 
absolute I. Different commentators simply select different plots to contextualise the same figure: Burnham’s 
philosophical account, Adorno’s political reading, and Solomon or Lockwood’s biographical explanations, for 
example, merely re- enforce one another to justify Beethoven’s Promethean spirit.

71  Burnham, Beethoven Hero, 150.
72  To celebrate the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989, Leonard Bernstein conducted the Ninth 

Symphony for both sides of what was formerly a divided city. Notably, the word ‘Freude’ was replaced by 
‘Freiheit’. Twelve years later, on what would have been the ninety-eighth anniversary of Adorno’s birthday, 
the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York collapsed following an act of terror. In London, 
the last night of the Proms had to be hastily reprogrammed; once again, the finale of Beethoven’s Ninth 
Symphony, under Leonard Slatkin, was wheeled out to galvanise the human spirit to press forward ‘joy-
fully on his way to triumph’ like the hero of Schiller’s text. On Bernstein’s 1989 performance in Berlin, see 
Alexander Rehding, ‘ “Ode to Freedom”: Bernstein’s Ninth at the Berlin Wall’, Beethoven Forum, 12/ 1 (2005), 
38– 49. On Slatkin’s performance of the Ninth Symphony at the Proms, see Peter Tregear, ‘The Ninth after 9/ 
11’, Beethoven Forum, 10/ 2 (2003).


