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ABSTRACT

Music is routinely held to be in a privileged position to reflect a particular historical consciousness of time and

human temporality. This notion appears itself to be historical, in that it arises from the ‘temporalization’ of

time widely attested to have occurred in Western Europe during the eighteenth century. Accordingly, numerous

commentators have argued that music becomes increasingly temporalized across the century. Yet if music may

convey human temporality without mediation, it remains unclear to what extent ‘pre-temporalized’ works from

the early eighteenth century may be taken as temporally significant, given that the notion of time is not supposed

to be such an issue during this period. This essay examines the methodological issues attendant to the claim for

music’s intrinsic historical temporality through an examination of a piece that appears explicitly to thematize

the idea of time: Handel’s oratorio-cantata Il trionfo del Tempo, which exists in three different versions

spanning the fifty years between 1707 and 1757. Although my reading raises questions about the epistemological

security of any claim for music’s (or indeed language’s) expression of historical temporality ‘as it really was’, I

argue that a hermeneutic engagement with this problem is both valuable and indeed necessary for understanding

music of the period.

One of the least disputed claims routinely made about the relationship between music and time is that

music is in a privileged position to reflect a particular historical consciousness of time and human tempo-

rality. As the New Grove entry on ‘Time’ flatly states, music ‘reflects the temporal sensibilities of its cultural

milieu’. Rather more eloquently, in Melanie Wald’s words, music might well be taken as ‘the most sensitive

seismograph’ for the relationship with temporality developed by a culture.1 Music allows the historian to

explore ‘the cultural construction of time’, claims W. Dean Sutcliffe. ‘Surely no other art could reveal

more about how composing and listening subjects might have experienced the temporal succession of their

lives.’2 In such a vein Theodor W. Adorno, perhaps the most prominent spokesperson for music’s historicity,
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I would like to thank Magdalini Tsevreni especially for first introducing me to Handel’s Trionfo del Tempo at the ‘Time

Theories and Music’ conference held at the Ionian University of Corfu in April 2012, and generously sharing her paper

on this piece, and Dean Sutcliffe and an anonymous reviewer for this journal for their pertinent thoughts on the

problematics of studying music’s historical temporality. All otherwise uncredited translations are mine.

1 Justin London, ‘Time (3)’, in Grove Music Online <www.oxfordmusiconline.com> (22 September 2012); Melanie

Wald, ‘Moment Musical: Die Wahrnehmbarkeit der Zeit durch Musik’, Das achtzehnte Jahrhundert 30/2 (2006), 207.

2 W. Dean Sutcliffe, ‘Temporality in Domenico Scarlatti’, in Domenico Scarlatti Adventures: Essays to Commemorate the

250th Anniversary of His Death, ed. Massimiliano Sala and W. Dean Sutcliffe (Bologna: Ut Orpheus, 2008), 370–371.

Examples of this sentiment are legion: see Andres Briner, Der Wandel der Musik als Zeit-Kunst (Vienna: Universal,
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argues that the type of ‘temporal consciousness’ transmitted by a Palestrina choral piece, a Bach fugue, a

Beethoven symphony, a Debussy prelude or an aphoristic Webern quartet movement is ‘endlessly different’,

an ‘experience of time that is specifically unique to it. . . . Just as the temporal form of every music, its inner

historicity, varies historically, so this inner historicity also always reflects real, external time . . . the time that

is immanent in every music, its inner historicity, is real historical time, reflected as appearance.’3

That music has often been understood as uniquely capable of articulating certain aspects of existence in

time is closely related to the fact that it has long been considered ‘the temporal art par excellence’.4 ‘The

field of music is time’, claimed Jean-Jacques Rousseau in his Essay on the Origins of Language.5 Music, after

all, is an art that is primarily of the ear, not the eye, and ever since St Augustine time has been considered

more susceptible to aural than to visual sense.6 Such a distinction between spatial and temporal arts is a

prominent feature of aesthetic discourse in the later eighteenth century, finding classic formulations in

Rousseau’s Essay, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s Laocoon and Johann Gottfried Herder’s own Essay on the

Origins of Language.7 Romantic thinkers such as Friedrich Schlegel, Jean Paul, Novalis and William Words-

worth concurred with Augustine that whereas the eye is spatial, other senses, above all the ear, are temporal,

contributing to a reversal of what Samuel Taylor Coleridge called the ‘despotism of the eye’ so firmly en-

trenched within neoclassical aesthetics.8 In contrast to the earlier visually oriented mimesis of the external

1955); Walter Wiora, ‘Musik als Zeitkunst’, Die Musikforschung 10/1 (1957), 27–28; Lewis Rowell, ‘The Subconscious

Language of Musical Time’, Music Theory Spectrum 1 (1979), 96–106; Jonathan D. Kramer, ‘New Temporalities in

Music’, Critical Inquiry 7/3 (1981), 539–556; Helga de la Motte-Haber, ‘Historische Wandlungen musikalischer

Zeitvorstellungen’, in Neue Musik: Quo vadis? 17 Perspektiven, ed. Diether de la Motte (Mainz: Schott, 1988), 53–66;

Richard Klein, ‘Thesen zum Verhältnis von Musik und Zeit’, in Musik in der Zeit: Zeit in der Musik, ed. Richard

Klein, Eckehard Kiem and Wolfram Ette (Göttingen: Velbrück Wissenschaft, 2000), 62 and 66; and Susan McClary,

‘Temp Work: Music and the Cultural Shaping of Time’, Musicology Australia 23 (2000), 160–161.

3 Theodor W. Adorno. ‘On the Contemporary Relationship of Philosophy and Music’, in Essays on Music, ed. Richard

Leppert, trans. Susan H. Gillespie (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2002), 143–144. Of

course, Adorno infamously privileges the teleological time characteristic of Viennese classicism virtually everywhere

else in his writings – to this extent he is consistent with the Enlightenment/modernist ideology he (albeit critically)

still subscribes to.

4 Gisèle Brelet, Le temps musical: essai d’une esthétique nouvelle de la musique, 2 volumes (Paris: Presses Universitaires

de France, 1949), volume 1, 25.

5 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Essai sur l’origine des langues, chapter 16: ‘Le champ de la musique est le temps, celui de la

peinture est l’espace’, in Œuvres complètes de J. J. Rousseau, ed. Victor-Donatien Musset-Pathay, twenty-two volumes

in eight parts (Paris: Dupont, 1824), Philosophie, volume 2, 483.

6 Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), book 11. One further reason

for Augustine’s concentration on aurality might be to avoid problems stemming from the intimate connection with

motion that has commonly beset visually based accounts of time (as in Aristotle).

7 Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Laokoon, oder über die Grenzen der Malerei und Poesie (written 1766), section 16, in Werke,

ed. Herbert G. Göpfert and others, eight volumes (Munich: Winkler, 1970–1979), volume 6, 102–103 (although

Lessing himself is concerned only to distinguish between the spatial nature of visual art and the temporal nature of

poetry); Johann Gottfried Herder, Abhandlung über den Ursprung der Sprache (written 1770) (Berlin: C. F. Voß, 1772),

who argues significantly for the primacy of sound over sight in the historical development of language. Though

probably dating from the period 1753–1761, Rousseau’s work was published posthumously in 1781, after the two

German treatises.

8 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria; or, Biographical Sketches of My Literary Life and Opinions, ed. John

Shawcross, two volumes (Oxford: Clarendon, 1907), volume 1, 64. For example, Aristotle, upon whom much in

preromantic aesthetics bases its values, famously opens the Metaphysics with a tribute to the eye as the primary organ

of intellectual scrutiny. On this reversal of neoclassical visuality in romantic aesthetics see M. H. Abrams, The Mirror

and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1953).
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world, by the turn of the nineteenth century the ear becomes hallowed as the organ of subjectivity.9 Fur-

thermore, music’s immaterial manifestation seems most akin to the abstract, intangible nature of time,

bound up with a similar sense of flow, passing away and correspondingly reliant on memory for its

constitution. Thus it becomes a commonplace assertion in the early nineteenth century that music is the

quintessential temporal art, an aesthetic medium bound up with time in a manner more pronounced and

intimate than any other of the muses’ gifts. Time is the ‘universal element in music’, claims Georg Wilhelm

Friedrich Hegel in his Aesthetics, while his antipode, Arthur Schopenhauer, similarly observes that ‘Percep-

tions through hearing are exclusively in time ; hence the whole nature of music consists in the measure

of time’.10

Yet this notion – that musical time is historical through and through – is surely itself historical: it

reflects the ‘temporalization of time’, the awareness of time and those arts bound to it as something that

is mutable in conception, a temporal self-consciousness which has arguably only been possible since the

later eighteenth century. For why was music heard as pre-eminently capable of articulating time particu-

larly at this historical time? The answer rests on two related features: how the notion of time becomes

more problematized in Western Europe by the end of the eighteenth century, and how music by this time

had become more capable of articulating this new sense of temporal experience.

TIME, TEMPORALIZATION AND HISTORY

It has been axiomatic within recent scholarship in the humanities that the eighteenth century witnessed a

decisive shift in the conception of time throughout much of Western Europe – a profoundly new awareness

of time as a force of change, as a temporalization of history and experience. This idea of ‘temporalization’

was introduced back in the 1930s by the historian and philosopher Arthur Lovejoy in order to describe

the growth in the eighteenth century of the idea of progress, but the notion received its most influential

articulation from the 1970s onwards in the work of the German conceptual historian Reinhart Koselleck.11

For Koselleck, at some stage between 1700 and 1800 the idea of history took on a new dynamic aspect. In

the premodern age, the ancient wisdom that there was essentially ‘nothing new under the sun’ still held

true: life followed the cyclical agrarian and religious calendars of the medieval world, unchanging through

the generations, a static conception in which time was barely cognized as an entity. Time belonged to God;

one occupied it for one’s allotted share, to be succeeded by the next generation. Since history was essen-

tially unchanging and the past to this extent continuously present, its lessons were ever reapplicable

(historia magna vita). Yet by the end of the eighteenth century all this had been swept away. History did

not follow the cyclical recurrence of the past but constantly changed, in ways unforeseeable; the present’s

implicit wedding to the past was replaced by an explicit orientation towards the unknown future. The

world one experienced now was unrecognizable from that of one’s parents, soon (following the widespread

9 Hegel’s definition of sound in the Encyclopaedia is a typical example: in his view, sound is the manifestation of an

organism’s inwardness, ‘subjectivity in process of liberation. . . . In sight, the physical self manifests itself spatially,

and in hearing, temporally’ (Philosophy of Nature (Encyclopaedia, part 2), section 301 and ‘Zusatz’ to section 358,

translated by A. V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970), 140 and 383). The connection between music,

sound and subjective interiority in this period is well summarized by Holly Watkins, Metaphors of Depth in German

Musical Thought: From E. T. A. Hoffmann to Arnold Schoenberg (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 29–

36 and 69–79. See also Nikolaus Bacht, ‘Jean Paul’s Listeners’, Eighteenth-Century Music 3/2 (2006), 201–212.

10 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Art, trans. T. M. Knox, two volumes (Oxford: Clarendon,

1975), volume 2, 907; Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, trans. E. F. J. Payne, two volumes

(New York: Dover, 1969), volume 2, 28.

11 Arthur O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being: A Study of the History of an Idea (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University

Press, 1936), 244: ‘One of the principal happenings in eighteenth-century thought was the temporalizing of the Chain

of Being’. Reinhart Koselleck, Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time, trans. Keith Tribe (Cambridge, MA:

MIT Press, 1985); Koselleck, Zeitschichten: Studien zur Historik (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 2003).
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symptoms of acceleration) even from what it had been a decade before. Rather than time being an empty

medium in which events happened, it became an insatiable driving force.

Despite some later criticisms directed at specific details of Koselleck’s outline, his position still largely

holds as a generalization of a broad cultural trend. It has been affirmed by a number of other scholars,

who view this shift as arising from the conjunction of many social, intellectual and scientific changes

during this period.12 Ever since Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz declared ‘we must recognize a certain constant

and unbounded progress of the whole universe such that it always proceeds to greater development’, the

idea of progress took increasing hold on the European imagination.13 Following the trend started earlier

by Nicolaus Copernicus, Galileo Galilei and Isaac Newton, such scientific advancement as the redating of

the age of the earth by the geological sciences and speculations on the origins of the universe encouraged a

new scepticism towards earlier religious dogma, and technological developments resulted in the ability to

measure time more accurately.14 Allied to the gradual secularization of history, the ideology of progress

resulted in the growth of the idea of universal history, as found in Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot, Immanuel

Kant or Marie-Jean-Antoine-Nicolas de Caritat, Marquis de Condorcet, while in reciprocity to this belief in

progress came a relativizing of historical time – historicism – from the newly conscious awareness of the

qualitative difference in historical periods (as is seen most prominently in Herder).15

Clearly it is dangerous to narrow down an entire era and culture to one viewpoint (even supposing

Western Europe can be treated as a collective entity). Just as we may find within the (long) eighteenth century

such quintessential Enlightenment formulations as Newton’s absolute time and causality, so we encounter

equally ‘modern’ objections to both by John Locke, George Berkeley and David Hume. Leibniz’s belief in

human progress famously finds an ironic echo in Voltaire’s Candide, and linear history meets its counter-

part in Giambattista Vico’s cyclic Principi di scienza nuova. Most pointedly, the wilfully fractured temporal

narrative and sense of subjectivity in Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (1759–1767) stands as a reaction

against a larger belief in linear development and the ultimate reality of objective time. Perhaps it is more

accurate to say that for a multitude of reasons time became more of an issue in the eighteenth century.16

12 Wolf Lepenies, for instance, argues that the turn of the nineteenth century marks the temporalization and end

of natural history: the circular tradition of natural models gives way to the idea of history as process (Das Ende der

Naturgeschichte: Wandel kutureller Selbstverständlichkeiten in den Wissenschaften des 18. und 19. Jahrhunderts (Munich

and Vienna: Hanser, 1976)). For a range of scholarly accounts see Mircea Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Return (New

York: Pantheon, 1954), focusing on the decline in the modern era of earlier cyclic conceptions of time; Georges

Poulet, Studies in Human Time, trans. Elliott Coleman (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1956); Marcel

Gauchet, The Disenchantment of the World: A Political History of Religion, trans. Oscar Burge (Princeton: Princeton

University Press, 1997), concerning the dissipation of a cyclical, antihistorical religious time conception around 1700;

Rudolf Wendorff, Zeit und Kultur: Geschichte des Zeitbewußtseins in Europa (Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1983),

253–337, with particular reference to this process of temporalization as reflected within art and culture.

13 Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, ‘On the Ultimate Origination of Things’ (1697), in Die philosophischen Schriften, ed. C. I.

Gerhardt, seven volumes (Berlin: Weidmann, 1875–1890), volume 7, 308.

14 See G. J. Whitrow, Time in History: Views of Time from Prehistory to the Present Day (Oxford: Oxford University

Press, 1988), 139–151 and 177–186; Whitrow, The Natural Philosophy of Time (London and Edinburgh: Thomas

Nelson, 1961); David S. Landes, Revolution in Time: Clocks and the Making of the Modern World (Cambridge, MA:

Belknap, 1983); and Chronotypes: The Construction of Time, ed. John Bender and David E. Wellbery (Stanford: Stanford

University Press, 1991).

15 Michel Foucault also sees a decisive break in historical episteme at the beginning of the nineteenth century, whereby

‘a profound historicity penetrates into the heart of things, isolates and defines them in their own coherence, imposes

upon them the forms of order implied by the continuity of time’. The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human

Sciences (London: Tavistock, 1970), xiii.

16 See the special issue of Das achtzehnte Jahrhundert, 30/2 (2006), dedicated to ‘Zeitkonzepte: Zur Pluralisierung des

Zeitdiskurses im langen 18. Jahrhundert’, especially Stefanie Stockhorst, ‘Zur Einführung: Von der Verzeitlichungsthese

zur temporalen Diversität’, 157–164.
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Time becomes both temporalized and increasingly problematized: thus it may seem hard to give one,

unitary definition for the age. But all this supports the view that time was a fundamental concern in this

period precisely because it was so diversified, problematic and therefore all the more apparent. Just as

all philosophizing is said to begin with wonder, so the concept of time becomes more discussed, more

disputed, the more keenly its impact is felt.

THE TEMPORALIZATION OF MUSICAL TIME

Correlatively, time seems to become far more of an issue in music during this period. The same general

claim – of the temporalization, or at least problematization, of time as a medium – holds for music as for

history. As numerous scholars have proposed, by the late eighteenth century, and from there continuing

until at least the early twentieth century, music’s sensitivity to temporal placement and distinctions becomes

fundamental to its construction and cognition.17 For David Greene, baroque temporality is an image of

that supposed in Newtonian physics. Time is an indifferent, external, homogeneous medium. One time is

identical to another: they have the same measure; the same laws apply throughout. It inhabits an orderly

and predictable universe where the future is in essence no different from the past. Induction holds.18 Given

complete information about the current state, one could almost predict the subsequent course of a musical

movement (just as J. S. Bach is said by his son Carl Philipp Emanuel to have worked out on first hearing all

the possible paradigmatic permutations in a contrapuntal piece at its start).19 Baroque music exhibits not

only a unity of affect but also a unity of rhythmic intensity. A regular pulse and unit of rhythmic movement

usually runs throughout baroque movements (seen particularly clearly in fugues), thus leaving tempo as a

neutral backdrop for musical events.20

In contradistinction, later music can tolerate far greater discontinuities. Already in Domenico Scarlatti,

and especially in C. P. E. Bach, abrupt contrasts can manifest themselves, calling attention to time as more

than just an empty vessel for material. This subjectivization of musical time increases throughout the

nineteenth century to an even greater fluidity in tempo within a movement, whereby subject groups can

be primarily differentiated by contrasts in tempo. The Viennese classical style especially is highly differen-

tiated in its rhythmic aspects: harmonic rhythm and movement are variable, and can be carefully organized

in order to build up and dissipate tension.21 Thrasybulos Georgiades speaks of the novel nature and

uniqueness of classical metre, its concentration on ‘here and now’. In previous music, past, present and

future ‘form an unbroken whole. Time was not realized as an independent element. . . . The Viennese

Classical technique consists in our becoming conscious of time. Temporality forces its way in.’22 Ever

since the later eighteenth century, music more readily suggests a process, an onward-moving stream:

17 See, for instance, Kurt von Fischer, ‘Das Zeitproblem in der Musik’, in Das Zeitproblem im 20. Jahrhundert, ed.

Rudolf W. Meyer (Bern: Francke, 1964), 304–305; David B. Greene, Temporal Processes in Beethoven’s Music (New

York: Gordon and Breach, 1982), 7–27; Raymond Monelle, ‘The Temporal Image’, in The Sense of Music: Semiotic

Essays (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 81–114; Wald, ‘Moment Musical’; and Karol Berger, Bach’s Cycle,

Mozart’s Arrow: An Essay on the Origins of Musical Modernity (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press,

2007).

18 Greene, Temporal Processes in Beethoven’s Music, 7–17.

19 Hans T. David and Arthur Mendel, eds, The New Bach Reader, revised and enlarged by Christoph Wolff (New York:

Norton, 1998), 397, cited by Berger, Bach’s Cycle, Mozart’s Arrow, 96.

20 See Wilhelm Seidel, Über Rhythmustheorien der Neuzeit (Bern: Franke, 1975), 56–57.

21 Charles Rosen, The Classical Style (London: Faber, 1971), 60–62. A classic example is given in Rosen’s analysis of the

first movement of Mozart’s k466 (229–233).

22 Thrasybulos Georgiades, Music and Language: The Rise of Western Music as Exemplified in Settings of the Mass (originally

published Berlin: Springer, 1954), trans. Marie Louise Göllner (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 113.
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not a more-or-less static Being but a dynamic Becoming. Music, as Wilhelm Seidel has put it, becomes a

Zeitkunst instead of a Tonkunst.23

More recently, this narrative has been given renewed exposure by Karol Berger in his division between

cyclical baroque and linear classical conceptions of musical time – symbolized by the circle and the arrow

respectively. Berger’s central claim is a familiar one: that

in the later eighteenth century European art music began to take seriously the flow of time from

past to future. Until then music was simply ‘in time’; it ‘took time’ – events had somehow to be

arranged successively, but the distinction between past and future, ‘earlier’ and ‘later’, mattered

little to the way the music was experienced and understood.

But ‘at some point between the early and late eighteenth century, between Bach and Mozart, musical form

became primarily temporal and the attention of musicians – composers, performers and listeners alike –

shifted toward the temporal disposition of events. . . . From that point on music added the experience of

linear time . . . to its essential subject matter. Music could no longer be experienced with understanding

unless one recognized the temporal ordering of events’.24 Berger’s ideal types have been reproached in

some quarters for their evident overschematization, even though their underlying point – that musical

time becomes ever more temporalized across the eighteenth century – has long been uncontroversial.25

Thus across the eighteenth century, so the prevalent view goes, European music becomes newly tempo-

ralized and problematized. This characteristic is found within different periods and styles and should

not simply be reduced to Viennese classicism (let alone to Beethoven). Sutcliffe has spoken of a ‘present

tenseness’ in Domenico Scarlatti’s music, which through its obstinate repetitions, unpredictability and

unruly disruptions of projected order ‘makes us aware of the contingent nature of musical time’.26 C. P. E.

Bach’s seemingly wilful temporal discontinuities suggest the extreme subjectivization of musical time, a

fitting corollary to the aesthetics of Empfindsamkeit.27 Haydn, meanwhile, is a master at problematizing

musical succession and the corresponding sense of temporality. Reinhard Kapp describes him as ‘the first

composer to have written fully articulated, seamlessly formed movements, in which virtually every note

possesses an inherent temporal index’.28 For Haydn, the fact that music may be so clearly heard to project

a temporal position enables the playing with continuity and discontinuity that so distinguishes his in-

strumental writing.29 Hans-Ulrich Fuß, taking up the long-standing analogy with Laurence Sterne, argues

23 Wilhelm Seidel, ‘Division und Progression: Der Begriff der musikalischen Zeit im 18. Jahrhundert’, Il Saggiatore

Musicale 2 (1995), 47–65.

24 Berger, Bach’s Cycle, Mozart’s Arrow, 9 and 179 (compare 14). The same essential argument is made in Fischer, ‘Das

Zeitproblem in der Musik’, 305.

25 John Butt offers a gentle refinement to Berger’s dualism in Bach’s Dialogue with Modernity: Perspectives on the

Passions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 109; Bettina Varwig is slightly more sceptical in ‘Metaphors

of Time and Modernity in Bach’, Journal of Musicology 29/2 (2012), 154–190. Also see Robert D. Levin’s review of

Berger’s book, Journal of the American Musicological Society 63/3 (2010), 658–684.

26 W. Dean Sutcliffe, The Keyboard Sonatas of Domenico Scarlatti and Eighteenth-Century Musical Style (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 2004), 147; also see 120–121, and the same author’s ‘Temporality in Domenico Scarlatti’.

27 See further Laurenz Lütteken, Das Monologische als Denkform in der Musik zwischen 1760 und 1785 (Tübingen:

Niemeyer, 1998).

28 Reinhard Kapp, ‘Haydns persönliche Zeiterfahrung’, in Zyklus und Prozess: Joseph Haydn und die Zeit, ed. Marie-

Agnes Dittrich, Marin Eybl and Reinhard Kapp (Vienna: Böhlau, 2012), 67–68. Kapp sees the ‘new style’ heralded

by Haydn in Op. 33 as closely related to this temporalized (and temporally problematized) style.

29 For example, the discontinuities and reinterpretation of phrase structure in the opening movement of Op. 33 No. 1;

Haydn’s playing with semantically marked closing gestures in the first movement of Op. 33 No. 5 and finale of Op. 76

No. 5; the finale of Op. 33 No. 2 (‘Joke’); and the deliberate and quite shocking lack of cadential closure in the expo-

sition of Op. 20 No. 3. See also Markus Bandur, ‘Plot und Rekurs: ‘‘Eine ganz neue besondere Art’’? Analytische

Überlegungen zum Kopfsatz von Joseph Haydns Streichquartett op. 33, Nr. 1 (Hoboken III:37)’, in Haydns Streich-

quartette: Eine moderne Gattung, ed. Heinz-Klaus Metzger and Rainer Riehn (Munich: Textþ Kritik, 2002), 62–84,

especially 69.

b e n e d i c t t a y l o r

262
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1478570614000074 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1478570614000074


persuasively that Haydn’s music similarly plays with ‘multiple possibilities, openness, chance, indeterminate-

ness and deviation from the predetermined path, the interleaving of multiple temporal tendencies’.30 On

the other hand, with Mozart there is often a sense of the composer seeking to create continuity from the

most disparate, heterogeneous materials.31 Beethoven and the nineteenth century were by no means the

inventors of a dynamic temporal sense in music, but rather the inheritors of a musical idiom already capable

of great flexibility and subtlety in the articulation of musical time.

It is clearly simplistic to say that a linear, irreversible time sense was not present in early eighteenth-

century culture or in its music (as scholars such as Berger, Raymond Monelle and John Butt show). The

early eighteenth century was certainly aware of the irreversible nature of time and of the inescapable fact of

human mortality even amidst the cyclical return of the natural world; such themes have been present in

Western culture since antiquity.32 But the premise that linear time in the early eighteenth century was still

generally seen as subsidiary to eternity, an echo or moving image of it in Plato’s famous phrase, has long

been accepted. As Henry Vaughan had memorably expressed it half a century before:

I saw Eternity the other night,

Like a great ring of pure and endless light,

All calm, as it was bright;

And round beneath it, Time in hours, days, years,

Driv’n by the spheres

Like a vast shadow mov’d; in which the world

And all her train were hurl’d.33

Given the supposedly only nascent stage of temporalization at this point in history, however, how are

such qualities reflected in musical time? Does the musical language available to the early eighteenth century

enable the articulation and differentiation of distinct temporal senses? Does baroque music merely inadver-

tently reflect its surrounding culture’s temporality (and an untemporalized one at that), or can it knowingly

comment on it (as later composers seem to do)?

HANDEL’S IL TRIONFO DEL TEMPO

A pertinent case-study is provided by Handel’s oratorio-cum-cantata The Triumph of Time, which sets

to music a text expressly concerning questions of time and transience. In fact there are three versions of

this work, written across a fifty-year period: Il trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno (hwv46a) dating from

1707, while the twenty-two-year-old composer was in Rome; the 1737 II trionfo del Tempo e della Verità

(hwv46b), enlarged for London audiences; and finally in 1757 a revised English-language The Triumph of

Time and Truth (hwv71), put together on the blind composer’s behalf by his pupil and amanuensis John

30 Hans-Ulrich Fuß, ‘Ein Laurence Sterne der Musik: Zur Kunst der Parenthesen im Instrumentalwerk Haydns’, in

Zyklus und Prozess, 236. This reading plausibly locates a problematized attitude to musical time and multiple tempo-

rality long before Jonathan Kramer’s dating of this notion to late Beethoven (‘Multiple and Non-Linear Time in

Beethoven’s Opus 135’, Perspectives on New Music 11/2 (1973), 122–45).

31 Most particularly, as seen in the opening movements of many of the mature piano concertos (for example, k467).

The famous topical interplay of the F major Sonata k332 is a case where the sheer variety almost threatens to over-

whelm the musical thread and sense of temporal continuity.

32 In Hellenic and Hebraic traditions, for instance, we read ‘As is the life of the leaves, so is that of men’ and, similarly,

‘As for man, his days are as grass’. Homer, The Iliad, book 6, lines 171–172 (translation from H. D. F. Kitto, The Greeks

(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1951), 61); Psalms 103.15 (King James Version). John Brewer discusses the awareness of

mortality and the vanity of worldly pursuits in eighteenth-century London society in The Pleasures of the Imagination:

English Culture in the Eighteenth Century (London: Harper Collins, 1997), which is of particular relevance to the

example of Handel discussed below.

33 Henry Vaughan, ‘The World’ (1650), in Poetry and Selected Prose, ed. L. C. Martin (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

1963), 299.
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Christopher Smith.34 Fittingly, in a history spanning half a century, Handel’s first oratorio – on the subject

of time – became his last.35 Handel’s piece demonstrates well the complexity of trying to generalize about

musical temporality and historical perceptions of time in the first half of the eighteenth century, especially

regarding the distinction between the text’s expression of temporal themes and the music’s capacity to

engage with them.

The plot, largely unchanged in essentials across the three versions, thematizes the fading of earthly

beauty, an awareness of mortality and the irreversibility of time.36 The original text had been written by

Cardinal Benedetto Pamphili as a moralistic allegory with neoplatonic overtones, loosely drawing on the

fifth of Petrarch’s six Triumphs, the Trionfo del Tempo.37 Despite the title of the work, it is clear from the

text (and in the context of Petrarch’s series of Triumphs) that although time triumphs over ephemeral

pleasure, eternity ultimately triumphs over time. The moral message of the oratorio thus might better be

called ‘The Triumph of Eternity’.

In Part 1, Bellezza (Beauty) is found looking into a mirror, worried that even though the mirror will

not change, her youthful beauty will. Piacere (Pleasure) enters and swears she will always remain beautiful;

Bellezza promises to stay faithful to Piacere. However, Tempo (Time) and Disinganno (Disillusion or

Truth, later called Counsel) tell Bellezza that her beauty is only a flower that remains fair for a single day

and will die. The four characters (Tempo, Disinganno, Bellezza and Piacere) decide to contest the truth of

the matter. The numerous arguments advanced by Tempo leave Bellezza unmoved. He subsequently urges

34 The most extensive comparison of the three versions is made by Roland Dieter Schmidt, ‘Die drei Fassungen von

Händels Oratorium Il trionfo del Tempo / The Triumph of Time and Truth (hwv 46a, 46b, 71)’, Göttingen Händel-

Beiträge 7 (1998), 86–118. Also useful are the relevant entries in Hans Joachim Marx, Händels Oratorien, Oden und

Serenaten: Ein Kompendium (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1998), 243–255, and Sabine Ehrmann-Herfort,

Veronika Greuel and Domink Höink in Händels Oratorien, Oden und Serenaten (Das Händel-Handbuch, volume 3),

ed. Michael Zywietz (Laaber: Laaber, 2010), 175–181, 182–199 and 483–491. Concerning the authorial status of the final

version see especially Anthony Hicks, ‘The Late Additions to Handel’s Oratorios and the Role of the Younger Smith’,

in Music in Eighteenth-Century England: Essays in Memory of Charles Cudworth, ed. Christopher Hogwood and

Richard Luckett (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 153.

Until quite recently this piece had been neglected in Handel scholarship. Earlier critics largely dismissed it; typical

are Percy Young and Winton Dean, who both found libretto and music weak (Young, The Oratorios of Handel

(London: Dobson, 1949), 36; Dean, Handel’s Dramatic Oratorios and Masques (London: Oxford University Press,

1959), 17). Although Ruth Smith excludes this work from her survey of Handel’s English oratorios (Handel’s Oratorios

and Eighteenth-Century Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995)), the general move towards under-

standing the intellectual history behind Handel’s music witnessed by her book has resulted in more sympathetic

recent accounts of the piece such as James H. Jensen’s ‘The Triumph of Time and Truth: A Cosmic Framework’, in

Signs and Meaning in Eighteenth-Century Art: Epistemology, Rhetoric, Painting, Poesy, Music, Dramatic Performance,

and G. F. Handel (New York: Peter Lang, 1997), 319–323, and those by Carolyn Gianturco, Mary Ann Parker and

Huub van der Linden cited below. Other, briefer accounts from the intervening years include Walter Siegmund-

Schultze, ‘Der Triumph der Zeit und Wahrheit’, Festschrift zur Händel-Ehrung der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik

1959 (Leipzig: Deutscher Verlag fur Musik, 1959), 29–42; Ludwig Finscher, ‘Il Trionfo del Tempo’, Gottinger Händeltage

1960 (Göttingen: Göttinger Händel-Festspiele, 1960), 8–16; J. Merrill Knapp, ‘Handel’s II trionfo del Tempo: 1707, 1737,

and 1757’, American Choral Review 34/1 (1982), 39–47; and Michael Pacholke, ‘Dramatische Aspekte in Händels erstem

Oratorium Il trionfo del tempo e del disinganno (hwv 46a)’, Händel-Jahrbuch 37 (1991), 135–145.

35 Donald Burrows likewise speaks of the ‘obvious and attractive symmetry’ in this work’s framing of Handel’s career

(Handel (The Master Musicians) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 364).

36 Deeper examination of the philosophical import of the text and its relation to music is provided by Magdalini

Tsevreni, ‘Philosophy of Time and Music through Handel’s Oratorio The Triumph of Time and Truth’, paper pre-

sented at the Philosophy and Music Conference ‘Time Theories and Music’, Ionian University of Corfu, 29 April

2012 <http://conferences.ionio.gr/ccpm12/download.php?f=ccpm12_tsevreni.pdf> (5 May 2014).

37 Mary Ann Parker, ‘Handel’s Il trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno: A Petrarchian Vision in Baroque Style’, Music &

Letters 84/3 (2003), 408. See also Carolyn Gianturco, ‘Il trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno: Four Case-Studies in

Determining Italian Poetic-Musical Genres’, Journal of the Royal Musical Association 119/1 (1994), 43–59.
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her that if she wishes to be free of time she must obtain a place in the eternity of heaven, a realm which he

cannot reach, but she must not repent too late.

In Part 2, Tempo shows Bellezza Disinganno, who is dressed in white and looking towards the eternal

light of the sun, inspecting the mirror of truth which reflects true and false without distortion. Piacere

admonishes her to close her eyes or she will lose pleasure and find in its place only sadness. Bellezza is

beginning to be won round by Tempo’s argument that she is in danger of losing eternity, but she would

like to repent without losing pleasure and feels she needs more time to reflect. Piacere offers one final plea

for Bellezza to seize the pleasures of the moment and forget the inevitability of sorrow later. This entreaty

seems to have a decisive – but unforeseen – effect, for Bellezza now asks to see the mirror of truth and bids

farewell to Piacere, throwing to the ground her earthly mirror, with which she was viewing herself at

the start. She now desires only repentance: to leave her former flower-strewn path of pleasure and choose

the way of thorns and a solitary cell. Bellezza asks the angels to hear her cry and to illuminate her with the

eternal light of the sun, and dedicates her new heart to God.38

On initial acquaintance, it is difficult to come to any strong conclusion concerning Handel’s musical

articulation of time in this oratorio: despite the thematization of this subject in the libretto, the temporal

qualities of this work seem barely distinguishable from the common practice of the age, the customary

alternation of da capo aria and recitative. Such a conclusion would support the view that time, while

acknowledged, was somehow less ‘temporalized’ or problematized in the early eighteenth century. I believe

that this view is in many ways an accurate reflection of Handel’s piece. Yet on further consideration it

is still possible to distinguish differences in Handel’s musical characterization of Pamphili’s allegory that

arguably suggest a conscious distinction between time and eternity. In what follows I propose a reading of

Handel’s work that draws out of this ostensibly unpropitious situation a possible understanding of time as

being meaningfully differentiated in certain of the oratorio’s most notable numbers. However, as acknowl-

edged in the conclusion to this article, there remain significant problems in any attempt to read the music

in such terms. The following analytical reading thus stands both as a provisional exposition of how one

might attempt to go about interpreting the temporality of early eighteenth-century music, and as a warning

as to the potential dangers of such hermeneutic endeavours.

What particularly stands out musically from the cantata is the aria ‘Lascia la spina’, which in the first version

of 1707 contains one of Handel’s most beautiful creations (Figure 1). Mary Ann Parker justly describes the

aria as ‘tortuously affective’, the point at which the drama’s emotional intensity reaches ‘its profoundest

depths’.39 This moment marks the dramatic climax of the work: the point in the second part when Piacere

makes one last attempt to lure Bellezza into living solely in the ephemeral present – to gather her rosebuds

while she yet may, forgetting sorrow and what must inevitably happen within our mortal lives:

Lascia la spina, Leave the thorn,

cogli la rosa; pluck the rose;

tu vai cercando you go seeking

il tuo dolor your own sorrow

Canuta brina The hoar frost

Per mano ascosa, by hidden hand,

giungerà quando will come even while

nol crede il cor. the heart does not believe it.

Lascia la spina, etc. Leave the thorn, etc.

38 The synopsis here is summarized from the libretto printed in the booklet to Handel, Il Trionfo del Tempo e del

Disinganno, Les Musiciens du Louvre / Marc Minkowski, Erato ECD 75532 (1988), and from Gianturco, ‘Il trionfo

del Tempo e del Disinganno’, 50–51.

39 Parker, ‘Handel’s Il trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno’, 406.
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Especially notable here is how the moral status of the musical setting is so ambiguous. To an unenlightened

listener, cognizant only of the expressive power of the music and the general message of the oratorio, the

aria might appear to be the perfect musical instantiation of the bliss of God’s eternity, rather than forming

a deceitful fleeting moment of time. The words would seemingly be more appropriate put into the mouth

of Disinganno praising the final perfection of life in heaven. Handel seems in this aria to capture a sense of

eternity, a beauty, serenity and heavenly peace that might make the true narrative context of its appearance

only more ironic.40 At the very least, the aria seems set on a wishful denial of temporal passing, of change

and mutability, even whilst the music inescapably moves.41 These properties are conveyed through the text,

the larger significance of the aria within its dramatic context, and most notably here in the music’s affinity

with possible ‘timeless’ qualities.

The sense of temporal suspension in this aria is created not just by virtue of the soft dynamic and slow

tempo customarily adopted in performance but also, importantly, by the 3
2 sarabande metre. Sarabandes

seem to have a curious affinity with timelessness and heavenly transcendence, as the sarabande-like theme

of Bach’s Goldberg Variations or numerous examples in late Beethoven (most pertinently the theme of

Figure 1 George Frederic Handel, ‘Lascia la spina’, Il trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno, hwv46a (1707), Part 2. Georg

Friedrich Händels Werke: Ausgabe der Deutschen Händelgesellschaft, ed. Friedrich W. Chrysander and Max Seiffert, volume

24 (Leipzig: Deutsche Händelgesellschaft, 1866)

40 Revealingly, one reviewer of a recent recording (Hyperion CDA 67681/2) mistakes the song for a ‘renunciatory’ aria

by Bellezza – an understandable assumption given the music’s pathos (Elizabeth Roche, ‘Seven Handel Oratorios’,

Early Music 38/2 (2010), 316).

41 This feature might well contribute to the note of wistfulness or even sadness some have perceived in this song. Karina

Telle, for instance, designates ‘Lascia la spina’ as expressing ‘Schmerz’ – albeit without giving any explicit justification

for this reading (Tanzrhythmen in der Vokalmusik Georg Friedrich Händels (Munich and Salzburg: Katzbichler, 1977),

38).
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Figure 1 continued
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Op. 109’s finale) demonstrate.42 While I have been unable to find any contemporary source pointing to this

link between the sarabande and the heavenly sublime, French and German treatises throughout the century

certainly describe the sarabande as being associated with solemnity and majesty, with the slow, grave and

serious,43 and it is possible to venture a further phenomenological cause that might contribute to this per-

ception. Theories of metre from Mattheson to Hauptmann and up to the present day have invariably found

difficulties in explaining the constitution of the unequal 3
4 metre outside an apparently normative 2

4 pair-

ing.44 The ‘extra’ beat in triple time creates a sense of temporal distention to a regular duple grouping,

which at a slow tempo further loosens the listener’s perception of metre and thus his or her temporal

orientation.45 This is especially the case in a sarabande, given the initial impression it creates through the

accented second beat of being in 2
2 time. The ‘empty’ third beat, itself almost never phenomenally present in

Handel’s example, creates a suspension of the projected sense of time, and thus momentarily breaks the

temporal out into the quasi-timeless.

In terms of melodic construction, the opening of Handel’s aria is based around a simple pattern of

parallel tenths with the bass. The first four bars prolong 3̂ over I through a changing-note schema, a

harmony which is returned to in the penultimate bar of the eight-bar phrase before a perfect cadence is

reached.46 Within this simple underlying structure the expressive force of Handel’s creation is concentrated

in bars 5–6, in which the parallel tenths 6̂/IV–5̂/I6 form an appoggiatura to the 5̂ cover-tone touched on

in bar 3. But it is in the melodic realization of this basic structure that Handel’s setting truly becomes

memorable. For the first time in bar 5 the third minim beat becomes heard, the melody ascending grace-

fully from d2 to g2. Though this third beat is unharmonized (Handel being careful to avoid explicit

42 The Arietta theme of Op. 111 similarly suggests a metrically displaced Sarabande. It will be noted that in both the

Beethoven examples and in Bach’s Goldberg Variations the sarabande theme returns at the end in something close

to its original simplicity; the implications of the comparable formal design of the da capo aria in Handel’s work will

be taken up below.

43 There were two quite distinct types of sarabande by the early eighteenth century, the slow stately dance characteristic

of France and Germany, and the quicker, lighter style more common in Italy and England that more directly re-

flected the dance’s Spanish/South American origins. Handel’s early examples are all in the Franco-German manner.

Though Telle (Tanzrhythmen in der Vokalmusik Georg Friedrich Händels, 13) warns that contemporary theorists often

make contradictory remarks on the sarabande’s Affekt (alongside its tempo, metre and form), there is none the less a

fair consensus on the general associations of the slower form. The entry on Sarabande in the New Grove Dictionary

notes that ‘Grassineau’s dictionary of 1740 describes the motions of the saraband as slow and serious’ and that ‘most

French and German sarabandes of the mid- and late Baroque . . . are characterized by an intense, serious affect,

though a few are tender and gracious’ (Richard Hudson and Meredith Ellis Little, ‘Sarabande’, Grove Music Online

<www.oxfordmusiconline.com> (19 January 2013)). Similarly, Sarah McCleave cites Brossard’s 1705 description of

the sarabande as ‘grave, slow, and serious’ alongside Mattheson’s later identification of the dance with ‘ambition’

and Johann Gottfried Walther’s with the ‘grave and serious’ (Musikalisches Lexikon (Leipzig: Wolfgang Deer, 1732)),

noting that Handel’s earlier use in Almira (the source of the present aria) is characterized by ceremonial qualities of

homage and pageantry (Dance in Handel’s London Operas (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2013), 108).

44 See, for instance, Christopher Hasty, Meter as Rhythm (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 130–147, and Roger

Mathew Grant, ‘Epistemologies of Time and Metre in the Long Eighteenth Century’, Eighteenth-Century Music 6/1

(2009), 59–75. It may be significant that Mattheson was a long-standing acquaintance of Handel.

45 Hasty, for instance, argues that initially in such unequal metrical types as triple time, ‘at slow tempi . . . duple group-

ings will be heard’ (Meter as Rhythm, 147).

46 The use of Schenkerian terminology here is not meant to imply the adherence to a fully fledged Schenkerian musical

metaphysics, with its concomitant sense of temporality. I draw on such analytical tools simply to explain the use of

melodic diminutions to decorate pitches at a hypothetical foreground level in a manner comparatively unproblematic

both phenomenologically and historically; the appeal to schemata is in fact similar to the more historically oriented

models recently developed by Robert Gjerdingen from seventeenth- and eighteenth-century partimenti (see his Music

in the Galant Style (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007)).
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harmonic dissonance), in the context of the immediately preceding supertonic harmony the melody’s e2

forms a ‘diatonically dissonant’ vii4
3 half-diminished seventh. The newly accented beat corresponds to the

moment of the most dissonant and expressive harmonic implication. And yet the 7̂/4̂ tritone of the implied

vii4
3 does not even resolve to the logically consequential 8̂/ 3̂: instead, as we have seen, the melody, over-

reaching itself, soars up from this leading note to g2 and then reciprocally falls further, down to c2. The

leading note does move up to the tonic, at the end of bar 6, and the implied vii4
3 harmony leads to the I6

earlier in the same bar, but the times of the two are out of joint. In its apparent attempt to break free of the

constraints of both its background parallel tenths and (perhaps) earthly time, the music creates a moment

of rare expressive beauty, despite – or perhaps owing to – its ultimate failure.

Formally, the calm, almost untroubled procession of the sarabande encloses a tonally mobile B section,

starting in the relative minor, that sets Piacere’s references to the coming of the hoar-frost, old age and the

passing of time. This ternary construction is paralleled in turn at a smaller scale within the A section, as

Piacere repeats her darker second pair of lines (‘tu vai cercando / il tuo dolor’) for the modulatory central

phrase that finds its way to the dominant (bars 17–22). And the opening vocal phrase is further framed by

instrumental statements of this melody at its beginning and end:

A B A

a aba a a aba a

Of course this procedure is utterly conventional for a da capo aria. But in the present context, given the

serene, almost timeless quality of the A section and the more troubled tonal mutability of the alternating

central portions, the music’s design seems to give the impression of continually attempting to enclose time

within the overriding framework of a deeper, ontologically primary eternity. As in classical ontology, two

points of stable Being are necessarily posited as boundary conditions for any Becoming in between, just as,

at a more expressly theological level, in our world, time and life are enclosed within God’s eternity.

But, of course, in Piacere’s aria this is not the true eternity of God. A ‘quasi-timelessness’ is no real eternity.

Music cannot actually be timeless. More deeply, there is a sense that even though Handel’s music tries, as

does Piacere, to argue for the persistence of beauty, it inescapably passes.47 Even the aria’s slow hundred

bars, easily drawn out to well over six minutes, are time. Although the formal design of the aria lends itself

to suggesting that the serenity of the opening music will forever recur, Piacere is being deceitful in that

within our own life span, our beautiful opening will not return. Time runs on, fleet of foot; we are not da

capo arias. ‘For what is human life but one uncertain day!’, exclaims Petrarch in his Triumph of Time :

I see my hours run on with cruel speed,

And in my doom the fate of all I read.48

In the neoplatonic world-vision of Petrarch and Pamphili, time might be ‘a moving image of eternity’,

but a moving image is still temporal, and only an image.49 As Parker notes, the mirror plays a crucial sym-

bolic role in both Pamphili’s drama and Petrarch’s original Trionfo.50 At the start of the oratorio, a mirror

allows Bellezza an image of herself, as if this would persist taken outside time, like the music’s attempt

at transcending time. But following Piacere’s vain and ultimately self-refuting appeal in ‘Lascia la spina’,

47 ‘Perhaps Pamphilj and Handel are themselves here acknowledging the pain of the transience of beauty and pleasure’,

Ruth Smith proposes (‘Psychological Realism in Il Trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno’, Händel-Jahrbuch 54 (2008),

225). In the first part of the oratorio Piacere even praises music (and implicitly, the young Handel himself as

its maker here) for its delightfully alluring sound. Bellezza takes up this theme, suggesting that music may perhaps

perform more than mortal feats – a claim to which Disinganno and Tempo tactfully do not respond directly.

48 Petrarch, The Triumph of Time, trans. Hugh Boyd in The Sonnets, Triumphs, and Other Poems (London: George Bell,

1879), 397.

49 Plato, Timaeus, 37d, in Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997), 1241.

50 Parker, ‘Handel’s Il trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno’, 406.
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Figure 2 George Frederic Handel, ‘Tu del ciel ministro eletto’, Il trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno, hwv46a (1707),

Part 2
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Figure 2 continued
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Bellezza throws it away; reflections are but a poor shadow. Ultimately time is a mere reflection of eternity.

We are not God, and are guilty of hubris and bound to failure if we attempt to turn the passing moment

into eternity, as Piacere endeavours to do.

But what of the other mirror, the mirror of truth? In Pamphili’s libretto, it is the image in the mirror

that Disinganno offers which proves decisive for Bellezza’s conversion, just as for Petrarch:

. . . now, at last, a clear and steady ray,

From reason’s mirror sent, my folly shows,

And on my sight the hideous image throws

Of what I am51

To glimpse the correct attitude to time, we need look to the final number, Bellezza’s ‘Tu del ciel ministro

eletto’:

Tu del ciel ministro eletto You, elected minister of Heaven

non vedrai più nel mio petto you will not see in my breast

voglia infida, ò vano ardor. treacherous desire, or vain ardour.

E se vissi ingrata a Dio, And if I lived ungrateful to God,

tu custode del cor mio you, guardian of my heart

a lui porti il nuovo cor carry to him this new heart

Tu del ciel, etc.

As this is a slow da capo aria just like Piacere’s ‘Lascia la spina’, it might seem distinctly unrewarding

to attempt to differentiate the two in terms of their expression of musical temporality. But what is most

noteworthy about this number is its remarkably subdued quality. For the very end of his first oratorio,

Handel lets a solo voice trail off pianissimo: no triumphant paean to virtue is forthcoming here. Though

this unassuming close to the first version has bewildered earlier commentators, Parker, surely correctly, reads

the intimate E major and understated expression of the 1707 version in terms of the ultimate triumphing of

eternity over time that occurs outside the bounds of Petrarch’s penultimate Trionfo.52

Most evidently different in this aria is its very time-bound nature, articulated through the steady common-

time pulse provided by the accompanying strings every crotchet beat (see Figure 2), an almost incessant

ticking, like a clock counting down the seconds. The connection with time as measured either by the clock

or the natural rhythm of the heart is as overt as could be desired. Only at one point does this figure falter

in its step (bar 15), the antepenultimate bar, as Bellezza comes to her final cadence, hinting perhaps at the

ultimate passing away of this temporality for her. Though poised and touching in its own right, there is

nothing here of the expressivity or the same aching beauty of Piacere’s earlier proposal, nor its pseudo-

eternity. Nowhere does the music assume the appearance of eternity, to hide the inescapable fact of our

temporally bound existence and the passing of time. In fact, it brings this condition before the listener in

the most explicit manner possible. Bellezza has learned her lesson. She is content to bide her time now,

51 Petrarch, The Triumph of Time, 396. Parker (‘Handel’s Il trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno’, 406) also notes the

prominence of the mirror in Caravaggio’s depiction of the conversion of Mary Magdalene from earthly pleasures

to spiritual values, a point elaborated upon at greater length by Huub van der Linden in ‘Benedetto Pamphilj as

Librettist: Mary Magdalene and the Harmony of the Spheres in Handel’s ‘‘Il trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno’’’,

Recercare 16 (2004), 133–161. It is indeed customary in Italian paintings of the cardinal virtues for Prudence to be seen

holding a mirror; Petrarch would have found a nearby example in Giotto’s fresco of Prudentia at the Cappella degli

Scrovegni in Padua. One might also compare this statement with Petrarch’s famous account of experiencing an

epiphany following his ascent of Mont Ventoux, where he famously turns his ‘inward eye’ upon himself in wonder

at the depths of the soul – a passage often cited as fundamental to the development of a modern conception of

subjective self-consciousness.

52 Parker, ‘Handel’s Il trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno’, 408.
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living in this human world of temporality until God chooses to take her unto Himself and she experiences

the true eternity of paradise. The solo violin obbligato that accompanies the vocal line throughout seems to

function as a symbol for the soul that is soon to break free and soar aloft in eternity.53

We have examined Handel’s musical allegory of time at a particular point in his career, in 1707, as he first

came to write his oratorio. The conceptions of musical time articulated here could certainly be considered

fitting for a composer of religious music in the early years of the eighteenth century. Yet, moving forward

in history, everything changes in the revisions he made to this work, a point that affects in particular the

two numbers discussed above. For the setting of ‘Lascia la spina’ in the two subsequent versions from 1737

and 1757 the familiar melody is missing. Instead, Handel uses a dance from the 1734 Terpsichore set to the

same words.54 Appropriately, one might think, the beauty of the first version has disappeared. Carpe diem :

no rose but fades; this one brief moment has turned to time and earthly afternoon. The idea is certainly

apt, although a more mundane explanation suffices: the melody was taken out because it had subsequently

achieved fame with a slightly different text, as ‘Lascia ch’io pianga’ from the 1711 Rinaldo.

Still, the lilting 6
8 dance tune that replaces the noble 1707 melody is quite incongruously different (Figure

3). The aria (‘Sharp thorns despising’, in Thomas Morell’s 1757 free translation of the original Italian text)

now becomes a brisk jog-trot, an allegro lasting barely two minutes.55 There seems no attempt at recaptur-

ing anything approaching the aesthetic quality of the earlier setting, nothing of the moving beauty allied

to irony found in 1707. Should deceitful pleasure not be given the best tune? Perhaps, in the mercantile

London of 1737, time is money. Eternity – even its false illusion – is no longer a relevant category, either

for Handel or his assumed audience.56

Whereas the first setting of the oratorio’s finale emphasized the contingent nature of human time

compared to the deeper reality provided by God’s eternity, a modified version of this aria (now in F major

and with oboe obbligato) is now succeeded by a double-fugal chorus suited to London audiences of 1757,

suggesting a more emphatically worldly triumph. Parker sees the new exultant close as placing greater

worth on the sun as bringer of truth – Enlightenment reason – rather than as a symbol of God’s time.

(The original title – Il trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno – may also be translated along the lines of The

Triumph of Time and Enlightenment.) Certainly the combined choral forces of the closing bars have noth-

ing of the intimacy of the original E major aria. From Catholic Rome to Enlightenment England, the

revisions appear to chart a progression across the first half of the eighteenth century from a restrained

idea of time as subservient to God’s true eternity to time as the triumphant bringer of reason and progress.

Reversing Petrarch’s order, the triumph of eternity becomes the triumph of time. The familiar narrative of

the eighteenth-century ‘temporalization of Being’ is seemingly borne out.

53 Hans Joachim Marx similarly sees the violin’s ascent to a high e3 as aspiring to the heavenly in its pushing of registral

limits (Händels Oratorien, Oden und Serenaten, 245). Sabine Ehrmann-Herfort has interpreted this closing section in

related if not entirely congruent terms as possibly representing a Pythagorean or Boethian celestial music – a feature

which would certainly relate to the Neoplatonic background of Pamphili’s text, even if the musical basis for such a

reading remains underdeveloped (‘Il trionfo del tempo e del disinganno (hwv 46a)’, in Händels Oratorien, Oden und

Serenaten, 180).

54 The 1737 and 1757 versions use a dance from Terpsichore (the third version of Il pastor fido, hwv8c, 1734); the original

melody for the 1707 aria is itself taken from a sarabande in the 1705 Almira (hwv1), the ‘Dance of the Asiatics’ from

Act 3.

55 The new setting displays rhythmic attributes that suggest it might still be classifiable as a sarabande, but now a quick

sarabande in the English (or Italian) style – ‘light’, ‘amorous’, ‘playful’ – rather than in the stately French or German

manner of the 1707 version.

56 On a more straightforward level, of course, the new aria enables Bellezza’s immediate renunciation of Piacere to be

more understandable, and thus dramatically effective. Without the more complex musical expression of the 1707

‘Lascia la spina’ setting, the hollowness of Pleasure/Piacere is easily seen through.
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Figure 3 George Frederic Handel, ‘Sharp thorns despising’, The Triumph of Time and Truth, hwv71 (1757), Act 3.

Georg Friedrich Händels Werke: Ausgabe der Deutschen Händelgesellschaft, ed. Friedrich W. Chrysander and Max Seiffert,

volume 20 (Leipzig: Deutsche Händelgesellschaft, 1865)
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. . .E DEL DISINGANNO : METHODOLOGICAL CONCERNS IN UNDERSTANDING

MUSICAL TIME

It seems as a consequence of the account presented above that Handel’s use of particular music in particular

contexts may be construed as pointing to a self-aware composer deliberately constructing an interpretation

of time through the capacities of his musical language. If this proposed reading is accepted, it would suggest

that the music of the High Baroque was at least able to articulate both a sense of quasi-timelessness and one

of worldly time passing, and that such choices could furthermore have been consciously made by the

composer. It does not fundamentally alter our perception of early eighteenth-century temporality, whether

in music or at a wider cultural level, but does reinforce the idea that the temporal medium of music, even

before it became as temporalized as it later would be, could have expressed the human understanding of

temporality at its own particular point in history. An analysis of Handel’s work seems to bear out Leon

Botstein’s assertion that ‘music . . . becomes an oblique route to finding out how cultures dealt with

entropy as reflected in the passage of time; for humans, that is nothing less than the presence and inevitability

of death’.57

But this should not blind us to the evident difficulties that remain in attempting to formulate a properly

historical understanding of this period’s concept of time. Such is Handel’s propensity for reusing material

(both versions of ‘Lascia la spina’ derive from earlier instrumental dances) that it is difficult to make

any decisive comment on text setting and choice of musical characterization. Three examples drawn

Figure 3 continued

57 Leon Botstein, ‘Memory and Nostalgia as Music-Historical Categories’, The Musical Quarterly 84/4 (2000), 535.
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from other numbers in the oratorio’s 1757 version highlight this concern. ‘Time is supreme – Time is a

mighty power’ sings the four-part choir in the work’s opening chorus, the second phrase being temporally

distended from the first’s four crotchet beats to six (plus anacrusis), as if phenomenologically emphasizing

the expressive command of time within the very musical setting. Yet in the Italian text for the 1737 version

the same passage occurs to quite different words – ‘Solo al godere aspira il nostro cor’ (Only to delight

aspires our heart), which undercuts the suggestion of this technique forming a deliberate illustration of

temporal power on the part of Handel. In a similar fashion, the rhythmically elongated continuation of

Beauty’s Act 1 ‘Ever-flowing tides of pleasure’ – ‘Shall transport me beyond all measure’, which overrides

the constant quaver pulse with a slower dotted-crotchet-plus-quaver movement, finds its provenance in a

less notable phrase (‘Una schiera di piaceri / Posi in guardia ai miei pensieri’ – ‘A multitude of pleasures /

Placed to guard my thoughts’) that has nothing to do with transcending the previous musical measure of

time. A final example is provided by the opening chorus of Act 2, ‘Pleasure submits to pain, / As day gives

way to night, / And sorrow smiles again, / As Time sets all things right. / Thus are the seasons chang’d, /

And all in turn appear, / In various order rang’d, / Throughout the whole revolving year’, where the

sequential writing shared imitatively between voices corresponds very aptly to the circular course of time

described. However, the original Italian text for this music, ‘Viver, e non amar / Amar, e non languir, /

Languir, e non penar, / Possibile non è’ (‘To live, and not to love / To love, and not to languish, / To

languish, and not to suffer, / Is not possible’, drawn from the revised Acis and Galatea, hwv49b), has no

such connotations. Are we reading too much into compositional decisions which may have had more basic,

utilitarian causes? It is also hard to support any claim that the subject of time, explicitly thematized by the

piece, is musically distinguished in this particular setting from Handel’s general language (although this

hardly invalidates the point that musical style in general is inextricably bound up with a culture’s under-

standing of time).

Despite the apparent downplaying of eternity in the later English version, is Handel’s musical language

any more temporalized in 1757 than fifty years earlier (as the narrative of temporalization would suggest)?

In some ways this is an invalid question, as none of the music, including the additions to the 1737 score, was

actually newly written for 1757, but it would seem questionable without a great deal more evidence to this

effect, that Handel’s music changed significantly in this aspect across his life. At best, in the text of 1707

(and more complexly mirrored in Handel’s music) there is a distinction between normal, passing time

and God’s eternity. In later versions, however, the religious content gets dropped in favour of a straight-

forward narrative of time; musically the sense of temporality is no more marked.

There is a sense that – simplifying greatly – there were two basic types of musical time and movement

available to the baroque composer: the forward-running type and the slow, reflective type, or one which is

simply temporal and one which more readily suggests timelessness (or at least the freedom from temporal

measure).58 Recitatives, faster-moving arias and the quick continuations of French overtures are in the

former category, many slower, more contemplative arias in the later. This reading might be complicated,

in a dramatic context, by the customary distinctions between music in which the represented time and

time of representation are matched (most evidently in recitative) and that in which they are dissociated

(invariably da capo arias, but including most ensembles too) – between what could be termed ‘dramatic’

and ‘lyric’ times. There is not, however, a strongly developed sense that a given number may qualitatively

alter its temporal frame of reference within its course, as can happen later in the century. The rule of unity

of affect and unity of temporal type holds. What perhaps is the strongest distinction between the temporality

of earlier and later eighteenth-century music is simply that the succession of different temporal modes

becomes greatly complicated, later music having the capacity to be far more abrupt and discontinuous

within a single piece.

There is a further difficulty that can be encountered in trying to match specific musical features to a

defined temporal quality. A classic example is the fugue. We may take for illustration here a contempora-

58 Obviously this sweeping statement is contradicted by the reading just given of ‘Tu del ciel’ in Handel’s 1707 setting,

which in my account is both slow and markedly time-bound.
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neous baroque work that thematizes the same distinction between worldly time and God’s eternity, J. S.

Bach’s early cantata ‘Gottes Zeit ist die allerbeste Zeit’, bwv106. Towards the end of its opening number

Bach sets the words ‘Es ist der alte Bund: Mensch, du musst sterben’ as a three-voice fugue in the choir,

the pathos of the F minor tonality emphasized by the expressive falling tritones B"–E\ and F–B\ in the

fugal subject and answer, and underpinned by a relentless walking bass (Figure 4). Bach’s conception fuses

a small-scale sense of linear movement with the larger cyclicism provided by the successive entries of the

fugue, resulting in what might seem a decidedly fatalistic conception of time. The allegory of the laws

enacted by the preordained fugal entries with the merciless decree of nature and irrevocable passing of

time is irresistible: as was witnessed in Handel’s use of the da capo aria in ‘Lascia la spina’, generic norms

can fit the temporal implications of the text as if they had been designed for just that function. Yet the term

fugue originates in the Latin fuga – flight – and has historically been interpreted both as a symbol of the

stasis of cyclical time and as a dynamic form of linear telesis.59 As noted above, Handel’s 1757 Triumph of

Time and Truth ends with a fugue, one which is hardly lacking dynamism or drive.

What is the epistemological basis for the connection between a culture’s and music’s temporality?

Berger, for instance, is distinctly coy on the precise causal reasons for the correlation between the develop-

ment of a linear time sense in culture and music in the eighteenth century, noting merely the ‘structural

homology’ between cultural and musical temporalities.60 Marshall Brown, on the other hand, appeals to

Foucault’s notion of episteme to explain a late eighteenth-century Zeitgeist that supported paradigm shifts

in temporal consciousness in both philosophy and music.61 Though, as we have seen, it is commonly

claimed that music offers the modern historian unique insight into the temporal constitution of a past

culture, the scholarly procedure often appears to be the reverse: a grand narrative of the changing cultural

perception of time is mapped onto musical examples chosen to support the sweep of the historical account.

(This charge could well be levelled at the examples from Handel’s oratorio used here, where two – albeit

significant – numbers are taken to support a preconceived historical narrative; I willingly admit that many

of the other arias simply do not appear to be pertinent within this temporal context.)

To give one concrete example of how this procedure might affect accounts of musical temporality, we

might look at the third of the great triumvirate of composers born in 1685, Domenico Scarlatti. As noted

earlier, the temporality of Scarlatti’s music has been interpreted by Dean Sutcliffe as breaking from the con-

tinuity and predictability of the High Baroque and conveying a startling modernity in its problematization

of time as a medium. Taking the discussion a few generations further back, Susan McClary has similarly

argued that while seventeenth-century French culture aspired to a state of timelessness and stability, Italian

instrumental music from this period conveys ‘a sense of time in which energies plunge recklessly forward

in pursuit of future goals’:

Impatience with the moment, the sacrifice of everything to the lust for progress, the adulation of

untrammelled individual will, and (not coincidentally) the distribution and mediation of culture

through commercial networks rather than royal control: these characteristics of modern life

already find themselves palpably enacted in Italian music of this period.62

Both of these interpretations run contrary to a widely accepted reading of the development of a modern

temporal sense that sees the forefront of cultural change occurring in Protestant northwest Europe. In a

classic account of the development of the modern understanding of time, the historian R. J. Quinones has

commented that ‘countries that did not move into the modern world, like Italy or Spain, either lost or

59 Keith Chapin, ‘Time and the Keyboard Fugue’, 19th-Century Music 34/2 (2010), 186–207. Robert Levin also reads the

fugue as being equally linear and cyclical (review of Berger, Bach’s Cycle, Mozart’s Arrow), 667.

60 Berger, Bach’s Cycle, Mozart’s Arrow, 9.

61 Marshall Brown, ‘Mozart and After: The Revolution in Musical Consciousness’, Critical Inquiry 7/4 (1981), 705.

62 McClary, ‘Temp Work’, 164. This argument is elaborated in McClary, Desire and Pleasure in Seventeenth-Century

Music (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), chapter 9.
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Figure 4 Johann Sebastian Bach, Gottes Zeit ist die allerbeste Zeit (Actus tragicus), bwv106, opening chorus, ‘Gottes Zeit

ist die allerbeste Zeit’. Johann Sebastian Bach, Kirchencantaten, volume 11, Bach-Gesellschaft Ausgabe, volume 23, ed.

Wilhelm Rust (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1876)
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never developed [this new] sense of time’.63 Clearly, if we are to credit music with any independent agency

and not ignore the sonic evidence it presents us with, then we must be ready to allow such findings to add a

layer of greater complexity to the customary historical narratives. If we want to take claims for music’s

irreducible historicity seriously, we should be able to read the cultural construction of time from music,

not merely into it. The example provided by a Neapolitan composer living in imperial Spain suggests a

possible geographical oversimplification in claims that an accelerated time sense is a northern European,

and predominantly Protestant, phenomenon.

Finally, spilling out of this last point and returning to the question posed in the opening section of

this article, we reach perhaps the most problematic issue in this entire endeavour. How receptive can we

actually be to hearing historical temporality in earlier music? Is it really possible to listen with eighteenth-

century ears and temporal assumptions? There is a sense in which the temporal ideology of the later

Enlightenment onwards is still ours (notwithstanding well-worn postmodern pronouncements on the end

of history), which makes it difficult to relate to what we presume is a different mindset and set of temporal

expectations. Especially if it is true that time is more an issue for us now than it was to the early eighteenth

century, there is surely a danger that if we hear distinct temporal qualities in older music we are simply

projecting our own concerns onto it. Yet, equally, we might be prone to undervaluing earlier music’s own

temporal qualities. Given the reading of increasing temporalization of experience in the last three hundred

years, it could simply be that the linear elements present in earlier music have become less prominent for

listeners accustomed to more extreme manifestations of teleological dynamism present, for example, in

middle-period Beethoven. Our sensibilities, accustomed to sharper tastes, may lack the aural sensitivity

and analytical tools to perceive subtle distinctions in musical temporality in an earlier style.

In light of these problems, it would be reassuring to find documentary sources suggesting that an

eighteenth-century listener would concur with some aspects of the above reading of Handel’s oratorio.

But this seems unlikely for a number of reasons. Most fundamentally, no real contemporary reception for

any of the three versions of the oratorio has come down to us. Each was given a handful of times in the

couple of years following its first performance (the latter two being immediately repeated three or four

times within the first month, suggesting a passing popularity); thereafter all fell from the performing

repertoire, unlike some of Handel’s other, more famous works.64 In fact, we don’t even know the date of

the first performance of the first Roman version. In this context it is hardly surprising that there appears

not to be any contemporary criticism of these works (music criticism being anyway a concept that did not

have the same meaning in the eighteenth century as now).

Furthermore, I would surmise that it is highly unlikely anyone in the eighteenth century knowingly

heard Handel’s music in the temporal terms presented in this article. Obviously part of the larger historio-

graphical premise of the temporalization of experience in the later eighteenth century is that time was not

so consciously acknowledged as an issue by subjects before that point, but also at a more concrete level, it is

unlikely that the aesthetic conceptions that might enable music to be understood in these terms were even

available to early eighteenth-century audiences. Though both the neoclassical aesthetics of mimesis and

aspects of the earlier renaissance humanist aesthetic of the Boethian musica mundana were certainly present,

music was widely understood at this time as a language of the emotions, a means of conveying affect.65 Under

63 R. J. Quinones, The Renaissance Discovery of Time (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1972), 499. Quinones

backdates the development of a modern conception of time to the Renaissance, but still sees it as primarily a

phenomenon centred in northern Italy, France, England and Germany; in this reading southern Italy and Spain do

not catch up until around the turn of the twentieth century. Though Quinones’s broad view is plausible, Scarlatti’s

music, as that of his Neapolitan and Roman predecessors, clearly falls askance of it.

64 The relative lack of information about these works is apparent from the paucity of references to them in Otto Erich

Deutsch, Handel: A Documentary Biography (London: A & C Black, 1955) and all subsequent reference works.

65 This tension between different aesthetic conceptions of music is borne out later in the century by the discussion of

Handel’s music at the end of John Mainwaring’s biography (Memoirs of the Life of the Late George Frederic Handel

(London: R. & J. Dodsley, 1760)), which clearly sides with music’s power to move the emotions and the burgeoning

notion of the sublime as opposed to the French neoclassical aesthetic.
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such categories, it becomes clear why earlier eighteenth-century listeners and critics would have been unlikely

to conceive a work as being ‘about’ such an abstract conception as time. Il Trionfo is a religious allegory about

a penitent Mary Magdalene, basing its appeal on music’s capacity to move the emotions. As Ruth Smith puts

it, The Triumph of Time is a document of ‘eighteenth-century moral psychology, defining and discriminating

between differing states of mind and emotion and forms of behaviour in order to assist listeners to the pro-

pitious ordering of their own lives’.66 In other words, the work is not about time per se but concerns the

road to salvation; the music is meant to bring moral truths home to listeners by moving the passions and

thus appealing directly to the higher part of the soul.67

The point was made earlier that it is probably only when instrumental music becomes more fully eman-

cipated from language later in the century, when the notion of musical form in the strong sense becomes

significant, that music can be seen as a means for structuring time, a Zeitkunst. This is not to say that earlier

music does not structure time or equally does not reflect a culture’s understanding of time, but simply that

this is less likely to have been a viewpoint consciously known or articulated by that culture. Likewise, it

does not gainsay the idea that while subjects in the early eighteenth century might not have perceived these

qualities (since they were supposedly less conscious of time), we may nevertheless hear these properties

in the music now, given our greater temporal sensibilities. But it nevertheless suggests the epistemological

fragility of the enterprise: we cannot make any appeal to historical verification, and thus the hermeneutic

attempt may easily be abused.

And most fundamentally here, if music is more than merely a mirror on past historical perceptions, a

tool for deepening our understanding of history as much as history might be a key to ‘decoding’ music,

can this knowledge be gained purely from our experience of the music without bringing in wider historio-

graphical assumptions? On consideration I would have to say no. Music becomes music, and not mere

sound, by being understood through particular preconceived modes of apprehension or conceptual schemata:

in other words, in some cultural context. It seems to be impossible to understand music without any

mediation. If one takes seriously claims that music has the capacity to express a sense of temporality, then

such attempts are always liable to become ahistorical – or, rather, presentist – in their interpretation of

music, offering our own modes of comprehending musical sounds as if they were historically invariant. If

not, whether out of a misplaced sense of verbal sources being somehow more epistemologically and histor-

ically transparent than musical ones or the fear of dealing with notes rather than words, then such accounts

easily miss music altogether, becoming a discourse on an epiphenomenon.68 Such an approach denies

music any real agency, reducing it to an adjunct of language (an unsustainable position). Moreover, while

the historical mediation of music may prove fraught, the ability of language and thus more conventional

historical sources to mediate an understanding of time is no less problematic. As it is strongly arguable that

our understanding of time via music is qualitatively different from that conveyed by verbal formulations,

music thus provides insight into the experience of time (and how this has been constructed through a

66 Smith, Handel’s Oratorios and Eighteenth-Century Thought, 61. Smith elaborates on this perspective in ‘Psychological

Realism in Il Trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno’, albeit from a relatively unhistoricized perspective. Similarly,

Carolyn Gianturco describes Il trionfo as a ‘typical example of the genre’ of the Roman cantati morali, works typically

emphasising the brevity of life and the need to repent, often in the form of a discussion between allegorical characters

(‘‘‘Cantate Spirituali e Morali’’, with a Description of the Papal Sacred Cantata Tradition for Christmas 1676–1740’,

Music & Letters 73/1 (1992), 11).

67 A more nuanced and historical understanding of baroque temporality in dramatic works thus might be based in the

relationship between musical Affekt and its temporal unfolding, as is one of the implications of John Butt’s recent

work (see ‘Emotion in the German Lutheran Baroque and the Development of Subjective Time Consciousness’,

Music Analysis 29/1–3 (2010), 19–36).

68 I readily acknowledge that the term ‘epiphenomenon’ might problematically suggest there is some purely musical

primary object to which it stands in contradistinction – a situation I have just denied.

b e n e d i c t t a y l o r

280
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1478570614000074 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1478570614000074


specific historical and cultural understanding) which is simply irreducible to linguistic formulation.69 As

McClary recognizes,

we build on quicksand when we speculate about such matters – such are the dangers of studying

history and trying to put music of the past into sound. Yet music offers us, for all its indeter-

minacy at the level of detail, access to dimensions of human experience not available even to

this (admittedly shaky) degree [in] any other cultural medium.70

The reason why it is still worth engaging with music in this analytical-hermeneutic manner lies, I think,

in what it does for us, whether or not it deepens our aesthetic appreciation of the music, whether a given

interpretation seems meaningful now. An engagement with eighteenth-century music may be no less mean-

ingful for the present-day listener even if the historical veracity of any such claims remains unproven and

quite possibly unprovable. Moreover, such interpretations are not simply arbitrary: the plausibility of any

reading lies to a considerable degree in the music’s compatibility with the interpretation proposed.71 Thus

there may be no definitive answer to these numerous concerns, beyond familiar debates in hermeneutics

concerning the inescapable historicity of our standpoint and the necessary fusing of horizons in an effort to

apprehend the past. What we might take from such inconclusive ruminations, however, is the reciprocal

importance of cultural history and music, not least a self-awareness of our own horizon of expectations in

the attempt at understanding musical temporality.

69 I argue this point at length in chapter 2 (‘Music, Language, and the Aporias of Time’) of my forthcoming book ‘The

Melody of Time: Music and Temporality in the Romantic Era’ (New York: Oxford University Press).

70 McClary, ‘Temp Work’, 173.

71 Even though it must be acknowledged that certain musical features may still afford quite opposed understandings (as

seen above concerning the fugue).
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