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ABSTRACT 
 
In my seminar I shall put forward two claims:   
The first one is that in the later eighteenth century European art music began to take the flow of time from 
the past to the future seriously.  Until then, music was simply "in time," it "took time," its successive events 
had to be somehow arranged one after another, but the distinction between past and future, between 
"earlier" and "later," did not much matter to the way it was experienced and understood.  From now on, 
music also made the experience of linear time, of time's arrow, into its essential subject matter.  It could no 
longer be experienced with understanding, unless one became aware of the temporal ordering of the 
events.   
My second claim is that this change in the shape of musical time was not a development internal to music 
alone, but rather an aspect of a larger transformation in the way educated Europeans began to imagine and 
think about time with the onset of modernity:  just as the new experience and image of historical time as 
linear rather than cyclical emerged, musicians too dropped the predominantly cyclical model of time in 
favor of a predominantly linear one. Definitive of modernity are narratives of secular universal history, 
whether conceived in liberal terms of progressive continuity, or in egalitarian terms of revolutionary 
breakthrough.  Once the transcendent divine has been brought down to earth and made immanent in the 
historical march of mankind toward a utopian future, those composers who were at all interested in such 
themes, found ready means to capture them in their musical narratives.  
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