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1: Introduction 

What are repeatable artworks? I hold that they are constituted by specific sequences and 
structures. Many have argued against this view along through various means. This essay aims 
to respond to one of these arguments. J. Levinson’s work ‘What a musical work is’ displays the 
argument in question, the argument from context. In exploring Levinson’s argument, we shall 
also have to explore K. Walton’s ‘Categories of Art’. We shall discover that Walton’s writing 
allows certain scenarios that would contradict Levinson’s argument. We shall consider 
objections that naturally arise to this claim, but we shall see that these objections ultimately 
fail, and so Levinson’s argument fails as well. 

2: Repeatable Artworks as Structures 

Repeatable artworks can be understood as artworks which can be reproduced without 
those reproductions being seen as forgeries. One clear model of how to conceptualise 
repeatable musical works is the "most natural and common proposal … that a musical work is 
a sound-structure, sequence, or pattern of sounds pure and simple".1 A sequence of the smaller 
entities that comprise the work in question seems apt for most repeatable artworks. Consider 
poems and novels being composed of sentences and words, and plays and dances being 
composed of specific actions. Given that audiences listen to sounds in order to listen to music, 
and to read sentences and words in order to read poems and novels, this seems to be the 
prima facie manner of conceptualising repeatable works of art. Let us call this view the ‘natural 
proposal’ (NP). 

One ramification of the NP is that if multiple artists, working in different contexts, produce 
the same sequence, then they have produced the same work. It is Levinson’s objection to this 
that forms the topic of this essay. 

3: Levinson’s Argument from Context 

Writing specifically about classical music composers, Levinson writes that “distinct 
composers determining the same sound-structure … inevitably produce different musical 
works”.2 This is in direct contradiction to the NP. As such, we must examine Levinson’s 
argument for this claim. 

Levinson’s first proposition: “[A]esthetic and artistic attributes of a piece of music are partly 
a function of, and must be gauged with reference to, the total musico-historical context in 
which the composer was situated in while composing [their] piece.” 3 

Attributes, or properties, are understood only in reference to this musico-historical 
context. Composers are situated within a specific context when they compose. Levinson does 
not provide precise definition of what musico-historical contexts are, but he does mention 

                                                        
1 (Levinson, 2008, p.479) 
2 (Levinson, 2008, p.481) 
3 (Levinson, 2008, p.481) 
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certain things that are included, among which are the wholes “of musical development”, 
“cultural, social, and political history”, the composer’s repertoire, oeuvre, influences and 
“apparent style”, leading up to the act of composition.4 For example, imagine a musical work 
composed during a time of war. This work’s property of say, sorrowfulness, can only be 
perceived as it really is if the work is understood partly in reference to the composer’s relation 
to that war. 

However, not all of the properties that Levinson holds are part of the work need be so. 
Some properties are separable from the work, such as originality and influences. These 
properties can be seen as belonging to the act of composition, as opposed to the work. For 
example, an early work by Brahms may be ‘Liszt-influenced’. However, it was Brahms who 
actually experienced Liszt and his work, which in turn guided Brahms’ composition. Properties 
like originality function similarly. Levinson holds that a work is ‘highly original’ if it had “never 
before been written.”5 However, it is the acts of composition, the writing down of the musical 
work that is unprecedented, not the sound-structures. By Levinson’s own admission, sound-
structures on their own exist eternally, so it must be the act of composition, the writing down 
that has never before occurred.6 So, the composer’s act, is original, not their work. So, 
originality can be seen as a property of the compositional act, not the work. 

The other type of property is aesthetic properties, for example, ‘harmonious’. These 
properties are inseparable from the work itself. For example, a particular work may be 
harmonious, but it seems implausible to argue that it is because the composer is harmonious. 
These properties can be attributed to specific aspects of the structure of the work. For 
example, Levinson describes one such particular feature, a “Mannheim rocket”, as “exciting”.7  

Levinson’s second proposition: “[M]usico-historical contexts of composing individuals are 
invariably different … even if their works are identical in sound structure they will differ widely 
in aesthetic and artistic attributes.” 8 

Different composers, by virtue of having different lives, even by the tiniest amount, will have 
different contexts, as their social surroundings and musical skills will inevitably differ in some 
way. As such, given that two composers invariably have different contexts, they will be situated 
in different contexts while composing. Given that context partly affects how a work’s 
properties must be understood, then each context will confer different properties upon their 
respective works. For example, if two composers compose a work each during a war, with the 
former decrying the war and the latter supporting it, then where the former’s work is 
condemnatory, the latter’s is congratulatory. This is still the case even when the two 
composers compose works which sound identical to one another. 

Levinson concludes that when W1 and W2 are works sharing a sound-structure but 
composed by composers with different contexts, “by Leibniz’s law, the musical works 
themselves must be non-identical; if W1 has any attribute that W2 lacks, or vice versa, then W1 ≠ 
W2”.9 Given that different contexts make for different sets of properties, then W1 will have a 
different set of properties to W2. As such, one cannot be numerically identical to the other. 

                                                        
4 (Levinson, 2008, p.481) 
5 (Levinson, 2008, p.482) 
6 (Levinson, 2008, p.480) 
7 (Levinson, 2008, p.482) 
8 (Levinson, 2008, p.481) 
9 (Levinson, 2008, p.481) 
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I believe that Levinson’s argument applies to more repeatable artworks than just music. 
Just as musical works include sound-structures, so too do literary works include structures of 
words, as do dramatic works include structures of actions. The producers of novels, poems, 
and plays are situated within contexts. The various bits that make up contexts can be changed 
in order to produce literary-historical contexts, and dramatic-historical contexts. So, 
Levinson’s arguments can apply to other repeatable artworks. 

4: Walton’s Categories of Art 

In a footnote to this argument, Levinson writes that it rests on the acceptance of this 
principle: “Works of art truly have attributes which they appear to have when correctly 
perceived”.10 This principle is derived from K. Walton’s ‘Categories of Art’.  

Correct perception is a concept that requires elaboration. Walton wrote that it is: “correct to 
perceive a work in certain categories, and incorrect to perceive it in certain others. … 
[F]eatures of a work are standard, variable, or contra-standard absolutely just in case that they 
are standard, variable, or contra-standard (respectively) for people to perceive the work 
correctly.”11 

Categories seem to be the way one decides what is correct perception. Categories can be 
understood as the various labels that artworks fall under. For example, Waiting for Godot can 
appear to fall under the categories ‘play’, ‘tragicomedy’, ‘absurdist’. These categories dictate 
what features of the work should be understood as normal, changeable, or extraordinary in 
relation to the categories of the work. The issue of correctness arises if there are certain sets 
of categories that seem to not apply. For example, it would be incorrect to assess Waiting for 
Godot based on a category that has movement as a contra-standard feature, as plays make use 
of both remaining stationary and movement as variable features. If it is possible to conceive of 
incorrect categories, then it stands to reason that there are correct categories. 

The correct categories show which properties artworks really have, as opposed to those 
which they appear to have, if perceived in other categories. Walton writes: “aesthetic 
properties [that] a work has … [depend] on which of its features are absolutely standard, 
variable, or contra-standard … [T]he aesthetic properties [a work] actually possesses are those 
to be found in it when it is perceived correctly.”12 

The factors that determine correct categories include amongst them two that relate to 
Levinson’s musico-historical contexts. Walton holds that “the [work’s] historical conditions 
[are] relevant in determining in what categories a work is correctly perceived”, with historical 
conditions being both ″ the fact … that the artist who produced [the artwork] intended or 
expected it to be perceived in [certain categories], or thought of it as a [member of certain 
categories]” and “the fact that [certain categories are] well established in and recognized by 
the society in which [the artwork] was produced.”13 The first fact can be understood as a claim 
that artists think of specific categories as they create works. The second fact can be 
understood as a claim that artists’ societies have specific categories firmly in mind when 
approaching any work presented to it.  

                                                        
10 (Levinson, 2008, p.491) 
11 (Walton, 2008, p.531) 
12 (Walton, 2008, p.534) 
13 (Walton, 2008, pp.531-533) 
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For example, ancient Classical sculptures of gods were painted so that they would seem 
alive when viewed, in keeping with how religion and myth described them. So, colour is 
standard to the category of Classical statues. So, when an ancient Greek sculptor creates work 
W, they have in mind the category of ancient Classical statues, and the society viewing the work 
will view it in the Classical-statue category. These two facts help show that it is correct to 
perceive W as a classical statue and not something else, such as uncoloured sculpture. 

Correct categories determine actual properties that artworks have. If historical conditions 
help determine correct categories, then historical conditions at least partially determine the 
actual properties that artworks have. 

Levinson writes that context can be divided into two sections, individual and general. These 
can be seen to correspond to the first and second facts of Walton’s historical conditions, 
respectively. 

The individual context "consists of factors relevant specifically to [the composer’s] 
composing at [the time of composition]".14 These factors can be seen to help discern under 
which categories are correct. For example, if Brahms was influenced by Liszt’s style and work, 
then it would be correct to place his work under some of the same categories that Liszt’s work 
fell under. As such, it can be seen that these factors help determine correct categories, and so, 
help determine the actual properties that works have. 

Levinson holds that general context "consists of factors relevant to anyone’s composing at 
[the time of composition]".15 This general context will apply to anyone composing within the 
given society. These are the established categories with which any music presented will be 
examined. For example, the threat of nuclear war will not apply to any pre-20th century society. 
So, it would be incorrect to interpret the works of Mozart in the light of nuclear war, whereas 
interpreting his work according to the contemporary political situation renders 
interpretations that seem more correct. As such, the category of ‘nuclear war related’ does 
not correctly apply to works produced in times previous to the twentieth century. So, it can 
be seen that general contexts help determine correct categories, and in so doing, help 
determine actual properties. 

So, Walton’s work underpins Levinson’s argument, as the effects of historical conditions 
can be seen to function much as the same way that Levinson holds his context do. Both help 
identify correct perception of artworks, and in so doing, function to determine which 
properties the work has. 

5: Walton’s Giacometti Scenario 

What can be said in defence of the NP? If we re-examine Walton’s work again, we can see 
that there are ways that a single artwork can have differing, or even contradictory sets of 
actual qualities. Walton does indeed mention one such scenario where this occurs in the case 
of sculptures by Giacometti: “To a critic who sees them simply as … sculptures of people, 
they look frail, emaciated, wispy, or wiry. … [A] critic who sees them in the category of thin 
metal sculptures of that sort (just as stick figures do not strike us as wispy or emaciated) … 
would be impressed not by the thinness of the sculptures, but by the expressive nature of the 
positions of the limbs, and so forth, and no doubt would attribute very different aesthetic 
properties to them. Which of the two ways of seeing these works is correct is … undecidable. 

                                                        
14 (Levinson, 2008, p.481) 
15 (Levinson, 2008, p.481) 
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… I doubt whether any of the other conditions settle the issue conclusively. So perhaps the 
dispute between the two critics is essentially irresolvable.”16 

Walton seems to be allowing that there are cases where two distinct and even 
contradictory sets of qualities can be correctly attributed to a single artwork (in Giacometti’s 
case, emaciated, and frail, and second, non-frail, non-emaciated, expressive, etc.). Neither set 
is more conclusively correct than the other, and so the two must co-exist simultaneously. 
Critics seeing it in one set of categories will perceive certain properties that they would not 
perceive if they saw it in another set. 

This seems to be in contradiction with Levinson’s argument. Levinson argues that because 
a sound-structure can have multiple differing and often contradictory sets of properties, it is 
impossible that a single musical work could be simply a sound-structure. This presumes that 
musical works can only have a single set of correct properties. However, as Walton goes on to 
say, there are situations when his "criteria do not clearly specify a single set of categories in 
which a work is correctly perceived" (Walton’s italics).17 Levinson has identified situations 
where a sound-structure could recur, but this is insufficient to prove that sound-structures 
alone cannot be musical works. If so, then the NP survives Levinson’s challenge. 

To see if this is true, we must see if Walton’s Giacometti scenario applies to Levinson’s 
examples. Take Levinson’s ‘Mannheim rocket’ example: “The symphonies of Johann Stamitz 
(1712-57) … generally employ attention-getting devices… one of which is known as the 
“Mannheim rocket” …  A symphony of Stamitz containing Mannheim rockets… is an exciting 
piece of music. But a piece written today which was identical in sound structure with one of 
Stamitz’s symphonies, Mannheim rockets and all, would not be so much exciting as it would 
be exceedingly funny. Stamitz’s symphony is to be heard in the context of Stamitz’s earlier 
works, the persistence of Late Baroque style, the contemporary activities of the young 
Mozart and the Napoleonic wars. “Modern Stamitz’s” symphony would be heard in the 
context of “Modern Stamitz’s” earlier works… the existence of aleatory and electronic music, 
the musical enterprises both of Pierre Boulez and of Elton John, and the threat of nuclear 
annihilation.” (Levinson’s italics)18 

Both symphonies use Mannheim rockets. The rockets in Stamitz’s symphony give the 
work an exciting property as a result partly of his context, including: Stamitz’s earlier work, 
the prevalent styles, contemporaries, and political events. These various factors influenced 
the set of categories in reference to which both Stamitz creating, and his audience listening, 
understood Mannheim rockets. Let us call this set of categories the ‘old’ set.  

The rockets in Modern Stamitz’s symphony give the work a funny property as a result 
partly of their context: Modern Stamitz’s earlier work, the prevalent styles, contemporaries, 
and political events. These various factors influenced the set of categories in reference to 
which both Modern Stamitz creating, and their audience listening, understood Mannheim 
rockets. Let us call this set of categories the ‘modern’ set. 

Levinson’s challenge, simply put, is that a sound-structure with Mannheim rockets in it 
can either be funny or exciting, but a musical work cannot. Hence, sound-structures 
simpliciter cannot be musical works. Walton however has allowed scenarios in which a single 
artwork, like Giacometti’s sculpture, can both be emaciated and not emaciated, that is, have 

                                                        
16 (Walton, 2008, pp.533-534) 
17 (Walton, 2008, p.534) 
18 (Levinson, 2008, p.482) 
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multiple sets of categories, and so multiple sets of properties. Stamitz and Modern Stamitz, 
both working independently of the other, instantiated one and the same sound-structure, so 
says Levinson. A learned critic, listening to the sound-structure, if they understood it in 
reference to the old set, would find it exciting, and if they understood it in reference to the 
modern set, then they would find it funny. This appears very similar to Walton’s Giacometti 
scenario. And just as in Walton’s scenario, all this entails is that the single object with multiple 
sets of categories has an irresolvable dispute, which merely shows the complexity of the 
object in question, that it allows itself to multiple interpretations. 

So, aesthetic properties are in some way different from the sort that Leibniz’s law covers. 
Artworks, including musical works, can have multiple sets of correct categories, and thus 
multiple sets of aesthetic properties without the need to posit an additional work. So, 
Levinson’s argument that multiple composers, working independently, producing the same 
sound-structure, inevitably produce distinct works, fails. So, the NP can be seen to survive 
Levinson’s challenge. 

6: Objections 

An objection that a defender of Levinson’s argument might pose is the difference between 
statues and music. For example, one might describe how tall Giacometti’s sculpture is, the 
same cannot be done for Debussy’s La Mer, or Shakespeare’s Hamlet. The concepts of these 
two types of artwork do not share every single rule. As such, Walton’s rule about sculptures by 
Giacometti is not necessarily true for all repeatable artworks. So, it is possible that there are 
some repeatable artworks that can only have a single set of correct categories, and hence, 
properties. As such, it is not necessarily true for all repeatable artworks that if the same 
structure, instantiated by multiple artists, each situated in different contexts, and each 
instantiation carrying distinct sets of aesthetic properties, each artist would have instantiated 
the same work. So, the NP can be seen to be false, given that a key consequence of the NP is 
that multiple artists, working independently, producing the same sequence, produce the same 
artwork.   

However, one could challenge such a claim. Just as there is but one sculpture, there is but 
one structure in each of Levinson’s counterexamples to the NP. More importantly, as seen in 
my earlier example, what Walton notes are difference in aesthetic properties, rather than any 
particularly physical object or non-repeatable aspect. Both sculptures and music can be 
frightening, eerie, harmonious, strong, fragile, funny, exciting, and so on. While it is true that 
there are some significant differences between repeatable and non-repeatable artworks, they 
both are capable of having aesthetic properties, because they are both capable of being placed 
in a set of categories. This being a shared aspect of both repeatable and non-repeatable 
artworks, and arguably artworks in general, we can see how this scenario that Walton 
described is not specific to sculpture, non-repeatable or repeatable artworks. So, it still stands 
that multiple artists, working independently, producing the same sequence, produce the same 
work. So, the NP still survives Levinson’s challenge. 

But perhaps the most obvious objection to this defence of the NP is that Walton clearly 
outlines a scenario that sounds much more similar to Levinson’s counterexamples to the NP. 
This is the Guernica/guernica scenario. As Walton writes, “imagine a society which does not 
have an established medium of painting, but does produce a kind of work of art called 
guernicas. Guernicas are like versions of Picasso’s “Guernica” done in various bas-relief 
dimensions… Picasso’s “Guernica” would be counted as a guernica in this society – a perfectly 
flat one – rather than as a painting … [“Guernica”] seems violent, dynamic, vital, and disturbing 
to us. but I imagine that it would strike [guernica-makers] as cold, stark, lifeless, or serene and 
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restful, or perhaps bland, dull, boring, - but in any case, not violent, dynamic, and vital … it would 
certainly be natural to consider a person who calls “Guernica” stark, cold, or dull, because [they 
see] it as a guernica, to be mistaken: [they misunderstand] the work because [they are] looking 
at it in the wrong way.” (Walton’s italics)19 

The Guernica scenario is different to the Giacometti scenario in one key aspect. The 
painting that Picasso produced can be placed in to two different sets of categories, that of 
paintings in the western tradition, and of guernicas, and in so doing it can have two different 
sets of aesthetic properties. However, unlike Giacometti’s sculpture, Walton holds that 
considering Picasso’s work as a guernica would be incorrect, wrong, and untrue, because it 
fails the criteria for correctness that Walton laid out. Similarly, it would be untrue for a 
perfectly flat guernica to be considered as a painting in the western tradition. So here is a 
situation where a work can appear to be situated in two different contexts, which in so doing, 
provides it with two different sets of aesthetic attributes. Unlike the Giacometti scenario, it is 
incorrect for Picasso’s work to be understood in the guernica-set of categories, meaning that 
the two sets of aesthetic properties determined by the two sets of categories cannot co-exist 
within Picasso’s work. So, this seems in keeping with Levinson’s premise that two composers, 
each situated in different contexts, inevitably produce different works. If it is untrue that 
Stamitz’s symphony is funny, and true that Modern Stamitz’s symphony is, then it is a logical 
impossibility for the two symphonies to be one and the same. Thus, Levinson’s argument still 
stands and the NP is defeated. 

However, this can arguably be seen to not apply to the case of repeatable artworks. 
Repeatable artworks can be instantiated in multiple times and places. Hamlet can be 
performed both during the time of Elizabeth I and that of Elizabeth II. The different contexts 
that permeate both these monarchs’ reigns affect how the work is understood. It would be 
incorrect to understand an Elizabeth I era instantiation in the context of nuclear war. 
"Guernica", a painting, cannot be repeated, and so, claiming that it has significance in the 
context of the guernica-makers seems to be a mistake, no matter how similar guernicas 
resemble it. But if the artwork is repeatable, then instantiations across time and location are 
more plausible. The properties of one instantiation do not necessarily accompany the other 
instantiation, just as the violence, dynamism, and vitality of "Guernica" would not accompany a 
flat guernica. The design of “Guernica” can be understood as a structure of sorts, one that is 
instantiated many times by the perfectly flat guernica-makers and once by Picasso. Were 
"Guernica" a repeatable structure, and flat guernicas are other instantiations, then there are 
two sets of properties applying to the one structure. Picasso’s instantiation is correctly 
understood as being violent, dynamic and vital, but arguably, guernica-makers’ instantiations 
are correctly understood as being cold and dull. Neither instantiation has priority over the 
other, as such, neither can resolve the conflict. If faced with an irresolvable conflict of 
interpretations of an artwork, then, as with Giacometti’s sculpture, we must admit that the 
conflicting sets must simply co-exist, each merely appearing to the viewer depending on the 
context to which the viewer understands the work in reference. The sets shift in the same way 
an optical illusion shifts, for example, a duck-rabbit. So, we can see that the Giacometti 
scenario is what applies when considering repeatable artworks. So, this challenge to the NP 
fails and the NP still stands. 

Moreover, Walton rules “Guernica” being perceived as a guernica incorrect because it 
might allow “Guernica” to be correctly labelled “cold or dull”.20 These are properties which can 

                                                        
19 (Walton, 2008, pp.526-530) 
20 (Walton, 2008, p.530) 



The Giacometti Scenario: A Response to Levinson’s Argument from Context 
 

 
57 

perhaps seem to denigrate and insult Picasso’s work. However, this does not remove the labels 
of violent, dynamic, vital, if perceived in the painting-set of categories. Just as it is true that a 
book is a poor coaster, so too would “Guernica” be a dull guernica. This does not diminish the 
worth of “Guernica” as a painting, but in fact adds the additional worth that accompanies dull 
guernicas. Consider the religious paintings of western Europe and the Byzantine Empire in the 
middle ages: Whereas the Byzantine icons had set faces, apparel, and props in order to identify 
the saints to their audiences, the religious artwork of western Europe were more varied in 
their portrayal of the saints. The western artworks made for poor icons, and could not identify 
the saints as easily as the icons, but they were also artworks of their own sort, valued and 
critiqued on other merits. The properties accrued on viewing the work as an icon do not affect 
the qualities the work possesses as a work as in its western European category of medieval 
paintings. So, it can be seen that the seeming denigration of artworks that Walton rightly 
wishes to guard against is not the case in the guernica scenario. So, the need for a challenge 
to the NP evaporates, and thus the NP stands. 

7: Conclusion 

So, we have identified the NP, and Levinson’s challenge against it, which drew upon 
Walton’s writings. We have also seen how Walton allows certain scenarios which show how the 
Levinson’s challenge can be refuted. We have also considered the objections that naturally 
arise to this line of thought, and show that the claim that structures constitute repeatable 
artworks can be seen to survive this particular line of attack. 
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