
PHIL 556 – Abstract Objects and Multiple Artworks 
 
Course Description: Singular art-forms are art-forms where the work can only have a single 
instance; consider, for example, paintings and (most) sculptures. Multiple art-forms, by contrast, 
allow their works to have multiple instances—these are art-forms like dance, literature, music, and 
photography. Multiple art-forms present a number of well-known philosophical challenges: how are 
they brought into being or 'initiated' by artists (i.e. are they created or discovered)? If the works are 
'types' and their instances are 'tokens,' then what is the ontological status of such 'types,' and how are 
they individuated? It is almost universally accepted that types are abstract entities (i.e. they are 
causally inert, and are spatially unlocated), while tokens are concrete instances. And yet, this raises 
questions about our epistemic access and ability to refer to types if we take knowledge and reference 
to require some sort of causal engagement. In this seminar, we will use the debates over and status of 
multiple artworks—especially music—to explore more wide-ranging issues about the place of 
abstract objects in the arts, culture, and philosophy. We will explore traditional and contemporary 
versions of the type-token theory, focusing on the case of music in particular, and consider the 
suggestion that we can explain multiple art-kinds by analogy to contemporary work on historical 
individuals in the philosophy of biology. Finally, we will turn to some meta-ontological issues this 
debate raises for the ontology of art, and for the ontology of social kinds more generally. 
 
 

Schedule of Readings 
 

Week 1 
The type-token theory 
Introducing the type-token theory of multiple artworks 

 Richard Wollheim – Art and its Objects (extracts) 

 Nelson Goodman – Languages of Art (extract) 

 Nicholas Wolterstorff – Towards an Ontology of Artworks 
 
Week 2 
Contextualism and anti-empiricism 
Multiple artworks as context-dependent entities 

 Jerrold Levinson – What a Musical Work Is 

 Noël Carroll and Sally Banes – Working and Dancing 
 
Week 3 
Dodd's Works of Music I 
Introduction to the "simple theory" 

 Julian Dodd – Works of Music Intro. + Ch. 1 

 Julian Dodd – Musical Works as Eternal Types 
 
Week 4 
Dodd's Works of Music II 
The nature of types 

 Julian Dodd – Works of Music Chs. 2 + 3 

 David Davies – Dodd on the audibility of musical works 
 
Week 5 
Dodd's Works of Music III 
Timbral sonicism defended 

 Julian Dodd – Works of Music Chs. 8 + 9 



Week 6 
Multiple artworks as historical individuals I 
The biological analogy 

 Julian Dodd – Works of Music Ch. 6 

 Guy Rohrbaugh – Artworks as historical individuals 
 
Week 7 
Multiple artworks as historical individuals II 
Developing the biological analogy 

 P.D. Magnus – Historical Individuals Like Anas Platyrhynchos and 'Classical Gas'  

 Ben Caplan and Carl Matheson – Defending Musical Perdurantism 
 

Week 8 
The diversity and identity of musical works 
Let's get clear on what exactly we were talking about 

 Stephen Davies – Musical Works 

 David Davies – Multiple Instances and Multiple 'Instances' 
 

Week 9 
Non-Platonist theories I 
Introducing some alternatives 

 Andrew Kania – Platonism vs. Nominalism in contemporary musical ontology  

 Marcus Rossberg – Destroying artworks 

 Amie Thomasson – Fiction and Metaphysics (extract) 
 

Week 10 
Non-Platonist theories II 
Some more alternatives 

 Allan Hazlett – Against repeatable artworks 

 Christy Mag Uidhir – Art & Art-Attempts Ch. 5: Repeatable Artworks and Relevant Similarity 
 
Week 11 
Meta-ontology I 
Methodological issues in the ontology of art 

 Robert Kraut – Artworld Metaphysics Ch. 1: Introduction: Artworld Data and Aesthetic Theory 

 Lydia Goehr – The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works Ch. 3: The Limits of Analysis and the 
Need for History 

 
Week 12 
Meta-ontology II 
Descriptivism 

 Andrew Kania – The methodology of musical ontology: descriptivism and its implications 

 Amie Thomasson – Debates about the Ontology of Art: What Are We Doing Here 

 Amie Thomasson – The ontology of art and knowledge in aesthetics 
 

Week 13 
Meta-ontology III 
Revisionism 

 Julian Dodd – Adventures in the Meta-Ontology of Art 

 David Davies – The primacy of practice in the ontology of art 


