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grounded in natural laws. Those elective affinities, invisibly governing 
rhythm, melody, and harmony, demand compliance in human music, and 
they stamp every contradictory connection as arbitrary and unattractive" 
(0MB, 45). The notion of "elective affinities" that Hanslick uses here­
in German, Wahlverwandtschaften (VMS, 79)-almost certainly owes 
something to Goethe's novel of the same name. That notion, however, 
was borrowed from seventeenth- and eighteenth-century chemical theories 
that sought to explain why some elements combined with one another, 
and some did not.36 As noted above, during the early nineteenth century 
chemistry provided a model through which relationships among different 
emotions-their combination and aggregation-could be explained. One 
might argue, then, that through his oblique reference to Goethe's novel of 
emotional alliances-alliances modeled on the idea of affinities between 
elements-Hanslick had provided yet another path for feelings to enter 
musical content. 37 

As an aesthetician, then, Hanslick could well celebrate having banished 
feelings from the evaluation of musical works. As a sensitive listener, how­
ever, he was far from comfortable with the notion that music was pure, 
inert form: thus the infamous "tonend bewegte Formen" that has proven 
to be yet another sphinx unwilling to give up its secrets. Perhaps these 
secrets might relate to how music can represent the dynamic aspect of 
feelings or the movement of physical objects through space, perhaps they 
might relate to mysterious elective affinities among tonal materials; more, 
Hanslick was unwilling to say. 

Hanslick's Emotional Legacy 

Hanslick aimed to provide a foundation for musical aesthetics based not 
on nature but on the fundamental properties of music as an expressive 
medium. Such an aesthetics rejected the notion of mimesis that had long 
shaped Western thinking about the arts and proposed in its place a stand­
ard of beauty based only on the degree to which the materials of an expres­
sive medium related to and cohered with one another. Within such an 
aesthetics, there was no place for emotional responses; aesthetic judgments 
were to be based on reflective evaluations in which personal interest played 
no part. But what to do with the quintessential expression of personal 
interest-"feelings"-which appeared to be part and parcel of listeners' 
responses to works of music? Here, Hanslick provided a second evaluative 
criterion. There were, in brief, good listeners and bad listeners. Good listen­
ers learned-indeed, labored-to ignore the sensations evoked by musical 
sound and to focus only on the musical materials themselves. Bad listen­
ers, unwilling to take the necessary steps to improve their appreciation 
of music, surrendered themselves to immediate sensations (pathological 
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emotions) and became emblems of the primitive, depraved, and diseased: 
pathologies. 

One part of Hanslick's emotional legacy, then, was to banish emotional 
responses from judgments of musical worth. At best, whatever you could 
feel upon hearing a musical work was an appreciation of your appreciation 
of the work's design. Such a perspective fit well with the idea of the work 
concept that was gaining traction during the nineteenth century and­
Hanslick's valorization of the performer notwithstanding-supported 
Western musicology's growing obsession with the score. 38 Another part of 
Hanslick's emotional legacy was the model of the ideal listener he offered, 
a listener educated in the intricacies of musical organization and thus able 
to attend to these intricacies and ignore the wayward push and pull of 
"feelings. "39 Taking these two parts together, the legacy is chiefly nega­
tive-emotional responses not only have nothing to do with musical value, 
but listeners must learn to distrust them and suppress them at every turn. 
There is, however, another perspective from which Hanslick's emotional 
legacy is a positive one. After all, one thing that Hanslick was obviously 
passionate about was music, even if he was convinced that it could only 
be appreciated through a studied practice of dispassion. He understood 
that music did not conform to the same standard of beauty that might be 
applied to painting or poetry, and he identified the prominence of "feeling" 
in responses to music as key to accounting for its unique beauties. Given 
the research on emotions available to him and given his beliefs about the 
purposes of musical listening, it is not surprising that affectual responses 
played no part in the aesthetics he developed. And yet "feeling" still lurked 
in the shadows, a sultry temptress, the rejection of whom was part of the 
thrill of musical listening. 

Afterword: Moving Beyond Hanslick's Emotional Legacy 

One might hope that, more than a century and a half later, research on 
music and emotion could provide an emphatic riposte to Hanslick's asser­
tion that music had nothing to do with the representation of feelings. Such, 
however, is not the case. Dale Bartlett, in a review of studies on physiologi­
cal responses to music and sound stimuli that had been conducted over a 
120-year period, concluded that the most that could be said was that music 
did in fact have an influence on bodily systems and that this influence was 
either stimulative or sedative. 40 This is hardly the stuff of which assess­
ments of musical beauty are made. 

There are a number of reasons for this rather dire situation. First, 
although the idea of emotions as shaped by physiological processes and 
manifested in psychological states was important in the formative years 
of the psychological sciences during the nineteenth century, by the early 
twentieth century interest in this remarkably complex topic had waned. 
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A robust, renewed program of research on the emotions only started to 
take hold-and then but gradually-in the 1970s. Second, while Leonard 
Meyer's Emotion and Meaning in Music of 1956 made a compelling case 
for the importance of listeners' emotional responses to the construction of 
musical meaning,41 his approach did not lead to a sudden surge in work 
on music and emotion. This was due in part to a turn toward obdurately 
positivistic study in music theory during the 1960s, and a resultant lack 
of interest in listeners' emotional responses. Third, when music psycholo­
gists began to re-engage with the topic of music and the emotions in the 
1990s, they tended to employ a rather undifferentiated approach to "the 
emotions," failing to distinguish between passing affectual dispositions, 
sustained high-intensity emotions, and all that might fall in between. In 
consequence, practically any response to music was interpreted as an emo­
tional response, and researchers struggled to arrive at definitive results. 
Finally, music psychologists seemed to adopt the view that Hanslick took 
early in his work on musical aesthetics: for these psychologists, all of the 
various sounds that occur in the natural human environment belonged to 
one domain, and the sounds specific to music belonged to another domain. 
In conformance with this view, few studies contrasted listeners' affectual 
responses to musical sounds with their responses to natural sounds. As a 
result, music psychologists had scant proof that listening to music was any 
better at modulating emotional states than the sounds of lowing cattle or 
a burbling stream.42 

It would seem, then, that Hanslick had won the day: 170 years of 
research provided no compelling argument that music was concerned with 
the representation of feelings. 

But the situation is perhaps not quite so dire. Beginning in the latter part 
of the twentieth century, a number of researchers began to propose new 
models for how body and brain could interact, models to which emotion 
studies contributed considerably.43 This led to the notion of grounded cog­
nition, a wide-ranging research program based on the idea that cognitive 
processes were grounded in embodied experience.44 Another important 
strand was studies which showed that an ability to make complex analo­
gies contributed significantly to the distinctiveness of human thought.45 

Such studies provided a way to explain how music was able to portray the 
dynamic properties of feelings or-touching back on Hanslick's analysis 
of Beethoven's overture to Prometheus-the movements of physical bod­
ies through space. My own work on musical grammar combined both of 
these approaches, together with research on construction grammars, to 
propose that one of the primary functions of music within humans' cul­
tural interactions was to provide sonic analogs for dynamic processes.46 

The embodied experience of emotions offered one example of a dynamic 
process, but so did the physical gestures that accompany speech and the 
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patterned movements of dance. To be clear, what I proposed was not that 
music was concerned with the representation of feelings-I am more than 
happy to grant that victory to Hanslick-only that music could provide 
sonic analogs for the dynamic processes associated with feeling-states. 

A victory I am less happy to grant to Hanslick is the one that ties the 
proper appreciation of music to an enlightened state of understanding: 
his distinction between good listeners and bad listeners. No doubt this 
reflects my own historical moment, but I simply do not believe that tracing 
thematic development within one of Beethoven's late compositions is an 
activity inherently more valuable than responding-physically, emotion­
ally, and intellectually-to one of James Brown's grooves or to one of 
Beyonce's songs. 

Make no mistake, the emotional legacy of Hanslick's On the Musically 
Beautiful is one with which contemporary musicology continues to grap­
ple. The questions of how, and in what ways, emotional responses matter 
to musical listening and how such responses might be studied are ones 
that are far from settled. The siren song of musical formalism continues to 
captivate music theory, a discipline often reluctant to admit that listening 
to music is every bit as important as contemplating it. And the issue of 
what counts as a good listener, or an ideal listener, is one that is more often 
ignored than it is addressed, the assumption being that any listener who 
engages with the music that matters to me is the listener who really mat­
ters. Hanslick's emqtional legacy casts its shadow over all of these inquir­
ies and yet-through a serious engagement with that legacy-might also 
provide a way to illuminate them. 
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