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ABSTRACT
How can music education be enriched by the concept of time? This article is 
based on the assumption that the present moment, the musical ‘now’, is of the 
utmost importance not only to the musical performer or listener but to the 
musical learner and teacher as well. It aims at a philosophical discussion and 
conceptual clarification of a number of issues of time that are considered to be 
crucial to music education through a presentation and discussion of thoughts 
and concepts put forward by four selected philosophers: Augustine, Edmund 
Husserl, Mikhail Bakhtin, and Paul Ricoeur. It is suggested that reflecting upon 
time may significantly challenge and develop students’ ways of thinking about 
music connected to different actions within several fields of music education. 
For instance, Augustine’s analysis of time offers important perspectives on 
practising, remembering, and performing music. Husserl’s philosophy of time 
constitutes the stream of consciousness, which leads to an understanding of 
the comprehension of tonality. Discussions of Bakhtin’s concepts of utterance 
and chronotope demonstrate that the need for experiencing and understan-
ding music arguably poses a challenge for current music education in schools 
with regard to its predominant ways of dealing with time. With reference to 
Ricoeur’s analysis of time and narrative, it is suggested that musicians’ need 
for multidirectedness in the musical present calls for a rich learning ecology 
framework. In conclusion, it is argued that reflection on musical practice 
in general would benefit from taking the shape of polyphonic philosophical 
investigations.
Keywords: music education, philosophy of time, the musical present, time in 
music 

1 Authors in alphabetical order.
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Introduction

The smallest unit of time in music, the present moment, the musical now, is argua-
bly of utmost importance not only to the musical performer or listener, but also to 
the musical learner and teacher. The musical now is relevant for anyone—scholars, 
composers, etc.—concerned with the conceptions of music, musical performance 
and music education. 

Time can be (objectively) measured, and time can be (subjectively) experienced. 
Therefore, an investigation of time in music must relate to the human experience of 
time. In other words, time is integrated into all human acts and experiences (Moe, 
2010). Hence, time and experience are closely intertwined phenomena. This prompts 
the following question: How may different conceptions of music education be enriched 
by a philosophical approach to the concept of time and the experience of time in music?

Time, in a fundamental sense, is a given. However inescapable, time as a theoretical 
concept is elusive. The tension between experienced and mechanistic time—or between 
a subjective (relative, inner and contextualised) time and an objective (outer) time—
can be found as a central underlying condition in different time concepts through the 
history of ideas and science, from Aristotle via Newton to late modernity’s thinkers 
(Moe, 2010). Most notably, this tension appears in the ancient Greeks’ two well-known 
notions of time, chronos and kairos, which denote measurable and experienced time, 
respectively. Since the human experience is a meaning-creating event, meaning also 
becomes a central aspect of many investigations of time.

In this article, we provide a philosophical discussion and conceptual clarification 
of a number of issues of time that we consider to be crucial to music education. In 
our opinion, research in music education has not devoted sufficient attention to such 
issues; thus, this investigation will contribute to the concept of time from a music 
education perspective. There are writings addressing time and temporality within 
music, especially concerning musical structure within the areas of music theory 
and harmonics (see Barry, 1990). There are also studies that deal with the temporal 
nature of music as such, or in connection with other issues. For instance, with refe-
rence to Bergson’s concept of la durée—the duration—the Swedish composer and 
scholar Hans Gefors (2011) investigated the double, simultaneous time aspects of the 
musical drama, stressing the importance of distinguishing between the now—a specific 
moment—and the flow of time. The Norwegian music philosopher Arild Pedersen 
(2001, 2003) developed the concept of singing time, which he claims is relevant as a 
part of a general theory of interpretation. Pedersen challenges the traditional dualistic 
view of chronos and kairos by claiming that beside chronos (mechanical time) and 
duration (experienced time), kairos represents a third sense of time typical of art and 
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religion that is characterised by being a ‘formed’ project with ‘charged’ moments—a 
singing time. Pedersen compares singing time with the time of narratives in religion 
and literature, which typically has a beginning that prefigures the end, a middle part 
that connects the beginning and the end, and an end that gathers all previous moments. 
Norwegian music educator and scholar Tony Valberg (2011) treats the concept of 
time in music within the scope of the development of a ‘relational music aesthetics’ 
for use in classical orchestras’ pedagogical outreach for children. He investigates the 
present now as a specific moment of aesthetic experience. None of these studies, 
however, have addressed the specific question of how the present now in music can 
be of relevance to the field of music education. 

Most of the examples we use to illustrate our investigation involve Western classi-
cal music and jazz, in part because some of the philosophers we refer to use classical 
music, or terminology associated with this kind of music, to illuminate their argu-
ment. Thus, it could be assumed that our conceptions of music and music education 
must be understood in the most traditional sense, and that we take for granted that 
the Western classical model with its own pedagogical traditions, as well as an elitist, 
Western jazz tradition, represent the superior, ‘real’ conceptions of music and music 
education. However, even if conceptions of music and music education are often closely 
connected to specific musical spheres and traditions, we refuse to be placed within 
certain categories or conceptions just because of our institutional backgrounds and 
choice of examples. We regard it as quite usual that music educators and scholars in 
today’s pluralistic world have more multistratified and nuanced conceptions of music 
and music education than that. In our view, it is time to depart from the dichotomous 
notions that have dominated the music education discourse since the 1990s, where it 
seems to be assumed that music educators swear by, for example, either a ‘praxialist’ 
or an ‘aesthetic’ position. We believe that it is possible to find a common territory 
between these positions (Fossum & Varkøy, 2013). Fundamentally, we must all depart 
from ourselves—from the places we occupy in the world. This implies that we can 
(and should) only represent ourselves (Spivak, 1988). However, this does not mean 
that we cannot understand or speak to other positions. 

Similarly, the philosophical and theoretical perspectives we have chosen may 
indicate certain epistemological positions. We do not find the gaps between these 
positions problematic; rather, they highlight the pluralist position that emerges through 
the polyphonic design. According to this pluralist, polyphonic position, we aim at a 
basic understanding of the implications of the musical now as it emerges in different 
actions in music education regardless of musical style and conceptual orientation. We 
regard our readings of the four philosophers, as well as the insights we try to illustrate 
through examples from classical music and jazz, to be applicable to different music 
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educational conceptions and practices. Further, our aim is not to provide answers to 
specific questions; rather, it is to arrive at a number of new questions that may prompt 
an extended understanding of the foundations for music education in all of its vari-
ations. In this article, we attempt to enrich music education with new perspectives 
through making acquaintances with a diversity of philosophical comprehensions of the 
present moment of time in music. Several philosophers have discussed fundamental 
issues of time – here, we present the thoughts and concepts of four key philosophers: 
Augustine, Edmund Husserl, Mikhail Bakhtin, and Paul Ricoeur. 

A polyphonic design

In individual presentations of these concepts, we unfold our individual author voices 
in our respective parts. In other parts of the article, the voices merge, as is usual in 
academic literature written by more than one author. This dialogic and pluralist design, 
which is inspired by Mikhail Bakhtin’s dialogism (Bakhtin, 1981) and his notion of 
polyphony, allows for a multi-faceted view of the article’s main topic. From the unique 
place each of us occupies in existence, which is shaped by our respective research 
interests, knowledge and experiences, there are things only one of us can see. This 
provides the text with a “surplus of seeing”, which is Bakhtin’s term for the plenitude 
of vision that is central to his dialogism (Holquist, 1990: 36). 

Bakhtin ([Bachtin], 1984)2 develops the concept of polyphony, which is borrowed 
from music and literally means ‘multiple voices’, in Problems of Dostoevsky’s poetics. 
According to Bakhtin, Dostoevsky’s work contains a number of different voices, cha-
racters, viewpoints, and philosophies. These are not merged into a single perspective 
and are not subordinated to the monologic, unified design of the author and his 
encompassing authorial knowledge. Each of these voices has its own perspective, its 
own validity, and its own narrative weight within the novel. Thus, none of the voices 
represent an authoritative truth or become the last word. In Bakhtin’s view, such a 
definitive and finalised truth does not exist—the search for truth is an unceasing 
process. Dostoevsky’s new novelistic form is “a design for discourse; a great dialogue 
of interacting voices, a polyphony” (Morris, 1994: 89).

Even though the notion of polyphony stems from the theory of the novel, we 
find it highly relevant to philosophical inquiry, which has a long tradition of being 
developed through dialogue and discourse—most prominently by Plato. Not only 
does the polyphonic approach carry a dialogic potential, but the concept of polyphony 
also points to a core insight of sociocultural epistemology: meaning and truth are 

2 This edition uses the German spelling: Bachtin. 
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constituted socially. Bakhtin brings this to the point: “Truth is not born nor is it to be 
found inside the head of an individual person, it is born between people collectively 
searching for truth, in the process of their dialogic interaction” (Bakhtin [Bachtin], 
1984: 110). 

In the following sections, each author presents, discusses and compares a number 
of concepts and lines of thought put forward by the four philosophers. Augustine’s 
notion of time is presented first, as he can be regarded as the prominent figure in this 
context upon which all of the others have, in one way or another, based their philo-
sophy of time. Edmund Husserl cherishes but enhances Augustine’s legacy. Mikhail 
Bakhtin, with his notions of utterance and chronotope, points to how the time span 
of an aesthetic experience is neither measurable in terms of duration nor by lingu-
istic concepts; rather, it is constituted through emotional–volitional meaning. Paul 
Ricoeur ends the polyphony by addressing the narrativisation of a threefold now. In 
the concluding section of the article, we suggest and discuss a number of possible 
implications of these attempts at conceptual clarification, especially with regard to 
music education.

Time and the extendedness of the mind (Augustine)

Augustine’s (AD 354–430) reflections on time in Confessions are relevant for discus-
sing the concepts of time and music. The questions he asks are as important today 
as they were in his own time; they are insolvable and relevant for performing music. 

Concepts of time

Central to Augustine’s (n.d.) description are time and the present—the now. There 
is a division that is often attributed to Augustine in which time can be divided into 
past, present, and future. However, he polemicises against this division and claims 
that “it might be said rightly that there are three times: a time present of things past; 
a time present of things present; and a time present of things future” (Augustine, 
n.d., Book 11, Chapter XX, No 26). According to Augustine, all three times exist in 
this ‘now’. Herman Hausheer (1937) argues that Augustine’s now is an instant that 
is not possible to divide into smaller parts. Augustine continues: “For these three do 
coexist somehow in the soul, for otherwise I could not see them. The time present of 
things past is memory; the time present of things present is direct experience; the 
time present of things future is expectation” (Augustine, n.d., Book 11, Chapter XX, 
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No 26). When using our memory, we think about something that happened, we have 
direct experience of the present, we observe the present, and we plan for the future. 
However, we do all of these things in the present.

Augustine’s investigation of time emerges from a theological standpoint in which 
time can be seen from two distinct perspectives. Here, the concept of time is important 
in order to understand creation. To God, according to Augustine, there is no time—only 
an eternal ‘now’. The variable time aspect can only be applied to creation—not to the 
creator. This distinction is not commonly used today—concepts closer to the Greek 
chronos and kairos are more usual. Bertrand Russell (1915) describes this view by 
distinguishing between mental time and physical time, emphasising that these two 
should not be confused. Mental time is sensation and memory, which give time rela-
tions between object and subject. Physical time is simultaneity and succession, which 
give time relations among objects. Russell claims the following:

[i]t will be seen that past, present, and future arise from time-relations of 
subject and object, while earlier and later arise from time-relations of object 
and object. In a world in which there was no experience there would be no 
past, present or future, but there might well be earlier and later. (Russell, 
1915: 212) 

Thus, only a subject can experience the past, present and future. Russell’s distinction 
might be used as criticism against Augustine’s reflections on time, but from Augustine’s 
point of view, physical time is dependent upon mental time—a subject must experi-
ence the time-relations between objects. These time-relations must be meaningful. 
Augustine points out the following contradiction: on one hand, time can be measured, 
but on the other hand, time is subjective and connected to the person who experiences 
it and thus is not possible to measure.

Time and space

Time is not the same as space. Augustine claims that space and time are often confused; 
he exemplifies this with a poem. If a poem is measured by its length, then it is space 
and not time that is measured. The amount of stanzas or syllables may be measured 
as long or short, but a poem may be read quickly or slowly. Thus, measured space is 
not necessarily the same as measured time. This also applies to most music because 
music shares the same features as a poem; it can be written down as a score, but when 
performed, it can be played quickly or slowly. 
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Another example Augustine gives is a sounding voice: before it sounds, it cannot 
be measured—it does not exist; when it sounds, it cannot be measured—it is a now; 
after it has sounded, it cannot be measured—it is past. Thus, possibly, it is only the 
‘now’ that exists and that can be measured. On the other hand, it cannot be measured 
because the now is a passing movement and has no extension. If it is extended, it can 
be divided into past and future. The present has no length. Augustine observes that 
the present must be in motion; otherwise, it would not be time, but eternity. The ‘now’ 
is the moment in which the future moves into the past. 

Today, we have recording devices, which did not exist when Augustine wrote 
Confessions. We can, sometimes, measure time that has passed. We may know if a 
sounding voice sounded for 30 seconds—but only when it is a past. We have other 
devices that make it possible to measure the future. For example, if we record a soun-
ding voice, we might know for how long it will sound if we played the recording. Thus, 
we know how to measure the future, or our expectation of the future. On the other 
hand, we do not know if the device is slightly too slow or if the tape will break down 
when we listen to it. We only know these things in the ‘now’ or as a past. Chronos 
time does not apply to the present now because it is without extension. Hausheer 
(1937: 504) maintains, from an Augustinian perspective that “what we measure is 
the absence of the present.” From an Augustinian viewpoint, recording devices can 
be seen as measuring space, not time. 

Performing in a now

Augustine illustrates the process of change in the present and the complexity of dif-
ferent aspects of time in the process of reciting a psalm:

I am about to repeat a psalm that I know. Before I begin, my attention 
encompasses the whole, but once I have begun, as much of it as becomes 
past while I speak is still stretched out in my memory. The span of my action 
is divided between my memory, which contains what I have repeated, and 
my expectation, which contains what I am about to repeat. Yet my attention 
is continually present with me, and through it what was future is carried 
over so that it becomes past. The more this is done and repeated, the more 
the memory is enlarged—and expectation is shortened—until the whole 
expectation is exhausted. Then the whole action is ended and passed into 
memory. And what takes place in the entire psalm takes place also in each 
individual part of it and in each individual syllable. This also holds in the 
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even longer action of which that psalm is only a portion. (Augustine, n.d., 
Book 11, Chapter XXVIII, No 38)

This, says Augustine, also applies to the whole life. Even though this example describes 
the reciting of a psalm, it may also apply to music-making. Through this process, the 
relationship between the whole and the parts, as well as the importance of the present 
and the different aspects of time, are emphasised. When performing, the future—the 
expectation—is based on the past—the memory. On the other hand, the present will 
change the future and thus the memory. 

Manning, Cassel, and Cassel (2013) suggest an extension of Augustine’s reflections 
on the temporal dimensions by using Sartre’s reflections. Sartre claims that we do not 
only have one past, one present, and one possible future, but that we have several—
these temporal dimensions are constantly in a process of change. Manning, Cassel, and 
Cassel (2013: 240) maintain that “we are continuously reorganizing the past, present 
and future, that is, forgetting, restoring and imagining events.” Sartre (1943: 499) 
states the following: “[t]hus, the order of my future choices will determine the order 
of my past, and this order is by no means chronological.” When performing music, 
the expectation is not only about the future, but also about the past. The memory is 
not only dependent on the past, but also on the future. 

Søren Frimodt-Møller (2010) addresses norms and the coordination of musici-
ans who perform together. Not only is the musical performance based on common 
knowledge, as rules or norms, but also on expectations of how oneself and others will 
perform. The coordination when playing music together with others is thus based on 
a combination of memory, observation, and expectation. In a musical performance, 
the coordination between the musicians is based on these aspects of time. In a recent 
study, Lonnert (2015) describes, from an Augustinian perspective, how professional 
orchestral musicians must handle complex temporal considerations when performing. 
Musicians must share the norms, remember the common knowledge and remember 
agreements (e.g. from the rehearsal). Musicians must observe what happens in the 
moment—for a musician, this primarily means to listen. Listening is, to a musician, 
the now—observation of the moment as a conscious act. Musicians must base what 
they play on how each individual musician expects others to play. The coordination 
of musicians is based on each musician’s expectation—it is dependent on the whole 
and the parts simultaneously. Augustine also identifies these aspects: the subjective 
experience, the intertwinement of different aspects of time, the relationship of the 
parts and the whole, and the need to be aware of the present.
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Extension of the mind

Augustine struggles with contradictions: time that cannot be measured and at the 
same time can be measured, and the now that has no extension and at the same time 
is extendedness. What, then, is it an extendedness of? Augustine (n.d.) suggests that 
it is an extendedness of the mind. In the mind, the past, the present and the future 
coexist. As suggested here, a music performer must use this extendedness of the mind 
while performing. Not only should the intertwined future, past and the present be 
used in the ‘now’ of performance, but also each ‘now’ should be seen as part of the 
musical entity.

According to Nordin (1995/2003), one of Augustine’s major contributions is the 
notion of the subjective: the human being’s subjective experience as a thinking and 
acting subject. Consequently, Augustine (n.d.) uses this in his reflections, both by 
using his own subjectivity as a philosopher and by describing the subjectivity of the 
experiencing human being. Augustine (n.d.) uses music in his writings as examples. 
These examples show music as a human, subjective expression of time. 

Augustine as inspiration 

Augustine’s contribution to the discussions on time is the importance of the present, 
which changes all time aspects—past, present, and future. These aspects of time are 
so intertwined and complex that the division between past, present and future might 
not even make sense.

Augustine’s reflection on what time is to human beings poses questions that go 
beyond his theological standpoint and into philosophical reflections. MarcWogau 
(1983) describes Augustine’s text on time as containing two aspects: the theological 
question and the concept-analytical question. The concept-analytical approach, where 
the concept is seen from different angles, can inspire a philosophical approach to all 
aspects of musical performance. Augustine’s very personal approach to philosophical 
questions also promotes a personal reflection of the reader. His struggle with the 
definition of an elusive concept—by posing questions, providing examples and sug-
gesting possible models for thinking—is inspiring. Music is also an elusive concept.
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The intrinsic temporality of music (Edmund Husserl) 

Edmund Husserl, a prominent figure in modern phenomenology, inherits the tra-
dition that Augustine represents concerning the notion of subjective and objective 
time as two incommensurable entities, and Husserl, in line with Augustine, regards 
the former, the subjective experience, to be a prerequisite for the latter, the objective 
time. By investigating time, Husserl pays attention to the phenomenon of music. 
Music, understood as a phenomenon constituted in and by temporality, is a suitable 
choice when understanding time according to Husserl. From a perspective of music 
education, this phenomenological investigation of time can also aid our understanding 
of the comprehension of the phenomenon of music per se.

Different phenomena of time

Husserl distinguishes between experienced phenomenological time and objective 
cosmic time. A significant aspect of phenomenological time following Augustine, in 
comparison with cosmic time, is that phenomenological time cannot be measured by 
the position of the sun in the sky or by any other physical means (Husserl, 1913/2004: 
228–231). In this section, we summarise Husserl’s phenomenological analysis of time 
and further suggest what his philosophical reasoning can teach us about how it is 
possible to comprehend musical phenomena such as melody and harmony. 

According to Husserl, the moment of time we know as a ‘now’ should not be under-
stood as a one-dimensional singularity but rather as a two-dimensional phenomenon 
stretching out between retention and protention. Husserl claims that the singularity 
of the now cannot be understood without its extension between a recapture of the 
past and without a reach toward the future. The now is not a line of division between 
past and soon—it is more of a centre of tension. Within the two intrinsic qualities, 
embedded in the ‘now’, the progressive tension between re- and pro- constitutes a 
direction of consciousness as a stream in motion. The experience of music, more pre-
cisely, musical tones in a sequence, is used as an example to investigate this stream of 
consciousness and hence the progression of time. Husserl concludes that, considering 
how tones are presented in their givenness, consciousness cannot be understood as a 
sequence of disjointed moments but rather as a continuous stream, “a necessary form 
of conjunctions between experiences” (Husserl, 1913/2004: 228–231, our translation). 
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Music as a temporal phenomenon

Music claims space; this space is, for one thing, an extension of time. This ex-tension, 
according to Husserl, is stretched in a moment of tension between the past and the 
future—a width of presence. Husserl describes the tones of a melody to explain this 
abstract thinking: 

…the same tone that previously existed as a real now is yet the same, but it 
moves back into the past and constitutes thereby the same objective moment 
of time. And if the tone does not cease, but lingers, and throughout that 
duration appears as substantial the same or substantial changeable, can 
we not then by evidence (within certain limits) grasp this—that it lasts or 
changes? (Husserl, 1907/1989: 102, our translation)

Leaving several other aspects of music aside, in his attempt to study the phenomenon 
of music in order to understand time, Husserl focuses on melody. He explains how 
tones in a melody do not replace each other abruptly as discrete entities when they 
are brought into existence; instead, he understands the sequence of a melody as what 
we can verbalise as tones to come, being pre-presented, and tones that were, being 
post-presented, in the tone of presence. In a Husserlian vocabulary, this means that 
tones that have sounded present themselves from their givenness in the past because 
they are accumulating in a sedimentary phase of the present tone presented in the now. 
The now is then understood as a temporal unit that arises, persists, and perishes. The 
second tone is presented with regard to the first tone, and simultaneously, in the first 
tone. The second tone perishes in a stream of experiences, “ein Erlebnisstrom” (Husserl, 
1913/2004: 228–231). This reasoning is based on the experiences of how musical tones 
linger and fade rather than disappear from our consciousness (Husserl, 1907/1989: 
51–55). As their presence fades, they are not primarily remembered; rather, they are 
co-presented, but in a different mode compared to their prime givenness.

The width of presence

Husserl understands this moment of ‘now’ as a phenomenon of width. He states that 
the punctual now is a width of presence (Zahavi, 2003: 82). The prominent Danish 
phenomenologist Dan Zahavi illustrates Husserl’s reasoning with a picture (Figure 
1) in which the primal impression (A) correlates to the now phase O2, the retention 
B correlates to the past phase O1 and the protention C correlates to the future phase 
O3 of the object. In an analysis of the primal impression of the now, the dimensions 
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of retention and protention are synthesised as a width (i.e. the distance between 
O1 and O3). In Zahavi’s model, B and C are presented simultaneously as A, and not 
in sequence with A. Therefore, retention and protention should not be regarded as 
a recollection and an expectation, but as co-presented modes of changing givenness 
from the earlier primal impressions of the past tones in the musical sequence. More 
precisely, the B should perhaps be visualised as a B’ and the C as ‘C. 

Figure 1. The relation between the primal impression–retention–protention and the 
different temporal phases of the object (Zahavi, 2003: 84).

Tonal character constituted by the width of presence

Husserl’s investigation of time is based upon music. What type of understanding of 
music does he hold? Husserl wrote his investigation of time in 1905 (Bornemark, 
2011: 75–88). This makes his ideas relevant for music based on traditional Western 
harmony, but not for atonal music that occurred as an avant-garde in the decade after 
his writings. His description of music is restricted to a modal melody. Husserl displays 
an understanding of music in which the width of presence presents a primal impression 
A, a tone in a sequence of tones, on the background of earlier sounded tones such as 
B (Figure 1). The tone at the moment of O2 is co-presented, as it does not disappear 
from the consciousness, but rather vanishes and fades into a sedimentary experience 
of that tone. If a triplet from the dominant of a C is played (e.g. C, D and E), once getting 
to the E in that sequence, the D as well as the C linger in their sedimentary givenness 
and are hence co-presented in the E (and not with the E). 

Even if musical tones can be expressed one after another as discrete entities, acco-
rding to Husserl, they cannot be experienced as such. This understanding of how the 
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consciousness experiences the now as a width of presence, where previously played 
tones are copresented as their presence lingers in the present tone, ‘filling’ the present 
tone with something that could be described as a character of the tones in the previous 
past reveals a traditional Western view of harmonic music. We suggest that it is possible 
to interpret Husserl’s thinking into an example where the C and D in this case provide 
the E with a certain E character, given the previous tones. Maybe we can understand this 
extension of presence not only as a temporal dimension, but also as a spatial dimension. 
Husserl’s understanding of consciousness could, in this way, provide us with an under-
standing of how it is possible to distinguish a C from a B# or a Dbb.

These ideas of temporality as a width of presence presuppose the possibility of 
experiencing a sequence. Therefore, we would suggest that the width of presence as 
the now could also presuppose other musical phenomena with intrinsic tensions such 
as melody, harmonic sequences, tonality, and form. It might also open up an under-
standing of the plasticity, or malleability, in the experience of the now. We suggest that 
experiences of tempo, timing, the fermata, or the ad lib could all be comprehended 
by acknowledging Husserl’s width of presence.

Music as a multi-presented phenomenon

Husserl does not pay particular attention to an investigation of the phenomenon 
of music as such. Rather, music is a means to understand time and consciousness, 
and furthermore, intentionality (Husserl, 1913/2004; Zahavi, 2003). When music is 
understood as a temporal phenomenon with moments of width stretched between 
retention and protention, this may enable us to understand how it is possible to 
experience different phenomena of temporality within music. Time can be experien-
ced multi-layered and yet simultaneously, like a plurality of intentionalities. Husserl 
briefly elaborates on this concept of the parallelism of intentionalities by considering 
the phenomenon of love. He states that it is possible for a mother to love all of her 
children at the same time as she loves each and every one of them (i.e. her inten-
tionality of love is multi-directed) (Husserl, 1913/2004: 321–323). Leijonhufvud, 
(2011: 60–61) suggests that this idea plays an important role in the understanding of 
music as a multilayered time phenomenon. We can, for instance, be aware of playing 
within a time-based musical structure, in a certain tempo, and in the same stream 
of consciousness hold a fermata without losing the comprehension of the other two 
temporalities present at the same moment of presence.

Husserl’s idea of consciousness as a continuous stream based on tension, between 
retention and protention, could perhaps provide a way of understanding the pheno-
menon of musical harmony or disharmony. The temporal extension of the now could 
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suggestively be understood as augmented—intertwined with a spatial dimension 
of harmonic chords in order to understand music as a width of harmony. Music will 
then also be understood as a two-dimensional phenomenon constituted by tensions 
within a width of presence and a width of space.

The musical now as a meaningful event (Mikhail Bakhtin)

As already indicated in the introduction, an investigation of the musical now inclu-
des a study of the human experience of this now. Central to music education is the 
notion of musical experience. In this section, Bakhtin’s (1981, 1986) thinking will 
serve as a theoretical and philosophical lens for studying the musical experience as 
a musical now. We will link this investigation to the discussion of musical experience 
as aesthetic and existential experience in Scandinavian scholarly literature (Varkøy, 
2010; Pio & Varkøy, 2012; Fossum & Varkøy, 2013; Fossum, 2015). The Scandinavian 
treatment of this issue is again influenced by German aesthetics and the tradition of 
Bildung—particularly, by the ‘pedagogy of encounter’—which is rooted in existential 
philosophy (Bollnow, 1959). 

One distinctive feature of the phenomenon of musical experience as encounter 
is its event quality, which is often marked by instantaneousness. By listening to (or 
participating in) music, a person may all of a sudden, without being able to predict 
or control this, have the experience of being touched or even hit in his or her inner 
being. This experience may change this person, throw him or her out of the line of 
development he or she has followed until this point and require him or her to reorient 
him or herself (Bollnow, 1959). Such formulations reverberate descriptions of the 
notion of Bildung, which involves the “transformation of basic representations of the 
self and the world” (Koller, cited in Vogt, 2012: 20, our translation).

French author Eric-Emmanuel Schmitt describes such a momentous musical expe-
rience in his self-biographical and highly personal book Ma vie avec Mozart. Schmitt 
describes how the music that Mozart “sent him” changed and even saved his life: “Un 
jour, pendant l’année de mes quinze ans, il m’a envoyé une musique. Elle a modifié 
ma vie. Mieux: elle m’a gardé en vie. Sans elle, je serais mort” (“One day, in the year 
when I was fifteen, he sent me some music. It changed my life. Or, more precisely, it 
saved my life. Without it, I would be dead”) (Schmitt, 2005: 5). This encounter with 
Mozart’s music made him, a troubled 15-year-old, stop thinking about taking his own 
life. On this day, Schmitt had happened upon a rehearsal of The marriage of Figaro. He 
felt like he was being carried into a timeless and weightless condition and lifted up, 



23

The musical present: A polyphonic philosophical investigation

floating under the ceiling of the opera building. Through Countess Almaviva’s voice, 
Mozart made him realise that it would be foolish to leave a world that contained such 
marvels and beauty. The mature Schmitt continued to experience Mozart’s music in 
the same momentous way. He was always taken by surprise by these fulgurant enco-
unters: in a concert, on a street corner, in the departure lounge at the airport. These 
moments of beauty enabled Schmitt to wonder about and rethink the world—they 
made life worth living for him (Schmitt, 2005).

Accordingly, the musical now could be viewed as a moment of significant commu-
nication—a moment intensely charged with meaning. This view is close to Pedersen’s 
(2003) interpretation of kairos time, which, as we have seen, is characterised by 
charged moments. Here, ‘meaning’ is not to be understood merely in terms of intel-
lectual activity, but rather in a wider sense, involving emotions and values and being 
closely connected to identity formation and human agency (DeNora, 2000; Ehrenforth, 
2009a; Ruud, 2013). Accordingly, ‘meaningful’ should not be understood as synony-
mous to ‘rational’—which could indicate that immediate, non-verbal, sensory aspects, 
or ‘presence effects’ (which often have a direct link to our emotions), would not play 
a role in the musical experience. According to Gumbrecht (2004), aesthetic experi-
ence is constituted by an oscillation between ‘meaning effects’ and ‘presence effects’. 
The notion of meaningful time includes both effects. This will be investigated in the 
following in relation to Bakhtin’s (1981, 1986) notions of utterance and chronotope. 

The ‘elastic’ temporality of the utterance—and of the experience 

According to Bakhtin (1986), the basic unit of communication is not a linguistic or 
grammatical unit like a word or a sentence; instead, it is a unit of communication of 
meaning, which he calls an utterance. An utterance may be as small as one word or as 
extensive as a whole novel, which gives it a sort of ‘elastic’ temporality. An utterance 
may even be wordless, as in Bakhtin’s view expressive acts and gestures are also utte-
rances (Bakhtin, 1986). A complete utterance has certain characteristics, of which only 
two of the most relevant to this investigation will be mentioned. First, the utterance 
is marked by a semantic fullness of value (i.e. by being meaningful). Second, an utte-
rance is stratified from within with emotional accents and intentions (Bakhtin, 1986, 
1993). In our view, these features point toward one not-so-often emphasised, but still 
central, insight by Bakhtin: language is not in the first place constituted by linguistic 
concepts such as grammar but by human agency and expressivity (Bakhtin, 1981). 

We suggest viewing the experience and the utterance as closely related phenomena 
because listening, understanding and speaking are interdependent—they are two 
types of the same action, and they even overlap: “Any understanding is imbued with 
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response . . . the listener becomes the speaker . . . Any speaker is . . . a respondent” 
(Bakhtin, 1986: 69). The experience is a result of listening and understanding; it is 
part of the human meaning-making potential. 

The instant encounter experience is arguably, in the same way as the utterance, 
one of the smallest and temporally shortest units of communication. Accordingly, the 
experience seems to have the same type of ‘elastic’ temporality as the utterance. If it is 
true that the utterance is not in the first place temporally constituted by any linguistic, 
grammatical concept, but rather by being stratified from within with emotional value 
and charged with human meaning, the same thing may be said about the experience, 
and, especially relevant in this context, about musical experience. 

Seeing the musical experience in this way could be connected to Frede V. Nielsen’s 
(1998: 127ff, 2006: 166) concept of ‘music as a multi-dimensional universe of meaning.’ 
Nielsen, who is influenced by the German Bildung tradition, and, like Bakhtin, by exis-
tentialist thought, claims that music is imbued with different layers of meaning that 
correspond to similar layers in the experiencing person. In the encounter between 
a human being and music, various and intermingling layers are activated depending 
on the person’s life situation and Befindlichkeit (state of mind) (Heidegger, 2001). 
The innermost layers in Nielsen’s encounter model are the emotional and existential 
layers—when these are activated, they lead to an existential experience. To have 
such experiences means, in line with Bollnow (1959), being touched or hit in our 
innermost being through the power of music in a way that brings us into contact with 
fundamental, existential questions such as the meaning of life, hope, time, belonging, 
coherence, etc. We may thereby realise aspects of our lives that we otherwise do not 
notice, that often evade language and that we cannot control. Such experiences may 
cause us to know our own selves from unfamiliar angles. It is evident that Nielsen 
sees music as stratified from within with emotions and values in a similar way as 
Bakhtin sees the utterance. 

The chronotope

Closely linked to the utterance is the chronotope (‘time space’). The term is borrowed 
from Einstein’s theory of relativity, and it expresses the inseparability of time and 
space in aesthetic artifacts, first of all, in literature (Morris, 1994: 184). According to 
Bakhtin, the chronotope is the organising centre for the novel’s narrative events. In it, 
“the knots of narrative are tied and untied”, and to it “belongs the meaning that shapes 
narrative” (Bakhtin, 1981: 250). Meaning itself is chronotopic, as “every entry into 
the sphere of meanings is accomplished only through the gates of the chronotope” 
(Bakhtin, 1981: 258). In short, one could say that the chronotope is a time space 
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that is constituted by meaning. Since to Bakhtin something exists only if it means 
(Holquist, 1990), the chronotope arguably brings ideas and the human sense of life 
into existence. In the chronotope, “spatial and temporal indicators are fused into 
one carefully thoughtout, concrete whole. Time, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, 
becomes artistically visible” (Bakhtin, 1981: 84). Thus, the chronotope functions as 
a means for materialising time in space and as a force that gives body to the novel. 
All of the novel’s abstract elements, as its ideas and philosophical generalisations, 
“gravitate toward the chronotope and through it take on flesh and blood, permitting 
the imaging power of art to do its work” (Bakhtin, 1981: 250). The artistic chronotope 
is—as the utterance—always coloured by emotions and values (Bakhtin, 1981: 243). 

Where is the chronotope located? Is it to be found in artistic or musical work or in 
real life? Bakhtin’s universe comprises both the chronotopes of the real world, “actual, 
historical chronotopes” (Bakhtin, 1981: 85), and those of the (in artworks) represen-
ted world. However, it is not the case that one term directly reflects or expresses the 
other. Rather, in Bakhtin’s view, art and life interact and overlap in complex ways. 

Bakhtin is not dealing with the chronotope in areas of culture other than litera-
ture, but his frequent use of metaphors borrowed from music, such as polyphony and 
voice (Bakhtin [Bachtin], 1984), indicates that he considers meaning in language to 
be analogous to meaning in music. 

Bakhtin distinguishes between different types of chronotopes, but they are all 
constituted through different values, emotions and events that are crucial to human 
identity formation. According to Bakhtin, the chronotope determines the image of 
man in literature and the sense of human life to a certain time on a certain place 
(Morris, 1994: 180). 

There is, for example, the “chronotope of encounter”, which is marked by a high 
degree of intensity in emotions and values. Another example is the “chronotope of 
adventuretime”, “a time of exceptional and unusual events . . . determined by chance, 
which . . . manifest themselves in fortuitous encounters” and that “leave a deep and 
irradicable mark on man himself and on his entire life” (Bakhtin [Bachtin], 1984: 92, 
116). The “adventure novel of everyday life” (Bakhtin, 1981: 115) is a third example 
that is interesting to this investigation. In this chronotope, time is structured around 
moments of biographical crisis, which show “how an individual becomes other than 
he was” (ibid.). It is evident that meaningful time is involved in all these chronotopes. 
Similarly, instant or ‘timeless’ musical encounter experiences have the potential of 
being felt as meaningful time. Such musical experiences may be crucial to a person’s 
identity formation and to his or her entire life, as in Schmitt’s case. In sum, we suggest 
that both the utterance and the chronotope can be fruitful concepts for understanding 
the quality and meaning of present time in music, such as in musical experience. 
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Musical improvisation as the narrativisation of a threefold 
now with reference to Paul Ricoeur’s theory of narrative

In this section we attempt to show how Paul Ricoeur’s theory of narrative affords a 
means of understanding a number of temporal phenomena that are typical of musical 
improvisation. In this section, based on Ricoeur’s theory of narrative, a temporal 
model of musical improvisation with special reference to jazz is introduced. Building 
on a more extensive presentation in Bjerstedt (2014), a tripartite temporal model of 
musical improvisation will be introduced, inspired by Paul Ricoeur’s theory of narra-
tive. This model was used in a recent investigation that included extensive qualitative 
interviews with 15 Swedish jazz musicians (Bjerstedt, 2014). This section includes 
attempts to probe into aspects of time by building on both the temporal model and 
on the interviews.

In musical improvisation, there is an intensification of the present. Often, there 
must also be an awareness of past-future dimensions. This points to the need for 
multidirectionality in the musical improviser’s attention. Arguably, it may be fruitful to 
compare musical improvisation in this respect to other kinds of communicative activi-
ties. In the jazz tradition, this seems to be the case with the ‘storytelling’ perspective, 
which is often ascribed to jazz improvisation. Conversely, Stephen Nachmanovitch 
(1990: 17) suggests an interesting perspective on the interrelations between musical 
improvisation and communicative activity in general with his statement that every 
conversation is “a form of jazz.” Jazz musician and jazz educator David Liebman points 
to the importance of the present moment in jazz improvisation. Liebman (1996: 159) 
emphasises the need for a spatial-mental multidirectionality in the improviser’s 
attention: “I stress in my teaching the act of looking outward at the same time that 
you are looking inward to find your own expressive way.” However, a lot is occurring 
not only in every single moment but also over time. Jazz musician and jazz educator 
Ed Sarath (1996: 19) claims that the jazz improviser must have the capacity to con-
ceive of the framework “both in a moment-to-moment manner and as a teleological 
(past–present–future) structure.” The need for temporal multidirectionality in the 
musical improviser’s attention must be addressed. 

The three-part present in narrative and in improvisation

Paul Ricoeur (1984, 1985, 1988) investigates the concepts of time and narrative with 
reference to the contradictory character of reflection on time as proposed by Augustine. 
Ricoeur contends that the only possible response to the contradictions of time is 
narrative activity, or emplotment. He turns to the concept of mimēsis in Aristotle’s 
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Poetics, focusing on the human activity of organising events through emplotment. 
Ricoeur’s investigation is a complex strategy for approaching questions of personal 
identity. Narrative imagination can explore permanence and change, identity and 
difference. Narrative identity is an identity that changes (Kristensson Uggla, 1994). 
Arguably, Ricoeur’s time-oriented analysis of narrativity may prove quite helpful to 
understanding a multitude of aspects of practice and reflection in all of the timebased 
arts. In Augustine’s analysis of time, Ricoeur sees an extended, three-part present, 
including the past present (memory), the on-going present (attention), and the present 
to come (expectation). Based on Augustine’s analysis of the extension of the mind 
between expectation, memory, and attention, and in combination with Aristotle’s 
concept of mimēsis, Ricoeur (1984: 52–87) develops a theory of a threefold mimesis: 
prefiguration, configuration, and refiguration. These perspectives could perhaps be 
translated as what one brings to the story, what one mediates in the story, and what 
one achieves through the story. Bjerstedt (2014) suggests that musical improvisa-
tion (like narrative) can also be understood through the concepts of prefiguration, 
configuration and refiguration.

The term ‘storytelling’ has a long history of prominence in descriptive and prescrip-
tive talk about jazz improvisation, ranging from saxophonist Lester Young’s legendary 
question to young players, “You’re technically hip. But what is your story?” (cited in 
O’Meally, 1989: 221) to the very first sentence in pianist Randy Weston’s autobiography: 
“I come to be a storyteller; I’m not a jazz musician, I’m really a storyteller through 
music” (Weston & Jenkins, 2010: 1). A recent interviewbased study with Swedish jazz 
musicians (Bjerstedt, 2014) examines their views on the concept of ‘storytelling’ in 
connection with jazz improvisation. Most of them find it to be a very apt description 
of what jazz improvisation is about. 

Ricoeur’s analysis of narrative emerges as a suitable way to understand the story-
telling of musical improvisation. Interpreting musicians’ talk about improvisation, a 
distinction arguably ought to be made between three aspects of the improvisational 
moment: prefiguration (transformation of preexisting materials), configuration (mul-
tidirectionality), and refiguration (conveying improvisationally created coherence). 

The term prefiguration, then, can be used with reference to the ways in which jazz 
improvisers relate to and transform pre-existing musical material—how they are ins-
cribed in musical traditions. Several informants in Bjerstedt (2014) comment on the 
well-known phenomenon of formulaic improvisation, where jazz solos to some extent 
consist of elements or formulae that are used repeatedly in different combinations. 
This phenomenon is related to concepts such as style and idiom. Furthermore, several 
informants comment on the deliberate inclusion of musical quotes: conscious, mea-
ning-laden quotations from other musical contexts—a kind of musical self-reference. 



28

Sven Bjerstedt, Hanne Fossum, Susanna Leijonhufvud & Lia Lonnert

When the informants point out qualities and abilities that are relevant to the jazz 
improviser, they include technical skills and theoretical insights as important require-
ments: among other things, technical command of one’s instrument (‘chops’) as well 
as a developed theoretical knowledge of harmony and a sense of rhythm. All of these 
things, then, make up a sort of baggage that the improviser brings to the moment.

The term configuration will be used here with reference to improvisational mul-
tidirectionality in the present moment, including collective, interactional creativity. 
If the jazz improviser is to succeed in ‘telling a story’ (i.e. communicating a statement 
in a truthful and direct manner), then according to the informants, it is necessary 
to be open in mind, whole in body and comparatively unaffected by premeditated 
plans—to be present in the moment. Several informants in Bjerstedt (2014) emp-
hasise that thinking and planning are a hindrance to playing—thinking is too slow. 
One jazz musician states the following: “As soon as I start to think about it, I can’t 
play anymore” (Bjerstedt, 2014: 255). Listening to oneself emerges as crucial, but 
so does listening to others. In the interviews, the ability of presence is characterised 
as a mental readiness or awareness; in brief, as a sensibility that is directed not only 
inward, but also, and importantly, outward toward fellow musicians and the audience. 
The stories and reflections that the informants contribute provide a very rich picture 
of how the interactions between musicians may affect the jazz improviser: as a source 
of joy and inspiration; musical, intellectual and emotional challenge; energy and 
well-being. Judging from their statements, the musicians are clearly quite sensitive 
to whether such interplay functions well or not. Furthermore, in several statements 
by the informants, the audience is viewed as an important source of inspiration and 
energy for the jazz improviser; however, it can sometimes be a source of distraction 
and irritation. All of these aspects are relevant in the moment of musical improvisation.

The term refiguration (‘the present of future things’) may be used with reference 
to improvisers’ acts of conveying improvisationally created coherence as a means of 
reaching listeners through the communication of meaning in ways that may be per-
ceived as stories (e.g. regarding the structural framework of the musical material, the 
overall development of structure and intensity, or qualities such as simplicity versus 
complexity or continuity versus contrast and drama). These aspects emerge as exam-
ples of what the improviser may achieve through a moment of musical improvisation.

In sum, temporality and presence in the moment are crucial to our understanding 
of jazz improvisation. As demonstrated in Bjerstedt (2014) and in this article, the 
tripartite notions of Augustine’s and Ricoeur’s temporal analysis of narrativity have 
proven very useful to the task of analysing and reflecting on the interview data of 
the recent interview study (Bjerstedt, 2014). Arguably, it may be fruitful to expand 
this and apply a similar basis for threefold categorisation (past–present–future, 
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memory–attention–expectation, prefiguration–configuration–refiguration) to the 
interpretation and discussion of a multitude of aspects of practice and reflection in 
all of the time-based arts. 

Discussion: Relevance and implications for music 
education

In this section, we summarise the perspectives that have been presented with regard 
to their relevance and implications for music education.

Practising, remembering and performing music 

It is possible to challenge a student’s thinking and musical performance with the help 
of Augustine’s reflections on time. How are these different aspects of time intertwi-
ned when performing and when learning a piece? This question focuses on musical 
form, how we practise, how and what we remember, how we teach, etc. We practise 
something to remember it—in our heads, in our ears, in our body, and in our inner 
vision. At the same time, a musical performance is something we do. The memory is 
part of the future because it is part of what we plan to do. However, the main objective 
is that we do not practise to remember—we practise to be able to perform. 

Learning and performing a piece of music puts focus on the whole as well as on 
the details. As Augustine points out, one note is also part of one phrase, which is part 
of one section, and so forth until we reach the end, which is the whole piece—or the 
whole life of humankind. All of these different levels are present when playing the 
one note in the now—in the present.

A student who begins playing a piece without having a clear idea about the tempo 
often interrupts himself or herself and has to start again. This error is mainly related 
to reading music and not playing by ear. If we play by ear, it is easier to have the whole 
piece, the memory of the piece as a possible future, in our minds before starting. If 
starting in the wrong tempo, the contradiction of memory and expectation becomes 
obvious, and we cannot continue. However, Sartre’s (1943) observation that we have 
multiple pasts, presents and futures is useful when performing music. We practise 
not only in one way, not only in one tempo, not only in one venue, and these multiple 
possibilities give us freedom to perform. This can be taught at all different levels of 
music education by giving the student different possibilities to perform and by chal-
lenging the student. 
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A multi-directed consciousness for an accordant now

Husserl presents music, or more precisely, the experience of music as an instrumental 
tool toward an understanding of time and consciousness. This leads paradoxically 
toward a possibility of a deepened understanding of music. One of the more interesting 
philosophical terms connected to this Husserlian investigation of time is, as presented 
above, an augmented understanding of intentionality and its possible directedness. 
Unfortunately, he does not investigate intentionality in depth on behalf of this diverse 
directedness. This shortcoming might be a result of his lack of a complex musical 
understanding. When Husserl presents music, he does so in an extremely elementary 
way: with single-sequenced tones in a familiar scale. In other passages of his writings, 
he elaborates, although in a quite sketchy fashion, on more complex forms of inten-
tionality. Here, music is not the focus; instead, Husserl animates his thinking with 
feelings and especially love to understand a multitude of directedness—a parallelism 
of intentionalities (Husserl, 1913/2004: 321–323). 

Intentionality should not be regarded as a single, established connection between 
one phenomenon and the psyche—rather, it should be seen as the potential for esta-
blishing intentionalities toward a multitude of phenomena. When we follow Husserl’s 
thinking regarding intentionality, we are taught that intentionality has to be established 
between the subject and the phenomenon (e.g. between a student and a certain aspect 
of time in music). For intentionality to occur, we must be aware of the phenomenon 
in question—otherwise, it cannot reveal itself to us. Such awareness can be brought 
about by earlier experiences or phantasy. Different aspects of time in music need to 
be acknowledged as well as addressed regarding how they relate to each other and 
how they can occur simultaneously. For the music teacher, this could mean presen-
ting the phenomenon of multidirectedness to the students as well as attempting to 
create awareness about how these different time phenomena exist simultaneously in 
music. In summary, whilst musicing (see Elliott, 2014), we must establish and direct 
a multiplicity of intentionalities to a range of phenomena in a present now. 

Musical meaning and the need to forget time

The concept of time in Bakhtin’s notions of utterance and chronotope is constituted 
by the content and the emotional values characterising the respective time space 
rather than by an objective, measurable timeframe. Since an utterance may include 
any timespan, one may say that objective time is dismissed. Instead, it points to a 
subjective, timeless condition marked by concentration on a thematic content. This 
focus on content and meaning ‘from within’ the utterance and the chronotope, instead 
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of on their ‘grammatical’ structure, suits contemporary music education well. Today, 
most music educators agree that musical experiences have priority over ‘musical 
grammar’ or theoretical knowledge.

Bakhtin’s chronotopes, such as those of adventure time and encounter time, may 
be transferred from literature to the field of music education. Thinking of the musical 
now—or even the music lesson—as a chronotope of meaningful time allows the mind 
to focus on the quality of this ‘now’, a quality that invites us to dwell in this time space. 
It could be understood as ontological time, where ‘to be’ is the essential action. It 
opens up a time space for artistic experiences that make one forget time and place. 
Listening to or participating in a piece of music that lasts for an hour may feel like a 
short moment, or like one is falling out of time, because one is being carried away by 
its powers. This condition may be compared to Heidegger’s notions of dwelling and 
releasement (Fossum, 2015). Such a chronotope allows for momentous encounters 
with music, which does not necessarily mean that they only last for a moment—time 
is in a way dismissed, standing still, circular, or irrelevant. What is relevant is the 
emotional meaning that music arouses in people.

In the music classroom, the concept of the music lesson as ontological time could 
be understood as the establishment of a ‘didactic contract’ between the teacher and 
the students (Brousseau, 1997). For better or worse, a didactic contract will always 
exist in the classroom, regardless of whether one is aware of it or not. It consists of the 
implicit or explicit rules for the interaction in a classroom, often as a tacit agreement 
between teacher and students that determine the framework for what is at stake in the 
lessons. The teacher’s engagement in the music and the activities used in the lesson, 
as well as his or her listening attitude toward the students, will be part of a didactic 
contract that affords ontological time. This would mean that the teacher is willing to 
dismiss time and a strict schedule with certain learning goals when necessary, and 
that he or she is willing to “walk together with the students along the border to the 
wordless and unavailable parts of our lives and our perception, giving room for the 
indispensable experiences of border and transgression that music affords, which 
remind us about the Socratic scio, nescio—I know that I do not know” (Ehrenforth, 
2009b: 6, our translation). Of course, such a didactic contract depends on instituti-
onal and formal structures as well, such as scheduling or the need for assessment. 
However, the teacher is the most important factor in shaping an atmosphere where 
‘timeless’ encounters with music can happen, even within a strict schedule, through 
performances as well as through listening activities.

In contrast to such an approach to music education in schools, school life today 
is increasingly dominated by what could be called ‘effective learning time’ in which 
making visible what you have learned within a limited timespan is what is important. 
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The desired learning outcome must even be described in detail in advance in order to 
be able to evaluate after the lesson whether the outcome has been achieved. 

The outcomes of this investigation are thus questions rather than results: How 
does ‘ontological time’ fit together with today’s dominating ‘effective learning time’ 
concepts? Which time spaces are there in schools for musical experiences that let 
students feel that ‘life and art overlap’, that touch them in ways we would not and 
could not describe in advance? Is ‘dismissed time’ possible in schools?

Musical multidirectedness calls for a rich learning ecology 

With reference to Ricoeur’s perspective on narrative and time, we suggest that a 
musical improviser may be viewed as a traveller in time. The route the improviser will 
take is not—indeed, cannot be—known in detail beforehand. Hence, any plans one 
makes must be restricted to an overarching structure, such as coherence, simplicity, 
contrast, or dramaturgy. Furthermore, one must be prepared to adapt at any time, 
since the improviser must relate continuously not only inward, to his or her inner 
voice and vision, but outward as well, both to fellow musicians and to the audience.

The tradition, the style, the formulae and the quotes make up the luggage of the 
traveller, or rather, his or her supplies. In Husserlian terminology, this would be named 
earlier experiences that constitute what is known as the lifeworld (Zahavi, 2003). This 
notion may also be described as a landscape that corresponds to the main content of 
much education in jazz improvisation. To be able to focus simultaneously on many 
aspects, the subject must enrich his or her lifeworld with the necessary ability of 
multi-layered directedness of intentionalities in the width of presence. 

Naturally, it may be easier to teach that which is easy to systematise. Arguably, 
however, these things make up only one of several important areas that any jazz 
improviser must focus on simultaneously. The interview results discussed above 
(Bjerstedt, 2014) point to the relevance and importance of more experiential, explora-
tory, collective and reflective approaches in jazz improvisation teaching and learning.

If the improviser is a traveller, then there may be more things to explore than the 
highroad, and there may be more things that he or she needs than luggage and a map. 
In other words, imitation and genre practices are not enough. Learning improvisation 
must include several other areas beside imitation, genre and form practices. In addition, 
other things emerge as essential: for instance, the improviser’s multi-directed relations 
to fellow musicians and the audience as well as, and perhaps most importantly, the 
improviser’s own inner voice and vision.

Although the other parts of the picture may be less prominent in formal jazz 
education, they appear to be no less important to the jazz improviser. Collective 
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interplay with fellow musicians as well as with an audience, of course, correspond 
to the observation that the improviser must continuously relate outward. Maieutics 
or automaieutics (see Bigelow, 1997; Ljungar-Chapelon, 2008) corresponds to the 
improviser’s inner voice and inner vision, which are at the centre of his or her task. 
It is crucial that a jazz improviser develops this multidirectedness, an idea that cor-
responds to Husserl’s parallel intentionalities. This is arguably an indication that 
phenomenological thinking may be suitable within the context of music. Importantly, 
the improviser’s attention is always (i) directed, never contained, and (ii) directed in 
multi-varied ways, never in just one way.

This multi-variety of required skills is arguably the main reason why learning 
improvisation may have to rely on a rich learning ecology framework (Barron, 2006) 
that not only includes legitimate peripheral participation characterised by improvised 
practices and cognitive apprenticeship (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Nielsen & Kvale, 2000), 
but that also offers rich and multi-varied opportunities to steal knowledge (Brown & 
Duguid, 1993). Reflections like these may be developed into arguments against the 
more orthodox manifestations of formal jazz education in favour of more heterodox 
educational ideologies—or even autodidactic learning cultures. 

Music educational implications of reflections on time

Several important perspectives with regard to teaching and learning music have 
emerged through this philosophical survey. We suggest that reflecting upon time may 
challenge and develop students’ ways of performing music and thinking about music 
in significant ways. As noted above, Augustine’s reflections on time offer important 
perspectives on practising, remembering, and performing music. Husserl contributes 
with the directedness of the stream of consciousness, which can be described as a 
basis for tonality. He also outlines the idea of parallel intentionalities, which is useful 
when comprehending how it is possible to accommodate multiple times and attitudes 
in a present. Furthermore, the discussion of Bakhtin’s concept of chronotope demon-
strates that music’s power to communicate and evoke emotional meaning is closely 
connected with the tendency in such experiences to forget time. While the emotio-
nal meaning is of the highest relevance, time is not. This need for experiencing and 
understanding music arguably poses a challenge for current music education with 
regard to its predominant ways of dealing with time (such as the notion of ‘effective 
learning time’). Finally, with reference to Ricoeur’s analysis of time and narrative, 
we suggest that the musician’s (as exemplified by the jazz improviser’s) need for 
multidirectedness in the musical present calls for a rich learning ecology framework, 
possibly including numerous different didactic loci.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, we wish to make a few remarks on form. This article has been catego-
rised as “a polyphonic philosophical investigation”—an approach that may perhaps 
at first appear a bit exotic. What are the reasons for a philosophical approach to the 
musical present in the first place? Why should it be polyphonic?

Since philosophical problems seldom have one specific answer—if they indeed 
have an answer at all—a polyphonic approach to the concept of time may enrich 
students’ musical understanding and performance. Thus, the polyphonic approach in 
this article, based on the perspectives of four different scholars, may provide a fruit-
ful starting point for a music educator, even if—needless to say—other perspectives 
remain to be explored.

If music students reflect on the concept of time and the importance of the present, 
they may attain an understanding of several phenomena that are crucial to musical 
practice:

 • The function of each note in a musical piece;
 • The relationship of the whole and the detail;
 • How to accord a diversity of directedness;
 • How music moves in time as well as the consequences of this movement in time 

(i.e. understanding music as a temporal performed art);
 • The relationship between present time and musical experience.

In brief, the choice of investigative polyphony in this article is based on the assumption 
that musical understanding can be enhanced through the use of multiple philosophical 
approaches. Indeed, this insistence on multi-perspectival approaches can be taken 
one significant step further: we would argue that attempts at musical understanding 
and reflection on musical practice in general could benefit from polyphonic philo
sophical investigations.

References

Augustine (n.d.). Confessions. A. C. Outler (Ed. & Trans.). Dallas: Editor. Retrieved 
January 26, 2015 from http://faculty.georgetown.edu/jod/augustine/conf.pdf

Bakhtin, M. M. (1981). The dialogic imagination: Four essays. C. Emerson & M. 
Holquist (Eds.), M. Holquist (Trans.). Austin: University of Texas Press.



35

The musical present: A polyphonic philosophical investigation

Bakhtin [Bachtin], M. M. (1984). Problems of Dostoevsky’s poetics. C. Emerson (Ed. & 
Trans.). Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Bakhtin, M. M. (1986). Speech genres and other late essays. V. W. McGee (Trans.). 
Austin: University of Texas Press. 

Bakhtin, M. M. (1993). Toward a philosophy of the act. M. Holquist (Ed.), V. Lianpov 
(Trans.). Austin: University of Texas Press. 

Barron, B. (2006). Interest and self-sustained learning as catalysts of development: 
A learning ecology perspective. Human Development, 49, 193–224.

Barry, B. R. (1990). Musical time: The sense of order. Stuyvesant: Pendragon Press.
Bigelow, P. (1997). The brokenness of philosophic desire: edifying discourses and 

the embarrassment of the philosopher. In N. J. Cappelørn, & J. Stewart (Eds.) 
Kierkegaard revisited: Proceedings from the conference “Kierkegaard and the 
meanings of meaning it”, Copenhagen May 5‒9, 1996 (pp. 310‒338). Berlin: de 
Gruyter.

Bjerstedt, S. (2014). Storytelling in jazz improvisation: Implications of a rich inter-
medial metaphor (doctoral dissertation). Malmö: Lund University, Malmö 
Academy of Music. 

Bollnow, O. F. (1959). Existenszphilosophie und Pädagogik. Versuch über unstetige 
Formen der Erziehung [Existential philosophy and education: A treatise on the 
discontinuous forms of education]. Stuttgart: Kohlhammer Verlag. 

Bornemark, J. (2011). Husserl och det inre tidsmedvetandet [Husserl and inner 
time consciousness]. In S.O. Wallenstein (Ed.) Edmund Husserl (pp. 75‒88) 
Stockholm: Axl Books.

Brousseau, G. (1997). Theory of didactical situations in mathematics. Dordrecht: 
Kluwer Academic Publishers.

Brown, J. S. & Duguid, P. (1993). Stolen knowledge. Educational Technology, 33(3), 
10–15.

DeNora, T. (2000). Music in everyday life. Port Chester: Cambridge University Press. 
Ehrenforth, K. H. (2009a). Musik als Leben. In H. Basler & F. Riemer (Eds.) Acht 

Scheinwerfer aus vier Jahrzehnten: Aufsätze von Karl Heinrich Ehrenforth [Eight 
spotlights from four centuries: Essays by Karl Heinrich Ehrenforth](pp. 57–70). 
Hannover: Institut für musikpädagogische Forschung, Hochschule für Musik 
und Theater.



36

Sven Bjerstedt, Hanne Fossum, Susanna Leijonhufvud & Lia Lonnert

Ehrenforth, K. H. (2009b). Auszug aus der Dankesrede in der Feierstunde: aus 
Anlass seines 80. Geburtstages am 20. November 2009 in der Hochschule für 
Musik und Theater Hannover [Excerpt from the celebratory speech: on the 
occasion of his 80th birthday on November 20 2009 in the Academy of Music 
and Theatre Hannover]. Diskussion Musikpädagogik, 55, 5–6. Marschacht: 
Lugert Verlag.

Elliott, D. J. (2014). Music Matters: A Philosophy of Music Education. New York: 
Oxford University Press. (2nd ed.)

Frimodt-Møller, S. R. (2010). Playing by the rules. A philosophical approach to norma-
tivity and coordination in music performance (doctoral dissertation). Institute for 
Philosophy, Education and Religion: University of Southern Denmark.

Fossum, H. & Varkøy, Ø. (2013). The changing concept of aesthetic experience in 
music education. In S. E. Holgersen, E. Georgii-Hemming, S. G. Nielsen & L. 
Väkevä (Eds.) Nordic Research in Music Education. Yearbook Vol. 14 (pp. 9–25). 
Oslo: Norwegian Academy of Music.

Fossum, H. (2015). Towards an ontological turn in music education with 
Heidegger’s philosophy of being and his notion of releasement. In: F. Pio & Ø. 
Varkøy (Eds.) Philosophy of music education challenged: Heideggerian inspira-
tions (pp. 75–97). Dordrecht: Springer Science and Business Media.

Gefors, H. (2011). Operans dubbla tidsförlopp. Musikdramaturgin i bilradiooperan 
Själens rening genom lek och skoj [The twofold rhythm of duration in opera. The 
musical dramaturgy of the car radio opera “Cleansing of the soul through fun and 
games”] (doctoral dissertation). Malmö: Lund University.

Gumbrecht, H. U. (2004). Production of presence: What meaning cannot convey. 
Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Hausheer, H. (1937). St. Augustine’s conception of time. The Philosophical Review, 
46(5), 503–512. Retrieved January 26, 2015 from http://www.jstor.org/
stable/2180833 

Heidegger, M. (2001). Sein und Zeit [Being and Time]. Tübingen: Max Niemeyer 
Verlag. (18. Aufl.)

Holquist, M. (1990). Dialogism. Bakhtin and his world. London: Routledge.
Husserl, E. (1907/1989). Fenomenologins idé (Die Idee der Phänomenologie) [The 

Idea of Phenomenology]. J. Bengtsson (Trans.). Göteborg: Daidalos. 
Husserl, E. (1913/2004). Idéer till en ren fenomenologi och fenomenologisk filosofi 

(Ideen zu einer reinen Phänomenologie und phänomenologischen Philosophie. 
Erste Buch. Allgemeine Einführung in die reine Phänomenologie) [Ideas pertain-
ing to a pure phenomenology and to a phenomenological philosophy, first book: 
General introduction to phenomenology]. J. Jakobsson (Trans.). Stockholm: Thales.



37

The musical present: A polyphonic philosophical investigation

Kristensson Uggla, B. (1994). Kommunikation på bristningsgränsen. En studie i Paul 
Ricoeurs projekt [Communication at the bursting point. The philosophical project 
of Paul Ricoeur] (doctoral dissertation). Stockholm/Stehag: Brutus Östlings 
Bokförlag Symposion.

Lave, J. & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral participation. 
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Leijonhufvud, S. (2011). Sångupplevelse – en klingade bekräftelse på min existens i 
världen: en fenomenologisk undersökning ur första-person-perspektiv [Experience 
of singing – a musically vocal confirmation of my existence in the world. A phe-
nomenological investigation from a first person perspective] (licentiate thesis). 
Stockholm: KMH-förlaget. 

Liebman, D. (1996). Self-portrait of a jazz artist: Musical thoughts and realities. 
Rottenburg: Advance Music. (2nd ed.) 

Ljungar-Chapelon, A. (2008). Le respect de la tradition. Om den franska flöjtkonsten: 
dess lärande, hantverk och estetik i ett hermeneutiskt perspektiv [Le respect de la 
tradition. On the French art of the flute: Learning, craft, and aesthetics in a 
hermeneutic perspective] (doctoral dissertation). Malmö: Lund University.

Lonnert, L. (2015). Surrounded by sound. Experienced orchestral harpists’ profes-
sional knowledge and learning (doctoral dissertation). Malmö: Lund University.

Manning, L., Cassel, D. & Cassel, J.C. (2013). St. Augustine’s reflections on memory 
and time and the current concept of subjective time in mental time travel. 
Behavioral Science, 3, 232–243. 

MarcWogau, K. (1983). Filosofin genom tiderna. Antiken, medeltiden, renässansen 
[Philosophy through the ages]. Stockholm: Bonniers.

Moe, S. (2010). Tid – en sosial konstruksjon? [Time – a social construction?]. Oslo: 
Abstrakt forlag. 

Morris, P. (1994). The Bakhtin reader: Selected writings of Bakhtin, Medvedev, and 
Voloshinov. London: Edward Arnold.

Nachmanovitch, S. (1990). Free play: Improvisation in life and art. New York: 
Tarcher/Penguin.

Nielsen, F. V. (1998). Almen musikdidaktik [General music didactics]. København: 
Akademisk forlag.

Nielsen, F. V. (2006). On the relation between music and man: Is there a common 
basis, or is it altogether individually and socially constructed? In: B. Stålhammar 
(Ed.) Music and human beings: Music and identity (pp. 163–182). Örebro: 
Universitetsbiblioteket. 

Nielsen, K. & Kvale, S. (Eds.) (2000). Mästarlära: Lärande som social praxis 
[Apprenticeship: Learning as social practice]. Lund: Studentlitteratur.



38

Sven Bjerstedt, Hanne Fossum, Susanna Leijonhufvud & Lia Lonnert

Nordin, S. (1995/2003). Filosofins historia [History of philosophy]. Lund: 
Studentlitteratur.

O’Meally, R. G. (1989). Biography and Afro-American culture: Response. In: H. A. 
Baker & P. Redmond (Eds.) Afro-American literary study in the 1990s (pp. 
219–224). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Pedersen, A. (2001). Singing time: Meaning, music and interpretation quasi una 
prelude and fugue (doctoral dissertation). Oslo: Unipub. 

Pedersen, A. (2003). Den aller nyeste musikks filosofi: etter Adorno: et postmoderne 
karneval [A philosophy of the very latest music: after Adorno: a postmodern 
carnival]. Oslo: Unipub.

Pio, F. & Varkøy, Ø. (2012). A reflection on musical experience as existential experi-
ence: An ontological turn. Philosophy of Music Education Review, 20(2), 99–116.

Ricoeur, P. (1984). Time and Narrative Volume 1, K. McLaughlin & D. Pellauer 
(Trans.). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Ricoeur, P. (1985). Time and Narrative Volume 2, K. McLaughlin & D. Pellauer 
(Trans.). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Ricoeur, P. (1988). Time and Narrative Volume 3, K. McLaughlin & D. Pellauer 
(Trans.). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Russell, B. (1915). On the experience of time. The Monist, 25(2), 212‒233. 
Ruud, E. (2013). Musikk og identitet [Music and identity]. Oslo: Universitetsforlaget. 

(2. utg.).
Sarath, E. (1996). A new look at improvisation. Journal of Music Theory, 40(1), 1–38.
Sartre, J.-P. (1943). Being and nothingness. Retrieved January 30, 2015 from http://

www.dhspriory.org/kenny/PhilTexts/Sartre/BeingAndNothingness.pdf
Schmitt, É.-E. (2005). Ma vie avec Mozart [My Life with Mozart]. Paris: Edition Albin 

Michel.
Spivak, G. C. (1988). Can the subaltern speak? In C. Nelson & L. Grossberg (Eds.) 

Marxism and the interpretation of culture (pp. 271–313). Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press. 

Varkøy, Ø. (2010). Musikkopplevelse som eksistensiell erfaring – i Kunnskapsløftet 
[Musical experience as existential experience—in the Norwegian curriculum 
Knowledge Promotion]. In J. H. Sætre & J. Vinge (Eds.) Allmenn musikkdidaktikk 
(pp. 23–38). Oslo: Gyldendal.

Valberg, T. (2011). En relasjonell musikkestetikk – barn på orkesterselskapenes 
konserter [A relational aesthetic of music – children at professional orchestras’ 
concerts] (doctoral dissertation). Göteborg: Institutionen för kulturvetenskaper, 
Göteborgs universitet. 



39

The musical present: A polyphonic philosophical investigation

Vogt, J. (2012). Musikalische Bildung – ein lexikalischer Versuch [Musical formation 
– an encyclopedian attempt]. Zeitschrift für Kritische Musikpädagogik, 1–25. 
Retrieved January 15, 2014 from http://www.zfkm.org/12vogt.pdf

Weston, R. & Jenkins, W. (2010). African rhythms: The autobiography of Randy 
Weston. Durham: Duke University Press. 

Zahavi, D. (2003). Husserl’s philosophy. Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Senior lecturer, PhD
Sven Bjerstedt
Malmö Theatre Academy
Box 8100, SE-200 41 Malmö
Sweden
sven.bjerstedt@thm.lu.se

Associate Professor
Hanne Fossum
Oslo and Akershus University College of Applied Sciences
P.O. Box 4 St. Olavs plass, NO-0130 Oslo
Norway 
hanne.fossum@hioa.no

PhD candidate in Musicology, Fil. Lic.
Susanna Leijonhufvud
Örebro University
SE-701 82 Örebro
Sweden
susanna.leijonhufvud@oru.se

Researcher, PhD
Lia Lonnert,
Malmö Academy of Music
Box 8203, SE-200 41 Malmö 
Sweden
lia.lonnert@mhm.lu.se

http://www.zfkm.org/12-vogt.pdf

	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_ENREF_39
	_ENREF_14
	_ENREF_13
	_ENREF_16
	_ENREF_19
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	Bookmark 14
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_ENREF_1
	_ENREF_2
	_ENREF_3
	_ENREF_4
	_ENREF_6
	_ENREF_7
	_ENREF_8
	_ENREF_9
	_ENREF_10
	_ENREF_11
	_ENREF_12
	_ENREF_13
	_ENREF_14
	_ENREF_15
	_ENREF_16
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	Introduction
	The musical present: A polyphonic philosophical investigation
	Sven Bjerstedt, Hanne Fossum, Susanna Leijonhufvud & Lia Lonnert
	Ricoeurs teori om fortellingens trefoldige mimesis og narrativ tilnærming til musikkpedagogisk forskningspraksis 
	Anna-Lena Østern & Elin Angelo
	The construction of social inclusion through music education: Two Swedish ethnographic studies of the El Sistema programme
	Monica Lindgren, Åsa Bergman & Eva Sæther
	Musicship: didactic considerations of music activity in preschool
	Ylva Holmberg
	Rethinking Music Activities in Preschool
	Exploring links between conceptions of the child and conceptions of music
	Maria Wassrin
	“It’s you —not the music”: musical skills in group interventions in multicultural kindergartens
	Nora Bilalovic Kulset
	Kroppsliga representationer för musikaliskt meningsskapande i sångundervisning 
	Ragnhild Sandberg Jurström
	The birth of a Denkstil: Transformations of Swedish music teachers’ conceptions of quality when assessing students’ compositions against new grading criteria 
	Olle Zandén
	Kulturskolelæreres kunnskapsgrunnlag, illustrert ved instrumentallærerne
	Wenche Waagen
	Facets of experience—Interviews on music and emotion in encounter with Frede Nielsen’s theory on multifaceted meanings in music experience
	Torill Vist
	Research note
	Dissertation Review: Johan Nyberg’s Music Education as an Adventure of Knowledge: Student and Teacher Experience as Conceptualizations of Musical Knowledge, Learning, and Teaching
	Randall Everett Allsup
	Artist or researcher? Tradition or innovation? Challenges for performing musician and arts education in Europe 
	Eva Georgii-Hemming, Elin Angelo, Stefan Gies, Karin Johansson, Christian Rolle, Øivind Varkøy
	Dissertations 2015–16
	Nordic Research in Music Education 
Yearbook Vol. 17

	Omslag.pdf
	Bookmark 2
	Bookmark 3

	Omslag.pdf
	Bookmark 2
	Bookmark 3




