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PREFACE 

 

This writing is inspired—certain parts and  ideas taken—and further elaborated upon especially 

with respect to underdetermination, especially the second chapter and parts of the fifth chapter 

from my master‘s thesis, entitled, “Reconciling Realism With Underdetermination In Musical 

Ontology” (2011). The main goal in my master’s thesis was to reconcile Metaphysical Realism 

in musical ontology with underdetermination. However, this work solely focuses with the identi-

ty of a work and implicitly demonstrates that the identity of a work can be explored and dis-

cussed without the need of appealing to any theory of existence of a work as such, i.e., the onto-

logical status of a musical work of the first order; whether musical works are abstract particulars, 

a collection or fusion of concrete particulars, or mental entities. This current work solely focuses 

on the ontological status of a musical work of the second order, i.e., a musical work’s identity. 

Additionally, this work is not concerned with whether a musical work is created or discovered. 

While underdetermination and other sorts of arguments from the pure sonicist, timbral sonicist, 

and instrumentalist were utilized and considered in my master’s thesis as a way of determining a 

favored theory for musical identity of a work (i.e., the fifth chapter), this current work does not 

explore these arguments. However, this work does entertain certain notions and arguments from 

other identity theories. Although, Jerold Levinson’s views are considered for reasons that will be 

self-evident. Consequently, this current work appeals to underdetermination in a much deeper, 

different, and focused manner along with the introduction of novel ideas not presented within my 

master’s thesis. Given the different goals that I have in mind in this current work, it is the second 

chapter from my master’s thesis is relevant and accordingly utilized, although, it is substantially 

expanded. This work also introduces other new concepts, i.e., the Spatio-Temporal Laws of Mu-

sic, which elaborates more in depth with novel ideas with respect to the underlying aspects of 

underdetermination of a musical work. In addition, this work introduces a novel approach for the 

identity of a musical work, i.e., the distinction between an ontological theory of identity and an 

aesthetic theory of identity. These two kinds of approaches to musical identity allow one, like 

me, to attribute very different kinds of intuitions about the same work without any sort of logical 

contradiction.2 In the final last chapter, I provide some observations, which highlights the rela-

tionship between musical work and underdetermination as an analogy to the nature of reality.  

                                                 
2 Please note that the original version of this work was originally published on the Internet in 2014.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

The notion that a musical performance is underdetermined by its score is known among philoso-

phers of music and other musical scholars.  For example, Stan Godlovitch, whom I shall appeal 

to in the next chapter of this writing, not only reminds the philosopher of the relationship be-

tween music and underdetermination, but also provides the philosopher with a basic frame work 

from which the philosopher can expand, as I have done in the proceeding portions of this writing. 

Other scholars of music such as Leo Treitler insist “no notation has final meaning” (491). In ad-

dition, musicologists such as Clive Brown and Robert Donington collectively illuminate to us 

how performances of works by composers we enjoy probably sounded quite differently than to-

day’s performances of past works. And, yet, a work by Bach heard today, for example, would 

still be considered an instance of that work. The obvious question is, “What is it that we are lis-

tening to that enables us to identify a work as that work? What is a work’s identity?” We take 

our everyday experience of listening to music for granted. In past experience, when I asked the 

‘average’ listener of music, “What is it that lets you identify a work as that work when you hear 

it?”, the answers are not satisfying. And once I illuminate some properties of a work to the lis-

tener, I usually get the classic ‘dear in the headlights’ look. It has become apparent to me that the 

average listener has no idea what it is that s/he is listening to. This is true among serious musi-

cians as well. Indeed, many musicians make all sorts of claims about what constitutes an identity 

of a musical work and how a work should be instanced, especially their own works. However, 

musicians themselves, more often than not, do not practice what they preach. While musicians 

are not good sources as to their own assertions about the identity of a work, they are, however, 

good sources with the respect to how they actually treat musical works.  

 

Hence, that a score underdetermines a performance of a work is not a new idea. However, I 

should like to present more of an analytic philosophical approach as to how a score underdeter-

mines a performance. In addition, I shall explore the underlying reasons as to why this occurs. 

My hope is that this writing will provide a fresh perspective with respect to the relationship be-

tween music and underdetermination, and in turn, perhaps encourage the philosopher of music to 

re-examine existing views, and perhaps even inspire new ones. Accordingly, this writing pre-

dominantly focuses on the western classical music, i.e., Common Practice Era. The reasons for 
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this choice are: the rich history and the development of music associated with classical music, 

the economy of this writing, and, my strong acquaintanceship with classical music. Additionally, 

it is a way to illuminate a philosophical point. That is to say, even in this ‘strict’ tradition of 

western classical music, performances of musical works can (and will) be underdetermined. 

 

While this writing deals with the ontology of a musical work, it is not about the existence of a 

musical work as such, i.e., whether musical works are abstract particulars (Transcendent or Im-

manent), a collection or fusion of concrete particulars (Nominalism; Perdurantism), or mental en-

tities (Idealism). Moreover, whether a musical work is created or discovered is also irrelevant to 

a work’s identity. Instead, as suggested above, the focus in this writing is the ontological status 

of a work from the perspective of its identity, i.e., ontology of the second order with respect to 

musical works. Accordingly, one of the goals of this writing is to demonstrate that an investiga-

tion as to the identity of a work should not require the discussion of the existence of a work as 

such, i.e., ontology of the first order with respect to musical works. Some of the theories for the 

identity of a musical work are pure sonicism, timbral sonicism, instrumentalism, and contextual-

ism. The pure sonicist and the timbral sonicist are formalists. Formalism is only concerned about 

a work’s identity in its purest form, and properties not associated with a work’s pure sound struc-

ture are accidental. However, there are differences between the pure sonicist and the timbral son-

icist. The pure sonicist’s view is that means production and aesthetic qualities of work are not 

necessary properties for a work’s identity. The only thing that identifies a work as that work is its 

pure sound structure, i.e., sound structure simpliciter or a musical work’s structural relations 

(Kivy, The Fine 59-94). The timbral sonicist too asserts a view that all that matters for a work’s 

identity is its pure sound structure; however, while the means of production are not properties of 

a work, the timbral properties of a work are essential (Dodd). On the other hand, the instrumen-

talist asserts that the means production for an instance of a work is essential, given what com-

posers have indicated within the score (Levinson, Music; Levinson, What). The contextualist re-

jects pure sonicism, timbral sonicism, and instrumentalism. For the contextualist, the nature of a 

work’s identity varies, i.e., an identity of a work depends on the environment in which a work 
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was conceived. For some works instrumental properties are essential for a work’s identity, and 

for other works perhaps instrumental properties are accidental (Davies).3  

 

Accordingly, this writing demonstrates:  

 

1. The discussion of the identity of a work need not involve issues concerning the exist-

ence of a musical work as such, i.e., ontology of the first order with respect to musical 

works. 

2. Given the data provided by the specific aspects of underdetermination, pure sonicism 

is the best candidate as an ontological identity theory of a work. 

3. There can be two kinds of approaches with respect to musical identity: ontological 

theory of identity and aesthetic theory of identity.  

 

This writing is composed of seven chapters. In the first chapter, I shall elaborate and explain 

what is meant by the use of the word underdetermination within the context of music and present 

the two general aspects of how a score underdetermines a performance. In the second chapter, I 

dig a little deeper and analyze the six specific aspects of how a score underdetermines the per-

formance of a work. In the third chapter, I dig even deeper, and present the underlying aspects as 

to why a performance will necessarily be underdetermined, i.e., the spatial qualities of music and 

the auditory quality of silence that necessarily enable the six specific aspects of underdetermina-

tion. In the fourth chapter, I shall present some preliminary conclusions that involve some onto-

logical considerations for the philosopher of music with respect to the nature of a musical work’s 

identity. In the fifth chapter, I address a corollary issue with respect to the identity of a work 

concerning the authorship of a composition. In the sixth, I present my final conclusion with re-

spect to a work’s identity and conclude that the ontological evidence supports pure sonicism. 

However, I do feel that there is room for Levinson’s instrumentalist proclivities to which I am 

sympathetic as well. As such, I, also, propose that there can be two different kinds of approaches 

                                                 
3 While Levinson is considered an instrumentalist, I do however, think he can be also construed as a contextualist in 

the broad sense as well, i.e., what I term as a broad contextualist.  Davies I consider a strong contextualist. Levin-

son’s view is based on the notion that instrumentation that is indicated within the score should be adhered to in a 

performance of a work. Davies is sympathetic to this view, but only to a point. He stresses that psychological and 

sociological factors of the composers, musicians, and listeners influence how a musical work would be instanced. 

Some traditions in music might have more of a flexible approach to instrumentation and while other musical tradi-

tions might have a stricture approach to instrumentation. For me, their views as just different sides of the same coin.  
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with respect to the identity of a work, i.e., an ontological theory of identity and an aesthetic theo-

ry of identity, and of course I shall elaborate on this distinction; and, also, argue for the view that 

Levinson’s instrumentalism should perhaps be construed as an aesthetic approach for the identity 

of a work instead of an ontological one.  Consequently, this ontological and aesthetic distinction 

with respect to a work’s identity allow one, like me, to attribute very different kinds of intuitions 

about the same work without contradicting what the six aspects of underdetermination suggest, 

and also, may eliminate any other sort of logical contradiction among one’s intuitions about the 

same work one might have. In the final chapter, I shall present my thoughts regarding underde-

termination and the role it played in my exploration of music, and the meaning it has for me and 

shall provide some observations, which highlights the relationship between a musical work and 

underdetermination as an analogy to the nature of reality.  
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2. GENERAL ASPECTS OF UNDERDETERMINATION 

 

Concerning musical performances, underdetermination suggests that there can be multiple per-

formances of the same work in which all of the performances of that work can sound quite dif-

ferently, and yet, all of these performances of that work can still be considered correct. How 

does this happen? First, I shall explicate the dual process that is involved in instancing a work. 

Next, I shall present the views of Stan Godlovitch in what I have termed as the two general as-

pects of how a score underdetermines a performance of a musical work. 4   

 

A musical work encourages two processes, that is, a dual process, if it is to be instanced (per-

formed). The first process is that of composing. A composer is a specialist in the writing of a set 

of instructions for the possibility of a musical work being instanced.5 Accordingly, the second 

process is that of performance. The performer carries out the instructions so that the musical 

work can be instanced. A composer can play from the score; nevertheless, first, there is the score, 

then, there is the following of the set of instructions from the score, which necessitates a per-

former. A composer can perform a work from memory, if it is written for a solo instrument that 

she can play; however, once the musical work is instanced, it does not phenomenally exist. 

Hence, music notation ensures a composer that her work will have the possibility of being in-

stanced, even after she passes away. At the same time, it is this dual process that points in the di-

rection of how an instance of a work can be underdetermined.  

 

According to Stan Godlovitch, “notated works underdetermine their performances” (86). There 

are two general aspects of how scores underdetermine performances, namely, with respect to 

musical content and musical directive (86-87). The musical content is the structure of ordered 

pitches that the score depicts. The musical content has two aspects: the descriptive aspect and the 

                                                 
4  For the purposes of this writing, the two general aspects of how a score underdetermines a performance of a work, 

may also be referred to as the two general aspects of underdetermination or the two general aspects, or the general 

aspects. It is in like manner with reference to the six specific aspects of how a score underdetermines performance 

of a work’; this expression may be referred to as the six specific aspects of underdetermination or the specific as-

pects of underdetermination or the specific aspects.  
5 Please note that the process of being a composer does not necessarily entail that there is just one composer for one 

musical work. It could be a group of composers working together in composing one work of music. The point here 

is that the act of composing is a process in it of itself, be it with one or more persons in the act of composing a cer-

tain work. Indeed, even if one were to compose music in one’s mind, it still involves the process of composing, albe-

it a different manner of composing, but composing nevertheless.  
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explanatory aspect (87). The descriptive aspect demonstrates that the score underdetermines a 

performance by virtue of the score falling short of providing a thorough acoustical musical de-

scription of anything that occurs in a performance, i.e., the knowledge of the score does not pro-

vide enough musical acoustical information as to what actually will occur in a performance (87). 

Godlovitch refers to this as an “epistemic gap” between what is written in the score and what ac-

tually occurs in a performance (87). The explanatory aspect demonstrates that the score under-

determines the performance causally because, while a score might explain the sort of pitch se-

quence that occurs in a performance, it cannot explain why, with respect to the content, a partic-

ular phrase was executed a certain way, e.g., “a peculiarly aggressive marcato” (87). While mu-

sical content is concerned with musical structure, musical directive is concerned with set of in-

structions that one is to implement. The musical directive has two aspects: a negative aspect and 

a positive aspect (87). The negative aspect is that there are not enough detailed instructions for 

the performer. Hence, the performer must use her discretion and decide how she is to perform a 

musical work. The positive aspect is that the score is an invitation from the composer to the per-

former to collaborate with her on how the work will sound. The composer provides the basic set 

of instructions, and the performer has the freedom to interpret those instructions (86-87).  

 

Essentially, this is why a score can underdetermine a performance of a work. That is to say, there 

can be multiple performances and very different performances of the same work in which all of 

the performances of that work can still be considered correct.  While these two general aspects 

(i.e., musical content and musical directive) in which a score underdetermines a performance are 

an accurate depiction, these aspects merely present the philosopher of music the framework from 

which to expand. Accordingly, I shall further investigate into the specifics of how this is accom-

plished by “digging a little deeper,” as they say, within the next portion.   
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3. SPECIFIC ASPECTS OF UNDERDETERMINATION 

 

Introduction: 

There are various aspects of how a score underdetermines a performance of a work. I shall elabo-

rate on six of them. While these six specific aspects are by no means comprehensive, they are, 

nevertheless, universal and therefore, important. Please note that I merely am highlighting each 

of the aspects so as to be economical in this brief writing. The history of music is rich with ex-

amples of how a performance is underdetermined even within the confines of western classical 

music; hence, I present what I consider the most universal aspects along with useful examples as 

a way in illuminating the relationship between a score and its respective performance.  

  

 

A. First Specific Aspect: Instruments 

 

Proposition: 

Performances utilizing different instruments for the same work can be considered correct. I label 

this proposition as (AP1).   

 

There are six supporting propositions: 

 

(AP1-1) Utilization of contemporary instruments in a musical performance can be con-

sidered correct. 

 

(AP1-2) Utilization of period instruments in a musical performance can be considered 

correct. 

 

(AP1-3) Utilization of altered instruments in a musical performance can be considered 

correct. 

 

(AP1-4) Utilization of replaced instruments in a musical performance can be considered 

correct. 



8 

 

 

(AP1-5) Utilization of substituted instruments in a musical performance can be consid-

ered correct. 

 

(AP1-6) Performance of a work can be underdetermined because composers tend to treat 

their works as pure sound structures as reflected by their respective scores. 

 

 

Evidence for (AP1): 

Introduction: 

Please note that it should be assumed for the purposes of this paper that musical instruments are 

physical objects that humans utilize in making music and should be understood in commonsensi-

cal ways. Accordingly, there are five categories of musical instruments: contemporary, period, 

altered, replaced, and substituted.  The supporting propositions are reflective of these five cate-

gories of instruments. I shall provide evidence in support of (AP1) in the context of presenting 

evidence in support of each of the supporting propositions in the order presented above. 

 

Evidence for (AP1-1): 

A contemporary instrument is a musical instrument that meets today’s standards in its construc-

tion or an instrument that is modified to meet today’s standards. For example, a violin by Nicola 

Amati was originally made a few hundred years ago. As old as this violin may be, certain parts 

of the violin have been reconstructed to meet current standards; therefore, any violin made by 

Nicola Amati that has been modified in this way is considered a contemporary violin. In like 

fashion, other instruments that are old, but modified to meet current standards in their construc-

tion, are considered contemporary instruments as well. A performance utilizing contemporary in-

struments is common practice in music; therefore, utilization of contemporary instruments in a 

musical performance can be considered correct. 
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Evidence for (AP1-2): 

A period instrument is a musical instrument that would have been utilized during the time-period 

of the composer.  Let us consider a baroque violin; not that the violin must have been made dur-

ing Bach’s lifetime, but the violin (and bow) must be the same sort that was utilized during his 

lifetime. If I were to play a musical work from the Baroque era and as long as the instrument was 

made in the time of the composer or made in the style that would have existed in his time, then 

the instrument is considered a period instrument. With the advent of the authenticity movement, 

there has been a resurgence of period instruments. Nonetheless, performances with either a con-

temporary or a period instrument could be considered a correct performance of Bach’s work or 

any work.  

 

Evidence for (AP1-3): 

The altered instrument is a musical instrument in which physical changes of the instrument can 

occur as long as the musical instrument intuitively remains essentially that same identifiable type 

of instrument. For example, the violin has been modified over the centuries. The neck and fin-

gerboard became longer and thinner by the late eighteenth century to allow the musician “greater 

left-hand facility” (Stowell 26). The length of the fingerboard on a Stradivarius varied between 

19.05 cm and 21.59 cm and was lengthened to between 5.08 cm and 6.35 cm (26). The bridge 

has been raised by 2.1mm (24). In addition, the bridge on the Baroque violin is flatter than the 

bridge of today’s violin (24). Originally, violin strings were only gut strings; made from the in-

testines of goats and sheep. Currently, strings are also made from a variety of materials including 

aluminum, steel, silver, gold, etc. In addition, today’s violinist utilizes attachments that were not 

prevalent in the past. For example, the chinrest is common place now.  It improves the technique 

of the violinist in that the weight of the violin is shifted from the left hand to the shoulder, thus 

freeing up the left hand. This change enables the wood of the violin to vibrate more; thus, pro-

ducing an improved sound. Despite the alterations of the instrument, the violin still is intuitively 

recognized as a violin. It is in like fashion with other instruments with respect to what constitutes 

an altered instrument. A performance of a musical work utilizing altered instruments is common 

in music; therefore, utilization of altered instruments in a musical performance can be considered 

correct. 
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Evidence for (AP1-4): 

The replaced instrument is a musical instrument not originally intended for performance of a 

work as indicated in the score by the composer but, nevertheless, is expected to be utilized for 

performance by the musical community.  For example, when one attends a concert with a reper-

toire by Bach or Mozart in which a keyboard is utilized, one expects to hear a contemporary pi-

ano played as opposed to a harpsichord or pianoforte, respectively. It is also commonplace for a 

guitarist to perform music that was originally intended for the lute. It is in like fashion with other 

instruments with respect to what constitutes a replaced instrument. A performance of a musical 

work utilizing replaced instruments is common in music; therefore, utilization of replaced in-

struments in a musical performance can be considered correct. 

 

Evidence for (AP1-5): 

The substituted instrument is a musical instrument utilized in a performance of a work that was 

not originally intended by the composer nor usually expected to be heard by the musical com-

munity. For example, Paganini’s Caprice No. 13 Op. 1 for the violin is usually performed on the 

violin today; however, Paganini’s composition is also, though not as prevalent, performed on the 

guitar as well. The guitar, in this instance, is considered a substitution. Yet, a performance of Pa-

ganini’s Caprice No. 13 Op. 1 on the guitar would still be considered correct. It is in like fashion 

with other instruments with respect to what constitutes a substituted instrument. Accordingly, a 

performance of a musical work utilizing substituted instruments is common in music; therefore, 

utilization of substituted instruments in a musical performance can be considered correct. 

 

Evidence for (AP1-6): 

Some of Bach’s works were entitled as Duet for flutes, violins, oboes, or other melody in-

struments (Kivy, The Fine 78). Mozart’s Fortieth Symphony originally had two oboes in the 

score. Later he replaced the oboes with clarinets without altering any of the notes. One of Mo-

zart’s letters clearly indicates that he understood his concerto for clarinet in terms of pure sound 

structure. Beethoven scored his Quintet Op. 16 also as a piano and string trio. Sonatas for ‘clari-

net’ that Brahms composed were for both clarinet and viola from the start (86). Valses Nobles et 

Sentimentales composed by Ravel was originally for piano, and later he decided to orchestrate it. 

Richard Rodgers, the composer for Oklahoma, wrote his music on piano and someone else or-
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chestrated it. Perhaps in more modern and contemporary compositions requirements were more 

than just suggestions. However, it does not mean that this a necessary condition for the identity 

of a work. These are just a few examples I presented here. Surely, a proper musical historian 

could expand on examples such as these exponentially (81-82).  

 

Scholium for (AP1): 

To appreciate why strings have been historically predominant instrument for an orchestra con-

currently substantiates the notion that the composers tend to treat their works as pure sound 

structures. There are six reasons why the string section was favored throughout musical history. 

First, the strings have an incredible pitch range. Second, the technical abilities of musicians have 

improved over the centuries, which allow the composer to write complex structures. Third, the 

strings section can attain an expressive quality that is not as attainable with other instruments. 

Fourth, there are fewer troubles in blend with strings. Fifth, the dynamic range is extraordinarily 

wide. Sixth, “strings are able to play continuously for longer periods of time” than other in-

struments (Kennan and Grantham 31). 

 

It is interesting to note that as other musical instruments were modified over time, it encouraged 

improvement of technical abilities of the respective musicians. As a result, these other instru-

ments started to be featured more in musical works. This is self-evident in late Romantic music 

and contemporary classical music—especially in movies, e.g., the Star Wars theme is a perfect 

example in which the brass section performs the main theme. Indeed, other musical forms 

evolved as a result. For example, jazz music, e.g., especially in the Big Band Era in which an en-

semble would be solely composed of brass and woodwinds.  

 

 

Conclusion for (AP1):  

(AP1-1), (AP1-2), (AP1-3), (AP1-4), (AP1-5), and (AP1-6) are true; hence, (AP1) is true.  
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B. Second Specific Aspect: Key  

 

Proposition:  

Performances utilizing a score based on a key other than the one intended by the composer can 

be considered correct. I label this proposition as (AP2).  

 

There are four supporting propositions: 

 

(AP2-1) Performing a work, utilizing a score that is notated in a key signature other than 

the one intended by the composer, can be considered correct. 

 

(AP2-2) Performing a work in which a key signature reflects specific key (tonality) can 

be performed with varying frequencies and still be considered correct.  

 

 (AP2-3) Performing a work based on a key for the purposes of achieving a certain tim-

bral quality can be considered correct. 

 

(AP2-4) Performing a work based on a key for the purposes of technique for the perform-

er can be considered correct.  

 

Evidence for (AP2): 

 

Introduction: 

A key can be understood in a variety of ways, i.e., notation, frequency, timbre, and technique.  

The supporting propositions are reflective of these understandings of a key.  I shall provide evi-

dence in support of (AP2) in the context of presenting evidence in support of each of the support-

ing propositions in the order presented above. 
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Evidence for (AP2-1): 

If a musical work is in D major, then it must adhere to markings or notation in that key; the F 

sharp and C sharp in this case. However, a piece can be notated in another key signature, thus re-

flecting another key (tonality). (This example is assumes that notation is for a non-transposing 

instrument.)  In practice, it is common for musical works to be transposed from one key signa-

ture to another in which not only is the key signature is different but also the concert key.  For 

example, Paganini’s Caprice No. 13 Op. 1 written for violin is also performed on the guitar. 

However, the guitarist6 will perform from a score written in G major, rather than the original no-

tation of B flat major because the instrument has its own idiosyncrasies; therefore, the original 

key signature is not appropriate. This sort of thing is common practice within the musical com-

munity. Hence, a performance of a work based on a score that is notated in a key signature other 

than the one intended by the composer can be considered correct.  

 

Evidence for (AP2-2): 

One can think of a key in terms of frequency. That is to say, a musical work could still sound 

quite differently despite it being instanced in the same key.  For example, given that the violin is 

not a transposing instrument, then a musical work for violin written in the key signature of D ma-

jor would be heard in the concert key of D major. However, historically, pitch was not absolute. 

For example, today’s tuning for the a1 is at 440 Hz. But before 1750 an “‘a’ meant any tone relat-

ed according to a given pattern of tones and semitones to other tones in use, the actual pitch 

(varying over the distance of a major third or more) being determined by the convenience or ne-

cessity of the moment” (Ellis and Mendell 90). Even with the invention of the tuning fork in 

1711 by John Shore, a1 varied because there was no standardization (Lawson and Stowell 86). It 

was not until 1939 in London that there was an international conference held that agreed to set a1 

at 440 Hz (Stowell 245). Currently many musicians also utilize a tuning machine that may pro-

vide a choice of a1 from 440 Hz to 444 Hz; hence, today various orchestras around the world 

tune to a different a1. With the advent of the authenticity movement, the a1 is varied once again, 

e.g., even as low in the 420 Hz ranges for some orchestras; although, it must be noted, as tacitly 

                                                 
6 The guitar is a transposing instrument; notated an octave higher than it sounds; however, like the violin the key 

signature is also the concert key, e.g., the key signature of D major key will also be in the concert key of D major.  
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suggested above, it would be a fallacy to assume that tuning in the “authentic” sense means to 

tune lower than many of today’s modern symphonic orchestras.  

 

What complicates this are the various kinds of intonations that instruments employ. For example, 

the intonation of the piano is based on equal temperament, while the violin’s intonation is varied. 

Currently, non-fretted stringed instruments, horned instruments, and vocalists will perform 

sharps high and flats low. Yet, this was not always the case, as Leopold Mozart clearly indicated: 

“For example, D flat is higher than C sharp, A flat is higher than a G sharp, G flat is higher than 

an F sharp, and so on” (246). Hence, if a work were to be notated in which a specific tonality 

was required that same tonality can still sound quite differently in various performances of the 

same work and still be considered correct. 

 

Evidence for (AP2-3) and (AP2-4): 

A key can also be construed in terms of quality of sound that is produced on an instrument and 

the physical ability that is required in performing a particular instrument within that key, i.e., 

timbre and technique respectively. For example, Paganini utilized the scordatura approach for the 

performance in some of his works. Simply, it means to tune the violin from its original tuning ei-

ther in higher tones or lower tones. Paganini’s Violin Concerto in D major was originally written 

in the key of E flat major. That is to say, the orchestral parts were notated in a way, which re-

flected the concert key of E flat major, while his solo violin portion was noted in with the key 

signature of D major. This ostensibly would seem to contradict the key of E flat major, which 

Paganini was striving for in his work. However, Paganini tuned his instrument up a half-step. 

This enabled him to sound in the key of E flat major, while incorporating fingerings and bowings 

as if he were performing in the key of D major. It is technically easier for a violinist to play E flat 

major based passages as if he were in the key of D major. Second, the timbral qualities that 

emerge from the violin when a key can incorporate the open strings in its tonality give the violin 

a brighter sound and allow the soloist to sound brilliantly over the subdued orchestra (Stowell 

236).  Today, it is customary not to employ the scordatura approach; however, some have em-

ployed this approach as Paganini intended. Indeed, Stowell refers to this concerto as “Paganini’s 

Violin Concerto no. 1 in E flat major” (236). In 1999, violinist Massimo Quatra recorded the vio-

lin concerto with the scordatura tuning. Moreover, the respective CD refers to Paganini’s work as 
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violin concerto in E flat major (Paganini). Nevertheless, both approaches—scordatura approach 

and non-scordatura approach—to the concerto can be considered correct. 

 

Conclusion for (AP2):   

(AP2-1), (AP2-2), (AP2-3) and (AP2-4) are true; hence, (AP2) is true.  

 

 

C. Third Specific Aspect: Tempo 

 

Proposition:  

Performances of a musical work at different tempos (even sharply contrasting ones) can be con-

sidered correct. I label this proposition as (AP3).   

 

There are six supporting propositions: 

(AP3-1) Lack of a tempo marking in a score encourages different tempos in musical per-

formances of a musical work, which can be considered correct.  

 

(AP3-2) A tempo term can be understood in different ways, and performances reflective 

of these understandings can be considered correct. 

 

 (AP3-3)  Tempo terms can be construed in terms of mood instead of speed, and perfor-

mances reflective of this understanding can be considered correct. 

 

(AP3-4) Different tempo terms can be associated with the same metronome marking and 

be considered correct. 

 

(AP3-5)  Composers will not necessarily follow the metronome marking(s) as indicated 

in their own score, which can be considered correct. 

 

(AP3-6) It can be considered correct for a performer not to adhere to the metronome 

marking in a score as originally indicated by the composer.  
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Evidence for (AP3): 

Introduction: 

Morris Grossman states that tempo within the score can have hidden meanings (270).  Indeed, 

Grossman is absolutely correct with this claim as this shall become self-evident during the por-

tion of this writing. I shall provide evidence in support of (AP3) in the context of presenting evi-

dence in support of each of the supporting propositions in the order presented above.  

 

Evidence for (AP3-1): 

Originally, scores had no written indication of tempo. The musician tacitly understood the tempo 

of a musical work based upon the style and cultural aspects of the work, e.g., customs and tradi-

tions of the times in which she lived. For example, if a musician were to play a minuet or ga-

votte, she would know how to approach the piece, simply because both are dances that were re-

flective of her time and region. Nevertheless, the dances can be performed either slowly or 

quickly depending on one’s interpretation of a dance or on one’s mood.   

 

Evidence for (AP3-2): 

Stylistic and cultural notions of a tempo term can be construed very differently among musi-

cians. J.F. Schubert wrote that an allegro can be construed differently depending on the context 

of the style of a work: “An allegro in church style or in an oratorio must have a slower tempo 

than an allegro in theatre or chamber style” (qtd. in Brown 296).  Some documentation suggests 

that perhaps in Mozart’s time Viennese allegro was already faster than the north German allegro 

(297). Indeed, by the nineteenth century this seems to be the case. Furthermore, it seems that the 

Parisian allegro was considered a quicker tempo than even the Viennese allegro (305).   

 

Evidence for (AP3-3): 

Tempo terms can be understood in terms of expressing a mood, and not necessarily in terms of 

speed. For example, allegro does not mean fast. Allegro is an Italian word that means cheerful or 

happy. In practice, it is common for a professional musician to understand the pace or tempo 

term in the context of the mood suggested (Stowell 264). Robin Stowell states: 
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Descriptive words at the beginning of a piece, movement or section suggested in general 

terms its mood and, to some degree, its approximate tempo – from Grave, Leopold Mo-

zart infers ‘sad and earnestly, hence very slow indeed’, whilst Allegro suggests ‘a gay, 

but not hurried tempo’ – and the violinist normally gleaned further interpretative infor-

mation from matters of rhythm, key, intervals, harmony and phrasing, and adapted his 

bowing, fingering, ornamentation, articulation, accentuation, vibrato, nuances, timbre and 

other expressive devices accordingly. (264-65) 

 

As a music student in college, I vividly (and fondly) recall my harmony professor lecturing the 

class on the notion of construing tempo terms as mood and not speed. The reasoning is: if a mu-

sician puts herself in a certain mood, as suggested by the score, then the proper tempo will 

emerge during a performance of the work, because the mood will causally effect how fast she 

will perform the piece. Of course, the result can vary given that performers can react to the same 

mood differently, and therefore, the speed of the work can differ. What complicates the matter is 

that the tempo term could also be construed in a variety of ways at the same time. Heinrich 

Christoph Koch (1749-1816) noted that in the turn of the century tempo terms could be utilized 

in indicating speed, or the style of performance, or both at simultaneously (Brown 336).  Alt-

hough, in the 19th century, a composer chose a tempo term in accordance with how it ‘felt’ with 

respect to a piece (Brown 309). 

 

Evidence for (AP3-4): 

Some composers have indicated the exact tempo in their works with metronome markings.  This 

trend became more prevalent in the nineteenth century. Accordingly, one would assume that if a 

composer indicated the speed of a work with a metronome marking, then that tempo term would 

not only be directly correlated with a particular metronome marking, but that the tempo term 

would be universally associated with a particular metronome marking. Interestingly, history has 

demonstrated that this has not been the case. Evidence suggests that when composers have cho-

sen a tempo term it was in accordance with how it ‘felt’ with respect to a particular piece (Brown 

309). Moreover, the metronome marking was to indicate the pulse rate of a particular tempo term 

for that particular piece and therefore, not that a particular tempo term should be universally as-

sociated with a particular metronome marking as such. For example, Wagner’s moderatos range 
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from (  = 46 - 126), and his andantes range from (  = 50 -76) (373, 363). Indeed, Spohr’s an-

dantes range from (  = 76 - 92) (365). Beethoven’s Sixth Symphony is written with a tempo 

term Allegro that has a metronome marking of (  = 126) (292). Mendelssohn’s Die erste Wal-

purgisnacht Op. 60 tempo term is Vivace non troppo also has a metronome marking of (  = 126) 

(292). These kinds of examples in varying degrees are common in musical history.  

 

Evidence for (AP3-5): 

To complicate the matter, many composers asserted that metronome markings should not neces-

sarily define the tempo of a work. Weber declared,  "The beat is not to be a tyrannical cramping 

or driving hammer-blow, but should be to the music what the pulse-beat is to the life of a human 

being” (qtd. in Turner 309). Beethoven in effect asserted, for example, that he may have written  

(  = 100), but the tempo will change after a few measures, and then this number will no longer 

be accurate (Turner 311). Brahms stated that the metronome marking “is of no value” and con-

sidered tempo elastic (311). Accordingly, composers did not necessarily adhere to their own met-

ronome markings when conducting their own respective works. Saint-Saënts noticed that when 

Berlioz conducted “a performance of his Grande messe des morts serveral of the tempos were 

quite different from the ones printed in the score.” That is to say, the beginning of Die Irae 

marked Moderato (  = 96) felt like an allegro, and the Andante maestoso (  = 72) felt like a 

moderato (Brown 287).   

 

In the early twentieth century when recording technology was taking root, some composers 

would conduct their own work; however, not in the manner that was reflective of their own met-

ronome marking, i.e., “they often diverged significantly from their own instructions” (Brown 

287).  E.O. Turner wrote a wonderful and informative paper entitled, “Tempo Variation: With 

Examples from Elgar.”7 Turner shared his results of his in depth survey and study of Elgar’s rec-

orded compositions in which the composer conducted himself. Starting about 1914, the compos-

er recorded his own works in the span of 20 years. Indeed, he would sometimes re-record the 

same work years later (Turner 314). In short, Turner’s writing suggests that Elgar was adhering 

to what Turner himself coined as Wagner’s law. This is the view that Turner extrapolated and 

summarized from reading Wagner’s book on conducting. Wagner’s law asserts that during a per-

                                                 
7 Please check Works Cited under “Turner.”   
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formance of a musical work, melodic themes are to be performed with a slower tempo, and 

rhythmic themes should be performed with a quicker one. If both concomitantly occur, then one 

must carefully judge, which of the two type of themes occur and to what degree, and raise or 

lower the tempo accordingly (309). Edward Elgar apparently followed this approach in his con-

ducting of his own works, and as time went on the contrast between the melodic theme and 

rhythmic theme increased, despite his original markings (314).   

 

Evidence for (AP3-6): 

The above tacitly suggests that perhaps in general composers approached their music in like 

fashion in varying degrees. This, of course, raises an obvious question in which Turner asks, 

“[H]ow then is a score marked to the best advantage” (321)? In turn, he presents a solution, and 

suggests that, with respect to tempo, perhaps “speed numbers in score and parts must be as fre-

quent as speed changes in performance” (322). It is a thoughtful proposal, but in the end even 

this approach will not guarantee an isomorphic relationship between the score and an instance of 

the work. It is common for musicians other than the composer to provide their own interpretation 

of what a tempo of a work should be despite a composer’s clear metronome marking(s). Indeed, 

Clive Brown states, “The majority of musicians regard it as their inalienable right to select their 

own tempo” (282).  

  

Anton Schindler is a prime example of this. He was a contemporary of Beethoven and his aman-

uensis in the last few years of Beethoven’s life, and “self-declared guardian” of his works after 

Beethoven’s death (Brown 285). Despite what Beethoven might have indicated, Schindler seems 

to have had his own views on appropriate tempos of Beethoven’s works. Schindler’s notions on 

the proper tempo for any of Beethoven’s works were so strong that “he resorted to forging en-

tries”(about 240) in Beethoven’s  so called ‘Conversation Books’ so as to provide credibility to 

his claim about what Beethoven’s tempos actually were (Brown 285; Newman 400). Out of ap-

proximately 400 of these ‘Conversation Books’, Schindler destroyed about two-thirds (roughly 

260) of these books (Hammelman 187; Stadlen 552; Knittel). Moreover, only about 140 of the 

‘Conversation Books’ have survived from the years 1819 to 1827 (Hammelman 187). This is an 

extreme example of course, nevertheless, it highlights the fact that musicians will do what they 

see fit regardless of what a composer has clearly indicated. Culture is vibrant and artistic taste is 
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not universal, so the musicianship that arises within different traditions frequently result to varied 

notions (even extreme ones) of tempo for a musical work (Brown 287-88). Indeed, as suggested 

earlier, it is common practice for conductors and other musical performers to interpret a compos-

er’s work with a tempo that is not in line with a composer’s original intentions as indicated in the 

score. Hence, it can be considered correct for a performer not to adhere to the metronome mark-

ing in a score as originally indicated by the composer. 

 

 

Conclusion for (AP3): 

(AP3-1), (AP3-2), (AP3-3), (AP3-4), (AP3-5), and (AP3-6) are true; hence, (AP3) is true.  

  

 

D. Fourth Specific Aspect: Dynamics 

 

Proposition:  

Performances of a musical work with different dynamics (even extremely contrasting ones) can 

be considered correct. I label this proposition as (AP4). 

 

There are five supporting propositions:  

(AP4-1) The lack of dynamics that a composer indicates in the score encourages the musical 

performer to interpret a work’s dynamics in his/her own fashion in which a performance 

thereof can be considered correct.  

 

(AP4-2) A musician can perform a musical work, which contradicts dynamic markings of the 

composer’s original score, and still, the performance of that work can be considered correct. 

 

 (AP4-3) Dynamic markings in musical scores can underdetermine the performance by virtue 

of how instruments have been altered and continue to be altered; yet, performances utilizing 

altered instruments can still be considered correct. 
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(AP4-4) While a musical score can indicate what kinds of instruments should be employed, 

the number of those instruments actually employed can vary, and therefore, the dynamics 

will vary, and yet, the performance of the work can still be considered correct. 

 

(AP4-5) Dynamic markings are qualitative markings and therefore, can be performed differ-

ently and still be considered correct.  

 

 

Evidence for (AP4): 

Introduction: 

I shall provide evidence in support of (AP4) in the context of presenting evidence in support of 

each of the supporting propositions in the order presented above. 

 

Evidence for (AP4-1): 

Bach’s original manuscript for his Sonata in G minor for unaccompanied violin has no dynamic 

markings. On the other hand, the Joachim / Moser edition of the sonata is littered with all sorts of 

signs for dynamics such as: mp, p, pp, mf, f, ff, cresc., dimin., calando, allargando.<, and  >.  As 

a violin student, I was fortunate to study Bach’s Partita No. 2 in D minor with two different vio-

lin instructors. In the first movement one instructor utilized the Galamian edition, which had no 

dynamic markings; however, my instructor “penciled in” mf at the beginning of the piece along 

with many other markings. My other violin instructor preferred the Joachim / Moser edition in 

which I was to follow their dynamics markings, which in this case had a dynamic marking of f at 

the beginning of the piece. It is quite common for music students to experience this sort of thing 

that I have just described in varying degrees.   

 

Evidence for (AP4-2): 

I shall present two examples in support of (AP4-2).  My first example is with respect to Pagani-

ni’s original manuscript for his Caprice No. 24 Op. 1 for violin. It is a theme and variations in 

structure; the main theme accompanied with 11 variations and a Finale with the last few 

measures ending in a Picardy third of sorts in that the piece changes key from A minor to A ma-

jor with a series of arpeggios in the tonic form along with a final A major quadruple-stop in root 
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position.  Interestingly, Paganini’s manuscript along with subsequent editions, e.g., first edition, 

second edition, and Flesch edition, clearly indicate the second variation with the dynamic mark-

ing of piano. Yet, most violinists perform the second variation either mf or f — present company 

included. Consequently, performing Paganini’s Caprice No. 24 Op. 1 for violin with dynamics 

that contradicts Paganini’s indicated dynamic markings can be considered correct. It is tradition 

for musicians to put something of themselves ‘in the music’ and it can be considered correct to 

deviate from a composer’s dynamic marking; this is aesthetic tradition in the world of music. 

Hence, a musician can perform a musical work, which contradicts dynamic markings of the 

composer’s original score, and still, the performance of that work can be considered correct.  

 

For my second piece of evidence in support of (AP4-2), I shall briefly analyze the interpretations 

of Chopin’s work with respect to dynamics. Chopin had a reputation of asserting that one should 

follow the set of instructions in his compositions in an absolute fashion. Some esteemed pianists 

who are experts of Chopin’s music agree with Chopin that loyalty to the intentions of the com-

poser’s musical work as indicated in the score should be the main task of the musician. For ex-

ample, Angela Lear,8 a respected pianist and expert on Chopin’s music states, “It is vital from an 

artistic and aesthetic standpoint that the interpreter allows absolute priority to score directions 

and remains within the 'guidelines' marked on the texts by the composer” (Lear 2).  Lear admits 

that Chopin made changes to his own scores, e.g., “an altered dynamic” during a pupil’s lesson; 

however, it is only Chopin—being the composer—who has the privilege of altering the score, 

and, therefore, not us (2). Moreover, Lear states: 

 

It is evident from his manuscripts at least that Chopin left nothing to doubt for his copy-

ists and editors, crossing out his rejected score details with thick webs of diagonal lines 

that render it impossible to decipher previously written details. To further avoid misun-

derstanding he would write a message on his score for the engraver to clarify his precise 

intentions. All of which proved no guarantee against errors from copyists and editors!(2) 

 

                                                 
8 M. Mus., ARAM, LRAM, FRSA; studied at the Royal Academy of Music with Professor Guy Jonson (Senior Pi-

ano Professor and former pupil of Cortot); won a Gold Medal for her performance of Ravel's 'Miroirs’;studied with 

Nadia Boulanger. 
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Indeed,  Lear states that many musicians perform, for example, Chopin’s ‘Black Keys’ Study in 

G flat major, Op. 10 No. 5 with exaggerated dynamics and 'express train' tempo markings despite 

that the “original markings are leggierissimo e legatissimo (extremely light and delicate with a 

very smooth effect) carefully balanced against an un-pedaled staccato l.h. accompaniment” (Lear 

1). 

 

Lear’s sentiment is admirable, and as a musician myself I am sympathetic to such assertions. 

However, as a philosopher, I respectfully disagree and assert that this overall thesis is problemat-

ic. There can be various reasons as to why one can deviate from the composer’s original score in 

a performance of a work and that performance can still be considered a correct performance of 

that work. I shall appeal to Chopin’s life as a composer as way of illuminating this by presenting 

three basic reasons why it can be considered correct in deviating from a composer’s original 

score with respect to dynamics.9  

 

The first reason one can deviate from the score stems from the fact that some composers like 

Chopin taught their own music to other students. It is admitted by Lear that Chopin would alter 

the notation of his dynamics in his students’ copy of his works. This alone tacitly suggests that, if 

Chopin’s students were to perform his music based on what they have learned and what was 

marked in their own copy of Chopin’s work during their respective lessons with him, then inevi-

tably their performances would sound quite differently from each other and differently from the 

composer’s original manuscript, and, could be construed as correct performances of his work.  In 

other words, a composer can alter the dynamic markings of his students’ copy of his work, which 

contradicts not only the composer’s original score but other students’ scores he may have altered 

as well, and yet, all of the students’ performances based on their respective scores could still be 

considered correct. 

 

A second reason one can deviate from the original score stems from the fact that the above ex-

ample tacitly suggests that, if some of his former students were to publish Chopin’s work based 

on their respective lessons with him, then there would be scores that are not published by Chopin 

with different dynamic markings that still could be considered correct. Indeed, one of Chopin’s 

                                                 
9 Indeed, these reasons could be applied to any aspect of the score and not just dynamics. 



24 

 

former students, Karol Mikuli, “whom Chopin had a high regard,” who later became his teaching 

assistant, and who conducted interviews with many individuals who have heard Chopin’s per-

formances was an editor of Chopin’s music (Morawski). Hence, performances based on Mikuli’s 

editions, which contain different dynamic markings than Chopin’s original manuscripts, can still 

be considered correct.   

 

Lear admits that editors made changes to the score despite Chopin’s clear instructions of his in-

tentions. Moreover, Chopin evidently did not mind having various versions of his works in circu-

lation (Trietler 493). For example, Chopin had a “tendency to submit differing copies of the 

same work to his French, German, and English publishers,” which of course would have differ-

ent dynamic markings (Rausch 2). Accordingly, performances based on these various editions 

with contradictory dynamic markings can be considered correct. To complicate the matter, the 

“process of determining a manuscript to be in Chopin's hand is no easy task,” given that Chopin's 

practice of employing copyists like “Julian Fontana are notoriously similar to his own hand” and 

have been mistakenly identified as Chopin’s (Rausch 2).  However, Julian Fontana was not just a 

mere copyist but a close friend of Chopin. Moreover, Chopin dedicated two of his Polonaises, 

Op. 40 to Fontana (Dziębowska).  Hence, given Fontana’s intimate knowledge of Chopin’s mu-

sical inclinations, Fontana’s editions of Chopin’s works, however different they might be with 

respect to dynamic markings (and other markings) from Chopin’s original manuscripts, can still 

be considered correct. Hence, various published editions of the score can have different dynamic 

markings from each other and the original manuscript and yet, performances based on these var-

ious editions can be considered correct.  

 

A third reason one can deviate from the composer’s original score stems from the fact that it was 

and is still common for composers to deviate from their original dynamic markings (and other 

aspects) in a performance of their own work. Annabelle Paetsch suggests that Chopin’s perfor-

mances of his own works were varied, i.e., “he almost never played his own compositions the 

same way twice” and his playing would be altered depending on his mood of the moment (14). 

Apparently, Chopin himself is quoted as stating: 
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We are concerned with the end result…the goal, the response evoked in the listener, not 

the means used to evoke it. You can be struck dumb with astonishment at unexpected 

news, equally whether it is shouted out loud, or barely whispered in your ear. (qtd. in 

Paetsch 14) 

 

Evidently, there can be performances of Chopin’s work with strikingly different dynamics that 

can be considered correct. Composers themselves can vary in the dynamics of their own perfor-

mances of their own works despite the dynamics indicated in the score, and yet, the performance 

of the work can be considered correct. This sends a message to a perspective performer: That de-

viating from the score can be considered correct.   

 

Evidence for (AP4-3): 

The nature of the musical instrument can affect the dynamics of a work. As mentioned within the 

context of the first aspect with the exemplification of the violin, musical instruments have been 

altered over time.10 For example, the sound of the violin in Bach’s time had a dark, mellow, na-

sal, and breathy quality. Violins in Bach’s time did not possess the bright and loud sonic qualities 

of today’s violins. For example, a dynamic marking of p for violin would have been construed by 

a baroque composer with a softer and darker quality than today’s composer who would expect a 

louder and brighter p from the violin. The construction of the Pleyel piano, which Chopin used, 

does not allow for the same tension of the piano strings as with today’s piano because the Pleyel 

piano was constructed with much less metal than today’s piano. Accordingly, the volume that is 

produced from such an instrument is softer, darker, and mellower than its contemporary counter-

part. It is reasonable to assume that Chopin’s understanding of dynamics would have been dif-

ferent then how we construe dynamics. Nevertheless, with the advent of the authenticity move-

ment both the old way and current way of construing dynamics for both the violin and the piano 

can be considered correct. It is in like manner with other instruments, in that dynamics would be 

understood differently by composers of the past, given the nature of musical instruments of their 

respective times.  

                                                 
10 Note, I write “altered” and not “improved.” While certain alterations of musical instruments might be construed 

as improvements, it is not a necessary condition. The advent of the authenticity movement suggests that there are 

qualities about period instruments that  musicians desire despite “improvements,” hence, suggesting that some spe-

cial quality of an instrument that is desired might have been lost and, therefore, not improved. 
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Evidence for (AP4-4): 

The size of instrumental groups can affect dynamics of a musical work.  In the Baroque period, 

instrumentation was more of a suggestion than a requirement, if mentioned at all. For example, 

originally composers did not specify instrumentation. It was not until the 16th century that com-

posers like Giovanni Gabrielli and Monteverdi who started specifying instrumentation.  Howev-

er, even in Bach’s time there was “little or no distinction (apart from that of range) was made be-

tween them or, for that matter, between parts for instruments and parts for voices” (Kent and 

Grantham 5). In addition, the instrumentation was not standardized within a composition (5). For 

example, some of Bach’s compositions were entitled as Duet for flutes, violins, or other melody 

instruments (Kivy, The Fine 78). As such, there was no standardization of requirements of per-

formance of a work with regards to instrumentation. In the Classic period, the notion of a sym-

phonic orchestra evolved. Interestingly, while the number of wood winds or brass might have 

been indicated in the score, the number of violins would not (For the most part this is true even 

today). The number of flutes, oboes, clarinets, and bassoons would require two players each. 

However, in the Romantic era and today it would increase to three players each. Of course, other 

instruments would be added besides the aforementioned as time went on. However, for purposes 

of this writing, as reference to the size of an ensemble is made, only the number of performers in 

the string section with respect to size of a symphonic orchestra will be mentioned as to better il-

luminate how dynamics of a musical work is affected over time, given that—all things being 

equal— the string section historically has been and is the largest section of the orchestra.  

 

The size of a symphony orchestra in the time of Haydn and Mozart was roughly 35 to 40 instru-

mentalists; about 6 first violins, 6 second violins, 4 violas, 2 to 4 cellos, and 1 to 2 basses.  In the 

time of Beethoven and Schubert (early Romantic period) a symphony orchestra consisted of 50 

to 60 instrumentalists; about 12 first violins, 10 second violins, 6 violas, 6 cellos, and 3 to 4 

basses.  In the late Romantic period the size of the symphony orchestra would consist of roughly 

100 instrumentalists; about 16 first violins, 16 second violins, 12 violas, 10 cellos, and 8 basses. 

This size of the string section can be true with even today’s orchestra, although the string section 

can be a bit larger consisting of 18 first violins, 14 second violins, 16 violas, 12 cellos, and 10 

basses. Moreover, it is common for today’s orchestras in consisting roughly of 100 to 110 (some-

times more) instrumentalists. This of course could vary for specific composers. Apparently, 
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Brahms preferred a smaller sized orchestra (Lawson and Stowell 139).  For example, Brahms re-

quired a mere 49 member orchestra for the debut of his Symphony No. 1 in C minor, Op. 68  

with 9 first violins, 9 second violins, 4 violas, 4 cellos, and 4 basses (140).  Nevertheless, “his 

1878 festival performance of the Second Symphony in Hamburg” consisted of 113 musicians, 

i.e., 25 first violins, 22 second violins, 16 violas, 14 cellos, and 10 basses (140).  Today, it is in-

conceivable to think of performing this symphony, or any other of Brahms’s symphonies with a 

small ensemble. Berlioz’s ideal orchestra would have consisted of 110 first violins, 110 second 

violins, and 70 violas alone. This of course never occurred, and on a practical level (although 

logically possible) will not occur. However, it points to the notion that other composers could 

have special requirements of with regards to the string section. Today’s chamber orchestra is 

about the size of Mozart’s full symphonic orchestra. In practice, the size of today’s orchestra can 

vary in the extreme due to the availability of musicians for various reasons, which was also true 

in Mozart’s and Beethoven’s time.  

 

Accordingly, it can be considered correct to perform Mozart’s symphony with the size require-

ment of today’s orchestra. Moreover, in today’s orchestras the dynamics of a p will be substan-

tially louder given the simple fact that are more musicians performing the work. In addition, to-

day’s instruments are sonically louder and brighter than past instruments as mentioned, given 

how instruments have been altered. Nevertheless, some modern orchestras strive in performing 

Mozart’s symphonies with a reduced orchestra while still utilizing modern instruments, and 

therefore, still performing his works louder as a whole. With the advent of the authenticity 

movement the size of the orchestra can be reduced and period instruments utilized.  Consequent-

ly, the instrumental groups performing the works of, for example, Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, or 

Tchaikovsky, are going to sound quite differently, and for the most part louder than performanc-

es of past orchestras, yet, both past performances and current ones can be considered correct.  

 

Evidence for (AP4-5): 

It is important to note that while a musical score might indicate a certain dynamic, e.g., forte or 

piano, a score never indicates the decibel level of either dynamic marking. On a practical level 

this is understandable. How would a musician, e.g., a violinist or pianist gauge his playing 

throughout? While it is logically possible, it obviously is not plausible. The musician does not 
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think in terms of decibels, but rather in terms of how a certain dynamic marking (or markings) 

feels for her within the context of the venue performed, and whether she is performing in an en-

semble, solo with accompaniment, or solo unaccompanied. Different venues have different 

acoustics, and therefore, different approaches to tempo and dynamics are required. For example, 

if a violinist were to perform a solo work without accompaniment in a venue, which is acousti-

cally very resonant, then a p  marking could be approached with less bow pressure than if it were 

a venue that was not very resonant, which would then require more bow pressure. Moreover, a p 

marking would be approached differently for an orchestral violinist— let us say a violinist in the 

first violin section— in which there would be minimal bow pressure, given that there would be 

roughly 17 more violinists in playing the exact same passage.11 

 

 

Conclusion for (AP4): 

 (AP4-1), (AP4-2), (AP4-3), (AP4-4), and (AP4-5) are true; hence, (AP4) is true.   

 

 

E. Fifth Specific Aspect: Altered Score 

 

Proposition: 

A performance that sounds different because of the alteration of the original score by the com-

poser or by someone other than the composer can still be considered correct. I label this propo-

sition as (AP5).  

 

Evidence for (AP5): 

 

Introduction: 

There are various ways in which a score can be altered: various editions of scores, cuts, or other 

kinds of alterations and various combinations thereof. All of the previous aspects have, in part, 

demonstrated that (AP5) is true. Nevertheless, I shall present a few more supporting examples, 

                                                 
11 Indeed, it is not uncommon for dynamics to be improvised. This can be especially true in solo works. This will be 

discussed within the context of the sixth specific aspect.  
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which also demonstrate that a performance based on a score with altered notes by someone other 

than the composer can still be considered correct.  I shall now present three supporting evidence 

for (AP5) by presenting three compositions from three different composers, that is, Bach, Men-

delssohn, and Tchaikovsky respectively.  The repertoire I have chosen to present in this portion 

of the writing is based upon my intimate knowledge of playing classical violin and of its respec-

tive repertoire. 

 

 

First Evidence for (AP5) - Partita #2 for unaccompanied Violin in D minor by J.S. Bach: 

My first example is in regards to the fourth measure from Bach’s Partita #2, first movement, Al-

lemande, for unaccompanied violin in D minor. The last grouping of sixteenth notes, there is a 

slur over three double-stops. However, in any contemporary edition, such as the Galamian edi-

tion or Joachim / Moser edition (Figure 2) have the same set of notes written only with the ‘top’ 

note of each double-stop written, thus excluding the lower third. Yet, Bach’s intention, as shown 

in Figure 1, is quite clear. Nevertheless, it can be considered correct to ignore Bach’s original no-

tation.12 

Figure 1. Facsimile of Bach’s manuscript,  

Partita #2 in D minor for violin, 4th measure, 

 as presented in the Galamian edition 

Figure 2. Bach’s Partita #2  in D minor for 

violin, 4th  measure, Joachim / Moser edition 

  

 

The 41st measure of the second movement of Bach’s D minor Partita (Corrente) also has been 

“edited.”  The seventh note of that measure is supposed to be a B flat, as shown in Figure 3 in 

Bach’s original manuscript of the work. However, in contemporary editions of the work, e.g., 

Galamian edition, Figure 4, the note has been changed to a B natural, which is contrary to Bach’s 

intention.  

 

                                                 
12 Personally, as a violinist, I prefer Bach’s original version. In my view, there is a natural crescendo in that part of 

the composition and the double-stops are an integral part in expressing this crescendo. In my mind, the difference is 

“night and day.” However, currently, I seem to be in the minority with this view. Although, given the authenticity 

movement, perhaps, some violinists do perform the aforementioned double-stops.  
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Figure 3. Facsimile of Bach’s manuscript,  

Partita #2  in D minor for violin, 41st measure,  

as presented in the Galamian edition 

Figure 4. Bach’s Partita #2  in D minor for 

violin, 41st measure, Galamian edition 

 
 

 

The next example concerns the 38th measure within the fourth movement in the same Partita, i.e., 

the Giga or Gigue, depending on the edition. In this measure there are four groupings of six 

notes. In the last note within the third grouping, it is quite clear that Bach wrote an A natural; 

Figure 5. However, in Joachim / Moser edition (Figure 6) an  F natural is written, which is  down 

a major third from the original A natural (The Galamian edition coincides with Bach’s inten-

tions.).  

 

Figure 5. Facsimile of Bach’s manuscript, Partita #2 in 

D minor for violin, 38th measure, Galamian edition 

Figure 6. Bach’s Partita #2  in D minor for 

violin, 38th measure, Joachim / Moser edition 

  

 

I studied this piece with Mehli Mehta, 13  who himself studied with Ivan Galamian for five years. 

Interestingly, he preferred the Joachim / Moser edition. Nevertheless, contrary to the Joachim / 

Moser edition, Galamian edition, and  Bach’s original manuscript,  he “penciled in” within the 

Joachim / Moser Edition  and changed the seventh note from the last note in the 37th  measure 

from a D natural down a major third to a B flat; Figure 7. Consequently, during the course of 

studying this piece with the maestro, I was required to perform that measure in accordance with 

his alteration. 

                                                 
13 Degrees from University of Bombay and Trinity College in London; 1935 founded Bombay Symphony Orchestra; 

1940 founded Bombay String Quartet and served for 15 years; Served as assistant concert master and concert master 

with the Halle Orchestra under Sir John Barbirolli in England; in 1959 joined of the Curtis String Quartet and was a 

member for five years; Director of the Orchestra Department at UCLA from 1964 to 1976; founded  the  American 

Youth Symphony in 1964 and conducted the orchestra from 1964 to 1998; appeared as conductor for many sym-

phonic orchestras such as the Philadelphia Orchestra and Israel Philharmonic; 1983 debuted in Carnegie Hall in 

New York;  private violin instructor for many years.  
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Figure 7. Mehta’s alteration of the Joachim/Moser edition 

of Bach’s Partita #2  in D minor for violin, 37th measure 

 

 

The aforementioned editors are obviously well known in music history. Furthermore, Mehli Me-

hta was a well-respected violinist, violin instructor, and conductor in the ‘classical world’.  Per-

haps the aforementioned are more qualified authority on violin music than I. However, are they 

more qualified authority of Bach’s own compositions?  Indeed, Bach himself was an accom-

plished violinist for his time and arguably the most gifted composer of all time. Nevertheless, a 

performance of a work in which the notes are altered (changed) by someone other than the com-

poser as presented can be considered correct. 

 

Second Evidence for (AP5) – Concerto for Violin in E minor by Felix Mendelssohn: 

Felix Mendelssohn’s initial manuscript of the Violin Concerto in E minor was completed in Sep-

tember 16, 1844 and premiered in March 13, 1845 (Potter 838).  However, between the initial 

completion of the concerto and its premier there was “considerable exchange” between Mendels-

sohn and his good friend and colleague, Ferdinand David, who was also a violinist (Potter 838). 

As a result of David’s suggestions of what kinds of changes should be made, Mendelssohn creat-

ed a second version of the score, and it is this second altered version that eventually received 

publication; although, there is indication that later Mendelssohn was not sure which version her 

preferred (Reel 49). Nevertheless, it is the second version that is common place among violinists 

today. The first version was discovered by Luigi Alberto Bianchi in 1989 at the Krakow Univer-

sity in Poland (Potter 834). Bianchi premiered this initial version of the work in London, May of 

1989, under the baton of Yuri Temirkanov with the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra (Potter 834). 

Since then, interest in the first version started to slowly gain root. For example, in 1998, Isabelle 

van Keulen made a recording of the concerto based on the first version, and in 2007, Daniel 

Hope made a recording of  the original version, as well (Reel 48).  

 

Indeed, there are significant differences between the first version and the more popular one to-

day. For example, the tempo terms in the first movement were originally Allegro con fuoco (Fig-
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ure 8) as opposed to any contemporary edition, i.e.,  Allegro molto appassionato. This alone un-

doubtedly changes the character of the first movement.  In the first movement in the urtext there 

is more transparency in the harmony because of the less orchestral textures in the wind sections 

(Potter 836). In addition, the original cadenza from the first movement (Figure 9) is considerably 

shorter than today’s published version (Figure 10).  Furthermore, in the second movement from 

bar 560 to bar 572, the violin part in the original version is transcribed an octave higher (Potter 

836). In the final movement in bars 870, 871, and 872, the whole violin passage was originally 

written an octave above, whereas, the more popular second version today has the violin part no-

tated at lower register so that it would be “in unison with the flute, while the oboe plays  the 

same melody in the lower octave” (836). According to Bianchi, “The brilliance of the original 

idea is sadly lost” (836).  

 

Figure 8. Facsimile of Mendelssohn’s urtext -1st movement (Potter 836) 
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Figure 9. Facsimile of Mendelssohn’s urtext - cadenza from 1st Movement (Potter 839) 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Today’s published version (Schradieck) of the cadenza, 1st Movement   

 

 

Should the original manuscript be the preferred choice, given that Mendelssohn himself initially 

approved the second version? Daniel Hope asserts that Mendelssohn had “revision sickness” and 

when Mendelssohn initially presented the concerto to David, it was not merely a first draft. Hope 

states, “By the time he was ready do show it to David, he’d gotten to the glorious E minor open-

ing. It was a very carefully considered, polished composition by this point” (Reel 49). Despite 

these strikingly various differences between the urtext and the published version, not all violin-

ists are quick to dismiss the published version of the concerto. Violinist Nicola Benedetti raises 
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an insightful counter view. She suggests that perhaps violinists embrace the first version because 

it is something new, and not necessarily better as such: “There are some things in the earlier edi-

tion that I almost think is stronger, but perhaps it’s just me liking some things that are different 

from what I’m used to. After you’ve played something like this many times, perhaps you’re 

looking for some variants” (48). Consequently, a performance of either version of the work can 

be considered correct.  

 

Third Evidence for (AP5) – Concerto for Violin in D major by Peter Tchaikovsky: 

Tchaikovsky’s Concerto in D major for Violin is another prime example how a score can under-

determine a performance. A popular edition14 features Leopold Auer’s changes of notes and cuts 

and the composer’s original notation. In the first movement alone, when adding up the double-

staffed notation, the total amount is about six to seven pages. That is, as shown in Figure 11, the 

upper staff is the composer’s notation and the lower staff is Auer’s notation. Note that many of 

the notes are different from the composer’s in this excerpt from the first movement. Regarding 

the third movement, Auer suggests that 56 measures of the concerto should be directly skipped. 

Auer even suggests certain measures be completely replaced. These are serious changes and 

choices provided for the performer. It is also common practice for a musician to mix and match 

these choices while concurrently making her own changes, e.g., bowings, fingerings, dynamics, 

and so on, at her discretion.  

 

                                                 
14  Please check Works Cited under Tchaikovsky. 
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Figure 11. Excerpt from 1st movement (Tchaikovsky 9)

 

 

Scholium for the three supporting evidence: 

These sorts of alterations, in varying degrees, are common in musical practice, and performances 

based of these kinds of altered scores can be considered correct.  

 

 

Conclusion for (AP5): 

The three supporting evidence are true; hence, (AP5) is true.  
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F. Sixth Specific Aspect: Improvisation 

 

Proposition: 

 Improvisation can make the performance of a work sound differently on different occasions, de-

spite what is notated within the score; yet, it can be considered a correct performance of that 

work. I label this proposition as (AP6).   

 

There are three supporting propositions: 

(AP6-1) Common improvisations can occur in a musical performance of a work and still 

be considered correct.  

 

(AP6-2) Silent improvisations can occur in a musical performance of a work and still be 

considered correct.  

 

 (AP6-3) Authentic improvisations can occur in a musical performance of a work and still 

be considered correct.  

 

 

Evidence for (AP6): 

Introduction: 

 Improvisation means that in the act of performing, the musician is doing something musically 

spontaneously, but not necessarily unexpected. The reason I state “not necessarily unexpected” is 

that improvising may be tacitly expected from the musician, if she is to be respected as an art-

ist.15 I shall categorize and explain what I take to be three kinds of improvisations in classical 

music, which I have termed as: common improvisations, silent improvisations, and authentic im-

provisations. The three supporting propositions above are reflective of these kinds of improvisa-

tions. Accordingly, I shall provide evidence in support of (AP6) in the context of presenting evi-

dence in support of each of the supporting propositions in the order presented above. 

                                                 
15 Improvisation allows for randomness but not a chaotic approach to music. For example, if I were to improvise a 

cadenza in a Mozart concerto, there would be some unpredictability in that I do things in an unexpected manner, 

therefore, not knowing what notes I might play; however, the notes I select would be in the tradition of the harmony 

and style of the time, which suggests doing things in an expected way. Indeed, musicians actually practice improvi-

sation. But this is not the scope of this writing. What is stated here is sufficient for the purposes of this writing.  
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Evidence for (AP6-1): 

Common improvisations are ubiquitous, being concerned with dynamics, tempo, rubato, and vi-

brato.  I shall briefly tend to each one. 

 

As discussed in the previous aspect there are a variety of reasons why with respect to dynamic 

markings a score can underdetermine a work’s performance. Moreover, in the context of this as-

pect of underdetermination, dynamics can be improvised. That is, dynamics are so common that 

we do not usually think of them as improvisations. The reason is dynamics are marked in a quali-

tative manner. The score might indicate forte or piano; yet, the score never indicates the decibel 

level of either forte or piano. Musicians do not think in terms of decibels, but in terms of how it 

feels for them within the context of the venue performed. Dynamics can be subjected to the mu-

sician’s mood and temperament at the moment. 

 

Tempo, as discussed in a previous aspect, can also be subjected to the musician’s mood and tem-

perament. Hence, it too can be improvised, i.e., an unplanned or spontaneous kind of tempo 

within the work, or perhaps the whole work. While this might seem uncontroversial, it, neverthe-

less, is important to mention, given that one usually doesn’t think of tempo as part of a musi-

cian’s improvisational toolkit.  

 

A musician utilizes the rubato to provide more expression to the piece by ‘stretching’ the musi-

cal values of notes and ‘shortening’ others, while keeping within her established tempo. This too 

can be practiced but also performed in ways not expected by the musician herself, and therefore, 

improvised.  

 

It is the same with vibrato—the wavering quality when one is sustaining a note.16 As a violinist, 

the topic of vibrato is a fascinating one because there seems to be no final agreement on the sub-

ject, along with the various kinds of vibrato that have been employed over the centuries that 

                                                 
16 The string section (especially the violin) has been historically the most important and largest section of a musical 

ensemble. Additionally, there are more historical data with respect to vibrato and the string section (especially the 

violin) (Brown 536); therefore, for the purposes of this writing, with respect to vibrato, I shall concentrate exclusive-

ly on the violin. 
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seem to be in the process of being revived. In practice (and speaking from experience as a violin-

ist), there really is no unity among musicians, despite the rhetoric they themselves purport, as to 

when and how they apply vibrato during a performance. There are rare instances in which scores 

indicate the vibrato. For example, Rodé notated vibrato in many of his compositions thusly:  < >; 

this would be symbolized under the desired note in which vibrato was to be applied (Brown 

552).17 Rarely was the speed of the vibrato indicated, and where it was indicated, it was “roughly 

to indicate the frequency of pulsations, although, in “a very measured movement” (Brown 547). 

There was never any standardization of the speed or intensity of the vibrato over the centuries. 

Whether vibrato was to be continuous or moderately applied, it seems that both approaches ex-

isted. For example, Geminiani asserted that vibrato should be applied on every note “without ex-

ception as if they had palsy” (Donington 67). Conversely, Leopold Mozart opposed the notion 

that every note must be expressed with a vibrato, and complained that musicians would do so. 

The fact that he protested against such application of vibrato suggests that there were violinists 

who would employ the vibrato contrary to his liking (Donington 67). Although, Leopold Mo-

zart’s vibrato was freer than his account asserts (Brown 546). Before the 20th century it seems 

that vibrato was reserved for soloists or solo parts in an ensemble work (Brown 552). Further-

more, despite the apparent lack of standardization of vibrato throughout the Baroque and Classi-

cal periods, the overall tendency seems to point towards a moderate vibrato than the faster one 

adopted in the late 19th and early 20th centuries (Brown 545; Donington 68). Moreover, it is a 

myth to assert that no vibrato was utilized in the Baroque period and therefore, not to be utilized 

in an authentic performance (Donington 66-68).  

 

Certain kinds of vibrato in the late 19th century were available for the violinist.  For example, the 

bow vibrato and the vibrato by sympathy were available and utilized at the time (Brown 536-37). 

Many violinists do not incorporate these types of vibratos; although with the advent of the au-

thenticity movement it can be considered correct in utilizing these kinds of vibratos. One kind of 

vibrato by sympathy has survived and is consistently utilized in at least one piece: Bruch Concer-

to in G minor for violin and orchestra. The first note for the soloist is an open “G” and most vio-

linists do indeed utilize a certain kind of vibrato by sympathy by employing vibrato with the 

                                                 
17 Although, the notation Rodé utilized was borrowed from a messa di voce marking; nevertheless, it was “associat-

ed with vibrato” for Rodé and some others (Brown 552). 
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third finger on the D string while playing the open G string. This specific kind of vibrato by 

sympathy is referred to as a false vibrato among today’s violinists. However, not to employ this 

false vibrato can also be considered correct.  

 

In the 20th century, ostensibly, it seemed that continuous vibrato has finally taken hold. While it 

has become enormously popular, it would be a fallacy to assert that in the 20th century respected 

and notable musicians and scholars of music were all in agreement with the notion of continuous 

vibrato. For example, Leopold Auer “inveighed in vain against the use of continuous vibrato”, 

and yet, his “most distinguished students who included Jascha Heifetz,  Mischa Elman, and 

Efrem Zimbalist were all enthusiastic exponents of continuous vibrato” (Brown 522-23). Even 

well into the 20th century, it is evident that continuous vibrato was not universally accepted. For 

example, in 1950 Adila Fachiri, a violinist and great-niece of Joachim stated: 

   

Why do I and a few other violinists disapprove of the incessant vibrato of to-day? The 

answer is that continuous vibrato makes for uniformity of tone. The quality soon becomes 

monotonous. Intonation is artificial when the vibrato is so broad (as it has commonly be-

come in recent years) that its movement covers two or three notes and the ear is cheated-

the listener coming to the point of accepting false intonation as true. A much-read book 

on violin playing actually advises the use of constant vibrato as a means of playing in 

tune. I hold such advice to be deplorable. Not, of course, that I suggest the banning of vi-

brato: that would be as senseless as an excess of it. But use it in moderation! Limit its use 

to notes at the climax of a phrase, or when you feel that the composer requires a special 

colour or effect. (283) 

 

Even if the music provided instruction on vibrato and its frequency, given the aforementioned 

history of  how musicians have treated and continue to treat dynamics and tempos, it is reasona-

ble to expect that performers will choose their own speed and intensity of the vibrato, assuming 

they even decide to do so at a particular spot within the score. The brief historical overview of 

vibrato certainly supports this proposition.  
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The musician can plan these common improvisations ahead of time, i.e., during rehearsal, but as 

suggested, these sorts of improvisations occur during a performance when the musician sponta-

neously feels inspiration. In addition, it is not uncommon for a musician to surprise herself by 

performing a passage or whole piece in a way never before rehearsed. Again, these common im-

provisations are expected by the audience. Consequently, all of these varied approaches to vibra-

to can be considered correct.  

 

Evidence for (AP6-2): 

Silent improvisations can be considered a sub-category of common-improvisations in that they 

too are quite common. There are two general kinds of silent-improvisations, measured and un-

measured (Judkins 39-53). Measured silences are simply silences that are “taking place within 

the ongoingness of the music itself” (47). I shall focus on the unmeasured silences for reasons 

that will become apparent.  

 

There are two kinds of unmeasured silences: notated silences and un-notated silences. Notated 

silences are a rest or a barline with a fermata, caesura, grand pause, and a breath mark. A fer-

mata over a rest indicates that a musician should extend the value of the rest at her own discre-

tion. It can also be written on top of the barline. If the point of a fermata is to extend the value of 

an existing notated value of sound or silence, e.g., quarter note or a quarter note rest, then how 

does a fermata extend a value of a barline? In practical terms, it then functions as a caesura. The 

caesura also indicates for the performer or an ensemble to take an unmeasured pause in the mu-

sic. The grand pause or G.P. is applied to a whole ensemble and is a longer pause than the caesu-

ra; nevertheless, in practice, musicians can treat both the caesura and grand pause equally. In ad-

dition, the G.P. can be notated just like the caesura: //. These sorts of silences are usually not re-

hearsed; they are only the mechanics of stopping and starting (Judkins 47). The breath mark, too, 

is unmeasured and it is written between notes. This pause is to be thought of as if one were tak-

ing a breath between notes or phrases. In practice, many musicians do literally take breaths that 

can be also heard in recordings. This too is frequently improvised in performances according to 

the mood of the performer.  
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Phrasing silences and framing silences are un-notated silences. Phrasing silences are pauses at 

the discretion of the musician, who must decide the end and beginning of a phrase or expressive 

part within the phrase. These, too, can be rehearsed, but may also be improvised. Framing-

silences are silences at the beginning and end of a piece and between movements. In practice, 

framing-silences are commonly not rehearsed and are, therefore, spontaneous (Judkins 47). 

 

Evidence for (AP6-3): 

Authentic improvisations are improvisations that were common before the twentieth century, 

which include melodic embellishments and the figured bass. The various types of melodic em-

bellishments that were employed were varied and each musician was unique in her embellish-

ment (Stowell 340). I include a sample provided by Robin Stowell; Figure 12 of Corelli’s Sonata 

for Violin Op. 5. Figure 13 indicates how this melody would have been approached by various 

violinists at the time (340).  

Figure 12.  Corelli’s unaltered notation of his Sonata for Violin Op. 5 (Stowell 340) 

 

 

 
 

Figure 13. Various approaches to Corelli’s Sonata for Violin Op. 5 (Stowell 340)
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With the harpsichord, improvisation utilized an approach referred to as the figured bass; this ap-

proach was common in Bach’s time. Only, the bass line was notated along with numbers, indi-

cating harmonic progression. Chord voicings were not notated as shown in Figure 14 – Bach’s 

Sonata for Flute and Harpsichord, BMV 1034. The performer would utilize data from the bass 

line (the left hand) and improvise chord voicings (the right hand) at her discretion. That is to say, 

the musician had to improvise what was to be performed with his right hand and could “play all 

sorts of other notes at his discretion, just so long as he does not disobey the ‘numbers’ and the 

general rule of musical ‘grammar’ that Bach’s  period mandates” (Kivy, Introduction 230-31).   

 

 

Figure 14. Figured Bass - Bach’s Sonata for Flute and Harpsichord, BMV 1034 (Kivy, Introduction 

229) 
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Today’s notation of Bach (Figure 15) includes both the bass clef and the treble clef for the harp-

sichord. However, with the advent of the authenticity movement, the figured bass approach to 

performance can still be considered correct.18 

Figure 15. Today’s notation of  Bach’s Sonata for Flute and Harpsichord, BMV 1034 (Kivy, Introduction 233) 

 

 

 

Conclusion for (AP6): 

(AP6-1), (AP6-2), and (AP6-3) are true; hence, (AP6) is true.  

 

 

 

                                                 
18 The Julliard School of Music has a master’s program in which this kind of improvisation is studied: 

http://www.juilliard.edu. The program is entitled, “Historical Performance Program.” 
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4. UNDERLYING ASPECTS OF UNDERDETERMINATION 

 

Introduction: 

The six specific aspects can be seen as ‘symptoms’ as to how a score underdetermines a perfor-

mance of a musical work. But what are the underlying reasons? I shall illuminate the notion that 

there are the two underlying aspects, which enable the six specific aspects:  the spatio-temporal 

qualities of music and the auditory quality of silence.  

 

 

Proposition:  

It is the underlying aspects of underdetermination—the spatio-temporal qualities of music, and 

the auditory quality of silence—that necessarily enable the specific aspects of underdetermina-

tion. I label this proposition (UA). 

 

 

Evidence for (UA): 

Introduction: 

First, I shall elaborate on the spatio-temporal qualities of music. Second, I shall present evidence 

and conclusions for the auditory quality of silence. Finally, I shall present my conclusions based 

on the conclusions from both the spatio-termporal qualities and the auditory quality of silence, 

which in turn will verify (UA) as true.  

 

 

A. Spatio-Temporal Qualities of Music 

 

Proposition: 

The spatio-temporal qualities of music are the existence conditions of the second order, which 

necessarily provide a platform of opportunity for a musician to underdetermine a performance of 

a work. I label this proposition as (ST). 
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There are four supporting propositions: 

(ST1) A musical work must be instanced somewhere repeatedly in order for that same  

           work to be heard again. 

            (ST2) Instances of the same musical work can occur from the same location at any time. 

            (ST3) Instances of the same musical work can occur from different locations at different  

                       times. 

(ST4) Instances of the same musical work can occur from different locations  

           simultaneously.  

 

 

Evidence for (ST): 

 

Introduction: 

I shall provide evidence in support of (ST) in the context of presenting evidence in support of 

each of the supporting propositions in the order presented above. 

 

Evidence for (ST1): 

If one wishes to experience the same work again, then that work must be instanced repeatedly.  

This is a common experience among listeners and performers of musical works. 

 

Evidence for (ST2): 

Imagine someone performing a musical piece two or three times in a row from the same location. 

This is especially true if one were walking through the halls of a music conservatory in which it 

would be possible to hear a  musician  practicing or performing the same piece  multiple times 

from the same practice room; hence, the same location. Hence, one can hear the same musical 

work more than once from the same location. 
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Evidence for (ST3): 

One can hear, for example, Mozart’s Violin Concerto No. 3 in G major in one location and hear 

it again in another location. It is not uncommon to experience this kind of event. This is especial-

ly true if one were walking through the halls of a music conservatory in which it would be possi-

ble to hear various musicians (or the same musician) practicing or performing the same piece in 

different practice rooms at different locations and different times. 

 

Evidence for (ST4): 

Imagine listening to an ensemble performing, for example, one of Mozart’s quartets and at the 

same time you hear at a distance another ensemble performing the same work. Or, again, if one 

were walking through the halls of a music conservatory, it would be possible to hear various mu-

sicians practicing or performing the same piece in different practice rooms (different locations) 

at the same times. 

 

 Scholium for (ST): 

In principle, the same work can be instanced at opposite parts of the planet or anywhere in the 

universe.  For example, in principle, the same work can be instanced in two different galaxies at 

different times, simultaneously. Furthermore, in principle, it could be the case that this could oc-

cur with two different composers who reside in different galaxies, who do not know each other 

in any fashion who have, nevertheless, coincidentally composed the same sonic structure. Hence, 

in principle, the same musical work can be instanced from the same location at any time, the 

same work can be instanced from different locations at different times, and the same work can be 

instanced from different locations simultaneously. Accordingly, given that the four spatio-

temporal qualities of a musical work can always be true, then perhaps these qualities should col-

lectively be referred to as the Spatio-Temporal Laws of Music. 

 

Clive Brown states, “The majority of musicians regard it as their inalienable right to select their 

own tempo” (282). I think Brown’s observation is accurate. Moreover, I would modify this as-

sertion by stating, “The majority of musicians regard it as their inalienable right to interpret and 

alter a musical work as they wish, be it from a conscious and /or sub-conscious level, and it can 

be considered correct to do this.”  I am not suggesting that musicians are not thoughtful in their 
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approach to a musical performance, but my conclusion is based on evidence, i.e., empirical, 

therefore, verifiable evidence. That is to say, the six specific aspects of underdetermination pro-

vide conclusive evidence that there are a variety of ways in which a performance of a musical 

work will necessarily be underdetermined, despite what is written within the score or what musi-

cians themselves assert about the correctness of their own performances. Indeed, as mentioned 

earlier, violinist Nicola Benedetti asserts, “After you’ve played something like this many times, 

perhaps you’re looking for some variants” (Reel 48).  Musicians like change and diversity. Ac-

cordingly, the Spatio-Temporal Laws of Music are the existence conditions of the second order, 

which provides opportunity  for a performance of a work in being underdetermined because, first 

and foremost, a work must be re-instanced in order to be heard again, i.e., (ST1). Accordingly, 

(ST2), (ST3), and (ST4) not only provide the same musician an opportunity of “re-interpreting” a 

piece as she wishes, but allows for many other musicians the same opportunity; hence, this en-

courages change in a performance of a work despite what any set of instructions indicate. (The 

existence condition of the first order lies within the context of the auditory quality of silence. 

This will be addressed below.) 

 

 

Conclusion for (ST): 

Consequently, the Spatio-Temporal Laws of Music, i.e., (ST1), (ST2), (ST3), and (ST4), are the 

existence conditions of the second order, which provide the platform of opportunity for a musi-

cian in instancing a work and in turn encourages change in both the performance of a work and 

of its set of instructions in all sorts of ways as exemplified by the six specific aspects of underde-

termination. Therefore, (ST) is true.  
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B. Auditory Qualities of Music  

 

Proposition:  

While music is composed of the auditory qualities of both sound and silence, it is the auditory 

quality of silence, which necessarily enables both the Spatio-Temporal Laws of Music and the six 

specific aspects of underdetermination.  I label this proposition (italicized portion) as (S). 

 

 

There are two supporting propositions: 

(S1) Without silence, the Spatio-Temporal Laws of Music would not be possible.  

(S2) It is the auditory quality of silence, which gives sound its plasticity.   

 

 

Evidence for (S): 

Introduction: 

I shall provide evidence in support of (S) in the context of presenting evidence in support of each 

of the supporting propositions in the order presented above. 

 

Evidence for (S1): 

Mark Muldoon correctly reminds us that when speaking about sound that perhaps “it is much 

more correct to speak of auditory qualities rather than sound” (278).  This can be extended to 

music. That is to say, perhaps a musical performance should not just be referred to as a sound 

event, but perhaps more appropriately, as an auditory event. It is not to say that music does not 

have the quality of sound. Obviously it does, i.e., a performance of a musical work necessarily 

entails sound.19 However, music also entails the auditory quality of silence.  Within the sixth 

specific aspect of underdetermination, I have already exemplified some of the roles of silence in 

a musical performance, i.e., measured and unmeasured silences, which both can be notated and 

un-notated. Consequently, there are two auditory aspects of music:  sound and silence.  

                                                 
19 This is assuming the proposition, which asserts that a performance of work that consists only of rests is not a per-

formance of a musical work, e.g., John Cage’s 4’3”. I shall defend this proposition in a future writing.  
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Silence has a deeper role in a musical performance than most of us realize.  Gisèle Brelet illumi-

nates this point: 

 

A musical work, like all sonority, unfolds between two silences: the silence of its 

birth and the silence of its completion. In this temporal life where music perpetu-

ally is born, dies and is born again, silence is ever its faithful companion…. (103) 

 

Indeed, silence is the birthplace of sound, and therefore, the birthplace in which a performance of 

a work emerges. Silence provides a platform in which (ST1), (ST2), (ST3), and (ST4) can occur.  

In short, without silence, the Spatio-Temporal Laws of Music would not be possible. Thus, si-

lence itself provides the potentiality of an instance of the same musical work from different loca-

tions at different times, and different locations at the same times, etc.  Consequently, silence is 

the existence condition of the first order, which in turn necessarily gives rise to the existence 

conditions of the second order, i.e., the Spatio-Temporal Laws of Music. 

 

Evidence for (S2): 

What is it that occurs once “birth” is given to a performance of a work? Thomas Clifton provides 

us with some astute observations with respect to this question: 

 

If silence is distinguishable from nothingness, it is because silence is fundamen-

tally not autonomous…silence articulates the sound, while sound confers a specif-

ic character on the silence. (163- 64)  

 

Clifton also states: 

To focus on the phenomenon of musical silence is analogous to deliberately stud-

ying the spaces between trees in a forest: somewhat perverse at first, until one re-

alizes that these spaces contribute to the perceived character of the forest itself, 

and enable  us to speak coherently of “dense” growth of “sparse” vegetation. 

(164) 
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As a result, once silence gives birth to sound, silence concomitantly exists alongside sound, but-

tressing it. While silence is the potentiality of an instance of a musical work, the union of sound 

and silence is the actuality of an instance of a musical work. This is what provides coherency in 

music and its diverse qualities. Silence is what enables the volume of sound and also of its dura-

tion. Without silence there would be a wall of sound.  

 

Hence, it is silence that is the key underlying auditory aspect. Silence provides the plasticity and 

spontaneity for sound in which a whole host of properties of a work can (and will) be altered by 

the performer and still be considered correct, as exemplified by the specific aspects of underde-

termination.  

 

 

Conclusion for (S):  

(S1) and (S2) are true; hence, (S) is true.  

 

 

Conclusion for (UA): 

(ST) and (S) are true; hence, (UA) is true. Consequently, (UA) necessarily enables the specific 

aspects of underdetermination, i.e., (AP1), (AP2), (AP3), (AP4), (AP5), and (AP6) are necessari-

ly true. 
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5. PRELIMINARY CONCLUSIONS FOR MUSICAL IDENTITY 

 

 

Introduction: 

In this portion of this writing I present several conclusions that can be deduced from the relation-

ship between music and underdetermination, which in turn provide ontological considerations for 

the identity of a musical work. First, I shall present the main conclusion that can be reached, giv-

en the available data in this paper. Second, I shall then present four supporting proposi-

tions/conclusions.  

 

 

Proposition:  

The sound structure simpliciter (the pure sound structure) is the ontological identity of a musical 

work. I label this proposition as (PC).   

 

There are four supporting propositions/conclusions: 

(PC1) Musical works are not to be solely identified with its scores.  

(PC2) An instance of a musical work is not solely identified with  

           specific instrumentation. 

(PC3) The timbral quality of a musical work is not part of its identity.  

(PC4) The aesthetic/artistic properties of a musical work are not essential for its identity. 

 

 

Evidence for (PC): 

 

Introduction: 

I shall provide evidence in support of (PC) in the context of presenting evidence in support of 

each of the supporting propositions/conclusions in the order presented above. 
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Evidence for (PC.1): 

  (AP1), (AP2), (AP3), (AP4), (AP5), and (AP6) are true. 

 

Evidence for (PC2): 

 (AP1) is necessarily true. 

 

Evidence for (PC3): 

 (AP1)  is necessarily true; different instruments have different timbral qualities. 

 

Evidence for (PC4): 

 (AP1), (AP2), (AP3), (AP4), (AP5), and (AP6) are true. 

 

Scholium for (PC): 

Underdetermination can be construed not only in the context of how a score underdetermines a 

performance, but that instancing a musical work will necessarily be underdetermined no matter 

what form the set of instructions that allows for an instancing of a work on, i.e., computer binary 

form, human memory, or any other form of instructions that can be utilized as a process for a 

work in being instanced. For example, when utilizing a CD or vinyl record player, no matter 

what is encoded in the CD or the vinyl record, it is not difficult to imagine how the dynamics and 

timbral qualities alone can be altered while instancing work, i.e., a volume control and other di-

als, which enable other sorts of alterations. Moreover, with computers using sophisticated soft-

ware, one can alter instrumentation and other properties of a work in a variety of ways as well.  

 

Accordingly, if one were to alter (or tweak) the six specific aspects as to make these propositions 

universal, it would be like this: 

 

(AP1) Instancing a musical work utilizing different means for the same work can be con-

sidered correct. 

 

(AP2) Instancing a musical work utilizing a set of instructions based on a key  

other than the one intended by the composer can be considered correct.  
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(AP3) Instancing a musical work at different tempos (even sharply contrasting ones)  

can be considered correct.  

 

(AP4) Instancing a musical work with different dynamics (even sharply contrasting  

ones) can be considered correct.  

 

(AP5) Instancing a musical work that sounds different because of the alteration of the 

original set of instructions by the composer or by someone other than the composer can 

still be considered correct. 

 

(AP6) Improvisation of an instance of a work can make an instance of that work sound 

differently on different occasions; yet, it can be considered a correct instance of that 

work.  

 

Given the universalization of the specific aspects of underdetermination, it is not difficult to see 

why timbral sonicism, instrumentalism, and contextualism fail as ontological theories of identity 

of a work. That is, given that an instance of a work will always be underdetermined, because the 

universalization of (AP1), (AP2), (AP3), (AP4), (AP5), and (AP6) are always true, then it is pure 

sonicism that is best suited for the identity of a musical work. 

 

 

Conclusion for (PC): 

Evidence supports the notion that (PC1), (PC2), (PC3), and (PC4) are true. In addition, the Scho-

lium for (PC) is also true. Therefore, (PC) is true, i.e., the ontological identity of a work is pure 

sonicism.   
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6. OTHER CONCERNS  

 

 

Introduction: 

With regards to authorship of a musical work, there are three reasonable concerns that can be ad-

dressed in terms of three questions:  

 

 

1. What would it mean for the identity of a musical work, if a musical work that was 

thought to be composed by a certain individual was actually composed by someone else?  

 

2. What if two composers who are not aware of each other independently compose the same 

sonic structure, is it one work or two? 

 

3. If a musical work was transcribed, would it then be considered a separate work? 

 

In this chapter I shall tend to these questions by proving that all that matters for the identity of a 

musical work is its sound structure, and not by whom it was composed. I shall then present my 

conclusion. 

 

 

Proposition: 

All that matters for the identity of a work is its sound structure, and not by whom it was com-

posed. I label this proposition as (OC).   

  

There are three supporting propositions: 

 

(OC1)  If the authorship of a musical work were to change, then all that’s changed is 

what we know about the work, but not the work itself.  

 

(OC2) If two individuals, whether they are aware of each other or not, composed the 

same sonic structure, then they have composed the same musical work.  
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(OC3) Transcription of a musical work is not considered a different musical work.  

 

 

Evidence for (OC): 

 

Introduction: 

I shall provide evidence in support of (OC) in the context of presenting evidence in support of 

each of the supporting propositions in the order presented above. 

 

Evidence for (OC1): 

I shall present two examples that challenge (OC1), and then, present my counter view in support 

of (OC1). The first example deals with one of Bach’s compositions for keyboard. The second 

example deals with the Violin Concerto in No. 6 in E flat major, K. 268 that is attributed to Mo-

zart by some.  

 

There is a Little Prelude and Chromatic fugue in E flat major composed for keyboard that was 

originally attributed to J.S. Bach. However later, “through discovery of the autograph,” it was re-

alized that the work was, instead, composed by his cousin, J.C. Bach (Kivy, The Fine 63). Did 

the composition change to another composition? Or is it just the same work? 

 

A second example is with respect to a violin concerto that was/is attributed to Mozart, i.e., Violin 

Concerto No. 6 in E flat major, K. 268.  There has been much controversy for many years as to 

the authorship of this concerto. Some have argued that this concerto was, indeed, composed by 

Mozart (cf. Oldman). In the past, violinists such as Jacques Thibaud performed this concerto at-

tributing the composition to Mozart. Although, today, the consensus suggests that this concerto 

should be attributed to Johann Friedrich Eck. And, yet, some contemporary violinists still per-

form the concerto with the authorship given to Mozart with the qualification that it is “probably” 

composed by Johann Friedrich Eck. This suggests that the authorship of the concerto is not de-

finitive. Indeed, one can still purchase the Schirmer's edition of the work, which is entitled, “Mo-

zart - Concerto in E-flat for the Violin, K. 268.”  
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As it relates to these kinds of cases, it is evident that the question of authorship is an epistemo-

logical concern with respect to the identity of a work and not its ontology. If an author of a work 

is in question or authorship changes due to new epistemic properties of the work that have been 

illuminated, then all that has been altered is our knowledge about the work, but not the auditory 

or sonic aspects of the work as such. In other words, the sonic properties of a work haven’t 

changed, but only what we know about the work. Identity of a musical work is concerned with 

what persists, and not by whom it was composed. Moreover, a musical work is an auditory ob-

ject in which the sound structure simpliciter persists, and epistemic properties are not heard and 

can be in question.  

 

Evidence for (OC2): 

There are those who argue that, if two composers, whether they are aware of each other or not, 

composed the same sound structure, then both have composed two distinct works. Jerrold Levin-

son argues for such a view. I shall elaborate on Jerrold Levinson’s view, and then present my 

counter view, which defends (OC2). 

 

Levinson asserts musical works are more “than sound structures per se” (What 6). He states that 

musico-historical properties are essential to a work’s identity. That is to say, a musical work is 

individuated by virtue of being composed during a particular time, by a particular individual, 

along with certain instrumentation, along with certain political influences, musical styles, reper-

toire, etc. Levinson considers the musical works by Johann Stamitz (1717-1757) as a way of il-

luminating his thesis. His musical compositions are considered influential with how orchestral 

music developed. One of the orchestral innovations attributed to him is what has come to be 

known as the Mannheim rocket; it is when the string section plays in unison in a “loud ascending 

scale” (12). During Stamitz’s lifetime, the Mannheim rocket was considered an exciting feature. 

That is, the Mannheim rocket would be understood within the framework of his earlier composi-

tions, “the persistence of late Baroque style, the contemporary activities of the young Mozart, 

and the Napoleonic wars” (12).  Moreover, Stamitz’s use of dynamics were considered novel. 

However, if a ‘Modern Stamitz’ coincidentally composed the same sonic structure as the ‘Older 

Stamitz,’ then the excitement of the Mannheim rockets would be lost (12). According to Levin-

son, the modern Mannheim rockets would take on a different meaning, because the Modern 
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Stamitz’s Mannheim rockets would be understood within the framework of “the existence of ale-

atory and electronic music, the musical enterprises of both Pierre Boulez and Elton John, and the 

threat of nuclear destruction” (12). Moreover, Levinson makes a distinction between how the 

original auditors perceived the work, and how auditors can hear the work correctly (Music 226). 

That is, if one listens to a work “in a way that reflects its provenance and musico-historical posi-

tion,” then one can hear the work correctly (226). Levinson provides us with an analogy with our 

use of language in support of his thesis. That is to say, “a given sentence can make different 

statements when uttered in different circumstances” (What 23). It is in like fashion with music. A 

performed-sound structure takes on a different meaning when “uttered” in different circumstanc-

es. The different meanings are different properties or attributes. So by definition two distinct 

compositions, even though they would have two identical sound structures. Levinson’s appeal to 

Leibniz’s law 20 is clear, i.e., Levinson states, “[I]f W1 has any attribute that W2 lacks, or vice 

versa, then W1 ≠ W2” (What 10). Consequently, even though it is logically possible for distinct 

composers to determine the same sound structure that same sound structure is not the same mu-

sical work, because the identity of a musical work is more than its sound structure.  

 

I have two responses with respect Levinson’s view. My first response to Levinson is that the 

meaning of the work and its provenance are epistemological issues. From an ontological stand-

point, all that matters for the identity of a work is its pure sound structure, and not by whom it 

was composed. How is one truly to know if one is listening to the work correctly, given that mu-

sico-historical properties can be in question, while the pure sound structure persists? Musico-

historical properties cannot be heard, and only subjectively perceived, and therefore, only intel-

lectually understood; whereas, the sound structure simpliciter or structural relations (the audible 

properties) is what we somehow intuitively grasp when we actually hear the work. Identity of X 

is about what persists. It is the pure sound structure, which persists, even though everything else 

about the work may change or perhaps will inevitably change as demonstrated by the specific 

aspects of underdetermination.  

 

                                                 
20 Identity of Indiscernibiles: If x and y have all of the same properties, then x is identical to y. Or more simply, 

“Sameness of properties gives sameness of thing” (Armstrong 3). 



58 

 

My second response is to Levinson starts with a question. What if two composers, unbeknownst 

to each other, wrote the same sonic structure during the exact same time and even the same 

town? For example, what if, Johann Stamitz and another composer, let us call him, Sam 

Saminsky, were to compose the exact same sound structure at the same time and same place? Is 

it one work or two? 

 

The pure sonicist has no difficulty in responding to such a situation, because the answer would 

still remain the same, i.e., all that matters for the identity of a work is its pure sound structure, 

and not by whom it was composed. It’s as simple and consistent as that. Hence, it’s one work. 

 

With Levinson’s ontological identity theory, there is a concern. Levinson asserts that a musical 

work is individuated by virtue of being composed during a particular time, by a particular indi-

vidual, along with certain political influences, musical styles, instrumentation, repertoire, etc. 

Accordingly, if two composers wrote the same sonic structure, then both sonic structures, while 

identical, would be considered two distinct works. However, Levinson’s Stamitz example is 

predicated on the notion that the two composers who wrote the same sonic structure did not live 

in the same time period. Accordingly, the sonic structure as indicated by the ‘Older Stamitz’ and 

‘Modern Stamitz’ would naturally take on a different musico-historical meaning as mentioned 

earlier.  

 

However, my question and concern with Levinson’s view with respect to a work’s identity is 

predicated on the notion that two composers, i.e., Saminsky and Stamitz, wrote the same sonic 

structure at the same exact time, and even in the same town, i.e., same place and same time. Is it 

one composition or two? While Levinson does appeal to Leibniz’s law, he does accept the notion 

that there can be accidental properties associated with a musical work, e.g., the number of times 

Beethoven sneezed, or what other people might have been doing in other parts of the planet, 

while the composer was actively creating her work (Music 224). What of the essential properties 

of a work, according to Levinson?  Levinson’s formula for the identity of a work is thusly:  
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(MW) S/PM structure-as-indicated-by-X-at-t (What 20).21 

 

Levinson’s formula states that a musical work is a sound performance means structure as indi-

cated by a specific composer22 at a specific time.  It would seem that the composer of a work is 

an essential property of a work. However, both sonic structures would still take on the same mu-

sico-historical meaning given that both composers wrote the same sonic structure during the ex-

act same time and place. So, how would my aesthetic experience of hearing the work be altered? 

Perhaps, the aesthetic experience of knowing that  a very strange coincidence of two composers 

writing the exact complicated sonic structure at the exact time period in the same town would be 

a unique aesthetic property, and therefore, not just the novelty of the Mannheim rocket. The main 

question still needs to be answered: Is it one work or two? If I understand Levinson’s ontological 

identity of a work, then I assume that given this sort of situation that both identical sonic struc-

tures would, indeed, signify the same work. The reason being is that the aesthetic property of the 

Mannheim rocket and the aesthetic property of composing the same sonic structure at the same 

time in the same place would be simultaneously associated with Sam Saminsky and Johann 

Stamitz. Therefore, both sonic structures would be considered the same work.  

 

                                                 
21 Please note that for Levinson this formula is for both the identity of a work and also for the existence of a work as 

such. Accordingly, in this writing, I apply his formula only for the purpose as an identity theory as an example of in-

strumentalism (and contextualism). This is because as stated in the beginning of this writing, identity of work can be 

dealt with without the need of dealing with work’s existence as such. In addition, he did propose an updated version 

of his formula: (MW) PS structure-as-indicated-by-X-at-t, i.e, A musical work is a performed sound structure as in-

dicated by X at t (t being time). Levinson does provide and explanation as to why he prefers this change in the last 

chapter of his work entitled, “What a Musical Work Is, Again” (Levinson, Music 261).  His change is motivated 

with the thinking that his newest formula strengthens his instrumentalist proclivities. After some analysis, in my 

humble opinion, his worries are unwarranted. In my view his original formula does a fine job in substantiating his 

form of instrumentalism. A musical work is a sound structure that is created and individuated by virtue of the activi-

ty of X with certain indications during a certain time. His newest formula semantically takes away any notion of a 

sound structure simpliciter. But as long as the other parts of the formula are there, then there is no worry. I prefer his 

original formula. It is clearer in my view.  
22 Note: Levinson’s formula utilizes X, which can stand for a composer. However, given that the formula has X in-

stead of the word composer, by extenstion, it allows for the notion that a musical work can be composed by many 

individuals collectively composing the same work. Various modern musical rock and pop bands compose their 

songs as a collective effort, e.g., the drummer his/her part, the vocalist his/her part, the guitarist his/her part etc. So 

the musical composition is a collective effort. And what if the composer is unknown, as with many folk songs? Lev-

inson’s X in his formula would allow for the notion of a composer as unknown., e.g., X would represent the cultural 

musical provenance of the time as the indicator of what kind of performance means should be considered, as well as 

other performance considerations that would have been popular or accepted at the time, despite of an unknown 

composer. Moreover, the identity of the piece would be attached to a certain culture as the “owners” or “composer” 

of the work along with the aforementioned cultural provenance as necessary aesthetic qualities. 
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Consequently, Levinson’s identity theory is not consistent with respect to whether a sonic struc-

ture is considered one work or two, and there is always an epistemological concern. That is to 

say, one’s view of a work would always have to be qualified  contingently, because the epistemic 

properties, e.g., musico-historical properties do not necessarily persist; whereas, the pure sonicist 

has no epistemological concerns that can result in some kind of bizarre dilemma and inconsisten-

cy. Accordingly, the pure sound structure simpliciter persists no matter what new knowledge is 

gained about the work, or any change in the instrumentation, dynamics, etc., as illuminated by 

the specific aspects of underdetermination. All that matters is the pure sound structure, and not 

by whom it was composed. The pure sonicist’s view is consistent and economical.  

 

 

Scholium for (OC2): 

Levinson does warn us not to confuse recognitional criteria with artistic criteria (Music 236). 

That is, auditory recognition of a work is not the sole indicator of a work’s identity. I appreciate 

his distinction, however, the artistic criteria blurs the distinction between ontological concerns 

and epistemic concerns. How is one to know if the properties are present in a work? How can one 

listen to something correctly without knowing?   

 

Evidence for (OC3): 

Let us say that I composed a one movement musical work for solo unaccompanied violin written 

in the key of G major (e.g., a caprice) and then 20 years later I hear violist friend of mine per-

forming a musical work for solo unaccompanied viola that sounded exactly like the piece I had 

originally composed for violin, but in the key of C major. He obviously transposed the work, but 

takes credit for the composition. I confront my friend, and assert that he plagiarized my work, 

and asserted that the sound structure simpliciter is the same as my work. My friend agrees with 

me that the sound structure is the same. However, he also claims that the work he performed is a 

different work than mine. He claims that when he composed (transposed) the piece it was a dif-

ferent time then when I composed the piece. He was across seas at the time and so was in a dif-

ferent place. In addition, the viola provides a different aesthetic feel to the piece, i.e., a darker 

quality. He also asserted that he was inspired of “composing” or transposing the sound structure, 

which I originally had written down 20 years earlier, due to the passing of his father. He was 
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very sad and depressed, and he felt that sound structure should be in a different key and on the 

viola had the aesthetic qualities that reflected his feelings about his father’s passing. Consequent-

ly, the work he transcribed has a very different provenance and historical and artistic properties 

along with other different aesthetic qualities. Therefore, it is a different work. He, also, admitted 

that his transcription of my original sound structure became very popular and that he made a sub-

stantial amount of money from the sales of the recording of the work alone. In addition, the tran-

scribed work has become so popular that it is for the most part considered and important part of 

the history of viola repertoire, and on a practical level forgotten in the violin community as a vio-

lin piece. 

 

The obvious question is did he plagiarize my work, i.e., is it one work or two? 

 

 According to Levinson my friend composed a different work altogether. Recall what was assert-

ed in the previous chapter. For Levinson, the same sound structure written by two different peo-

ple is not the same musical work, because the identity of a musical work is more than its sound 

structure, because musico-historical properties and other aspects of the time when the composer 

wrote the piece are necessary properties of the work. For Levinson even transcriptions are con-

sidered different works. That is to say, the original composition is a refinement of a composer’s 

original conception. However, a transcription of the original score is a different conception and 

therefore, the transcription is a different work for the reasons asserted earlier (Levinson, Music 

Art 234). 

 

This is counterintuitive and not how we operate in the world. Surely, no artist would entertain 

such notions in the day-to-day world, which we live in. I grant that transcriptions, alterations, in-

terpretations, can make for a different experience of the original sound structure. An artist who 

creatively transcribes and or interprets a piece a certain way can be appreciated, enjoyed, rel-

ished, and should be compensated. However, the basic authorship remains with the original 

composer. Again, one can make money off of transcriptions and interpretations of a work, but 

ownership of the work and a percentage of sales of a recording of a transcription or interpretation 

from the original sound structure would not just go to the performer but the original composer as 

well. Also, it is important to note that for a pure sonicist, a transcription or interpretation of the 
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original work does not have to reflect the exact sound structure. Peter Kivy, a pure sonicist, as-

serts that “we do not even have to require absolute preservation of structure; that is to say, we 

only require that structural relations be preserved” (Kivy, The Fine 80). As I like to say, we can 

somehow intuitively identify a work as that work when we hear it, even if certain audible quali-

ties are different. Indeed, the specific aspects of underdetermination demonstrates this point 

clearly. If an identity theory should reflect actual artistic practices in the real world, then, with 

respect to authorship, the recognitional criteria should be one of them, which is the heart of the 

identity of a piece. 

 

So while this hypothetical piece would be identified with the viola as an integral part of viola 

history and, in a sense, has become its own thing in its own right, nevertheless, the true author-

ship would remain with me. There can be various aesthetical associations or identities attributed 

to the same sound structure, but only one ontological association or identity of a sound structure 

despite its various forms, which would be the sound structure simpliciter. I most definitely would 

want some of the profit from the sales of sound structure of a piece I originally wrote for violin. 

Just imagine the economic ramification for the original composer, if society and its respected 

laws adopted a view that Levinson promotes within this context.   

 

Consequently, it is reasonable to conclude that a transcription of a musical work is not ontologi-

cally a different work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion for (OC):   

(OC1), (OC2), and (OC3) are true; hence, (OC) is true. 
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7. FINAL CONCLUSION – PROPOSAL 

 

 

Given that (OC) is true, then (PC) still remains true.  Given that (PC) remains true, then I shall 

now re-label (PC) as (FC), i.e., Final Conclusion: The sound structure simpliciter is the ontologi-

cal identity of a musical work. Therefore, pure sonicism is the most tenable view for the ontolog-

ical identity of a musical work.  

 

In addition, this writing has demonstrated that the identity of a work can be discussed without the 

need of appealing to any sort of ontological theory as to the nature of a work’s existence as such, 

e.g., whether musical works are abstract particulars, a collection or fusion of concrete particulars, 

or mental entities. 

 

While I have demonstrated that the ontological identity of a musical work conforms to pure soni-

cism, I do, however, feel that there is room for Levinson’s instrumentalist (or broad contextual-

ist) proclivities to which I am sympathetic as well in that what we know about a work’s prove-

nance does make a difference for a work’s identity. How can this be? How is it that on the face 

of it, I am advocating a view in which two contradictory positions can be supported simultane-

ously? 

 

Note, that throughout this writing I have been utilizing the word ontology or ontological with re-

spect to an identity of a work. I propose that there can be two categories of theories of identity 

for musical works, i.e., an ontological theory of identity for a musical work and an aesthetic the-

ory of identity for a musical work. Given my distinction between an ontological theory of identi-

ty and an aesthetic theory of identity, then perhaps I can reconcile my conflicting intuitions. That 

is to say, perhaps Jerrold Levinson’s view, which is accepted as an ontological approach to iden-

tity among philosophers, should be, instead, construed as an aesthetic theory of identity. Let me 

explain by presenting a brief comparison of the two types of identity theories. 

 

Simply, the ontological approach to a musical work’s identity is purely descriptive and non-

normative. Moreover, it is the primary qualities of a musical work that is the focus. That is to 
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say, the ontological approach construes the identity of a work as a primitive, i.e., how we hear 

and perceive a work before anything is attributed to it; a purely recognitional approach towards a 

work’s identity. Subsequently, it is a more objective approach in that it shies away from our val-

ues of a work and its epistemic properties. Accordingly, it is an approach in which the history of 

a work, our values and our attitudes towards a work, and the manner of how a work is instanced 

are not necessary properties to a work’s identity for these are derivative properties, i.e., second-

ary qualities of a work. The only thing that matters is what the data from the relationship be-

tween music and underdetermination suggest as exemplified by the specific aspects of underde-

termination, i.e., what is it that persists given the various ways a work may be  instanced and still 

be considered correct instances thereof.  

 

Conversely, the aesthetic approach to a musical work’s identity is concerned with the knowledge 

about a work with respect to its musico-historical properties and our values associated with them; 

consequently, it is evaluative and prescriptive, and therefore, normative. Moreover, a work’s 

identity is derivative (secondary qualities of a musical work), i.e., a work’s history, our values 

and attitudes towards a work, and the manner of how a work is instanced are necessary proper-

ties to a work’s identity. Hence, the aesthetic approach is not solely concerned with sonic proper-

ties, but what we come to know about a work and how we feel about our knowledge of the work. 

Consequently, the aesthetic identity theory of a musical work necessarily entails both musico-

historical properties and evaluative properties, which are vital for a work’s identity, and can 

therefore, be subjective.  

 

It is self-evident that Levinson’s instrumentalism (broad contextualism) matches up with the aes-

thetic approach to a work’s identity. Levinson’s appeal to Stamitz’s use of the Mannheim rocket, 

as presented earlier in this writing, i.e., Evidence for (OC2), is a perfect example of an aesthetic 

approach to an identity of a work. I shall provide another brief example of the application of the 

aesthetic theory as a way to underscore its approach.  

 

For example, it could be the case that Person X prefers to listen to Stamitz’s works with a con-

temporary orchestra with contemporary musical sensibilities. However, Person Y,  who also is a 

connoisseur of classical music, might prefer hearing  Stamitz’s  works in the manner in which it 
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was performed in Stamitz’s time, i.e., with authentic instruments, authentic tunings, and authen-

tic orchestra size, etc. For Person X, she would argue that Stamitz would approve and enjoy the 

changes in classical music today, e.g., the improvements in musical instruments and the larger 

size of a standard symphonic orchestra; therefore, the aesthetic identity of Stamitz’s work should 

be reflective of contemporary sensibilities, given this hypothetical approval by Stamitz. Con-

versely, for Person Y, the true identity of Stamitz’s work should be reflective of all that existed 

and practiced during Stamitz’s time. And performances that are not reflective of this are not truly 

Stamitz’s work. Hence, the epistemic properties of the work as well as its evaluative ones, and 

given that the specific aspects of underdetermination supports both Person Xs and Person Ys 

views gives this approach a subjective flavor. In addition, this example demonstrates that there 

can be different kinds of aesthetic theories, i.e., one that appeals to the hypothetical intentions of 

the composer, and one that solely focuses on the standard of musicality as practiced during the 

time of the composer’s activity of writing music. Indeed, there could be other approaches to the 

aesthetic theory of identity that have yet to be explored by philosophers and aestheticians alike.  

 

It is to be sure that Levinson’s identity theory is not consistent with respect to whether a sonic 

structure is considered one work or two and that there is always an epistemological concern. 

Nevertheless, it is consistent with the very nature of secondary qualities of a musical work. In 

other words, an aesthetic identity of a work is not reliant on the persistence of any sort of sound 

structure, but, instead, is more concerned with a work’s epistemic properties and evaluative 

properties, i.e., who composed the work, instrumentation requirements, when it was composed, 

the general musical and political history surrounding the work, etc., and our values associated 

with these properties. Hence, by the very nature of the aesthetic approach for the identity of a 

musical work, a sonic structure can be considered one musical work or two.  

 

Consequently, I am proposing that a musical work’s identity can entail two kinds of approaches. 

For the ontological theorist of a work who is concerned with recognitional criteria, the specific 

aspects of underdetermination suggest that the identity of a work is its pure sound structure sim-

pliciter, and it is an approach that strives for objectivity by its very nature; whereas for the aes-

thetic theorist of a work who is concerned with artistic  and historical criteria, the specific as-

pects of underdetermination suggest that there can be different ways of instancing a work cor-
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rectly, and therefore, a more subjective and complicated project in determining an identity of a 

work. Hence, the ontological theorist’s goal is to make sense of a work’s primary qualities. The 

aesthetic theorist’s goal is to make sense of a work’s secondary qualities. Moreover, instead of 

participating in arguing addressing which of the two approaches are better, e.g., a pure sonicist or 

an instrumentalist (contextualist) theory of identity, I assert that those that participate in such ar-

guments are talking past each other, as they say. Both are totally different projects and under-

standing of a musical work with respect to its identity and both can be equally good. For me, I 

like both identity theories and see no problem with appealing to both views. I do not see any rea-

son for this binary thinking of either this way or that way. Why not both ways?  

 

The ontological identity allows for our everyday common sense that is reflective of how we op-

erate in the world its original authorship, and, in turn, the aesthetic identity allows for different 

way identifying a work by virtue of an interpretation and appreciation a work as performed by 

the artist, i.e., the musician who would be instancing the work. In addition, the ontological iden-

tity of a work should be considered the primary the identity of the work of the first order, for 

without the ontological identity of the work, the aesthetic identity (identity of the second order) 

would not and could not exist. It is the ontological identity of the work, which persists, despite 

all of the aesthetic changes in the instancing of a work that will inevitably occur, as illuminated 

by the specific aspects of underdetermination.  

  

While this writing firmly established that the ontological identity of a work entails a pure soni-

cist’s sensibility, this writing also presented, or at least introduced, the aesthetic approach in con-

struing a work’s identity, and thus, affirms the notion that there can be another way of appre-

hending a work’s identity depending on what kinds of properties one is concerned with, i.e., the 

primary qualities of a work or the secondary qualities of a work. In addition, as stated earlier, in-

vestigation as to the identity of a work does not require the discussion of the existence of a work 

as such, e.g., whether musical works are abstract particulars, a collection of concrete particulars 

or fusion of concrete particulars, or mental entities. Finally, the ontological and aesthetic ap-

proach to a work’s identity allow one, like me, to attribute very different kinds of intuitions about 

the same work without contradicting what the specific aspects of underdetermination suggest, 
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and also, eliminates any other sort of logical contradiction among one’s intuitions about the same 

work.  

 

My hope is that philosophers and aestheticians alike will expand on these notions introduced 

here.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



68 

 

8. GENERAL THOUGHTS – UNDERDETERMINATION, MUSIC, AND LIFE 

 

I shall present some final thoughts regarding underdetermination and the role it played in my ex-

ploration of music, and the meaning it has for me as a whole, i.e., life and underdetermination.  

 

Underdetermination was a tool that allowed me to examine an object from a distinctive perspec-

tive, i.e., the relationship between the score and the performance from a philosophical perspec-

tive. I never gave much thought to the phenomenal quality of a musical work in that it does come 

into and go out of existence from the same location and other locations at the same times and dif-

ferent times at any distance, until this investigation  began with respect to the relationship be-

tween music and underdetermination. To comprehend the Spatio-Temporal Laws of Music is one 

thing, but to construe this within the context of underdetermination provides one with an excep-

tional insight altogether. It was not until my investigation between the relationship between mu-

sic and underdetermination that I gained a deeper appreciation for the general aspects of under-

determination, i.e., musical content and musical directive. It was not until I formalized (ST1) 

within the context of underdetermination that I apprehended that this also entailed (ST2), (ST3), 

and (ST4) and the significance of this. Given that (ST1), (ST2), (ST3), and (ST4) are always true 

I realized these four propositions are laws of music, i.e., Spatio-Temporal Laws of Music, and 

not just mere propositions. Furthermore, as obvious as this may seem, as a musician, I did not 

give much thought about (AP1) until I construed (AP1) within the context of underdetermina-

tion, given that this is common practice within the musical community. It was especially illumi-

nating to come to the realization that classical western music can be improvisational as investi-

gated within the context of (AP6). 

 

The Spatio-Temporal Laws of Music illuminated to me on a deeper level in which an instance of 

a work will always be underdetermined. We attribute so many different and contradictory quali-

ties to a musical work, i.e., different tonalities to the same work, different instruments to the 

same work, different tuning systems to the same work, different tempos to the same work, differ-

ent dynamics to the same work, and different timbral qualities to the same work, and so on. De-

spite all of these contradictory qualities we can attribute to a musical work, there still seems to be 

a universal quality that persists, which allows us to refer to that work as that work. Perhaps, one 
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should not look at all of these qualities as a marriage of contradictions as contradictions, but in-

stead, as the life blood of music.  

 

The relationship of underdetermination and music has illuminated me with something even 

deeper. A musical work seems to mirror how quantum mechanics describes the behavior of sub-

atomic particles, i.e., an instance of a work can occur at any place and anytime, and it can ex-

press itself in multiple ways at the same time. Indeed, it seems to possess the property of uncer-

tainty. That is, we really do not know how the work will sound when it is instanced, because 

there are so many known possibilities as well as unknown possibilities of how a musical work 

could be instanced. Physicists assert that the universe came from nothing. Does not music behave 

this way? In a way, music is born from nothing. Space is to visual objects like silence is to audi-

tory objects. Absolute silence is this kind of nothingness as space is this kind of nothingness in 

which objects are born out of. If time is change, and since the Spatio-Temporal Laws of Music 

allows an instance of a musical work in being instanced at different or changing locations, then 

perhaps by extension, it can be asserted that music can be understood as just an aspect of time. 

Moreover, if time is change and space is an aspect of time that allows change in location, then 

perhaps all there is in the end is time. Perhaps time is all, and space is merely an aspect of time, 

i.e., an emergent property of time in which change of location among other things can happen in 

our material world. Perhaps time is fundamental; a kind of nothingness in which all aspects of 

time exist simultaneously giving the feeling of nothingness. Hence, underdetermination in this 

context seems to provide us a clue as to the nature of the universe, and perhaps even conscious-

ness and epistemology. While there can be many truths, perhaps these many truths point to a 

greater truth, which cannot be deductively understood and is ineffable, but only intuitively 

grasped. In the same manner it is how we are able to intuitively identify and make reference to a 

specific musical work despite its necessarily underdetermined properties. This I still must medi-

tate on in silence.   

 

So, as I pick up my violin and about to perform (or practice) a musical work, I am conscious that 

I am not just instancing a musical work, but exploring the nature of my consciousness, my epis-

temic intuitions,  all reality, and  my place in it.  
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