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1. Types 

Let’s start with some uncontroversial facts. In 1817-1818, Beethoven composed 

the Piano Sonata No. 29 in B flat major, Opus 106, which is known as the 

Hammerklavier Sonata. In 1970, Glenn Gould performed the Hammerklavier in 

Toronto. In 1995, András Schiff performed the Hammerklavier in New York. We 

can conclude that there is something—the Hammerklavier—that Beethoven 

composed and that Gould and Schiff performed. But what sort of thing is this? 

 Perhaps the Hammerklavier is identical to one of its performances. But 

which one? There are many. It would be arbitrary to pick any one of them, since 

there is no reason to think that any one of them has a better claim to being the 

Hammerklavier than all of the others do. 

 Perhaps the Hammerklavier is identical to its many performances. This 

avoids the problem of arbitrariness, but it raises a new problem: how can one 

thing be identical to many things? The one is one, not many; and the many are 

many, not one. So they can’t be identical. 

We need another idea. Philosophers often distinguish types and tokens. A 

good way to get a grip on the distinction is to consider some examples. Here’s 

one. How many letters are there in this inscription of the word ‘Canada’? On the 

one hand, there are six letter tokens: the ‘C’, the first ‘a’, the ‘n’, the second ‘a’, 

the ‘d’, and the third ‘a’. But, on the other hand, there are four letter types: ‘C’, 
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‘a’, ‘n’, and ‘d’; it’s just that one of those letter types—‘a’—has three tokens in 

that inscription of the word. Here’s another example. You’re in the express 

checkout lane at the supermarket. The sign says “10 items or fewer.” You have 12 

cans of Campbell’s tomato soup in your basket. Are you in the wrong lane? On 

the one hand, if the sign means 10 item tokens, then you are, because you have 

12 cans in your basket. But, on the other hand, if the sign means 10 item types, 

then you aren’t, because the 12 cans in your basket are all of the same type.  

 Perhaps the Hammerklavier is a type whose tokens are its performances. 

This proposal is more promising. It avoids the problem of arbitrariness, since it 

doesn’t identify the Hammerklavier with any one of its performances. It also 

avoids the problem of logical incoherence, since it doesn’t identify the 

Hammerklavier with its many performances. And it allows us to explain how the 

Hammerklavier can have multiple performances: the Hammerklavier is a type, types 

can have multiple tokens, and its tokens are its performances, so it can have 

multiple performances. Let’s call this view the type theory.  

 The type theory is pretty widely held. (At one time it was associated with 

the work of Peter Kivy; and it is still associated with the work of Jerrold 

Levinson, Stephen Davies, and Julian Dodd.) Those who hold the type theory 

disagree on a range of further questions, including the following. 

(a) Did the Hammerklavier come into existence in 1817-1818, when 

Beethoven composed it? 

(b) What role, if any, does the historical context in which the 

Hammerklavier was composed play in distinguishing the 
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Hammerklavier from other musical works? 

(c) What role, if any, does the instrument that Beethoven specified that 

the Hammerklavier is to be performed on play in distinguishing the 

Hammerklavier from other musical works? 

We discuss these questions in the following sections. In the last section, we 

discuss an alternative to the type theory. 

 

2. Creation 

Some say that the Hammerklavier came into existence when Beethoven composed 

it in 1817-1818. (This is Jerrold Levinson’s view, for example.) Those who say that 

often offer the following argument for their view: in composing the 

Hammerklavier, Beethoven created it; and, in creating it, he brought it into 

existence; so it came into existence. In reply, most who deny that the 

Hammerklavier came into existence when Beethoven composed it deny that 

composition is creation. On their view, composition is more like creative 

discovery. So, for example, when we say “Beethoven composed the 

Hammerklavier in 1817-1818,” we don’t mean that he literally created anything; 

rather, all we mean is that he creatively discovered something that already 

existed. (This is Peter Kivy’s and Julian Dodd’s view, for example.) 

 Those who deny that the Hammerklavier came into existence when 

Beethoven composed it often argue that their view fits better with the type 

theory. After all, according to the type theory, the Hammerklavier is a type, and 

many think that types don’t come into existence (either because they exist at all 
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times or because they exist outside of time). If the Hammerklavier is a type and if 

types don’t come into existence, then the Hammerklavier didn’t come into 

existence either.  

 

3. Context 

As it happens, Beethoven composed the Hammerklavier in 1817-1818 and no one 

else composed a sound-alike musical work—a musical work that sounds exactly 

like the Hammerklavier—a hundred years later. But that’s a historical accident. 

Suppose that Beethoven had composed the Hammerklavier in 1817-1818 and that, 

in addition, someone else who wasn’t aware of Beethoven’s earlier composition 

had composed a sound-alike musical work, the 1918 Hammerklavier, a hundred 

years later. In that case, how many musical works are there that sound exactly 

like the Hammerklavier: one or two? The dominant view is contextualism, 

according to which the answer is two, since it’s necessary that the Hammerklavier 

is distinguished from other musical works, not just by how it sounds, but also by 

the historical context in which it was composed, where that context includes at 

least who it was composed by and when it was composed. Since the 

Hammerklavier and the 1918 Hammerklavier were composed by different 

composers at different times, they were composed in different historical contexts. 

So, according to contextualism, the Hammerklavier and the 1918 Hammerklavier are 

distinct. (This is Jerrold Levinson’s and Stephen Davies’s view, for example.) But 

some reject contextualism in favor of sonicism, according to which the answer is 

one, since it’s necessary that the Hammerklavier is distinguished from other 
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musical works only by how it sounds. Since the Hammerklavier and the 1918 

Hammerklavier are sound-alikes, according to sonicism they must be identical. 

(This is Peter Kivy’s and Julian Dodd’s view, for example.) 

Contextualists argue that the Hammerklavier and the 1918 Hammerklavier 

differ in their aesthetic and artistic properties. For example, the Hammerklavier is 

exciting and original in ways that the 1918 Hammerklavier is not. So, by Leibniz’s 

Law, according to which two things must be distinct if they have different 

properties, the Hammerklavier and the 1918 Hammerklavier must be distinct.  

Sonicists often adopt a “divide and conquer” strategy in reply. They begin 

by distinguishing aesthetic properties like excitingness and eeriness from artistic 

properties like originality and virtuosicality. (The difference between the two 

sorts of properties is that only artistic properties are explicitly about the relation 

between a musical work and the community or context in which it was 

composed.) On the one hand, sonicists argue that the Hammerklavier and the 1918 

Hammerklavier cannot differ in aesthetic properties like excitingness. For, 

according to musical empiricism, all of a musical work’s aesthetic properties can, 

in some sense, be heard in it. Since the Hammerklavier and the 1918 Hammerklavier 

are sound-alikes, we can’t hear different aesthetic properties in them. So, by 

musical empiricism, they can’t differ in their aesthetic properties. It might seem 

that the Hammerklavier is exciting in ways that the 1918 Hammerklavier is not, but 

that appearance must be a mistake, since it’s just not possible for the 

Hammerklavier and the 1918 Hammerklavier to differ in excitingness. 

When it comes to aesthetic properties, the issue between contextualists 



  6 

and sonicists thus comes down to musical empiricism. Contextualists start with 

the intuition that the Hammerklavier is exciting in ways that the 1918 

Hammerklavier is not. This leads them to reject musical empiricism. By contrast, 

sonicists start with intuitions that support musical empiricism. This leads them 

to reject contextualism. This is a hard issue to settle, since it has to do with the 

methodological question of which intuitions we should start with. And it’s not 

obvious which intuitions we should start with. As a result, it’s not obvious which 

view we should reject. 

On the other hand, sonicists argue that artistic properties like originality 

are really properties, not of musical works themselves, but rather of composers 

and their compositional actions. So originality is not a property of either the 

Hammerklavier or the 1918 Hammerklavier itself; rather, it’s a property of 

Beethoven and his compositional actions or the 1918 composer and her 

compositional actions. And, even if Beethoven and his compositional actions are 

more original than the 1918 composer and her compositional actions, it doesn’t 

follow that the Hammerklavier and the 1918 Hammerklavier themselves have 

different properties, so it doesn’t follow by Leibniz’s Law that they’re distinct. 

When it comes to artistic properties, the issue between contextualists and 

sonicists thus comes down to whether musical works must possess the sorts of 

properties, like originality, that we ordinarily take ourselves to be attributing to 

them. Contextualists insist that musical works must possess those sorts of 

properties, while sonicists allow that musical works need not have all of the 

properties that we ordinarily take ourselves to be attributing to them. This is also 
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a hard issue to settle, since it has to do with methodological questions about 

what role we want musical works to play in our theories and what sorts of access 

we have to them. 

 

4. Instrumentation 

As it also happens, Beethoven specified that the Hammerklavier is to be performed 

on piano (on “hammer-keyboard” or “Hammerklavier”), and no one else 

composed a sound-alike musical work and specified that it is to be performed on 

Perfect Timbral Synthesizer (PTS), an electronic keyboard that can duplicate the 

timbre of any actual instrument. But that, too, is a historical accident. Suppose 

that Beethoven had composed the Hammerklavier and specified that it is to be 

performed on piano and that, in addition, someone else who wasn’t aware of 

Beethoven’s composition had composed a sound-alike musical work, the PTS 

Klavier, and specified that it is to be performed on PTS. In that case, how many 

musical works are there that sound exactly like the Hammerklavier: one or two? 

According to instrumentalism, the answer is two, since it’s necessary that the 

Hammerklavier is distinguished from other musical works, not just by how it 

sounds, but also by the instrument that its composer specified that it is to be 

performed on. Since the composers of the Hammerklavier and the PTS Klavier 

specified that they are to be performed on different instruments, according to 

instrumentalism the Hammerklavier and the PTS Klavier are distinct. (This is 

Jerrold Levinson’s and Stephen Davies’s view, for example.) But sonicists would 

say that the answer is one, since the Hammerklavier and the PTS Klavier are 
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sound-alikes. 

Instrumentalists argue that the Hammerklavier and the PTS Klavier differ in 

their aesthetic and artistic properties. For example, the Hammerklavier is 

thundering and original in ways that the PTS Klavier is not. So, by Leibniz’s Law, 

they must be distinct.  

 Sonicists can adopt a “divide and conquer” strategy in reply here, too: on 

the one hand, the Hammerklavier and the PTS Klavier can’t differ in aesthetic 

properties like thunderingness, since they’re sound-alikes and musical 

empiricism is true; and, on the other hand, although there might be a difference 

in originality, that difference is a difference between composers and their 

compositional activities, not between the Hammerklavier and the PTS Klavier 

themselves.  

 Contextualism and instrumentalism are independent challenges to 

sonicism. Suppose that you start with the view that the Hammerklavier is a type 

that is individuated, as the sonicist says, entirely by how it sounds. If you’re then 

persuaded by the arguments in favor of contextualism, you might come to 

modify your view and hold that the Hammerklavier is a type that is individuated, 

not just by how it sounds, but also in part by the historical context in which it 

was composed. If you’re then persuaded by the arguments in favor of 

instrumentalism, too, you might come to further modify your view and hold that 

the Hammerklavier is a type that is individuated, not just by how it sounds and 

the historical context in which it was composed, but also by the instrument that 

Beethoven specified that it is to be performed on. 
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5. Wholes 

In one form or another, the type theory is widely accepted. But there is a problem 

with it. (This objection comes from Guy Rohrbaugh.) The Hammerklavier is 

modally flexible. Modality goes beyond how things actually are and encompasses 

how they could have been or how they must be. In this case, the modal flexibility 

of the Hammerklavier is that it could have been different than it actually is. For 

example, in composing the Hammerklavier, Beethoven could have called for a 

different note here or there. Had he done so, he wouldn’t have composed a 

different work; rather, the same work—the Hammerklavier—would have been 

slightly different. In that case, something that is a performance of the 

Hammerklavier in the actual world (where Beethoven calls for certain notes) might 

not be a performance of the Hammerklavier in another possible world (where 

Beethoven calls for certain slightly different notes), even if nothing about the 

performance itself has changed. But types aren’t modally flexible in this way. 

That is, something that is a token of a type in the actual world must be a token of 

that type in another possible world if nothing about the token itself has changed. 

Since the Hammerklavier is modally flexible but no type is, it follows that, 

contrary to the type theory, the Hammerklavier is not a type.  

 Perhaps, instead of being a type that has performances as tokens, the 

Hammerklavier is a whole that has performances as parts. (More precisely, 

perhaps the Hammerklavier is a whole such that each of its performances is a part 

of it and every part of it has a part in common with one of those performances.) 

On this view, the Hammerklavier is a temporally extended event that includes 
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other events—performances—as parts. Let’s call this the whole theory. Like the 

type theory, the whole theory avoids the problems of arbitrariness and logical 

incoherence, since it doesn’t identify the Hammerklavier with any one of its 

performances or with its many performances either. (Although the whole view 

does identify the Hammerklavier with a single whole composed of many 

performances, it doesn’t identify the Hammerklavier directly with the many 

performances themselves.) Like the type theory, the whole theory allows us to 

explain how the Hammerklavier can have multiple performances: the 

Hammerklavier is a whole, wholes can have multiple parts, and its performances 

are among its parts, so it can have multiple performances.  And, unlike the type 

theory, the whole theory can allow for the Hammerklavier’s modal flexibility, 

since wholes are modally flexible. Although it might not be obvious, something 

that is a part of a whole in the actual world might not be a part of that whole in 

another possible world, even if nothing about the part itself has changed. For 

example, something might be a part of your car in the actual world but not in 

another possible world (in which the part has been removed, say), even if 

nothing about the part itself (other than its location) has changed. Similarly, 

something can be a part of one whole—the Hammerklavier—in the actual world 

(where Beethoven calls for certain notes) but not in another possible world 

(where Beethoven calls for certain slightly different notes), even if nothing about 

the performance itself has changed. 

 So the whole theory might allow for the Hammerklavier’s modal flexibility. 

But, the type theorist might say, there is still a further problem with the whole 
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theory. (This objection comes from Julian Dodd.) The Hammerklavier is hearable. In 

particular, you can hear the Hammerklavier itself—the musical work—by hearing 

a performance of it. But, on the whole view, when you hear a performance of the 

Hammerklavier, the performance that you’re hearing isn’t the Hammerklavier itself; 

rather, it’s just a part of that whole. Since you can hear the Hammerklavier in ways 

that you can’t hear a whole that has performances as parts, the Hammerklavier is 

not a whole that has performances as parts. So the whole theory is false.  

 In reply, the whole theorist can point out that she is not alone in having to 

explain the Hammerklavier’s hearability. The type theorist has to explain that, too. 

And, on the type theory, when you hear a performance of the Hammerklavier, the 

performance that you’re hearing isn’t the Hammerklavier itself; rather, it’s just a 

token of that type. So it seems that the Hammerklavier’s hearability is just as much 

of a problem for the type theory as it is for the whole theory. And, more 

importantly, perhaps the whole theorist can explain how you can hear the 

Hammerklavier itself by hearing a performance of it. The whole theorist might say 

that, when you go to a performance of the Hammerklavier, you get to hear both a 

performance of the Hammerklavier and the Hammerklavier itself. In fact, you get to 

hear the Hammerklavier itself precisely because you get to hear a performance of it. 

We often think that someone perceives both a part of something and that thing 

itself. In fact, we often think that someone perceives something precisely because 

they perceive a part of it. For example, when a friend is approaching you, you 

see the front surface part of your friend. But you also see your friend herself. 

And it’s precisely because you see the front surface part of your friend that you 
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see your friend herself. So maybe the whole theory can allow for the hearability 

of the Hammerklavier after all. If so, then the whole theory would remain a 

promising alternative to the type theory. 


