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Recently, I embarked on interesting exchange when I was invited to participate in a 

conference organized by the Institute of Musicology of the University of Vienna. Ästhetik 

der Innerlichkeit: Max Reger und das Lied um 1900 marked the centenary of the death of 

composer Max Reger. Not only was I the only non-musicologist, I was also one of only 

three non-native German speakers. And I am quite sure I was the only one who was 

unfamiliar with the music of Reger. The conference focussed on the Lieder (German for 

songs) within Reger’s body of work, as well as on those by his contemporaries such as 

Richard Strauss and Arnold Schönberg. Special attention was payed to the turn-of-the-

century preoccupation with Innerlichkeit (interiority; inwardness; subjectivity) within the 

genre. 

 

It was my task to enrich this highly musical conference with an art historical perspective. I 

did so by way of an anthology of the topos of music in visual arts in the second half of the 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, concentrating roughly on the cultural scenes of 

Vienna and Munich. Through a variety of examples ranging from Böcklin’s Isle of the Dead 

to Kandinsky’s Composition III (Concert), as well as lesser-known but then popular make-

believe depictions of famous composers behind their pianos, I tried to explain why the 

analogy between music and painting flourished in the nineteenth century. 

 

Afterwards, some of the musicologists asked me about my impression of their discipline, 

and in turn I asked them about their impression of art historians. One of them jokingly 



replied that in general, art historians usually: A. “dress very well” (Hurray!) and B. “when 

discussing a certain painting, tend to be preoccupied with pointing out other art works 

that can be recognized in the work at hand” (Touché). Amusing as it was, this conversation 

got me thinking about the similarities and differences between our disciplines.   

 

What struck me, was that almost all of the musicologists’ talks focussed on the structural 

analysis of sheet music, often discussing the harmony and/or the discrepancies between 

music and poetry, two sister arts inevitably joined in the genre of the song. With the 

emergence of modern art, visual artists of a range of disciplines became fascinated by the 

intrinsic power of music to capture the intangible. And as visual artists endeavoured to 

develop the same transcendental qualities, music became a guiding star for the 

modernization of art. Perhaps it is exactly this quality of music of being so entirely of and 

for its own that explains the profound concentration on actual music in the field of 

musicology. 

 

One of the ways in which the conference was an inspiring experience for me, was the 

(renewed) realization that when discussing art, “we” art historians often discuss 

everything but the actual art works. With the current fashion of art-historical subjects such 

as the art market or the infrastructure of transnational exchanges, we often employ art to 

discuss broader cultural tendencies and formulate a cultural history of ideas. I am not at 

all suggesting that this is a bad thing. On the contrary, I feel it is highly important to 

embed our discipline within a larger social-cultural context. But perhaps this blog can 

serve as a little reminder that we should encourage ourselves to actively engage in 

interdisciplinary exchange, as we can gain new insights from related disciplines.  

 

In the end however, musicologists and art historians are very much alike: a bunch of nerds 

intensely devoted to their field of study.  

 

 

 

   Julius Schmid, Schubertabend, 1896 


