
Eduard Hanslick: On the Musically Beautiful
Eduard Hanslick (1825-1904) was a prominent Austrian music critic,
aesthetician, and musicologist. He is best known for his influential treatise,
On the Musically Beautiful, which was first published in 1854 and has
remained a significant work in the field of music theory and criticism.
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In On the Musically Beautiful, Hanslick argues that the essential element of
music is its form, and that music's beauty lies in the relationships between
its various elements, such as melody, harmony, and rhythm. He rejects the
idea that music can express emotions or represent external objects, and
instead insists that music is an autonomous art form with its own unique
aesthetic properties.
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Hanslick's ideas have been both praised and criticized over the years.
Some critics have argued that Hanslick's emphasis on form is too narrow,
and that music can indeed express emotions and represent external
objects. Others have praised Hanslick's clarity and rigor, and have credited
him with helping to establish music as a serious and respectable art form.

Whether one agrees with Hanslick's ideas or not, there is no doubt that On
the Musically Beautiful is a seminal work in the field of music theory and
criticism. It is a work that has had a profound impact on the way we think
about music, and it continues to be a source of inspiration and debate for
scholars and musicians alike.

Key Ideas in On the Musically Beautiful

In On the Musically Beautiful, Hanslick puts forward a number of key ideas
about the nature of beauty in music. These ideas include:

Music is an autonomous art form. Hanslick argues that music is not
a means to an end, but rather an end in itself. It does not exist to
express emotions or represent external objects, but rather to provide
aesthetic pleasure through its own unique formal properties.

The essential element of music is its form. Hanslick argues that the
beauty of music lies in the relationships between its various elements,
such as melody, harmony, and rhythm. He rejects the idea that music
can be reduced to its constituent parts, and instead insists that it is the
overall form of the music that determines its aesthetic value.

Music does not express emotions. Hanslick argues that music
cannot express emotions in the same way that language can. Music



can create a mood or atmosphere, but it cannot convey specific
emotions or describe events.

Music does not represent external objects. Hanslick argues that
music cannot represent external objects in the same way that painting
or sculpture can. Music can evoke images or associations in the
listener's mind, but it cannot represent objects in a concrete or literal
way.

These are just a few of the key ideas that Hanslick puts forward in On the
Musically Beautiful. These ideas have been influential in the field of music
theory and criticism, and they continue to be debated by scholars and
musicians today.

Impact of On the Musically Beautiful

On the Musically Beautiful has had a profound impact on the field of music
theory and criticism. Hanslick's ideas have been praised by some for their
clarity and rigor, and they have been credited with helping to establish
music as a serious and respectable art form. However, Hanslick's ideas
have also been criticized by some for being too narrow, and for ignoring the
emotional and expressive potential of music.

Despite the criticisms, there is no doubt that On the Musically Beautiful is a
seminal work in the field of music theory and criticism. It is a work that has
had a profound impact on the way we think about music, and it continues to
be a source of inspiration and debate for scholars and musicians alike.

Here are some of the specific ways in which On the Musically Beautiful has
influenced the field of music theory and criticism:



It helped to establish music as a serious and respectable art form.
Before Hanslick's time, music was often seen as a frivolous and
unimportant art form. Hanslick's work helped to change this perception
by arguing that music is an autonomous art form with its own unique
aesthetic properties.

It helped to establish the importance of form in music. Before
Hanslick, many music critics focused on the emotional and expressive
content of music. Hanslick's work helped to shift the focus to the
importance of form, and it established form as a central concept in
music theory and criticism.

It helped to establish the idea that music does not express
emotions. Before Hanslick, many people believed that music could
express emotions in the same way that language can. Hanslick's work
helped to challenge this idea, and it established the idea that music
does not express emotions in a representational way.

It helped to establish the idea that music does not represent
external objects. Before Hanslick, many people believed that music
could represent external objects in the same way that painting or
sculpture can. Hanslick's work helped to challenge this idea, and it
established the idea that music does not represent external objects in
a concrete or literal way.

These are just a few of the ways in which On the Musically Beautiful has
influenced the field of music theory and criticism. Hanslick's work is a
seminal work in the field, and it continues to be a source of inspiration and
debate for scholars and musicians today.



Eduard Hanslick's On the Musically Beautiful is a seminal work in the field
of music theory and criticism. Hanslick's ideas about the nature of beauty in
music have been influential, and they continue to be debated by scholars
and musicians today. Whether one agrees with Hanslick's ideas or not,
there is no doubt that On the Musically Beautiful is a work that has had a
profound impact on the way we think about music.
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