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During the heyday of German idealism, philosophy 
implied the development of a system that would provide 
a key to account for everything – a grand unifying theory 
that would not be restricted to physical phenomena 
only. It is very unlikely that this will ever become main-
stream philosophy again. The urge to develop a philo-
sophical system that should be capable of grasping the 
world as a whole, including its past, its present and its 
future, has taken a well-defined place on the shelves of 
our philosophy libraries: a Romantic aberration, typical 
of the early 19th century and its 20th century aftermath.

Hegel’s system

There is no doubt that, among the philosophical 
system-builders, the most successful was Georg Wil-
helm Friedrich Hegel. Hegel is second to none in the 
consistency with which he implemented all the ins and 
outs of his system. He does not need the patchwork that 
we find in the three Critiques by Kant, and he never has 
to change his point of departure, as F.W.J. Schelling saw 
himself forced to do several times. During his whole life, 
Hegel continued to elaborate on what he had set out in 
The Phenomenology of Spirit (1807). The foundations of 
Hegel’s idealistic dialectics are clear: they are character-
ized not only by the ontological bipolarity which we find 
in the flag of the Republic of Korea (the eternal yin-yang 
relationship) but, moreover, embedded in the dynamic 
development of history. History comes with the system; 
the system is a priori developing in time. This actual 
development is not an incidental application – it is the 
core of the system; the system reveals itself in this tem-
poral process.

Could this system be improved? Within the wide 
realm of philosophy, there is certainly no better Hegel to 
be found but G.W.F. Hegel. But if his thinking is indeed 
so all-encompassing, why should we restrict ourselves 
to the realm of philosophy? It is Hegel himself who 
provides us with a clue to look further. For in his phi-
losophy, there is a tension which is part and parcel of 
his set-up. Since the culmination of the whole process 
of the fulfillment of self-consciousness is to be found 
in the moment when the spirit becomes completely 

conscious in and for itself, Hegel suggests that, in the 
end, the ‘negativity’ of materiality, exteriorization and 
otherness can be absorbed in the dialectic speculations 
of the spirit. But throughout his writings, he emphasizes 
that the confrontation with this otherness is essential 
to the dialectical process. At each point, abstraction 
turns into concreteness. The spirit needs confrontation 
with nature, and it needs to recognize that nature as its 
own otherness. Each individual step in its adventurous 
voyage of discovery needs an externalization which the 
spirit has to become conscious of. The planning, the 
reflection, the final goal are not enough; the spirit has to 
be able, so to speak, to look into the mirror and see its 
notions become reality. But if this must all be implicated 
in the system, then how can the system only consist of a 
series of books by G.W.F. Hegel?

Let us look more specifically how this tension is 
worked out in the beginning of Hegel’s Lectures on Aes-
thetics. Here, Hegel introduces the concepts of illusion 
and appearance as the medium in which art contributes 
to the spirit’s voyage of discovery. This is not a medium 
that one is likely to trust, in search of absolute knowl-
edge. But it is the medium in which art succeeds in 
externalizing the notions it deals with – in other words, 
the medium in which the abstract is made concrete. Far 
from being unworthy of scientific treatment, appearance 
is essential to essence (der Schein selbst ist dem Wesen 
wesentlich).

Truth would not be truth if it did not show itself 
and appear, if it were not truth for someone and 
for itself, as well as for the spirit [as such] (Hegel 
1975 I: 8).

Although it is true that art presents illusions, and that 
illusions are in the end to be classified lower than the 
principles of religion and the reflections of philosophy, 
to which the spirit will proceed, the illusions of art have 
a great advantage over pure appearance in general. For 
they are a result of the activity of the spirit, whereas 
even the most beautiful objects of nature are not. In the 
framework of spiritual development, the work of art is 
closer to the truth than unreflected nature. In compari-
son to the tangible objects of nature, the appearance in 
the work of art has the privilege that it ‘points through 
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and beyond itself ’ (durch sich hindurchdeutet). In that 
sense, art is the golden mean between the factual reality 
of nature and the actual truth (die wahrhafte Wirklich-
keit) of thought and reflexion.

Hegel is not a connoisseur of music

So much for Hegel’s positioning of art and artworks in 
general. What is it that he can specifically tell us about 
music? On the one hand: much more than we might ex-
pect; on the other hand: much less. In the totality of the 
system music is grouped with the romantic art forms, in 
between painting and poetry. The sphere of the roman-
tic is where the spirit comes into its own. The corporeal 
existence of a work of art is no longer its focus; its ex-
ternal shape is primarily a reflection of the inner self-
apprehension of the spirit. Music is better equipped to 
perform this role than painting is, since it does not need 
the materiality of paint and canvas, but only needs an 
instrument to cause the vibration of the air. Vibrating 
air – that is a medium in which the spirit feels at home. 
Hegel makes a big point of the fact that the musical ‘ma-
terial’ (such as the vibrating strings and drumheads) 
is not stable, but always in motion. The movement of a 
string, as caused by the bow, invokes its own ‘negation’: 
the string is bound to move back, and only this oscilla-
tion makes it possible for us to hear the tone. Music is 
not petrified into an external appearance. Eventually, it 
will have to give way to poetry as the art form which can 
do even without the sound that is still essential to music. 
No more fancy instruments to produce that sound are 
necessary; the sounds of poetry are but a mere indica-
tion of feelings, ideas, and thoughts. We may use, but 
do not need to use speech in order to think. That is what 
brings poetry closer to the final goal that the spirit is 
striving for: to become completely conscious of itself. 
In that sense, poetry is the highest in the hierarchy of 
the arts – but that position comes at a price. And here 
we find an interesting reflection of Hegel’s, which I will 
quote verbally:

If we look now at the difference between the 
poetic and the musical use of sound, music does 
not make sound subservient to speech but takes 
sound independently as its medium, so that 
sound, just as sound, is treated as an end in itself. 
In this way, since the range of sound is not to 
serve as a sign, it can enter in this liberation into 
a mode of configuration in which its own form, i.e. 
artistic note-formation, can become its essential 
end. Especially in recent times music has torn 
itself free from a content already clear on its own 
account and retreated in this way into its own 
medium; but for this reason it has lost its power 

over the whole inner life, all the more so as the 
pleasure it can give relates to only one side of the 
art, namely bare interest in the purely musical 
element in the composition and its skilfulness, a 
side of music which is for connoiseurs only and 
scarcely appeals to the general human interest in 
art (Hegel 1975 II: 899).

Note how Hegel emphasizes his hierarchy! The ‘bare 
interest in the purely musical element in the composi-
tion’ is obviously of a lower nature than the ‘general 
human interest in art’, which can only be fed with an 
appeal to reason. But note also how he is at the brink of 
formulating a phenomenon which was completely new 
for 19th century aesthetic consciousness, and which 
we now commonly refer to as absolute music. After 200 
years, it is difficult for us to imagine how uncommon 
this phenomenon was for the music lovers of the early 
19th century – especially since, in compositorial prac-
tice, it was not really that new. Absolute music had been 
around since the early 18th century, but the critics and 
other commentators never took notice of it – let alone 
the philosophers!

The sonata form: dialectics set to music

Hegel is by far not yet able to judge music according 
to its absolute quality, independent of any non-musical 
input. In fact, he denies the possibility for music to real-
ize its full potential on its own:

If music is to exercise its full effect, more is re-
quired than purely abstract sound in a temporal 
movement. The second thing to be added is con-
tent, i.e. a spiritual feeling felt by the heart, and 
the soul of this content expressed in notes (Hegel 
1975 II: 908).

Hegel does not allow himself to realize that this con-
tent is not something ‘to be added’, from outside, but 
is to be found inside music itself, in the process of its 
organically developing form (forma formans). In other 
words: Hegel misses the point. The Hegelian point, that 
is. For even less did he notice that the way this form de-
velops in, say, the first movement of a Beethoven sym-
phony, is in complete accordance with the basic laws of 
his own dialectical system. Therefore, it was left to an-
other scholar to analyze the formal structure of the so-
called sonata form, which Beethoven used in his sym-
phonies. The form in itself was not new; in the course of 
the 18th century it had come into being in the works of 
many composers, in culturally fertile areas such as the 
courts of Mannheim and Vienna. Beethoven explored 
this particular form further, enhancing the tension be-
tween its elements both by opposing the several themes 
within one movement and by developing the themes 
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from the motives – as if he wanted to make audible how 
each fragment is built up from its musical molecules 
and atoms.

The first thorough analysis of the sonata form was 
accomplished by Adolf Bernard Marx (1795-1866, not 
related to Karl Marx). This lawyer, musicologist and 
composer not only had great merits for the organiza-
tion of musical life in Germany around the middle of the 
19th century, but also for the theoretical understanding 
of how music ‘works’. As an expert in composition (a 
field in which he had intensive contact with colleagues 
such as Carl Zelter and Felix Mendelssohn), he was 
well aware of the tricks and trades of the composer’s 
labour. He realized that absolute music could not be 
adequately understood from its relationships with the 
occasions where it was performed, and also that exalted 
adulations such as E.T.A. Hoffmann had made public 
did not do justice to what was really at stake in the com-
positorial practice of Ludwig van Beethoven. Therefore, 
he made a thorough study of Beethoven’s works, and 
undertook to provide their theoretical underpinning. 
Concentrating on the dominant structural principles on 
which the first movements of Beethoven’s symphonies 
and sonatas were based, Marx explained how the overall 
structure of these movements is built up from an exposi-
tion, a development section and a recapitulation. In the 
exposition, two themes oppose each other as contrast-
ing elements that are combined to build a higher unity. 
The first of these (the Hauptsatz) has a strong character, 
defining the nature of the whole movement. The second 
theme (the Seitensatz) is its milder counterpart. Marx 
introduces the gender metaphor to characterize the first 
theme as masculine, the second as feminine. The sec-
ond theme is determined by the first and in that sense 
less sovereign, but Marx also emphasizes that only in 
their combination do they build up a higher, more per-
fect whole (Marx 1868, Vol. 3: 282). In the exposition, 
the second theme sounds in a different key from the 
main tonality. In the development section both themes 
are confronted with each other, after which the exposi-
tion is basically repeated in the recapitulation – but with 
one striking difference: both themes are now united in 
the same tonality. Their fundamental difference is over-
come, and they have somehow reached a reconciliation.

Enter Adorno

Does this sound as musical analysis, or was it just 
another way to explain Hegelian dialectics? Both fields 
indicate a similar conception of opposition, confronta-
tion and – in some sense – a unification or ‘sublation’, 
the standard English translation for Hegel’s Aufhebung. 
I would not be able to find a stronger example to explain 

the principle of Zeitgeist, the spirit of the time, than the 
work of Hegel and of Beethoven – who, by the way, were 
both born in 1770. The musical sonata form developed 
without any theoretical preparation, and amazingly it 
took until the middle of the 19th century that it was ac-
counted for in theory. What is even more amazing is 
that Marx never noticed the principal affinity between 
Beethoven’s composing and Hegel’s thinking – especial-
ly since he worked in the direct vicinity of the celebrated 
philosopher: Marx was appointed professor of music at 
the Berlin University shortly after Hegel had become its 
rector.

So this is what our balance comes down to: Hegel 
gives an initial impulse to considering music on its own, 
but has no intention of carrying this through. In par-
ticular, he misses the dialectical quality of the unwind-
ing of the musical material in the sonata form. Marx 
does make that point, but fails to see that it is essentially 
Hegelian. For us, with hindsight, it is hardly possible to 
overlook the parallel. The most powerful formulation of 
Beethoven’s dialectical capabilities came from Theodor 
Wiesengrund Adorno, who was not only a philosopher 
(and a sociologist), but also a music critic and a com-
poser. Adorno’s activities as a philosopher were not 
restricted to his philosophical writings about music; he 
emphasized the importance of the status of art works 
from a philosophical point of view throughout his many 
publications on aesthetics. The concept of illusion as 
an artistic feature, which was already emphasized by 
Hegel, becomes also a guiding principle for Adorno: ‘Art 
is more real than philosophy in that it acknowledges 
identity to be appearance.’ (Adorno 2002: 15)

From 1934 on, Adorno took a vivid interest in writing 
about Beethoven, not only from the point of view of a 
fellow composer, but even more so as a paradigm for his 
philosophy. As of 1937, he developed the plan to dedi-
cate a major philosophical study entirely to Beethoven 
– and he never gave up the idea, although he was un-
able to complete it. The book did materialize, but only 
decades after Adorno’s death, when Rolf Tiedemann 
collected all the fragments that Adorno wrote about 
Beethoven, both the completed texts as well as the pre-
paratory notes. This led to a book of around 400 pages 
(Adorno 1993). Not all of these are devoted to explor-
ing the relationship between Beethoven and Hegel, but 
throughout the book this is a major focus:

The Beethoven study must also yield a philoso-
phy of music, that is, it must decisively establish 
the relation of music to conceptual logic. Only 
then will the comparison with Hegel’s Logic, and 
therefore the interpretation of Beethoven, be 
not just an analogy but the thing itself (die Sache 
selbst). (…) The ‘play’ of music is a play with logi-
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cal forms as such: those of statement, identity, 
similarity, contradiction, the whole and the part; 
and the concreteness of music is essentially the 
force with which these forms imprint themselves 
on the material, the musical sounds (Adorno 
2002: 11).

Aufhebung in the development section

Adorno believes that Hegelian dialectics is immanent 
in Beethoven’s music in the same sense in which it is 
immanent in Hegel’s philosophy: ‘The truly Hegelian 
quality of Beethoven is, perhaps, that in his work, too, 
mediation is never merely something between the mo-
ments, but is immanent in the moment itself ’ (Adorno 
2002: 21). Mediation (Vermittlung) is the key concept 
here. In Hegel’s conception, mediation between a thesis 
and the negation that it provokes, is the process which 
allows the spirit to evolve. Mediation leads to sublation 
(Aufhebung), which brings the spirit to the next level 
of its adventurous wanderings through the world and 
its history. This is how all the elements of the world are 
bound together to form one all-encompassing whole, 
and it is only in that whole that truth can be found. 
Hegel made this a cornerstone of his system: ‘the true 
is the whole’ (Das Wahre ist das Ganze, Hegel 1980: 24). 
Adorno considers Beethoven’s music as being the cru-
cial test to examine this basic Hegelian idea:

The special relationship between the systems 
of Beethoven and Hegel lies in the fact that the 
unity of the whole is to be understood merely as 
something mediated. Not only is the individual 
element insignificant, but the individual mo-
ments are estranged (entfremdet) from each other 
(Adorno 2002: 13).

This is how Adorno ‘hears’ Beethoven’s music: its 
elements reveal themselves in the continuous process 
of division and unification. Beethoven’s motifs are in-
tended to contradict each other, in order to be forced to 
enter into a dialectical relationship; and therein …

… lies the meaning of Beethovenian form as 
process, so that, through the incessant ‘media-
tion’ between individual moments, and finally 
through the consummation of the form as a 
whole, the seemingly antithetical motifs are 
grasped in their identity. (…) The Beethovenian 
form is an integral whole, in which each individ-
ual moment is determined by its function within 
that whole only to the extent that these individual 
moments contradict and cancel each other, yet 
are preserved on a higher level within the whole. 
Only the whole proves their identity (Adorno 
2002: 13).

As we saw in Adolf Marx’s analysis, the ‘seemingly 
antithetical motifs’ of a movement in sonata form in a 
Beethoven symphony are the Hauptsatz and Nebensatz, 
which are conceived in different tonalities. Their actual 
confrontation takes place in the development section of 
the movement, which is followed by the recapitulation. 
In Adorno’s view, this is where the sublation (Aufhebung) 
has become concrete. Even in a text which does not 
belong to his Beethoven notations, but which was in-
tended to explain how to read Hegel, he uses the sonata 
form to explain what is really at stake in understanding 
Hegel’s Logic:

Music of the Beethoven type in which, ideally, 
the recapitulation, that is, the recollection of 
complexes set out earlier, is intended as the out-
come of the development and therefore of the di-
alectic – such music has a character analogous [to 
the dynamic of Hegel’s thought], but one which 
transcends mere analogy (Adorno 1997: 366).

Thinking the way Beethoven composed

By calling on the sonata form in an attempt to explain 
the dialectical structure of Hegel’s very abstract Logic, 
Adorno tries to clarify what he finds essential in that 
structure: the awareness of its multidimensionality. Un-
derstanding a work written in the sonata form implies 
that one needs to understand how the recapitulation 
came about as a result of the mediation that took place 
in the development section. That is, one has to hear the 
exposition again while listening to the recapitulation, 
or, as Adorno puts it, the music must be listened to ‘both 
forwards and backwards at the same time’ (ibid). This 
is again an illustration of the basic point of departure 
which dictates that ‘only the whole is the truth’.

This ‘analogy transcending mere analogy’ is not only 
one of abstract structure. It also holds for what Adorno, 
following Marx (Karl, that is), finds essential in Hegel’s 
bird’s eye view: its social criticism. And again, the truth 
is to be found in the totality of the form:

In the totality of its form, Beethoven’s music 
represents the social process. (…) The Beetho-
venian form is an integral whole, in which each 
individual moment is determined by its function 
within that whole only to the extent that these 
individual moments contradict and cancel each 
other, yet are preserved on a higher level within 
the whole. Only the whole proves their identity; 
as individual elements they are as antithetical to 
each other as is the individual to the society con-
fronting him (Adorno 2002: 13).

Adorno compares this relationship of the individual 
and his society with the antithesis between the solo 
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and the tutti parts of a composition, and concludes: 
‘Beethoven’s music is Hegelian philosophy; but at the 
same time it is truer than that philosophy’ (Adorno 
2002: 14).

Hegel, in Adorno’s view, seems to aim at a realization 
of the dialectical process which could hardly be done 
justice to by means of the only medium which Hegel has 
at his disposal, the written word. The word is the right 
medium to explain the system, and to declare its pur-
pose; but by doing just that, it does not embody the pro-
cess character of the realization. This is where Beethoven 
has an edge on Hegel, and it leads Adorno to reading the 
following declaration from the preface to the Phenom-
enology of Spirit as an intention which is made true in a 
Beethoven sonata rather than in all books by Hegel him-
self: ‘For the real subject matter is not exhausted in its 
purpose but in working the matter out; nor is the mere 
result attained the concrete whole itself, but the result 
along with its Becoming’ (Hegel 1807: 13).

So here it becomes clear how the tension that I re-
ferred to in the beginning of this paper leads to Adorno’s 
celebration of Beethoven as composing in a way that is 
truer to Hegel’s philosophy than that philosophy itself. 

And that accounts for his appeal to the dialectical phi-
losophers of his own days: ‘One can no longer compose 
like Beethoven, but one must think as he composed’ 
(Adorno 2002: 160).
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