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Abstract 

 

Fünf Orchesterstücke Op. 10 by Anton Webern is frequently treated as representing the antithesis of 

Romantic music, and, in particular, the refutation of an emphasis upon extra-formal narrative. It is 

said that the musical landscape is ascetic and divested of superfluity. It is governed by a focus on 

technical features, on the manipulation of pitch-class sets and interval vectors. In contrast to this 

standard view, the arguments presented here explore an alternative method for establishing 

semantic features in the Webern and in music in general, an approach based on metaphor theory. It 

asserts that all language reference is grounded not by literal features, which in the domain of music 

might ordinarily be pitch and rhythm, but by conceptual systems that are generative and creative, 

and based on metaphorical associations. It posits that the compositional process used by Webern in 

his Op. 10, and in his other early atonal works, is largely intuitive and best encapsulated not in terms 

of mathematical schemes but by creative implication. The composition asserts to an audience not 

the frugality and discipline of formal content, but that ‘the music is a mountain’. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The plan was for Michael Boder to conduct the Staatskapelle Weimar on 11 October, 2020 in a 

Covid-era concert at the Weimarhalle with socially-distanced seating arranged for chamber 

orchestra and audience alike. First on the program was to be the extraordinary concision and 

restraint of the Fünf Orchesterstücke Op. 10 by Anton Webern, written in 1911-1913 and respected 

by the writer at least for its aptitude to encapsulate “an entire novel of expression” in its every 

individual gesture. That was the plan! 
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It was an enticing prospect even though the complete piece is a mere four minutes in duration, a 

brevity in contrast to most other music of the same era, such as the ninety minutes of the 9. Sinfonie 

by Gustav Mahler of 1909, and even the twenty minutes of the Fünf Orchesterstücke Op. 16 by 

Arnold Schönberg, also of 1909. This was the most radical and stark Viennese music of all, Webern 

outdoing his teacher Schönberg and fellow student Alban Berg in the quest to re-configure musical 

values. The composer had turned his back on the excessive Romanticism of the past and embraced a 

formal asceticism, according to some accounts. Consequently the music is abstract and entirely 

expunged of inflated extra-formal associations, or so many of the alternative chronicles contend. 

 

From the perspective of this writer, the concert and a performance of the Webern would 

undoubtedly have been something to relish, a rare example of something worthy of the city’s 

remarkable heritage, something progressive in the otherwise regressive and ultra-conservative 

orchestral landscape at modern-day Weimar. However, unfortunately, the concert as planned never 

took place. That’s to say, due to travel restrictions, Vienna-based Michael Boder had to cancel 

(postpone?). There was a change in the conductor (who presumably was unable to handle the 

Webern) and thus in the program. Instead of Webern Op. 10, the concert featured the Symphony 

No. 3 ‘Scottish’ Op. 56 by Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy. And accordingly the writer of this paper 

stayed home and sufficed with a cup of black coffee and an online recording of the Webern from 

two years before given by the Ensemble Intercontemporain, conducted by Matthias Pintscher. 

 

 

Figure 1: Anton Webern, 1911 

 

It was a remarkable encounter, for the Paris performance did not concede to abstractions and 

expungement and ascetic formality at all. The musical landscape spoke not of stark abstinence (the 
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black coffee) but of a delightful and exquisite beauty (Ein Wiener Gemischter Satz). This sense of 

conjuration was most conspicuous of all in the third of the pieces, as will be explained later, but 

actually the entire work revealed a delicate and subtle aesthetic, even if it was over as soon as it 

started.  

 

Accordingly this paper will argue that the defining semantic of Webern’s Op. 10 is not one of 

dissenting restraint and mathematical austerity at all. The music can be heard as alluding to a 

programmatic narrative; the composer was deeply inspired by the Alpine vistas (and probably the 

vineyards too) of his homeland and was able to express his experience of these landscapes in his 

music. The paper will posit that the compositional technique employed is largely spontaneous; the 

music is not systematically organised to the degree it is reasonable to deny an intuitive approach to 

composition enabling these extra-formal associations. 

 

The paper will seek to justify the claim that Webern’s atonal music should not be treated as 

exclusively formalist; it is first and foremost creative narrative. However the writing will 

acknowledge it is likely that the composer considered himself to be unable to justify the 

employment of extra-formal narrative and, accordingly, so as to satisfy the cultural milieu of his 

time, he conformed to the requirements of the formalist discourse about him. Even though he 

consistently wrote music expressing extra-formal narrative throughout the pre-war years, he felt the 

need to supress this aspect of his work in the manner it was presented to others. Having recognised 

this, the paper will still seek to argue that a musical audience listening to Webern today can create 

mechanisms for exploring and creating a broad range of meaning. Cows with Heurige taste! 

 

Sections 2 and 3 of this paper address the context in which Webern composed his Op. 10, in 

particular the narrative programs associated with songs also written by him during the same period, 

and their bearing upon the Op. 10. In this context, sections 4 and 5 move to examine the technical 

aspects of the music and, thereafter, the theoretical analysis of these aspects made by Allen Forte.  

 

The writing refutes this technical approach to understanding the music, but then, as a further 

exploration of the motivation for Forte's approach, sections 6 - 8 examine the Op. 10 in the historical 

context of philosophical semantics, and in particular that of the Kantian and neo-Kantian traditions 

associated with late-eighteenth and nineteenth century idealism. Sections 9 and 10 examine how 

these traditions led to the various foundationalist theories that were popular in Webern's era, in 

particular those of logicism, formalism, and denotation. 
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In order to refute the logicist and denotative accounts, and the rule-based and formalist approach to 

interpreting the Op. 10, sections 11 - 13 of this paper introduce an alternative and more recent 

approach to language semantics based around the notion of metaphor as a grounding for schemes 

of conceptual understanding. The paper examines the role of creative language, and metaphor in 

particular, in the establishment of semantic values, and the implication of this for music. 

Subsequently, in sections 14 and 15, this approach is extended so as to garner further support from 

other theoretical domains, notably those of Philosophy of Science and Philosophy of Mind. 

 

The paper concludes in section 16 by positing a truth semantics based upon a generative and 

emergent approach to language, and to cognition in general, that is able to represent narrative in 

music. It is an approach that is far more suitable than standard technique for understanding 

Webern’s atonal music, including his Op. 10, and his underlying assertion that ‘the music is a 

mountain’. 

 

2. Context 

 

Interestingly, Pintscher wrote his own Fünf Orchesterstücke early in his career, long before he 

became the principal conductor of the Ensemble Intercontemporain. It is beyond the scope of this 

paper to examine connections between his piece and the Webern, or even the Schönberg, other 

than to say the music has passages reminiscent of the compelling brevity of the Op. 10, especially in 

the first and fourth movements. Furthermore Pintscher’s entire piece is a relatively expansive 

twenty minutes in duration, quite unlike the Webern, and moreover, well…, the second movement is 

more of a 'music of a lightning storm, earthquake, and simultaneous nuclear detonation in the 

mountains!' 

 

Getting back to the Webern Op. 10, the writer of this paper admits to listening to the 2018 recording 

more than a dozen times in a row, seeking further explication. Until resolving upon the opinion that, 

in an attempt to understand the music further, the set of pieces might be best approached, in the 

first instance, in the context of another work written by the same hand at roughly the same time. 

The ‘Three Orchestral Songs For Voice And Orchestra’ were composed during 1913-1914, though 

only published posthumously and without opus number. This alternative piece is significant because 

Webern wrote the text for two of the Orchestral Songs himself, including that for no. 3. ‘O sanftes 

Glühn der Berge’, shown below (the writer’s translation). 
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O sanftes Glühn der Berge    O gentle glow of the mountains 

Jetzt sehe ich Sie wieder.    I see you again now. 

O Gott so zart und schön,    O God so delicate and beautiful 

Gnadenmutter, in Himmelshöhn.   Madonna, in Heavenly Heights. 

O neige Dich, o komme wieder    O bow down, o come again 

Du grüßt und segnest - -    You greet and bless - - 

Der Hauch des Abends nimmt das Licht -  The breath of the evening takes the light - 

Ich seh's nicht mehr, Dein liebes Angesicht.  I don't see it anymore, your dear face. 

 

Heavenly heights in 1914? It seems the overtures to world war were far removed from Webern’s 

mind when he wrote these words, and these works, as it was for many of those around him. Thus 

the expressions remained immersed in a terrain of Romantic fantasy. It was magical impressions 

associated with mountain vistas foremost on the composer's mind, not austere propriety. It was the 

mystique of his beloved Alpine landscapes, the entrancing meadows, pastures and cows, and not 

abstinent sobriety that epitomised the aesthetics of his imagination. 

 

This was what the Pintscher recording had revealed too: radiance, loftiness, sublimity. Brief, but 

splendid. Indeed, most of Webern's early works written during the previous decade and beyond 

were songs using texts with similar mystical themes, music of mystical glory and majesty. The third 

of ‘Five Songs after Richard Dehmel’, written in 1906, is entitled Himmelfahrt, ‘Journey to Heaven’, 

and comprises the following text. 

 

Schwebst du nieder aus den Weiten,   Do you float down from the heavens, 

Nacht mit deinem Silberkranz?    Night, with your silver wreath?1 

 

Many of Webern’s other early songs include texts by the symbolist poet Stefan George, whose 

writing focused in a similar manner on imaginative dreamscapes while rejecting realism and realist 

naturalism, the supposed indubitable. 

 

Indeed, the thesis outlined by this paper is that Webern carried such a sentiment into his Five 

Orchestral Pieces Op. 10. The notion that the abstractions in the music represent a refutation of 

narrative is itself rejected. Instead the goal of the paper is to argue for a semantic governed by 

 
1 quoted by Forte 1998, 24. 
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conceptual structures that make resource to creative metaphor. Subsequently it will be argued that 

it was this aspect of the music explored by Pintscher and the Ensemble Intercontemporain. 

 

3. The Compositional Process in Webern Op. 10, No. 3 

 

The historical record2 shows that the collection of five pieces of Op. 10 was composed by Webern in 

two stages; the first and fourth were produced in the summer of 1911 and the others in the autumn 

of 1913, roughly the same time as the Three Orchestral Songs. The third piece of the five, already 

mentioned above, was the first of those written in 1913. The music is freely atonal; in that sense it 

follows the style of his teacher. But otherwise, Webern’s approach is athematic and abstract. While 

the dramatics of Schönberg’s Op 16 features reasonably conventional melodies and gestures that 

are repeated and developed for effect, in contrast Webern’s Op. 10 utilises melodic lines that are 

wide-ranging, with frequent leaps greater than an octave, and an obvious aversion to any kind of 

repetition or restatement of material. Nevertheless it is undoubtedly as illustrative of Alpine 

sceneries and sounds as anything could be. Marked Sehr langsam und äußert ruhig, very slow and 

extremely calm, there are literal associations of mountain valleys and pastures fashioned by way of 

the tremolo in the bells and cowbells, which, added to the other percussion in the opening section of 

the piece, are evocative of the winds and breezes of high mountain regions. It is in this governing 

context that a solo violin establishes the place of voice, and accordingly plays a motif reminiscent of 

an alpine horn, shown in figure 2. 

 

 

Figure 2: a summary of the introductory measures of Webern’s Op. 10 no. 3. 

 

An exploration of musical narrative requires that this paper seeks to explore the qualitative aspects 

of Webern’s Op. 10, the intuitive connotations implied by the cowbells and alpine horns. This is a 

rare thing to do. Most music theorists have chosen to avoid such an approach; they have focused on 

the geometry of the music, on pitch rows and the mathematics underpinning the use of intervals, 

rather than, for instance, some inventive and imaginative narrative. Summing up the general 

 
2 see Forte 1998, 205. 
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approach used in the corpus pertaining to Webern, Regina Busch wrote, "The vocabulary mainly 

used in talking and writing about his music is peculiarly neutral, cautious - one might almost say 

timid. The concepts have a sterilising effect upon the way the music is heard, blunting the effect of 

the sounds, blurring the music." (Busch 1985, 3) 

 

The writer of this paper is asserting that, without doubt, Webern is writing music in 1913 that utilises 

a form of creative analogy, music that is poetry of the mountains, that expresses simultaneously the 

immovable permanence represented by solid rock and the ephemeral impermanence characterized 

by the shifting weather that envelopes the mountain tops. In the four-measure-long central section 

of this third piece, the other percussion fall away to leave the bells alone to frame the melody, now 

passed from the horn to the clarinet. After a momentary crescendo in the texture emphasised by 

several instruments, next it is the cowbell tremolo alone conjuring meadows of grazing cattle, and 

framing the continuing melody, now passed to the viola, as shown in figure 3.  

 

 

Figure 3: a summary of the central section of Webern’s Op. 10 no. 3. 

 

On and on! The writer sits with the audience among summer meadows of delight and enchantment! 

We can come back to an examination of this music in section 10. 

 

4. The Verification Principle 

 

Webern’s music is unique, unlike anything else written at the same time, even compared to that of 

other Viennese modernists. Nevertheless he greatly admired the music of the classical tradition that 

preceded his own work, including that of arch-Romantic Bruckner and impressionist Debussy, the 

latter of whom he conducted in 1911. He also admired the narrative music of Berlioz, Liszt and 

Wagner; he visited Bayreuth in 1902 as a result of his strong admiration for the latter. In this 

context, Webern was never going to be an uncompromising radical repudiating everything of the 

past. His purpose was to continue and to renew tradition, and to do that by writing music that was, 

well, poetry of the mountains. Nevertheless something sat uneasy. Even the composer seemed 

troubled by the nature of such an assertion; he felt impelled to query any such contention, even to 

deny it. Magical impressions alone in the woods perhaps, but in company, actually his was not an era 

characterized by the ambience of poesy and illusory incantations at all.  
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His teacher definitely did not have interest for such things. Schönberg published the most verbose 

and rambling theory of harmony in 1911. There is a quote from Webern Op. 5 to illustrate a 

particular point pertaining to pitch spacing, and elsewhere the text covers everything formal from 

diatonic chords to harmonic modulations to non-harmonic tones, but the author effuses in the most 

longwinded manner, and in a longwinded manner completely lacking in any kind of mystical 

invocations. He covers formal features in depth, but otherwise writes hundreds of pages without 

really writing about very much at all, other than to say there is really very little to say. 

 

"In composing I make decisions according to feeling, according to the feeling for form. This 

tells me what I must write; everything else is excluded." (Schönberg  1911, 417) 

 

This was the pre-dawn of logical positivism, in which extra-musical connotations did not have a valid 

reference and therefore could not be justified. It was said that even mere descriptions are not truth. 

It was said that the statement “the music is a mountain” is ludicrous and redundant; it cannot satisfy 

the verification principle. Webern would have been foolish to suggest anything otherwise. 

 

A narrative might assert there had to be a time when at first the mountains were formed, if that was 

what they were, when the notes were composed. But in the case of Webern’s Op. 10, it would be 

argued by the verificationists that, undisputedly, … the process of formation instigates on music 

manuscript paper with a unison B♮, the beginning pitch (0), diverging to an interval relation 

comprising two pitches a single semitone apart (1), and thereafter forming an ordered set of pitches 

by way of progressing through ever wider interval relations, as shown graphically in figure 4. 

 

Unison (0)      (1)          (2)           (3)         (4)          (5)           (6)  

 

Figure 4: an ordered set of pitches comprised of a progression of widening intervals. 

 

This is what the music is fundamentally about, they said, the application of these schemes, and the 

first piece of Op. 10 sets the tone; it was the first of the five pieces to be written in 1911 and it does 

not have the same obvious literal program as the third; greater attention can be levelled upon 

formal parameters, the pitches and rhythms, without distraction. It is twelve measures in duration 

plus a quarter-note pick-up, opening the music with the B♮, played ppp in unison by a trumpet and 
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harp. Thereafter the harp, celeste and viola play a C♮, a single semitone interval higher (the minor 

second and its octave transposition equivalents), and then return to B♮ to complete the core motif, 

as shown in figure 5. 

 

 

Figure 5: the core motif commencing Op. 10 no 1. 

 

In the second measure there comes the first incidence of the ordered set of pitches introduced in 

figure 4, realized in the music by way of the progression of widening intervals shown in figure 6. 

 

 

Figure 6: the realization of the ordered set of pitches in measures 1-3. 

 

In the third and fourth measures comes a further incidence of the ordered set, realized in the music 

this time by way of the progression of widening intervals outlined in figure 7. 

 

 

Figure 7: the realization of the ordered set of pitches in measures 3-4. 

 

At the end of the piece, after the celeste repeats the ostinato G♯ one final time, the harp plays a 

short phrase. But now there is a focus exclusively on the extreme intervals, on the semitone (1) and 

the augmented fourth (6), as shown in figure 8. 
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Figure 8: the use of the ordered pitch set in measures 10-12. 

 

The piece finishes after twelve measures, not as a tiny poem expressing vast expanses, as claimed by 

the Romanticists, but as a compact work with a compositional technique that is extremely rigorous. 

The verificationists would assert that this is the impartiality and disinterestedness and remoteness of 

abstraction. Once the superfluous is removed, what remains is the emphasis on formal 

considerations, justified by the manner in which the interval relations are so carefully positioned. 

Yes, it is true that the orchestration, the selected timbres and the dynamics, all of this is constructed 

prudently to create an aesthetic sense of intimacy and fragility. The textures are frugal; every note is 

heard clearly. But, up close, it is the systematic organisation of pitches that defines the piece; this 

was what they said. 

 

5. Systematic Analysis 

 

By 1913, Webern had not yet devised a systematic approach for handling tempo, dynamics, and 

articulation, but he did have procedures for ordering the notes. As Benjamin Davies asserted, "Pitch 

distribution is highly ordered." (Davies 2002, 5) There have been many other analyses written by 

music theorists of Webern’s and other atonal work asserting that the degree of systematic design 

incorporated in the music is even stricter than that outlined in section 4 above. A well-respected 

example of such an approach can be found in the theoretical structuralism of Allen Forte, which aims 

to reduce all pitch-classes to an integer notation whereby a pitch-class set (i.e. a motif) is defined as 

a set of integers representing a particular structure of pitch-classes (i.e. notes). (Forte 1973) 

 

Forte defines the aggregation of all the interval relations between pitches in a set as the interval 

vector. For instance, the simple motif shown in figure 9 below is reduced to three interval 

permutations:  

a) the interval relation 1, which is the semitone between the pitches E♮ and F♮ (between pitch-

classes 4 and 5, assuming C♮ is set at 0), 

b) the interval relation 6, which is the augmented fourth between the F♮ and B♮ (5 and 11),  
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c) the interval relation 5, which is the perfect fourth (derived from the perfect fifth by octave 

transposition) between the E♮ and B♮.  

 

 

Figure 9: an interval vector with three permutations. 

 

Given that intervals above an augmented fourth (6) are equivalent to those below 6 when subject to 

octave transposition, the range from 1 to 6 encompasses the complete set of pitch-class intervals. 

And thereafter, Forte’s system enables the aggregate of the intervals to be expressed as an interval 

vector (a b c d e f) whereby ‘a’ is the quantity of intervals in the pitch-class employing relation 1 (one 

in the case of figure 9 between the pitches E♮ and F♮), and b is the quantity of intervals in the set 

employing relation 2 (none in this case) and so forth. Accordingly the pitch-class set in this case has 

the following interval vector: (1 0 0 0 1 1). 

 

To avoid over-complexity in applying this structure to any particular section of music, Forte reduces 

pitch sets into a ‘normal’ order. To enable comparisons, sets cannot begin on pitch-class 4, as in 

figure 9, or any other random pitch-class; instead they are transposed to a standardised level 0 of 

the system. Thereafter an ascending numerical order is introduced using the permutation with the 

least difference between the first and last (or otherwise the second) integers. 

 

Applied to the first piece of Webern Op. 10, Forte seeks to identify not repeating motifs or melody 

fragments in the sense used by Beethoven or Schönberg, but pitch-class sets underlying the 

complete range of pitches utilised in a section (Forte 1998). For instance, in the case of Webern’s 

Op. 10 no. 1, he asserts that the second and third pitches (but not the first) played in the second 

measure by the glockenspiel, G♮ and D♮, combine with the G♯ of the celeste trill in the third measure 

and the first pitch played by the clarinet, F♮, to form an inverted and transposed version of the 

pitches in the first measure coupled with the third pitch played by the glockenspiel, but not the first 

or second, and again the pivotal F♮ of the clarinet, as shown in figure 10. Incidentally, according to 

Forte’s system, this represents pitch-class set 4-13, the thirteenth variant of the four-note pitch-class 

set, which has an interval vector (1 1 2 0 1 1).  
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Figure 10: the pitch-class set underpinning the introductory measures of Webern’s Op. 10 No. 

1, according to Forte. 

 

This is hugely contrived. No composer in their right mind would go to so much trouble to develop a 

system and then use it in such a haphazard and non-purposeful manner. The weakness of Forte’s 

system – its essential redundancy – lies in its confusing the patterns evident in number systems with 

music phenomenology and semantics. An equivalent analysis in mathematics might dwell upon how 

multiples of 9 in the context of a base 10 number system (i.e. 9, 18, 27, 36, …) comprise of integers 

that themselves add to a multiple of 9. However this is a feature caused by the base number system 

itself, not by the characteristics of multiples of a quantity 9. This feature would not occur if multiples 

of 9 were expressed in base 2, or base 9. Similarly a just-intonation scale of six semitone increments 

converted to numbers will have its own patterned features caused by the number system itself. The 

common recurrence of 1 and 6 in these patterns is a result of the mathematical system equated with 

the music, but this doesn’t mean the mathematical system in any way explains the music. Atonal 

music grew out of chromatic music focussed on extending tonality to its limits, which in turn led to 

the use of semitones (1) and augmented fourths (6). It was not driven by a will to establish interval 

vectors, either consciously or subconsciously. 

 

Actually, not all formalists would have disagreed with this point. Even the arch-champion of 

nineteenth century ‘absolute music’, Eduard Hanslick, would not have wanted the place of precise 

and measured analysis to be taken too far. He wrote,  

 

“Mathematics, through furnishing an indispensable key to the study of the physical aspects 

of music, must not be overrated, as regards its value in the finished composition. No 

mathematical calculation ever enters into a composition, be it the best or the worst.” 

(Hanslick 1854, 92) “In music there is both meaning and logical sequence, but in a musical 

sense; it is a language we speak and understand, but which we are unable to translate.” 

(Hanslick 1854, 71) 

 

Admittedly, Forte does not claim explicitly that Webern composed the Op. 10 and his other early 

atonal music in this systematic manner. He presents his theory as a form of analysis rather than as a 

description of compositional technique. Nevertheless the approach is muddled given that Webern’s 
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later 12-tone technique does use systematic structures similar to those outlined by Forte as a 

compositional technique, albeit in an inconsistent manner. Forte’s theorising does not adequately 

distinguish between the acts of constructing a music according to one approach and thereafter 

deconstructing it in hindsight according to another.  

 

The approach asserted in this paper considers the pitch choice employed in the Op. 10 as indicating 

that Webern’s compositional technique in these pieces is to a large extent intuitive; it involves a 

considerable degree of qualitative decision-making, not unlike that of the Five Orchestral Pieces Op. 

16 by Schönberg, or even the Ninth Symphony by Mahler. Even the increasingly systemic approach 

used in Webern’s later twelve-tone works are not as clinical as many writers and critics have 

assumed. Regina Busch commented, "It may be that everything about Webern invites 

misunderstanding; it may be that the music and the attempts at explanation get in each other's 

ways." (Busch 1985, 2) Kathryn Bailey discussed some of the later works and noted, with some irony, 

"Webern's fascination with structural ambiguities and double meanings." (Bailey 1988, 22) Most 

certainly, these earlier atonal pieces do not employ structural absolutes; they are composed in a 

largely spontaneous manner. The degree of flexibility in implementing the pitch set shown in figures 

6 - 8 clearly suggests an intuitive approach to composition focussed upon the expressive qualities of 

the music, upon the phenomenal and the aesthetic. 

 

Having said that, any preference of theoretical approach as regards the constituents of an entity or 

the method of establishing those constituents does not have any real bearing upon the overall 

argument presented here. The Forte theory is presented merely as an example of a standard 

approach to music analysis. The approach here is going to take a very different focus. It is going to 

examine how the meaning and truth status of music are established after the act of completion; it 

will argue that, in this context, music semantics can use metaphor to establish an extra-formal 

narrative. Whether the music is best described by an integer notation structure, or whether the 

application of interval sets involves intuitive application, in both cases, after the process of 

composition, the approach here will focus upon how the written pitches, in the context of a 

performance, then become a springboard for meaning. 

 

6. Intrinsic Identity and Modality 

 

The previous section of this article dwelt on an example of defining semantics in terms of object 

constituents. The following sections will introduce a shift in emphasis and instead seek to examine 
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Webern’s Op. 10, and phenomena in general, in the context of several other approaches used in 

philosophical semantics, including those of the Kantian and neo-Kantian traditions. 

 

But before exploring the implications of these traditions, and thereafter from section 11 of how 

semantics might work in the context of a metaphor theory, there is another important assertion 

made by formalists that must be addressed. When it is argued that the semantics of an entity is 

defined explicitly in terms of the intrinsic identity of its form, and not the extrinsic qualities 

associated with such matters as aesthetics or other predicative properties, the argument is justified 

in terms of modality. When the subject of a statement – for example ‘mountain’ as used in either 

‘the mountain is 3,798 meters above sea level’ or in ‘the mountain is a piece of music’ – is 

represented exclusively in terms of the relevant referring term, in this case the mountain, and not its 

predicated properties such as its associations with plate-tectonics, or its maximum elevation, or its 

being a piece of music, then the subject can be said to be fixed. It is in essence determinable. 

Accordingly, this is an argument insisting that the possession of intrinsic identity ensures the 

respective phenomena has the status of universality, of necessity.   

 

As in many areas of philosophical debate, this approach is not exclusive to one era; it is not limited 

to Webern’s time. Indeed, the immediate post-world war period began not only with the shooting 

death of Webern but with an analysis of aesthetics that implied the same tenets. Frank Sibley, at the 

University of Lancaster, was not focussed primarily on modality per se, but his work implied it all the 

same. When he argued that aesthetic terms associated with music and the arts in general are 

qualitative and objectively indeterminable, the underlying assumption must be that this feature of 

aesthetics stands in contrast to the equivalent feature associated with objective terms, the pitch-

class sets and interval vectors, which are determinable. 

 

Sibley was a prominent figure among writers on aesthetics from the late 1950s and strove to 

examine the links between the aesthetic and non-aesthetic, between the qualitative and 

quantitative. He argued that the qualitative aesthetic domain, the sense of fresh mountain air, 

cannot be reduced to or be defined by the quantitative non-aesthetic domain, the mountain air 

itself, and consequently that judgments pertaining to the aesthetic domain cannot be linked with 

definitive criteria. Qualitative knowledge involves attributions to phenomenal experience and to the 

personal exercising of taste or of aesthetic sensibilities. 
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Sibley added that the impossibility of identifying aesthetic considerations in a strict manner by non-

aesthetic considerations is a consequence of being unable to parallel the experience of aesthetic 

qualities with any empirical observation of the natural world. Aesthetic terms are always in flux 

according to the immediate context and, accordingly, it will always be impossible to establish them 

for certain. Sublimity and other affective states are legitimate and powerful experiences to any 

individual human subject, but it is not possible to associate them with any fixed reference in the 

world. 

 

Sibley conceded that is was common practise to talk freely about music judgments and semantics as 

if aesthetic phenomenon were just as real as empirical phenomena. He wrote: 

 

“All music must be describable in aptly figurative language. […] critics, programme writers, 

and analysts constantly employ ‘quality’, ‘process’, and ‘scenario’ descriptions. [….] 

Conductors rehearsing orchestras often do likewise. Composers not only mark their work 

légèrement, maestoso, martellato, etc., but may offer scenario-like programmes or titles.” 

(Sibley 2001, 147) 

 

Nevertheless he argued that this didn’t imply anything metaphysical in itself. The use of words 

cannot and does not act as an indicative of qualitative experience other than by suggestion or 

innuendo. Words themselves do not imply either experience or reality. He continued: 

 

“There are no terms in which we hear or understand music; our hearing, grasping, or 

understanding of it is therefore not in musical or extra-musical terms.” (Sibley 2001, 149) 

 

Sibley’s analysis posited that the nature of knowledge of non-aesthetic objects or events alone can 

never include sufficient cause for the creation of aesthetic knowledge for the simple reason that 

aesthetic terms are not governed by denotative or reference conditions. No determination of non-

aesthetic qualities can entail that a piece of music or a work of art or any quantitative experience has 

a particular aesthetic quality. He wrote: 

 

“There are no sure-fire rules by which, referring to the neutral and non-aesthetic qualities of 

things, one can infer that something is balanced, tragic, comic, joyous, and so on. One has to 

look and see. Here, equally, at a different level, I am saying that there are no sure-fire 
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mechanical rules or procedures for deciding which qualities are actual defects in the work; 

one has to judge for oneself.” (Sibley 2001, 107–108) 

 

Sibley’s arguments have a long pedigree. Plato asserted something very similar in his middle-period 

Socratic texts, in the Cratylus and then the Parmenides, in which, albeit in a sometimes difficult to 

understand form, he explained the notion of intrinsic identity and thereafter the application of 

mereology to qualitative concepts. Plutarch, writing around four hundred and fifty years later in 75 

AD from his home near Delphi in Greece, examined the same by way of a thought experiment. 

 

“The ship wherein Theseus and the youth of Athens returned had thirty oars, and was 

preserved by the Athenians down even to the time of Demetrius Phalereus, for they took 

away the old planks as they decayed, putting in new and stronger timber in their place, 

insomuch that this ship became a standing example among the philosophers, for the logical 

question of things that grow; one side holding that the ship remained the same, and the 

other contending that it was not the same.” (Plutarch 75) 

 

Theseus’ ship is made out of wood that rots with time and needs replacing. Thus the materials used 

to construct the ship are only a contingent part of the ship. However the notion of the ship in itself, 

with its determinate one-time-captain and crew, has a discrete identity separate from its constituent 

parts and that is not subject to change. This is the foundational primitive. It is permanent and 

necessary, just as the Op. 10 with its determinate pitches and rhythms written down by Webern is 

the same. The references to mountains, and cows, and cows drinking wine are all superfluous to the 

piece’s identity, as is the orchestration, and the dynamics, and even the tempi. Or so it has been 

alleged. 

 

7. Of Deductive Epistemics and Synthetic Truth; of Immovable Mountains and Ephemeral Weather 

 

Section 5 of this paper examined the degree to which the first piece in Webern’s Op. 10 reveals a 

systematic structure pertaining to the application of pitch intervals, albeit within the context of an 

intuitive compositional approach. The same findings are revealed by way of a similar examination of 

the fifth piece. The music evokes the governing structure of an arch-shape and of the symmetrical 

and other mathematical features that underpin such a shape. However in the context of the work of 

Plato and Plutarch, and those utilising a derived approach, there is a further characteristic evident. 

The music establishes a necessary identity by way of this governing structure.  
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At the centre of the work and the determining factors of this framework, at its greatest height, with 

15 measures having already passed during the anterior stage and with 15 measures still to come 

during the posterior stage, then there are two loud percussive hits, fff, reinforcing the impression 

that the arithmetical architecture of the music has reached its zenith. 

 

  

Figure 11: Webern Op. 10 No. 5, measures 16-17; the percussive ‘hits’ at the centre of the 

piece. 

 

On the near side of the arch, building to the centre, there is the antecedent, looking ahead. A storm 

brews and there is the conjuring of great momentum, present in the fluctuating tempi and the rising 

tension, the music oriented on and in anticipation of the topmost point of the arch, a great climax 

ahead. 

 

At last there comes the dramatic peak of this particular mountain, fff, the culmination of the 

crescendo in the clarinet and brass flutter-tongues, a celeste trill, the apex revealed by pizzicato 

strings, the pitched percussion and triangle, fff. 

 

And afterwards, at the far side of the arch, the algebraic features of design now leading away from 

the centre, there is the restoration of a peaceful atmosphere, of tranquil landscapes. Trees have 

been felled, valleys flooded, but now all is calm again. There is mathematics in the quiet, but still this 

is the consequent after all, looking back. 

 

Until at the end, at the extreme edge of the arch, beyond the scope of any standard deviation, a 

sustained G♮ in the viola, and finally two further hits, but now a barely audible ppp: a staccato chord 

in the cello, B♭ clarinet and harp, and then, at the last, the celeste. 

 

This is the systematic structure of the music, and as such, according to Plato and Plutarch, it can be 

said to represent the identity of the music in just the same manner as a determinate one-time 

captain and crew represents the identity of Theseus’ ship. The pitches and rhythms are a necessary 

characteristic of the music; they make it what it is. 
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One of the most influential figures to place necessity at the centre of his philosophical approach was 

Immanuel Kant. In examining the conditions required to establish universality, he was particularly 

interested in the role of context in establishing necessary features. He would have agreed that, 

analytically, multiples of 9 do not comprise integers that possess, as a part of their own identity, the 

feature of adding to a multiple of 9, not unless treated to a synthetical act such as placing them in 

base 10. He wrote in his well-respected Critique of Reason (Kant 1781) that analytical judgments are 

explicative rather than augmentative; they are contained within another subject and accordingly 

they add nothing further to it; they have no further identity beyond it. He argued that, for instance, 

in the sentence ‘all men are male, the predicate ‘are male’ adds no further meaning to the subject 

‘all men’. In contrast, math judgments are always synthetical, whereby they add new concepts to the 

identity of the subject. Kant looked elsewhere for examples, beyond the features of multiples of 9. 

Specifically he looked at geometry and the notion of a straight line between two points on a plane. 

In this case a new concept of shortest could be added to the identity of the subject, such that “a 

straight line between two points is the shortest.” (Kant 1781, 10) In another example, Kant asserted 

that “The sum of 7 and 5 contains nothing more than the unity of both sums into one.” (Kant 1781, 

10) He was arguing that the solution of 12 is augmentative, and therefore it is added to the identity 

of the arithmetical sum synthetically. 

 

Accordingly, in the composer’s hands, the formation of the music is itself a synthetic affair, a 

semantic act born of agency and purposiveness. It is constructive of new identity. The music, the 

subject, began as a collection of short orchestral pieces, eventually to be named as Opus 10. 

Thereafter new concepts were added in the form of pitch and rhythm. At the moment of addition, 

innumerable counterfactual arrangements had been possible; the entire process might not have 

even happened. Yet when it did, the moment of creation was not merely an act of predicative truth 

formation, but it is also an establishment of alethic modality. 

 

According to Kant, the truth of geometrical axioms are discovered epistemically to be universal, and 

accordingly are included as intrinsic components of the identity. The characteristic of a straight line 

between two points also being the shortest distance between these points is discovered to be a 

universal one; the characteristic of 7 + 5 = 12 is a universal one. Following the same principle, the 

‘absolute music’ tradition subsequently came to argue that the characterising of a piece of music in 

terms of particular music pitches is also found to be universal, in this case made so by way of the act 

of composition. If at time t1 the choice of pitches and the intervals between them are indeterminate, 

then at time t2, when set in position by way of the act of composition, they become fixed and 
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immovable. This is not a transformation of the semantic status to one of analyticity, whereby the 

predicative would be fully encompassed by the definition of a subject. The dynamics and tempo and 

the instrumentation of the pitches remain subject to change, as the weather blowing over the 

mountains was ephemeral, and indeed Webern often adjusted the instrumentation and dynamics 

and even the tempo in later revisions, while the pitches themselves were no longer subject to 

alteration. Accordingly, to the ‘absolute music’ tradition, as far the composer is concerned, and as 

far as the listener is concerned, they have become set in stone, each pitch-class and its respective 

interval relations dependent upon one another, knowable by theoretical deduction and without any 

recourse to experience; they are epistemically à priori elements of the music’s identity. 

 

Kant argued that universal concepts such as these are grounded in the faculty of cognition à priori. 

He focussed upon the examples of time and space to illustrate the point. If an object is removed 

from a space, then that space still exists; it exists necessarily. If an event is omitted from a particular 

time, then still that time exists itself; it exists necessarily. Kant stressed the point that such necessary 

conditions could not be grounded by empirical judgements, given everything in experience is based 

on induction and therefore not necessary but contingent. 

 

“For whence could our experience itself acquire certainty, if all the rules on which it depends 

were themselves empirical, and consequently fortuitous.” (Kant 1781, 3) 

 

Kant’s arguments pertained not only to the notion of identity; they applied also to the grounds for 

establishing identity. He posited that universal concepts, and even the nature of identity itself, 

achieve the status of universality not by way of experience, justified à posteriori, but by way of 

cognitive reason itself, by way of the innate structure determining the human mind. Human thought 

and reason are subject to an architectural framework that itself determined identity. 

 

“Our cognitions rise completely above the sphere of all possible experience, and by means 

of conceptions, to which there exists in the whole extent of experience no corresponding 

object, seem to extend the range of our judgements beyond its bounds.” (Kant 1781, 4) 

 

Kant argued that the issue at hand did not pertain to the nature of the world external to thought. 

Identity did not involve anything beyond the mind’s judgments of form.  
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“For we have not here to do with the nature of outward objects, which is infinite, but solely 

with the mind, which judges of the nature of objects, and, again, with the mind only in 

respect of its cognition à priori.” (Kant 1781, 16) 

 

Kant would have argued that the statement “Webern was born in Vienna” is applicable universally 

and thus à priori, even though the truth of the predicate ‘born in Vienna’ is not defined in the 

subject ‘Webern’. Thus it is true synthetically. Similarly, “the music is constructed of specific notes 

and rhythm” is true in the same manner. The statements are factual as well as universally true; they 

are justified synthetic à priori. 

 

Interestingly, as an aside, this contrasts with one of the major developments in modality of the 

twentieth century whereby Saul Kripke in his Naming and Necessity (Kripke 1980) completely 

redefined the conditions for universality. He argued, for example, there is sufficient confidence in 

Chemistry theory to assert that water was defined by the molecular structure H2O necessarily; even 

if human civilisation had not discovered this until recent decades, it was universally true that water 

cannot possess any other molecular structure and yet still be water. Kripke argued that natural 

terms that act as rigid designators in this way represent their reference universally. Tigers could not 

be other than tigers, gold cannot be other than gold, and Webern cannot be other than Webern; 

given the role of names such as these as identity statements, they must designate the same entity in 

all circumstances (all possible worlds) in which the entity exists. This includes all past events. The 

score of Webern’s Op. 10, once set to paper, could not be other than the score of Webern’s Op. 10. 

Thus Kripke’s redefinition remains supportive of the association of necessity with formal identity. 

 

Kripke’s work entails further that two identity rigid terms must be necessarily identical even if not 

known or epistemically justifiable à priori, which contradicts the stance of Kant whereby it is not 

possible to ever know metaphysical truths, the noumena; the Kantian position is that universality 

can only be described in terms of epistemics (a priori) or semantics (analytic). These ideas have 

particular bearing upon Kant's assertion that all physical elements are contingent and subject to 

change, and that universality can be associated only with an epistemic ontology. Kripke’s approach 

asserts that universality is characterised by the metaphysical, and the contingent understanding of 

such things is characterised by the epistemological, which also has a bearing on formal identity. 
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8. Neo-Kantianism 

 

Kant’s ideas were not unfamiliar to intellectual discourse at the beginning of the twentieth century 

when Webern composed his Op. 10. In fact, they had been back in vogue for several decades. The 

predominance of scientific materialism as the grounding of intellectual discourse for much of the 

nineteenth century had largely ignored issues pertaining to knowledge, including those applicable to 

experience and perception. It had ignored the Kantian question that had preoccupied the Weimar 

idealists of what lay beyond appearance, although the focus for writers such as Fichte, Schelling and 

Hegel had been largely metaphysical. But all of that changed in the decades immediately prior to 

Webern’s Op. 10, following the increasing degrees of attention given to a revised form of Kant’s 

ideas, to the neo-Kantianism that had come to dominate discourse in many German-speaking 

universities for over half a century. 

 

The transformation in approach was motivated in part, or at least is most easily understood, by way 

of the notorious Fischer-Trendelenburg controversy. Briefly, Kuno Fischer had written his influential 

Kant’s Leben, exploring Kant’s life and work, while a professor in the Dukedom of Weimar at the 

University of Jena in 1860. He had re-asserted Kant’s premise that the universality of concepts such 

as time and space is justified by the structures of human cognition rather than by way of experience, 

or perception (Fischer 1860). But it was nine years later, in 1869, in the same year that the 

mathematician and logician Gottlob Frege, whose work will be examined briefly in the next section, 

became his student at Jena, that Fischer’s work came under acrimonious attack. Writing from Berlin, 

Friedrich Adolf Trendelenburg published his Kuno Fischer und sein Kant in which he asserted that 

Fischer’s notion of space as a necessary ideal determined entirely by cognition leads inescapably to 

scepticism; the implication would be that it is not be possible to discover anything empirically 

(Trendelenburg 1869). As Goethe had intimated before, following this claim would entail that 

science is superfluous! Accordingly, Trendelenburg argued the only reasonable and intelligible 

argument remaining was to countenance that space and the physical world is subject to discovery à 

posteriori; in Kantian terms this means that empirical knowledge is actually relevant to the 

noumenal realm, the things-in-themselves. The rancorous debate continued when, the following 

year, Fischer wrote a retaliatory Anti-Trendelenburg (Fischer 1870) in which he insisted that the only 

reasonable and intelligent argument was not that presented by the irrational Trendelenburg at all, 

but one which accepts that a) the material realm is determined necessarily by the laws of nature, 

and b) the mental realm is determined necessarily by neural stimulations, both of which are ideals 

beyond empirical discovery. Fischer insisted that considering space as synthetic à posteriori would 
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act to refute the necessity of Newtonian science, which was at the core of scientific materialism as 

well as the Kantian notion of transcendental idealism. If anything, it was the link between the two 

that was synthetic à posteriori, factual truth known through experience, and accordingly that 

constituted the phenomenal realm. 

 

The controversy acted to re-ignite disagreements in the decades preceding Viennese formalism 

about the nature of knowledge itself. Subsequently one of the figures instrumental in further 

advancing Neo-Kantianism was Herman Cohen at the University of Marburg, located between 

Weimar and Frankfurt.  

 

As described earlier, Kant had argued that the paradigm of synthetic à priori knowledge can be 

found in the core propositions of geometry and space and that these notions are not metaphysical 

but epistemic notions, and thus transcendental. Kant wrote,  

 

“I apply the term transcendental to all knowledge which is not so much occupied with 

objects as with the mode of our cognition of those objects, so far as this mode of cognition is 

possible à priori.” (Kant 1781, 15)  

 

Cohen developed this further. In his Kants Begründung der Aesthetik (Cohen 1889), Cohen asserted 

his agreement that formal à priori laws of the mind constitute the form and content of external 

objects, but he added his conviction that these conditions of experience are not grounded by the 

epistemological or psychological realm at all, as might be construed from Kant’s writing; they are 

grounded by the most fundamental rules of mathematical thinking. Accordingly, epistemics and 

metaphysics in general must be characterised not in speculative terms but as the study of the very 

laws that enable the possibility of mathematical and thereafter of scientific discourse. Cohen argued 

for a replacement of Kant’s conceptual categories, those pertaining to quantity, quality, relation, and 

modality, with an assortment of regulations, systems, and entailment procedures. He asserted that 

the physical realm and the human mind that underpins it are not to be considered as material 

entities, but as a logical sequence of rule-based steps. This had a great bearing on all of 

mathematics, science, and Webern’s music in turn. To say that the truth of 7 + 5 = 12, or that the 

identification of Webern’s Op. 10 with particular pitches and rhythms, is justified synthetic à priori is 

to say that the truth is justified and underpinned by logic itself. How could any young composer ever 

seek to deny such certitude? 
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It is likely that Webern and his peers were most familiar with Cohen’s student Paul Natorp, who took 

these ideas even further. He studied music and philosophy in Berlin and was a composer of chamber 

and choral music as well as a respected interpreter both of Plato and of the transcendental theories 

of Kant. Arriving at the University of Marburg in 1881, Natorp’s approach insisted upon treating 

philosophical discourse as a form of empirical science, examining the conditions of justification with 

a methodology of hypotheses development and testing rather than merely as materials for endless 

speculation; in this sense he was following the tone of Kant by limiting discourse about cognition to 

that which lay within the bounds of possible experience. His writing sought to articulate knowledge 

in terms of the formal rules of scientific inquiry rather than a set of axioms, an exposition of the 

conduct and methods of scientific thought rather than of some Platonic realm beyond thought. 

Accordingly it was in this context that he continued the renunciation of psychologism, asserting 

instead the autonomy of reason from any psychological associations, avoiding any strategies that 

subjected the laws of logic to psychological laws. Anticipating the work of Forte and others of his kin, 

Natorp’s writing examined the rational principles that underpin and make possible the facts of 

science and music, the idealism that underpins the realism. He argued that human knowledge itself 

is a methodology guided by logic, which seeks to establish greater determinacy in any apparent 

indeterminacy. Accordingly, the Kantian ‘thing-itself’ ceases to be an object that lies outside possible 

experience, but a kind of regulative ideal that inspires understanding that works towards its 

fulfilment.  

 

These principles became of critical importance to the new generation of composers in the early 

twentieth century, in particular Webern. He realised intuitively, even without recourse to the degree 

of systematicity suggested by Forte, and even though his compositional process retained an intuitive 

emphasis, that the semantic status of music lay not only in those parameters that could be perceived 

as objective and universal, but that were equally subject to the regulative ideal of logic. Accordingly, 

the epistemic identity of the music lay exclusively in the patterning of written notes, their relation to 

one another in a given whole. Webern realised that any extra-musical program that might be 

associated with the music in the perception and experience of the listener was unable to match the 

à priori deductive status of pitch and rhythm. All other music parameters remained à posteriori, and 

could not be a part of knowledge of the music’s identity. Allusions to mountains existed only in the 

listeners’ minds and could not be associated with his scores, cows with Heurige taste doubly so! 

 

The formal approach was not an idle one. Accordingly, Webern was driven to add no indications in 

the score or in his writings of any extra-musical narrative other than the most vague of descriptors. 
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The first movement is headed sehr ruhig und zart, very calm and delicate. The title might be taken to 

suggest at least that there is no storm in the mountains, but actually no, not according to Webern. It 

is not the case that there is no storm in the mountains. Following Cohen and Natorp and the other 

neo-Kantians, the music admits to no semantic truth associated with the synthetic à posteriori 

whatsoever, nothing beyond the à priori status of its artistically determined rhythm and pitches. 

 

Incidentally, it is a similar argument to that used in the Battle of the Romantics more than half a 

century before when Liszt and his ‘Music of the Future’ allies, arguing that music encompassed 

programmatic narrative in its semantic reference, came up against the ‘absolute music’ of Johannes 

Brahms and music critic Eduard Hanslick. The latter viewed the focus upon word painting and drama 

narratives as used by Liszt and Wagner as contrary to the true nature of music; in his book, On the 

Beautiful in Music (Hanslick 1854), even without the theorising of the Kantian tradition, Hanslick 

argued that the semantics and the aesthetics of music is to be determined exclusively in terms of its 

musical features, its configuration and structure, its sound and motion, and not by way of any extra-

musical connotations or associated emotional components. He argued that, as a consequence, the 

true tradition of music art lay in the pure music of Mozart and Beethoven. What better material to 

guide a Second Viennese School that that of the First. 

 

9. Alpine Flora and a Thoroughgoing Formalism 

 

This paper must return once again to the first piece of Webern’s Op. 10 given the supposed 

evocation from the very commencement of the music of a thoroughgoing formalism. This is a 

foundationalist paradigm that looks only to itself, its own form. Unlike that of nineteenth century 

‘absolute music’, in this case the grounding is not that of tonality but by way of a single pitch that 

acts as a pivot for the free atonality surrounding it. As outlined in section 4 of this paper, the single 

pitch is a G♯ realised in the celeste trill that is introduced in the third measure. This is the formal 

foundation upon which the piece builds, or so it is alleged. 

 

In the brief measures preceding its introduction, the core semitone motif shown previously in figure 

5 and an ensuing glockenspiel gesture introduce the pitch relationships that will dominate 

throughout the whole work. Nevertheless it is a framework that acts both in the context of its 

foundationalist grounding and also in anticipation of it, in anticipation of the celeste. 
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Accordingly, roughly six seconds into the piece, the exclusive authority upon all things is asserted; 

here begins the central and pivotal section of the ternary arch structure. The celeste trill moves to 

the background; it is the mere context for a clarinet and flute figure passing (briefly by way of the 

brass) to a violin and cello figure, but it never goes away. It is bedrock to the form. These are merely 

voices in the context of a foundational governance. 

 

  

Figure 12: Webern Op. 10 No. 1, measures 7-8; cello and violin figures above the celeste trill. 

 

At the end of the piece, after a final single-note statement of the G♯ in the celeste and contrabass, 

the closing harp gesture and then the repeated pitches marked ppp in the flute, trumpet and 

celeste, still act as a consequence of the foundational figure, that which underpins the music and all 

associated matters. 

 

The writer of this paper does not deny that there was far more to consider than merely responding 

to the neo-Kantian push for an association of identity with mathematics and science, rather than 

psychologism. It was also important for him and others like him to take sides in the philosophical 

debate pertaining to form itself that raged in his time, that pertained to the very nature of 

mathematics, to the very nature of structure, and structure in music. 

 

If music has no semantic truth associated with anything at all beyond its form, beyond its notes and 

rhythms, then it was only a small step further to the treatment of all knowledge, including 

mathematical knowledge, as restricted to its form. Even Hanslick’s aesthetics were abandoned. This 

was the strictest kind of formalism, the study of a body of propositions, or of an area of knowledge 

such as the arts or music, in terms of its intrinsic elements and without ontological commitment to 

any abstract realm of reality, not to logic and certainly not to any extrinsic features such as beauty, 

of beautiful Alpine flora. 
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Gottlob Frege’s Die Grundgesetze der Arithmetik (Frege 1893), The Basic Rules of Arithmetic, written 

after he had been working for many years as a professor at the University of Jena in Weimar, had 

originally argued that mathematics, and by association music pitch-classes and pitch-class intervals, 

is underpinned by the fundamentals of propositional logic, of the disjunctive and hypothetical 

syllogism, of Modus Ponens and Tollens, of the Law of Non-Contradiction (LNC) and the Law of the 

Excluded Middle (LEM), and so forth. By way of a conceptual script, he aimed to show how these 

foundations are immovable; in metaphorical terms they are as fixed as hard rock. Mathematics is a 

synthetic system that is not derived of analytic semantics and neither derived of metaphysics, yet it 

is given à priori status based on its grounding in logic. But subsequently his ‘The Basic Rules of 

Arithmetic Volume 2’ (Frege 1903), published only a decade before Webern’s Op. 10, extended this 

by adopting a thoroughgoing formalism. Frege argued that, like chess pieces, and perhaps like music 

pitches, mathematical terms have no meaning in themselves. Instead they contribute to a function 

calculus in which the terms are given meaning according to a fixed syntax, just as chess pieces 

assume their role by way of game rules and just as music pitch and rhythm are given meaning 

according to the conventions of notation. Thus there is no ontological commitment to any realm of 

abstracta, and certainly not to any extraneous realm of meaning. It is not equivalent to or 

underpinned by anything at all. It is nothing but its own schematic system. 

 

When Webern denied the premise of Alpine flora in his music, and the validity of associating any 

metaphorical connotations with his score, he was supporting the strict formalism of Frege’s later 

work. Indeed, it was this commitment to thoroughgoing formalism, and by implication to a linking of 

music identity with a function-calculus approach to justification, that caused him a decade later to 

embrace the twelve-tone technique. 

 

10. Denotation and Truth 

 

As previously indicated in section 3 of this paper, Webern’s Op. 10 no. 3 establishes an important 

characteristic of a formal approach, that of the place of voice within a strictly governing context. As 

in all the pieces of the Op. 10, here there is the ternary structure of the arch, the outer sections 

supporting the centre. In this case, as discussed earlier, it is the percussion instruments in the 

opening and closing measures that create the atmospheric context, what the writer of this paper has 

sought to characterise as the mystical sublimities of Alpine vistas. It is in the context of this 

background ostinato, these mountains, or in formal terms the complete ecosystem, that there 

emerges the violin, as shown previously in figure 2. 



Webern Five Orchestral Pieces Op. 10 and the Semantics of Extra-Formal Narrative 

27 
 

 

Surely this is not only reminiscent of an alpine horn. In these pitches, this is the voice of a solo 

human speaker asserting propositional statements in the context of a language system, the place of 

a single word in the semantic context that defines its truth status.  

 

The voice establishes its place such that, in the central section, it is now able to speak out above the 

context. It strives to reach ‘the view from nowhere’, or ‘the view from everywhere’, to reach beyond 

the limitations of the context so as to establish universal truth. The voice now takes the form of a 

French horn, then a clarinet melody, then a flourish in the harp and guitar before passing to the 

viola; in all cases it asserts this is not the de dicto, that which is said of the truth, but the de re, that 

which is the truth. 

 

But then, at measure 7 in the music, there comes the reassertion of context, the pitched percussion 

with mandolin and guitar creating the mountain atmospheres once more, the human voice, now in 

the trombone melody, cognisant of its ontological relativity, set once more only in the context of a 

broader world. There is no objective truth. And then the movement ends with a roll on the bass 

drum, then on the snare drum. Here there is no pitch, no rhythm, no voice. In the music, without 

context, there is nothing but the void. 

 

This was the challenge raised by many influential figures and placed before Webern and his 

generation, the vacuity of extra-formal content, its essential lack of truth status. indeed, 

 

It was not only the work of Frege motivating this attachment to strict formalism in cultural affairs. As 

will be shown, there were others denouncing the adequacy of descriptive assertions, those 

characterised by an inability to establish coherent reference to anything in the world external to 

their own intrinsic realm, refuting the efficacy and legitimacy of vague language and in particular of 

metaphor and of all things ‘poetic’ or ‘imaginative’ in the predications asserted by way of art. 

 

And there was yet more to content with. This affront on music narrative was further reinforced by 

way of the linguistic turn in philosophy. Frege was instrumental in this area too, but it was those that 

followed him who pressed the argument upon those such as Webern that the synthetic nature of 

any factual statement cannot be justified as true knowledge à priori by an unjustifiable context. By 

association, this included the non-literal language associated with any kind of creative act. 
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In 1905, just a few years before Webern’s formulation of the Op. 10, Bertrand Russell addressed the 

notion of a referring or denoting phrase in his article On Denoting. (Russell 1905) His discussion 

included those denoting phrases which do not refer to anything beyond their self-contained schema, 

and which accordingly included an implication for any ordering of pitch-class intervals.  

 

Russell used a more straightforward example than ‘the music is a mountain!’ He examined the 

phrase 'the present King of France', which acts as a denoting phrase in the normal manner except for 

the fact it does not name anything that actually exists; it acts as a kind of description rather than as a 

reference. To say 'the present King of France is bald' makes sense in itself; the terms are familiar and 

the grammar is correct. In formal terms, it could potentially be determined to be true. As a self-

contained sentence it is very reasonable to suggest a syllogistic structure whereby, given that all 

kings are human, and given that all humans can go bald, then the conclusion must be that all kings 

can go bald. However, given France is now (and was in Russell’s time) a constitutional republic with 

no present king, in this case the sentence could never be true. It is impossible to be true that 'the 

present King of France is bald'. Russell concluded that a factual statement cannot be demonstrated 

as true knowledge other than in the case there is a justifying context. 

 

Similarly, Russell would have asserted that to say 'the pitch-classes and pitch-class intervals are a 

mountain' may make sense in itself, but given that pitch-classes and pitch-class intervals are not 

actual geological features, the sentence is not literally true. Metaphor, unlike analogy, makes a claim 

that cannot be supported by a literally justifiable context. Metaphors such as this fail to denote; they 

are figurative. They do not have denotative legitimacy and accordingly they do not possess either 

semantic adequacy or efficacy. 

 

Russell argued that the example reveals how denoting phrases, and by association abstract musical 

features, cannot be considered to have meaning in themselves. Meaning is gained only when a 

denoting phrase is placed in the context of a proposition, which in turn has a particular truth value, 

and which is reasonable in the case of a pitch-class set but impossible in the case of subjective 

musical parameters. 

 

Like Frege, Russell asserted the attributes of logicism and ‘game’ formalism. Not only does this mean 

refuting the efficacy of metaphor beyond the use of figurative language for effect, and accordingly 

renouncing the semantics of extra-musical narration, it also entails the universality and necessity, 

according to the LEM, that either ‘k is B’ or ‘k is not B’.  



Webern Five Orchestral Pieces Op. 10 and the Semantics of Extra-Formal Narrative 

29 
 

 

“Hence either ‘the present King of France is bald’ or ‘the present King of France is not bald’ 

must be true. Yet if we enumerated the things that are bald, and then the things that are not 

bald, we should not find the present King of France in either list.” (Russell 1905, 485) 

 

Similarly either 'the pitch-classes and pitch-class intervals are a mountain' or 'the pitch-classes and 

pitch-class intervals are not a mountain' must be true. Yet if there is a list made of the things that are 

mountains, and then the things that are not mountains, it would not be possible to find pitch-classes 

and pitch-class intervals in either list. Thus such notions, by failing to fulfil the requirement of the 

LEM, are meaningless. 

 

Russell joked that Weimar Hegelians of the idealist school, focussed on the myriad complexities of 

the world and on the process of dialectic synthesis, may in such circumstances choose to suggest 

perhaps that 'the present King of France wears a wig’, whereby the solution actually contradicts LEM 

given he is bald and not bald, or alternatively that 'the pitch-classes and pitch-class intervals sound 

the same whether performed on a mountain-top or in an associated valley’. But Russell pointed out 

that, given all sentences using the denoting phrase ‘the present King of France’ are false, then any 

creative alternative cannot reasonably be true. He commented, “Thus we escape the conclusion that 

the King of France has a wig.” (Russell 1905, 490) 

 

Furthermore, given that the proposition 'the present King of France is bald' is neither true nor false 

in the ordinary sense, then this is explained by its location in a false proposition: it is false that there 

is an entity which is a) the present King of France and b) bald. Similarly: it is literally false that there 

is either a musical or a geological entity which has the features of a) music pitches and pitch intervals 

and b) a mountain. This can be expressed as follows: 

 

(¬∃k) Bk  There exists no k (King of France) whereby k is B (bald) 

(¬∃k) Bk  There exists no k (music pitch-classes and pitch-class intervals) whereby k is 

B (a mountain) 

 

Given the implications of Russell’s Theory of Descriptions coupled with its support for a 

thoroughgoing formalism, all of which pointed to a hierarchy of musical parameters favouring formal 

elements above the superfluous contingency of the non-formal, of pitch-class intervals above 
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evocations of cows and wine culture, how could any serious composer try to evoke narrative in 

music? Viennese composers needed to honour tradition and write music for its own sake. 

 

11. The Semantics of Metaphor 

 

The Ensemble Intercontemporain performance of the fourth piece of Webern’s Op. 10 reveals 

indubitably  how the music is a discourse. Depicted with great expression and countenance, voices 

speak to one another, human voices, bird voices; the phrases are flowing and extremely delicate but 

plainly they are in discussion, in dialogue. The tones rise and fall in the various remonstrations. They 

ask questions, and suggest solutions. The mandolin, then the trumpet (and the B♭ clarinet 

counterclaim), and the trombone, and at the last the violin; they talk to one another, contending, 

pleading, reasoning. 

 

This is the shortest movement of all, just twenty seconds in length, but there is so much to be said in 

this discourse. For starters, it can be said that this paper has been positing that Webern existed in a 

bifold world of juxtaposed positions, the visceral spontaneous and the reasoned theoretical. In the 

one world, it was his intuitive sense of the mystical qualities of natural landscapes, coupled with his 

admiration for the ‘Romantic’ music of the past, that led him to create music grounded by poetic 

narrative. Conversely, in the alternative world, the spirit of his times asserted that semantics could 

be justified only in terms of its formal elements; it asserted that Viennese composers must write 

music for its own sake. In contrast to the writings of others, the discourse represented in this paper 

has sought to justify the position that both worlds exist in his music, and in a tense equilibrium.  

 

From the hindsight of our current time, it is possible to venture, with the greatest of respect, that 

the discourse of Allen Forte acted to join with Webern, supported by Cohen and Natorp, and Frege 

and Russell, in a school of mutual reinforcement, a kind of echo chamber. Indeed there is a suitable 

degree of burlesque irony in using a metaphor grounded on the notion of a hollow enclosure able to 

add reverberation to an acoustic as the sound waves are reflected back on themselves. In the 

context of contemporary social media, it describes the circumstance whereby beliefs are expressed 

in a closed (if not vacuous) system and reflected back upon themselves, thus reinforcing them in the 

context of the closed community while simultaneously isolating them from refutation. Subsequently 

it leads to the phenomenon of confirmation bias and to political and societal fanaticism and 

polarization.  
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The phenomenon of the echo chamber today is not only prevalent in social media. Book readers and 

music listeners are guided by online algorithms that restrict them to encountering content similar to 

their previous interests. Academic writers receive countless articles focused exclusively on their 

narrow area of expertise.  

 

The early twentieth century was a vastly different cultural arena compared to the present, but it is 

reasonable to venture that it acted in a similar fashion. Given all the talk of epistemic realism, and 

given the wave of opinion moving against all metaphysical idealism, there was significant pressure 

placed on all younger composers, if they were to be taken seriously, to conform to the spirit of the 

age. This was the era of Jugendstil architecture and Gesamtkunstwerk, the synthesising of all art 

forms to create a universal artwork, as propagated by Henry van de Velde in Weimar and the 

artisans’ cooperative at the Weiner Werkstätte. This was the prime period of Viennese model and 

clothes designer Emilie Flöge, the partner of Gustav Klimt, who made her name in the high-end 

fashion of haute couture, designing seductive, loose-fitting garments with soft and opaque fabrics, 

the fusion of body and dress as the pinnacle of form. It was the time of renewed priorities at the 

Vienna Court Opera under Mahler’s tutelage moving away from excessive historical and aristocratic 

sets in favour of sparse and more minimalistic stage designs. Everybody had to be accommodative to 

the Reformstil. 

  

             

Figure 13: Gustav Klimt, 1901. Judith and the 

Head of Holofernes. The painting derogates 

and minimalizes the biblical narrative, the 

severed head and the beheading, and focuses 

upon the form of Judith’s body and dress. 
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From the hindsight of our current time, it is possible to venture that the second half of the twentieth 

century was, in comparison to the bordering periods, remarkably diverse and eclectic. One of the 

last well-respected figures to present a pointedly narrow approach to semantic truth was Donald 

Davidson who, in the tradition of logicism and thoroughgoing formalism, sought to devise a 

minimalistic theory of meaning akin to the dressage of Flöge and the painting of Klimt that is 

forthright about excluding all language aberrations and irregularities (Davidson 1978). Just as the 

neo-Kantians, logicists and formalists argued that non-universal terms could not meet the rule-based 

standards that underpinned human reason, so Davidson argued that figurative speech and other 

creative strategies, such as the use of metaphor in language to describe the “wild and wolfish and 

heartless” violence of decapitation, could bear no cognitive meaning. He acknowledged this was a 

result of the indeterminacy of reference, but argued this led to the inadequacy of such terms.  

Davidson was a pianist who in his earlier career taught Philosophy of Music at Stanford, before his 

move across the bay to Berkeley, but his approach to all language remained entirely rationalist. He 

postulated that if metaphor did have meaning, then it should be possible to paraphrase this meaning 

into literal terms. But actually, there are no rules for the construction of metaphorical content. As 

Sibley had argued, it is entirely indeterminate. Terms like ‘echo chamber’ or ‘the music is a 

mountain’ are generative and context-dependent, and therefore indefinable and open-ended; they 

could never be paraphrased in a way that would give them explanatory power.  

 

In hindsight, it is reasonable to contend that Donaldson’s restricted theorising, well-respected as it 

was, had been incongruent with the great flowering elsewhere. In contrast to his restrictive 

endeavours, the approach to metaphor taken by John Searle, who actually preceded Davidson as a 

professor at UC Berkeley by many years, aimed to include it as part of a general ‘speech act theory’ 

(Searle 1979). Searle sought to devise a broad theory of meaning capable of explaining various non-

standard phenomena, not least the notion of wild and wolfish behaviour, and thus of providing an 

inclusive account of meaning. He reasoned that if metaphor is a means of specific communication, a 

dynamic process used for devising meaning, then it must be a semantic phenomenon with structures 

and rules that can be incorporated into a general speech act theory. Accordingly, he carefully 

categorised the mechanisms used for terms such as ‘echo chamber’ or ‘the music is a mountain’. 

 

12. Heuristics, Vagueness, and Metaphor 

 

The discourse in Webern’s Op. 10 No. 4 begins with a mandolin figure, as shown in figure 14. 
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Figure 14: Webern Op. 10 No. 4; the introductory mandolin figure. 

 

It is a musical gesture, but it is likewise the assertion of a human voice, and also that of a birdsong. 

And so the issue emerges of translatability. How is it possible to decipher and render the music into 

human propositional language, or to bird communication? 

 

It should not go unmentioned that the shift from the Davidson (and Sibley) to Searle was supported 

by and motivated by other figures who began publishing in the early post-war period, including 

Ludwig Wittgenstein who managed a complete change of direction away from formalism in his 

Philosophical Investigations, published posthumously in 1953. (Wittgenstein 1953) Formal language 

might be formal, but the ordinary language used by ordinary folk is a wide array of contradicting 

language games. This paper will dwell upon the work of another of these figures, Willard Quine, who 

was very motivated by the notion of language translatability and its further implications.  

 

Quine began his examination by acknowledging that mental states must be sufficiently flexible to 

enable rapid decision-making; this is a central evolutionary trait of consciousness. He argued that 

knowledge is derived through experience in a way that enables problem-solving techniques such as 

using shortcuts and ‘good-enough’ abductive solutions. He asserted that a naturalised epistemology 

of this kind must begin with the assumption that “our information about the world comes only 

through impacts on our sensory receptors ... [and accordingly is] … occupied with heuristics 

generally.” (Quine 1992, 19-20) 

 

So, for example, if the writer of this paper considers the term ‘The Weimar classical era’ and also 

some equivalent defined period of time, such as 1775-1832, then it is indeterminate whether its 

boundaries coincide with those of the Weimar Classical era. It is possible to view both terms as 

precise designators, however the expression “The Weimar Classical era lasted from 1775-1832” is 

indeterministic, given it is judged intuitively in a heuristic manner. 

 

The example is appropriate given Weimar historians would posit that one of the first to argue for the 

natural indeterminacy of heuristic thought was Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche, who originated in the 



Webern Five Orchestral Pieces Op. 10 and the Semantics of Extra-Formal Narrative 

34 
 

region and, at his sister’s bidding, spent his final years in the town. He argued vociferously against 

the notion of Platonic forms, of the ‘thing-in-itself’ as posited by Kant’s theory of the noumenal.  

 

"Truths are illusions which we have forgotten are illusions; they are metaphors that have 

become worn out and have been drained of sensuous force, coins which have lost their 

embossing and are now considered as metal and no longer coins." (Nietzsche 1873, 117) 

 

However Nietzsche was mostly ignored by academic circles of his time as peculiar and 

unconventional. He stood outside of the mainstream neo-Kantian and analytic world prevalent in 

universities, including that in the Dukedom of Weimar.  

 

Quine has not been ignored in the same manner, not in the least. After the supremacy of formalism 

and logical positivism in the early twentieth century, his assertion of the indeterminacy, or 

‘inscrutability’ of reference had significant influence upon others. Given the heuristic characteristics 

of consciousness and mental states, he argued there are no terms in language at all, not even 

natural terms, that can be decipherable without resort to the vagaries of context and shifting 

cultural conventions. No entities, not even concrete entities, have determinacy and any intrinsic 

sense. Everything is vague and indeterminate. There is no intrinsic essence and accordingly there is 

no quantitative identity. 

 

According to the verificationists of the Vienna Circle between world wars, following on from Flöge 

and Klimt and all of the other Reformstil formalists, and following on from Wittgenstein’s original 

work identifying the relationship between language and reality by way of the application of a truth 

function to seven basic propositions, (Wittgenstein 1921) following on from all of this, now it was 

said by the verificationists that vagueness is revealed by the properties of an imprecise designator, 

while identity is founded upon a determinate relation. Rudolph Carnap moved from Weimar to 

Vienna to help write the Circle’s manifesto and accordingly add his support to the Fregean 

distinction between figurative intension (sense) and factual extension (reference). The young A. J. 

Ayer spent a year in Vienna mingling with the Circle and afterwards, in 1935, he wrote, 

 

"The criterion which we use to test the genuineness of apparent statements of facts is the 

criteria of verifiability. We say that a sentence is factually significant to any given person, if, 

and only if, he knows how to verify the proposition which it purports to express." (Ayer 

1946, 35) 
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But then Quine contradicted all of this, in particular the distinction between fact and non-fact. He 

argued that even identity statements containing precise designators may be, in some sense, 

indeterminate. According to the Translatability Principle, the correspondence between different 

languages reveals how any term will always be subject to unique qualities of meaning in particular 

cultural settings. It cannot be established objectively. 

 

Quine used his empiricist credentials to argue that there could be no entity without identity, but that 

didn’t imply Wittgenstein’s truth function. He insisted that identity did not imply determinacy; it is 

fundamentally vague. Whether using an absolute quantitative function (α) for numerical identity 

or the single quantitative function (α) for qualitative identity, the all-pervasiveness of vague 

reference contradicts the classical concept of identity. If it cannot be established precisely what α 

and β are and if, as a consequence, α is only vaguely identical with β, then it is reasonable to 

postulate that some element of α is true of β while some other element of α is not true of β. 

Accordingly, its vague identity is never identical with β under any circumstances. 

 

"Lowering our sights, then, and giving up on ‘propositions’ as language-transcendent 

sentence meanings, we might still look to the substitutivity expedient for a strictly domestic, 

interlinguistically inapplicable notion of sameness of meaning. Sentences are cognitively 

equivalent, we might say, if putting one for the other does not affect the empirical content 

of any set of sentences." (Quine 1992, 53-4) 

 

Thus Quine proposed a solution for indeterminacy and the refutation of numerical identity by way of 

the notion of cognitive equivalence.  

 

Terms or predicates “are cognitively synonymous for a speaker if he believes them to be 

coextensive, that is, true of the same things; and synonymous for the community if 

synonymous for each member." (Quine 1992, 54) 

 

It is a pragmatic heuristic approach, a best-fit abductive approach, but its practical application needs 

addressing. Assuming the requirements to interpret identity in terms of cognitive equivalence, Quine 

examined the notion of essence as it pertains to a piece of music that is in one sense mere symbols 

on a page yet in performance a work of great sublimity, or to a statue that is in one sense a piece of 

clay and in another sense a work of splendour. 
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Figure 15: bust of Anton Webern in the Anton-Webern-Park in Mittersill, near Salzburg, 

where Webern was inadvertently shot dead in September 1945. 

 

Quine argued that in the past it had been argued that essence must involve a distinction between 

the de re, pertaining to things that exist, and the de dicto, pertaining to what is said about the things 

that exist. It was said that essence must be determined necessarily, true in all circumstances, not just 

according to what is said about it, and therefore de re. However, given the fallibility of science 

hypotheses and empirical knowledge in general, these conditions were unattainable. Consequently 

it was important to downgrade the de re given that objective essence and necessity were necessarily 

inscrutable. Knowledge of all kinds was indeterminate and allusive of determinate essence. 

 

Returning to the notion of rigid designation, it was in the context of Quine’s uncompromising 

refutation of objective essence that, as mentioned in section 7, Kripke tried to identify the necessary 

à posteriori. He tried to establish if, after restricting knowledge to experience of a contingent world, 

as proposed by Quine and others, it was possible to identity essence in some small range of cases at 

least. As outlined earlier, he suggested that natural terms defined fixed identity, although the range 

of such an approach considering the huge number of terms listed in a lexicon is not very broad. 
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As Quine said,  

 

“Thanks to our overwhelming ignorance, the realm of possibility thus conceived is vaster far 

than that of necessity. It is the domain of all our plans and conjectures, all our hopes and 

fears." (Quine 1992, 74) 

 

13. Music and Metaphor 

 

Remaining with the fourth piece of Webern’s Op. 10, the writer of this paper will assert that the 

discourse between instruments is not only semantically contingent but has other characteristic 

features missed by the likes of Plato and Plutarch, and in turn by Frege and Russell. In the first 

mandolin statement, shown in figure 14 in section 12 of this paper, there is the rise and fall of pitch, 

and there is the increase and decrease of dynamics. However, in terms of the natural world, not only 

do these things lack a necessary status, there cannot be any rise and fall at all, or increase and 

decrease, not outside of the discourse itself. These are metaphors based on human experience, 

based on spatial orientation concepts developed from the perspective of being a walking entity in a 

gravity field. According to human experience, if the vocal cords are tightened and the vibrations in 

the throat initiated by either spoken or sung communication increase in frequency to a higher tone, 

or if the pitch rises from a C♮ to D♮ as in the mandolin figure, then this is not a literal rise. There is no 

‘higher’ and ‘lower’ outside of the metaphorical use of such terms. Despite the assertions of music 

notation, there is no absolute ‘up’ and ‘down’, only as a metaphorical recreation of the experience 

of being a human standing amid the mountains. 

 

It is the realm of meaning possibility coupled with that of semantic generation that motivates this 

paper, and it will turn now to more recent developments based on the ideas of Quine and Searle. 

Following in the same footsteps, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, also at UC Berkeley, continued 

and extended the notion of treating semantics as a dynamic process in their book Metaphors We 

Live By, published in 1980. The writing strays into rather absurd political agenda towards the end; 

the objectivity myth revealed in the universality of Kant and Frege and Donaldson is considered as a 

front for a conspiracy aimed at eradicating personal freedoms, and presumably Berkeley eccentricity 

along with it. (Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 159) More on that below, but otherwise the book has 

provided a significant contribution to the matter at hand. Rather than viewing metaphor as a mere 

tool of language, one among many, the writers argued that all language is not only heuristic but 

metaphorical. No part of communication is truly literal, not even Kripkean rigid designators. 
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Metaphor is built into conceptual systems so as to enable coherent and systematic relationships 

between various concepts. (Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 135) Accordingly the term ‘the music is a 

mountain’ is not so far removed in its conceptual nature from the term ‘Mount Whitney is a 

mountain’. 

 

“It permits an understanding of one kind of experience in terms of an other, reaching 

coherence by virtue of imposing gestalts that are structured by natural dimensions of 

experience. New metaphors create new understanding, and new realities.” (Lakoff and 

Johnson 1980, 275) 

 

New realities! Lakoff and Johnson are making ontological assertions here. Underlying this, there is a 

great deal of wrath for the logicist and formalist tradition, and, although they don’t say it explicitly, 

most of all for Tarskian semantics. It is worth taking another brief digression to examine this. 

 

Tarski taught mathematics and logic at Warsaw University; he also taught mathematics at a local 

high school. His work on the nature of truth and his later work on the theory of models was 

extremely influential; he lectured at the University of Vienna and worked with academics there in 

1930, and again in 1935. He argued that the correspondence theory of truth is at core a semantic 

conception given it must be defined in terms of other semantic concepts, in particular satisfaction. 

Truth is a property of the relation that exists between any expression and the respective phenomena 

or entity in the world. The expression gains the truth status central to semantics by way of satisfying 

the link between sentence and world. Accordingly, it meets the conditions of material adequacy. 

(Tarski 1933) Tarski argued that the correspondence could be expressed in terms of form T. 

Sentence X is true if and only if x. T-sentences using this construction are to be considered as truth 

bearers. 'The mountain is 3798 meters high' is true ≡ The mountain is 3798 meters high; the 

semantic truth of the statement that ‘the mountain is 3798 meters high’ is equivalent to the fact 

that ‘the mountain is 3798 meters high’. 

 

This is perhaps a poor example in the sense that Tarski's technique of defining satisfaction and truth 

is designed for use with formal language only. It is not applicable to natural language given the 

definition of satisfaction requires an independent domain for each predicate, which is practically 

impossible given the list of such predicates in ordinary language is infinite. But of course, this is the 

core of the problem according to Lakoff and Johnson, that meaning and semantic schemes should be 

restricted to the formal realm, and have no validity beyond that realm. Tarski’s schematic semantics 
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amounts to a narrow doctrine of physicalism, given that all concepts conform to the world by way of 

being reducible to scientific, mathematical or logical concepts. Sentences pertaining to abstract or 

metaphysical entities, such as ghosts, or musical sublimities, have no semantic truth value and are 

accordingly meaningless. 

 

Tarski was asked to speak at Harvard University in September 1939 and left for the US on the last 

ship to sail from Poland before the outbreak of world war hostilities in 1939, and became a professor 

of mathematics at UC Berkeley three years later. By the time that Lakoff and Johnson were lecturing 

at the same institution, he was the highly respected and highly admired ‘old guy’, and did not 

deserve anybody’s wrath. They wanted to be polite to him out of respect. The authors do mention 

Carnap who turned down a position at Berkeley and went instead to UC Los Angeles. But they saved 

the brunt of their wrath for Donaldson and, in particular, Frege. 

 

Lakoff and Johnson argued that Frege (i.e. Tarski) defines truth in terms of fitting words to the world. 

They wrote, 

 

"Frege's 'sense' is objective disembodied meaning. Each linguistic expression in a language 

has a disembodied meaning associated with it." (199-200) 

 

They argued that the Fregean (i.e. Fregean and Tarskian) tradition treats meaning as independent of 

human understanding. Sentences, allied to reality by way of correspondence, exist in the world as 

abstract entities with an inherent structure of their own. Understanding is merely a function of the 

objective meaning of a sentence. Communication between a speaker and an audience involves the 

former transmitting a message of fixed and universal meaning. 

 

Absolutely not, Alfred! Lakoff and Johnson were asserting that, contrarily, meaning is something 

applied creatively as a part of communication. It does not exist outside of that communication. They 

wrote, 

 

"The usual objectivist accounts of these phenomena (dead metaphor, homonymy with 

similarities, or abstraction) all depend on pre-existing similarities based on inherent 

properties. In general, similarities do exist, but they cannot be based on inherent properties. 

The similarities are as a result of conceptual metaphors and that must be considered 

similarities of intentional, rather than inherent, properties." (215) 
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Lakoff and Johnson amassed many linguistic examples to demonstrate the pervasive idiomatic and 

metaphoric patterns underlying language, which they asserted are grounded in experience of the 

physical world. They showed how metaphor enables the application of known ideas and familiar 

concepts to new and otherwise unfamiliar ones, and how thereafter these conceptual extensions 

become sufficiently familiar to become concepts in their own right, the new knowledge being 

assimilated into the old. Metaphors in the conceptual system enable a kind of imaginative 

rationality. 

 

“The purpose of metaphor is not precision, but rather to bring out higher levels or more 

abstract connections between concepts, ones which might not ordinarily be noticed.” 

(Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 128) 

 

Following on from this, Johnson, now writing with Steve Larson, specifically addressed the semantics 

of metaphor as it pertains to motion in music, not only the movement of pitches but also other 

musical parameters such as rhythm, timbre, dynamics and intensity. Drawing upon the earlier work 

of Lakoff and Johnson, they argued in their book Something In The Way She Moves (Johnson and 

Larson 2003) that it is experience of motion in the physical world that grounds the conceptual 

metaphors able to represent music motion in cognition, and thereafter to describe it in natural 

language. Abstract entities such as events are at first conceived as object entities and thereafter, by 

way of the rule-based structure encapsulated in this metaphoric motion, they are perceived to move 

and have causal effect.  

 

For instance, the conceptualisation of perceptions whereby ‘the music becomes faster’ or ‘the music 

has gusto’ are not determined in terms of relative speed or intensity per se. The nature of terms 

such as ‘faster’ and ‘gusto’ is itself metaphorical. Subsequently, similar semantic strategies are 

utilised in all aspects of music to bring substance to what is otherwise perceived as substance-less 

and abstract terrain. The cognitive construction of music motion is entirely metaphorical, given that 

the constructs themselves are not literal. Johnson and Larson wrote,  

 

“Music is not the notes on the score. Nor is it merely the vibrations of air that we hear as 

sounds. It is, rather, our whole vast rich experience of sounds synthesized by us into 

meaningful patterns that extend over time. This experience of musical motion is no less real 
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for being a product of human imagination - which is our profound capacity to experience 

ordered, meaningful patterns of sensations.” (Johnson and Larson 2003, 77) 

 

This approach suggests it is not possible to fully understand Webern Op. 10 unless it is in terms that 

encompass ‘the music is a mountain’, in terms of the metaphorical associations conjured by the 

composer in the act of composition, and perhaps those conjured by the performers and conductor 

too, even the agenda of the audience. Many alternative metaphors may be available, and Davidson 

is completely right to argue that the choice of metaphor determined by any individual is 

indeterminate. However the use of conceptual structure based on metaphorical semantics as an 

underpinning of one content or another is the cornerstone of coherency. 

 

It must be emphasized once more that this is not to imply an internalist semantics that relies 

exclusively upon personal factors, upon only the phenomenal or aesthetic impulses of the individual, 

although of course these are factors. It is externalist in that it argues the full meaning and value of a 

musical expression is dependent upon, at least to some degree, non-subjective factors. Both the 

sense of the expression as well as the nature of the phenomena to which it refers are determined 

causally and are therefore determined by factors beyond the individual perspective. 

 

Hilary Putnam explored this situation in his infamous Twin Earth thought experiment (Putnam 1975), 

but it can also be considered by way of listening to the Webern. It's possible that, in listening to the 

Op. 10, the writer of this paper might be unable to distinguish in the climax at the end of the second 

movement whether the music is the view from the top of the Großglockner, the tallest mountain in 

Austria, or the view from the top of the Zugspitze, the tallest mountain in Germany, or from some 

other point of perspective among an infinite range of possible perspectives. It's even possible (or 

likely) that, to this writer, and given the mystical texts that Webern wrote for his songs, the music 

spoke of the quintessential or even of an idealized Alpine vista. If so, when "the view from the 

Großglockner" was conjured in the mind, the mental representation would actually have been 

something far more general. Thereafter, given the limitations of possible experience, no subjective 

experience could refine this to a vision of the Großglockner other than by way of access to further 

empirical input, other than by way of some causal link to additional feedback from the world. In 

practical terms, as Putnam explained, this additional knowledge may also be gleaned from others, 

such as by way of the linguistic community of which each individual is a member. Thus the full scope 

of semantics depends upon normative issues. 
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It is important to emphasise this point. The additional causal link beyond subjective experience may 

not be available to the individual other than in an idealist or normative sense, looking for guidance 

from the composer or even from the extended audience. Nevertheless the requirement of a link 

demonstrates the externalist and empiricist nature of the semantics. The audience needs to listen to 

the music, and to listen to each other too. If the second and fifth movements of the Op. 10 share a 

sense of momentum and subsequently an orientation upon dramatic vistas, then the very nature of 

dramatics itself, the very nature of a vista, looks to idealist and normative issues. It looks to cultural 

beliefs and values. The pulsating, hypnotic calm of the third movement with its bells and languishing 

cows means nothing outside of a normative characterization of serenity. 

 

As an aside, returning to the modified Weimarhalle concert where this paper began, it is worthwhile 

mentioning that it was specifically after Mendelssohn visited the ruins of Holyrood Palace in 

Edinburgh in 1829 that he became inspired to evoke particular picturesque associations in his music 

that eventually became his Op 56 symphony. R. Larry Todd wrote about the visit. 

 

"At the roofless ruins of the adjacent abbey, Felix found everything ‘broken and mouldering’ 

and overgrown with grass and ivy. There too he discovered the haunting beginning of his 

Scottish Symphony." (Todd 2003)  

 

This is the choral-type longing played by the lower wind, horns, and violas of the symphony’s slow 

introduction, Andante con moto, and then the violin obligato leading into a shadowy and stormy first 

movement evoking the bleak and wind-swept landscapes of the north. So, perhaps in this case, 

rather than mountains, ‘the music is mouldering grass’. And perhaps Mendelssohn and Webern have 

more in common than originally surmised. Although actually, the Scottish Symphony was not 

completed and subsequently premiered in the Leipzig Gwandhaus until 1842, thirteen years after 

the visit to Holyrood, by which time the ‘Scottish’ and ‘mouldering’ programmatic elements had 

been entirely forgotten by the composer, and were only revived posthumously. Semantics based on 

cultural considerations involves a degree of irony too. 

 

Today, again ironically, these elements are of great meaning to music audiences who, responding to 

normative semantics, can effortlessly distinguish the ‘Scottish’ characteristics in the music. Indeed, 

Johnson and Larson argued, 
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“Music is meaningful in specific ways that some language cannot be, but it shares in the 

general embodiment of meaning that underlies all forms of symbolic expression, including 

gesture, body language, ritual, spoken words, visual communication, and so on.” (Johnson 

and Larson 2003, 81) 

 

Of course the music is of a Scottish persuasion! 

 

14. Emergence and Philosophy of Science 

 

The second piece of Webern’s Op. 10 is definitely not Scottish in persuasion, but at least it can be 

said to evoke the notions of unity and balance within the context of a closed system, and it is these 

features that shall be addressed next. A metaphorical system, like a mathematical system, is not an 

arbitrary one, just as the use of metaphor-based conceptual systems as a whole are not arbitrary. 

There is teleology in the forward impulses revealed by the music, but nonetheless this is a monist 

system, a refutation of dualism; it is a cohesive and intelligible system. 

 

When the opening dolce figures are played by the Ensemble Intercontemporain performers in a 

mellifluous and honeyed manner, as requested by the composer, this is not an obscure or 

unintelligible state of affairs. There is playfulness in the ascent and then the corresponding descent, 

all in a single clarinet gesture, and this is not at all perplexing either. When there is an ascending 

melody in the oboe and trumpet, descending in turn in the clarinet, as if in perfect balance, the 

music is entirely comprehensible. 

 

 

Figure 16: Webern Op. 10 No. 2, measures 2-4; an ascent in the oboe coupled with a descent 

in the E♭ clarinet. 

 

Pintscher makes the utmost of the tempo fluctuations to outline the lucidity of this structural 

balance. There is a great momentum in the repeated patterning of rise and fall, leading to an inverse 

at the conclusion of the first section, down in the trombone and back up in the violin, always the 
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orientation upon a luminary sense of unity and balance. Thereafter, in the central section of the 

ternary arch, from the change of time signature in measure 8, when there is a striking loss of 

momentum, it is entirely meaningful to assert that this in turn acts as counterbalance to the other 

sections. 

 

In the third and final section, again there is great momentum in the music. There is ascent, although 

on this occasion it is not located in the pitches, as before, but in the dynamics. The wind 

instruments, the brass and glockenspiel and triangle trills, all rise to fff. If the music begins 

pianissimo with gentle movements, then its concluding with the opposite, and the purposiveness 

that this entails, also acts to establish balance and further apprehensibility.  

 

 

If it is unreasonable to merely discount a role for metaphorical terms in semantics as meaningless, 

then there is a requirement to articulate something of what the alternative approach represents. 

This paper is going to argue that the main difference between the notion of language systems as 

essentially literal and reference-based leading, suggesting a formalist approach to semantic truth, 

and the notion of language systems as essentially associative and metaphorical, suggesting a 

generative approach to semantic truth, is perhaps best described in terms of theories associated 

with Philosophy of Science.  

 

The formalist view is akin to the theory of ontological reductionism, whereby certain types of 

phenomenon are considered to be constituted exclusively from other types of phenomenon. Such a 

reductionist methodology implies the possibility of understanding music in terms of psychology 

theory, and psychology in terms of neurobiology, and neurobiology in terms of the laws of physics. 

The human body is comprised of and is nothing other than cells; cells are nothing other than 

molecules. 

 

Kantianism takes this same eliminativist approach. It seeks to reduce human reason to the 

transcendental deduction, and subsequently neo-Kantianism seeks to reduce the same to systems of 

logic and logic-based rules. Russell sought to reduce the difference between names and descriptions 

to quantification. Forte sought to establish a reduction of the pitch-class elements of early twentieth 

century atonal music to a mathematical grounding; he would examine the motif shown in figure 9 

with its three interval permutations and seek to determine the mathematical structure and the 
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manner in which these permutations and other characteristics of the innate structure are extended 

to other motifs, to other pitch-class sets. 

 

This reductionist account implies a building block universe where everything in existence is 

comprised of and explained by smaller items. It is a mereological approach whereby the whole is 

constituted of and therefore universally determined by its parts. 

 

It has been argued by some opponents of this theoretical approach, including some students in this 

writer’s classes, that any reduction of such a kind will be misleading; it commits the ‘reductive 

fallacy’ by trying to explain human activities in terms of material objects, a stuffed toy in terms of its 

stuffing, the performance of a piece of music in terms of waves passing through a physical medium, 

and a human being in terms of chemicals. The point is, according to these opponents, when single 

objects are combined, whether they’re associated with human activities or not, it is not possible to 

predict the resulting properties. The property of water transparency cannot result necessarily from 

elements that are themselves not transparent. It would not even be useful to reduce, for instance, 

fish behaviour in water, or human musical behaviour for that matter, to physics; it is far more 

practical to conduct discourse about animal psychology or human music in terms of psychological or 

musical parameters than in terms of physics parameters.  

 

But actually, this form of opposition to reduction doesn’t go far; reductive mereology doesn’t have 

to be restricted in its constituents to particular objects. The characteristic features of phenomena 

such as stuffed toys, or music, or human beings can be said to be causally reductive to an overall 

system. The property of transparency can be said to supervene on its constituent elements plus all 

other holistic phenomena, which combined together cause the new feature. This alternative 

approach argues reduction is not misleading at all. 

 

Nevertheless there are those in the domain of Philosophy of Science who refute ontological 

reductionism for other reasons. The approach of Lakoff and Johnson, and thereafter of Johnson and 

Lakoff, is akin to an entirely different approach, that of emergent phenomena, whereby certain 

types of entity act and exist autonomously of the types of entity upon which they supervene. These 

phenomena are complex and unpredictable, and accordingly irreducible and unexplainable in terms 

of their base phenomena alone. Using this approach, the authors outlined above would look at the 

pitch-class set in figure 9 and examine in the broadest sense what is generated out of the set rather 

than what it is constituted from. 
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Given the apparent affinity, this paper is postulating a degree of equivalency between the theory of 

ontological emergence linked with Philosophy of Science and the theory of generative metaphor 

linked with Philosophy of Language. The notion of emergent phenomenon in physical systems is the 

equivalent of the notion of generative concepts in knowledge and epistemic systems. It describes 

the possibility for new entities to develop from the interaction of two entities rather than from the 

nature of the indivisible entities themselves. This can be expressed as follows: 

 

 Language:  

 

 

 Science:  

 

Figure 

17: a comparison between the language theory of generative metaphor and the science 

theory of ontological emergence. 

 

15. Emergence and Philosophy of Mind 

 

It is beyond the scope of this paper to examine (or list) the work of the many writers who have 

argued that emergence is common to all levels of phenomenon, to all complex systems, stretching 

from the domains of quantum physics to genetic biology, and inclusive of the interactions between 

all intervening domains. However, for the sake of balance, it is important to acknowledge that there 

have been others arguing for a more restrictive view. One of these is John Searle, whose theory of 

metaphor was introduced in section 11. In his work in the field of Philosophy of Mind, and in 

particular in his paper Reductionism and the Irreducibility of Consciousness, (Searle 2008) Searle 

began by acknowledging standard emergence theory using the example of water. While a body of 

water is formed of certain constituents, its features, such as its shape, weight, liquidity, and 

transparency, are autonomous of these constituents. However then he argued that this by itself 

doesn’t preclude a mereological structure of causal reduction. Searle returned to the idea that 

features such as these can be said to be causally emergent from an overall system. Yes, the 

emergent qualities are autonomous of the supervening constituents, but no, these qualities are not 

autonomous of the system as a whole. In this context, Searle posited that a legitimate case of 

emergence must be more restrictive. He argued it is not an appropriate approach for addressing 

ontological commitment to normative 
concepts in the epistemic realm derived 
of generative metaphor 

life experiences & 
cognitive structure 

physical phenomenon & 
irreducible consciousness 

ontological commitment to 
phenomenon in the natural world 
derived of emergence 
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relations between the different domains of physical systems. Emergence occurs only in unusual 

types of phenomena outside the scope of science, such as that pertaining to human consciousness.  

 

Searle asserted a sceptical approach to the would-be mystery of irreducibility posited by 

philosophers with limited experience of the natural sciences. Philosophy of Mind should not treat 

human consciousness as an inexplicable “hard problem.” Searle was keen on exploring a broad 

theoretical approach capable of explaining various non-standard phenomena but he remained 

committed to the empirical spirit that drove Kant and the neo-Kantians, and Tarski and the Vienna 

Circle, which demanded that any overall approach must be fully compatible with science 

methodology. Searle insisted the argument that emergent phenomena are unexplainable cannot be 

justified with empirical evidence and is therefore mere speculation. Nevertheless, as outlined above, 

he did not seek to deny that there are still some legitimate forms of emergence that do suggest 

irreducibility while avoiding the refutation of an empirical approach. 

 

Searle examined how it might be possible to posit a less severe form of reduction that a) does not 

lead to dualism, the existence of a mental world independent of the physical world that is 

accordingly subject to the problems of epiphonema, or that b) does not in any other way refute the 

notion of a causally-closed scientific world view. He sought to assert an alternative model of 

emergence that retains causal reductivism involving the relation between two entities with causal 

links, whereby the causal efficacy of the reduced entity can be explained in terms of the causal 

efficacy of the reducing phenomena. 

 

Searle sought to explain this one genuine case of irreducibility, and accordingly of emergent 

phenomena, which had been identified in the realm of Philosophy of Mind, existing between the 

realm of human cognition and consciousness and that of neurobiology, the lofty hard-rock problem. 

He asserted that thought and knowledge are causally emergent properties of the biological systems 

that underpin them, yet they are not reducible to the same.  

 

Searle’s approach was to further develop Davidson’s anomalous monism. He posited that while the 

reduction of physical phenomena to other physical phenomena depends on distinguishing between 

objective reality and phenomenal appearance, any reduction of mind to brain cannot make this 

distinction. He sought to establish a difference between, on the one hand, the handling of 

irreducible phenomenon such as pain to neurobiology where the reduction encompasses the mental 

experience of pain, and, on the other hand, the handling of reducible phenomenon such as the 
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reduction of heat to the movement of molecules where the reduction does not involve the 

phenomenal or subjective or normative experience of heat. In the case of the former, Searle argued 

that consciousness is supervenient upon the physical system and thus is subject to reduction, but 

that there is no accompanying ontological reduction. However, in the case of the latter, the 

reducible features focus on the physical causes, which involves establishing no new propositional 

assertion; heat is merely redefined such that the reduction follows from the definitions. It is a form 

of ontological analyticity. It is a redefinition that does not eliminate or have any bearing upon 

phenomenal or the subjective experience of heat.  

 

Searle is arguing here that, in this case, the irreducibility is a consequence of the mismatch between 

the epistemic ontology associated with describing the human mind and the physical ontology 

associated with the brain on which it supervenes. This is equivalent to the different approaches 

taken by the notions of a synthetic à priori justification, as proposed by Kant, which pertains to 

epistemic universality, and that of a necessary à posteriori metaphysics, as proposed by Kripke, 

which pertains to physical universality. Each identifies modality in one of these ontological domains 

independent of the other. 

 

Searle went on to describe the difference between his view of the emergence of consciousness from 

neurons and that of the standard view as examples of ‘emergent1’ and ‘emergent2’, whereby the 

former represents his restricted approach; emergence is deemed to depend upon causal power even 

if that power cannot be explained in terms of the causal interactions of its constituents. Searle 

asserted that, unlike emergent2, his postulation of emergent1 as an explanation of the irreducibility 

of consciousness has no significant metaphysical implications for the holistic unity outlined by the 

scientific world view. A complete science of the brain would not lead to an ontological reduction of 

consciousness in the same manner that science can reduce sound, colour, or heat. However this 

does not imply that consciousness must be removed from descriptions of the physical world or that 

it cannot be the focus of empirical and scientific investigation. He argued that consciousness is 

irreducible not as a result of some mysterious phenomena but simply because, by definition, it falls 

outside the descriptions of reduction used elsewhere. 

 

Searle added that if consciousness were emergent2, as argued by the omitted list of other 

proponents of emergence theory, those still bemused by some snow-capped in-the-clouds hard-rock 

problem, then it would possess causal efficacy in ways that are unexplainable in terms of the causal 

activities of neurons. He argued that the naïve idea being proposed by these many other theories of 
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‘emergence’ is that consciousness emerges as a result of the activity of neurons, but then, sometime 

after it has emerged, supposedly pretty soon after it has emerged, it acquires an independent life of 

its own; it leaves the roost! Searle argues there is nothing else in the natural world that is emergent2 

in this way. 

 

In one sense, Searle’s approach is not entirely different to those who came before. Like Quine, he 

approved of Davidson’s philosophical ideas concerning the core relationship between mind and 

body, even if the approach utilised was less minimalistic and restrictive. The latter had proposed a 

theory of anomalous monism as a refutation of identity theory, which argued for a direct correlation 

between mind and body, between mental states and neurological states. (Davidson 1970) Davidson 

argued that mental events are identical with physical events, although the former is at variance with 

the latter and accordingly not describable in terms of physical laws. Nevertheless, as has been 

outlined above, Searle’s broader approach to language, countenancing the heuristics of Quine, and 

the conceptual schemes of Jackoff and Johnson, was able to progress further as regards an 

explanation of semantics. 

 

It has been important for this paper to raise the case of Searle’s restricted emergence because it is 

clear that, even in these curbed circumstances, the correspondence asserted by this paper in section 

14 still holds. There is still equivalency between the theory of ontological emergence of Philosophy 

of Science and the theory of generative metaphor of Philosophy of Language. In the case of Searle’s 

account the model is adjusted accordingly: 

 

 Language:  

 

 

 Science:  

 

Figure 18: a revised comparison between the language theory of generative metaphor and 

Searle’s science theory of ontological emergence. 

 

In the case of metaphor theory, physical experiences interact with cognitive structures to generate 

semantic emergence pertaining to meaning but also of ontological emergence pertaining to 

reference.  

 

ontological commitment not only by 
literal reference but by 
emergent/generative metaphor 
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physical phenomenon & 
physical phenomenon 

ontological commitment to emergent 
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This paper will not venture to examine the nature of this equivalence further, but it does assert that 

the metaphorical use of a term such as ‘mountain’ in the expression ‘music is a mountain’ is not 

merely a form of creative analogy, an application of a concept from one domain to another. It 

reveals a degree of ontological commitment to the emergent phenomena, not to the literal status of 

the metaphor, but to the semantic truth of its application. 

 

16. Conclusion 

 

This paper has explored the semantics of Webern’s Op. 10 bearing in mind how the composer was 

deeply inspired by the Alpine vistas of his homeland and motivated to express the aesthetic 

experience of these landscapes in music. The paper has posited that the compositional technique 

employed is largely spontaneous; the music is not systematically organised to the degree it is 

reasonable to deny an intuitive approach to composition enabling these extra-formal associations.  

 

This paper has sought to justify the claim that Webern’s atonal music should not be treated as 

exclusively formalist, as argued by theorists such as Forte. It is first and foremost creative narrative. 

The music is a mountain; it is the tiniest of pieces, yet it comprises music of the largest of mountains. 

 

The writer of this paper acknowledges that the view of generative semantics outlined in this paper 

contradicts the neo-Kantian and formalist approach to meaning; it contradicts the epistemological 

and metaphysical traditions that influenced Webern. It is likely the composer could not perceive 

how it was possible to justify ‘music is a mountain’ and accordingly, to satisfy the cultural milieu of 

his time, he conformed to the formalist discourse of his peers. Even though he consistently wrote 

music expressing extra-formal narrative throughout the pre-war years, he felt the need to supress 

this aspect of his work in the manner it was presented to others. 

 

The paper has argued that Pintscher’s interpretation of the music reveals how, for all the pressure 

exerted upon Webern to be a formalist, for all the theoretical work seeking to interpret Webern’s 

intuitive creativity as the same, that still the Alpine massif can be heard in the interpretative 

gestures of the performers and the choice of emphasis introduced into the music by the conductor.  

 

The paper has been guided above all else by the work of Lakoff and Johnson who refuted the 

exclusive association of semantics with objective reference and who posited the importance of 

creative language and metaphor in particular as central to the establishment of semantic values.  
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“Successful functioning in our daily lives seems to require a constant shifting of metaphors. 

The use of many metaphors that are inconsistent with one another seems necessary for us if 

we are to comprehend the details of our daily existence.” (Lakoff and Johnson 221)  

 

An accelerando and a sequence of trills to finish the second movement, crescendos in the wind and 

brass, a rise in tension lifting to a peak, and there are the stunning vistas that impressed Webern, 

there in the music! 

 

The paper has argued that a musical audience listening to Webern today is unlikely to face the same 

restrictions as those faced by the composer; it is not going to be focused upon a minimalist theory 

such as that devised by Davidson, or more specifically that of Frege and Russell. It has been posited 

here that, intuitively, the mind is open to normative, non-literal associations; semantics are not 

restricted. An open-ended approach to establishing meaning matches the open-minded approach of 

music listening, in turn open to the guidance of the composer. The metaphors of language derive 

from an interaction of thoughts, but not only as a means to identify similarities or resemblances. 

They create mechanisms for exploring and creating appropriate meaning. Even the experience of 

listening to abstract music such as Webern Op. 10 will be governed by the epistemics grounded by 

emergence, by conceptual structures associated with generative semantics. 
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