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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,* 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.®

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.* 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.** Another important
strand was studies which showed that an ability to make complex analo-
gies contributed significantly to the distinctiveness of human thought.*
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.*
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
Beyoncé’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 emotional 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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Imagination and Performance






