
Phenomenology in Weimar Musical Thought:
New Material Histories of Music
The phenomenological movement was a major intellectual force in Weimar
Germany, influencing a wide range of disciplines, including music.
Phenomenology is a philosophical approach that seeks to understand the
world through the experiences of conscious beings. It emphasizes the
importance of subjectivity and lived experience, and it rejects the idea that
there is an objective reality that can be known independently of human
consciousness.
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The phenomenological movement in music was led by a group of
composers, performers, and theorists who were interested in exploring the
ways in which music could express the subjective experiences of listeners.
These musicians were influenced by the work of Edmund Husserl, the
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founder of phenomenology, and they sought to apply his ideas to the study
of music.

The phenomenological movement in Weimar music had a profound impact
on the development of musical practices and concepts during this period. It
led to the emergence of new forms of musical expression, and it challenged
traditional notions of musical form and structure. The phenomenological
movement also had a significant influence on the development of music
theory, and it helped to establish the field of music psychology.

The Phenomenological Movement in Music

The phenomenological movement in music began in the early 1920s with
the work of a group of composers, performers, and theorists who were
interested in exploring the ways in which music could express the
subjective experiences of listeners. These musicians were influenced by
the work of Edmund Husserl, the founder of phenomenology, and they
sought to apply his ideas to the study of music.

One of the most important figures in the phenomenological movement in
music was the composer Erwin Schulhoff. Schulhoff was a Czech
composer who was interested in exploring the ways in which music could
express the emotions and experiences of everyday life. He wrote a number
of works that were inspired by phenomenological philosophy, including his
Five Pieces for String Quartet (1923) and his opera The Flames (1928).

Another important figure in the phenomenological movement in music was
the performer and theorist Hans Mersmann. Mersmann was a German
musicologist who was interested in the ways in which music could be
experienced and understood. He wrote a number of books on



phenomenology and music, including The Phenomenology of Music (1925)
and The Structure of Music (1932).

The phenomenological movement in music had a profound impact on the
development of musical practices and concepts during this period. It led to
the emergence of new forms of musical expression, and it challenged
traditional notions of musical form and structure. The phenomenological
movement also had a significant influence on the development of music
theory, and it helped to establish the field of music psychology.

New Material Histories of Music

In recent years, there has been a growing interest in the material histories
of music. This approach to music history seeks to understand the ways in
which music is shaped by the material conditions of its production and
reception. This includes the study of musical instruments, recording
technologies, and performance practices.

New material histories of music have shed new light on the
phenomenological movement in music. By examining the material
conditions in which phenomenological music was produced and received,
we can gain a deeper understanding of the ways in which it shaped musical
practices and concepts.

For example, the study of musical instruments has shown that the
development of new instruments in the early 20th century, such as the
theremin and the ondes martenot, played a significant role in the
emergence of phenomenological music. These instruments allowed
composers to explore new sounds and textures, and they helped to create



a sense of sonic immersion that was essential to the phenomenological
experience.

The study of recording technologies has also shed light on the
phenomenological movement in music. The development of recording
technologies in the early 20th century made it possible to capture and
reproduce musical performances in a way that had never been possible
before. This allowed composers and performers to experiment with new
forms of musical expression, and it helped to create a new audience for
phenomenological music.

The study of performance practices has also contributed to our
understanding of the phenomenological movement in music. The
phenomenological movement in music was characterized by a new
emphasis on live performance. Composers and performers sought to
create musical experiences that were immediate and immersive, and they
often used live performance as a way to explore the subjective experiences
of listeners.

The phenomenological movement in Weimar musical thought was a
significant force in the development of musical practices and concepts
during this period. It led to the emergence of new forms of musical
expression, and it challenged traditional notions of musical form and
structure. The phenomenological movement also had a significant influence
on the development of music theory, and it helped to establish the field of
music psychology.

New material histories of music have shed new light on the
phenomenological movement in music. By examining the material



conditions in which phenomenological music was produced and received,
we can gain a deeper understanding of the ways in which it shaped musical
practices and concepts.
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