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ABSTRACT

“Each and every important work of art leaves traces behind in its 

material and technique,” Theodor W. Adorno postulates in Aesthetic 

Theory, as he describes the way a composition is both a result of its 

own time and reacts critically to the time it belongs to. This quote 

demonstrates a reversal: rather than merely an expression or an 

outcome of an artist’s idea, art itself is regarded as a source for 

change. The work may come to affect its own tools and materials 

and the social space around it. The primary question of this article 

is: what is it in musical composition that leaves the traces? This ar-

ticle attempts to move the focus away from discussion of finished 

works, and instead, depict how composition as a discipline engag-

es in dialogue with its handcraft, historicity, and surrounding social 

world. I call this aspect of composition that possesses critical po-

tential a lingering reflection. Slow and heteronomous in its nature, it 

presents a counterpoint to ideas that seem solid, are easily acces-

sible and unquestioned.
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“Each and every important work of art leaves traces behind in 
its material and technique,”1 Theodor W. Adorno postulates in 
Aesthetic Theory, as he describes the way a composition is both a 
result of its own time and critically reacts to the time it belongs to. 
Simultaneously, this quote demonstrates an interesting reversal: 
rather than merely an expression or an outcome of an artist’s 
idea, art itself is regarded as a source for change; the composi-
tion comes to affect its own tools and materials and the social 
space around it. This article discusses epistemological questions 
of philosophy of music, or more specifically, of composition of 
music, the primary question being: what is it in composition that 
leaves the traces?

The opinion that art can rise above established truths and 
reach higher levels of meaning has a romantic ring to it and refers 
to a discourse that dominated in the nineteenth century. This 
discourse came to exist alongside other changes in society; the 
modern world, which came to promote rationality as a supreme 
value, put art in the position of needing to redefine its role. To 
establish an essential position for itself, not merely as “deco-
ration” on top of the existing world, art needed to claim its 
autonomy.2 Consequently, certain ineffability was often ascribed 
to art music. However, while the discourse of the Romantic era 
was commonly motivated by the attempt to lend art a non-reduc-
tive character, in Adorno’s thinking it became anchored in social 
criticism and pessimism regarding the possibility of the human 
being in the modern world experiencing anything “true” at all. 

The specific approach of this article is to challenge the focus 
on finished works in the discussion of the philosophy of music 
and to argue that the consideration of the process of making a 
composition is also philosophically significant. This is done by 
moving the focus in the direction of composition of music: compo-
sition as an activity and an institution behind a work. Within this 
activity one engages in dialogue with the tools, musical materials, 
and the historicity of the discipline. These aspects are often over-
looked; theories that discuss musical meaning tend to assume 
that the work is, in one way or another, merely the expression of 
a composer. It is viewed as an externalised expression of one’s 
inner thoughts.3

The discussion of this article is realised within the frameworks 
of Western art music. Philosopher Lydia Goehr points out that 
the tendency of ascribing music an ineffable status is related to 
discussing musical works as single objects rather than examining 
the many mechanisms and processes around music as an activity. 
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This will be discussed in the first chapter, “In the Backstage 
Area.” The second chapter, “The Dangers and Possibilities of 
Standardisation,” continues to discuss some of the myths that 
lie behind the understanding of a finished work, when viewed as 
“pitch put together in a system.” The aim is to throw light on the 
complexity of process that goes unacknowledged.

When “leaving traces” is discussed in a contemporary context, 
the question does not only concern musical composition, but it 
also touches on the overall issues of the situation of contempo-
rary music as a genre. It concerns the ideals put forward by early 
modernists such as Schoenberg, who promoted the idea that 
a work should negate the preceding works and the aesthetics. 
These ideals are still present as norms, or at least as a horizon, 
of contemporary music. The relationship between a musical work 
and society was established in a new way. This is discussed in 
the chapter “A Negative Activity in a Positive Sense?” in light of 
the social criticism of musicologist Rose R. Subotnik. According 
to Subotnik, the norms of contemporary music have isolated 
the field. This is a central argument, as it raises the question of 
whether it is possible for music in the contemporary world to leave 
traces at all. In the chapter that follows, “Flowers Appear Along the 
Way: Lingering Reflection,” I will describe the musical thinking 
of composer Sofia Gubaidulina as an example of a compositional 
approach that turns away from the merely structural features of a 
work and includes social aspects in a lingering process of compo-
sitional reflection.

Adorno’s thinking, which offers a framework for this article, 
is mainly applied in light of its contribution to the epistemo-
logical questions of art’s role, and possibilities, in the modern 
world. As someone who has deeply engaged in the discussion of 
composition within the frameworks of philosophy, he claimed 
that “finished works” hide their own process in order to privilege 
their completeness. From the perspective of a finished work, the 
musical materials and rules appear as set in a way that creates 
an illusion of the work having emerged simply as an idea of a 
composer. Adorno’s thinking is relevant to further perspectives on 
the subject, including aspects that concern the genesis of a work, 
such as cultivation of cultural codes, education, and experimen-
tation within a practice. In the end, I will present a new concept, 
lingering reflection, to envisage an activity that could gradually 
challenge paradigms over time. The purpose of this concept is to 
highlight the complex dynamics of a musical work in the making.
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THE BACKSTAGE AREA

An act of historically tracing the concept of a musical work helps us 
understand it as interwoven with certain conventions and values. 
Philosopher Lydia Goehr puts forward the idea that the concept of 
a musical work, in the way we know it today, came to exist as late 
as 1800, in line with the development of numerous other concepts. 
These concepts relate to the practice of score music, the role of 
a composer, and “the rise of the ideals of accurate notation and 
perfect compliance.”4 One of the relevant features of the modern 
concept of a musical work is its “self-containedness.” While the 
historical background of the concept of a musical work is complex 
and manifold, reflecting the fact that there is a historical devel-
opment behind it also enables reflections on how the role of the 
composer came to exist, and what kind of myths lie behind it. 
Alongside this rise of the modern concept of a musical work 
developed the role of the composer as a specific type of creator.

Philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff suggests that neglecting 
the social conventions that lie behind the musical work might 
be deliberate and that, in this neglect, “we are touching on some 
of the deep features of our modern way of looking at the arts.”5 
Wolterstorff asks: “Could it be that we have wanted to see art as 
separate from society so that we could see it as above society?”6 
What appears to accompany the idea of a self-contained musical 
work is assigning it a certain mysticism. When we ascribe certain 
values to music, of it reflecting a higher culture and timelessness, 
we immediately place it outside the social world.

Goehr suggests that music has become interesting for philos-
ophy exactly because it is taken to be something unexplain-
able. For a less mystifying approach to music, Goehr suggests 
that we need to focus on what we are doing when we engage in 
music: “It’s like going to the back of a stage and seeing all the 
mechanics of how some things are put together.”7 Goehr also 
claims that the philosophy of music has been cancelling out its 
performative aspect, or to quote her directly, it has been “shutting 
up the musician.”8 According to Goehr, focussing on the perfor-
mance instead of the perception of existing musical works could 
contribute to a change of perspective.9 Could the interest philos-
ophy has shown in discussing musical works relate to its tendency 
to discuss singled-out objects that are more fitting for an analyt-
ical discourse?

I follow Goehr’s suggestion that moving the focus to the 
“backstage area” rather than merely discussing the perception 
of finished works reveals something philosophically significant. 
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However, any discussion of a performance or a musician could 
refer to a person performing already composed music. A compo-
sition itself could, again, appear categorically as a finished 
material, without further discussion, simply delivered to the 
musician. This approach appears in Christopher Small’s concept 
of “musicking,” a concept developed to challenge universal-
ising attitudes within Western traditions of classical music: “[C]
omposing, practicing and rehearsing, performing, and listening 
are not separate processes but are all aspects of the one great 
human activity that is called musicking.”10 Small suggests that the 
meaning of a work is part of the meaning of the event, and thus, 
one is not able to make such a clear distinction between “work” 
and “event,” as for example Carl Dahlhaus does in The Idea of 
Absolute Music (1989, [1978]).11 While Small’s contribution is 
useful as a counterreaction to the hegemony of Western art music, 
he appears to reduce compositional activity to merely providing a 
score or other material for performance: “To music is to take part, 
in any capacity, in a musical performance, whether by performing, 
by listening, by rehearsing or practicing, by providing material for 
performance (what is called composing), or by dancing [original 
use of cursive].”12 This may, in the end, turn a composition into a 
“thing delivered to the musician,” keeping it outside of the activity 
of musicking. While Small aims to break down the rigidness of 
historical categories of work, performer, event, and composition, 
and show how they all are interwoven in the event of musicking, 
his writing carries the seed to supporting universalising ideas. 
Describing composition as “providing material for performance” 
refers to a mindset where a composition itself is a material, or 
a “pitch material put in a system.” This view doesn’t recognize 
how social aspects are already interwoven in the activity of, for 
example, writing a musical score alone behind the desk. Small’s 
view tends towards an understanding that the music is first simply 
composed, and then placed in a social context of performance, 
where musicking actually finds place.

My suggestion is that having a more nuanced understanding of 
composition as an activity that absorbs social context and takes 
actively into account its own historicity, including when writing a 
score, is what brings us closer to understanding the epistemolog-
ical possibilities of music.

 
THE DANGERS AND POSSIBILITIES OF STANDARDISATION

The aim of this chapter is to suggest that focussing on the stand-
ardised components of a musical work, such as tones, harmonies 
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or gestures, as a given point of departure, prevents us from seeing 
what potentials music may carry. Musical notation represents 
these components, consolidates them, and makes them appear 
as universal, rather than something in continuous change, inter-
twined with an historical and cultural development.

The difficulty of seeing how these elements interact becomes 
clear in the many false notions that circulate in popular ways 
of speaking about music. To name an example, the televi-
sion series Black Mirror presents the episode “Rachel, Jack and 
Ashley Too,”13 where a famous song writer and pop star named 
Ashley, who is unable to—or perhaps does not want to—compose 
anymore, is doped and put into a coma. A brain scanning device 
transcribes the creative activity from the area of her brain where 
new songs are born. On the computer screen one can observe 
transcriptions of brain activity into pitches and chords, which 
are further polished into finished songs. Here, it is both assumed 
that music is created primarily in the head of the composer, and 
that pitches and chords are the “musical particles” from which the 
music is built.

The above example is a result of standardisation of a view, 
whereby specific components start to appear as paradigmatic, to 
the extent that they are taken as a given within public discourse. 
The musical work seems to have been composed out of compo-
nents, or “musical atoms,” that are put together and organised in 
time. In this scenario the material, the parameters of which have 
already been defined, is taken as a point of departure without 
engaging with the question of what this material is.

Another consequence of this approach, atomistic in its nature, 
is the use of standardised pitch material for creating MIDI sound 
files and of instrumental sounds in computer programmes as 
compositional tools. The playback sound of notated elements 
could, with today’s technology, sound nuanced and precise, and 
can accurately follow diminuendos and other detailed marks 
of expression. Nonetheless, these are projections of existing 
musical idioms. The question is not merely empirical; no matter 
how nuanced and precise the pre-programmed sounds are, they 
are still realisations of ways of thinking that are already part 
of a standardised cultural norm, and in the end, a projection of 
pre-existing human ideas. In this scenario, generating sounds 
in a programme does not necessarily enable fundamentally new 
thinking and development.
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The vulnerable position of compositional possibilities that are 
as yet unarticulated (as in the mutual development of composi-
tion and its materials) is interesting to observe. As Jeppesen notes 
in his description of the dangerous status of “written rules” in a 
compositional context:

A rule, once it is formulated on paper, can exert an influence 
out of all proportion to the importance previously attributed 
to it can, indeed, exercise an almost magic power. It becomes 
dangerous. Out of respect for what is written down, composers 
strive, perhaps half consciously, to bring their practice into the 
nearest possible accord with the inscribed rules. And thus the 
influence of theory reacts upon practice.14

 
According to Jeppesen, the written word puts forward something 
that appears as a universal norm, even though, initially, theory 
was deduced from practice. If a writer were not careful, not only 
does an unreflective approach to written rules narrow down the 
thinking of possibilities, but it also creates authoritative frame-
works around these rules.

If written rules can send this type of signals, forwarding 
certain standards as norms, then the musical notation can easily 
send similar signals regarding the standards of music. The devel-
opment of notation is intimately related to the Western music 
tradition; however, I suggest that it does not only function as a 
way of expressing musical phenomena, but as something that 
further affects the thinking of music. F. E. Sparshott and Lydia 
Goehr provide a historical perspective: “[t]he drive towards 
polyphony and polyrhythm was one of the factors that led to the 
development of a graphic, mensural notation, without which such 
complex music could scarcely be learnt.”15 As a consequence of 
the systematisation of notation—with key advancements in the 
thirteenth century—the music, too, gradually changed. Musical 
structures themselves gained more focus.

To understand the dynamics between notation and musical 
thinking, their interwoven development, one could compare 
notation with written language. The phenomenological thinker 
Don Ihde makes this comparison and claims that written language 
flattens out some dramaturgical aspects of the voice by stand-
ardising it, but also provides it with new possibilities: “Notation 
does for music what writing does for language. For example, it 
allows repetition.”16 Notation allows one to organise the material, 
to rotate, permutate, and vary. The traditions of notation partly 
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determine the material a composer works with. Ihde notes 
further that “different embodiments entail different selectivi-
ties.”17 Musical notation could be said to communicate, or consol-
idate, a selection of parameters, for example pitch and duration. 
Standardised notation develops opportunities, but simultane-
ously excludes others, yet unknown possibilities. While nota-
tional practice preserves some of the idiomatic understanding 
of musical components, it simultaneously creates resistance: 
elements that are not idiomatic to common notation, such as 
timbral elements or musical gestures, end up looking complex in 
the score, even if they are not complex in their sound structure. 
In a compositional process one continuously and consciously 
engages in a dialogue with notation and its historicity.

My aim is to argue that by looking at the making of a musical 
work as participation in a culture of notation, through active 
choice, one also participates in challenging idiomatic elements 
and developing musical possibilities—and ultimately, in musical 
thinking. New notational practice is in continuous development 
in relation to a shared historical understanding. However, while 
the above examples still mostly concern internal structures of a 
composition, the following chapters will look at this issue from a 
wider perspective of the social context of a musical work.

A further observation from this chapter is that a certain 
tendency towards normativity begins to stand out. Challenging 
musical frameworks emerges as a value, an ideal, something one 
“ought to do.” The message could also be stated as: one needs to 
be careful not to lean blindly on a standardised understanding 
of music as simply components being put together in a system. 
The ideal seems to be that a musical work of our time, in one way 
or another, ought to be reflective of its own musical process and 
historical situation.

 
A NEGATIVE ACTIVITY IN A POSITIVE SENSE?

The subject of this article, leaving traces, not only relates to what 
a successful work does, but seems to function as a norm or an 
ideal—an expectation—of how contemporary music, under-
stood as art music in the Western culture, should operate. Arnold 
Schoenberg, who has had a considerable influence on the values of 
contemporary music, states: “There is no great work of art which 
does not convey a new message to humanity; there is no great 
artist who fails in this respect.”18 The ideal of progression and of 
challenging existing musical systems is present in Schoenberg’s 
writing as it is in his musical approach, that uses the twelve-tone 
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technique to move away from tonal centres. For Schoenberg: “Art 
means New Art [original use of cursive].”19

To get a better understanding of the ideals of contemporary 
music, we may follow the point made by musicologist Rose R. 
Subotnik, that contemporary music is to be understood primarily 
as a normative concept, not a descriptive one: “[C]ontemporary 
music cannot be considered a chronologically descriptive term, 
encompassing all newly created twentieth century art music. It 
is a historically normative term, with aesthetic, intellectual and 
even moral implications.”20 While Subotnik wrote these thoughts 
in 1987, many of the ideals she describes—as they draw historical 
lines of the development of specific values—can still be regarded 
as present within today’s understanding of contemporary music, 
including its position in the society.

In addition to the ideal of presenting something new, the work 
of music becomes a structure in itself and exists only for its own 
sake. Subotnik writes: “To be fully contemporary, a composition 
must be able to count for its own integrity as a structure sui generis; 
it must discourage efforts to understand it as an example, no matter 
how excellent, of a preexisting kind.”21 A work of contemporary 
music should not be understood as an example of something else, 
like a style, for example. Schoenberg himself, who Subotnik also 
references, states: “One thinks only for the sake of one’s idea. And 
thus art can only be created for its own sake. [...] [T]here is only 
‘l’art pour l’art’, art for the sake of art alone.”22

Another feature of contemporary music concerns its necessi-
tating a specific type of structural listening. Subotnik presents 
this as follows:

To defend its own autonomy, contemporary music, unlike 
earlier new music, requires a particular mode of listening 
that reinforces its isolation from society. This mode, as set 
forth by Schoenberg and Adorno, among others, can be called 
“structural listening,” a process that amounts to following and 
comprehending the unfolding realization, with all of its inner 
relationships, of a musical conception.23

One could add to this that contemporary music doesn’t attempt 
to be music for the masses but demands that the listener has an 
educated ear. Schoenberg himself, too, uses such concepts in his 
discourse, as excellence and advancedness, regardless of what the 
masses are drawn to: “[N]o artist, no poet, no philosopher and 
no musician whose thinking occurs in the highest sphere would 
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degenerate into vulgarity in order to comply with a slogan such as 
‘Art for All’. Because if it is art, it is not for all, and if it is for all, 
it is not art.”24

The norms mentioned above—newness, art for art’s sake, 
and what could be called uncompromised intellectuality—

are, to some extent, the defining terms that describe the norms 
of contemporary music today. However, the terms have their 
specific and historical origins.25 Adorno’s thinking sets a context 
around this issue: while the philosopher echoes the romantic 
attempt of ascribing art a space beyond rationality, he simulta-
neously views art as a thoroughly social institution. According 
to Adorno, art is a reflection of the society it belongs to. In the 
modern era it has become a reflection of the dominant rationality 
taking over and suppressing nature, or the concrete reality. The 
epistemological frameworks for this are outlined in Theodor W. 
Adorno’s and Max Horkheimer’s work Dialectic of Enlightenment 
(1947), where they argue that, while the Enlightenment claimed 
dominance over nature, it simultaneously reduced nature to what 
is identical with ideas of the human mind. What is considered 
real from the perspective of modern rationality is pre-defined. 
Thus, modern rationality becomes a circular activity, projecting 
its own reasoning upon the world.26 This thinking sets context 
for plenty further Adorno’s writings that circle around art and 
art’s position in the modern times. To comprehend the view of art 
forced into autonomy, it is vital to understand how Adorno and 
Horkheimer depict the development and the consequences of the 
Enlightenment and modern rationalism.

According to Adorno, the only way for art to survive in the 
modern world is to simultaneously identify with this world and 
reveal its contradictions through its form. This is not achieved 
by creating counter-claims—as these would only strengthen a 
previously existing discourse—but through identification with 
the darkness of the world. Adorno describes art in modern times 
as a “rationality that criticizes rationality without withdrawing 
from it.”27 Artworks are, in the end, enigmas: they are able to 
show how instrumental rationality functions, and, at the same 
time, cannot be reduced to such instrumentality. In a way their 
“uselessness” itself functions as social criticism. For Adorno, the 
situation facing the contemporary composer is one where he is 
both “burdened with a task that, previously, the intersubjective 
language of music largely took on itself” and in need of becoming 
“aware of the traits of the external and the mechanical in his 
self-made language […].”28 Modern artworks need to become 
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individuals; they need to legitimate themselves out of their own 
rationalist premises, defined by the works themselves.29 This 
situation, where music, too, becomes a system that dominates 
over nature, reflects “a longing present since the beginning of the 
bourgeois era: to ‘grasp’ and to place all sounds into an order, 
and to reduce the magic essence of music to human logic.”30 The 
negative activity of modern music is positive in a sense that, if 
there is hope, art carries this hope.

Adorno writes respectfully about Schoenberg’s musical inven-
tions: “The question which twelve-tone music ask of the composer 
is not how musical meaning is to be organized, but rather, how 
organization is to become meaningful. What Schoenberg has 
produced during the last twenty-five years are progressive 
attempts to answer this question.”31 Two things are to be noted 
about this quote. First, the subject of the sentence is not the 
composer, but the system: the twelve-tone music asks a question 
of the composer. In this way, the society, the situation, or the 
musical system require a solution from the composer, and this 
reveals the existence of a certain necessity from within the music. 
Second, this state of affairs places the composer in an awkward 
situation, one that inescapably combines freedom with a lack of 
freedom. Composition in the modern age might well appear as 
having arisen from the free choice of an individual, but at the 
same time the price of this freedom is high.32

Subotnik claims that the ideals of contemporary music lead 
it towards isolation and unrealistic self-definition. Even when 
composers bring in material from a common social sphere, they 
tend to make the composition concern completely its internal 
structure, protecting it against “even the simple social activity of 
comprehension.”33 Subotnik writes further:

The failure of contemporary music to establish close ties 
with society is symptomatic of underlying contradictions 
in a cultural value system which has propelled it towards a 
self-definition on untenable terms, and indeed encouraged it 
in the illusion that total self-definition is possible in society 
at all.34

The total self-definition claimed by contemporary music is, 
according to Subotnik, a project which is doomed to fail, and 
one that exhibits some of the symptoms of the modern world. 
This might be because if art is to have any value as current social 
criticism—or as negative activity—it should continuously and 

Rebecka Sofia Ahvenniemi



55

critically reflect upon its society. According to Subotnik “[t]his 
cannot be done by continuing to ask how an individual can create 
a complete musical universe and protect it against the depreda-
tions of an incomparably stronger society [...].”35

However, with Subotnik’s writing it is not always clear whether 
she refers to the norms of contemporary music as a social practice, 
or to the individual choices made by composers. This is relevant, 
as the latter leads to false conclusions. For an individual composer 
today, it could take a long time to understand one’s position as 
a part of a larger socio-historical context. As Wolterstorff, too, 
points out about compositional practice, a learner always joins a 
community of other practitioners. A practice involves standards 
of excellence, which a student has to both learn how to model, and 
to accept the authority of. Wolterstorff writes: “The ‘why’ of the 
works is in good measure to be found in the artist’s wanting them 
to fit into those practices.”36

Looking at the situation of contemporary music, the critique 
of Subotnik appears to have validity precisely because the 
isolation is not necessarily the individual choice of a composer. 
Contemporary music has turned into a practice of social isolation, 
and to some extent it appears to have forgotten its original 
purpose. From this perspective, contemporary music has become 
a musical genre; the sounds of extended techniques on a violin, 
the squeaks, or the buzzing sounds of a tremolo don’t necessarily 
carry any higher degree of reflective power than other musical 
expression, yet the social space coded in these sounds signifies a 
music that is serious or challenging.

If contemporary composition has lost both its relationship to 
social context and some of its reflective value, then, this situation 
does not exist merely because individual composers create indi-
vidual music, but for the opposite reason: the original reasons 
have been forgotten and the practice is practiced for the sake of it. 
This situation—where a tool becomes the goal in itself—reflects 
modern rationality in the way Adorno presented it.37 While 
Schoenberg was, according to Adorno, well aware of the differ-
ence between a technique and a compositional activity (and he 
did not approve of calling twelve-tone music an “atonal style”), 
Adorno suggests that the generations that followed Schoenberg 
were no longer aware of this difference: the medium had turned 
into a goal in itself.38 According to Adorno, modern music sacri-
fices itself by taking upon itself the darkness of the world, and 
in becoming something no one wants to become involved with: 
“It dies away unheard, without an echo. Around music as it is 
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heard, time springs together in a radiant crystal, while unheard it 
tumbles perniciously through empty time.”39

From the viewpoint of Subotnik and the critique presented 
by Adorno some decades earlier, the possibility of music leaving 
traces behind in the modern world appears bleak. In the picture 
of musical works becoming individuals, alienated from society, 
and forwarding isolation as a value, both the question of what it 
is that leaves the traces, and where the traces are left, appear to 
disappear into emptiness like a blank shot. Is there any way for 
contemporary music in today’s world to leave traces?

 
FLOWERS APPEAR ALONG THE WAY: LINGERING REFLECTION

The difficulty to locate the origin of a composition—whether it is 
in the first or the fifteenth draft, or simply in impressions or ideas 
that emerged while sitting at a concert—is relevant to the overall 
question of what it is that leaves the traces. The next step will be 
to study whether fractures on the surface of the ideas in societal 
norms could be caused by music, even when one or more of the 
three norms, described in the above chapter, are sacrificed.

One could say that the finished works “hide” their own process 
in order to privilege their completeness. Adorno writes: “[A] work 
that in its own terms, in its own texture and complexion, is only 
possible as emergent and developing, cannot without lying at 
the same time lay claim to being complete and ‘finished.’”40 For 
Adorno, finished works lie. Here, Adorno acts as a spokesman 
for the vulnerable complexity that lies behind what might, in the 
end, crystallise as a finished work.41 The elements of a composi-
tion emerge in such codependency that one can’t pick them apart 
and deduce a “primary cause” from the process.

This process could be compared to a lingering, growing plant, 
which has its roots mostly in the ground, under the earth. Over 
time, a sprout, a weed, or a flower appears above the ground, 
visible or audible to an onlooker or listener.42 This comparison 
carries some features of laboratory experimentation. Even after a 
work is performed as finished, the often countless revisions from 
one performance to another exhibit the complexity and the frag-
mentary nature of the compositional process.43

How does this process stand in relation to the ideals of 
“newness”, “art for art’s sake”, and “uncompromised intel-
lectuality”? Composer Sofia Gubaidulina offers a refreshing 
example—through her musical attitude, including both her 
compositions and thoughts about music—of how music may be 
able to negate the social world without claiming newness as a 
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normative value, and without pushing music towards radically 
limited audiences. Gubaidulina claims that “composers make 
efforts in a certain direction [...] because music itself demands it, 
and our efforts naturally start to turn in this direction.”44 However, 
change emerging from objective necessity could be slow, and go 
unnoticed. According to Gubaidulina, these changes are not neces-
sarily perceived as innovations.45 She describes her own compo-
sitional process as: “…an experiment, my personal experiment. It 
is my risk. Sometimes I succeed in it, sometimes not. Sometimes I 
am happy if I find a successful solution for at least one episode.”46

Gubaidulina discusses her piano concerto Introitus (1978) as 
follows:

One could say it is not a concerto at all. The piano part is 
[...] completely deprived of virtuosity. Everything is meant 
to sound pianissimo; the pianist listens to an extremely long 
major tenth, trying to enter into the depth of it. I do not want 
either virtuosic or assertive passages; I do not want loud 
chords. My soloist penetrates into the depth of the sound; he/
she listens and invites all the others to listen, too.47

Gubaidulina’s reflections around her choices show historical 
engagement and a will to develop musical elements from inside of 
the field, with an awareness of social roles. She makes the point 
that the concept of the concerto changed drastically since the nine-
teenth century. In particular, she writes, the concept of a hero—

the role traditionally given to a soloist—is different today: “The 
soloist is no longer a hero in the same sense as in the classical 
and romantic concertos. At that time, the hero was victorious: an 
outstanding individual, a winner in an unequal competition. The 
main presumption was that the hero knows the absolute truth, 
knows where to lead the crowd.”48 In this constellation there was 
an opposition of the soloist and the orchestra, which, according 
to Gubaidulina represented “dramatic oppositions as a hero 
and a crowd, a hero and an army, an orator and an audience.”49 
Gubaidulina reflects further that these concepts have become 
irrelevant in the twentieth century: “[T]he hero is disappointed 
in everything, nobody knows what the truth is. And contempo-
rary composers need to search for new concepts, for new inter-
pretations of soloist-orchestra relations. I too am searching.”50 
Through her musical choice, Gubaidulina responds to the history 
of social roles and ideals, not only to the inner musical relation-
ships of her composition.
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Relevant to the subject of the previous chapter, Gubaidulina, 
too, appears to value the critical voice, or “negative activity,” of 
new music. She mentions that her desire is to rebel and swim against 
the stream. For Gubaidulina this means “…to introduce serious-
ness in art.”51 Her approach to newness has a different shade 
than Schoenberg’s, even though Schoenberg, too, presents the 
idea of change emerging from inner necessity.52 For Schoenberg, 
the newness is still emphasised as a value, as seen in the previ-
ously mentioned quote: “Art means New Art.”53 Gubaidulina, on 
her part, states: “[I]t absolutely does not matter whether it looks 
new or old. News is good for newspapers, for journals. But art 
strives for depth, not for the news!”54 The strive for newness and 
innovation is, according to Gubaidulina, harmful, in that it leads 
the artist to lose concentration and focus instead on the external 
effect.55

Even though this remark does not necessarily contra-
dict Schoenberg—depending on what one means with the term 
newness—Gubaidulina’s approach appears to open up specific 
aspects that usually go unmentioned, and are never empha-
sised, by those who describe the norms of contemporary music: 
Gubaidulina combines a deep historical awareness with reflecting 
social attitudes and roles that are already embedded in music. 
Her way of reflecting exceeds mere internal musical processes 
or the common tendency of locating musical value in internal 
musical structure. Importantly, the social aspect does not become 
anything additional to the music. On the contrary, it involves 
studying how historical attitudes are already embedded in music, 
and then including these in the reflective process of composi-
tion. While such contextual—even political—understanding is an 
important aspect in the work of many contemporary composers, 
the question is rather where the emphasis lies, and what kind 
of concepts the musical discourse circles around. Could the 
“Gubaidulinas” of this world be key to rescue the field of compo-
sition from its state of isolation?

A final aspect of Gubaidulina’s approach to be mentioned, 
before taking account of the central question, is her faith in the 
audience rather than the music critic. According to Gubaidulina, 
the audience “applauds composers and performers for presenting 
something that allows people to experience a state of concen-
tration, to bring themselves into a state of wholeness, to cure 
themselves from the state of dispersal and disconnection that 
they suffer in everyday life.”56 This seems to stand in contrast 
to some of the approaches in contemporary music. According to 
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Alex Ross, it was partly due to the external world not acknowl-
edging modern music at all, that composers stopped caring for the 
attention from the mass audiences, and continued doing their own 
thing regardless. Ross writes:

 
Schoenberg’s reasoning was this: if the bourgeois audience 
was losing interest in new music, and if the emerging mass 
audience had no appetite for classical music new or old, the 
serious artist should stop flailing his arms in a bid for attention 
and instead withdraw into a principled solitude.57

 
In this picture the contemporary composer appears as a figure 
of solitude, a victim of the world’s misunderstanding. Later, this 
image appears to have become both romanticised and normal-
ised. In other words, it has become a form of institutionalised 
opposition. The refusal to consider the external world appears 
to have become a highly valued attitude among contemporary 
composers, even to the extent of taking pride in it.

Of the three norms (newness, art for art’s sake, and uncom-
promised intellectuality), it appears that only the second norm 
remains uncompromised in Gubaidulina’s work. While the aim 
of this article is not to solve the situation of contemporary music, 
this approach appears to allow for a scenario where it is indeed 
possible for the music to speak to society without being confined 
to isolation. Whatever the elements that are absorbed into compo-
sitional work, they will eventually make a comment onto their 
context. The exclusion of social awareness isolates the work from 
its presence as a social object.

The slow, deliberate, and complex engagement with tradition, 
which allows all the elements mentioned above to be absorbed 
into the compositional process, is what I define as lingering reflec-
tion. Even though it might not be possible to find a definition for 
this phenomenon once and for all, we are still left with descrip-
tions, such as slow, focussed, and socially aware. The concept is 
meant to embrace the many aspects of composition and how they 
converge over time. It demonstrates that the artistic results do not 
emerge linearly as ideas that suddenly appear in the composer’s 
head. In the end, it may not be the result of a composer’s innova-
tion at all, or perhaps not newness per se that has the potential 
of leaving traces. As an approach to composition, lingering 
reflection is likely to present a counterpoint to the world that has 
become absorbed with the superficial, with the easily accessible 
and transparent.
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LEAVING TRACES

Adorno’s dictum, that “Each and every important work of art 
leaves traces behind in its material and technique,”58 addresses 
the inner structures of the work. By using Gubaidulina’s work and 
practice as an example in the chapter above, I explored the possi-
bility of social aspects being embedded into the compositional 
process. In this scenario the work speaks back to the world in a 
wider sense, not merely through its inner structures.

Adorno’s contribution to this issue appears to be the epistemo-
logical reversal: while art emerges from the social mechanisms, 
it is precisely by identifying with the world, and by revealing the 
irrationality of the rationality itself, that art is able to perform a 
critique of this world.59 However, the limitation of Adorno’s social 
criticism is that it tends to circle around the internal structures of 
musical works to a greater degree than the social world wherein 
the music is wrapped. Markus Mantere mentions that Adorno 
mostly ignores other elements, such as social hierarchy, nation-
ality, sexual identity, and how music is commercially mediated 
to institutions.60 These are not external aspects that come to 
affect the way music is communicated, but they can be considered 
elements that are already present in, and form the frameworks 
for, the process of composition. Mantere notes that “Adorno 
withdraws from the social network of music and returns to his 
leaning chair to read the score.”61 Even though Adorno’s writing 
itself may not be incorrect on this matter, Mantere’s critique of 
Adorno appears as in its place when it comes to where Adorno’s 
emphasis lies, and that the applicability of his thinking could be 
limited in reference to, for example, questions of social identity 
within music.

According to Wolterstorff, “[i]f freedom and universality are 
principally what one looks for in art, then the embodiment in art 
of social reality will never catch one’s eye.”62 I propose that it is 
the act of lingering reflection—which is itself slow and heteron-
omous in its nature, and that absorbs and lingers around many 
aspects of the world—that is responsible for leaving traces in the 
materials and in the surrounding social space. In the best-case 
scenario, and perhaps the only scenario for contemporary music 
if it is likely to survive, the traces are left in ways that include the 
social conditions embedded in musical codes. The musical work 
is a social object, and to be reflective, it ought to reflect on its 
social situation as part of its constitution. This type of thinking 
questions its own methods and causes its paradigms to change 
over time.
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The different degrees of complexity in the musical compo-
sition can be called degrees of denseness of lingering reflec-
tion. Often great amount of time is invested in compositions that 
are dense with lingering reflection. However, it doesn’t neces-
sarily refer directly to, for example, the complexity of musical 
notation. Primarily, it refers to the complexity that results from 
the inclusion of multiple aspects in the compositional thinking. 
Lingering reflection allows these aspects to converge in such 
ways that it is impossible to deduce one aspect from another and 
identify what it was that came first.

To conclude, I suggest that this type of thinking is not exclusive 
to artistic composition, but can also be present in other areas of 
the society. Philosophy, too, could operate with different densities 
of lingering reflection. It is hardly the case that philosophical 
thinking ought to begin from a “first reason” in a Cartesian sense, 
any more than artistic composition. By absorbing the spheres of 
the world and treating critically its own methods and vocabu-
laries, the reflective activity could cause fractures to the polished 
surface of modern idealism. However, lingering reflection can 
easily remain without a clear voice, as it represents the opposite of 
what is immediately given in language (or music), that which can 
be judged quickly and superficially. The existing conceptions that 
appear as stable and universal are exactly those that are fractured 
through compositional process.
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