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Abstract: Aesthetic education in the new era aims to cultivate the “whole person.” While music conservatories possess 
inherent strengths in technical training, considerable potential remains in activating the body’s core function as an 
aesthetic medium. Embodied cognition theory posits that the mind is rooted in the body and that cognition arises from 
interaction, a premise that resonates profoundly with the intrinsic “auditory-somatic-affective” logic of music. Adopting 
this lens, the present paper examines the current state of aesthetic education in music conservatories and proposes a 
tripartite value reorientation: from “spectator listening” to “participant immersion”, from “symbol decoding” to “sensory 
restoration”, and from “technical discipline” to “aesthetic existence.” Furthermore, it outlines a practical framework 
across five dimensions—pedagogical space, aesthetic environments, curriculum design, evaluation mechanisms, and 
faculty development—with the objective of shifting music aesthetic education from “technical rationality” back to “lived 
experience.” This study offers both theoretical grounding and practical reference for the cultivation of musical talent in 
the new era.
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1. Introduction: Framing the issue
The fundamental orientation of aesthetic education in the new era is the cultivation of the “whole person.” For 
music conservatories, this entails a reexamination of their institutional mission: to nurture musical talents who 
possess not only consummate technical skill but also profound humanistic literacy, acute auditory perception, and 
a well-rounded personality—rather than mere “performance artisans.” This is not to diminish technique but an 
inquiry into the essence of music education: In what manner does music truly edify the individual?

Music is an art of hearing, but it is equally, and perhaps more fundamentally, an art of the body. Breath 
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control in vocal performance, tactile sensitivity at the fingertips in instrumental playing, and even the internal 
kinesthetic resonance experienced while listening—all reveal an undeniable truth: the genesis, transmission, 
and reception of music are inextricably tied to the profound participation of the body. The essence of 
music’s aesthetic education lies precisely in this process of transmitting emotion and constructing aesthetic 
understanding through somatic perception.

Yet, a critical examination of current professional pedagogy in music conservatories reveals a 
certain occlusion of this primordial connection between the body and music. While technical training is 
indispensable, its excessive focus on the attainment of measurable technical benchmarks reduces the body 
to a mere “instrument” for executing commands rather than a “subject” that generates aesthetic experience. 
Symbolic knowledge provides a rational framework but may inadvertently obstruct the direct pathway 
through which students access music via breath and tactile sensation. An organic transformation between 
technical training and aesthetic cultivation remains elusive.

Embodied cognition theory offers a unique philosophical lens for comprehending this phenomenon. It posits 
that cognition emerges from bodily interaction with the environment—a proposition that aligns profoundly with 
the intrinsic “auditory-somatic-affective” logic of music. It suggests that musical cognition is fundamentally 
embodied auditory cognition and that musical aesthetic experience is fundamentally an immersive, corporeally 
present experience. From this perspective, the central question of music education shifts from “how to impart 
technique” to “how to allow the body to reclaim its status as the aesthetic subject within technical training.”

2. Theoretical foundations: The convergence of embodied cognition and music 
aesthetic education​
2.1. Core tenets of embodied cognition in relation to music aesthetic education
Embodied cognition represents a significant paradigm shift in contemporary cognitive science. It challenges 
the notion of the mind as an isolated computational processor of symbols, asserting instead that cognition is 
deeply rooted in bodily structures, sensorimotor experience, and continuous interaction with the environment. 
Regarding its relevance to music aesthetic education, its core tenets manifest on three interrelated planes.

First, the body as an aesthetic medium. Musical cognition is not the unidirectional reception of auditory 
signals processed solely by the brain; rather, it is constructed through sustained bodily interaction with 
musical media—be it breath, vocal apparatus, fingers, or limbs. The depth of breath in singing, the nuanced 
touch on a keyboard, the sweep of a conductor’s arm: these are not the mere execution of technical directives 
but living dialogues between body and sound. In this sense, musical cognition is fundamentally “embodied 
auditory cognition.”

Second, the integration of sensorimotor processes. Embodied cognition emphasizes that cognitive 
processes depend upon the body’s sensorimotor systems, wherein perception and action are not discrete 
modules but interwoven wholes. Musical competencies—breath control, finger dexterity, auditory acuity—
are never isolated skills; they constitute an integrated, mutually reinforcing system. A performer’s respiratory 
state directly influences pitch perception; fingertip sensation shapes auditory expectation; auditory feedback, 
in turn, modulates motor output in real time. This closed-loop “auditory-motor” integration forms the 
foundational psychophysiological mechanism of musical aesthetic experience.

Third, situated embeddedness. Cognition does not occur in a vacuum; it is embedded within specific contexts. 
The body encounters the world within particular situations, and meaning is generated within specific settings. 
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Solitary practice in a studio, collaborative rehearsal in an ensemble room, public performance in a concert hall—
these distinct scenarios provide not only different acoustic conditions but also shape divergent modes of bodily 
participation and pathways of meaning-making. Aesthetic cognition, formed through perceiving, expressing, and 
resonating within these contexts, is thus both deeply personal and profoundly situated.

2.2. The inherent “embodied” nature of musical aesthetic experience
In what sense is musical aesthetic experience inherently “embodied”? Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy 
of the “body-subject” provides a crucial intellectual resource. He posited that the body is not a vessel for 
consciousness but our very mode of “being-in-the-world.” Musical aesthetic experience is not detached 
contemplation but “embodied empathic engagement.” When a melody unfolds, the listener’s laryngeal 
muscles subtly mimic; when a bass note resounds, the chest cavity resonates in sympathy—this somatic 
resonance constitutes the foundational, pre-reflective basis of aesthetic occurrence. Related research confirms 
that musical experience fundamentally depends on the body’s presence and response; listening itself is an 
embodied practice wherein rhythm and sound directly evoke physiological resonances such as heartbeat and 
motor entrainment, rooting aesthetic perception in corporeal sensation from the outset [1]. This experience 
transcends mere auditory processing; it is a diffuse, “atmospheric” sensibility that engages the entire 
sensorium, characterized by the listener’s “bodily presence” and immersion within a sonic space [2].

2.3. Music conservatories as “natural embodied arenas”: Advantages and contradictions
Music conservatories possess uniquely favorable conditions for embodied learning, yet they also exhibit a 
certain estrangement from their authentic aims.

In terms of inherent advantages, specialized spaces such as practice rooms, rehearsal halls, and concert 
venues are designed for intensive bodily interaction with musical media. Professional training in voice, 
instruments, and conducting is fundamentally “learning by doing”, wherein knowledge is transmitted through 
somatic demonstration, imitation, and correction. Conservatories concentrate the richest resources for 
embodied learning.

Yet, a core contradiction persists: It is precisely within this most embodied of environments that 
pedagogical practice frequently manifests “disembodied” characteristics. Refined skill training is a 
pedagogical necessity, but when its logic becomes hypertrophied, the body is reduced to a technical vector, 
inadvertently obscuring its function of aesthetic perception. The symbolic abstraction prevalent in theoretical 
instruction exacerbates this estrangement; students become accustomed to framing music conceptually rather 
than encountering it somatically. This “disembodiment” occurs not from a lack of resources but within the 
most resource-rich settings, underscoring that the realization of embodied education requires not merely 
material provisions but a conscious reorientation of educational philosophy.

3. Value reorientation: Three core transformations in conservatory aesthetic 
education
3.1. From “spectator listening” to “participant immersion”
In conventional pedagogy, listening is often reduced to the passive reception of auditory signals, with 
the body relegated to the periphery. Embodied cognition prompts a return to an alternative possibility: 
inviting the body back into the process. This shift aligns with contemporary trends in spectator-performance 
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relations, moving from passive, unidirectional viewing toward “bidirectional interaction and embodied 
participation” requiring the audience’s physical presence and deep engagement [3]. When listening to vocal 
music, synchronizing one’s own breath with that of the singer opens a natural conduit to the affective core. 
When listening to instrumental works, mentally simulating the performer’s finger movements imbues 
expressive logic with a corporeal anchor. In choral or ensemble settings, synchronized breathing and physical 
coordination are themselves integral components of collaborative beauty. The transformation from “spectator” 
to “immersed participant” alters the listener’s relationship with music: music ceases to be an external 
analytical text and becomes a meaningful space in which the body can dwell.

3.2. From “symbol decoding” to “sensory restoration”
In conservatory instruction, music is frequently translated into a secondary language: notation, harmonic 
progressions, and stylistic taxonomies. Students learn to understand music by memorizing these symbols, 
gradually becoming estranged from its sensory foundations. This necessitates a turn toward the “sensory 
criticism” approach within sound anthropology, which refocuses inquiry onto “corporeal sensory practice”, 
attending to the heterogeneity and generativity of sensation, thereby transcending the oculocentric and 
semiotic frameworks that dominate cognition [4]. “Sensory restoration” entails re-embedding knowledge 
within the fertile soil of lived sensibility, allowing hearing, touch, and kinesthesia to re-converge into integral 
experience. In vocal pedagogy, the depth of breath is not merely a technical matter but a tactile phenomenon 
that conveys sonic texture and warmth. In instrumental training, fingertip sensation and auditory feedback 
operate in synchronous reciprocity, enabling students to grasp timbre through nuanced touch and to 
apprehend rhythm through bodily movement. In music appreciation classes, the visual image of the score, the 
performer’s bodily gestures, and the flow of auditory stimuli coalesce into a unified aesthetic field. The aim 
of sensory restoration is to re-root knowledge in experience.

3.3. From “technical discipline” to “aesthetic existence”
Technical training is the bedrock of conservatory education. The issue arises when technique becomes an end 
in itself, reducing the body to an instrument and erecting an invisible wall between skill and personhood. This 
fundamentally contravenes the tenets of “somaesthetics”, which insists that the body is an integrated “body-
mind” unity possessing inalienable subjectivity, not a mere vehicle for technique [5]. Embodied cognition 
reminds us that the body is both the carrier of technique and the generative site of aesthetic experience. In 
vocal training, each adjustment of breath cultivates an acute somatic awareness that extends beyond the 
studio into life. In instrumental practice, each keystroke sculpts tone color while simultaneously probing 
subtle inner emotions. “Aesthetic existence” refers to the process by which the auditory acuity, affective 
sensitivity, and expressive agency cultivated through musical training gradually sediment into a foundational 
disposition of character. Technique is no longer external to life but becomes a pathway for self-formation.

4. Practical pathways: Implementation strategies for aesthetic education in music 
conservatories
4.1. Reconfiguring pedagogical space: Creating a music classroom that “summons the 
body”
The configuration of pedagogical space implicitly conveys an attitude toward the body. Adjustments to 
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practice rooms and classrooms should aim to cultivate a perceptible “musical atmosphere” with a specific 
affective tenor [2]. Designating distinct zones within a voice lesson—such as a “breath training area” and an 
“affective expression area”—or within an instrumental lesson—a “solo practice zone” and an “ensemble 
collaboration zone”—guides different modalities of “bodily presence” and interaction. This approach 
resonates with the principles of atmosphere aesthetics, which emphasize the co-constitution of space, body, 
and the flow of meaning [6]. Pedagogical methods should prioritize somatic engagement: voice lessons begin 
with breath regulation and physical relaxation; instrumental lessons commence with tactile familiarization 
before introducing technical exercises; theoretical courses incorporate “situational simulation” and 
“performative interpretation”, allowing students to “read” works through their bodies.

4.2. Constructing a “holographic” aesthetic environment: The campus as a musical-
aesthetic field
Aesthetic education is not confined to the studio or classroom. Transforming campus public spaces into 
musical settings dissolves the traditional boundaries of the stage, enabling any site to become an aesthetic 
field that elicits experiences of “bodily presence” [6]. Impromptu sonatas in corridors, quiet harmonies on 
the lawn, the resonance of a piano during lunch—these “micro-musical scenes” extend an invitation to 
every passing body. When music overflows from dedicated venues into the interstices of daily life, aesthetic 
experience becomes the very atmosphere of campus life. Project-based practices—such as choral arranging, 
ensemble formation, and original composition—involve embodied participation at every stage; through 
hands-on, bodily engagement, students become not merely learners but creators and expressors [3].

4.3. Designing “cross-modal integration” curricula: Transcending disciplinary silos to 
enhance embodied experience
Curriculum integration seeks to reconnect sensory channels fragmented across different disciplines. 
Courses such as “The Breath Resonance of Voice and Poetry”, “The Rhythmic Interplay of Instrument and 
Dance”, and “The Somatic Expression of Composition and Auditory Perception” align with the concept of 
“interdisciplinary music practice activities”, which aim to establish an “embodied cognition platform” and 
achieve “holistic education” through cross-disciplinary practice [7]. Such courses foster the realization that 
voice, instrument, dance, and poetry are merely different expressive modalities of a single body encountering 
the world. Process-oriented documentation, such as a “musical body journal” recording breath, touch, and 
affective shifts, renders tacit somatic experience visible and available for reflection.

4.4. Establishing a “body-mind integrated” evaluation system: Moving beyond “skill-
only” metrics
Evaluation methods profoundly shape students’ learning orientations. When assessment criteria focus 
disproportionately on “perfection of execution” and “technical fluency”, dimensions such as somatic 
engagement, sensory perception, affective expression, and aesthetic reflection are marginalized. Establishing 
a “body-mind integrated” evaluation system necessitates incorporating multidimensional criteria, including 
degree of bodily participation, acuity of sensory perception, exploratory spirit in creation and performance, 
and depth of personal aesthetic reflection. A developmental portfolio provides a vehicle for this multifaceted 
assessment. Semesterly performance videos document technical growth alongside the evolution of bodily 
posture; somatic journals capture fleeting sensory experiences; compositional drafts and reflective reports 
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trace the trajectory of the spirit. Evaluation thus shifts from unidirectional judgment to a mirror for self-
reflection and growth.

5. Reflections and conclusion
5.1. Avoiding three pitfalls in embodied aesthetic education at music conservatories
First, avoiding formalism. Embodiment is a pathway, not an end in itself. The value of bodily participation 
lies in its significance: Does breath training serve more authentic affective expression? If bodily movement 
lacks an intrinsic connection to aesthetic intention, it remains mere mechanical activity.

Second, avoiding sensory indulgence. Awakening the senses is necessary, but sensation is not the 
ultimate destination. The excessive pursuit of audiovisual stimulation risks submerging students in sensory 
gratification at the expense of aesthetic contemplation. Genuine embodied experience requires a dialectical 
unity of sensation and reflection.

Third, avoiding the repudiation of technique. Embodied aesthetic education arises from a critique 
of “prioritizing technique over aesthetics”, but it must not slide into the opposite extreme of “prioritizing 
aesthetics over technique.” Technical skill and theoretical knowledge are essential supports for deepening 
embodied experience. The pursuit of embodied aesthetic education lies in re-situating technique and 
knowledge within the context of lived, felt experience.

5.2. Returning to the humanistic essence of music aesthetic education
Aesthetic education informed by embodied cognition ultimately points toward a simple proposition: restoring 
music as a mode of nourishing life. When students feel the flow of sound through breath, perceive the 
warmth of timbre through their fingertips, and comprehend emotional cadence through somatic resonance, 
the primordial connection between person and music is quietly restored. This connection is a dialogue of life: 
the body is the medium, music is the language, and the soul is the destination. Embodied aesthetic education 
cultivates the “whole person”—one who possesses refined technique, elevated aesthetic sensibility, and a 
sound personality.

The core of music aesthetic education is not merely teaching students to “perform music” but enabling 
them to “feel music, express music, and love music.” To feel means cultivating sensitivity to sound and 
insight into emotion; to express means externalizing inner experience into audible form; to love means 
making music an indispensable part of life. When students carry the delicacy and perceptiveness cultivated 
by music into their daily existence—hearing melody in the wind, seeing rhythm in the clouds, listening and 
responding with attunement in human interaction—they achieve “artful living.” This is not merely the ideal 
of music education; it is its irreplaceable humanistic value.

5.3. Conclusion and outlook
Embodied cognition provides both a theoretical lens for re-conceptualizing the relationship between body 
and music and a practical pathway for integrating technical training with aesthetic cultivation in music 
conservatories. The shift from the “disembodied” to the “embodied” entails reclaiming the body’s status as 
an aesthetic subject rather than a mere instrument of technique. This reorientation represents an excavation 
of latent pedagogical depth, aimed at resolving the dilemmas of “technique over aesthetics” and “knowledge 
over sensibility.” Looking ahead, artificial intelligence presents both a challenge and a revelation for music 
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education. AI may simulate virtuosic performance and generate complex scores, but it cannot replicate the 
auditory perception, affective expression, and spontaneous creativity that originate from the living human 
body. Embodied aesthetic education constitutes a conscious safeguarding and systematic cultivation of these 
irreplaceable core capacities. To relegate technology to its instrumental role, to restore the body to the center 
of musical experience, and to enable students to flourish as irreplaceable musical talents in domains beyond 
AI’s reach—this is both the summons of our era and the inescapable responsibility of aesthetic education in 
music conservatories.
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