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Abstract  

It was Cicero who once remarked that any systematic treatment of a subject should start 

with a definition so that everybody may understand the subject of discourse. This paper 

takes the reader through the path of definitions as they relate to the discipline of music. 

The paper commences with a remark on the commonness of music in public parlance, 

and then zeroes in on the explanation of the key terms of subject matter, namely: concept, 

meaning, art, science and technology, as they relate to the context of the paper. It then 

leads the reader on excursion to the various definitions of music from old to recent times. 

Music, the paper concludes, is a business that not only defines the moments of life and 

time for humanity, but also a phenomenon that builds, shapes and uplifts the human 

society. Although technology today is demanding extra skills and digital know-how, in 

terms of performance, an effort marked with an attitude of art and science in search of 

better ways of doing things is key to achieving peak performance and excellence. 
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Introduction 

Among all the subjects of public discourse, none, perhaps, is as common as music. The 

young talk about it.  The old talk about it. The rich as well as the poor talk about it. Music 

is a field where virtually everyone claims expertise, either as a musician or as one who 

knows what music is all about. As a phenomenon, music could be likened to football. The 

only difference, possibly, is that while everyone can “play” music, not everyone can play 

football. Music, actually, is what everybody does, either by playing it, or dancing it or 

nodding to it. Music, as a product, is good for everyone. Music is a universal language, a 

human activity, which forms “part of human existence” (Okafor, 2005 p. 87).Little 

wonder then that music has been described as “the life of a living spirit working within 

those who dance and sing” (Hornbostel, 1928,p.59). For a clear understanding of the 

subject of our enquiry, it is pertinent to explain the following terms: “concept”, 

“meaning”, “art”, “science” and “technology”, as they apply to the enquiry.  

 

Concept.  

 In this paper, concept simply refers to an idea or a notion portraying the 

characteristics of what music connotes and denotes . It is “an entity within one’s head… a 

product of the imagination that can be conveyed to others only by means of language, 

gestures, drawing, or some other…means of communication”(Jackendoff, 1989,p.69), a 

complex mental representation ”whose structure generally encodes a specification of 

necessary and sufficient conditions for their own application” (Carrunthers, 1996). 

 

Meaning, 

This refers to what is meant by a word, a sign, a text, a concept and even an action, with 

particular reference to their connotation, denotation and explication. It goes beyond the 

“fixed sign of meaning”. In this Welbyian perspective, “there is, strictly speaking, no 

such thing as the Sense of a word but only the sense in which it is used- the 
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circumstances, state of mind, reference, ‘universe of discourse belonging to 

it”(Welby,1903, cited in Eschbach, 1983).  

 

Art 

By art we mean “the expression or application of human creative skill and imagination… 

producing works to be appreciatedprimarily for their beauty or emotional power.” This 

spans the various areas of creative endeavours like music and dance. As an expression, 

art is “the communication of feelings from artists to viewers through certain external 

signs (using) their skill with words, paint, music, movement, etc” (Tolstoy). In 

Collingwood’s words,” the artist must  prophesy not in the sennse that he foretells things 

to come, but in the sense that he tells his audience, at risk of their displeasure, the secrets 

of their own hearts”. 

 

Science 

In the context of this paper, science, simply put, is anysystematically organised procedure 

of doing things. It connotes and denontes a sense of discovery, a sense of knowledge 

production, a sense of proof and clearer understanding and a sense of orderliness. 

 

Technology 

This refers to the application of scientific knowledge in practical ways. The word “ 

technology” is an offshoot of two Greek words “technie” which means “art” “craft” or 

“skills” and “logia”, meaning “study of “. Technology, therefore, refers to the way or 

manner of doing things (Okoro and Nwafor, 2013,p.24). It is “the practical (application) 

of scientific knowledge in an industry or everyday life” (Chambers Dictionary, p. 1450). 

 

From the foregoing explanations, we can look at music as the art, science and technology 

of  “ creating and making pleasant and organised sound with the human voice or other 

musical instruments “ (Obicheta, 2013, p.3). It is “the art and science of organised 

sound”. With the emphasis on organised sound, it means that sheer noise cannot pass for 

music (Ahanotu, 2001, p.1). Therefore, music is all about meaningful sound, pitch, tone, 

tune, voice, rhythm, key, melody, dynamics, notation, modulation, musical 

styles(Kamien,2002, pp1-57). 

 

Music is “the art of organizing tones in a coherent sequence so as to produce a unified 

and continuous composition” - the “vocal or instrumental sounds possessing rhythm, 

melody, and harmony” (The American Heritage Dictionary 2nd College Edition). “Music 

is wanted sound” (Larry Austin- composer). “Music is a kind of counting performed by 

the mind without knowing that it is counting” (G .W. Leibniz, 1714). Music is the speech 

of angels (Thomas Carlyle- Scottish writer). “Music”, according to Charles Burney in A 

General History of Music,“is an innocent luxury, unnecessary, indeed, to our existence, 

but a great improvement and gratification of the sense of hearing. It consists, at present, 

of melody, time, consonance, and dissonance”. To Jean Paul(1800-03), “music is the 

moonlight in the gloomy night of life”. To Alphonse Daudet (1942),” Music is another 

planet”. It is “the arithmetic of sounds as optics is the geometry of light”(Claude 

Debussy, 1980). 

 

According to mighty Ludwig von Beethoven (1810), “Music is the one incorporeal 

entrance into the higher world of knowledge which comprehends mankind but which 

mankind cannot comprehend”. To Gioacchino Rossini (1824) 
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“Music is a sublime art precisely because unable to imitate reality, it rises above ordinary 

nature into an ideal world, and with celestial harmony moves the earthly passions”. No 

wonder Arthur Schopenhauer, in An Encyclopaedia of Quotations about Music (1978), 

defines it as “the occult metaphysical exercise of a soul not knowing that it 

philosophises"! 

 

As the guru of classical music, Johann Wolfgang von Geothe noted in Letter as far back 

as 1831, “Music is something innate and internal, which needs little nourishment from 

without and no experience drawn from life”. Eduard Hanslick in The Beautiful in Music 

(1854),re-echoedthis when he stated that “Music means itself”. In “A Song for 

Occupations”, Walt Whitman notes the following about music: 

All music is what awakes from you when you are reminded by the instruments. It 

is not the violins and the cornets, it is not the oboe nor the beating drums, nor the 

score of the baritone singer singing neither his sweet romance, nor that of the 

men’s chorus, nor that of the women’s chorus. It is nearer and farther than they.  

However, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, a 17th century philosopher and mathematician, 

draws our attention to the fact that music is as near as arithmetic. He states thus: 

 Music is a hidden arithmetic exercise of the soul, which does not know that it is dealing 

with numbers, because it does many things by way of unnoticed conceptions which with 

clear concept it could not do. Those who believe that nothing can happen in the soul of 

which the soul is not conscious are wrong. For this reason the soul, although not realizing 

that it is involved in mathematical computation, still senses the effect of this unnoticeable 

forming of numbers either as a resultant feeling of well-being in the case of harmonies or 

as discomfort in the case of disharmonies. 

 

DEFINITION OF MUSIC IN RECENT TIMES 

In recent times, music as a universal language, has been looked at from various 

definitional perspectives. Adeogun (2012, p. 85), states that “music is a product of people 

and societies. Musical knowledge is a transmittable constellation of enduring socio-

musical traits which codify, articulate and validate the unique practice of human group. 

Its organization depends largely on the use of society-widely recognized theories of 

tonality and /or modality, thematic structures, rhythmic patterns, tempo, timbres, use of 

language and musical instruments in communicating ideas, thoughts, contents and 

meaning to members of the society”.  According to Nettl et al (19197), music is a process 

that is connected with specific people and particular moments of contexts. In these 

contexts, it has become a reproducible sound phenomenon which is isolated and 

abstracted from the phenomenon itself. To Odili (2008, p.1), music is a central 

phenomenon which is present in every society and is experienced by every person. Music 

is what gives life and identity to the human society. It is a cultural expression which is 

determined, coloured and moulded by the cultural environment of a people (Okafor,2005, 

p.120).In this vein, music “represents an integral part of the total cultural fabric of the 

people, (being) a product of the human mind which cannot but reflect other aspects of 

human life” (Wadsworth et al cited in Nwagboniwe, 2013, p.1). Music, when the chips 

are down, is “…a uniquely human form of communication … that speaks to us in its own 

way” (Omoyola 2001, in Nwagboniwe, 2013, p.1).  

 

Music, according to Alan (1992, p.12), is “the art by which a composer through a 

performer as an intermediary communicates to a listener, certain ideas, feelings or state 

of mind… it is an art of expression in sound, rhythm, melody and harmony which is 

pleasant to the ear. It may take the form of singing with or without an accompaniment 
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(accapela) in choral music, instrumentation or a combination of singing and playing 

instruments… which has become an integral part of human emotion and could be used in 

advertising political campaign, radio/television, jingles and has a great influence on the 

lives of people”. 

Onyeji (2006) in Onyeji 2012, p.52.),has it that “music being a social art, it is 

intentionally structured to affect the people in certain ways hence, its contribution to the 

construction of human social and cultural integrity”.  

 

As these and other recent definitions portray, music is a creative activity which stems 

from “human abilities whose raw materials of rhythm and tone awaken the sense of 

political awareness, religious, psychological and socio-cultural feelings” 

(Nwagboniwe,2013). 

 

Whether music is viewed as a method of employing the mind without the labour of 

thinking at all”, (Samuel Johnson (1785), or “the only sensual pleasure without vice” 

(Samuel Johnson (1787) or “the art of thinking with sounds” (Jules Combarieu, cited in 

Dent, Mozart’s Operas,1913),or “ a sort of dream architecture which passes in filmy 

clouds and disappears into nothingness” (Percy Scholes,(1919), or “a fluid architecture of 

sounds” (Roy Harris, 1982), or “an elaboration of emotional speech” (Herbert Spencer) 

or “ the organizing function of the mind” (Plato), the most important thing to note is that 

music, in the words of Piotor 1. Tchaikovsky, “ is not deception, but revelation.  “Music 

is therefore considered the fundamental component of human cultural existence” 

(Nnanyelugo and Anya-Njoku, 2015, p.39.). Its unique power is to reveal to us elements 

of  beauty which are not accessible by other means, the contemplation of which 

reconciles us to our lives not just for the moment, but forever.” 

 

Conclusion 

Music is an interesting human experience. Music-making is even more interesting than 

just sitting and listening to the sound of music. As we sing, play, dance, hip-hop and rap, 

let us always bear in mind that we are in a business that only defines the moments of life 

and times for humanity, but also a phenomenon that buids, shapes and uplifts the human 

society. Today, technology is raising the bar on the skills and digital know-how required 

to make a point in the music field. This bar can be scaled so long as a given effort is 

marked with an attitude of art and science in search of better ways of doing things. In this 

regard, the emphasis is on excellence.  
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