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BEATING THE AIR 
 
 

Historical and phenomenological remarks on the semiotics of conducting 
 
 
 
The following is about the ”conductor’s signs”. But the question is whether there really is 
such a thing - whether the conductor makes signs at all. The most important sign is missing: 
the question mark.1 
 
In order to say anything reasonable about (1) the conductor as a “sign-maker”, about (2) the 
signs being what he makes as a sign-maker, and about (3) the signs as eventually sharing in a 
sign language, we must first ask about the situation in which it takes place: What is the 
meaning of doing “this and that” with the hands? What kind of meaning is the meaningful full 
of? The study of the meaning of signs begins with the study of the meaning of making signs. 
 
A triangular sign shows a train, and is a sign in that place: a warning: “be careful!” It is not 
indicative mode, but imperative. The traffic policeman does the same thing, but now “does” 
means something else. The traffic cop is not a sign; he makes a sign. The sign belongs to the 
action, and therefore to the situation. 
 If  somebody suddenly says “meatballs”, we understand less than a word of what he is 
saying, unless the situation, including the other words which are said in the situation, tells us 
what he is doing: (a) Is he a guest, ordering his dinner at the counter in the cafeteria?  (b) Is 
he a waiter on the other side of the counter, instructing the staff  (c) Is he a patient, the next 
day answering a doctor’s question as to what he ate yesterday? 
 Without a landscape, without a situation, without a syntax connecting the particular action 
to other actions – without all these, any utterance remains “something somebody suddenly 
says”. 
 In almost the same way, we must ask of the conductor’s signs: What type of action is he 
performing, when he, in one situation or another, makes this or that sign? 

                                                           
1   Some preliminary remarks on the terminology are needed too. So far I lack a term 
including the meaning of  (conductor’s) ’beat’ as well as (conductor’s) ’gesture’ like e.g. the 
German ’Schlag’. The beat is the narrow function: beating marking the time - and no more. 
The gesture means, roughly speaking, any other thing, that the conductor may do with his 
hands. The very distinction as a distinction between functions is important to me. But so is the 
point that the functions in practice, in time and place, cannot be separated. A beat is always a 
legato-beat, a staccato-beat, a portamento-beat; it is more or less legato, legato in this way etc. 
And any gesture relates to the function of marking the time. Hence we need an inclusive term. 
Lacking it I shall stick to ’beat’ and ’gesture’ and occasionally  leave it to one or other of 
these words to carry out the meaning of the - missing – inclusive term. Eventually I shall 
apply the artificial term ’beat/gesture’.  
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 A conductor is obviously the leader of a collective undertaking. What kind of task is 
carried out by what kind of collective in this situation? What kind of leadership? With what 
powers? By what means?  The beat/gesture is one of these means, and the one we will look at 
in the following. If the contributes something communicative by beating, can we then say that 
he makes use of a sign-system? What on the whole could the function of conductor’s signing 
be? 
 
First: What kind of situation? Answer: An ensemble situation, requiring centralised co-
ordination by one person. We will limit ourselves here to musical performances, i.e. to 
situations in which the music in a certain sense “exists” before we play it. It is written. The 
score prescribes how it is to be played, and thus describes how it sounds. When we play it, we 
say that we perform it. Thus several performances of the same piece of music can exist. 
 
A conductor is the leader of a musical performance. Leaders are found everywhere – 
including places where they are not needed. But occasionally they are indispensable. When 
does a musical performance need a leader? 
 The answer has an elementary quantitative aspect: There are so many of us that we cannot 
make the whole function without a co-ordinator. But how many “too many” is, depends again 
on what music we are to play. How differentiated is the relationship between the individual 
contributions? How many details should “show through”? (a) Ten thousand people may be 
able to sing “The star-spangled banner” although it is quite a lot more difficult than “America 
the beautiful”. (It is difficult to stay together. But if the idea is to make the plurality heard, 
then it is quite all right that we do not stay together very well.) (b) A march needs no central 
co-ordination, if people are actually marching to the music. But when the Guards are playing 
while standing still in front of Buckingham Palace, they must be conducted. On the whole, 
music for dancing needs less co-ordination than music for listening. (c) Music in which a part 
of the sound product in itself serves the purpose of  “beat-keeper” (e.g. the drums) does not 
need a central authority to take care of that function. (d) Especially important, music which is 
first and foremost meant to be heard by others than those who play it - and hence may not 
even be heard properly by those who play it – requires, other things equal, a stronger co-
ordinating effort. The ideal place for listening to that music is not where the musicians are 
playing it, whether they are playing for Royalty, a paying public or God; in the ballroom, in 
the opera, in the concert hall or in the church. (e) More generally, it is a question of how 
unpredictable the individual finds the connection between his own contributions and the 
whole to which he contributes. 

 
The type of conductor with whom we will concern ourselves is the one we use to see in action 
in front of the symphony orchestra, idiomatically in  the great repertory of Romanticism.  It is 
in his field of activity that the need for co-ordinating intervention is greatest. Here are the 
largest numbers of things that can only go well with leadership; in so far as the music does not 
just go along by itself. Here we can also expect to find the greatest number of signs; here the 
magic is greatest. He is the modern conductor: both the paradigm and the myth. 
 As far as that goes, he is good at many other things than those we hear and see – and are 
intended to react to – during a performance. Outside the performance we have all the aspects 
of practicing, the rehearsals, the ability to motivate, the personal charisma or you name it. 
Such tings will be totally left out of account in our discussion. But during the performance the 
conductor is also good at many other things than what is performed with hands or arms. The 
gesticulating involves the face, the eyes, the attitudes and movements of the rest of the body, 
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all of it being extremely important and not to be disregarded here. However we will allow 
ourselves the latitude of considering it to be included in a concept of beat/gesture in a broader 
sense. 
 Not everything succeeds. Not all orchestras and conductors are equally good, or good at 
understanding each other. Not all the conductor’s messages get through. It is a fact that people 
cannot always make themselves heard. Especially not when so much must be said all at once, 
or in rapid succession. The conductor may not always know what he wants to do, or he does 
not make it clear enough. All that is important enough. But in order to understand the 
deficiencies, we must first understand what they are deficient in. And that is precisely our 
question: What does gesture/beat do when conducting succeeds?  

  
We sometimes meet the point of view that conductors probably also “bluff”. (In that 
case it must be the audience. One cannot bluff a fellow player!) Can one really do 
so much, so many different things, and make so many people do so many different 
things all at once, by waving one’s hands and arms in the air? Well, that’s a 
question of what we mean by “bluffing”. In our context it should be sufficient to 
draw attention to how incredibly sensitive we are to facial expressions, tones of 
voice, and “body language” in general. In so far as this sensitivity is a fact, there is 
a priori nothing to keep us from accepting the possibility of a tremendously 
complex conductor’s language. 

 
 

* * * 
 
 
The history of conducting musical performances is long and complicated. Taken in the 
abstract, the subject includes all forms of musical performances that require a central co-
ordination. What is it that must be co-ordinated, and how has the co-ordinating function 
actually been carried out? As such, the history of conducting is connected to the history of 
genre and style, but even more deeply with the history of  the very meaning of music i.e. the 
meaning of making music.  
 Regarded as a role – as an agent, as a figure - the modern conductor is originally a German 
phenomenon, belonging to Romanticism. That yields – ideologically - the figure itself, but is 
also an immediate effect of the Romantic repertoire, with all the challenges it poses to the 
collective (the orchestra) in its realisation. And even though orchestra music written both 
before and after Romanticism is played today, the function of the conductor, as we shall see, 
is still the Romantic. 
  The history of music often mentions Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy  (1809-1947) as the first 
modern conductor. But in our context, Richard Wagner (1813-1883) is more important. If one 
is to discuss what “signing" contributes when it is richest and most necessary, the composer 
Wagner makes other demands on the Wagnerian conductor than the composer Mendelssohn 
makes on he who conducts his work. To be sure, in a certain sense – which is definitely not 
the only one, but which Wagner and Mendelssohn, on the other hand, would agree on – a 
work by Wagner makes greater demands on its conductor than a work by Mendelssohn. Just 
as a symphony by Beethoven makes greater demands on the conductor when it is conducted 
according to the Wagner concept than when it is conducted according to Mendelssohn’s 
conception. Why? As Mendelssohn sees it, the conductor releases naturalness: the music can 
get along on its own. In that sense, Mendelssohn, the Romanticist, is still a Classicist. 



 

 4 

 Wagner was indubitably innovative in his own practical conducting activities. But more 
than that, he is also the first to give a collected presentation of modern conducting’s functions 
in the text “Über das Dirigieren” (1869). Here he describes the bipartition we still comply 
with as if it were the most natural thing in the world: (1) the conductor chooses, sets, and 
keeps a tempo. The conductor beats time. (2) But added to this is the “new”, the important 
thing that we are attempting to relate to in this context: The conductor forms, shapes, gestalts 
the music with his gestures. Wagner says that he, in his unceasing appeal to the musicians, 
makes them find, hear, and “sing” the melody. He uses the concept of ‘melody’ in a very 
broad sense, or at least attributes a long series of implications to it.2 The melody is that which, 
at any given moment, self-propelled and effortlessly bears the meaning of the music, but also 
demands to be borne itself. The melody is what we – the musicians - all follow, and what we 
all contribute to, in that we follow it. Clearly, we cannot all literally “play the melody” note 
by note in the orchestra, but we must all “find the melody” if we are to play together.  If this 
is put too loosely, then define it negatively: The conductor does many other things for the 
realisation of the work than to fix  it securely and plastically in a frame of metre and tempo. 
All these “other things” are what (2) is meant to include. They are the forming, shaping, 
gestalting. Wagner was the first to describe this.  
 To shape something with one’s hands, to gestalt it, give it form: that is what the sculptor 
does. So, if such an image of the conductor is to look like the conductor, we should say that 
he shapes by a living grasp of a plastic material rather than by carving in stone. If we further 
imagine that the material is not only plastic, but living - pulsing and unceasing – we are a bit 
closer. But most important is that the image represents the production rather than the product. 
Or that the realisation is the work. 
 Wagner sees Beethoven as the one who prompts the “modern” conductor to step onto the 
podium. Music has always had to do with feelings, moods, and their expression, Mozart no 
less than Beethoven. But the sensitivity he finds in music up to and including Mozart he calls 
“naive”- without associating anything derogatory with the term. The emotive comes of itself, 
plays itself out, when we play the music. Beethoven’s sensitivity, on the contrary, is 
“sentimental” – again using the word in a sense that has not yet become pejorative.3 The 
expression of feeling is neither rhetorical nor spontaneous: it is personal.  
 In connection with this, Wagner tells of a “discovery “ he made in his time in Dresden 
(1843-49): the orchestral rubato. If the music is to live, it demands that the tempo 
continuously be adjusted  up and down. Tempo must be led and felt – this is the basis of 
sensitivity itself. It is no problem to rubatise with yourself, as the pianist does (whether good 
or bad, tasteful or tasteless  -  a question that is always debatable). To make a whole ensemble 
continuously swing along with these tiny adjustments, is even on the technical level a difficult 
art. The ambition, however, is personal emotion expressed through a collective. Rubatos 
should sound as if there is only one musician performing. 
 
 

* * * 
 

                                                           
2   He may also here be inspired by Schopenhauer, who does place the “melody” on top, in 
that he claims that certain musical concepts basically are metaphysical categories. See p. ##f. 
 
3   The distinction has been made by Schiller in “Ûber naive und sentimentalistiche Dichtung” 
(1794/1795). 
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Greek music is by nature vocal music, be it a capella or accompanied by a string instrument, 
e.g. the kithara (so-called “kitharodi”). The first “conductor” we hear of, is the choregos of 
the tragedy, who leads the choral dance as a lead singer. Since the tragedy is no less a cultic 
ritual than a “theatrical performance”, choregos was accorded great dignity. It was not 
without reason that Orpheus was called “choregos of the stars”. 
 So Greek music was not led by having someone beating, and there are many historic 
reasons for this. But first of all, it would probably be impossible to lead it in such a way. The 
beats would – because they are beats - be misleading, as the metric time of the poems 
depended on duration, not on accent. The simple, practical solution - at the same time 
illustrating what the Greek chorus was to carry out - was to give choregos bells on his ankle, 
chiming on arsis, not on thesis4. Hence it is the articulation of the dance steps that ”conducts” 
the song. The dance steps probably did not allow for deriving simple numerical ratios between 
the duration of the syllables. And what appears as natural consequences of dance – of the 
pattern of the steps, of the shape and natural mobility of the human body - are incredibly 
difficult to realise without the dance. The Viennese waltz, with its extreme displacements in 
relation to the metronomic ¾-metre is a matter of course for those who dance it, but difficult 
to conduct, if it is to “swing” properly. Similarly, we should imagine that choregos fixed a 
metre and a character, and then constantly adjusted the song through a broad, gliding 
spectrum of dance steps. Leading the choir as the choir’s leading dancer choregos led the 
choral song.  
 
In Medieval “art music” – here understood as music by and for an elite, written and ideally 
writable – we meet for the first time a musical leader who effects his leadership with his 
hands. We are dealing with liturgical song – first and foremost Gregorian and Byzantine – and 
the master holds in his hands a roll of paper. It is of course “Scripture” he has in his hand, a 
symbol of authority and as such important enough. We do not, as far as I can tell, know what 
other purpose it may have served. There was no pulse, so whatever gestures he may have 
made in the air, he did not beat the time. There was no dance. The spoken text was not 
metrical, but the mode of presenting it was all-important. The roll of paper was called sol-fa. 
The designation is obviously connected to the practical-pedagogical system of names for the 
notes (“ut-re-mi-fa-sol-la”), which is ascribed to Guido of Arezzo (†1050), and soon became 
designated “the solmization system”. This is further associated with the Guidonian hand, 
being a projection of the solmization signs onto the topography of the human hand. And there 
is no doubt that the rehearsals of the choir have in part used the techniques of cheironomy in 
which the master pointed to the various parts of one hand with the index finger of the other 
hand. But here, where everything seems to us to fit nicely, a puzzle appears: cheironomy does 
not allow for anything to be held in the hand.5 
 
The baton does not appear until the days of the radical innovation we now call opera. Either 
in almost the same shape as we know it today: a 40-50 centimetre-long stick, moved about at 

                                                           
4   The Greek word ‘arsis’ is derived from ‘airein’: ”to raise (something)”. 
 
5   It is interesting that the roll of paper later changes to the function we normally associate 
with the beat. As such it does not become entirely obsolete until about 1800. And even later,  
when great musicians are portrayed, they may occasionally have the roll in hand. 
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              Guido’s hand 

 
 
 
shoulder or face height, almost like a pointer. Or as a longer, thicker cane, used to knock on 
the floor. In both cases it is clear that, just as the roll of script originally was a sacral symbol, 
the baton is a worldly symbol: the sceptre. And just as the prince is enthroned in his power, 
the opera may be conducted seated, as for example was often done at the court of Louis IV. 
The opera is fond of treating motives from the heroic dramas of Antiquity, and the 
performance takes place in honour of, and as a tribute to, the monarch present. The conductor 
is his musical deputy. As he rules France, the conductor –most outstandingly when his name 
is Jean-Baptiste Lully (1632-87) - rules the orchestra.6  
 At that time we meet for the first time (something like) the modern conductor in one of the 
two main functions we take for granted today (see p. 2): setting a tempo and keeping a metre. 
That function may only be carried out with beats – at least if the procedure is to be simple and 
natural - if certain conditions are fulfilled. Let us name one of them: durational metrics must 
give way to accentual metrics. The latter is nowadays so “natural”, that the first seems 
“unnatural” to us. But this was not the case until the end of the 16th century. This can be seen 
by the fact that the bar lines, as we know them, first appear about 1650 – in vocal music even 
later. That it happened at all, is traditionally explained as owing to an influence from a dance-
musical idiom, parallel to a general revaluation of instrumental music.  The history of music 
from the birth of the opera and for the next 2-300 years is to a great extent a matter of the 
steadily increasing importance of instrumental music to the ideal conception of what the art of 
music is, and how music “sounds”.   
 

Chiming bells here, knocking of canes there: did it not disturb?  Applause drowning out 
the music and interrupting the action, candy bags, beeping sounds: is disturbance not 
something to be avoided? 

                                                           
6   Even at the cost of his life! During the performance of one of his works, Lully hit himself 
violently on the foot, and died of gangrene.  
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 Very well, what then is a disturbance? Nothing can disturb an action of which it is an 
integral part. What kind of “action” is a musical performance, in so far as this or that 
can be considered a “disturbance” of that action? (a) It is not an “action” in the shape of 
a practical chore aimed at a result, defining main roads and detours and deciding what 
promote and hinder, further and disturb are to mean. (b) It is not an “action” in a story. 
The act of telling a story can be disturbed, depending on what the idea of telling stories 
is. The story’s own action cannot, since it does not take place in our space. (c) A 
musical performance is, rather, an action in the same way that a cultic ritual is an action, 
where being present is being a participant. Similar to the way in which the Mass in 
classic Catholic theology means celebration rather than proclamation: the faithful 
partake in the mass by being present. 
 We know too, that people wept aloud at the Greek tragedies, but that was a part of the 
action as a whole. No one hushed them. It did not “disturb the others’ experience of the 
work of art”, since the idea of the performance was not to give or have an “experience”. 
 Applause occasionally drowned out entire passages in the Neapolitan opera, 
incessantly braking the progress of the music7. But it seems to have been a part of that 
collective’s way of being and acting in and as a collective. 
 Everyone could hear Lully knock on the floor with his cane. It was not written in the 
score, so in that sense the sound did not belong to the musical performance. But the very 
fact that the “irrelevant” sound could be heard – that the sound was that sound, and that 
it was irrelevant – may have been part of the “greater action”. It was a reminder of who, 
in this situation, summoned whom and carried the “real” sceptre.  
 

A large number of the functions of conducting at that time – which later came to be known as 
the Baroque period – were not carried out by beating time, but in close connection with a 
fundamental and specific characteristic of the style of Baroque music: the thorough bass as 
the music’s integral principle of control. It was the period of the breakthrough of another, for 
modern man all too banal, but geographically and historically specific condition: that 
harmony first and foremost means chords, and that the chordal progress is the dominating 
process in music as a whole. Today a goodly number of musicians administer this condition 
when playing figured bass. It was heard only slightly differently in the Baroque period. Each 
person in the ensemble at that time also subordinated himself to the common effort by 
obeying chordal precepts, as they were found from the composer’s hand in the notation for the 
thorough bass. We “participate” in this process qua what we play. However, most of us do not 
play the chords, but  melodic lines. Only the keyboard instrument – the organ, the cembalo - 
does. The leadership is located there and the leading itself is first and foremost carried out as 
an appeal to the ear. The harpsichord occasionally moves in front, detailing, simplifying, 
figuring. The instrument  does not play very loudly, most of the details are heard only by the 
other players, not so much by the audience. Certainly, the harpsichord also plays the most 
important co-ordinating line – most important for the other players as well as the audience – 
the bass, but with a strong, not to say indispensable reinforcement by true bass instruments 
such as the cello or the bassoon.  
 As we know, it was up to later periods to appreciate Bach’s genius as a composer. 
However, he did enjoy a considerable reputation for two other things in his lifetime: first for 
his improvising at the organ; second, for his ability to manage, co-ordinate, control – that is 
conduct - an ensemble from his place at the organ or the harpsichord. We do not doubt it, but 

                                                           
7   A similar attitude may still be seen in southern Europe today: ”We come to the 
performance because we love their art. Hence we must also be allowed to show our 
appreciation of their performance!” 
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we have only weak ideas as to how he managed the practical side of it. His hands were full at 
the instrument, so at any rate he could not beat the time with a stick.! 
 
The 18th century Classicism marks the historic breakthrough of another of modernity’s 
“naturals”: the concert hall, and in even broader sense, the breakthrough of the concert hall 
situation. The church is becoming a “spiritual concert hall”. Music as art is coming to be 
regarded more and more as an object for contemplation. But preferably in rooms specially 
arranged, prepared and adapted for the purpose. 
 In its fundamental conception of polyphonics and harmony Classicism is no less bound to 
the chord than music from the Baroque period. But the thorough bass is eliminated as a 
paradigm or set aside for quite specific functions.8  
  Next,  and especially important in our context, in the middle of the 18th century the modern 
symphony orchestra begins to appear, with the string ensemble as the substantial part, and the 
1st violin typically being the melodic nucleus. The characteristic “Stehgeiger” leads the 
ensemble from his place, as the cembalist did from his. If a lack of space required it, he turned 
his back to the audience. He was not a soloist. If there was a soloist – if the music, for 
example was a solo concert - the soloist led was the leader. The others, in groups including 
their leaders, accompanied and commented him, played with, sometimes against him. Haydn 
and Mozart have both led opera and church music from the cembalo (or organ) and conducted 
symphonies as Stehgeiger. 
 Yet another thing now called for co-ordination: the ungraduated modifications of the 
volume. The ensemble music of the Baroque period modified both volume and timbre in 
terraces or blocks. This, again, is something which more or less “plays itself”. To lead a 
collectively performed crescendo, on the other hand, means continuously regulating the slope 
of the crescendo-curve as well as the balance between the instruments participating in the 
crescendo. The same applies no less to the adjustment of the timbre, when the timbre as a 
“parameter” (from Beethoven on) becomes more and more integrated in the composition of 
the music, and as the orchestra itself tends to expand. In other words, the individual musician 
in the orchestra becomes more and more a participant in something that he cannot “survey 
with his ear”: partly because the place for a balanced hearing of the whole has been moved to 
the listeners’ position in the concert hall; partly because his contribution (at least in more and 
more of the groups) makes less and less “meaning” without access to just such a survey. The 
conductor is becoming a practical necessity. 
 
Necessary, to be sure. But not necessarily – not yet - an especially honourable job. Playing in 
larger ensembles is still in Classicism mostly a matter for appointed musicians. Haydn has his 
prince and his duties. He composes, rehearses and performs music for the occasion – 
everything under one hat, so to speak - in a contractual relationship with the Esterhazy family. 
The occasion is “the banquet”, “the Easter Mass”, “the celebration of this or that”. Only near 
the end of the century - with the monumentalisation of symphonic works - does the occasion 
become purely and simply an occasion to perform “this work”. And then it becomes not just a 
practical condition, to which one must occasionally submit, that one person composes while 
another takes charge of the performance. The one has now become the  true creative genius, 
while the other only takes care of the necessary task of co-ordination. Often an older, 
experienced, but no longer quite so well-playing musician is given the task. (One might 
                                                           
8   The classic recitative, as we know it from Mozart, is still completely based on the thorough 
bass. 
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compare him to the coach of a sport team: important enough, but it is still the players who are 
supposed to win the game.) As it has been said:  
 “Wer aber allen diesen Unfug gern verbannt sehen will, stelle einen Mann an die Spitze, 
welche…sich ungeteilt [without participating] den Sorge für das Ganze widmen kann; welche 
bloss taktieren.” (Gottried Weber, 1807, cit. Musik in Geschichte und Gegenwart, Vol III, p. 
510, Bärenreiter Verlag 1954). - Note that „they“ place him, he does not place himself. His 
function is like that of the cue-master at the theatre. Important for the creative process, but not 
creative in itself. 
 As the orchestra gradually is becoming a complicated apparatus it defines the function of a 
„Berufscapellmeister“. His job is not to „interpret“ the work, in the sense of taking 
responsibility for the unique meaning in playing „thus“ rather than “thus“. He need not offer 
his personal opinion on the expression of the music, and should definitely not express his own 
personality in the music. 
 The conductor with no background as a composer, as a leader of a continuo-group or as a 
Stehgeiger appears in earnest for the first time about 1800, and remains a controversial figure 
for almost 50 years.  
 

We see how the history of conducting in its own way places itself on the two great 
„curves“ of Western musical history: (1) One stretches from a  sacred to a secular 
musical paradigm, the later Baroque period being the balance point. Worldly music 
sounds different, to be sure. But first of all the change of the paradigm means that 
music – even when it is sacred music – is being detached from the ritual, or at least is 
being ritualised in another respect within a topology of subject and object, typically the 
concert hall. (2) The other curve stretches from a vocal to an instrumental musical 
paradigm. The point of balance is Classicism, when the instrumental, but in the literal 
sense cantabile melody has become just as natural as vocal melody itself. After this, 
the instrumental paradigm also dominates vocal music.9 If we whistle the melody 
instead of singing it, we lack the text; but the melody is no less melody. 

 
By the way, the true “revolutionary” form of music in Classicism is chamber music. Not so 
much because of the innovation of the genre, or the supposedly unsurpassed level. Indeed that 
was important enough. But added to this was the fact that chamber music‘s interplay was the 
very picture of the bourgeois revolutionary ideal “a conversation between free and equal 
partners“. 
 The music-historical shift from Classicism to Romanticism – and thus to the epoch where 
the modern conductor finally mounts the podium – has thus some striking similarities to the 
shift from the revolutionary age to the age of Napoleon. Chamber music’s brotherhood gives 
way to the fellowship led by the outstanding individual who is having the vantage point. First 
in the form of the soloist who directly controls a complicated, many-facetted process: the 
concert pianist. Illustrious, grandiose and extrovert, a virtuoso like Liszt. Introvert and 
subdued like Chopin, who rarely played stronger than mf. And then, later, the conductor, who 
leads the collective safely through. „Alle Menschen werden Brüder“ – doubtless, but it is 
certainly a project for the brave of heart - one heart. The conductor is Napoleon. Schumann 
expresses succinctly his reservations with regard to the new conductor‘s role: „The true 
orchestra should be a republic!“ 
 And now there is only one thing missing before he - the modern, romantic conductor - is 
all the way up and out front. The role as the imperial subject is supplanted by – or at least 

                                                           
9   This may not apply to Schubert’s lieder. But it does apply, each in his own way, to 
Schumann, Brahms, Wolff, Strauss and Mahler. 
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supplemented with – the role as the brilliant and lonely artist, who, with or without an 
understanding audience, battles against the ogres in his heart and mind, and daily passes 
judgement on himself. The expression of the music should not become less „personal“ 
through being realised in and by a collective.10 
 
There is not much to say in our context about the history of the conductor after the 
establishment of the figure by Wagner. The first thing that strikes us is probably the 
specialisation: if one is to achieve something special, sublime, one must immerse oneself in 
the Baroque orchestra, become a Bach specialist, an interpreter of Mozart, a Wagner-
conductor etc. The second and most important, is that the studio recording as  a product 
competes with the concert performance as an event – and wins! 
 What about conducting the music for ensembles which has been written in the twentieth 
century? The conductor as „figure“ is still the same, although it can be said of a goodly part of 
the modern repertoire that it (just as music 200 years earlier!) first and foremost needs a 
leader in the wide sense of a co-ordinator of rehearsals and performances. 
 

The personal expression in and through the collective is a romantic idea, a romantic 
project. But the figure is still alive, and must in a certain sense be remain alive, in so far 
as we still play music which is difficult to realise without it. This connection between 
the aesthetic, the ideological and the practical is perhaps best illustrated in what happens 
when it is not taken seriously enough. We have an example in Moscow in the 1920s, 
where they certainly declared for a materialistic conception of history, but in practice 
did not think materialistically enough.  
 They wanted to play Beethoven symphonies without a conductor. The dream of a 
workers’ collective, co-ordinating the process of production itself, is noble, and 
becomes no less noble when the product is noble. And as regards the product, the 
experiment apparently went quite well. But the demands to be fulfilled were enormous: 
 (a) Every musician had to be an artist in a more comprehensive sense than orchestral 
musicians normally are. An orchestral musician‘s normal strong points include technical 
perfection; a special ear to his own instrument‘s place in the whole in a „slewed“ 
perspective11; visual responsiveness and immediate adaptation to the conductor‘s 
beats/gesture. This last can - perhaps - be done without dispensed with. But the other 
requirements are universal. In addition come the requirements deriving from the fact 
that a personal artistic expression must emanate from something other than a person: it 
must be something so peculiar as „the personal expression of the collective”. 
 (b) The collective must work together for a long time in order to become one 
organism of a strange sort, in that everyone participating “is” both limbs, mind, heart, 
eye and ear. 

                                                           
 
10  This applies, no matter whether ”the person” is a transcendental construction, necessary for 
the experience of the expression as personal, or (later, perhaps much later) is the artist 
himself.  Modernisation of the emotion implies a shift in the expression of emotion from the 
rhetorically presenting to the individually realising. Emotions and music have – put very 
simply- always been involved with each other. And sensitivity was also mentioned in Sturm 
und Drang and Empfindsame Zeit. But it was never a question of “Selbstdarstellung”, not of a 
personal idea of the music’s expression, or even an expression of the personality. The latter is, 
however, what breaks through in the course of the 19th century. 
 
11  See p. 2 on musical performance where the music’s ideal listening position is not – and is 
not meant to be - where the musicians are playing. 
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 (c) Everyone must know the work as a whole  (“in the survey”, “from above”) and 
preferably all the parts. 
 (d) All this implies an extremely long rehearsal period. 
 Speaking economically: the product can be just as good, but the mode of production 
demands too many resources. The process of production is more brotherly, humane, 
non-authoritative, meaningful; but it requires oceans of time, at the same time as only 
very few musicians would even have the many-sided talent to build up the competence 
necessary to play with an orchestra under such conditions . The worker in the collective 
must, so to speak, know his own subject as well as that of the engineer, the leader, etc. 
 Symphonic music is not democratic. The very product determines to a great degree 
the division of labour with - on the one hand - a sovereign leader, and - on the other 
hand - individual workers each doing what he can for the cause, but without necessarily 
knowing or learning what his own efforts at any moment may be good for in the good 
cause . Of course 100 men can play together „democratically“ and produce something 
sublime. But preferably not romantic symphonies. On certain occasions composers were 
asked to write music suited to such a collective production. It turned out to be 
entertaining to participate in, but not very exciting to listen to. (If the music to a great 
degree was meant to be worth listening to, then there is a ‘but’. The music does not suit 
the paradigm of the  concert hall, where music is performed for a consumer, who 
consumes by „experiencing“.) 
 
 
     * * * 
 
 

Few today would be tempted to regard the history of music as an evolution toward something 
ever more sublime. Neither should the history of conducting be so regarded, although this 
may seem less evident. One may compare it with the history of notation. Modern musical 
notation, as established around 1750, may be more „detailed“ than earlier forms of notation, 
but that does not automatically make it an „improvement“ of these. The idea of notating as 
well as the practical point of notating just this, in just this or that way, varies from time to 
time. The jazz of the ’20s would be no better if it were written in a score – at least, I suppose, 
not better jazz.   
 As long as the notation of music serves its performance, there is no reason to write down 
more than is necessary for that performance. Notation is notation by functioning as notation 
among its users, in consensus as to what a score implies. If the musician plays only what is 
written in the score, he is certainly not playing what the score says.  
 The score can never say how the music should sound. It sets out a frame, and as such it 
says only what playing „wrong“ would mean. The more detailed the notation, the greater the 
number of possible ways of playing “wrong”. But just as the fellowship of genre, style, and 
epoch determines what „wrong“ means, it also determines how the very phenomenon of 
fallibility is to be interpreted. Perhaps the performance of a Baroque Trio Sonata in the 
situations where it was originally intended to be heard was better able to „tolerate“ a wrong 
note now and then, than the same work – not to mention a work from a later century – in a 
modern CD-recording. Maybe the music was less tolerant to other things. For example to the 
performers’ lack of spontaneous co-creativity within the frame, which itself was wider than 
nowadays. The score says “do like this!“ and „don‘t do that!” But it says so inside the frame 
of a third imperative: “Do as you know you should do - just as anyone in your position would 
know to do!” The score operates within a detailed framework of common preconceptions and 
conventions. It was clearly a pestilence for Bach that he so often was forced to make do with 
too few, possibly mediocre, musicians with little or no rehearsal time. But perhaps in another 
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way than a musician of today tends to believe, in so far as he merely compares with modern 
musicianship. (However, it is also a part of Bach’s mastery and of the style he shares with 
other, lesser spirits of his age, that much of the music speaks for itself, if only the right tones 
are played).  

Generally, the music in any period fulfils the technical conditions for being i.e. being 
realised as that specific music – whether in instrument building, notation, conducting, 
reproduction, or whatever we can add the suffix “-technique” to. And if there is such a thing 
as the “history of conducting”, it is in any case not a question of “progress”; it is a question of 
changeablility in a number of simple but also basic practical conditions concerning musical 
ensembles and their leadership. As such it is, of course, closely tied to the history of genre and 
style and the history of music in the broadest sense. But at the same time it makes it very plain 
that the subject of the history of music – the “music” the history is the history of – is not the 
works of music, the genres and styles, but the changeable nature of making music – i.e. what 
making music qua making music means.12 
 
 

* * * 
 
 
Let us now look a little more closely at what the modern, i.e. the romantic, conductor does to 
realise the work of music, make it move, work, live, as it outlined above (see p. 3). In 
principle it may be possible to think it in many ways. Let us take a look at a few of them. 
First: 
 
(1)  The conductor’s gestures are signs. In that the conductor makes the signs, he says how 
the music is to be played. The signing is enunciation.  
 If the signing is enunciation, the statement is apparently “do like this: ‘…’!” The signing 
is a sort of “successive instruction”. Using a special conductor-language, the conductor at any 
moment tells the musicians what he wants them to do - and lets them do it. Such a conception 
is misleading: (i) In the first place, the model does not allow for an explanation of how the 
conductor is actually able to manage it! How can he manage to make the great difference that 
we know he does make? Every 40th millisecond would in that case have its own complicated 
set of instructions, and these should immediately be followed by new instructions, as well as 
adjustment and correction of what had just been said – and has just been done. (ii) But even if 
we assumed that such detailed instructions in principle could be communicated so quickly - 
given and received - the equation would still not fit: the instructions would never be musical 
instructions. For what the musicians do is not a sequence of individual actions, each lasting a 
spilt second. I do not think there can ever be a language that, on the music’s own level – 
treating music as music - expresses what the musicians are to do at any given moment. It 
would not be a language in terms of music or making music. The mode of conducting music 
is as little instructive as it is descriptive. The signing is not enunciation. 
 Instead we try: 
 
(2) The conductor’s gestures are signs. The conductor demonstrates by these signs, how the 
music is to be played. The signing is demonstration. 
                                                           
12  Cf. Kühl, C.E. Musikalske Omgangsformer.Norsk Filosofisk Tidsskrift, 1973, 8, 221-247. 
Or Kühl, C.E., Karolines Kulokk Philosophia, 1992, 20, 129-152. 
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 What takes place is not that something is said, but that something is shown. Not a “Do like 
this: ...!”, where that which is to be done is found after the colon, so to speak referred to or 
“described” in conductor-language. Rather it is a “Do like this!” , where “this” is the act of 
demonstration itself. The conductor shows the musicians what to do. But he does not do what 
they are to do: he demonstrates it with signs. Is that what happens? 
 First, the conductor must in any case show the musicians what to do; and let them do it in 
the very moment he shows it. Making the sign and following it are two things that must “keep 
in time”, to use an expression not only used in speaking of music. (It is related to a 
phenomenon most clearly appearing in music, but so deeply rooted in our temporal 
experience that we readily use it in other areas of life too.) But the formulation is paradoxical: 
How can the sign be made and followed at the same time, when the one is a reaction to the 
other? How are we to understand a sign that is given, received, and followed up at the same 
time? And furthermore: the sign is not only something in which we actually meet at this 
moment; it is also a sign of in what sign we shall meet at the next moment. Is this not a 
paradox? 
 

Of course extremely sensitive instruments could, over a period of time, prove the 
existence of an interval between what the conductor does, when he demonstrates what 
the musicians are to do, and what the musicians do, when they do what the conductor 
shows – so that they do it together. It depends, among other things, on the terms we 
choose to use when we say that at t1 the conductor did “like this”, and at t2 the orchestra 
did “like this” and the second “this” was a reaction to the first. (Note, by the way, how 
immediately we turn from speaking of the “orchestra” - i.e. “the musicians” in toto - to 
speaking of  “the individual musicians”, although these too indeed have their mutually 
objective reaction times.) 
 Part of the conductor’s art consists precisely in “avoiding the interval”. The beat is 
not just the beat, as the hammer’s blow on the nail, or the fist hitting a feather puff. The 
conductor’s beat is first and foremost the beat as a movement toward the point of 
impact, so that we meet “on” the beat. His gesture constitutes what the Germans call 
“agogisch vorenergisierende Kurven”. Whatever else he does is what it is still possible 
to do after this function has been carried out.13 

 
We now find ourselves in the neighbourhood of the great paradoxes which the analysis of 
time has been struggling with for a couple of thousand years, and which found their first 
major description in Augustine14 If we insist on thinking of movement as a “sum” of 
arbitrarily small stretches, or of “positions” of the object (here: the hand), we will go astray. 
The movement as a whole must be the smallest unit. If we dissolve it in detail - as, of course, 
we can, and in the treatment of other questions, should – the analysis only works when 
recognising the fact that such detailing is fundamentally destructive to its object. (That is, as 
we know, the original meaning of the word “analysis”. The technical meaning of the word 
draws on experience from the art of medicine: In analysis, Hippocrates separates organs and 
limbs from each other in order to study them – to the effect that they cease to be organs and 
limbs.) 

                                                           
13  This has nothing to do with the practice widespread among some conductors – not all, not 
always the best – of ”lying ahead of the orchestra” with his beat. This is merely technical 
difference. Both can be done. Musicians usually prefer conductors, who do not lie ahead. 
 
14  One notes by the way, that Augustine is the first great Christian philosopher of music. 
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 But we also have a problem when we call the movement “the smallest unit”. As a “unit”, 
the movement must have a beginning and an end. But strictly speaking only the first beat has 
a beginning, only the last an end. The movements are non-discrete and thus non-numerable or 
at any rate “arbitrarily” numerable. 
 

It is almost as if someone, out of context, asks me how many things I have “done 
today”. Well, I went to the baker’s for bread. That was one thing, just as doing the 
dishes was one. Or many things, in so far as I must first get into the car, then start it, 
drive to the baker’s, buy the bread, etc. Or even more, for first I had to go out of the 
door and lock it behind me, walk up the walk to the car, open the door, stretch one leg 
and bend the other  … etc. (But note, too, that it is hard to arrange the example far 
enough out of context to make all answers equally valid. Just the formulation “… done 
today” indicates the type and extent of the entities.) 
 

We are at a loss as to what a “sign” is at all, when the signing does not itself indicate what one 
sign is. What is one movement? The fall of a stone begins when there is no longer anything to 
keep it from falling; and the fall reaches its end when the stone hits the ground. As such, the 
fall is one movement. The mailing of a package begins when Peter delivers the package to the 
post office, and ends when Vera receives it from the mailman. In that sense, it is one 
movement. But what is one movement, when we follow the conductor’s movements? 
 The next thing is that signs, as we usually know them and make them, are valid as the 
occurrence of a type “This sign  � means ‘open’ , “the clouds over there are a sign of rain”, 
“that is a stop sign”, “this is a W”, “a finger in front of the mouth, like this, means we must be 
quiet”. The individual signs may be “individual” both as in being particular, as a token, and in 
being general, as a type. At least this is the case as long as we make no other demands on the 
distinction than what makes it possible to say “ this sign  � is the same as this  � and this 
� “, or “this sign  � must be distinguished from this  � “  (and not only because “this1” 
points somewhere else than this2). In that sense, the conductor’s shaping gestures are not 
individual occurrences of a type, there are no types: the gestures are non-typical. We cannot 
distinguish between the essence and the accidence in the sign. We should rather say that “the 
whole of it” is essential, strangely enough implying that we cannot recognise the essence 
spoken of, since we could not know it before its appearance.15  
 Closely connected with this is the fact that the conductor’s signs are non-repeatable: the 
same sign cannot be given more than once. – Well, but is a downbeat not a downbeat? Is the 
downbeat – at least in allegro, in that movement, in that bar – not the same as the downbeat in 
the next bar? No, for the other things that are to happen – what is written in the next bar - are 
not the same. Further: that a downbeat is a downbeat is only a small part of what the 
downbeat actually means. As an occurrence of the type ‘downbeat’, the function might just as 
well be carried out by setting up a metronome, visible to all. The closest the conductor comes 
to a sign as a repeatable occurrence of a type, is probably the lifted index finger, whether at 
arms-length in front of the eyes (“Watch out!”) or in front of slightly pursed lips (“Hush!”). 

                                                           
15  It is not certain there is an ”essence” for the Chinese house-sign, in the sense of something 
all occurrences of the sign at all times have had in common and distinct from other signs. 
Here or there the sign may even be difficult to identify in its occurrences. But in that sense 
identification means precisely ”recognition”. Decisive is that this sign here/now under certain 
conditions is the same as that sign there/then. In several different situations the sign is to be 
considered ”the same sign”, i.e. as an occurrence of one and the same sign, in so far as it is the 
same function they carry out in the middle of the diversity. 
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To be sure, this too has its particular “modes”. But they are modes in the occurrence of signs 
that are basically the same, in so far as they can have the same function in situations that are 
basically different. 
 What matters is not “what” he does, but “the way” he does it, as we say, when we are 
having trouble finding universal concepts, i.e. in fixing a concept at all. To give a cue to the 
2nd violins clearly has the character of making a sign. But the sign is a sign of little or nothing, 
until it has been given its way. 
 There is a tremendous multitude of distinguishable “ways” in which things can be said, 
shown, and done. But in conducting, that which is said, shown, done, cannot be distinguished 
from the way it is said, shown, done. And further: the “no-parking” sign can, of course, be 
said to mean the same, whether the context is East Ave. or Western Blvd. whereas no one has 
ever said two different things in exactly the same tone of voice. If the “content” is different, it 
makes no sense to say the tone of voice is the same. Take e.g. a smile (or laughter) as a sign 
of happiness. It will always be that happiness, you are happy in that way, about this. If you 
change “that” and “this”, you change everything, and the smile itself becomes something 
different. And if you leave out of account “that” and “this”, not even the smile is left.16 
(Imagine the – supposedly - same smile on the face of the same person, first watching a group 
of children playing, then a traffic accident. Indeed it is not the same smile!) 
 In the same way, it may be said of the conductor’s beat: two approximately identical beats 
– identical if seen by an eye abstracting them from the context - do not remain identical if 
they are brought back into context.  At the level where the signs – if they are signs – really 
mean something, they are basically unique insofar as anything that they carry out depends on 
[is derived from] their full concretion, including their full context. We cannot distinguish 
between what is said and the way in which it is said. Or: We cannot distinguish between what 
is shown and the way in which it is shown. 
 The conductor’s gestures may – structurally at any rate - be said to correspond to the “tone 
of voice” of deaf sign language. The latter is the “gesticulary-visual tone of voice” of a sign, 
which is gesticularly made and visually comprehended. – There are many ways in which one 
can say “ - - -  “17. Deaf sign language (understood as a language system in ‘system’s’ 
broadest sense) is related to the language of conducting, as the literal part of the spoken 
language is related to the tone of voice of the speech.18 
 I know little of the sign language of the deaf, but I assume that once the sign has been 
made, and as such is recognisable as that sign (as an occurrence of that type), an infinite 
variety of “ways” of saying what was said remains. 
 

I once saw an argument between two deaf people. As anyone familiar with the art of 
arguing knows, it is often the way we say what is important, that is important. Between 
two who can hear, much depends on the tone of voice - especially if the argument takes 
place over the telephone! But part – and that is the part those who can hear may share 
with those who cannot – lies in the facial expression, gestures, etc. And it seemed to me 

                                                           
16   In itself a quite impressive trick. So far as I know it has only been performed by the 
Cheshire Cat. 
 
17  Here the reader should insert the deaf sign language sign for ”house”. 
 
18  By ”literal speech” we understand the part – or the aspect – of speech that supposedly may 
be put on paper as a sequence of letters, with no loss or  change of meaning. 
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that the deaf people who were arguing had, so to speak, special “strings to their bows”, 
because their bodily movements were already (linguistic) signs. 

 
When we introduce the analogy of the tone of voice, we should immediately add that there are 
languages that use differences in intonation as being phonetically distinctive – Chinese, for 
example. But this too, is then typified. (A typical difference is the difference between rising 
and non-rising intonation.) Indeed we know this from our own language, where the remark: 
“He loves meatballs …” becomes interrogative in one tone of voice, and present indicative in 
another. And if your intonation is not clear, you may not succeed in your errand, whether it is 
to ask and receive an answer, to give a message, answer a question, etc. Every word must be 
capable of being pronounced correctly – and especially more or less correctly – in order to be 
that word. But inside this framework we can – so to speak “afterwards” –  in principle make 
infinite variations in the concrete discourse. 
 So far we may conclude: The conductor shows the musicians what to do. But he doesn’t do 
what they are to do and he does not show it by signs. What the conductor does with his “do 
like this!” is neither to say nor show something by signs. – How, then,  does the 
demonstration take place, if not by signing? 
 Let us try a third possibility: 
 
(3)  What is shown is shown to be imitated. The relationship between the contributions of the 
conductor and the orchestra is mimical. 
 Imitation? How? Show the boy how to hammer nails, and let him do it himself. Pronounce 
the French word “rouge”, and let the pupil repeat it. Clearly, that is not what the conductor 
does. The orchestra does not play as the conductor plays, for he doesn’t play. And even 
though the musicians follow him, they do not follow after him. How then? The conductor 
mimes the music, as he wants the orchestra to play it. 
 But how can one mime music with anything but music? How can the conductor’s 
performance: “this1!” resemble the musicians performance “this2!”? They can only resemble 
each other if they are comparable. We can, for example, specify the conductor’s “do like 
this!” in statements such as: 
 

“Play what I show, play as I show it!” 

“Play  as I gesticulate!” 

“Play like this!” 

“Play, as I show how to play – in that I do as you are to do!” 

 
The question is then what an ‘…as…’, or a ‘…just as…’ means, in so far as it is found 
between incommensurable entities? What does ‘thus’ mean, when what I do with my  “thus1” 
is entirely different from what you do when you follow my thus1 with your thus2? There is 
only one possibility: In some essential respect, what the conductor, the musicians and the 
music do must be – i.e. in principle they must be able to be – the same. What do they do, then, 
that is “the same”? 
 The answer is that they move, and do so in respects that are basic and inevitable in any 
phenomenon of movement and without which even the most refined concepts of movements 
cannot be carried out. The conductor’s beat has the inquit: 
 



 

 17 

“Play so that the music moves as I move..!” 
 

The question now is how the movements of the conductor (his “beats/gestures”) can be said to 
be “the same” as the movement of the music. We will attempt to throw some light on this in 
the following. 
 
First, there is the movement up-down: The movement with an effort, as if “in spite of” gravity, 
as opposed to the effortless movement, as if  “because of” or “supported by” gravity. The 
force of gravity the conductor plays with or against, is “pretended” in the discourse; but he 
constantly relates to an ideal scheme of verticality.19 
 The most elementary experience – not of  gravitation itself, but of a movement that, in a 
simple manner, relates to, and expresses gravitation – is probably found in the scheme  throw-
fall-rebound. An impulse from the earth has initiated the upward movement, it has decreased 
“by itself”, everything has stood still for a moment, now the fall begins, something returns to 
the earth, meets the earth. After this, a movement upward again – the movement up from the 
earth as ground – can take place with no effort: whether it takes place or not is a question of 
the earth as surface: whether the earth holds, brakes, hinders, or releases. – No Certainly, that 
is not what the conductor does. But in what he does, he constantly relates to this ideal-scheme 
of verticality. The beat as downbeat is a beat to the ground (“zur Grunde”). And the greater or 
lesser the impulse in the downbeat, the greater or lesser the rebound. 
 Another elementary expression of gravitation is found in the very experience of heaviness 
itself: to lift  something up from the ground it rests on, and carry it – something light, and 
something heavy. Also, to push or pull something on the surface of the ground it rests on. 
 
Next, we have the medium of the movement: 
 The air as that which supports, so something can float, and possibly land on the earth - or 
fall to the earth in spite of having just floated. 
Next, we have the medium of the movement: 
 The air as nothing (We “give him the air”, we say of someone we ignore; an object thrown 
- no matter in which direction - is always an object thrown “up in the air”, etc.) The 
movement through something that makes no resistance, as opposed to the movement in - and 
hence in spite of – a greater or smaller resistance.  
 The air as that which supports, so that something can float, and possibly land on the earth - 
or fall to the earth in spite of having just floated. 
 
So far the description has merely applied terms from mechanical physics, i.e. of “dead” 
nature. But hardly according to the concepts of Galileo or Newton. Especially because the 
phenomenon of inertia does not exist: that which stands still, must be kept standing; anything 
existing must be “maintained” in order to continue to exist; and any movement must be kept 
going.20 But our paradigm of movement as regards the music and the conductor is more likely 
                                                           
19  The up-down movement in pitch has or at least once had the same structure (cf. the style of 
Palestrina). That is probably why we even call the tones ‘higher’ or ‘lower’. We hardly hear 
this clearly in the music of newer time; but in any case, this up-down is carried out without 
the conductor as [being] the most elementary parameter in the [notation] score. 
 
20  I think, too, that we find it difficult to follow movements that appear in a system where the 
rule applies that light and heavy items fall equally fast. At least, if understanding is to be 
based on the experience of our own bodies- or maybe we should rather say that the words ” 
heavy” and ”light” have different meanings in Aristotle and Galileo? 
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the movement of the living: in brief, the living movement. Anything that can be said of the 
dead movement can also be said of the living movement, but not the reverse. (And actually, it 
has from the very first been necessary to include terms of the living movement in the 
description of the dead movement. E.g. gravitation appearing in the effort against it implies 
the existence of a living being performing that effort. 
 
The living is that which maintains itself in motion by itself. This definition is not that of 
biology, when it determines life through  concepts like “organism”. The living we speak of 
here, is the living that every human knows and experiences at any time, whether or not he 
knows of a “science” of the living. It is, as well, the life that biology itself, in its own source, 
asks about when it is founded. 
 The priority of the living movement is obvious to the mature Aristotle. And what he makes 
explicit is – here as often elsewhere in his metaphysical thoughts – what we know implicitly 
from experience: We divide things in the world into living and dead. But life is not something 
the bird has and the stone has not. Life is rather something the stone “lacks”, which  is exactly 
the reason why we call it a “dead” thing. We categorise both the stone and the dead animate 
being as dead things. The difference is that the first is dead, in so far as it is, the other is dead, 
in so far as it has died. 
 The ability to move has “its price”. One can only be in motion by moving oneself. As an 
illustration of what movement means, we should not choose a stone falling, nor a bird, 
floating with its wings spread in a fixed position. Rather a bird in flight, constantly 
maintaining, adjusting and adapting its movement in the movement.21 
 The basic musical terms (whether we speak Italian or any other language) are elementary 
expressions of the living’s movement, or for the living on the whole. Speech has searched for 
words and found them apt in the sense that words are able to be apt at all. Even the anti-
organic, e.g. as we know it in Mahler, presupposes the organic as a background. Even Carl 
Nielsen’s “machine” in the Fifth Symphony is only expressive because it defies everything 
organic. 
 
Nevertheless we may still be at a loss, even when we here listen carefully to Aristotle. There 
are two problems:  
 (1) With Aristotle, the movement is always something that is ascribed to a subject (a 
substance). The movement is motion, change, transformation, and hence there is always 
something that moves, changes, transforms itself from … and to… But music’s movements 
are “subjectless”: there is nothing, that before, during and after the movement remains “the 
same”, having changed from something it was to something else that it has become. We can 
distinguish between the bird and its flight. But what is the melody, other than the movements 
of the melody? Several of the formulations above are aporetic, because to speak of movement 
without a subject – or at least of movement with a parenthesis around the subject – can, for 
the most part only be done in poetic speech.  
 (2) But that the movement of the conductor and the music can be movement without being 
ascribed to a subject, is a precondition for speaking ofthe conductor’s and the music’s moving 
as being the same movement, in the sense that the way the music plays can be the same way 
the conductor beats. And that is the next problem: the music’s movement and the movement 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
 
21  In a sense, language always thinks movement in terms of the living: even the falling stone 
moves itself toward the ground. 
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of the beat can, so it seems, only be “the same movement” in the sense that one is analogous 
to the other? But if, for example, the hand which is raised is to be analogous to a heightening 
of the music’s intensity, we need a code for the reading of the analogous relationship? A code 
that allows us to read the slowly increasing intensity as being conform with the arm slowly 
being raised? - No, that is not how it is. If it is necessary to speak of a code at all in this 
connection, the codifying need not be more complicated than when, for example, (to use an 
illustration that should not be stretched too far) phenomena of one type once and for all are 
projected on phenomena of some other type, in that both are made measurable and hence may 
be inscribed in one system of co-ordinates. But a staccato in the beat and in the music are the 
same. The one is not a code – a code term, a code-value - for the other. It is not translated. A 
legato – that which is unceasingly bound  - is the same in the beat and in the music. They are 
simply “doing” the same. 
 Perhaps Schopenhauer may give us a hint, where Aristotle is silent. What we are trying to 
say with words from the most elementary experience of life, is not far from what 
Schopenhauer actually says on the will . Will is what we normally best know as someone’s 
will to something. But in Schopenhauer, the will has the status of a metaphysical principle, 
valid before it is ascribed to any subject: everything in the world exists in and by its very 
effort to exist, including developing according to its nature. And it perishes when it from 
something else meets a stronger, opposing will.22 
 Will in Schopenhauer is a noumenon, but a dynamic noumenon, where in Kant it is static. 
We usually recognise it as “representations”. Not visions for the inner eye or the like, but – in 
German idealistic tradition- as “Vor-stellungen”: it is presented to us i.e. is objectified as 
ideas. The arts copy the  ideas. But music is the exception: it is not a copy of ideas, but of the 
will itself. The chord of the dominant seventh is not a message of, or an expression of tension: 
it is tension.23 
 For us it is not a matter of this or that living being. It is a matter of life as the first 
metaphysical principle: as noumenon. Indeed, it is experiences of this kind that bring Carl 
Nielsen to the striking formulation: ”Music is life – and as such inextinguishable”. 
 
Finally, let us attempt a schematic presentation. The first figure will show what the 
relationship between the beat and the performance is not. Let us imagine that it is a matter of a 
crescendo in these specific bars in this specific symphony. The arrows show a derivative 
relationship, e.g. that one is an expression of the other: 

                                                           
22  The will to be is reflected as the will to will for all living things, plants, animals, and 
humans in the emphatic sense. With such a concept of a ”Wille zum Wollen”, we are, 
according to one interpretation, very close to Nietzche’s ”Wille zur Macht”. - History has 
shown that this can be given many twists. Depending on how you interpret the relationship 
between metaphysics and politics, it may even have – but need not to have - political 
implications. 
 
23  Schopenhauer’s musical paradigm is Classicism. But his dynamic will-metaphysics makes 
Wagner all his own in his musical work. (He draws, by the way, the same pessimistic 
conclusions from it, but that is another matter.) 
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A. Say/think: "…let things grow forth: 
upward in an effort against a restraint!” 

 
 
 

 
 
 

     B.Beat: ’<...>!’                                       C. Play: ’<…>!’ 
 
 

 fig.1 
 
 
 
The beat and the playing count here as equivalent, in so far as they are two expressions of one 
and the same linguistic-conceptual gestalt. So the path from the beat to the music goes 
through the concept. But it is not just a detour. It is an impossible path, since 
conceptualisation - whether it is brought to a linguistic expression or not – necessarily means 
a huge oversimplification of the matter. If there are three “languages”, then it is the spoken 
language, the words, that try to say the same as the other two when they merely speak for 
themselves. Neither is the relationship between the other two metaphorical. C does not mean 
or carry out “ metaphorically“ the same as B, or the reverse.  The language of the conductor 
speaks for itself: it “works”, without our learning it. Which is not to say that everyone is 
equally aware of it and equally good at speaking it. Music sounds very different in different 
cultures. But if someone from a non-European culture learns to play Schubert, so that it 
sounds like Schubert, then he will also “understand” the conductor’s beat, the first time he is 
faced with a conductor. 
 The following diagram is more adequate:  
 
 
 

A. "Life”, ”The act of will” 
 
 
 
 
 
 

B. Beat: ’<...>’!                                         C. Play: ’<…>’! 
    
 

fig.2 
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Here, the conductor’s beat and the music are manifestations of the same act of life or will. In 
this way, they can go together. In this way the one can show what the other is to do, so they 
can go together. In this way they can accompany one another. 24 
 Life is the pulse beat. The heartbeat, the pulsing of the blood. The maintaining of life by 
the most effortless and elementary of all repetitions. The heart is silent. When we play, the 
pulse is ours. The beat of the pulse must be the same, but we cannot all have our fingers on 
the pulse – not the same pulse. The pulse beat may neither be seen nor heard: it lies under any 
movement. The conductor’s beat is our pulse beat. We recognise the pulse in a number of 
tempi, which we call natural, in spite of the fact that natural science could not describe them 
as anything other than quantitative and relative. But adagio, andante, moderato, allegro, presto 
etc. are not arbitrary comparisons: they are characteristic expressions. 
 Life is breathing: the most elementary effort. The steady process in terms of tension and 
relaxation, in speech, in song, in the melody, in the phrase. 
 Life is “going on”: this, the most elementary expression for self-movement, relates to what 
just is, in so far as it is “in motion”. If things in the final instance do not go by themselves, 
they do not go at all. We can move them, perhaps make them go. But “going on” they have to 
do themselves, whether they go along with, go against, go ahead. The motor starts – and goes. 
Problems become too great – things cannot go on. - Time, too, can be conceived of as 
something that “keeps going” - even though there is no heart or breath – with the most 
inexorable certainty. Inexorable in so far as everything takes place and perishes “in” time - 
keeping time with the passage of time. - It is hard to imagine that anyone has ever learned our 
system of notes without first setting up the value of a note (e.g. the crochet) as a “go-
note”/walking note.  
 Walking makes its own pulse in so far as it goes on – step by step. And running and 
standing are qualitative modifications of the same movement. Running is not just walking in a 
faster tempo. Chaplin does not run in his films: as we see him, he moves his feet as quickly as 
any runner, but he walks. That is the comedy of it. But the very thinking which sees music as 
a succession of tones (or in a broader sense, of sound) becomes aporetic when confronted 
with the peculiar fact that the movement can stop without being finished: the music still goes 
on, even when the movement has come to a “stop-note” (e.g. a semibreve in the end of a 
phrase). And the music moves in the pause: deepest of all in the music is the pause – the 
sound of nothing - in contrast to the silence or noise to which the music leaves us when it is 
over. 
 
It may well be an evolutionary “chance” that life, as we live it, goes on with heart, breath, and 
feet for walking. But these phenomena – and now I mean the phenomena themselves, not just 
the words – are for us some of the most basic of metaphors. They are so deep that I do not 
know what literalness could mean. 
 

Aarhus, August 6, 1998 (rev.1999). 
 
 

                                                           
24  More precisely, the arrow from B to C shows the relationship between the conductor and 
those who follow him, whereas the arrow from C to B shows the relationship between the 
music and those who dance to it. 


