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“Style and Structure are the essence of a book; great ideas are hogwash.” 

VLADIMIR NABOKOV1 
 

Most of those who have been gathering regularly to discuss about musical signification for 
years have found great advantages to this approach in our musical practice. As interpreters, we 
find in it some reliable tools to analyse the music we love: tools that go beyond that intuition that 
used to be our only support, before musicology took over and integrated the study of expressive 
meanings. As teachers, we get to see grateful students for the very same reasons. So who would 
refuse to embrace such empowering knowledge? A knowledge that allows the musician and the 
musicologist for an intimate relationship to the works of music that attract them so irresistibly. 
What else could be there to appeal those colleagues who insist in their old, formalist premises?  

Márta Grabócz and I thought it might be a good idea to give this question some serious 
thought. Not to disqualify some excellent colleagues, but on the contrary, to genuinely try to 
understand and learn from their refusal to musical meaning. So let me share with you my 
provisional list of nine reasons for formalism:  
 

1. The medieval –or Pythagorean and Platonic– tradition of the Harmony of the Spheres. 
The structure of music is a reflex of a universal harmony, of an orderly kosmos, and 
therefore its constructive aspects are most important. In contrast to this venerable idea, of 
course, music is linked to the Word, in an equally ancient tradition.  

2. The Aristotelic tradition according to which the supreme form of being is completely 
detached of the ontologically inferior component, i.e, to matter, i.e. to movement and 
desire. In plain English: the sensitive world is impure and less worthy than the realm of 
concepts and abstraction2.  

3. The dominance of sight over audition, a typically Western phenomenon that has been 
also attributed to Aristotle. That makes e.g. a score, or any other abstraction, more 
valuable to many than its sounding counterpart, linked to the worldly realities3. In fact, 
the Platonic Idea is called eidos, which comes from a verb meaning 'to see'. The eidos is 
thus "the vision of intelligence"4. 

4. The irresistible attraction of diamond-like perfection and all metaphysical absolutes, in 
front of the imperfections of communication, which is the terrain of Humanities. The 

                                                
1 Quoted by John Updike in his Introduction to Nabokov's Lectures on Literature (1980) as one of 
Nabokov's "dogmas".  
2 According to the Platonic-Aristotelic tradition (as in Metaphysics, XII 1072b 5-6), the supreme form of 
existence is utterly detached from its ontologically inferior component. In other words, man is able to take 
part in the world enough to understand and live what is superior, but that experience is fleeting and man is 
inevitable dragged back to the impureness of the sensitive world.  
3 Marina GARCÉS, Respirar el sentit. In 'Ara', 8.11.2015. 
4 I am indebted to Dr. Antoni Bosch-Veciana for this information.  
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philosophical fundaments of neo-Platonic formalism continue with Kant, Hegel, 
Schopenhauer and all idealists. For them, aesthetic pleasure means for the subject to get 
rid of any interest for the real things. From an idealist point of view, the more abstract, 
the more human, i.e. the less beastly.  

5. After metaphysics, formalism finds another historical fundament in science, or rather in 
scientism. The religion wars in the 16th and 17th centuries were perceived as a spiritual 
failure. Rationalism and positivism were supposed to save us from all the evil caused by 
metaphysics, medieval theology and religion. Jean-François Lyotard (1979) qualified 
science as the grand narrative of modernity par excellence. However, rationalism and 
scientism did not meet such great expectations either. Reason, that in its Aristotelic 
formulation was meant to be flexible and adaptative, becomes rigid and abstract in the 
17th century. Stripped of any context, meant to be universally valid, this sacralized, 
irrational 'Reason' will face reality and nature as an object of total planification, of radical 
rationalization. Nietzsche and Schopenhauer denounced it at the turn of the 20th century: 
that blind activism is ultimately power and submission will. It is one of the roots of a 
totalitarian trend that has brought a lot of dehumanisation to the last century. Martin 
Heidegger calls this approach an "attack". No presence is there any more, only concepts 
and grids.  

6. Another attractive point of formalism is a certain elitism. As Schopenhauer says, 
aesthetic contemplation is a pleasure for some happy few. Its price is incomprehension, 
solitude, splendid isolation. But the alternative to that can be even worse: as an 
Erdensohn (a 'son of the earth'), to be dragged by desire like a beast, prone to hate, 
especially to hate for the beautiful. Uncapable of any sublime or aesthetic experience. 
Thus again: the further from the lower parts of existence, the better. Egalitarianism and 
democracy, for Schopenhauer and later for Nietzsche, Baudelaire and Thomas Mann, are 
not the solution to anything. For them, quality takes us away from excellence. And truth 
does not save us, we have to be saved from it; only sublime beauty and music can do that. 
This mentality about music, of course, is what Adorno would later call alienating, 
suggesting it amounts to escapism.  

7. One dreadful consequence of this aristocratic view: if music does not convey any 
political or ideological messages, then composers and interpreters do not share any 
responsibilities in some atrocities of the past century, especially in Europe. In fact, after 
1945, there were among musicians very little consequences, not only in Germanic 
countries. A meaningless music can be of advantage on some occasions.  

8. The nihilism of our age finds also in a certain silence around music a welcoming chanel. 
It is of course not the meaningful silence of a John Cage, or of mysticism. It is rather a 
silence that has nothing to say, a silence to affirm that there is nothing to say.  

9. A last reason for formalism might be the lack of a proper musical education. Oftentimes, 
seriously learning to play some instrument –guitar, piano, percussion– leads to a much 
better understanding of the musical language.  

 



 3 

But musical signification is not the opposite of form and structure. There is no reason for an 
exclusion of any of music's parameters. The haunting charm of instrumental music lies precisely 
in its ability to express without words. It veils and reveals at the same time. Should it denote 
instead of connotating, we wouldn't be listening and playing it with such pleasure. Logos and 
formal construction complement each other and fuse into music in an exemplary way. This 
captivates many musicians, music lovers and musicologists all over the world.  

 

Joan Grimalt 


