Here is What Great Philosophers Thought of Music By: Angelica Frey, 9/10/15
Music has occupied the minds of many philosophers since the dawn of philosophy itself.
While philosophers and scholars of the pre-modern era kept studying music from a harmonic point of view and often delved deeper into the concept “musica universalis”–this time mediating it with Christianity, starting from the eighteenth-century discussions surrounding the art of music became more articulate and varied.
Pythagoras (c.570 BC-c.495 BC)
[image: Pythagoras music quote]
Pythagoras, was credited with having elaborated the theory of the musica universalis, where the numeric proportions observed in celestial bodies translated into musical pitches and hums based on their orbital spheres.
“THERE IS GEOMETRY IN THE HUMMING OF THE STRINGS, THERE IS MUSIC IN THE SPACING OF THE SPHERES.” (PYTHAGORAS)
[image: plato quotes]Plato (c.428 BC-c.348 BC)

Plato maintained that the arts could shape one’s character to a great extent and, for that reason, they needed to be strictly controlled. Poetry, drama, music, painting, dance can all stir up emotions. Along with poetry and drama, music was regarded as important for young people’s education in his ideal republic— only the “good” music, that is. He was largely influenced by the theories of Pythagoras and his numeric mysticism, inspired by a series of overtones connected to the vibration of a string. “Ordered” music (i.e. the one following harmonies) meant ordered souls.
“MUSIC IS A MORAL LAW. IT GIVES SOUL TO THE UNIVERSE, WINGS TO THE MIND, FLIGHT TO THE IMAGINATION, AND CHARM AND GAIETY TO LIFE AND TO EVERYTHING.” (PLATO)
[image: Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz]Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646-1716)

Leibniz had a Scholastic background and, as a consequence, music was regarded as a byproduct of mathematics: he defined it “an unconscious exercise in arithmetic in which the mind does not know its counting.” However, he broadened his scope when he reflected on what made a successful composer, namely practice, vivid imagination and the knowledge of the past tradition, just like a poet needs to have read good poets prior to venturing into writing verse. Feelings of pleasure and pain were brought by consonance and dissonance.
“MUSIC IS THE HIDDEN ARITHMETICAL EXERCISE OF A MIND UNCONSCIOUS THAT IT IS CALCULATING.” (GOTTFRIED WILHELM LEIBNIZ)
[image: William Hogarth self portrait]William Hogarth (1697-1764)

In his Analysis of Beauty, Hogarth isolated six principles that could affect beauty: fitness, variety, regularity (in the sense of “composed variety”), simplicity, intricacy, namely a difficulty in understanding that, however, challenges the individual in a pleasurable way, and quantity. He concluded his treatise with an analysis of the Minuet, since he considered Dance to be beautiful. Music, to him, remained ancillary and subordinate to dance.
“THE MINUET IS ALLOWED BY THE DANCING-MASTERS THEMSELVES TO BE THE PERFECTION OF ALL DANCING.” (WILLIAM HOGARTH)
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In his Critique of Judgment, Immanuel Kant discussed music while elaborating his judgment on beauty, among the forms of art, he ranked instrumental music the lowest, because, unlike other arts, it had no moral purpose nor did it engage the intellect to a satisfactory degree. Adding words, as in song or opera, can somehow nobilities that form of art.
“EVEN THE SONG OF BIRDS, WHICH WE CAN BRING UNDER NO MUSICAL RULE, SEEMS TO HAVE MORE FREEDOM, AND THEREFORE MORE FOR TASTE, THAN A SONG OF A HUMAN BEING WHICH IS PRODUCED IN ACCORDANCE WITH ALL THE RULES OF MUSIC; FOR WE VERY MUCH SOONER WEARY OF THE LATTER, IF IT IS REPEATED OFTEN AND AT LENGTH.” (IMMANUEL KANT, CRITIQUE OF JUDGMENT)
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Happy-go-lucky Schopenhauer theorized that aesthetic experience could elevate the subject from the will’s domination (don’t forget that, to him, mankind is slave to incessant cravings) raising him to a level of pure perception. He saw music as a direct manifestation of will—able to represent the metaphysical representation of reality— whereas arts like literature and sculpture were too entangled and related to human forms and emotions to measure up to music. Even in the opera, the libretto was subordinate to the score itself, being a “linguistic representation of a transient phenomenon.” His philosophy of music deeply influenced Wagner’s work, to the point that, even in his written works of music theory, he eventually became aligned with Schopenhauer. We have to thank him for the rise of the Symbolist movements and the development of the concept of Art for Art’s sake.
“THE INEXPRESSIBLE DEPTH OF MUSIC, SO EASY TO UNDERSTAND AND YET SO INEXPLICABLE, IS DUE TO THE FACT THAT IT REPRODUCES ALL THE EMOTIONS OF OUR INNERMOST BEING, BUT ENTIRELY WITHOUT REALITY AND REMOTE FROM ITS PAIN… MUSIC EXPRESSES ONLY THE QUINTESSENCE OF LIFE AND ITS EVENTS, NEVER THESE THEMSELVES.” (ARTHUR SCHOPENHAUER)
Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900)
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Don’t let his feeble attempts at composing fool you: Nietzsche devoted a good part of his philosophy to the meaning of music. The late romantic concept of Art for art’s sake was an Idea he completely rejected, as, for him, music served a purpose. That art, however, was not intended for the audiences, but rather for a new kind of artist.
What’s more, to Nietzsche music was the last breath–the swan song, actually–of a particular cultural era: Händel captured the spirit of Lutheranism and the reformation, Mozart the age of Louis XIV; Beethoven and Rossini the spirit of the 18th century, and Wagner–whom he first worshipped, then scorned– the last representative of the dying German culture.
“WITHOUT MUSIC, LIFE WOULD BE A MISTAKE.” (FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, TWILIGHT OF THE IDOLS, OR, HOW TO PHILOSOPHIZE WITH THE HAMMER)
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