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One of my earliest memories is of my legs dangling off my 
family’s glossy black piano bench as I practiced a piece that 
combined my right and left hands in ways that confounded 
my five-year-old fingers and mind.   Intrigued by the 
pulsing rhythms and unusual harmonies of this particular 
work, I yearned to be able to execute those sounds perfectly.  
In pursuit of this goal, I remained on the piano bench 
practicing the piece repeatedly, first with one hand, then 
the other, and after much effort with both hands combined. 
Once I was able to perform it fluently, I played it over 
and over, smitten by its beauty.  As I grew, I added other 
instruments to my musical studies, ultimately focusing 
mainly on the flute, but also studying music history and 
music theory in my undergraduate and graduate degrees.  
In the course of my education, I learned that the obsession 
with beauty I first experienced on the piano bench as a 
kindergartner was not unique to me; artists from all eras  
of history, in all corners of the world have relentlessly 
pursued beauty.  

But why?  Why have so many pursued beauty, an ideal 
that is surely subjective to time period, individual taste, 
locale, and aesthetic movements?  What drives composers, 
poets, writers, actors, actresses, painters, sculptors, 
dancers, and so many more to pursue a path fraught with 
frustration, difficulty, and ceaseless striving?   

These questions have fascinated me in my career as a 
musician and an educator.  While I cannot answer for 
everyone, I can say that my experience and education 
has taught me many lessons about the value of seeking 
beauty.  It is in the process of pursuing the beautiful that 
we connect to divinity, improve ourselves, and make the 
world more meaningful for our fellow human beings and 
ourselves. 

The first time the word “beauty” is mentioned in the 
Book of Mormon happens just eleven chapters into the text.  
In 1 Nephi 11:8, Nephi describes his father Lehi’s vision of 
the tree of life:

And it came to pass that the Spirit said unto me: Look! 

And I looked and beheld a tree; and it was like unto the 

tree which my father had seen; and the beauty thereof 

was far beyond, yea, exceeding of all beauty; and the 

whiteness thereof did exceed the whiteness of the 

driven snow.

When Nephi questions the angel as to the meaning of 
the tree—that which exceeds the beauty of all else—the 
angel responds that it represents the love of God, which is 

“most desirable above all things” and “the most joyous to 
the soul.”  That which is beautiful, according to the book of 
Nephi, is that which connects us to the love of God.

Hildegard of Bingen, one of the most exceptional 
women of the Middle Ages, also recognized the connection 
between beauty and divinity.  Born in 1098 in Rhineland, 
Germany as the tenth child of her family, Hildegard 
was dedicated to the Church as a child and entered a 
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Benedictine monastery at age fourteen.  Hildegard’s vast 
and varied achievements defy summarization; she was a 
nun, author, poet, composer, scientist, artist, and visionary.  
Known throughout Europe for her visions, which she 
recorded in the book Scivias (1141–1151), Hildegard 
was the first woman to receive papal permission to write 
about theology.  She preached openly with ecclesiastical 
authorization, and kings, queens, bishops, and other 
political and religious authorities throughout Europe 
consulted her for advice.  She is one of few playwrights 
and composers of the Middle Ages whose work is not 
anonymous, and more of her musical compositions  
survive today than from any other medieval composer.  
She wrote the earliest extant morality play and also 
founded her own monastery. 

In the last year of Hildegard’s life her convent was 
punished for burying an excommunicated member 
on its grounds.  When they refused to exhume the 
excommunicated member, Hildegard and the nuns in 
her convent were forbidden by Church authorities from 
participating in the sacrament.  Moreover, they were 
prohibited from using music to worship in the Divine 
Office, a series of eight daily devotional services of which 
music was a central component.  In response to this severe 
punishment, Hildegard wrote a letter to the prelates of 
Mainz, expounding her unique theology of music and its 
power to recreate the divine.  According to Hildegard, after 
the fall of Adam, it was through music that man was able to 
recall the paradisiacal beauty of heaven:

But when . . . the Devil, heard what man had begun to 

sing by the inspiration of God, and that man was invited 

by this to recall the sweetness of the songs of heaven 

. . . he was so frightened that he was greatly tormented, 

and he continually busied himself in scheming and in 

selecting from the multifarious falsehoods of his iniquity, 

so that he did not cease to disrupt that affirmation and 

beauty of divine praise and spiritual hymnody . . . 

This same philosophy is demonstrated in Hildegard’s 
morality play, Ordo Virtutum. In this musical drama 
comprised of allegorical characters, all sing in 
plainchant throughout the work except the Devil, whose 
separation from the divine is demonstrated through his 
inability to sing. 

Hildegard’s unique and colorful compositional style in 
Ordo Virtutum and her numerous sacred compositions 
are a welcome addition to the body of extant twelfth-
century chant repertoire.  Where much Gregorian chant 
employs a limited range of pitches and consists mainly 
of conjunct melodies, Hildegard’s compositions explore 
a comparatively vast range and make use of frequent 
wide leaps. Hildegard’s texts, which she composed 
herself, are rife with colorful adjectives and exuberant 
imagery exploiting the senses of sight, smell, taste, and 
touch.   Using her unique and creative voice, she expressed 
through her compositions what she and many of her 
contemporaries recognized: the ability of art—specifically 
music—to recreate the divine as she saw, heard, and felt it.  
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Seven centuries later, Ludwig van Beethoven weighed 
similar questions about the value of pursuing beauty. 
Ultimately, it was his commitment to art that extended 
his life.  In 1802, while struggling with the deafness that 
eventually consumed his hearing, Beethoven wrote a 
moving letter to his brothers—now referred to as the 

“Heiligenstadt Testament”—recounting his weariness with 
the vicissitudes of mortal life (emphasis is Beethoven’s):

But what a humiliation for me when someone standing 

next to me heard a flute in the distance and I heard 

nothing, or someone heard a shepherd singing and 

again I heard nothing. Such incidents drove me almost 

to despair, a little more of that and I would have ended 

my life.  It was only my art that held me back. Oh, it 

seemed impossible to me to leave this world before I 

had produced all that I felt capable of producing, and so 

I prolonged this wretched existence. . .   

Nearly all of what are considered Beethoven’s greatest 
works emerged in the years following the composition 
of this document.  Although Beethoven never sent 
this letter, he kept it with him throughout his life and 
likely reread it often, perhaps for solace, inspiration, or 
reassurance.   Beethoven decided to endure physical 
pain, social misunderstanding, disappointment, and 
conflict throughout the remainder of his life so that he 
could pursue his art.  Without his commitment to pursue 
beauty, to express art on his own terms for the benefit of 
humankind, we would not have the heroic Symphony  
No. 3, the tempestuous piano sonatas, the magnificence of 
the combined choral and instrumental forces in Symphony 
No. 9, or the sublime string quartets.  In his quest to pursue 
beauty amidst suffering, Beethoven brought forth the best 
he had to offer and made his life—and the lives of those 
who have experienced his music—more meaningful.

In the final part of the letter, Beethoven cries out: “Oh it 
is not easy, and for the artist much more difficulty than for 
anyone else. Divine One, thou seest my inmost soul, thou 
knowest that therein dwells the love of mankind and the 
desire to do good.”   Beethoven’s plea to divinity reflects the 
reconciliation he sought between his inner emotional life 
and his external desire to do good.   
Similarly, the expression of beauty requires that we turn 
inward for self-examination and outward to share and 

serve our fellowmen.  As is the love of God, beauty is both 
intensely individual and overwhelmingly universal.  

While Beethoven and Hildegard are exceptional in that 
they represent two of the most extraordinary composers 
in the history of western art music, no less significant is 
the pursuit of beauty by ordinary people.  Encouraging our 
students to achieve excellence in creating and portraying 
beauty is an essential part of career preparation but goes 
far beyond that. The pursuit of beauty mirrors the pursuits 
of life: to become and overcome, to create and recreate, 
to reach inward and outward.  In encouraging ourselves 
and our students to strive to summon the best that can 
be offered and to share that beauty, we become better 
musicians and artists, but more importantly, better—and 
more divine—versions of ourselves. t
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