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Section IV – A Passage to Elsewhere 
 
Chapter 18 
 

In Defense of the Work of Art:  
I and Thou in Music Education 

 
Øivind Varkøy 

Norwegian Academy of Oslo, Oslo, Norway 
Oivind.Varkoy@nmh.no 

  
Abstract 
 

A change has been going on in both the philosophy of music education and the general 
philosophy of music during the last decades: a transition from a focus on music as an object or 
work to a focus on music as an activity and process. This certainly contrasts with the historical 
hegemony of the (Western) idea of music as objects. As a philosophical development this is 
unproblematic. However, a fundamental prerequisite for moving encounters between the 
human subject and music, in music education as well as in general, is the very idea of music as a 
work of art. This does not mean that music is to be considered solely as an object. The musical 
work of art is to be considered as both a subject and an object: a part-person-part-thing. In this 
chapter such ideas are discussed related to writings by Bohlman, Elliott and Small, romanticism, 
Benjamin’s aura concept, Buber’s encounter concept, and Aristotle’s discussion of happiness. 
 
 
To Have or Not to Have Moving 
Experiences Encountering Great 
Masterpieces of the Past 

 
Professor Andersen is the main 

character in a novel called Professor 
Andersen’s Night by the Norwegian author 
Dag Solstad. As professor of literature at 
the University of Oslo and an expert on 

Henrik Ibsen, it is a bit surprising that 
Andersen expresses a fundamental doubt 
as to whether it is possible for us today to 
have moving experiences reading the great 
masterpieces of the past. With sorrow, 
Professor Andersen announces that he, 
concerning the idea of such possibilities, 
has now realized “that this was something 
humanity had invented in order to endure 
its own inadequacy”:1 
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True enough, for 2,500 years it had 
been necessary to maintain this 
illusion that human beings were 
creatures who allowed their inner 
selves to be stirred and moved by 
certain portrayals of the human 
condition, because although the 
ability was lacking both to create and 
comprehend such heights and depths 
in the understanding of human 
behavior in order to understand their 
purpose here on earth, so there had 
been a yearning for this to be possible, 
but now it isn’t there.2 

Professor Andersen’s reflection is an 
expression of a quite well known attitude 
today: skepticism in relation to the belief in 
existential encounters with the “great 
works of art”, especially if these works of 
art can be said to have their origins in the 
past.  

 
This is not a new attitude, however. 

In the novel The Devils (also called The 
Possessed or Demons) by Fyodor M. 
Dostoevsky,3 the character Varvara 
Petrovna (who would like to take a position 
like the young nihilists) argues that nobody 
today is excited about the Sistine Madonna; 
nobody is spending time on it, except some 
grumpy old persons.  

 
So, what about old works of art in 

the music education of today? In her book 
Transforming Music Education, Estelle 
Jorgensen very clearly formulates this: 

The Western classical music tradition 
has come under close scrutiny and 
criticism for its historical association 
with the upper classes or society 

establishment, its role taken to be 
symbolic of upper-class or 
establishment values and an agent 
through which the lower or 
economically and politically 
disadvantaged classes are oppressed. 
Its repertoire has been viewed as 
obsolete, sexist, racist, ethnocentric, 
and anachronistic; its performance 
venues regarded as sonic museums 
where people come to gaze with their 
ears; and its values largely ignored or 
rejected by the public at large. . . .  
And its Western roots have been seen 
as too limited and limiting, and 
criticized by music educators and 
others for constituting too restrictive a 
view of music in a multicultural 
society.4  

 
 

Critique of the Hegemony of 
Western Classical Music  
In Music Education 

 
In my Scandinavian context, 

Western classical music has certainly 
historically been the music in general music 
education and instrumental education at all 
levels. The Norwegian curriculum for 
general education from 1960, for example, 
distinguishes “good music” from “worthless 
ding-dong.” “Good music” is pieces of 
Western classical music and Norwegian folk 
music; the “worthless ding-dong” is 
everything else, such as, for example, 
popular music.5 However, since the 1970s, 
this hegemony has been challenged. Today 
popular music is very well represented in 
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Scandinavian classrooms.6 This has to be 
seen in relation to discussions on cultural 
hegemony and processes of marginalization 
of different musical genres in society, 
including music education.7  

 
What is hegemonic culture and what 

is not—in educational systems as well as in 
research, media, and societies at large—is 
truly changing over time. While Western 
classical music was hegemonic in 
Scandinavian music education and 
musicological research until the 1970s, the 
situation is certainly very different in 2020. 
In fact, today more people than just right-
wing, populist “defenders of Western 
culture” worry about what some even dare 
to call the marginalization of Western 
classical music in general music education.8  

 
This situation can be seen in light of 

how, during the last few decades, a change 
has been going on in both the philosophy of 
music education and the general philosophy 
of music: a transition from a focus on music 
as an object or work to a focus on music as 
an activity and process. This certainly 
contrasts with the historical hegemony of 
the (Western) idea of music as objects.9  

 
As a philosophical development this 

is quite unproblematic. However, a 
fundamental prerequisite for moving 
encounters between the human subject and 
music is the very idea of music as a work of 
art. This does not mean that music is to be 
considered solely as objects. Rather, I argue 
that the musical work of art is to be 
considered as both a subject and an object: 
a part-person-part-thing (as a unity).  

The Critique of the Idea  
of Music as Objects  

 
Philip V. Bohlman claims that the 

“metaphysical condition of music with 
which we in the West are most familiar is 
that music is an object.”10 By raising and 
discussing a number of dichotomies like 
“die Musik/Musics,” “The Voice of God/The 
Struggle of the Everyday,” and “Vom 
musikalischen Schönen/On the 
Unremarkable in Music,” Bohlman—even 
using some German terms to underline his 
points—makes his critique of the traditional 
Western “metaphysical condition of music” 
very clear.  

 
Bohlman’s text is related to what is 

labeled New musicology. The most 
important consequence of New musicology 
has undoubtedly been the debate on what 
is actually meant by the term music and the 
renewed interest in music’s function for 
individuals and society at large. 
Furthermore, it embodies a view of music 
as an activity and process and not solely as 
a composition or product—a realization 
that has proved crucial to music education 
philosophy and practice.  

 
The emphasis on music as an activity 

and process—a natural, social activity in 
which participation is central—is not least 
addressed by Christopher Small: “Music is 
not a thing at all but an activity, something 
people do.”11 According to Small, Western 
scholars of music “have quietly carried out a 
process of elision by means of which the 
word music becomes equated with ‘works 
of music in the Western tradition.’”12 By 
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taking the concept of music in the direction 
of musicking, however, Small’s wish is to 
underline the fact that music is to 
participate in a musical performance, be it 
as a performer, listener, practitioner, 
composer, or dancer; the main point being 
that musicking, through the social 
construction of meaning, becomes a ritual 
in which all participants explore and 
celebrate relationships that constitute their 
social identity. All musicking is to be 
regarded as a process in which we tell 
ourselves stories about our relationships 
and ourselves. 

 
In his critique of concepts like 

aesthetic, aesthetics, and aesthetic 
education,13 David Elliott argues that the 
aesthetic concept rests on four basic 
assumptions, one of these being that music 
is objects or works.14 Elliott argues that the 
term musical work is closely related to 
classical instrumental music of nineteenth-
century Europe and that the work concept 
is one component of the aesthetic concept 
of music as a product-centered art.15 
Bohlman, Small, and Elliott then must all be 
said to have a highly critical attitude 
towards the hegemony of the Western idea 
about music as objects or works. After Kant, 
it often seems like Romanticism is to blame.  

 
 

Romanticism 
 
The renewed question in 

Romanticism is what music is capable of 
expressing when detached from its 
traditional functions. Is the meaning of 
music to be found, for example, in the 

internal structures in the music or in 
references to something extra-musical? 
While the music in ancient times, and for a 
very long time after, was linked to 
mathematically oriented Pythagorean 
theories, there was a turning point at the 
beginning of the eighteenth century when 
music started to become associated with 
language. The meaning in music could be 
translated into verbal language to some 
extent. However, during the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries, there was a 
development towards emphasizing music as 
transcending verbal language: saying 
something that verbal language could not. 
Instrumental music in particular was 
considered to express something that 
transcended any verbal language, opening 
up for the unspeakable.16  

 
Poets like Jean Paul, Hölderlin, 

Novalis, and Hoffmann, critics like 
Wackenroder and Tieck, and philosophers 
such as von Schelling and Schopenhauer all 
give different forms to a metaphysically 
colored philosophy of music. Arthur 
Schopenhauer, for example—like a number 
of other philosophers, including Plato—
considers the physical, sensible world as a 
manifestation of something underlying: the 
meaning of existence. In an otherwise 
relatively depressing world of thought, 
music is a bright spot considered to be a 
way to gain insight into the deepest 
underlying cause of existence.  

 
Thus, in the nineteenth century, an 

understanding of music was developed in 
the direction of metaphysics and mysticism. 
This means that the Romantic philosophy of 
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music opened up for what the ancients 
referred to as the mysterium tremendum et 
fascinans, an expression that suggests the 
chill and delight of facing the nameless. The 
work of art is given a certain “aura.”17 Elliott 
contextualizes the idea of music as works of 
art with these general philosophical and 
ideological ideas in the Romantic era: 

At the heart of this new age and 
ideology was the belief that all men 
(but not women) were free, equal, 
and self-sufficient. The old social 
order, based on inherited wealth and 
privilege, was being overturned. . . .  
The heavy emphasis that past and 
present aesthetic theories of music 
place on a contextual, intrinsic, 
“distanced” contemplation of objects 
duplicates the basic tenets of this 
social ideology.18  

 
To some extent I do follow Elliott’s 

argument.19 Let us, however, consider the 
term “distanced” in this quotation. Elliott 
seems to understand it as a problematic 
Romantic idea influenced by Kantian 
aesthetics, an understanding that underpins 
his critique of traditional Western classical 
ideas about music as objects. This way of 
thinking may be considered related to the 
historical loss of the aura, which includes 
loss of distance, of the works of art.  

 
 

The Age of  
Technological Reproducibility  

 
Relating to what Max Weber defines 

as the general process of disenchantment 
of the world and existence since the time of 

the Renaissance and Reformation in 
Europe, making the world more prosaic and 
predictable, and less poetic and 
mysterious,20 Walter Benjamin discusses 
the transformation of our aesthetic relation 
to objects and the world entailed by the 
new technologies of reproducibility.21 
Through the concept of aura, Benjamin 
holds on, deepens, and develops the idea of 
a reciprocal relationship between the 
subject and the world of things.22 The aura 
experience relates to our aesthetic 
relationship to things and the world in 
general, and thus also our relation to works 
of art and artistic practice. The 
transformations that occur in the field of art 
are results of changes that concern our 
basic perception of matter, time, and space. 
The most important change is how 
technology gives us a power over things 
that we previously did not have.  

 
In the age of handicraft, we were at 

the mercy of the qualities of things. But 
with new technology, the mystical nature of 
things disappears. The handicraft tradition 
allows things to retain a kind of distance 
and mystery. Works of art, like all things, 
however, lose their aura when 
technological interference destroys their 
distanced mysteriousness. The ability to 
reproduce them—and, of course, the 
experience of them—takes from them their 
unique character. This is obvious when it 
comes to music, which we all know very 
well is accessible everywhere and anytime 
for everybody in our Western societies 
today. This may undermine any idea of 
experience as deep and transforming.23  
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We cannot limit our appraisal of the 
critique of Romantic ideas about music as 
works to the strong engagements of the 
critics in favor of marginalized musics and 
cultures alone. We have to also consider 
the art’s loss of aura that goes together 
with this critique. My point is simply that 
making music a very-everyday-experience 
of processes and activities—reducing to 
close to zero any interest in music as works 
of art—may bring it so close that we have 
problems acknowledging a work of art in its 
otherness, as something different from 
ourselves, or as Martin Buber put it: as a 
Thou. Thus, I argue that distance is a 
prerequisite for any recognition of how 
important our experience of something as 
an Other is for our own affiliation in the 
world, and that the very idea of music as 
works of art is a prerequisite for existential 
encounters between the subject and the 
music.  

 
 

The Idea of Music as a Work  
of Art; Part-Person-Part-Thing 

 
In an essay called “My Louise 

Bourgeois,” the American author Siri 
Hustvedt writes: 

I have long argued that the experience 
of art is made only in the encounter 
between spectator and art object. . . .  
We are not the passive recipients of 
some factual external reality but 
rather actively creating what we see 
through the established patterns of 
the past. . . .  But good art surprises 
us. Good art reorients our 
expectations, forces us to break the 

pattern, to see in a new way.24  
This is a well-known idea. The recipient is 
definitely an active party when it comes to 
attributing quality and value to a piece of 
art. However, the last two sentences in the 
quotation can be interpreted as meaning 
that the artwork also offers us something 
other than the confirmation of ourselves. It 
can break our forms and patterns and 
exceed our past, our taken-for-
grantednesses and blind spots. Good art 
surprises us. Hustvedt further emphasizes 
that we, in the artwork, meet something 
more than just a thing. A work of art 

carries the traces of a living 
consciousness and unconsciousness. . 
. .  A work of art is always part person. 
. . .  In art, the relation established is 
between a person and a part-person-
part-thing. It is never between a 
person and just a thing.25 

Here, the work of art is considered a Thou 
and not an It, it is an expression of another 
person’s consciousness and 
unconsciousness. There is something in the 
work of art waiting for us to encounter it. 
To have such encounters we need to relate 
to something we can call art: a work of art.  

 
 

Existential Philosophy  
and Pedagogy  

 
Otto Friedrich Bollnow’s book 

Existenzphilosophie und Pädagogik was 
published in 1959.26 The starting point for 
Bollnow’s thinking seems to be that the 
pedagogical, naïve, optimistic belief in 
humanity has been lost, especially as a 
result of the experience of World War II. 
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Reality has forced us to accept that there 
also exists profoundly evil wickedness. 
According to the anthropological 
assumptions in existential philosophy, there 
is no continuity in a human subject and 
therefore no opportunity for continuous 
progress. There are only a few upswings 
followed by inevitable falls back into 
inauthenticity. We must always start over 
and over again. Human beings, as such, are 
discontinuous beings. This leads to the 
discussion of discontinuous means in our 
upbringing, a pedagogy of discontinuity, 
forms of influence that can intervene on an 
existential level. The continuous forms of 
education are not at all invalid. They must, 
however, be complemented by 
discontinuous means. In the wide variety of 
discontinuous forms of education, the 
concept of encounter is very central.  

 
Martin Buber emphasizes that life 

can only be unfolded in interaction with 
another Thou. This Thou has a superb 
autonomy in relation to the I. The human 
subject becomes an I by the Thou.27 In this 
context, Buber introduces the concept of 
encounter. An encounter (with a Thou) 
cannot be planned. Encounters suddenly 
appear, and they are also isolated from 
each other. Nevertheless, in each encounter 
the whole world is present. It is also 
important to emphasize that, with the 
concept of encounter, we do not talk about 
a fusion of the I and the Thou. It is rather 
the difference and strangeness in the Thou 
that the I encounters with frightening 
clarity.  

 

Encounters do not only take place 
between two human subjects but with 
everything that can be named spiritual 
realities; for example, works of art. I 
encounter a work of art as a Thou. This 
Thou meets me as something completely 
different. Its strangeness asks me, and 
sometimes forces me, to reorient my life. 
There is something merciless or relentless 
in an encounter; it shakes and upsets me; I 
have to change my life. As the German 
philosopher Peter Sloterdijk says: “I am 
already living, but something is telling me 
with unchallengeable authority: you are not 
living properly.”28 However, there is no 
direction for this change. This is in itself 
very unusual in a traditional educational 
context, not least when the educational 
goals of today are determined in terms of 
specific skills that the student has to master 
after completion of teaching. In an 
encounter, no guidance is given. An 
encounter in this sense means the spiritual 
touch that takes place when a human being 
is hit by the reality of another human being 
in the present work; that is to say, existence 
encounters existence. Or, as the Polish 
author Witold Gombrowicz says: 

The strength of the art, its 
immovability, its resilience, which is 
constantly reborn, comes from the 
fact that it is an individual who 
expresses themselves through it.29 

When a work of art is perceived as a Thou, a 
part-person-part-thing, it is not at all 
problematic to insist on the importance of 
being able to relate to music as a work of 
art. As said above, being able to relate to 
music as a work of art is a prerequisite for 
existential encounters with music as a Thou. 
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This Thou is something beyond and external 
to oneself; we are encountering someone 
else’s existence. 

 
However, this does not mean that 

we only have to relate to so-called “great 
art”. What matters to a human being can 
meet them in different places. Therefore, 
we have to emphasize the importance of 
patient and broad educational work. Since 
we can never predict or plan encounters, 
the primary task of teaching must be to 
make young people aware of the different 
offerings our cultural life has to give.  

 
For today’s readers, Bollnow’s ideas 

may appear both pretentious and outdated. 
Can such a text from post-war Germany say 
anything in a music educational situation 
today? I think so. We have all heard people 
tell stories about crucial encounters with 
some particular work of art, encounters 
that have influenced their lives. In the world 
of philosophy, ideas and values do not 
necessarily go out of date in the same way 
other socio-cultural distinctive 
characteristics from the time the text is 
written do. For example, musical existential 
encounters do not have to be related only 
to “the great works” of Western classical 
music because these are the cultural 
references of a person like Bollnow. On the 
other hand, since a) the teacher’s task first 
and foremost has to be the broad 
orientation in the musics that exist and are 
available to our world of potential 
experiences; b) not all music offers the 
same chances for experience to everybody, 
anytime; and c) it is the Western musical 
tradition that has nurtured the very idea of 

music as works of art, it is of course not an 
idea at all to marginalize or exclude 
Western classical music in general music 
education.30  

 
 

So What, Professor Andersen? 
 
As stated in the introduction of this 

essay, Professor Andersen, in Dag Solstad’s 
novel, doubts the possibility of moving 
encounters with works of art from the past. 
I will argue, however, that the harder it gets 
to imagine such a possibility, the more 
important it is to insist on the necessity of 
encountering works of art in this way; that 
is, as a Thou. We need our innermost selves 
to be challenged—as much in 2020 as when 
Bollnow wrote in 1959—in relation to our 
individual, social, and political lives. We 
need to relate to something we can call a 
work of art.  

 
What this “work” is interests me 

less. It could be a Mahler symphony or a 
country song by Willie Nelson, a Norwegian 
folk tune or an Indian raga. To encounter 
any work as a Thou, however, we have to 
encounter it as art, not as entertainment. 
The ultimate criterion of entertainment is 
to please, and simple pleasure is not the 
meaning of an encounter with a Thou.31 It is 
interesting to discuss the distinction 
between art and entertainment in light of 
the Aristotelian distinction between 
eudaimonia (true happiness) and hedoné 
(superficial happiness). Aristotle’s empirical 
psychological point of departure is the 
human being’s natural affection for music. 
Music is by nature a source of pleasure and 



 
 
The Road Goes Ever On: Estelle Jorgensen’s Legacy in Music Education.            Edited by Randall Everett Allsup & Cathy Benedict  
 

247 
 
 

joy. He is, however, skeptical about the 
growing acceptance of the pure pleasure 
aspect (hedoné) in the society of his time. 
He remarks that people sometimes miss the 
point by making pleasure the aim of life. 
The highest goal and purpose (diagogé) 
may well involve pleasure but not of a 
hedonistic kind (hedoné).32 

 
Aristotle then evaluates music’s 

possible functions in the human being’s 
development towards the highest purpose 
of life. In this development, the function of 
character formation/Bildung (ethos) is 
brought into play. Music may, in Aristotle’s 
view, further the human being’s 
development into a life in accordance with 
virtue and excellence (areté) by the 
formation of its character. This view is in 
accordance with the tradition from Plato. 
According to Aristotle, it is an empirical fact 
that music affects us. Tonalities, melodies, 
and rhythms are all considered carriers of 
character (ethos). As a consequence, one 
should use music that carries and furthers 
the right and good character. In contrast to 
Plato’s stricter evaluation of tonalities, 
Aristotle maintains that it is possible to use 
any tonality, but in different ways and for 
different purposes.  

 
Music’s character formation/Bildung 

function thus opens the way for music’s 
highest purpose and meaning: virtuous 
activity (diagogé). Through character 
formation with the help of music and the 
training of musical judgment ability, one 
reaches a level where it is possible to have a 
higher, spiritual, more virtuous and 
reflective experience of music. This 

experience unifies the experience of 
pleasure and recreation with the 
experience of the good, the true, and the 
beautiful.33 This function of music is the one 
that brings true happiness (eudaimonia).34  

 
Compared to hedoné, the 

immediate satisfaction, eudaimonia is 
about experiencing the slowness of true 
happiness through the weight of existential 
encounters. Thus, the slowness and weight 
of encounters with musical works as a Thou 
can be considered as aspects of 
experiencing life as meaningful and worth 
living.35 

 
 

The Pleasure of Slowness  
and Weight 

 
The Czech-born author Milan 

Kundera, resident in France since the 1970s, 
writes about his longing for the slowness: 

Why has the pleasure of slowness 
disappeared? Ah, where have they 
gone, the amblers of yesteryear? 
Where have they gone, these loafing 
heroes of folk song, those vagabonds 
who roam from one mill to another 
and bed down under the stars? Have 
they vanished along with footpaths, 
with grasslands and clearings, with 
nature?36  

As he longs for slowness, Kundera values 
the qualities in a concept such as weight, 
even if we often seem to prefer lightness: 

[T]he absolute absence of a burden 
causes man to be lighter than air, to 
soar into heights, take leave the earth 
and his earthly being, and become 
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only half real, his movements as free 
as they are insignificant.37 

Some years ago, the two outstanding 
Norwegian researchers Dag Østerberg and 
Anne Danielsen had a public dispute about 
the place and function of Western classical 
music in the lives of people today, as well as 
in musicological research and the public 
sphere. The sociologist Dag Østerberg, from 
his neo-Marxist philosophical point of view, 
argued that the field of music—as it was 
formed in our Western societies during the 
last half of the nineteenth century—has 
radically changed since the 1970s. To him, 
the music of our time is either locked into a 
kind of research laboratory for specialists or 
is everyday life entertainment. The 
inclusion of pop and rock in traditional 
areas of high culture (such as the annual 
Nobel Peace Prize Concert in Norway) as if 
there exists no difference between art and 
entertainment, Østerberg suggested, 
narrows our horizons in a way that makes 
the essential features of the existing society 
more and more easy to take for granted.  

 
The musicologist Anne Danielsen—

expert on funk, Prince, and James Brown—
started out by accepting the fact that 
Østerberg grieves over the loss of the 
weight of the great Western tradition of 
classical music. Further, Danielsen argued 
that the kind of slowness and weight that 
Østerberg finds in Western classical music 
comes from another time, another 
experience of existence. However, as 
Danielsen—maybe a bit paradoxically—
accepted Østerberg’s longing as legitimate, 
she saw no other sources for such 
experiences than to reactivate the great 

musical works of the past. In spite of their 
disagreements, Danielsen and Østerberg 
then seemed to agree that Western 
classical music has some aesthetical 
qualities, related to slowness and weight, 
that pop and rock music do not have.38  

 
Every discussion about aesthetical 

quality exists in the tension between a 
belief in universal norms on the one hand 
and relativism on the other.39 However, 
there is a third possibility between these 
two extremes: a particularistic normative 
position.40 From this point of view, the 
question about quality is always related to 
certain musical genres, certain groups of 
people, certain pedagogical situations, and 
certain educational goals. From such a 
position it is, for example, possible to 
consider choices of music educational 
content in relation to the purpose of the 
pedagogical situation.  

 
As said above, it is a banal fact that 

all music does not offer the same 
possibilities for experience to everybody, 
anytime. And, since we can never predict or 
plan encounters, the primary task of 
teaching must be to make young people 
aware of the different offerings our cultural 
life, including all kinds of musics, has to 
give. Furthermore, a prerequisite for strong 
encounters between the human subject and 
music is the very idea of music as a work of 
art, a part-person-part-thing. Even further, 
as pointed out by Bohlman, Small, and 
Elliott, it is the Western musical tradition 
that has nurtured the idea of music as 
works of art. From these factors I think it is 
time, in my cultural context, to rethink and 
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revitalize the relationship between general 
music education and the tradition of 
Western classical music, transcending the 
critique of its focus on music as works 

(objects), to offer our children and youth 
spaces for encounters with music as a Thou.  
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