April 06 - 10, 2009
Musical Beauty – Philosophically and Musicologically Considered
In the visual arts as well as in music „beauty“ (or its negation) is the central aesthetic category for both the creator and the recipient. Yet while visual beauty has been subject to a canon since ancient times, no similarly convincing standards have been developed for music as an art essentially involving time.

Three approaches are to be considered.

1. The empirical approach. An indication which pieces of music are generally viewed as beautiful is their status as evergreens, e.g.,  Mozart’s Little Night Music, Beethoven’s Fifth, Schumann’s Reverie, the Adagietto from Mahler’s Fifth Symphony, Plaisir d’amour, Let it be by The Beatles, Amazing Grace and so forth. While musical pieces of this kind belong to our cultural heritage, it depends on many factors– biography, degree of education, temperament etc. –  whether they are also experienced as beautiful.

2. The musicological approach. Musicology ordinarily aims at a musical logic. But it is an open question whether rational categories like rhythm and meter, harmony, form and style, which seek to capture a work of music in abstract terms, can contribute to assessing beauty as an aesthetic and emotional category. In any case, the disciplinary terms of musicology would have to be mediated with more general perceptual concepts such as shape („a melody is more than the sum of its parts“), easy grasp, continuity/change, expectation/surprise, repetition/recollection, etc.

3. The philosophical approach. Philosophical aesthetics mainly proceeds from the visual arts and literature. It was only when Wackenroder, Tieck and E.T.A. Hoffmann developed a Romantic conception of music that music, too, became the object of advanced aesthetic discourse. Influential approaches to a specific aesthetics of music are the metaphysics of music in Arthur Schopenhauer (1818; 1840), aesthetic formalism in music in Eduard Hanslick (1854) and the theory of the sublime in music in Richard Wagner (1870).

The seminar will pursue the different disciplinary perspectives on beauty in music in an interdisciplinary dialogue that is based on presentations by the participants and informed by thorough advance preparation.
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