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Summary 

 Frege’s conception of works of art was scarcely discussed in the literature. This is a pity 

since, as we are going to see in this paper, his innovative philosophy of language also outlined 

fruitful perspectives in the realm of aesthetics. In short, Frege holds that only complete sen-

tences express thought. Sentences of literature express only “mock thoughts”. The early 

Wittgenstein closely followed Frege on this point. The Tractatus holds that only propositions 

model (“picture”) states of affairs. Works of art are merely objects seen sub specie aeternitatis, 

beyond time (Wittgenstein 1961, p. 83). In the 1930s and 1940s, however, Wittgenstein started 

to claim that works of art can convey thoughts. But these thoughts do not model the world of 

facts. Instead, they can shape the style of our life. To be more exact, successful (gelungene), or 

cogent works of art can play the role of gestures that show life directions. In this sense, artists 

“have something to teach” (Wittgenstein 1980, p. 36). 

 

1. Frege: Works of Art as One and Many 

 We shall begin with Gottlob Frege’s philosophy of language which claims that only com-

plete sentences express thoughts. Sentences stating commands, wishes, requests, etc., are 

“exclamations in which one vents feelings, groans, sighs, laugh”. (Frege 1918, p. 355) They are 

“mock thoughts” (Scheingedanken).  

 Staring from this position, Frege advanced an idiosyncratic theory of art. According to it, 

“the poet does not really depict (malt) anything: he only provides the impetus for others to do 

so, furnishing hints (Winke) to this end, and leaving it to the hearer to give his words body and 

shape.” (Frege 1897, p. 140) In other words, works of art only tease our imagination in such a 

way that every one of us constructs her own, private work of art. “The real work of art is a 

structure of ideas within us. ... The external thing—the painting, the statue—is only a means 

for producing the real work of art in us. On this view, anyone who enjoys a work of art has his 

own work of art [in her head].”1 (Ibid., p. 132)  

                                                           
1 Quite recently, Kendall Walton made a similar claim: pieces of art express our thought, 

whereas we usually believe that they express the thought of the author (Walton 2015). 
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 To put Frege’s conception in Wittgenstein’s words: the task of the artists is not to picture 

facts but to make us believe a story or to follow a theme of music.2 The semantics of mathe-

matics and science is quite different: it is objective. The numbers, for example, exist in the 

“third world” and only wait to be discovered—like unexplored continents are discovered by 

geographers. The same is true about the propositions of everyday life when we speak “seri-

ously”, i.e. with practical intentions (for example, when we inform our interlocutor, who asks 

us about the weather outdoors, that “It’s raining now”): their objective is to state the truth. 

 This conception would further maintain that exactly because each work of art is constructed 

by its consumers in different ways, there is no truth in this realm: everyone has her own, pri-

vately constructed aesthetic individual. In contrast, as the later Wittgenstein would put it, the 

individuals of the external world, of logic and mathematics—the individuals of the language 

and science—are “public”: they are not private. 

 With this conception Frege intended to save the objective character of science. Unfortu-

nately, it gave rise to serious difficulties in the realm of aesthetics. Main problem is that the 

general public, the audience, can unmistakably identify a work of art as one individual, so that 

when we listen to a particular piece of music we can identify it, reproduce it without mistake. 

We can also distinguish an original work of art from its counterfeit; we can judge, for example, 

that the new melody that we now listen to is close to another one in style. 

 One solution of these difficulties is to assume that even if every one of us constructs her own 

work of art, different minds can unmistakably identify their “teaser” as the same work of art. In 

the same way, we can have many different photos of one individual but can unmistakably 

recognize them as pictures of that same person.  

 

2. The Later Wittgenstein: Works of Art Communicate Thoughts 

 Frege’s position on works of art was adopted by the early Wittgenstein. According to him, 

thoughts can be only expressed through propositions. Importantly enough, only language has 

propositions. In propositions, language arranges things experimentally in an effort to model 

facts (states of affairs) of reality (Wittgenstein 1961, p. 13). Music, in contrast, does not model 

reality. Moreover, while to every fact two propositions correspond, true and false, this is not 

the case with the note-script. Finally, works of art cannot be senseless—only propositions can 

be senseless. This is the case since propositions are models of facts. But in order to qualify as 

                                                           
2 Similar conception was developed a century later in Walton (1990), without reference to 

Frege, thought. 
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models, they must be in a position to go proxy for possible facts. If not, they will be “sense-

less”, and so will be neither true nor false. No relation of modeling, however, characterizes the 

works of art. 

 But Wittgenstein added an important point to Frege’s theory of works of art. It was that “the 

work of art is the object seen sub specie aeternitatis.” (1961, p. 83)This object lies at the 

boundary of the world and so is not one of them.  

 In the 1930s and 1940s, however, Wittgenstein changed his position. Now he underlined 

that music is akin to language, despite the fact that the two are not identical. Wittgenstein’s 

next step was to set out that the composers and writers can think—despite the fact that they do 

not do this all the time. Beethoven and Brahms, for example, were thinkers; Gustav Mahler 

was not. This means that music can express thoughts that, similarly to the thoughts expressed 

in language, have their message. Moreover, the message—the content of the musical 

thought—can be communicated (conveyed). It is true that this message can’t be put into words: 

indeed, that is why people use to express it alternatively, not through language but through 

music. This message, however, can be very precise. 

 But what kind of message it is? 

  

3. Works of Art are Source of Information 

 Let us recapitulate what we have learned in the previous section. Works of art does not refer 

to individuals or events with strictly fixed position in space and time. Nevertheless, it can 

express thoughts. It does not just express an amorphous feeling, as the logical positivists be-

lieved it does. Its task is also not simply to induce a specific kind of pleasure in us, as Immanuel 

Kant have suggested. This point is indicated by the fact that, in contrast to the gastronomic 

pleasures in us (a piece of chocolate, for example), and similarly to other artifacts, the work of 

art has a specific structure that is embedded in the context of the specific art form. (See § 3) 

In an effort to further clarify the nature of the work of art, we shall refer to Wittgenstein’s 

claim that “it creeps itself (schleicht sich ein) into my life. I adopt it as my own.”3 (1980, p. 73) 

This point helps to understand better the message of the work of art. To be more exact, it ad-

dresses problems of life. To be more specific, it can show how we can solve problems of our 

life, helping to change it so that it ceases to be problematic (p. 27).  

Exactly in this sense, works of art are also sources of information. That is why we believe 

that we can learn from a work of art. Or, as Wittgenstein put it, “poets, musicians, etc. … have 

                                                           
3 My translation from German—N. M. 
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something to teach”. (p. 36) In support of this point, we can refer to Bob Dylan’s claim that 

“you could listen to his [Woody Guthrie’s] songs and actually learn how to live.” (Corliss 

2005) That is also why works of art are sometime seen as pieces of “philosophy”. In particular, 

Friedrich Nietzsche used to say that “music is the true philosophy: it can namely intimate us a 

higher form of knowledge, or wisdom” (Nietzsche 1888, pp. 2–3).  

We joint here also Friedrich Schiller’s claim that works of art can teach their consum-

ers—despite the fact that we strongly diverge from Schiller on what exactly, and in what ex-

actly way they can teach. At the same time, we are against those authors who deny this. In 

particular, we are against Frege and the early Wittgenstein, but also against the French poet 

Charles Baudelaire who used to say that the best piece to learn when we go to the theatre is the 

form of the new chandelier. … (cf. Bohrer 2015) 

 

4. Ontology of Aesthetic Gestures 

In the course of the transformation of Frege’s philosophy of art the later Wittgenstein made, 

he replaced Frege’s hints (Winke) with gestures (Gebärde). (As a matter of fact, already the 

meaning of Frege’s German term Wink(e) is close to the English gestures.) Wittgenstein was 

explicit on this point: “For me this musical phrase is a gesture” (Wittgenstein 1980, p. 73); 

“architecture is a gesture.”4 (p. 42)  

In connection with the conclusion we reached in § 3, we can now say that aesthetic gestures 

can show us a new, specific life-direction. They can help us to find out what we want in life, 

how to act, to which social group we belong; etc.5 We further maintain that there is a whole 

universe of aesthetic gestures that point at different directions of life. In our aesthetic ontology, 

we interpret them as “aesthetic vectors”.  

 It deserves notice that there are other kinds of gestures that show life-directions: (i) Politi-

cians and sages, to start with them, typically use to point different life directions of the com-

munities they are supposed to lead. Indeed, we can clearly differentiate the gestures of political 

life direction of Lenin, of Saddam Hussein, of Yassir Arafat, etc. (ii) As Wittgenstein has 

noted, miracles, too, can direct our life: they can be seen as “gesture[s] which God makes.” (p. 

45) (iii) One of Wittgenstein closer followers, John Wisdom, had noted that a dream (but also a 

psychoanalytic session) can change the light in which we see the things and events in your life 

                                                           
4 See more about the works of art as gestures in Gall (2014). 

5 On how we joint social (mental) groups see Milkov (2012). Similar conception was also 

developed in Bourdieu (1979). 
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and so to change its direction (Wisdom 1973, p.  43). (iv) Finally, an event in life, too, can 

change the direction (the style) of our life. Typical case is Buddha’s awakening from the 

lethargy of the mundane life after he witnessed examples of sick, aged and suffering persons. 

 

5. Style 

Every aesthetic gesture has a specific style. We further claim that exactly the style secures 

the connection (the bridge) between the work of art and the way of living that it can outline. To 

be more exact, the style of a work of art has the power to direct our life-style: love for freedom, 

strength of character, etc. 

  We are using the modal verb “can” here since only cases of, what we shall call, successful 

(gelungene), or cogent, work of art can do this job. To speak with Wittgenstein, cogent work of 

art is the work of art that achieves a vision of a single object sub specie aeternitatis.6 The 

mediocre works of art, in contrast, are rather torpid gestures. They can communicate new 

direction in life only theoretically, not really. In fact, their main service is to convey enter-

tainment, to bring their consumers away from the “necessities” of the external world—and 

nothing beyond this. 

We shall start our analysis of style pointing out that it characterizes artifacts that we make 

with know-how (Ryle 1949, p. 48). There is no style of coughing or sneezing or eating. 

However, there is a style of chess-playing, of painting and of composing pieces of music. 

There is also a difference in the role style plays in producing different kinds of artifacts. The 

role of style in the works of art, in sports, in politics, and also in life is determining. Why is this 

so? Apparently, since in these realms we express ourselves. This point is connected with the 

fact that exactly in these realms we materialize the freedom of our will. In contrast, in artifacts 

which are determined through norms, so that in them the free will plays a minimal role (if any), 

the style is of lesser importance: typical examples are the importance of style in grammar and 

in logic.  

 But how can a successful work of art change the style of living? Perhaps the following 

remark of the later Wittgenstein can help to understand this point: “the fact that life is prob-

lematic shows that the shape of your life does not fit into the life’s mould. So you must change 

the way you live.” (1980, p. 27) Apparently, a successful work of art can help exactly in such 

                                                           
6 In a similar key, Hegel maintained that the successful work of art “touches” the Absolute. 

Unfortunately, it cannot fuse with the Absolute since art is not the appropriate form to this 

purpose in principle: we can reach fusion with the Absolute only in philosophy.  
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cases. It can change the perspective we see our life, so that after that change, your life better fits 

into the life mould.  

 We are going to make the next step in our analysis of style with the remark that exactly the 

style makes us see (or hear) the object of the cogent work of art sub specie aeternitatis. Espe-

cially helpful to better understand this point is a remark Wittgenstein made in 1934: the style is 

“the general necessity seen sub specie aeternitatis” (1997, p. 27). (Apparently, Wittgenstein 

meant here the style of a work of art, not the style of printing or of grammar.) We interpret this 

remark as meaning that being the necessity of the work of art, the style is the synthetic a priori 

that the artist creates. Moreover, this necessity is implied by, what can be called, the “law” of 

the style of the work of art. Interpretations of the same work of art (of a particular piece of 

music, for example) are different ways of following its law (its general necessity).7 

  

6. Tentative Definition of Music 

In order to demonstrate the fruitfulness of Frege–Wittgenstein theory of works of art in our 

interpretation we are going to tentatively sketch a theory of music that is conform to it. Indeed, 

Wittgenstein was mainly interested in philosophy of music. 

In What Is Art? Leo Tolstoy, an author Wittgenstein highly respected, maintained that a 

piece of music communicates emotions. One of the advantages of this view is that it parallels 

Frege’s and Wittgenstein’s Tractarian insistence that propositions communicate thoughts. In 

1947 Wittgenstein corrected Tolstoy’s definition, though, into “a work of art conveys … [not 

simply feeling, or emotions, but] an expression of feeling” (1980, p. 58). In an attempt to 

develop Wittgenstein’s definition of works of art further, we are going to reformulate it in 

analogy to the claim of Frege–Wittgenstein that proposition is nothing but “the thought … 

expressed perceptibly through the sense” (Wittgenstein 1922, 3.1): similarly, we conceive 

works of art, musical pieces in particular, as emotions “expressed perceptibly through the 

sense”. 

 We should like to make two addendums to this tentative definition of works of music, 

though: 

 (i) Musical pieces are not simply emotions expressed perceptibly through our senses. Ra-

ther, they are more of moods encapsulated (expressed) in specific structures accessible through 

                                                           
7 The problem of the relations between the original work of art (which works the a priori laws) 

and its interpretations was extensively discussed by Nelson Goodman. (cf. Goodman and Elgin 

1986) 
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our senses. In this claim, we follow another “wink” of Wittgenstein who spoke about Schiller’s 

“poetic mood” (1980, p. 65).  

In connection with our tentative definition of pieces of music, we would like to remind the 

reader Gilbert Ryle’s conception—a philosopher who closely followed Wittgenstein—that 

moods are not identical with feelings, or emotions. Indeed, while feelings are short-living, 

moods “monopolize”—they penetrate our whole nature: “Somewhat as the entire ship is 

cruising south-east, rolling, or vibrating, so the entire person is nervous, serene, or gloomy. His 

own corresponding inclination is to describe the whole world as menacing, congenial, or grey.” 

(Ryle 1949, p. 96)  

 Ryle’s remark on moods fits very well Wittgenstein’s Tractarian claim that the message of 

the work of art lies at the boundary of the world of facts (cf. § 3).8 The boundary itself is de-

termined through an attitude—or, as we have just said, through a mood—towards it. It can 

bring us in the position to see objects of the world of facts in new way—sub specie aeternitatis. 

Then these objects receive new—sublime—meaning. 

 (ii) In order to be “perceptible through senses”, the expression of feeling the work of art 

conveys is embodied (encapsulated) in a specific construction, embedded in the context of this 

specific art. Most importantly, because it is encapsulated—created and recorded in the capsule 

of the work of art,—we can join the mood that the piece of music expresses at any point in 

time: the mood is perfectly well conserved in it. 

 Important point is that the moods, encapsulated in the works of art, are built up step by step. 

As already hinted at, this building up goes hand in hand with the development of the specific 

structure of the work of art that has a definite place at the scale of progress of this particular art. 

That is why there is a mastery and command of creating (composing) of encapsulated moods. 

Unfortunately, the ability to create pieces of music at the same mood level, or to create new 

moods, is quite difficult to preserve. Indeed, one cannot be master of her moods—she can be 

only a master of her craft, or skill, that one knows how to perform.  

 This point helps to explain why quite often the ability to write “successful” music, to con-

struct cogent expressions of moods, irreversibly wanes. An illustrative example: The Beatle 

Paul McCartney was a composer of supreme quality in his youth—so that he produced chef 

                                                           
8 It is clear, at least after this remark, that what we are doing in this paper is not merely the 

rejection of the theory of art of Frege and of the early Wittgenstein, in order to embrace that of 

the later Wittgenstein. We also elucidate and thus enrich the theory of art of the later Witt-

genstein with the help of elements of the aesthetics of Frege and the early Wittgenstein. 
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d’oeuvres on a conveyer-belt in the 1960s—and not thus good one in his mature and late years. 

Our explanation is that his musical “thinking” waned exactly because he failed (in fact, our 

thesis is that he was doomed to fail) to preserve the level of mood he once achieved. There are 

no parallel cases of substantial decline in craft in science or mathematics; and also not in 

painting and in poetry.  
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