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A Modern Anacharsis Looks at Music Theory

In this article the author focuses on the (critical) role of the outsider, or allochthon, with 
regard to other cultural fields. From historical and aesthetic viewpoints, he stresses, as a 
modern Anacharsis, the importance of the cultural side of music theory that hardly seems to 
play a role on the musical menu in art education. The Dutch aesthetician Frans Hemsterhuis 
serves as a guide. 

As an art historian, I would like to take ‘the role of the outsider, of the “allochthon”, a 
notion that first appeared by this word, in the Netherlands, in the eighteenth century, 
in the French writings of the Dutch (Frisian) philosopher by the name of Hemsterhuis.’ 
This quote from my blurb for my presentation at the music theory congress in Enschede 
is a somewhat complex starting point that nevertheless contains a lot of information that 
I should like to elucidate in the following. I shall thereby elaborate on the idea and the 
result of viewing a cultural field as an outsider.
 We have come to realize that many current ideas emerged in the eighteenth century. 
The search for unspoiled knowledge and also the Kantian plea to free us from our self-
made ignorance, for instance, were accompanied by the reintroduction of the character, or 
figure, of the outsider. By not being a member of the culture he was viewing for the first 
time, an outsider was thought to be able to provide an unspoiled observation that could 
reveal unfamiliar aspects of those that were observed. In this judgment he had no other 
benefit than the fulfilment of his own curiosity, which would guarantee a certain form of 
neutrality. This idea of the supposed impartiality or uncorruptedness was again founded 
on the well-known image of the tabula rasa, the idea that our mind is initially something 
untouched, too, before all kinds of prejudices are settling there. Someone from outside, thus 
it was thought, should be able to view the culture in its entirety, paying special attention 
to the blind spots within. The interest in unprejudiced views explains also why abbot J.-J. 
Barthélémy’s book, Voyage du jeune Anacharsis en Grèce (Paris 1779), became popular and 
even authoritative for decades in the nineteenth century. The abbot, who worked on his 
book for more than thirty years, gathered all available knowledge and sources about Greece 
in a fascinating story in which he introduced an outsider, a Scyth, by the name of Anacharsis. 
Barthélémy’s Anacharsis was based on the historical Anacharsis: a Scyth (a non-Greek) who 
visited Athens somewhere in the sixth century BC. He wrote a comment on the culture of 
Greece that was much admired by the Greeks. Although his writings did not survive, the 
figure of the outsider was born. So both figures, the real one and the imitated one, were 
supposed to provide the indigenous people with a reflection of, and on, their culture as 
a whole. Barthélémy’s ‘reenacted’ Anacharsis functioned as a commentator of eighteenth-
century France. Greek culture was used as a mirror for judging contemporary culture that 
was blamed for its superficial attitude. Greece could point the way back to sound basics.
 Because I am an art historian rather than a music theorist, I am indeed an outsider. 
As head of the ArtEZ research group ‘Theory in the arts’, that investigates the theoretical 
elements of all curricula within the Institute, including the music department, I was asked 
to give a lecture for this occasion. For me this was like taking the role of a modern Anacharsis 
who should climb the walls of music theory. Although I know a lot of musicians and music 
theorists, I do not belong to their field, and I never will. I remain an ‘allochthon’. 
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With regard to this last word I should like to return to the eighteenth-century philosopher 
I mentioned in the first paragraph: Frans Hemsterhuis (1721-1790), or the Batavian 
Socrates as he was called during the nineteenth century. He is the philosopher who 
pointed me in the direction of the figure of Anacharsis, whom he connected directly with 
the word allochthon. He did not use this latter word in one of his publications – which 
explains why nobody knows that he was, perhaps, the first one to use the expression in 
the Netherlands – but in a letter to a female pupil, his Diotima, princess Amalia von 
Gallitzin.1

 Another reason for mentioning Hemsterhuis in this context is that he is the first 
philosopher in the Netherlands to examine the arts in a serious way. He is therefore mainly 
known now by his aesthetics, which he developed in his Lettre sur la Sculpture (1765) and 
his Lettre sur les Désirs (1769).2 To Spinoza, for instance, in some way his predecessor, 
the arts were not relevant at all. We could say that Hemsterhuis criticized Spinoza on 
aesthetic grounds because, according to Hemsterhuis, the arts were precisely the means 
to get a better view of, and on, man. This explains why he gave the arts a prominent 
place in his philosophical system. Art, including music, became important because it was 
connected to our deepest feelings and to our deepest thoughts. Hemsterhuis founded his 
philosophy mainly on an economy of human desires that could be enquired and made 
visible through works of art. As a proto-modern psychologist he tested his aesthetic 
ideas with extraordinary, visual artistic experiments. He performed these to prove that 
the basis of humanity was built on fundamental desires, the desires for unification. He 
condensed his findings into a simple but now famous formula in which he described 
our notion of beauty: ‘The soul always looks for as many ideas as possible in the shortest 
amount of time possible.’3 The objects that provide this experience we call beautiful. This 
definition of beauty, which prompted Goethe to reconsider his own ideas on beauty,4 
was not only effective in the eighteenth century but also survived in theories of modern 
music practice in the twentieth century.5 His definition of beauty implied that man is 
interested in receiving ideas that can be visual, audible, touchable, social, political, et 
cetera; but man also wants these ideas to be transported inside him in the fastest possible 
way. This implied for Hemsterhuis that ideas should be well circumscribed and so clear 

1 Hemsterhuis called the princess ‘Diotima’, a name that became popular in, for instance, the poems of 

Hölderlin, who was an enthusiast reader of Hemsterhuis’s books in which Diotima plays an important role. 

Princess Gallitzin was raised in Berlin and subsequently moved to The Hague where she and Hemsterhuis 

met regularly in her outsider cottage called Niethuis (‘not at home’). She then moved to the city of Münster 

with her children, all dressed in Greek peploi to stress simplicity in lifestyle. Hemsterhuis refused to move 

to Germany with them, preferring to stay in the mundane city of The Hague. In his letters he kept her well 

informed about city life and also advised her with regard to the education of her children. In this context, 

in which he told her how one should investigate present culture, the word ‘allochthon’ turns up for the first 

time. Hemsterhuis’s letters are only partly published. The library of the Erasmus University, Rotterdam, has 

copies of all the original letters. 

2 See P.C. Sonderen, Het sculpturale denken. De esthetica van Frans Hemsterhuis, (diss.) Leende: Damon, 2000. 

3 Œuvres philosophiques de François Hemsterhuis. Nouvelle édition, augmentée de plusieurs pièces inédites, par 

L.S.P. Meyboom, trois tomes, Leuwarde 1846-1850, I, 53.

4 Goethe’s sämtliche Werke in vierzig Bänden, vollständige, neugeordnete Ausgabe. 25. Band, Stuttgart und 

Tübingen, 1840, 190-191.

5 Richard Boursy (Yale University) writes on Pulitzer-prize winner Mel Powell, the American jazz musician 

and composer of atonal music: ‘Whatever styles and techniques he used, Powell’s compositions tend to be 

economical; most are scored for solo performers or small ensembles, and are of relatively short duration.’ 

He liked to quote Frans Hemsterhuis’s definition of the beautiful as ‘the greatest number of ideas in the 

shortest space of time.’ Register to the Mel Powell Papers http://webtext.library.yale.edu/xml2html/music.

MelPowell.nav.html 1998, (accessed 5 July 2011).  
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that our sense organs can easily transfer them to our mind in the shortest time span 
possible. Hemsterhuis motivated this idea of the fastest material transportation of ideas 
by pointing out that we become bored or tired if ideas come in too slowly. We prefer forms 
that come in quickly because we call them, as appeared from his experiments, the most 
beautiful. The faster an aesthetic form enters our mind and becomes immaterial again 
– for that is the most important aspect – the more our experience of beauty increases. 
Put into modern terms it looks like an economic precursor of the famous modernistic 
formula, ‘less is more’, in which time, perhaps, is also implied. Hemsterhuis became the 
first philosopher to explicitly work out time of perceiving as an important element within 
aesthetics. 
 And what about music? We should understand Hemsterhuis’s reasoning with regard 
to music as follows. In his explanation in his Lettre sur la Sculpture in which he developed 
these ideas, Hemsterhuis stated that if man desired only the fastest way of perceiving 
things, he would in relation to the visual world simply long for a simple point and in 
relation to the audible world for a sound bite, or a very short peep. But, as Hemsterhuis 
continues, man desires also to receive several ideas, that is to say he wants to experience 
more than one idea at the same time. More: he wants to experience as many ideas as 
possible in the shortest possible time. The aspect of time is thus not connected to how 
long we look at things (viewing a painting, or listening to music) but it refers to the 
instantaneousness and fulness of the moment in which time seems to have disappeared. 
In sculpture, for instance, Hemsterhuis preferred the so-called figura serpentinata, the 
snakelike form, a sculpture that moves around its own axis, like the Rape of the Sabines 
by the mannerist sculptor Giambologna. This kind of sculpture displays as many sides 
as possible in the shortest time possible. In music he mentions the experience of what 
he refers to as the ‘grands accords’ that concentrate as many musical ideas in the shortest 
time possible. So we experience music as beautiful when as many ideas as possible come 
together in the shortest time possible. This might seem to imply a constant cacophony but 
that is not what he means, nor what he can think of. He compares the concentration of 
(musical) ideas, for example, with the ornaments on buildings or sculptures which offer 
us a lot to see, but which also give room and concentration towards the main subject. This 
implies that in all the arts there is a tension between simplicity and fulness. This approach 
is, as we call it now, one of the variants on the eighteenth-century idea of unity and 
variety. Too much unity leads to an impoverishment of variety. Too much variety leads to 
a lack of a unifying idea.6 
 Hemsterhuis investigated our feeling of beauty in relation to all the arts, but it was, 
and this made him even more special, not only theory. He developed, as I suggested earlier, 
also factual artistic experiments with which he showed visually how our experience of 
beauty works. Contrary to what we would expect he performed the experiments not with 
geometrical forms but with works of art, i.e., two drawings with different shaped vases 
that he designed himself. He showed the two large pictures to different kinds of people 
and asked them which one they preferred. After finding out which one was the most 
admired he deduced in a quasi-geometrical way of reasoning that the most preferred vase 
was the one that had been viewed quicker because, despite the presumed equal visual 
quantity of both vases, the preferred one could be seen in a split second. In other words, 
it could be internalised in the fastest possible way. 
 In connection to music this procedure of measuring reminds us of Leibniz’s 
famous explanation of our experience of music as an arithmetic counting of the soul. 
In Hemsterhuis’s case, however – and this is an important difference – it is not the 

6 Cf. P.C. Sonderen, ‘Unity and variety: Hemsterhuis on arts’, in: Frans Hemsterhuis (1721-1790). Quellen, 

Philosophie und Rezeption, Sources, Philosophy and Reception, Sources, Philosophie et Réception, eds Marcel F. 

Fresco, Loek Geeraedts, Klaus Hammacher, Münster/Hamburg: Lit, 1995, 345-365.
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counting, it is not the numbers, which are finally decisive, but it is the swiftness of our 
own perception that causes the feeling of beauty. It is not matter reduced to numbers 
that matters, but our perceptiveness or capacity of combining different ideas. This makes 
subjectivity an important issue. The experience of art shifts from recognizing a pre-given 
order represented by numbers (Leibniz) to the discovery of the subjective part of man. It 
is man who makes sense now. 
 What Hemsterhuis’s case makes clear is that art, including music, is not only a system 
of rules, but also something more. Of course Hemsterhuis was ridiculed about these 
experiments and ideas, for how could you measure the time of perception? Also his notion 
that harmony and melody are in fact the same was not taken for granted.7 In his analysis 
of our senses he states: ‘From the organ of hearing three different sensations result: that 
of measure, that of sound and that of harmony.’8 He explicitly leaves out melody. In a 
footnote he explains why: 

We should observe … that harmony and melody are in fact one and the same thing. Har-
mony is the result of the relation between two coexisting sounds, or better, of two ideas of 
two coexisting sounds. The melody is the result of the relation between an existing sound 
and the past or future sound. But if the idea of past sound, and often of the future sound, 
did not coexist with the idea of the actual existing sound, there would be no melody. The 
melody is therefore the result of the relation between two coexisting ideas and therefore in 
fact the same thing as harmony.9

This is an interesting observation of a Dutch thinker at work at the dawn of Romanticism. 
Hemsterhuis reasons in a semi-geometrical way to get grip on something that fascinates 
him immensely: man and the connection to time, or even better, to what time reveals. 
Time in music unveils the sense of harmony, just like time in fine art discloses beauty. The 
very faculty that makes these sensations possible is the intellectual or intuitive one. It is 
capable of connecting ideas in the fastest way possible, especially in the case of geniuses 
and virtuosos. And it does so because man desires to unite himself with the desired object. 
Of all material things (i.e., nature) art works can provide this concentration in the best 
way, music pieces included. The technical, i.e., mathematical part of the latter is intimately 
connected to a philosophical understanding of the world and cannot be separated. Music 
theory includes culture. 
 By way of this slightly long digression we have found the short ladder to climb the 
walls of music theory. At the threshold of modern times that show up in these kinds 

7 J. Neubauer, The Emancipation of Music from Language: Departure from Mimesis in Eighteenth-Century Aesthetics, 

New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986, 67 ff. The eighteenth century knew an enduring controversy between 

‘harmonists’ and ‘melodists’. The latter group presided around 1750 in France and also in Germany. Melody 

was regarded as music of the passions and harmony as music of pure sounds (Sir William Jones). The 

growing emphasis on melody was directed against rules and rationalism in music. Rules were not a priori 

legitimised anymore (empiricism). Hemsterhuis seems to wipe over this controversy by making melody and 

harmony alike. Neubauer omits this view. For Hemsterhuis’s influence on the German music theoretician 

Dalberg, see E. Trunz, Goethe und der Kreis von Münster: Zeitgenössische Briefe und Aufzeichnungen, ed.  

W. Loos, Münster: Aschendorff, 1971, 304-305.

8 Œuvres philosophiques de François Hemsterhuis, 124.

9 Ibid. ‘Il faut remarquer ici, … que l’harmonie et la mélodie ne sont proprement qu’une seule et même 

chose. L’harmonie est le résultat du rapport de deux sons coëxistants, ou plutôt de deux idées de deux sons 

coëxistants. La mélodie est le résultat du rapport entre le son existant, et le son passé ou futur.  Mais si l’idée 

du son passé, et souvent du son futur, ne coëxistoit pas avec l’idée du son actuellement existant, il n’y auroit 

pas de mélodie. Par conséquent la mélodie est le résultat du rapport de deux idées coëxistantes, et ainsi la 

même chose proprement que l’harmonie.’
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of observations we notice that ideas on music and music theory were not conceived 
as separated worlds. As appears clearly from Hemsterhuis’s remarks, music theory can 
be considered as the territory of musical laws including their constitutive ideas, which 
mirror and express our cultural behavior. They were thus seen as interrelated. The close 
connection of music theory and culture returns later in the works of, for instance, the 
sociologist Max Weber, who interpreted the development of harmony as an increasing 
rationalization of society whereas melody symbolized the resistance of the individual 
against this process.10 Although he interprets both terms quite differently, it confirms the 
idea that although music theory is seemingly based on eternal laws, it does not escape an 
unending interpretation and thus relativization. Harmony is also an aspect of culture as 
such. And vice versa.
 Armed with these kinds of observations, in which music theory has an implied 
cultural founding, I would, as a partially allochthon but disinterested spectator, have 
expected to find in our research on the use of theory in the music departments that 
music theory would, for instance, also include music history, music sociology or music 
philosophy and aesthetics. This was, however, hardly the case. The various curricula of 
the department of music mainly showed courses like solfege, theory of harmony and the 
like. Room for a broader cultural theoretical approach seems to be absent. As an outsider 
this seems a deplorable situation to me, because students consequently receive only a 
rather limited view on their own position within the broader – cultural – world. This 
leads to an increasing lack of cultural consciousness, a scarcity of historical awareness 
and a one-sided view on theory, in short, a lack of cultural understanding and also of 
contextualization of music in general. 
 Every music tutor gives of course his own, conscious or unconscious, but always 
idiosyncratic view on cultural matters, so the absence is relative. Nevertheless culture-
based music theory has hardly any formal, i.e., acknowledged place within the current 
curricula of schools of music. Music theory therefore remains quite skinny. Accordingly 
the domain of music in general, which consists of musicians and composers but also of 
listeners, critics, historians, philosophers and musicologists, are apparently out of play. 
Consequently, all cultural knowledge that is implied in this field is marginalised in music 
education as well. 
 Music theory within art education is not as wide-ranging as we might expect. Theory 
appears to be limited to instrumental, technique-oriented theory, which reduces music’s 
cultural interlinks and roots to the side-line. The technical aspect represents, however, the 
necessary tools one needs to read, understand, play and hear music. It is, so to speak, the 
hardware of music. The software, on the other hand, is perhaps even more indispensable 
because it gives, more than anything else, meaning to music, i.e., its cultural grounding. 
What music education needs is a thorough reconsideration of the constituting elements 
of its theoretical bases. 
 What music students could learn by cultural theory is a (re-)contextualisation of their 
own profession. Music is thereby taken in its cultural interrelatedness. Students should 
accordingly be taught about music and its external aspects, such as politics, economics, 
ethics, and aesthetics, because all these fields and relations are implied in the domain of 
music itself (cf. Hemsterhuis and Weber). 
 Music is indeed a cultural construct with many connections, and therefore it implies 
and represents also different views on culture. Moreover, every genre in music presupposes 
other cultural values. This might, perhaps, explain why pop music, media music, classical 
music, jazz music and so forth do not always feel as one family – at least not when put in 
one institute that offers them a common house. How does a music academy cope with 

10 Cf. Ger Tillekens in Het geluid van de Beatles, http://www.icce.rug.nl/~soundscapes/VOLUME01/Het_

geluid_van_de_Beatles.shtml#Samenvatting, (accessed 25 May 2011). 
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this multifaceted face of music? How does it handle this clash of cultures that sometimes 
is a conflict of generations? Differences are interesting, and we should see this not too 
limited, for by the other we learn to see ourselves. Students should, for instance, also 
get acquainted with non-western music cultures for they represent again another other. 
Eurocentric dominance should be revealed, not by condemning it but by making its 
effects visible. In short, music and music theory should be seen as cultural phenomena in 
the first place. 
 If, however, music theory will remain dominantly technical and culturally small, 
students shall miss training in discovering the cultural impact and position of their own 
music making. They will stay caught in a comfort zone that lacks real relevance and firm 
ground, because it only gives a partial idea of musical reality. The role of the musician 
will due to many current and future developments (new media, globalisation et cetera) 
change its course and role within the world constantly. Students should be well guided 
in this exciting environment and should become fully aware of their own position, ideas 
and possibilities. Students should be taught, by cultural theory, to become their own 
Anacharsis, their own allochthon, their own critical guide. They should learn to look 
critically at their makings and also over their own walls. Having learned to start looking 
and thinking otherwise, they can really make the difference, in music at least. 
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