
«Training the soul in excellence»: musical theory and practice in 
Plato's dialogues, between ethics and aesthetics 

Tosca Lynch  

 
A thesis submitted for the degree of PhD 

at the 
University of St Andrews 

 
 

 

2013 

Full metadata for this item is available in  
St Andrews Research Repository 

at: 
http://research-repository.st-andrews.ac.uk/ 

 
 

Identifier to use to cite or link to this thesis: 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.17630/10023-4290  
 
 
 

This item is protected by original copyright 

 

http://research-repository.st-andrews.ac.uk/
https://doi.org/10.17630/10023-4290


  
 

 

 



 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

 

This thesis offers a technically informed examination of Plato’s 

pervasive, though not innocent, use of musical theory, practice and musical 

concepts more generally within the ambitious ethical project outlined in many 

of his dialogues: fostering the ‘excellence’ of the soul.  

Starting from Republic 3, Chapter 1 will focus specifically on music 

stricto sensu in order to assess Plato’s interpretation of the basic ‘building 

blocks’ of musical performances, creating a core repertoire of musical 

concepts that will prepare the way to analyse Plato’s use of musical terms or 

categories in areas that, at first sight, do not appear to be immediately 

connected to this art, such as politics, ethics and psychology. Chapter 2 

examines a selection of passages from Laws 2 concerning the concept of 

musical beauty and its role in ethical education, demonstrating how Plato’s 

definition is far from being moralistic and, instead, pays close attention to the 

technical performative aspects of dramatic musical representations. Chapter 3 

looks first at the harmonic characterisation of the two central virtues of the 

ideal city, sophrosyne and dikaiosyne, showing how their musical depictions are 

not purely metaphoric: on the contrary, Plato exploited their cultural 

implications to emphasise the characteristics and the functions of these 

virtues in the ideal constitution. The second half of Chapter 3 analyses the 

Platonic portrayal of musical παρανομία, studying both its educational and 

psychological repercussions in the dialogue and in relations to contemporary 

Athenian musical practices. Chapter 4 looks at how different types of music 

may be used to create an inner harmonic order of passions in the soul in 

different contexts: the musical-mimetic education outlined in the Republic, the 

musical enhancement of the psychological energies in the members of the 

Chorus of Dionysus in the Laws, and finally the role of the aulos in the 

Symposium. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 
Τὰ μὲν τοίνυν τῆς φωνῆς μέχρι τῆς ψυχῆς πρὸς ἀρετὴν 

παιδείας οὐκ οἶδ᾽ ὅντινα τρόπον ὠνομάσαμεν μουσικήν.  

Somehow we ended up calling ‘music’ those vocal 

movements that reach into the soul and train it in excellence. 

 

(Leg. 2.673a3-5) 

 

Certainly we are far removed from past ages when thinkers 

used a musical metaphor in speculating about a mysterious 

‘harmony of the spheres’ or – like Plato – argued against the use of 

certain scales because of their overpowering affect on listeners. 

Rather, we are inclined to view such fastidious concern over the 

power of music as belonging to naïve thinkers of a less 

sophisticated time and place. 

(Gioia 1988, 8) 

 

 

As reflected in its title, the main aim of this study is to examine Plato’s 

use of musical theory, practice and musical concepts more generally within 

the ambitious ethical project outlined in many of his dialogues: fostering the 

‘excellence’ of the soul. The complex nature of this investigation is 

determined not only by Plato’s multifaceted and fascinating conception of 

what such ethical excellence may consist in, but also by his pervasive – but 

not innocent – use of musical concepts and their cultural implications. 

Part of this study consequently entails reconstructing the hidden layers 

of meaning that lie behind some apparently simple musical terms or images 

that appear in the Platonic text – an activity that will reveal how far Plato was 

from being a ‘naïve thinker’ with regard to music and, on the contrary, how 

deeply aware he was of the complexities and sophistication of the arts of the 

Muses, as well as of their powerful and vital effects on the human psyche. 

Starting from the famous musical section of Republic 3, the first chapter 

will focus specifically on music stricto sensu. In other words, in this chapter 

very limited attention will be devoted to aspects of the elaborate Greek 

concept of μουσική other than those relative to the ‘art of combining sounds’, 

to employ a very general and non-culture-specific definition of music.1 This 

choice is not meant to diminish the importance of the overall cultural 

                                                 
1 Cf. Nettl 2005, 16ff. for an interesting discussion of the problems in defining music 

in relation to ethnomusicological perspectives. Cf. as well NGDMM s.v. ‘Music’, where 

various cultural perspectives on the concept of music are explored. 
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implications of musical education in Plato’s thought; on the contrary, its 

relevance as part of a wider cultural and educational enterprise will be crucial 

to my arguments in the following chapters. But in order to establish what role 

μουσική played in Plato’s general reflection on the relationship between 

ethics and aesthetics, it seems necessary to assess in the first place his attitude 

towards the basic ‘building blocks’ of musical performances. This will 

provide us with a ‘core’ repertoire of musical concepts that will enable us to 

explore how Plato uses musical terms or categories in areas that, at first sight, 

do not appear to be immediately connected to this art, such as politics, ethics 

and psychology. 

The first chapter, then, can be imagined as the innermost of a series of 

three concentric circles: this inner area will analyse the Platonic passages that 

treat directly technical aspects of music, such as modes and rhythms, and 

provides an interpretation of their most relevant characteristics. A second and 

larger circle will extend the domain of the first to the ethical and political 

dimensions of music and their interrelations within Plato’s thought: in this 

context, especially the technical concept of ἁρμονία in particular is employed 

as a peculiar theoretical model of unity – a complex capable of ‘fitting 

together’ a large number of different pieces in order to create a complete and 

coherent entity. Finally, the picture outlined in the first and second circles will 

be completed by an analysis of how music is employed in order to arouse (or 

discourage) specific types of emotions, leading to the creation of the 

aforementioned harmonia. In this sense, music will prove to be the most basic 

and important tool 2  employed by Plato in order to address the central 

preoccupation of his ethical reflections: how to give, by means of an adequate 

educational training involving musical practices, ‘the best shape’ to the soul, 

which in turn is described as harmonic when structured according to the best 

possible model.3 

Given the number of connections already hinted at in contextualising 

the importance of music in different areas of Plato’s philosophy, it is hardly 

surprising to discover that the most extensive treatments of musical questions 

are to be found in the Republic and the Laws, two of Plato’s most important 

works, both aiming at giving shape to ‘ideal’ constitutions, even though in 

two radically different ways.4 As we will see in detail in the course of the first 

two chapters, the different ‘ideal’ models of the two constitutions give Plato a 

                                                 
2 Cf. Resp. 3.401d4, with Chapter 4. 
3 E.g. Resp. 3.411a, Resp. 8.554e, Tim. 37a. A fourth, even wider, circle could be added, 

which would comprise all the previous ones and extend the interplay of ‘harmonic’ 

construction to the dominion of the κόσμος: however, it would go beyond the ethical 

interests of this study. 
4 Cf. Stalley 1983, 8-10, Laks 2001, Migliori 2003, Bobonich 2002, Schofield 2006, 

Vegetti 2009. 
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chance to present his views on musical questions from two very different, yet 

not at all contradictory, positions: this difference in perspectives generates a 

parallel diversity in Plato’s writing style and, consequently, also in the 

amount of information and detail he is able to provide in each work.  

Fortunately, with regard to style and contents, the ‘strengths’ and 

‘weaknesses’ of the Republic and the Laws in this respect are almost 

completely complementary to each other. The Republic, with its lively and 

more openly literary style, gives a clear feeling for how musical questions 

were commonly debated in educational contexts.5 At the same time, however, 

both the limits of Socrates as a character and those of the specific dialogical 

situation lead Plato to devote a relatively short space to μουσική in its 

narrowest technical sense, which explains why this section is so dense in 

technical concepts and presupposes a relatively large amount of background 

knowledge for the reader to grasp all the implications of these brief remarks. 

The Laws, by contrast, does not raise any problems in relation to the 

credibility of the dialogical setting, given that no historical characters are 

represented openly. On the other hand, the ‘virtual’ absence of a common 

cultural context shared by the characters of the dialogue makes it necessary to 

discuss and comment explicitly on the overarching implications of basic ideas 

such as musical ‘beauty’ and its psychological effects, including the crucial 

role of musical pleasure. 

So the Republic and the Laws do not just depict the same ideal project 

from different perspectives, the one being the ‘idealistic’ version and the other 

representing a mere blueprint, as has been mistakenly supposed by many 

scholars; 6  so far as our topic is concerned, they both provide valuable 

materials which, jointly considered, present wider and richer perspectives on 

Plato’s views about music as well as many other subjects.7 There will be a 

difference, however, concerning the way in which we will analyse materials 

from the Republic and the Laws. Given that the former work comprises only 

one compact passage devoted to music stricto sensu (Resp. 3.398c-400c), in 

                                                 
5 Cf. for instance Lach. 185b-188e, Prot. 318b-319a, Leg. 2.653a-657d. Cf. as well e.g. 

Aristoph. Vesp. 989 (κιθαρίζειν γὰρ οὐκ ἐπίσταμαι), Cav. 989 and Nub. 961-972. 
6  Cf. Saunders 1970, xxxii-xxxiii, Lodge 1946, 658, Stalley 1983, 14: ‘When the 

Syracusan fiasco convinced him (scil. Plato) that these schemes (scil. of the Republic) were 

impractical, he devoted himself to designing a mere realistic blueprint for politics – the city of 

the Laws. So the Laws, on this reading, is a product of despair’. 
7 Cf. Pelosi 2010, 14 note 1. This book, together with Moutsopoulos 1959, are the only 

two monographs entirely devoted to the role of music in Plato’s thought. This study, 

however, differs radically from these two in that a closer attention is paid both to the 

numerous problems posed by the specific wording employed in the Platonic observations on 

music and to the complex interplay between Plato’s views on music and contemporary 

musical evolutions, aspects that have a rather minor role respectively in Moutsopoulous’ and 

Pelosi’s studies. For briefer treatments of Plato’s relationship with music, see for instance 

Lippmann 1964, Anderson 1955 and 1966, Pagliara 2000, Rossi 2000 and Brancacci 2008. 
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Chapter 1 we will analyse it in detail in its entirety; by contrast, in Chapter 2 

we will focus on a selection of passages from Laws 2 concerning the concept of 

musical beauty and its role in ethical education. The combined testimonies of 

these two texts will provide us with an outline of Plato’s attitude towards 

music, and will also convey an idea of the extent of his knowledge in musical 

matters. 

In Chapter 3, we will venture into the second ‘circle’ described above 

and look at Plato’s uses of musical concepts in the ethical and political 

dimension, focusing on Republic 4. Here we will see how both the virtues that 

create a unitary ethico-political space in the community, temperance 

(sophrosyne)8 and justice (dikaiosyne) are defined by means of musical images 

which are far from being merely decorative or purely metaphoric: on the 

contrary, Plato chose these images accurately and exploited their cultural 

implications in order to emphasise the characteristics and the functions of 

these virtues in the new ideal constitution. The deep resemblances and 

interdependence between the structure of temperance and justice and the 

principles of music are shown not only by means of the extensive harmonic 

characterisation of these virtues, but also from another and entirely different 

perspective – i.e. by presenting the unavoidable psychological and political 

consequences of introducing modifications and innovations into musical 

practices. So, in the last sections of Chapter 3, we will focus on the Platonic 

portrayal of musical lawlessness (παρανομία), looking both at its 

implications for the educational and psychological uses of music outlined in 

the dialogue and its relations to contemporary developments in Athenian 

musical practices. As we will see, the theoretical perspective developed in the 

musical discourse of Book 4 not only is perfectly coherent with that of Book 3 

(a continuity that is explicitly signalled through the ‘symbolic bridge’ 

represented by the figure of Damon) but also helps us in understanding the 

reasons for one of the ‘revolutionary’ choices made in that context: the 

decision to keep both Dorian and Phrygian modes while not accepting the 

aulos as a part of the musical panorama of the new polis. 

Finally, in Chapter 4 the focus will shift from the dimension of the city 

to that of the individual, examining how Plato develops the interrelations 

between music, ethics and psychology also with regard to the structure of a 

well-balanced soul, which is required to face one of the most demanding 

tasks: creating an inner harmonic order of its own passional responses. In this 

                                                 
8 Translating into English the Greek term σωφροσύνη is not an easy task, as all the 

terms usually associated with this concept (e.g. self-control, temperance, self-restraint, 

moderation, self-mastery) imply some kind of constraint or limitation. Instead, the Platonic 

concept, at least from the Republic onwards, emphasises the equilibrated outcome that results 

from cultivating this virtue much more than the supposed ‘violence’ exerted on the self: cf. 

Chapter 3, §1. In this study, both temperance and moderation will be used interchangeably as 

translations of σωφροσύνη. 
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chapter, we will consider μουσική in a wider acceptation of the term, starting 

from an analysis of the role of tales, myths and discourses, eventually 

reaching more strictly ‘musical’ practices. A crucial role will be played by the 

concept of mimesis, which incorporates both discursive and musical elements 

and constitutes Plato’s main object of interest with regard to musical 

education and its psychological effects. As a combined and careful analysis of 

the relevant sections of the Republic and the Laws will show, Plato’s approach 

to the question of mimesis was much more nuanced and less prescriptive 

than many interpreters are inclined to believe: on the contrary, he shows 

himself to be perfectly aware of the complexity of these questions and of the 

importance of using the powerful forces of mimesis ‘correctly’, which does 

neither mean reductively nor in a way which entails any crippling of its 

capabilities. 

A similar bias has also appeared in relation to a supposed Platonic 

rejection of the Dionysiac aspects of musical performances,9 a claim that is 

often justified on the basis of Plato’s alleged aversion to intense emotions – a 

position whose textual groundlessness will be demonstrated in several places 

in this study, with the aim of showing how the final aspiration of a correct 

musical education of the soul is to reach a harmonic balance between different 

psychological instances rather than repressing some of them. Plato’s 

evaluation of the Dionysiac aspects of music will be examined in the last two 

sections of Chapter 4. Here we will first focus on some passages of the Laws 

which contain Plato’s clearest pronouncements regarding the beneficial use of 

music as a means not to ‘restrain’ one’s passions but to ‘enhance’ them in a 

positive way. Such a positive evaluation of the emotional experience of music 

does not contradict the previous observations on its soothing psychological 

effects; on the contrary, in these passages Plato integrates his previous 

description of the self-controlling effects of musical education, or in Platonic 

terms its ability to ‘relax’ the soul’s energies, with its equally vital capacity to 

generate and enhance these very energies, an aspect that plays a fundamental 

role in creating the type of psychological harmony that Plato strives for. The 

crucial ‘test case’ for this energetic enhancement is represented by the 

members of the Chorus of Dionysus, who need to be helped to overcome the 

emotionally undesirable consequences deriving from the excessive self-

restraint that accompanies the later stages of life: like ‘a medicine bringing the 

opposite of shame into the soul and strength into the body’,10 Dionysus’ gifts 

of ‘sweet’ songs and wine make the oldest citizens grow young again, leading 

them to restore in themselves the ideal condition of correct emotional 

harmony. 

                                                 
9 Cf. e.g. Winspear 2011, 60: ‘for the purposes of this book, it is sufficient to note that 

Plato has no sympathy with Dionysus and tends always to exalt Apollo’. 
10 Leg. 2.672d7-9. 
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The last section of Chapter 4 will examine the role of aulos music in the 

Symposium, starting from the apparent contradiction between the choice to 

expel the aulos-girl at the beginning of the party and the subsequent 

characterisation of Socrates as the most wonderful aulete, a depiction that, as 

Alcibiades repeatedly claims, reveals no less than ‘the truth’ about Socrates. 

As a close examination of the role of the aulos in this text will show, Plato is 

not at all concerned by the instrument’s capacity to provoke deep and 

powerful emotions in itself; on the contrary, as shown by Socrates’ powerful 

αὐλήματα, this may well be an extraordinarily positive quality. Far from 

rejecting entirely the intense and even ecstatic effects of music, Plato still 

needs to highlight the importance of using these powerful forces in a correct 

way. If oriented correctly, both musical and rhetorical αὐλήματα can be 

crucial educative ‘tools’ to give shape to the soul and its inner hierarchy of 

desires. However, if used carelessly they can achieve the exact opposite effect: 

they may generate inner disharmony, a psychological outcome which does 

not just concern the individual but entails inevitable repercussions for the 

political system as a whole. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

THE MUSIC OF KALLIPOLIS: 

REPUBLIC 3 

 

 
And now, I said, we still have to talk about the style of songs 

and tunes, I guess? 

 That is clearly the case. 

 But could not everyone, at this point, find out in what way 

we should talk about these subjects […], if we are to be in harmonic 

agreement (συμφωνήσειν) with our previous statements?  

And Glaucon, laughing, said: Then, I should probably be 

excluded from the category of ‘everyone’! 

(Resp. 3.398c1-7) 

 

 

In Book 3 of the Republic, Socrates approaches the question of music as 

if it were so easy and obvious to investigate that its examination could be 

entirely left to each person’s common sense. After all, Socrates seems to 

suggest, this operation would require only a slight modification to the rules 

elaborated in Books 2 and 3 with regard to poetry, in order to make them 

suitable to musical compositions: could not everyone make this kind of 

adaptation, devising models on the basis of their harmonic agreement with 

the previous statements? 

While Glaucon’s ironic reaction might be in itself a good reason for 

doubt about the seriousness of Socrates’ statement, from the complex Platonic 

testimonies regarding music we can understand that Plato was not quite so 

sure about the complete transparency of the operation; that is why in Republic 

3 we have a substantial section devoted exactly to the complexity of musical 

language, in its interaction of words, harmonic structures and rhythms.1  

 

1. THE MUSIC OF THE REPUBLIC: NEW μουσική FOR A NEW πόλις 

 

Before examining the musical section of Republic 3, we should spend a 

few words to address a wider question: why does Plato devote nearly two 

books of the Republic to a general discussion of μουσική, soon after the 

beginning of his quest for justice? And why does the theme recur very 

                                                 
1 The relevance of musical aspects in poetic performance was already anticipated in a 

previous passage, Resp. 3.397b6-7, where Socrates talks about associating ‘an appropriate 

mode and rhythm to the poetic style’ (ἀποδιδόναι πρέπουσαν ἁρμονίαν καὶ ῥυθμὸν τῇ 

λέξει). 
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frequently also in the early books of the Laws, while the entirety Book 7 is 

devoted to it? To put it simply, this is because, in Plato’s ethico-political 

project, justice and music shared a very large (theoretical and practical) space: 

the entire society, since justice was conceived as the foundation of the 

society’s structure and order,2 and this social order could not be created and 

maintained without a complex process of education, which would turn each 

person into a ‘proper citizen’. And, as we will see in detail in Chapter 4, one 

of the central elements of this educational process consisted exactly in 

practicing μουσική. 

In the Republic, we can find statements openly linking justice and 

education to each other as early as Book 23 but, even more interestingly, it is 

the structure of the dialogue itself, the actual sequence of topics in Books 1-3, 

that confirms the profound interrelation of justice and education. In order to 

provide an adequate response to Glaucon’s challenge,4 at the beginning of 

Book 2 Socrates needs to identify the basic elements of justice; for this reason 

he starts an entirely new thread of argument that will heavily influence the 

general task of the whole dialogue: he proposes to build a new, just society ‘in 

discourse’ (ἐν λόγῳ)5 to observe its dynamics. A significant part of this new 

λόγος featuring the genealogy of justice concerns precisely the education of 

the future citizens, starting from the development of a new mythology, which 

will be able to give the correct ethical stimuli to the future citizens. 

Significantly, this creation of new cultural forms is described as being 

itself an act of mythologizing, a description that reinforces and emphasises the 

previous image of creating a city by means of words, as poetically expressed 

in the following passage: 

 
 Ἴθι οὖν, ὥσπερ ἐν μύθῳ μυθολογοῦντές τε ἅμα καὶ σχολὴν 

ἄγοντες λόγῳ παιδεύωμεν τοὺς ἄνδρας. 

(Resp. 2.376d9-10) 

 

                                                 
2 Cf. Gastaldi 1998c, as well as Havelock 1978. 
3 E.g. Resp. 2.376d: ‘But how are we to bring him up and educate him (scil. the 

Guardian)? Will inquiry into that topic bring us any closer to the goal of our general research, 

which is to discover the origins of justice and injustice in a city? […] I certainly expect, 

Glaucon’s brother said, that such inquiry will further our goal’. 
4 At the beginning of Book 2, Glaucon challenges Socrates to show that justice is both 

desirable in itself and for its consequences, in order to defeat the contemporary views that 

regarded justice as a good which, although desirable in itself, brings with it difficult 

conditions and, in most of the cases, unhappiness. So Socrates is required to show that justice 

makes its possessor happier than unpunished injustice: cf. 2.357a-358e; 2.367b-d. 
5 Cf. Resp. 2.369a: ‘if we could watch a city coming to be in speech, wouldn’t we also 

see its justice coming to be, and its injustice as well?’; see as well 2.369c9 (Ἴθι δή, ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, 

τῷ λόγῳ ἐξ ἀρχῆς ποιῶμεν πόλιν), 2.376d and 6.501e. 
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Go on, then, and, as if we were telling a story in the form of a 

myth and we had all the free time we need, let’s educate our men in our 

discussion. 

 

This meta-mythology represents the element that makes a city truly 

‘one’, a real μία πόλις, a concept whose centrality to the enterprise of the 

Republic is well known. While we will come back later to this ‘educational 

myth’ in order to understand better its features and its role in the educational 

system of kallipolis, in this chapter we will first examine the section of Republic 
3 that examines specifically the musical elements employed in the wider 

framework of this mythical education. In fact, the founders of the new city 

will need to understand at least some technical aspects of music and, more 

importantly, their ethical implications, in terms of ἁρμονίαι and instrumental 

practices, in order to select those that are ‘in harmonic agreement’ with the 

innovative contents they propose for the culture of the new, perfectly just 

city.6 

From the very beginning, the development of the discussion on music 

is significantly influenced by the dialogical-theatrical form in which the text is 

organised. In fact, it is only thanks to Glaucon’s witty remark that the whole 

discussion on music opens up and examines directly some technical aspects 

of μουσική. Socrates would have otherwise avoided entirely this type of 

musical analysis, defining its traits by means of a simple analogy to the 

previous reflections on poetry:7 
 

Οὐκοῦν μετὰ τοῦτο, ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, τὸ περὶ ᾠδῆς τρόπου καὶ μελῶν 

λοιπόν; 

Δῆλα δή. 

Ἆρ᾽ οὖν οὐ πᾶς ἤδη ἂν εὕροι ἃ ἡμῖν λεκτέον περὶ αὐτῶν οἷα δεῖ 

εἶναι, εἴπερ μέλλομεν τοῖς προειρημένοις συμφωνήσειν; 

Καὶ ὁ Γλαύκων ἐπιγελάσας, Ἐγὼ τοίνυν, ἔφη, ὦ Σώκρατες, 

κινδυνεύω ἐκτὸς τῶν πάντων εἶναι· οὔκουν ἱκανῶς γε ἔχω ἐν τῷ 

παρόντι συμβάλλεσθαι ποῖα ἄττα δεῖ ἡμᾶς λέγειν· ὑποπτεύω μέντοι. 

 

(Resp. 3.398c1-9) 

 

And now, I said, we still have to talk about the style of songs and 

tunes, I guess? 

That is clearly the case. 

But could not everyone, at this point, find out in what way we 

should talk about these subjects, with regard to the way in which the 

                                                 
6 On Plato’s project of a new mythology, cf. Detienne 1986, Brisson 1998, Gastaldi 

1998b, esp. 352-362. 
7 The Greek text follows Slings’ OCT edition; translations are mine unless otherwise 

stated. 
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songs and their style should be, if we are to keep an harmonic agreement 

with our previous statements? 

And Glaucon, laughing, said: Then, I run the risk of being 

excluded from the category of ‘everyone’! At any rate, I don’t know 

enough about these matters to figure out right now how we should talk 

about these subjects – even though I have my suspicions…  

 

In addition to giving a new theoretical twist to the whole discussion, 

Glaucon’s intervention provides some clues about his own nature: intelligent, 

‘spirited’ and culturally well trained, he represents the ideal candidate to 

embody the archetype of the future Guardian.8 In the following exchange, in 

keeping both with his archetypical function and with his historical character,9 

he actually proves to be quite familiar with musical questions. His good 

preparation in this field is prefigured by Socrates himself who, right before 

asking him to identify the correspondences between definite ethical 

dispositions and specific ἁρμονίαι, addresses him with a very significant 

expression: σὺ γὰρ μουσικός, ‘for you are well-trained in music’.10 This is a 

strong remark, which has two immediate dramatic effects on the two 

characters: while it (suspiciously) depicts Socrates as a complete ignoramus in 

musical matters,11 it retrospectively renders Glaucon’s initial understatement 

even more explicitly ironic. 

 

1. The ‘style of songs and tunes’: Pars destruens 
 
First of all, let us look briefly at the opening division proposed by 

Socrates in relation to the ‘style of songs and tunes’ (τὸ περὶ ᾠδῆς τρόπου καὶ 

                                                 
8 On the predominance of the ‘spirited’ element (θυμοειδής) in the future Guardians, 

and not in the Philosophers, cf. Vegetti 1998 and Blondell 2002, esp. 199-220. 
9 Cf. Nails 2002, 154-156. 
10 In this context, as noted in GMW1 130 n.21, the adjective μουσικός has the specific 

meaning of well-prepared in musical matters; both the ‘wider’ interpretation of it as 

‘generally educated’ and the ‘narrower’ interpretation, i.e. ‘musician, performer’, do not seem 

to be compatible with Glaucon’s amateurish approach in this text: he is capable of giving 

some significant musical indications, but only up to a certain limit, beyond which the 

collaboration of a proper ‘expert’ the field will be necessary. For a similar interpretation of the 

kind of musical education proper to well-born citizens, cf. Prot. 312b: here Socrates specifies 

that the young Hippocrates studied literature and music ‘not to acquire an art and become a 

professional’ (οὐκ ἐπὶ τέχνῃ ἔμαθες, ὡς δημιουργὸς ἐσόμενος), but for educational 

purposes, as is appropriate for an amateur free citizen (ἀλλ᾽ἐπὶ παιδείᾳ, ὡς τὸν ἰδιώτην καὶ 

τὸν ἐλεύθερον πρέπει). 
11 Cf. Eut. 272c1-5 and 295d1-7, Menex. 235e9-236a1, where Connus is presented as 

Socrates’ music master. Even though in these passages Socrates does not seem to be a very 

talented student, it seems unlikely that he ignored completely the names of the principal 

ἁρμονίαι as claimed in Resp. 3, especially the Dorian, which was probably the first ἁρμονία 
taught to lyre students: cf. Hagel 2010, 9. 
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μελῶν, 3.398c1-2), as this partition will provide the basic organisation of the 

whole section on music:  

 
Πάντως δήπου, ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, πρῶτον μὲν τόδε ἱκανῶς ἔχεις 

λέγειν, ὅτι τὸ μέλος ἐκ τριῶν ἐστιν συγκείμενον, λόγου τε καὶ 

ἁρμονίας καὶ ῥυθμοῦ. 

Ναί, ἔφη, τοῦτό γε. 

Οὐκοῦν ὅσον γε αὐτοῦ λόγος ἐστίν, οὐδὲν δήπου διαφέρει τοῦ 

μὴ ᾀδομένου λόγου πρὸς τὸ ἐν τοῖς αὐτοῖς δεῖν τύποις λέγεσθαι οἷς 

ἄρτι προείπομεν καὶ ὡσαύτως; 

Ἀληθῆ, ἔφη. 

Καὶ μὴν τήν γε ἁρμονίαν καὶ ῥυθμὸν ἀκολουθεῖν δεῖ τῷ λόγῳ. 

Πῶς δ’ οὔ; 

(Resp. 3.398c10-d9) 

 

But certainly, I said, you know enough of these matters to say, in 

the first place, that tunes are composed of three elements: lyrics, 

harmonia12 and rhythm.13 

Yes, he answered, that’s right. 

And, so far as lyrics are concerned, nothing in them differs at all 

in comparison to words that are not sung, in that they must be composed 

in keeping with the same templates we established before, and in a 

similar manner? 

That’s true, he said. 

And harmony and rhythm will have to follow the lead of the 

words. 

Of course. 

 

 

Socrates starts by identifying three fundamental elements that 

constitute a musical composition: lyrics (λόγος), ‘mode’ (ἁρμονία) and 

rhythm (ῥυθμός). Referring to the rules established previously for spoken 

poetry, Socrates rapidly deals with the first category because being sung or 

                                                 
12 The Greek concept of ἀρμονία is radically different from the modern notion of 

harmony. In order to get a general idea of what is involved in the Greek concept, we can 

think of the Western notion of mode, which does not involve a range of specific pitches but, 

rather, establishes a set of intervals and internal relationships between notes belonging to the 

same system. For this reason, I will use the term ‘mode’ to translate ἁρμονία. Cf. GMW1 163-

168 and AGM 177-189. 
13  Analogously to the Western contemporary conception of rhythm, the ancient 

definition of ῥυθμός can be described as a ‘regulated succession of strong and/or weak 

elements’. However, the most significant difference between ancient ῥυθμός and modern 

rhythm depends on the nature of their constituents: in the Greek system, the difference in 

length of the elements was based on quantitative relations derived from the moraic prosody 

of ancient Greek. Therefore, rhythmical structures consisted in patterns of short and long 

notes, originally corresponding to short and long syllables of the words. Cf. AGM 130-132. 
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spoken does not influence the words’ overall function, so far as they are 

words. But the brief remark concluding the dismissal of the first category is 

worth noting, as it hints at a theme that will have significant developments 

later on: Socrates states as a matter of fact that ‘ἁρμονία and rhythm will have 

to follow the lead of words’ (3.398d8-9) and this radical stance is surprisingly 

accepted straightaway, with no discussion.14 

Applying the same criterion employed to select the appropriate themes 

to be treated in poetic μῦθοι, defined in Book 215 as the very beginning of 

education, Socrates proceeds to enumerate the types of behaviour that will 

not be appropriate for the future φύλακες, asking Glaucon to outline what 

musical structures are suitable to represent those ethical inclinations. In this 

way, the musical modes representing undesirable attitudes can be eliminated 

from the musical repertoire available to children in καλλίπολις: 
 

Ἀλλὰ μέντοι θρήνων γε καὶ ὀδυρμῶν ἔφαμεν ἐν λόγοις οὐδὲν 

προσδεῖσθαι. 

Οὐ γὰρ οὖν. 

Τίνες οὖν θρηνώδεις ἁρμονίαι; λέγε μοι· σὺ γὰρ μουσικός. 

Μειξολυδιστί, ἔφη, καὶ συντονολυδιστί, καὶ τοιαῦταί τινες. 

Οὐκοῦν αὗται, ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, ἀφαιρετέαι; ἄχρηστοι γὰρ καὶ 

γυναιξὶν ἃς δεῖ ἐπιεικεῖς εἶναι, μὴ ὅτι ἀνδράσι. 

Πάνυ γε. 

(Resp. 3.398d11-e5) 

 

But we established that there is no need for laments and wailing 

dirges in the words . 

Surely not. 

So which modes are mournful? Tell me, as you are well-trained in 

music. 

The Mixolydian and the tense Lydian. 

Therefore shouldn’t these harmoniai be excluded? For they are 

useless even to women who must be reasonable,16 let alone to men. 

Certainly. 

 

 

 The first type of behaviour that Socrates indicates as unfitting for the 

future Guardians is indulging in laments and dirges. At the beginning of 

                                                 
14  This reaction is markedly different from what often happens in the Platonic 

dialogues when Socrates introduces unusual concepts: the other characters show perplexity 

and difficulty in understanding them. Cf. e.g. Resp. 2.376a1. 
15 2.377a2-5. 
16 Cf. Dover 1994, 190-192 on the relationship between being ἐπιεικής and δίκαιος, 

commenting on Dem. 15.40; cf. also ibidem, 61-63. 
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Book 3,17 the same point was made with regard to poetry and its effects on the 

listeners: there Socrates underlined how it would be correct (ὀρθῶς) to 

eliminate lamentations (θρῆνοι) and wailing dirges (ὀδυρμοί)18 from poetical 

representations because these models on stage would make children more 

inclined to indulge in such feelings themselves, after they had been presented 

with similar illustrious examples.19 In keeping with the previous indication, 

therefore, lamentations and mourning20 will have to be eliminated from the 

musical language as well, given that laments were regarded as useless not 

only to men but also to the ethically excellent women of kallipolis.21 

In addition to confirming the substantial equality between men and 

women with the correct nature,22 this remark refers to and criticises specific 

contemporary musical customs: in 4th-cent. Athens, lamentations were 

regarded as a central, traditional feature of funerary rituals and women 

played a prominent role in them exactly in relation to θρῆνοι.23 However, on a 

more sophisticated note, Plato takes this occasion to attack also the cultural 

reception and repercussions of this role attributed to women, as exemplified 

for instance in numerous tragic (and especially Euripidean) passages, 24  a 

recurrent target of Platonic critiques.25 

After Socrates’ request, it is up to Glaucon, as μουσικός, to provide the 

technical musical ‘translation’ of these emotional expressions: he identifies the 

θρηνώδεις ἁρμονίαι (3.398e1) with the Mixolydian and ‘tense’ Lydian, 

considered appropriate for mournful scenes and laments. While we will 

examine in detail the reasons behind Glaucon’s association, for the moment 

let us continue reading the Platonic text. 

Having identified a musical correspondence for the first type of 

problematic ethical attitudes, Socrates goes on to describe another category of 

                                                 
17  3.387d1-2: Καὶ τοὺς ὀδυρμοὺς ἄρα ἐξαιρήσομεν καὶ τοὺς οἴκτους τοὺς τῶν 

ἐλλογίμων ἀνδρῶν; Cf. 3.387e10-388a3. 
18 3.388d6-7: ἀλλ᾽ οὐδὲν αἰσχυνόμενος οὐδὲ καρτερῶν πολλοὺς ἐπὶ σμικροῖσιν 

παθήμασιν θρήνους ἂν ᾄδοι καὶ ὀδυρμούς.  
19 Cf. 3.388d2-7 and Chapter 4, §2. 
20 3.398d10-11. The exact recurrence of the same terms employed at 3.388d6 makes the 

cross-reference indubitable. 
21 Cf. again the parallel with the analysis of poetry in 3.387e10-388a3. 
22 Within the project of the new city, gender should not represent an obstacle for 

women with the correct nature to achieve the same results and have the same social roles of 

gifted men: cf. Resp. 5.451d-457c.  
23 Cf. Alexiou 2002, esp. 10-14, 102-103, Holst-Warhaft 1992 and Olivetti 2007. 
24 Cf. Suter 2003; Alexiou 2002, 108 and 110-114 on the connection between poetic 

examples and popular cultural practices: ‘Finally, the evidence of the funerary inscriptions 

suggests that the protest to fate or lament for oneself, elaborated in drama to the highest point of 

tragic art, continued to flourish in popular tradition’ (114); cf. as well Hame 2004. 
25 Cf. Chapter 3, 127ff. 
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inappropriate behaviour to be avoided by the future φύλακες: drunkenness, 

softness and laziness. 
 

Ἀλλὰ μὴν μέθη γε φύλαξιν ἀπρεπέστατον καὶ μαλακία καὶ 

ἀργία. 

Πῶς γὰρ οὔ; 

Τίνες οὖν μαλακαί τε καὶ συμποτικαὶ τῶν ἁρμονιῶν; 

Ἰαστί, ἦ δ᾽ ὅς, καὶ λυδιστὶ αὖ τινες χαλαραὶ καλοῦνται. 

Ταύταις οὖν, ὦ φίλε, ἐπὶ πολεμικῶν ἀνδρῶν ἔσθ᾽ ὅτι χρήσῃ; 

Οὐδαμῶς, ἔφη· ἀλλὰ κινδυνεύει σοι δωριστὶ λείπεσθαι καὶ 

φρυγιστί. 

(Resp. 3.398e6-399a4) 

 

And, in addition, drunkenness is most inappropriate for our 

Guardians, as well as softness and laziness. 

Of course. 

So which modes are soft and convivial? 

The Ionian, he replied, and also some Lydian types are called 

loose.26 

Would you use any of these, my dear friend, for men who have to 

be warriors? 

Absolutely not, he said, but I am afraid that now you are left only 

with the Dorian and Phrygian. 

 

The second category of behaviours that are not appropriate for the 

future Guardians comprises several expressions of lack of temperance. 

Interestingly, differently from the previous observations on laments, now we 

are presented with what looks like a variety of wrong conducts. However, 

Socrates’ characterisation of the modes suitable to represent these behaviours 

unveils what is the aspect that relates them to each other: they are ‘soft’ and 

‘sympotic’. This description, which immediately triggers Glaucon’s 

identification of the ‘relaxed’ ἁρμονίαι with the Ionian and some types of 

Lydian, makes the second target of Plato’s critique clear. It is not only 

‘general’ indulgence in pleasures that is ethically problematic, but especially 

the display of such lack of self-control in a highly significant social setting: the 

symposium, 27  a context in which these types of behaviour are particularly 

dangerous for the construction of the self. 

                                                 
26 Cf. Adam 1902 ad loc.: ‘Jowett and Campbell, reading αἵτινες, remark that the 

“indefinite relative suits with Plato’s affected ignorance”; but the speaker is Glauco, not 

Socrates, and Glauco is μουσικός. […] With the older and better-attested reading αὖ τινες, 

which I have ventured to restore, everything is plain’. 
27 Cf. Chapt. 4, esp. §§ 5-6: the sympotic setting has a crucial place in Plato’s theory of 

education and, conversely, represents quite accurately the degree of cultural corruption of the 
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2. The ‘style of songs and tunes’: Pars construens 
 

After clarifying which modes must be eliminated, the analysis moves 

on to the ones that can be maintained in the city. This section is entirely 

dominated by Socrates who, after the (rhetorical?) remark concerning his 

supposed ignorance in the discipline, goes on to describe very accurately the 

characteristics that the required ἁρμονίαι will represent, leaving to the 

‘expert’ Glaucon the mere satisfaction of saying that the necessary ones are 

exactly those he had already mentioned, the Dorian and Phrygian 

respectively: 

 
 Οὐκ οἶδα, ἔφην ἐγώ, τὰς ἁρμονίας, ἀλλὰ κατάλειπε ἐκείνην 

τὴν ἁρμονίαν, ἣ ἔν τε πολεμικῇ πράξει ὄντος ἀνδρείου καὶ ἐν πάσῃ 

βιαίῳ ἐργασίᾳ πρεπόντως ἂν μιμήσαιτο φθόγγους τε καὶ προσῳδίας, 

καὶ ἀποτυχόντος ἢ εἰς τραύματα ἢ εἰς θανάτους ἰόντος ἢ εἴς τινα 

ἄλλην συμφορὰν πεσόντος, ἐν πᾶσι τούτοις παρατεταγμένως καὶ 

καρτερούντως ἀμυνομένου τὴν τύχην. καὶ ἄλλην αὖ ἐν εἰρηνικῇ τε 

καὶ μὴ βιαίῳ ἀλλ᾽ ἐν ἑκουσίῳ πράξει ὄντος, ἢ τινά τι πείθοντός τε καὶ 

δεομένου, ἢ εὐχῇ θεὸν ἢ διδαχῇ καὶ νουθετήσει ἄνθρωπον, ἢ 

τοὐναντίον ἄλλῳ δεομένῳ ἢ διδάσκοντι ἢ μεταπείθοντι ἑαυτὸν 

ὑπέχοντα, καὶ ἐκ τούτων πράξαντα κατὰ νοῦν, καὶ μὴ ὑπερηφάνως 

ἔχοντα, ἀλλὰ σωφρόνως τε καὶ μετρίως ἐν πᾶσι τούτοις πράττοντά τε 

καὶ τὰ ἀποβαίνοντα ἀγαπῶντα. ταύτας δύο ἁρμονίας, βίαιον 

ἑκούσιον, δυστυχούντων εὐτυχούντων, σωφρόνων ἀνδρείων 

[ἁρμονίας], αἵτινες φθόγγους μιμήσονται κάλλιστα, ταύτας λεῖπε. 

 Ἀλλ᾽, ἦ δ᾽ ὅς, οὐκ ἄλλας αἰτεῖς λείπειν ἢ ἃς νυνδὴ ἐγὼ ἔλεγον. 

(Resp. 3.399a5-c6) 

 

 I know nothing about musical modes! But, please, leave that 

particular mode which can represent adequately, both by means of 

purely musical sounds28 and in sung melodies, a person who is engaged 

courageously in military actions and in all other kinds of forced 

enterprises, or someone who finds himself suffering a bad turn of luck 

and either faces wounds, or death, or other mishaps: in all these 

situations he defends himself steadily and bravely.  

Then leave another mode suitable for unforced actions belonging 

to peaceful times, voluntarily pursued, either representing a person who 

is persuading or asking someone for something, be it a god by means of 

prayer or another man by means of teaching and advising; or, on the 

                                                                                                                                            
contemporary Athenian environment that he mentions on several occasions. Cf. e.g. Plato 

Symp. 212c-214c, 223b-223d; Prot. 347c-348b; Xen. Symp. 9.7; Aristoph. Vesp. 1208ff. 
28 My translation of the Greek expression πρεπόντως ἂν μιμήσαιτο φθόγγους τε καὶ 

προσῳδίας will be discussed below. Cf. Leg. 2.655a4-b1, where different μέλη and σχήματα 

are associated with good and bad ethical dispositions. 
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contrary, when he consents to another person who begs to teach him or 

persuades him to change his mind: in all these situations, he acts in a 

sensible way, not becoming arrogant but showing self-control and 

moderation, at the same time being content with the results. 

So, leave these two modes: the ones that would most beautifully 

represent in music the expressions of someone performing forced or 

voluntary actions, in unfortunate or prosperous times, showing 

moderation or courage. Leave these ones, then. 

 Actually, he replied, you are asking me to leave nothing but 

exactly the ones that I have just mentioned. 

 

Let us examine, now, the ethical characteristics that Socrates wants to 

be expressed by the modes allowed in the future city. He describes two 

separate, but complementary, categories of attitudes and actions to be 

represented: the first comprises the actions and words of a person who, at war 

or in some other difficult and painful time of life, faces the situation bravely 

and with self-control; the second comprehends the actions of a person who, in 

peaceful times, is capable of entertaining significant and pleasant 

relationships with other citizens, where it is possible both to learn from and to 

teach each other, while being serene, self-controlled and not arrogant. 

Interestingly, these two categories feature temperamental 

characteristics that are exactly opposite to the ones previously associated with 

the ‘discarded’ modes. The first group of ἁρμονίαι (Mixolydian and 

Syntonolydian) was associated with people wallowing in laments and dirges, 

which is just what the person described in correspondence to the Dorian 

ἁρμονία avoids doing, even though he is facing severe negative 

circumstances. The second group of ἁρμονίαι (Ionian and Lydian), instead, 

was associated with people who indulged inordinately in bodily pleasures, 

not ashamed to show their excesses in significant social settings: again the 

person associated with the Phrygian ἁρμονία, 29  even though living in 

prosperous and peaceful times, chooses the opposite conduct, being moderate 

and collaborative in all his relationships. So, by establishing this double 

parallelism, Plato outlines quite precisely the characteristics of the ‘virtuous’ 

behaviour appropriate for the future citizen, both in peaceful times and in the 

face of adversities. 
While the musical/ethical correspondences presented here will be 

analysed in a later section, for the moment let us focus on what the Platonic 

Socrates actually means when he states that a man’s attitude can be 

represented adequately (πρεπόντως μιμεῖσθαι) by means of musical 

structures. One problem arises with the interpretation of the words φθόγγοι 
and προσῳδίαι, appearing in this passage as objects of μιμεῖσθαι. While 

                                                 
29 Cf. below, §4.2 for the problem of the ethical dimension associated by Plato to the 

Phrygian ἁρμονία. 
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older translations either render both terms as if they described purely verbal 

features30 or translate one term reflecting the musical aspect and the other 

expressing the spoken one, 31  more recent translations generally tend to 

emphasise the musical performative character of the actions. However, within 

this second group, some translations still distinguish the musical and the 

verbal aspects of the actions32 while others interpret both nouns in terms of 

musical performance.33 

This gradual shift does not of course solve the problem of interpreting 

the words in the passage and their interactions with μιμεῖσθαι; nonetheless it 

is a significant trend, which can possibly be explained by the increasing 

scholarly interest in the performative characteristics of ancient Greek poetry. 

However, I want to clarify on what basis I elaborated my translation, 

especially so far as the relation between the objects (φθόγγους and 

προσῳδίας) and the verb μιμεῖσθαι is concerned. I translated this passage 

using the construction ‘representing … by means of’, a peculiar form to 

render what, grammatically speaking, are simple direct objects. This choice is 

based on a previous passage of the Republic in which the reader is provided 

with an explicit definition of what μιμεῖσθαι34 means in this kind of contexts: 

 
Οὐκοῦν τό γε ὁμοιοῦν ἑαυτὸν ἄλλῳ ἢ κατὰ φωνὴν ἢ κατὰ 

σχῆμα μιμεῖσθαί ἐστιν ἐκεῖνον ᾧ ἄν τις ὁμοιοῖ;  

(Resp. 3.393c4-5) 

  

Therefore making oneself like someone else, with regard to one’s 

voice or outer appearance, is nothing else than representing mimetically 

the person one assimilates himself to, isn’t it? 

 

                                                 
30 Cf. Taylor 1804: ‘Leave that harmony, which may, in a becoming manner, imitate 

the voice and accents of a truly brave man […]’; Adam 1902, ad. loc.: ‘whatever musical modes 

they be that shall best imitate the accents of a brave man’; Shorey 1930: ‘Leave us that note 

that would fittingly imitate the utterances and the accents of a brave man […]; Lee 1955: 

‘Leave me one that will represent appropriately the voice and accent of a brave man […]’. 
31 Jowett 1901: ‘I want to have one warlike, to sound the note or accent which a brave 

man utters’ […]; Lindsay 1935: ‘Leave the mode which will fittingly imitate the tones and 

accents of a man […]; Cornford 1941: ‘Leave me one which will fittingly imitate the tones and 

accents of a brave man […]. 
32 Bloom 1968: ‘Just leave the mode which would appropriately imitate the sounds 

and accents of a man […]’. 
33 GMW1: ‘[…] imitate the sounds and cadences […]’; Grube 1992: ‘Just leave me the 

mode that would suitably imitate the tone and rhythm of a courageous person […]’; 

Waterfield 1993: ‘Leave me with a mode that properly captures the tones and variations of 

pitch of a brave man […]’; Schofield 2010b: ‘Just leave me the mode which would 

appropriately imitate the notes and cadences of someone who is courageous […]’. 
34 Cf. Halliwell 2002, esp. 15-22 on the concept of mimesis as representation and 37-71 

on Plato’s elaboration on this question. 
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Here we are provided with a pretty clear definition of how the relation 

between μιμεῖσθαι, the representation of a person and the use of voice and 

external attitudes should be intended in this text, and this happens just a few 

pages before the concept is employed with regard to music. On these 

grounds, applying the previous definition to the following passage seems 

quite logical and this operation provides an elegant solution to the 

interpretative problems that arise from the challenging notion of ‘imitating 

the sounds’ of a certain type of person. At 3.393c the focus is on the human 

subject who re-creates the features of a different person by employing specific 

means: his voice (φωνή) and his physical attitude (σχῆμα). At 3.399a, instead, 

we are presented with a perspective that is precisely complementary to the 

former: here both the subject and the object of μίμησις consist in sounds, 

respectively the general idea of ‘mode’ (ἁρμονία) and the specific musical 

elements (φθόγγοι and προσῳδίαι) by means of which a character can be 

represented mimetically – that is to say, in such as way that the performer 

likens himself, his voice and demeanour to those of the person he is 

representing. The two levels of representation, then, seem to describe the 

same phenomenon: using selected media, it is possible to produce aesthetical 

representations that resemble the dominant traits of a specific character.35 

 

2. HARMONY OR ἁρμονίαι? 

 

Before trying to interpret the correlation of each ἁρμονία with the 

representation of a specific type of self-conduct, let us focus on the concept of 

ἁρμονία itself and its formal features in the Greek cultural panorama of the 

5th century, in order to understand better what technical aspects are implied in 

the notion of ἁρμονία used in Republic 3. 

First of all, in order to understand the Greek conception of ἁρμονία, it 

is necessary to forget the ‘vertical’ connotation of the modern concept of 

harmony: Greek music made no use of polyphony, intended as the 

contemporary presence of two or more independent melodic voices, nor 

featured any form of counterpoint.36 A contemporary musical concept that can 

                                                 
35 Cf. Arist. Pol. 8.1340a18-42 with Halliwell 2002, 234-259, esp. 245: ‘In the case of 

music, Aristotle’s account leaves us to infer that mimesis entails something like a kinetic or 

dynamic correspondence between the use of rhythms, tunings and melodies, on the one 

hand, and the psychological states and feelings belonging to qualities of “character”, on the 

other: the music “moves” emotionally, and we “move” with it’. This perspective is also 

compatible with the interesting results of Devine-Stephens 1994, 469-475, who convincingly 

demonstrate a correlation between the prosodic characteristics of verbal expressions and the 

emotional state of the speaker. 
36 On this question, in general, cf. AGM 205-7. Cf. Gentili 1988, 25 for the ‘orthodox’ 

theory of one-to-one accompaniment at a distance of octave; cf. Barker 1995, esp. 50-58 for a 
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help us in understanding the Greek idea of ἁρμονία is that of mode because, 

differently from modern tonalities, it does not involve a series of pitches but 

establishes a set of specific intervals in which the musical space of each 

composition is organised.37 In addition it seems likely that, originally, each 

ἁρμονία was culturally associated with preferred tonal ranges, which may 

have been more suitable for specific instruments, and typical musical 

patterns; these secondary associations contributed to the specific ‘musical 

colour’ of each ἁρμονία, as well as a distinct ‘mood’ recreated by each mode.38 

The most important feature, however, that organised the musical 

language of ἁρμονίαι probably consisted in the inner relationship between 

each mode’s notes and the intervals that they define, as well as that 

established with the focal notes proper to each mode.39 This fundamental 

structural organisation was not the result of pure speculation, but found its 

origins in the most basic act familiar to every musician: tuning an instrument. 

Hence, it is not surprising to find that the actual names of Greek notes derive 

from what, originally, were just the names of the lyre’s strings: a series of 

adjectives indicating the place of the string with respect to the player 

(bottommost, νήτη, alongside-bottommost, παρανήτη, third, τρίτη, and so 

on), in the feminine singular form, to agree with an implicit χορδή.40 

                                                                                                                                            
thought-provoking analysis of the use ‘different notes’ (50) in instrumental accompaniments 

to vocal music. See as well Chapter 4, 155ff. 
37 Cf. Appendix 1 in GMW1 163-168. 
38 Cf. Winnington-Ingram 1968, esp. 21-30. 
39 Cf. Hagel 2010, 220-230. 
40 Cf. AGM 64, 219-220. It is important to remember that the note denominated 

νήτη/νεάτη (lit. ‘bottommost one’) is highest in pitch, not the lowest, and the note ὑπάτη 

(uppermost) was the lowest in pitch. This apparently paradoxical phenomenon is easily 

explained by the position of the lyre, and consequently of its strings, as seen from the player’s 

perspective: it was held against the left side of the body, slightly tilted away from the player. 

Therefore, it is the resulting physical arrangement of the strings, ordered from highest to 

lowest, that is reflected by the names of the notes, not their actual pitch. Cf. AGM 64-65. 
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On the left: a reconstruction of lyre tunings, from Hagel 2010, 104. On the right: 

Douris cup (Berlin F 2285, Side A).41  

 

This basic technical description of ἁρμονία as ‘musical attunement’,42 

reflects the original core meaning of the verb ἁρμόζω which generally stands 

for ‘fitting together’ in a very concrete sense, as in the case of joiner’s work 

attested in the Odyssey: here ἁρμόζω indicates the act of fastening the boards 

with ropes, after having modelled the wood in order to make different pieces 

‘suitable to each other’ (ἥρμοσεν ἀλλήλοισιν).43 In the musical dimension, 

each ἁρμονία ‘fits together’ a number of sounds in the attunement of an 

instrument, in such a way that they outline the profile of a musical space both 

identifying its different elements and highlighting all the possible meaningful 

connections between them.44 In this way, a ἁρμονία represents a complex but 

unitary structure, in which each element is defined in mutual relationship 

with the others, providing the musician with a hierarchical organisation of the 

elements, which define as well the basic syntax to compose melodies: this 

theoretical aspect of the notion of ἁρμονία will play an important role in the 

                                                 
41  Photograph by Maria Daniels, courtesy of the Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, 

Preußischer Kulturbesitz: Antikensammlun, February - March 1992. 
42 Attested for the first time in a fragment by Lasus of Hermione (PMG fr.702 = Ath. 

14.624e-f: Δάματρα μέλπω Κόραν τε Κλυμένοι᾽ ἄλοχον / μελιβόαν ὕμνον ἀναγνέων / 

Αἰολίδ᾽ ἂμ βαρύβρομον ἁρμονίαν), this meaning is present in many pre-Platonic sources 

(e.g. Aristoph. Eq. 985-989).  
43 Cf. Od. 5.247-8: τέτρηνεν δ᾽ ἄρα πάντα καὶ ἥρμοσεν ἀλλήλοισιν, / γόμφοισιν δ᾽ 

ἄρα τήν γε καὶ ἁρμονίῃσιν ἄρασσεν; cf. 5.162-163: ἀλλ᾽ ἄγε δούρατα μακρὰ ταμὼν 

ἁρμόζεο χαλκῷ / εὐρεῖαν σχεδίην; see as well Od. 5.361-2: ὄφρ᾽ ἂν μέν κεν δούρατ᾽ ἐν 

ἁρμονίῃσιν ἀρήρῃ, / τόφρ᾽ αὐτοῦ μενέω καὶ τλήσομαι ἄλγεα πάσχων. 
44 Cf. Barker 2005, 23-24. 
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Platonic re-interpretation and use of the concept in different contexts, as we 

will see in Chapter 3. 

For now, let us keep our attention focused on Resp. 3, where Socrates 

and Glaucon are thinking about different ‘tunings’ of musical instruments 

and the ethical characteristics that depend on the structure of each 

attunement. Here what Socrates and Glaucon seem to regard as crucial in 

determining the ethical nature of musical compositions is somehow connected 

with the organisation of its structure, which establishes the range of possible 

compositions that can be produced.  

At this point it is clear that, in order to understand what technical 

elements could be associated with the ethical dispositions mentioned in the 

previous section of the text, it would be necessary to have testimonies 

regarding musical structures to compare with the ethical descriptions. This 

consideration introduces a significant difficulty into our analysis, because no 

diagram showing the mentioned ἁρμονίαι in musical notation is provided in 

this passage of the Republic. Unfortunately, we do not have any other 

contemporary source that provides this kind of information, either theoretical 

(i.e. harmonic treatises predating Plato45) or complete musical compositions,46 

so we would be in serious difficulty in establishing what Plato could have 

been thinking of if we did not have the unique testimony of Aristides 

Quintilianus. 

Despite the considerable chronological distance between Plato and 

Aristides, who probably lived in the 3rd cent AD,47 one particular passage of 

the latter’s De Musica (18.5-19) 48  could prove to be surprisingly valuable. 

Aristides, in the context of his description of the ἁρμονίαι ‘used by people of 

distant antiquity’, provides not only a verbal description of the scales but also 

a musical diagram that claims to transcribe ‘for the sake of clarity’ the 

ἁρμονίαι that ‘the divine Plato mentions in the Republic’.49 

                                                 
45 The closest extant ‘technical’ treatises are all post-Aristotelian (Ps.-Arist. Problemata; 

De Audibilibus; Theophrastus’ fragments; Aristoxenus’ Elementa harmonica); Archytas’ 

fragments are not useful as far as Resp. 3 is concerned, while may be of interest in connection 

with Book 7. Cf. Huffman 2005 and Barker 2007. 
46  The only extant musical testimonies regarding Classical compositions are 

represented by fragments from Euripides’ Orestes and Iphigenia in Aulis, Sophocles junior’s 

Achilleus and an anonymous kitharodic piece, all preserved on papyri from the third-second 

century BC (DAGM 1-6); a recent addition to these testimonies is represented by PLouvre 
E10534. 

47 Terminus a quo is 1st cent. AD, as Cicero is mentioned by Aristides as a figure of the 

past; terminus ad quem around the 4th cent. AD, as Martianus Capella used Aristides’ book. Cf. 

GMW2 392. 
48 The numbering follows the edition by Winnington-Ingram 1963. 
49 At 15.9-20, Aristides describes also a different way of organising the sequence of 

the harmoniai, on the basis of a cyclic sequence of intervals disposed in the same range of 

pitch. This arrangement, known as Eratoclean, seems to be irrelevant for the present 
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1. Aristides Quintilianus: issues of reliability 
 

Before rushing to apply Aristides’ musical transcriptions to our 

Platonic passage, it is important to assess the validity of his testimony as an 

interpretative tool for the musical passage of Republic 3. This question is 

highly controversial, in that the chronological distance between Plato and 

Aristides has seemed to many scholars to undermine the possibility of using 

the latter’s testimony as an interpretative key for the former. Nevertheless 

there are a number of interesting aspects, repeatedly shown by Andrew 

Barker, 50  that allow us to regard the unique testimony of Aristides as a 

productive tool to interpret the Platonic passage, although it must be 

understood as a general indication and not as a detailed key to decode Plato’s 

text. 

One major point shared both by Plato’s and Aristides’ treatment of the 

ἁρμονίαι is the reference to Damon and Damonian teachings. While the issue 

of Plato’s use of Damonian materials is a complex one,51 for the moment it will 

suffice to note that Damon is the only authority explicitly mentioned in the 

Republic with regard to musical discussions related to ethical evaluations and 

to the representation of different βίοι by means of rhythms. In Book 2 of 

Aristides’ De Musica, where the author is reconsidering the ἁρμονίαι in order 

to examine how different ethical effects are exerted on the soul by distinct 

musical modes, these ἁρμονίαι are significantly associated with Damon and 

his school, 52  signalling at least a continuity of themes and associations 

between Plato and his later admirer. 

Another indication that Aristides’ testimony derives from ancient 

sources is the actual language employed in these passages 53  in order to 

present the ancient ἁρμονίαι. The terminology employed by Aristides is 

heavily indebted to Aristoxenian writings,54 making its contents plausibly not 

earlier than the late 4th century, hence certainly later than the years in which 

Damon was active in Athens. But there is an additional important implication 

                                                                                                                                            
discussion, as the Eratoclean harmoniai appear to be ‘rationalised but recognisable versions of 

their older counterparts’, to use the definition given in GMW2 16. Cf. Barker 2007, 43-55. 
50 Cf. Barker 2005, 67-70; cf. Barker 1982. 
51 Cf. Barker 2005, 47 and 72-74, Hagel (forth.), Lynch (forth.). 
52  Commenting on the role of different intervals in shaping the overall ethical 

character of each ἁρμονία, Aristides defines the ἁρμονίαι he is analysing as those that 

‘Damon handed down’ (ταῖς ὑπ᾽ αὐτοῦ παραδεδομέναις ἁρμονίαις, 80.29-30 W.I.). 
53 Arist. Quint. 13.4-24.6 W.I. 
54 E.g. the use of the noun σύστημα (with a minor conceptual modification in Arist. 

Quint. 13.4ff. W.I.); the enharmonic, chromatic and diatonic divisions reported by Aristides 

(18.1ff.), which follow exactly those of Aristoxenus (El. Harm. 22.24ff.); the explicit reference 

that Aristides makes to Aristoxenus (Arist. Quint. 20.5-10 W.I.). 
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deriving from Aristides’ Aristoxenian debt: it is well attested that Aristoxenus 

was keenly interested in ancient musical systems and that he had written 

commentaries on some of these ἁρμονίαι himself. 55  On this basis Barker 

maintains that Aristides might have had access to an Aristoxenian text while 

composing his De Musica: if this were the case, he would have had a 

reasonably accurate source to rely upon with regard to ancient harmonic 

systems and, probably, also to Damon’s elaborations. One consideration that 

makes this hypothesis very plausible is the extent of the Aristoxenian 

influences in this complex and long section of the De Musica (7.15-28.7 W.I.): it 

is not just a minor portion of the text that betrays these influences but the 

overall interpretative framework is clearly derived from Aristoxenus.56 

At this point, if we acknowledge the Aristoxenian origin of this section 

of Aristides’ De Musica, it is necessary to think about the possible ways in 

which Damonian materials could have been transmitted to Aristoxenus. As 

regards the transmission of ἁρμονίαι from his predecessor’s works, there are 

some explicit indications in Aristoxenus’ text itself. In the opening section of 

the Elementa harmonica Book 1, in order to back up a witty remark on the 

inadequacy of those who in the past regarded themselves as ‘true 

harmonicists’,57 Aristoxenus mentions the use of diagrams58 to represent their 

ἁρμονίαι:  
 

τὰ γὰρ διαγράμματα αὐτοῖς τῶν ἐναρμονίων ἔκκειται μόνον 

συστημάτων […] καί τοι τὰ διαγράμματά γ᾽ αὐτῶν ἐδήλου τὴν πᾶσαν 

τῆς μελῳδίας τάξιν, ἐν οἷς περὶ συστημάτων ὀκταχόρδων ἐναρμονίων 

μόνον ἔλεγον. 

      (Aristox. El. Harm. 6.9-14) 

 

For their diagrams are of the enharmonic systemata only […]. And 

yet their diagrams displayed melodic order in its entirety, though they 

used them to discuss only enharmonic ochtachord systemata.59 

 

In this text Aristoxenus informs us of the traditional use60 of diagrams 

in order to transmit what he calls συστήματα, i.e. organised sequences of 

                                                 
55 Cf. Aristox. fr. 83 Wehrli (= Ps.-Plut. De Mus. 1134f-1135b and 1137b-e). 
56 The division of the harmonic science that Aristides reports (7.8ff. W.I.) corresponds 

to Aristox. El. Harm. 45.3-48.10. 
57 On this, see GMW2 126 n. 5. Cf. GMW2 124-125 on the role of diagrams and their 

connections with the previous achievements of the so-called harmonikoi, and GMW2 156, n.46. 
58 Aristoxenus mentions again these diagrammata at El. Harm 12.15 and 36.2. All the 

passages quoted from Aristoxenus’ Elementa harmonica follow the page numbering of the 

latest edition by Da Rios 1954. 
59 Translation A. Barker. 
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intervals, that Barker61 reconstructs as intervals represented on a line divided 

by quartertones. With regard to Aristoxenus’ basic definition of σύστημα62 

and the older definition of ἁρμονία as a series of organised intervals, we can 

underline that Plato seems to be aware of a relationship between these two 

concepts,63 though he does not provide us with precise information on the 

terminological difference between them; however, it is plausible to interpret 

what Aristoxenus labels in this passage as σύστημα as what previously was 

called ἁρμονία.64 

Therefore, we can see how Aristoxenus’ testimony seems to point to 

the use of diagrams to describe the ancient ἁρμονίαι; so, we can hypothesise 

that Aristoxenus received information about the structure of the ancient 

‘Damonian’ harmoniai mentioned by Aristides through this kind of diagrams. 

Following all these considerations, it is reasonable to regard Aristides’ 

description as an account of the ancient ἁρμονίαι which, if not exact, then is 

at least ‘quite acceptable’,65 to use Barker’s words; and, as we will see later on, 

admitting this testimony as a guide to our interpretation of Plato’s passage 

will prove to be extremely productive. 

 

2. Aristides Quintilianus: the ἁρμονίαι of the divine Plato 
 

Strong echoes of the musical passages of Republic 3 are detectable from 

the very beginning of Aristides’ De Musica, where he claims to have found his 

inspiration to write the treatise in the desire to demonstrate how wrong was 

the low opinion that most people had with regard to music.66 He Platonically 

defines music as ‘the only discipline that extends through virtually every 

subject matter, and lasts through the whole of time, putting the soul in order 

with the beauties of ἁρμονία and setting up the body with decorous 

rhythms’.67  

                                                                                                                                            
60 Cf. Phaenias fr.32 Wehrli (= Ath. 8.352c9-d1) and Aristox. El. Harm. 48ff.  with 

comments ad loc. in GMW2 155-157. See as well GMW2 412-413, AGM 218 and Barker 2007, 

75-78, 86-89. 
61 GMW2 127 n.6. 
62 GMW2 126 n.3 
63 Cf. Phil. 17d. 
64 GMW2 64 n.42, Hagel 2010, 380-381 n.39. 
65 Cf. GMW1 167; Barker 2005, 69: ‘penso tuttavia che siamo autorizzati a considerarla 

come una descrizione abbastanza accettabile delle ἁρμονίαι studiate da Damone e introdotte 

da Platone nel Lachete e nella Repubblica’. Cf. as well Barker 2007, 48-51. 
66 Cf. the position defended by Zethus in Euripides’ Antiope with Nightingale 1995, 

74ff. 
67 Arist. Quint. 2.6-9 W.I. (all translations given here will be Barker’s); cf. 2.18-20 W.I.: 

music’s task is ‘not merely to relate to one another the parts of musical sound but to bring 

together in a harmonious relation all natural things’. 
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So, in order to demonstrate ‘scientifically’ the importance of music, in 

Book 1 Aristides sets out to describe the basic elements that represent music’s 

‘raw material’, starting from a general definition of musical science and then 

focusing on its seven different ‘parts’: 68  notes (φθόγγοι), intervals 

(διαστήματα), sequences of intervals (συστήματα),69 divisions of tetrachords 

(γένη), ‘keys’70 (τόνοι), modulations (μεταβολαί) and melodic composition 

(μελοποιία). 

The relevant passage for the current analysis is presented at the end of 

the treatment of the ‘division of tetrachords’ (γένη). While γένη can be 

conceived as the natural step that follows the treatment of συστήματα, in that 

it follows the trend of the analysis to shift the focus from smaller to larger 

structures (i.e. from combination of at least two intervals to the possible 

organisations of tetrachords), only in some instances the ancient ἁρμονίαι 

transcribed here present tetrachordal subdivisions, hence their appearance in 

the section concerning gene seems at first sight a result of Aristides’ 

imprecision. 

This ‘mistake’, however, can be explained on the basis of one previous 

significant remark in Aristides’ text: he reported at the end of the analysis of 

συστήματα (sequences of intervals) that the ‘ancient writers’ considered 

συστήματα to be ‘the origins of the characters (ἤθη)’ 71  and, given that 

Aristides is about to underline the ethical implication of the ἁρμονίαι,72 it is 

possible to think that he considered his treatment of ἁρμονίαι to be connected 

to συστήματα via the common involvement with ἤθη: while the συστήματα 

represent their ‘origin’, the ἁρμονίαι, seen in this context as a development of 

συστήματα, represent a systematised version of the same principle (i.e. 

associating a ‘character’ to a specific sequence of intervals). 

At 1.18-19 Aristides starts describing each ἁρμονία by enumerating the 

specific sequences of intervals that characterise their different structures and 

then states that, in order to make the structures clearer, he will provide a 

diagram featuring their musical notation. Before proceeding to draw the 

diagram, however, Aristides adds the following important observation:  
 

τούτων δὴ καὶ ὁ θεῖος Πλάτων ἐν τῇ Πολιτείᾳ μνημονεύει 

λέγων θρηνώδεις μὲν εἶναι τήν τε μιξολυδιστὶ καὶ τὴν 

                                                 
68 Arist. Quint. 7.9. 
69 Cf. Aristox. El. Harm. 21.5-7. 
70 Cf. GMW2 421 n.117 for the complex status of the notion of tonos in Aristides 

Quintilianus. 
71 Arist. Quint. 15.19-20 W.I.: ἃ καὶ ἀρχὰς οἱ παλαιοὶ τῶν ἠθῶν ἐκάλουν. 
72 Arist. Quint. 19.7-9: τοιαύτας γὰρ ἐποιοῦντο τῶν ἁρμονιῶν τὰς ἐκθέσεις πρὸς τὰ 

προκείμενα τῶν ἠθῶν τὰς τῶν φθόγγων ποιότητας ἁρμοττόμενοι (These, then, were the 

kinds of exposition of the harmoniai which they used to give, fitting the qualities of the notes 

to their respective moral characters.). 
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συντονολυδιστί, συμποτικὰς δὲ καὶ λίαν ἀνειμένας τήν τε ἰαστὶ καὶ 

λυδιστί. καὶ μετὰ ταῦτα ἐπιφέρει λέγων [Resp. 399a]· κινδυνεύει σοι 

δωριστὶ λελεῖφθαι καὶ φρυγιστί.  

(Arist. Quint. De Musica 19.2-7 W.I. ). 

 

It is these (scil. ἁρμονίαι) that the divine Plato mentions in the 

Republic, where he says that the Mixolydian and the tense Lydian are 

suitable for laments, while the Iastian and Lydian are appropriate for 

drinking parties and excessively unrestrained. And he goes on to say: 

‘You seem to be left with the Dorian and the Phrygian’. 

 

Now let us see how the ἁρμονίαι are presented by Aristides in his 

diagram, reporting first the vocal transcription and then the instrumental 

transcription of each ἁρμονία:73 

 

LYDIAN  

Voc.  b�a�S�O�C�N�Z�E��

Instr. b�a�S�O�C�N�Z�E�

PHRYGIAN  

Voc. F�S�R�P��I��Z�E�D�Ö�

Instr. F�S�R�P�I�Z�E�D�Ö�

MIXOLYDIAN  

Voc. g�b�a�F�S�R�P�Z  

Instr. g�b�a�F�S�R�P�Z 

DORIAN  

Voc.  F�S�R�P��I��Z�E�D�Q�

Instr.  F�S�R�P�I�Z�E�D�Å�

IASTIAN/IONIAN 

Voc. g�b�a�S�M�I 

Instr. g�b�a�S���I 

SYNTONOLYDIAN 

Voc. g�b�a�S�M 

Instr. g�b�a�S���

                                                 
73 I express my gratitude to Stefan Hagel, who has provided me with his fonts 

featuring ancient Greek musical notation signs. 
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Given that these transcriptions74 are not immediately useful for modern 

readers, I will provide a different one by adding to Aristides’ version both the 

sequences of intervals associated with each ἁρμονία75 and an adaptation in 

modern stave notation. I will list them following the order in which they are 

mentioned at Republic 3.398-399, to facilitate the interpretation of the Platonic 

passage by comparing different ἁρμονίαι in terms of structural and pitch-

related characteristics. These indications are limited to relative pitches, given 

that we do not have explicit information about the absolute pitch of ancient 

Greek music.76 

                                                 
74 On the meaning of this notation system see AGM 254-276; on the origins and 

historical development of musical notation, see Hagel 2010, 1-52.  
75 In this context, the intervals will be expressed using the following abbreviations: 

q=quartertone; s=semitone; t=tone; d=ditone; 3t=tritone. An important discussion of the 

characteristics of the modes is offered in Winnington-Ingram 1968, 10-30. 
76  Cf. Hagel 2010, 452-453, who proposes plausible elements to establish a 

correspondence between the Lydian mese (I I, vocal and instrumental respectively) and a# to 
b, in terms of pitch, while structurally speaking with the role of our A4. This solution would 

represent a substantial improvement on many problems (e.g. the excessively high pitch of the 

transcriptions) associated with the previous convention that, after Bellermann 1847 and 

Fortlage 1847, equated a with the ancient S S. Transcribing the ἁρμονίαι in modern stave 

notation brings about a few additional problems. One is represented by the choice of one 

point of reference to base the interval sequences on. This would be relatively easy to establish 

if Aristides employed one coherent set of sounds to transcribe the ἁρμονίαι. Unfortunately, 

this is not the case: the ἁρμονίαι are transcribed following two different sets of musical signs, 

the Lydian and Hypolydian τόνοι. Therefore a shift can be observed in the pitches of the 

sounds related to the (‘loose’) Lydian scale, the only one transcribed in the Hypolydian 

τόνος. On the reason for this change regarding only the Lydian scale, cf. Hagel 2010, 34-35. 

Another problem regards the Syntonolydian ἁρμονία: the fact that it is placed in the lower 

register has caused much perplexity among scholars (Henderson 1942, 94; Hagel 2010, 34) 

given that the name itself indicates the opposite characteristic (Cf. Arist. Pol. 1342b; 

Winnington Ingram 1968, 29 and GMW1 166). However, the pitch relations established by the 

harmoniai presented in Aristides’ diagram are not to be taken as reliable in absolute terms (cf. 

Comotti 1989, 79), as they probably depended on the choice operated by Aristoxenus (or 

whoever compiled the list), based on the possibility of using unaltered basic signs to describe 

the sequences of intervals associated with each harmonia (cf. the Instrumental notation 

reported above against Hagel 2010, 13 diagram 2). Therefore, the transcriptions of the 

Iastian/Ionian and Syntonolydian modes provided here present both the original version and 

a restored version, transposed a fourth higher following Winnington Ingram 1968, 27-29. I 

will discuss in the following paragraphs the implication of the plausible pitches associated 

with specific modes. Cf. Hagel 2010, 380 diagram 92, for a possible reconstruction of pitch 

relations between Aristides’ harmoniai. 
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ARIST. QUINT. 1.18-19 – THE Ἁρμονίαι OF PLATO’S REPUBLIC 

 

 

A) PLATO’S θρηνώδεις ἁρμονίαι 

MIXOLYDIAN (Lydian notation);  

Series of Intervals    qq   t      t   qq  3t 

Vocal notation   gba��F��SRP���Z 

Instrumental notation   gba��F��SRP��Z��

Stave notation  

( = quartertone higher) 

 

SYNTONOLYDIAN (Lydian notation) 

Series of Intervals   qq    d   1½t 

Vocal notation  gba���S��M 

Instrumental notation gba���S����

Stave notation  

cf. with        
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B) PLATO’S μαλακαὶ καὶ συμποτικαὶ ἁρμονίαι 

PLATO’S IASTIAN/IONIAN (Lydian notation) 

Series of Intervals    qq     d    1½t   t  

Vocal notation  gba�      S��M��I�

Instrumental notation  gba����S���I�

Stave notation   

cf. with  

LYDIAN (Hypolydian notation) 

Series of Intervals    q d   t  qq  d  q 

Vocal notation  ba�S�OCN�Z�E�

Instrumental notation ba�S�OCN�Z�E�

Stave notation  

 

C) PLATO’S ‘REMAINING’ ἁρμονίαι 

DORIAN (Lydian notation) 

Series of Intervals         t   qq   d    t     qq   d 

Vocal notation  F��SRP���I���ZED�Q�

Instrumental notation F��SRP���I�ZED�Å�

Stave notation   

PHRYGIAN (Lydian notation) 

Series of Intervals         t   qq  d   t   qq  t 

Vocal notation  F��SRP��I��ZED��Ö�

Instrumental notation F��SRP�I�ZED�Ö�

Stave notation     
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3. BACK TO PLATO: INTERPRETING THE REJECTED ἁρμονίαι 

 

Now we are ready to try to interpret Plato’s motives to eliminate or 

maintain specific ἁρμονίαι on the basis of the musical structures we have 

reconstructed. Although we cannot be sure that Plato had in mind precisely 

the Aristidean structures when he was arguing about specific correlations 

between musical structures and their ethical effects, in the absence of direct or 

chronologically closer evidence and given the Aristoxenian background of 

Aristides’ considerations, we can employ the models provided in his De 
Musica as heuristic tools, which allow us to attempt to understand the logical 

framework of Plato’s associations between musical characteristics and ethical 

implications of different ἁρμονίαι.77 

While, of course, analysing the structure of a ἁρμονία is not the same 

thing as looking at complete compositions employing that specific ἁρμονία, 

still it is a useful tool to understand how the different notes of a certain mode 

are related to each other, an aspect that influences the function that each of 

them performs in full compositions. However, one word of caution is 

necessary with regard to my use of Aristoxenian terminology in a Platonic 

discourse on music, which is traditionally associated with Pythagorean 

harmonic theory. Although the conceptual means and aims behind 

Aristoxenian and Pythagorean researches on harmonics are different and in 

many respects incompatible, in this chapter I employ the Aristoxenian 

concepts of tones, quartertones etc. as simple descriptive labels that can help 

the modern reader to interpret the relationships established between the 

different sounds comprised in each harmonia.78 This change of interpretative 

tools does not affect the structures of the modes, as we can be rather confident 

                                                 
77 While an authoritative interpreter such as Andrew Barker (e.g. Barker 2007, 310-11) 

argues that, given the Socratic declaration of ignorance in the field, there is no reason to 

believe that Plato had some form of structural analysis of the ἁρμονίαι in mind while writing 

the musical section of Republic 3, in this chapter I will contend that Glaucon’s identifications 

of these specific ἁρμονίαι are far from being ‘impressionistic descriptions […] without the 

least reference to structural considerations’ (ibid. 310), provided that the indications presented 

in the Republic are interpreted in the light of their cultural implications and in comparison 

with the testimony of Aristides Quintilianus (regarded as acceptable by Barker himself – see 

Barker 2005, 69). 
78 Theoretically, the same result could be achieved by employing ratios instead (e.g. 

equating a quartertone with 36:35, etc., following Archytas’ division of the tetrachord; cf. 

Arch. fr. 16 with Huffman 2005, 402-428). However, doing so would introduce an additional 

and unnecessary degree of complexity in the argument. Moreover at Resp. 7.531b-c, the only 

Platonic passage that openly criticises the Aristoxenian harmonikoi, as opposed to 

Pythagorean researchers, the problematic point is not the way in which they describe their 

results but rather that they put ‘perception’ before ‘reason’, therefore disregarding the 

Platonically-correct order of priorities – a ‘mistake’ that we will avoid by examining 

theoretically the structures of different modes. 
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that tunings that shared the same name at the same historical time were based 

on analogous intervallic systems, but requires checking the results obtained 

by analysing the enharmonic (auletic) Aristidean scales against 

reconstructions of their diatonic counterparts. While this comparison with the 

more Platonically-friendly lyre diatonic harmoniai will be outlined in Chapter 

3,79 we can anticipate now that not only it confirms the results reached in this 

chapter but also strengthens them. 

 

1. The Mixolydian and Syntonolydian ἁρμονίαι 
 

Following the order presented at Republic 3.398-400, we will start our 

analysis from the ‘mournful’ modes (θρηνώδεις ἁρμονίαι), which as we have 

seen above comprises the Mixolydian and Lydian. Let us have a closer look at 

the musical structure associated with the Mixolydian ἁρμονία: 

 

�
 

First of all, let us focus on the extreme notes of this ‘scale’, or its 

gamut,80 a relevant aspect in determining the overall harmoniousness of the 

construction both in ancient and modern musical systems:81 in this case the 

extreme notes form an interval of an octave, which was regarded by the 

Greeks as the most harmonious of all, with the sounds standing to each other 

in the simplest possible ratio (2:1), excluding the unison.82 

Moving on to observe the inner intervallic structure of the ἁρμονία, we 

are presented with an interesting succession: while the first six intervals are 

disposed in conjunct motion forming the sequence q-q-t-t-q-q, the last interval 

not only is very wide but actually comprehends a tritone, an interval that is 

characteristically dissonant;83 interestingly, this strong dissonance is placed in 

the highest section of this ἁρμονία, which in the ancient musical perception 

seems to have been characterised as particularly moving and stimulating.84 

The presence of this unusual interval as a hallmark of the Mixolydian mode is 

                                                 
79 Cf. Chapter 3, 103ff. 
80 AGM 172-184, esp. 173: ‘Ancient Greek music requires this kind of analysis if its 

modal variety is to be understood and the character of individual specimens appreciated’. On 

the general approach to interpreting Aristides’ testimony and its relation with early scales, cf. 

West 1981. 
81 Cf. Hagel 2010, 219-230 with regard to the function of fourths and fifths in the lyre. 
82 Cf. Creese 2010, 93-97. 
83 Cf. AGM 207; Hagel 2010, 118 n.43, 257 and 284.  
84 Ps.-Arist. Probl. 19.49. 
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not attested only in the transcription provided by Aristides. As we know from 

an Aristoxenian passage of the Plutarchian De Musica (1136c–d), the odd 

intervallic configuration of this harmonia spurred significant debate regarding 

how it should be interpreted in structural terms and, specifically, about how it 

should be divided into tetrachordal structures.85 In the light of the comparison 

between Aristides’ transcription and its systematised Eratoclean counterpart, 

the Plutarchian passage seems to point to the fact that the uppermost interval 

of a tritone was perceived as a unitary interval even though, according to 

Lamprocles’ analysis, it stood for the combination of a ditone and the 

‘disjunctive’ tone that divides two separate tetrachords. What is relevant to 

our purposes is that, for this debate to make sense, we must assume that the 

higher tritone was perceived (and perhaps also employed in performance)86 as 

a unitary entity – an aspect that, as we will see in a moment, corresponds very 

well to the ethical characteristics assigned to it by Plato and other testimonies. 

Overall, structurally speaking, this mode seems to comprise very 

different features: on the one hand, the external structure is consonant (2:1) 

and the system comprehends eight sounds which, translated in diatonic 

terms, correspond to the most popular extension for seven-stringed lyres, 

comprising two disjunct tetrachords;87 on the other its internal organisation is 

extremely unbalanced, divided into two unequal sections that are 

characterised by the most discordant traits: conjunct motion in the first, wider 

section and an unexpected, dissonant interval of a tritone between the two 

highest notes. 

Now let us move on to the structure of the Syntonolydian mode. While 

both the ‘low’ and the ‘high’ transcriptions were given in the table featuring 

Aristides’ testimony for the sake of completeness, here we will concentrate on 

the second transcription,88 the higher-pitched one: 

 

 
 

                                                 
85 On the nature of the problem, cf. Barker 2007, 49-50. 
86 Cf. Ps.-Plut. De Mus. 1134f where, referring to Olympus’ auletic music and the 

origin of the enharmonic genus, the author says that the melody reached frequently the 

diatonic parhypate (f), starting alternatively from paramese (b) and from mese (a) – therefore 

attesting the use of undivided tritones. Significantly, Olympus is said to have chosen this new 

genus because of ‘the beauty of its ethos’, which is attributed to the absence of the 

intermediate lichanos (g). On the presence of tritones in Greek musical fragments, cf. AGM 
206-207. 

87 Cf. Hagel 2010, 104 and n. 5, with discussions of the most important primary and 

secondary sources. Cf. Chapter 3, 99ff. 
88 Cf. Winnington Ingram 1968, 29. 
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The first notable characteristic of this ἁρμονία is that it comprehends a 

narrow range of sounds, spanning an interval of a minor sixth, which in 

ancient Greek musical thought was considered to be a dissonant interval.89 In 

addition, the task of interpreting the intervallic sequence of this mode seems 

pretty challenging: while the opening notes are separated by quartertones, the 

following intervals present a ditone and a minor third (t+s). However, this 

succession of intervals, which is very distant from the later, Aristoxenian 

canonical system, appears less puzzling if interpreted in the light of what is 

known about early scales, such as the Spondeion. 90  According to the 

information provided by Pseudo-Plutarch, 91  this scale comprised the 

following intervals/notes: 

Tense Spondeion92 

 
 

The resemblance between the structure of this scale and Aristides’ 

Syntonolydian is evident, both in terms of gamut and with regard to the types 

of intervals employed, especially keeping in mind that both the Spondeion and 

the Syntonolydian are organised on the basis of the ‘tetrachord’ e-f-a 

(respectively with the lower semitone enharmonically divided in Aristides’ 

Syntonolydian, while maintained undivided in the Spondeion). 93  This 

resemblance seems to testify to the fact that the Syntonolydian preserves an 

‘archaic’ structure, though Aristides presents us with a mode that includes the 

enharmonic division of the lowest semitone, an aspect that clearly derives 

from the theoretical approach of the harmonikoi and definitely is not 

associated with archaic traits.94 

Overall, the most noticeable structural characteristics of this ἁρμονία 

consist in the irregular internal organisation of the intervals and the 

additional dissonance created by the interval separating the lowest and 

highest sounds. In addition, both the Mixolydian and the Syntonolydian 

                                                 
89 Cf. Aristox. El. Harm. 72.3-6, Cleonid. 187.15-19, Theon de Math. Plat. 48.16-49.5. Cf. 

Bowen 1978, Hagel 2010, 230 on the rare occurrence of this interval, and 409 note 102. 
90 On Spondeion and Spondeiazon tropos, see GMW1 255-257. Cf. AGM 174, Hagel 2010, 

397ff. 
91 Ps.-Plut. 1135a-b, 1137b-d. 
92 According to GMW1 there were two different varieties of spondeion, a ‘standard’ 

one and a ‘tense’ one, differing in the highest interval (respectively being a semitone and ¾ 

tone). For a different interpretation of this question, see Hagel 2010, 405 note 91. 
93 Cf. Ps.-Plut. De mus. 1135b, where the undivided lower semitone is associated with 

Olympus’ archaic style. Cf. AGM 176 on the association of archaic scales with a limited 

number of notes and the limitations of early instruments. 
94 Hagel 2010, 413-429, esp. 424-425, and 436. 
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modes feature a tendency to avoid regular patterns, privileging instead the 

opposition of highly contrasting characteristics: conjunct motion vs. wide 

intervals (comprehending even a tritone in the Mixolydian), absence of 

regular intervallic structures and, in the Syntonolydian, the lack of intervals of 

fifth and octave above the bottom note, which appears a plausible final. 

It is also interesting to focus for a moment on the elements implied by 

the characterisation of the Lydian type as Syntonos: the ‘tense’ aspect 

underlined in the denomination actually reflects the fact that it comprises 

notes of ‘comparatively high pitch’.95 There is also another peculiar element, 

in terms of pitch, that characterises both Mixolydian and Syntonolydian 

ἁρμονίαι: they share a curious configuration in their highest region, so that 

the highest sounds are not reached through a gradual, smooth ascension but 

are separated from the previous grades by wide intervals. These two 

elements, taken together, may point to the fact that compositions based on 

these two ἁρμονίαι were characterised by a high recurrence of notes 

belonging to highest register and tessitura.96 

 

Why, in Plato’s view, should these particular ἁρμονίαι adequately 

represent lamentations (θρῆνοι) and mourning scenes (ὀδυρμοί)? The 

relevant role played by the higher region of these ἁρμονίαι seems to be the 

most explicit criterion for this association: after all, both θρῆνος 97  and 

ὀδυρμός 98 are etymologically associated with ideas of a shrill cry of pain and 

wailing, high-pitched noise. In this context, therefore, the presence of the 

tritone at the higher end of the Mixolydian ἁρμονία does not seem surprising 

at all: on the contrary, it would be a very suitable interval to represent such 

types of vocal expression.99 

An additional important testimony with regard to this question is 

reported in a scholium on Euripides’ Orestes 176, where Electra exhorts her 

friends to be quiet so as not to wake her sleeping brother, and the chorus 

starts singing a lyric that ends on lamenting tones. The scholiast observes: 

 

                                                 
95 Hagel 2010, 405 n. 91, and 35 n.94. On the opposition to ‘slack modes’, cf. Arist. Pol. 

8.1342b. Cf. as well Bacch. 303.7-8, where the Mixolydian mode is defined the highest of all. 
96 AGM 178-179; on the eminent role of high vocal notes, AGM 276, Hagel 2010, 37. 
97 Frisk GEW, s.v. 
98 Chantraine DELG, s.v. 
99  This possible performative use of the higher tritone may also explain why, 

according to the Pseudo-Plutarch, ‘almost everyone’ failed to identify the division of this 

interval into ditone plus tone correctly (ps.-Plut. 1136d: οὐκ ἐνταῦθα ἔχει τὴν διάζευξιν 

ὅπου σχεδὸν ἅπαντες ᾤοντο). If the tritone was employed as an undivided element in 

performance, it would have been difficult for the audience to regard it as a fusion of a ditone 

and a tone, as required by the Eratoclean systematic version. 
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τοῦτο τὸ μέλος ἐπὶ ταῖς λεγομέναις νήταις ᾄδεται καί ἐστιν 

ὀξύτατον. ἀπίθανον οὖν τὴν Ἠλέκτραν ὀξείᾳ φωνῇ κεχρῆσθαι, καὶ 

ταῦτα ἐπιπλήσσουσαν τῷ χορῷ. ἀλλὰ κέχρηται μὲν τῷ ὀξεῖ 

ἀναγκαίως, οἰκεῖον γὰρ τῶν θρηνούντων, λεπτότατα δὲ ὡς ἔνι 

μάλιστα.  

(Schol. Vet. in Eur. Or. 176)100 

 

This melody is sung on the so-called netai and is very high. It is 

not persuasive to think that Electra would use a loud voice while she is 

rebuking the chorus precisely for this reason. However she necessarily 

had to use the high register, because it is typical of people lamenting, but 

as softly as possible. 

 

This testimony shows that Plato’s association of high registers with 

laments is well in line with what could be expected in similar theatrical 

contexts in Athenian contemporary culture. Moreover the irregular 

distribution of the sounds we observed in the structure of the modes could 

have served this purpose pretty well, providing the musical materials to 

realise emotionally strong contrasts between lower uniform melodic lines and 

high-pitched cries of despair101 – an aspect that may be reflected in the ‘mixed’ 

characteristics indicated in the name of this mode.102 

As we will note again in other passages, irregularities affecting the 

construction of musical structures will represent one of the key points in the 

Platonic ethical evaluations of musical ἁρμονίαι. This aspect will be 

connected later on with the ethico-paideutic effects of these musical modes on 

the development of a well-formed soul, following the principle that 

unbalanced and badly structured ἁρμονίαι recreate the same qualities in the 

inner psychic disposition, which instead needs to be ‘harmonised’ in order to 

produce the best results.103 

 

                                                 
100  Cf. DAGM 2 for more information on musical conjectures relative to the 

Euripidean piece. 
101 Ps.-Plut. De mus. 1136d: Καὶ ἡ Μιξολύδιος δὲ παθητική τίς ἐστι, τραγῳδίαις 

ἁρμόζουσα. See also 1136c, where the Lydian is characterised as ‘high-pitched and 

appropriate to laments’ (ὀξεῖα καὶ ἐπιτήδειος πρὸς θρῆνον), which is regarded as the reason 

why Plato discarded it. As a further confirmation of the threnodic nature of this mode, Ps.-

Plutarch continues by saying that the first Lydian composition was a lament and, on the 

authority of Aristoxenus, he associates this story with Olympus. Cf. AGM 182: ‘the 

Mixolydian was, beside the Dorian, the principal mode used in tragedy, at any rate before 

Sophocles and others introduced a wider variety. Aristoxenus also found it in Sappho, and 

supposed that the tragedians had got it from her’; cf. ibid. n.89. 
102 Cf. AGM 181. 
103 Cf. Chapter 3, §§1-2, Chapter 4 §1-4. It is the case to add that this belief on the 

power of music to give specific shapes to the soul was shared by Aristides Quintilianus as 

well: e.g. De Musica 80.21-81.7 W.I. , with GMW2 482-483. 
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2. The Iastian/Ionian and the ‘loose’ Lydian ἁρμονίαι 
 

 Let us move on to the so-called ‘soft and sympotic’ ἁρμονίαι, the 

Iastian/Ionian and the ‘loose’ Lydian, starting from the transcription of the 

first one:104 

 

The internal organisation of the intervals constituting this ἁρμονία is 

very unbalanced: first of all, the external boundaries of the ‘scale’ form a very 

dissonant interval, a seventh; secondly, the first three grades are separated by 

the smallest interval (q), followed by the widest interval of this series (d); after 

this contrast, the subsequent intervals feature a sort of ‘gradual reduction’ of 

width, decreasing to a minor third (s+t) and a distance of a tone. Once again, 

the apparently odd characteristics of this mode become less perplexing if 

interpreted in the light of archaic models:105 in this perspective, it is possible to 

interpret it as two conjunct tetrachords, respectively the standard enharmonic 

tetrachord e-e+-f-a and a much less standard a-c-d.106 The striking similarity 

between this mode and the Syntonolydian, whose peculiar configuration we 

have already discussed, is worth noting: the two scales differ only with 

regard to the higher note, d’, which is characteristic of the Ionian and 

Phrygian modes.107 

The last of the ‘rejected’ ἁρμονίαι of Republic 3 is the so-called ‘loose’ 

Lydian: 

 
 

In this case, we are presented with a rather regular external structure, 

which features an interval of an octave between the extremes (e+/e’+) and a 

fifth between the basic sound (e+) and the one opening the second ‘tetrachord’ 

(b+). These aspects, however, are among the reasons why this harmonia has 

been suspected as spurious:108 for this reason, we will not take into account the 

structure of this mode in our evaluation. At any rate, so far as the series of 

intervals is concerned, only one sequence is attested twice (q-d) and, even if 

                                                 
104 Given that the problems of interpretation concerning Aristides’ transcription of the 

Iastian/Ionian ἁρμονία are the same we have encountered for the Syntonolydian, the stave 

transcription here reports only the ‘higher’ version. 
105 Cf. West 1981, 121. 
106 Cf. Barker 2007, 51. 
107 Cf. West 1981, 121. 
108 Cf. Winnington-Ingram 1968, 24–5, Barker 2007, 51 note 24, Hagel 2010, 392-393. 
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the external quartertones were ignored and the system were simplified into a 

lyre-friendly one (f-a-b-c-e’), the result would be a sequence spanning a 

seventh, i.e. two conjunct ‘tetrachords’, the first of which however would 

comprise a tritone instead of the regular 2½ tones; moreover, the two 

‘tetrachords’ would be divided into uneven and almost opposite intervallic 

sequences (d t st d). 

 

Again, we should try to understand why Plato associated these two 

ἁρμονίαι with the practice and display of excessive indulgence in pleasures 

within the symposia. First of all, there is a relatively significant presence of 

dissonances, especially between the lower and higher notes. This feature, 

together with the high tessitura that seems to have been characteristic of the 

Lydian mode,109 may be consistent with the degree of expressivity110 required 

in a sympotic setting, since the songs performed on such occasions were 

supposed to show the performer’s vocal ability.111  

Heraclides Ponticus112 provides us with several interesting points about 

the characteristics of sympotic harmoniai. In a passage preserved by 

Athenaeus, Heraclides underlines how the Ionians, differently from the ‘other 

two Greek races’ (i.e. the Dorians and Aeolians), had ‘adapted themselves to 

whichever foreigners were ruling them’113 and argues that this attitude had 

noteworthy repercussions in musical terms as well. He underlines that the 

Ionian ἁρμονία, originally ‘neither bright nor cheerful, but hard and 

severe’,114 shifted to a more ‘voluptuous’ character (ἤθη τρυφερώτερα)115 and, 

after this ethical metamorphosis, was usefully employed by the Ionian sixth-

century poet Pythermus of Teos to compose his drinking-songs (σκολιὰ 

μέλη). 116  In addition to these observations regarding the self-indulgent 

character of the Ionian ἁρμονία and its use in sympotic contexts, Athenaeus 

reports other interesting remarks on the musical characteristics of σκόλια. 

                                                 
109 Cf. Telestes PMG 810.4, Arist. Quint. 23.3-4 W.I., 30.2 W.I. on the ‘tragic’ mode. 
110 Cf. AGM 192 on wider intervals as means of achieving strong emotional effects in 

melodic sequences. 
111 Ford 2002. 
112 Ap. Ath. 14.624c-625f . Cf. GMW1 167 and 281-284. 
113 Ath. 624d1-3 (= Her. Pont. fr.163.7-9 Wehrli). 
114 Ath. 14.625b6-9: διόπερ οὐδὲ τὸ τῆς Ἰαστὶ γένος ἁρμονίας οὔτ᾽ ἀνθηρὸν οὔτε 

ἱλαρόν ἐστιν, ἀλλὰ αὐστηρὸν καὶ σκληρόν, ὄγκον δ᾽ ἔχον οὐκ ἀγεννῆ· διὸ καὶ τῇ 

τραγῳδίᾳ προσφιλὴς ἡ ἁρμονία. 
115 Ath. 14.625c1-2: τὰ δὲ τῶν νῦν Ἰώνων ἤθη τρυφερώτερα καὶ πολὺ παραλλάττον 

τὸ τῆς ἁρμονίας ἦθος. 
116 Ath. 14.625c2-5: φασὶ δὲ Πύθερμον τὸν Τήιον ἐν τῷ γένει τῆς ἁρμονίας τούτῳ 

ποιῆσαι σκολιὰ μέλη, καὶ διὰ τὸ εἶναι τὸν ποιητὴν Ἰωνικὸν Ἰαστὶ κληθῆναι τὴν ἁρμονίαν. 

Cf. Aristoph. Vesp. 1216ff. and Ath. 14.694-696  for textual examples of scholia; on their 

function in Greek symposia, see Ford 2002, 25-26. 
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While commenting on the origin of the denomination σκόλιον, which the 

author relates to the crooked (σκολιόν) movement of the song due to the 

alternation between singers sitting in different places in the sympotic 

banquet-hall, he recalls as well that pieces composed in the ‘loose’ ἁρμονίαι 
(ἐν ταῖς ἀνειμέναις) were called σκολιά.117 

Interestingly, both the remark concerning the character of the 

contemporary Ionian mode and the connection between sympotic σκόλια and 

‘loose’ ἁρμονίαι are perfectly in line with the reasons that Plato adduces for 

eliminating these ἁρμονίαι from the future constitution: the excessively 

indulgent attitude that Plato associated with the Ionian mode is confirmed by 

these testimonies, as well as the use of ‘loose’ musical modes in a sympotic 

context, which Plato appropriately identified with the ‘loose’ Lydian. 118 

Incidentally, also a witty passage of Aristophanes’ Ecclesiazusae confirms both 

these aspects: at 877-925 an old woman, competing with a young girl to attract 

the interest of young men, significantly describes a spicy song she wants to 

sing to catch her victim’s attention as one of the Ionian type.119 

 

4. THE ἁρμονίαι ALLOWED IN Καλλίπολις 

 

The ἁρμονίαι regarded as suitable for the education of young citizens 

are the last ones introduced in the musical passage of Republic 3. As we noted 

above, this is part of a discursive strategy that aims first at outlining two 

‘corrupt’ sets of behaviours in order to contrast them with alternative models 

that outline instead the most desirable types of conduct in the same 

psychological circumstances. 

                                                 
117 Ath. 14.694a4-b7: σκόλια δὲ καλοῦνται οὐ κατὰ τὸν τῆς μελοποιίας τρόπον ὅτι 

σκολιὸς ἦν – λέγουσιν γὰρ τὰ ἐν ταῖς ἀνειμέναις εἶναι σκολιά – ἀλλὰ τριῶν γενῶν ὄντων,  

[…] τρίτον δὲ καὶ τὴν ἐπὶ πᾶσι τάξιν ἔχον, οὗ μετεῖχον οὐκέτι πάντες, ἀλλ᾽ οἱ συνετοὶ 

δοκοῦντες εἶναι μόνοι, καὶ κατὰ τόπον τινὰ εἰ τύχοιεν ὄντες· διόπερ ὡς ἀταξίαν τινὰ 

μόνον παρὰ τἄλλα ἔχον τὸ μήθ' ἅμα μήθ᾽ ἑξῆς γινόμενον [ἀλλ᾽ ὅπου ἔτυχεν εἶναι] 

σκόλιον ἐκλήθη. 
118 The terms employed to define the ‘looseness’ of the sympotic ἁρμονίαι in Plato 

and in Athenaeus are different, as the former uses the term χαλαρά and the second the term 

ἀνειμένη. Resp. 3.410e1-3 shows how the terms, in this context, are used almost as synonyms 

by Plato: talking about the effects of music, Socrates states that an exclusive exposition to 

music (not balanced by any physical training) would make the soul too ‘loose’ (ἀνεθέντος) 

and ‘softer than necessary’ (μαλακώτερον εἴη τοῦ δέοντος), which is exactly the same 

connection established between the adjectives characterising the sympotic ἁρμονίαι in 398e9-

10 (μαλακαί and χαλαραί). On these passages, cf. Chapter 4 §4. Cf. as well 8.573a4-7, where 

‘sympotic’ pleasures are described as ἀνειμέναι. 
119  Cf. Aristoph. Eccl. 883-4: Μοῦσαι, δεῦρ᾽ ἴτ᾽ ἐπὶ τοὐμὸν στόμα, / μελύδριον 

εὑροῦσαί τι τῶν Ἰωνικῶν. Cf. as well 918-920, where a dildo is described as ‘the Ionian toy’ 

(τὸν ἀπ᾽ Ἰωνίας τρόπον). 
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These desirable manners, which as we will see in detail in Chapters 3 

and 4 are in Plato’s view the product of well-structured/well-harmonised 

souls, are associated with the most famous ἁρμονίαι, the Dorian and the 

Phrygian. However, not all the information usually associated with these 

musical ‘modes’ is actually relevant or correct with regard to Plato’s 

interpretation of them. 

 

1. The Dorian ἁρμονία 
 
So, let us look at the structure of the Dorian ἁρμονία, which was 

meant to represent fittingly the actions of a brave man, capable of dealing 

with possible misfortunes with self-control: 
 

 
 

The first strikingly unusual aspect that catches the eye is the fact that 

the lowest and the highest notes of this scale, supposed to represent a person 

capable of maintaining his mental equilibrium even when confronted with 

highly distressing situations, surprisingly do not form an octave, which as we 

specified above was considered to be the most harmonious interval of all, 

excluding the unison. They represent, instead, a disturbingly dissonant 

interval: a ninth (i.e. an octave plus a tone). Moreover, this ἁρμονία 

comprehends nine sounds, another feature in contrast with the ‘normal’ 

extension of an octave. How can this represent the active aspect of the most 

‘harmonious’ character and the most properly ‘Greek’120 ἁρμονία? 

Both the problems outlined here, the dissonance and the apparently 

excessive number of notes, had been effectively explained by Winnington-

Ingram, in his fundamental work Mode in Ancient Greek Music. 121  As he 

clarifies, both theoretically and on the basis of extant fragmentary musical 

compositions,122 the first note (ὑπερυπάτη or F, equal to d in stave notation) is 

to be interpreted as a note used to emphasise ὑπάτη (e in stave notation), 

often used in combination with the παρυπάτη to form a sort of 

‘embellishment’ based on ὑπάτη.123 Therefore, the first note should not be 

considered as a ‘real’ grade of the Dorian mode, being just a practical addition 

                                                 
120 Cf. Plato Lach. 188d7-9. 
121 Cf. Winnington-Ingram 1968, 25ff. A similar position is held also in AGM 174-175. 

See as well Barker 2007, 398-400. 
122 Specifically DAGM nr.21 (e.g. line 2); and the Orestes fragment, DAGM nr.3 (e.g. line 

5), on which see ivi, p.15 and Crusius 1893, esp.181-182. 
123 Incidentally, this ‘ancillary’ role seems to be reflected also by the denomination 

ὑπερ-υπάτη. 
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to ὑπάτη. A similar argument is proposed by West who, given the absence of 

ὑπερυπάτη in the upper octave, maintains that it cannot be regarded as a real 

grade of the scale; rather, it must be interpreted as an ’infrafix’, an additional 

note added to the tetrachord e-a, which provides both an interval of a fifth 

with a and a ‘note useful for circling about the e at the bottom of the 

tetrachord’. 124 

 If we interpret that note as an extension of ὑπάτη, both the points 

perceived above as destabilising the harmonious nature of the Dorian 

ἁρμονία are not problematic anymore; if anything, the presence of 

ὑπερυπάτη, interpreted as an infrafix, reinforces the ‘tonic’ nature of ὑπάτη. 

So the interval relationship between the ‘new’ lower note ὑπάτη (e or S) and 

the higher (e’ or Q) results to be an octave and the whole compass is precisely 

subdivided into two tetrachords by the disjunctive tone between a-b (or I - Z). 

Moreover, read in this light, the ἁρμονία is seen after all to be constituted of 

the canonical eight sounds, an important characteristic for a pattern destined 

to become the ‘central’ model of a ἁρμονία.125 

Looking now at its internal organisation, we can recognise a perfectly 

regular structure,126 as shown in the following representation, delimited by 

ὑπάτη and νήτη, with μέση appropriately placed in the centre: 

 

(t)  qq   d  / t /  qq   d 

 

Why should Plato regard this structure as appropriate to represent a 

‘well-balanced’ character? In the first place, the structure of this ἁρμονία is 

extremely regular: both if we consider the initial interval of a tone or not, the 

lower and upper sections present the same intervallic pattern. If, as seems 

quite reasonable on the basis of the arguments above, we do not read the first 

note as a proper grade of the scale, the structure is even more significantly 

ordered: the octave between S/S� and Q/Å� is neatly divided into two 

tetrachords disjunct by a tone.  

While this model would appear suitable to represent an equilibrated 

soul even on an intuitive level, given its complex but well-ordered structure, 

                                                 
124 AGM 175. 
125 Cf. Hagel 2010, 9-10: ‘”Dorian” is in many respects central to ancient Greek music: 

as a lyre tuning, it was probably the first to be learnt by the novice (Cf. Aristoph. Eq. 987-996); 

as a mode, it was most highly esteemed by both Plato and Aristotle (Cf. Plato Lach. 188d; 

193d; Rep. 399a–c; Arist. Pol. 1340b; 1342ab); as an octave species, it gave the model for the 

central octave of the Greater Perfect System, between ὑπάτη and νήτη, the old limits of the 

octave ἁρμονία’. 
126  Cf. Barker 2005, 38: ‘il rapporto tra le due sottostrutture (scil. tetrachords) 

contenute nelle harmoniai dorica e frigia, le uniche approvate da Socrate, è molto più diretto e 

musicalmente intellegibile di quanto non sia quello che si può riscontrare nella ionica, nella 

misolidia e nella sintonolidia, che Socrate rifiuta’. 
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there are more serious reasons to argue that Plato maintained this kind of 

ἁρμονία to be especially valuable. An intervallic configuration compatible 

with the Dorian harmonia is first attested in the extant sources in Philolaus 

(apud Stob. Anth. 1.21.7d= fr.6 Huffman), who describes a harmonia divided as 

follows: 

e – a – b – e’ 
 

It is relevant to remember that this musical model appears within the 

context of his musico-mathematical interpretation of the cosmos, which 

comprehends the features of the natural order and that of the human soul in 

an integrated framework. 127  This harmonisation of different elements, 

‘limiters’ and ‘unlimited’ in Philolaus’ language, is represented in the musical 

model by the fact that the intervals of a fifth (δι᾽ ὀξειᾶν) and a fourth 

(συλλαβά) form together an octave (ἁρμονία). 

The testimony of Philolaus’ fragments fits well with Plato’s 

interpretation of the Dorian mode as an instrument to harmonise the inner 

arrangement of the soul, both in itself and in relation to the external order of 

the universe. While the Republic focuses especially on the former, another 

highly significant Platonic text, the Timaeus, 128  explicitly confirms and 

elaborates on the mutual connections of elements such as ψυχή, φύσις, 

κόσμος and the Dorian ἁρμονία. Although this is not the place to examine 

the numerous issues raised by the complex use of harmonic theory in the 

division of the World soul operated by the Demiurge,129 it is still significant 

that the first two of the four octaves defined in Tim. 35b4-36d7 are structured 

on exactly the same basic division we have noted in the model of Dorian 

ἁρμονία analysed before: two tetrachords divided by a tone, with a number 

of intermediate notes contained in the tetrachords.130 It is also worth noting 

                                                 
127 See fr.1 (φύσις and κόσμος), fr.6 (φύσις and ἁρμονία), fr.6a and fr.13 (ψυχή and 

φύσις), in Huffman 1993, with GMW1 36-39. 
128 This text that has been often interpreted as culturally related with (or, in the eyes 

of less favourable interpreters, a plagiarised form of) Pythagorean musical theories, such as 

Philolaus’ or Archytas’. On the connections between Philolaus and the Timaeus, cf. Huffman 

1993, 5-14 and 19-31. For a defence of the unfavourable reading, cf. Riginos 1976, 169-174. On 

the complex relationship between Archytas’ theories and Plato’s Timaeus, cf. Huffman 2005, 

85-88. 
129 Cf. Tim. 35b4-36d7, translated in GMW2 58-61 and accompanied by very useful 

annotations; on the interpretative issues raised by this passage, see as well Barker 2000 and 

Barker 2007, 318-326. 
130  However, in keeping with the different cultural environments that generated 

them, Aristides’ Dorian employs the enharmonic genus while the Timaeus uses the diatonic. 

Independently of the fact that the division into gene seems to have been fully developed only 

by Aristoxenus (cf. Rocconi 1998, but also Archytas fr.16), the fundamental structure of the 

mode remains unaltered as the division of the diatonic interval s-t into the enharmonic q-q is 
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that in two later passages of the Timaeus devoted to the development of the 

souls of mortal creatures, Plato not only tells us that these are made of the 

same material of the World soul, although inferior in quality (41d4-7), but he 

also adds a very interesting remark in terms of the structural ‘variations’ and 

degeneration caused by the ‘irrational’ movements of the mortal souls and 

their interference with the perfectly harmonious movement of the World-soul 

(43d-e). 

More precisely, Plato specifies here that the less fundamental intervals, 

so to speak the result of a process of ‘fine tuning’ of the harmony of the soul 

on the basis of that of the universe, are the first to be damaged by the 

uncontrolled psychological effects of perceptions (αἰσθήσεις, 43c5-7), which 

in Plato’s words are represented as a ‘flow’ (κῦμα) that produces a great 

tumult (θόρυβος)131 in each individual, even stronger than the one which 

provides nourishment – a point which, however indirectly, confirms Plato’s 

belief on the effects of αἰσθήσεις on the structure of the soul, a conviction that 

underlies the whole educational curriculum and the related psychological 

model of Republic 2-3. In addition, we are told in the Timaeus that some basic 

structural intervals cannot be undone or loosened completely without causing 

lasting damage: 
 

καὶ δὴ καὶ τότε ἐν τῷ παρόντι πλείστην καὶ μεγίστην 

παρεχόμεναι κίνησιν, μετὰ τοῦ ῥέοντος ἐνδελεχῶς ὀχετοῦ κινοῦσαι 

καὶ σφοδρῶς σείουσαι τὰς τῆς ψυχῆς περιόδους […], ὥστε τὰς τοῦ 

διπλασίου καὶ τριπλασίου τρεῖς ἑκατέρας ἀποστάσεις καὶ τὰς τῶν 

ἡμιολίων καὶ ἐπιτρίτων καὶ ἐπογδόων μεσότητας καὶ συνδέσεις, 

ἐπειδὴ παντελῶς λυταὶ οὐκ ἦσαν πλὴν ὑπὸ τοῦ συνδήσαντος, πάσας 

μὲν στρέψαι στροφάς, πάσας δὲ κλάσεις καὶ διαφθορὰς τῶν κύκλων 

ἐμποιεῖν, ὁσαχῇπερ ἦν δυνατόν, ὥστε μετ᾽ ἀλλήλων μόγις 

συνεχομένας φέρεσθαι μέν, ἀλόγως δὲ φέρεσθαι, τοτὲ μὲν ἀντίας,132 

ἄλλοτε δὲ πλαγίας, τοτὲ δὲ ὑπτίας.  

(Tim. 43c7-e4) 

 

                                                                                                                                            
compensated by the unification of the diatonic t-t into the enharmonic d. On the ‘Pythagorean 

diatonic’, see GMW2 46-52, esp. 48. Cf. Huffman 2005, 402-428 and Barker 2007, 305-307. 
131 Interestingly, this very term is crucial in the characterisation of the disordered and 

conflictual states of the degenerated politeiai of the city and the soul depicted primarily in 

Republic 6 and 8-9, which are presented as antithetical to the ‘harmonic’ and ‘unitary’ 

condition of the ideal constitution and the perfectly just soul. The manifold varieties of 

corrupt souls and the related constitutional settings are represented with remarkable 

frequency and consistency as disharmonic, noisy and conflictual, being the result of an 

educational system that does not treat the Muses with due respect (cf. Resp. 8.546d6). While I 

cannot pursue in this study an examination of the disharmonic countermodel opposed to the 

harmonic city and the harmonic soul outlined in Book 4 (on which see Chapter 3), I hope to 

undertake it in due course. 
132 This term is a hapax in the Platonic corpus. 
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Moreover, [emotions] cause a widespread and powerful 

movement in the present environment, moving together with the 

constantly flowing stream133 and disturbing greatly the cyclic movements 

of the soul, […] so that the double and triple distances, three of each, and 

the means and connections of hemiolic, epitritic and epogdoic type, while 

they could not be entirely undone save by the original joiner, bend in all 

sorts of twists, produce all kinds of variations and corruptions of the 

cyclic movements, in as many ways it was possible, so that they hold 

together with difficulty and move, but irrationally: now they go in 

opposite directions, then obliquely, and later backwards. 

 

While the subtler intervals of the soul are easily damaged by the 

influence of intense emotions, the crucial intervals that determine its 

fundamental structure seem to survive such a treatment and, although 

suffering all kinds of corruptions and distortions, they are still recognisable. 

Even more interestingly, the ‘indestructible’ intervals of a living soul are 

identified as the hemiolic, epitritic and epogdoic ones, which indicate 

respectively the intervals of a fifth (3:2), fourth (4:3) and major second (9:8). 

As we will see in detail in the first section of Chapter 3, a very important 

passage of Republic 4 (443c9-444a2) indicates that the inner organisation of just 

souls, both intended as individual ones and in their social projections, reflect 

the structure of a Dorian (lyre) harmonia. Also in that context, a major role is 

played by the boundaries,134 or ‘fixed’ notes, of that mode, which are based 

precisely on the fundamental intervals mentioned in the Timaeus. Their crucial 

role in the structure of the human soul is further confirmed by the fact that, in 

the Timaeus, the only force capable of loosening these basic psychic structures 

is identified with death.135  

One last aspect of the passage from the Timaeus we have briefly looked 

at has to be noted, as it will be a recurring element in the Platonic discussions 

on music. In opposition to the harmonised and unified form of the well-

oriented soul, depicted for instance in Republic 4, the Timaeus presents us with 

an extremely conflictual and chaotic image of the numerous alternative 

corrupt shapes that the soul takes as a result of violent emotions; significantly, 

these distortions of the most harmonious model are described with the terms 

‘twists’ (στροφαί), ‘bendings’ (κλάσεις) and ‘corruptions’ (διαφθοραί), which 

                                                 
133 Cf. Resp. 6.485d6-e1, where the energy of the soul is compared to the flow of a 

ῥεῦμα. 
134 4.443d: ὅροι ἁρμονίας.  
135 While the text does not mention directly death, the semantic equivalence of the 

image of loosening and dying is explicitly stated in an immediately preceding passage: cf. 

Tim. 41a6-b6. 
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were all associated in the 5th century with radical musical innovations of 

contemporary composers.136 

In conclusion while it seems fairly clear that the Dorian ἁρμονία plays 

a central role in Plato’s thought, especially in relation to his conception of the 

most important virtue of kallipolis, justice, and in the organisation of each 

individual just soul, as we will see in greater detail in Chapter 3 this does not 

imply that variations of this basic structure in different individual souls are 

not possible or, in some cases, even desirable. On the contrary, it is exactly 

because the hard-won harmony of the soul seems fairly easy to ‘disrupt’ that 

Plato emphasises so much all the possible ways to maintain and reinforce it.  

 

2. The Phrygian ἁρμονία 
 

It is now time to focus on the last mode mentioned by Socrates in 

Republic 3, the Phrygian, which is supposed to represent a virtuous, self-

restrained and amicable person and his/her actions in different circumstances 

of everyday civic life: 

 
 

The first striking characteristic of this ἁρμονία is its similarity, both in 

terms of (relative) pitch and structure, to the Dorian: the Phrygian mode 

features a fairly regular structure, does not present any unusually wide 

interval within the notes, and its extremes form a nice interval of an octave, 

respectively divided into a fifth and a fourth by the intermediate note μέση.  

It is worth noting that the regularity displayed in the structure of the 

Phrygian ἁρμονία is interestingly complementary to that of the Dorian: with 

regard to the latter we observed that it was composed of two tetrachords 

following the intervallic pattern q q d and separated by a tone (q q d / t / q q 

d), in the former the construction repeated twice is t q q and the dividing 

interval is a ditone (t q q / d / t q q). Also while in the Dorian mode an interval 

of a tone was added at the bottom of the scale (t q q d / t / q q d), the same 

interval appears to be added at the top of the scale in the Phrygian mode (t q 

q / d / t q q t).  

                                                 
136 Cf. e.g. Pherecr. PCG 155.14ff., with Chapter 3 §5, as well as Aristoph. Nub. 969-

972, Thesm. 100, Ran. 1301ff. On these innovative composers, cf. GMW1 93-98, Csapo 2004, 

Barker 2007, 324, Hagel 2010, 444-449, D’Angour 2011, 202-206. The same conceptual 

opposition (simplicity and unity vs. multiple ‘corrupt’ forms) appears at Republic 3.396a-397a, 

again in relation to the composers belonging to the so-called ‘New Music’. Here the emphasis 

is put on the wide variety of tools employed by these composers to perform mimetic 

representations of all sorts of activities and noises, which have ethically negative outcomes on 

the shape of the children’s souls: on these questions, cf. Chapter 3, §4-5, and Chapter 4, §3. 
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In terms of structure, therefore, the Phrygian mode could well 

represent in Plato’s eyes a sort of complementary image of the Dorian. 

Aristotle provides an important confirmation in this sense, in a passage of 

Politics 3, where he seems to state that the two modes, while structurally 

different, employ the same sounds: 

 
εἴπερ γάρ ἐστι κοινωνία τις ἡ πόλις, ἔστι δὲ κοινωνία πολιτῶν 

πολιτείας, γινομένης ἑτέρας τῷ εἴδει καὶ διαφερούσης τῆς πολιτείας 

ἀναγκαῖον εἶναι δόξειεν ἂν καὶ τὴν πόλιν εἶναι μὴ τὴν αὐτήν, ὥσπερ 

γε καὶ χορὸν ὁτὲ μὲν κωμικὸν ὁτὲ δὲ τραγικὸν ἕτερον εἶναί φαμεν, 

τῶν αὐτῶν πολλάκις ἀνθρώπων ὄντων, ὁμοίως δὲ καὶ πᾶσαν ἄλλην 

κοινωνίαν καὶ σύνθεσιν ἑτέραν, ἂν εἶδος ἕτερον ᾖ τῆς συνθέσεως, 

οἷον ἁρμονίαν τῶν αὐτῶν φθόγγων ἑτέραν εἶναι λέγομεν, ἂν ὁτὲ μὲν 

ᾖ Δώριος ὁτὲ δὲ Φρύγιος.   

(Arist. Pol. 3.1276b1-9) 

 

Since a city is a type of partnership, and is a partnership of 

citizens in a constitution, when its form of government is altered and 

becomes different it would seem that, necessarily, also the city is not the 

same, just as a we say that a chorus is different when it partakes in a 

tragic or in a comic performance, even though it is often composed of the 

same people. Similarly for all other types of partnership and composite 

structure, we say that it is different if the form of its structure is different, 

such as we say that a mode that consists in the same sounds is different 

whenever Dorian or Phrygian tunes are played. 

 

This passage presents us with several interesting associations. First of 

all, in a very Platonic fashion, Aristotle uses the image of a chorus as a natural 

interpretative model for the organisation of a city, as if it represented a sort of 

social microcosm that resembles the larger one of the polis.137 Secondly, he 

outlines two different musical models as archetypes of two radically different 

organisations of the same elements: first the tragic and the comic chorus and 

then the Dorian and Phrygian modes.138 This opposition of the Dorian and 

Phrygian mode, characterised respectively by Aristotle as ‘steadfast and 

                                                 
137 Cf. Chapter 3, §§1-2. 
138 Cf. also Pol. 4.1290a20-29 for the archetypical nature of the Dorian and Phrygian 

ἁρμονίαι, presented in this passage as the two fundamental musical εἴδη from which the 

others are said to derive. This is compared to the apparently common conception that 

regarded democracy and oligarchy as the two basic types of constitution. It is worth noting 

that at the end of this passage Aristotle, in order to qualify his own subdivision of the 

ideal/degenerated constitutions, employs adjectives that are typically associated with 

ἁρμονίαι, such as εὖ κεκραμένος, συντονώτερος, ἀνειμένος and μαλακός. 
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courageous‘139 as opposed to ‘enthusiastic and emotional’,140 contrasts starkly 

with Plato’s: while Aristotle sees the modes as expressions of opposite ethical 

characteristics, Plato rather regards them as complementary to each other, as 

we have seen before. Moreover, Plato associates the Phrygian mode with 

sophrosyne,141 a position that seems to contradict not only Aristotle but also 

many other contemporary sources. While the most notorious critique of the 

Platonic theory is contained in Book 8 of Aristotle’s Politics, 142  also other 

witnesses, such as Euripides and Aristophanes, highlight the extreme 

emotional status associated with this mode, especially in the context of 

Dionysiac celebrations,143 generally maintained to be ‘forbidden’ events in the 

Platonic city. 

While I do not personally agree with this ‘unemotional’ reading of 

Plato’s theory, as I will argue in Chapter 4, 144  within that interpretative 

framework two kinds of explanations have been elaborated in order to 

explain the divergence of opinions between Plato and other extant 

                                                 
139  Arist. Pol. 8.1342b12-14: περὶ δὲ τῆς δωριστὶ πάντες ὁμολογοῦσιν ὡς 

στασιμωτάτης οὔσης καὶ μάλιστα ἦθος ἐχούσης ἀνδρεῖον. 
140 Arist. Pol. 8.1342b3: ἔχει γὰρ τὴν αὐτὴν δύναμιν ἡ φρυγιστὶ τῶν ἁρμονιῶν 

ἥνπερ αὐλὸς ἐν τοῖς ὀργάνοις· ἄμφω γὰρ ὀργιαστικὰ καὶ παθητικά. 
141  On the difficulties related to the English translation of σωφροσύνη, cf. 

Introduction n.8. 
142 See 8.1342a33-1342b7 for the most famous point of Aristotle’s critique on Plato’s 

selections of modes. Overall, however, Aristotle’s positions with regard to music are heavily 

Platonic, much more than is generally recognised: as recently stated by Andrew Barker 

(Corfu 2011), Arist. Pol. 8.1340a38-b10 looks like ‘a condensed version of Resp. 3.398-400’. The 

Aristotelian text clearly shows many more points of agreement with Plato than criticisms of 

his theories (e.g. Pol. 8.1340a40ff., on music and ἤθη with reference to different ἁρμονίαι; 

8.1341b1-25 and 8.1342a1-30 for the need to select ἁρμονίαι and rhythms that are suitable for 

educational purposes), and even the latter seem often to be based on Aristotle’s far from 

innocent reformulation of Plato’s positions. In particular, Aristotle’s presentation of Socrates’ 

selection of musical modes in the Republic is not entirely accurate, as it deliberately ignores 

the fact that the context of the discussion on mousiké in the Republic is, as we have repeatedly 

underlined in the present study, an educational one, and it is in this specific context Socrates 

‘allows’ only the Dorian and the Phrygian. As explicitly stated in the Laws, older people can 

listen to other types of music as well and may acually benefit from doing so. Cf. Chapter 4, 

§5. 
143 E.g. Eur. Bacch. 159ff., Aristoph. Thesm. 120-122. 
144 If, as we will see in Chapter 4, sophrosyne is not a purely repressive virtue but 

rather consists in finding the correct degree of ‘tension’ and energy in the soul, then the 

opposition between the Platonic association of the Phrygian mode with this virtue and 

Aristotle’s characterisation of this mode as ‘enthusiastic’ is meaningless: it is not a specific 

behaviour that is regarded as problematic but the results it generates – i.e. enthusiastic 

behaviours are not only allowed but also desirable for the kind of people who need this kind 

of psychological stimulus in order to achieve a correct balance of emotions. Cf. Chapter 4, 

§§4-5. 
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testimonies. The first one, defended by Anderson,145 argues that the modes of 

Dionysiac worship in Athens underwent a dramatic change in the course of 

the 5th century, with the effect of turning it into a moderate and magnificent 

rite. This position seems to be quite implausible, if only for the fact that 

Aristotle as well as other contemporary authors seem not to take into account 

the existence of such developments. The second kind of explanation, based on 

the structural similarities between the two modes, argues that Plato 

consciously disregarded the actual performative use of this mode which, even 

though structurally ‘good’, was perverted by the ‘wicked’ customs of 

contemporary musicians.146 

This second conjecture seems plausible. However, I think that an 

additional, crucial element has not been sufficiently emphasised in the 

framework of this interpretative hypothesis. In Republic 3 Plato is not 

outlining aesthetic rules for the entire body of citizen, but is addressing 

specifically two questions: what is the best manner to handle the delicate 

phase of childhood and what is the best education for young members of the 

future city.147 Therefore we should not, I think, associate statements of this sort 

with an alleged ‘general condemnation’ of passional involvements, extending 

this ban to the whole body of the citizens: here the question is specifically 

how to bring children up correctly. As we will see later on, Plato shows 

significantly different attitudes when adults of different ages are concerned, 

and while in some instances he criticises the way in which contemporary 

musicians exploit the emotional reactions of their audience, his concern is not 

caused by the emotions in themselves but, rather, by the musician’s ignorance 

of the psychological effects of the emotions they elicit.148 

With regard to Plato’s views on the complementary relationship 

between Dorian and Phrygian ἁρμονία, a couple of additional elements are 

worth mentioning. As we have already noted, the Phrygian mode is 

associated with temperate and self-restrained behaviour in everyday contexts, 

a psychological trait that will characterise the Guardians’ attitude in addition 

to military prowess and endurance. While the latter qualities were culturally 

associated with manliness, as clearly shown by the Greek term ἀνδρεία,149 

                                                 
145 Cf. Anderson 1966, esp. 106-110. 
146 Cf. GMW1 168. 
147 Cf. Resp. 2.378a: some people can be admitted to hear also stories that are not good 

for ‘foolish young people’. 
148 On this question, see Chapter 2, esp. §5, Chapter 3, §4-5 and Chapter 4. Cf. Phaedr. 

260a on rhetoric as art of persuasion based on appearances, Phaedr. 271a-273a on the inability 

of common rhetoric to account for the effects it has on the listeners’ souls and 277b-c on the 

ideal rhetorician. 
149 Cf. Dover 1994, 165-166. 
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there are some reasons to think that moderation (σωφροσύνη) 150  instead 

represented a ‘feminine’ value in Plato’s re-elaboration of traditional ethical 

categories.151 In this respect, it is interesting to compare this system of values 

with the following passage of the Laws: 
 

Ἔτι δὲ θηλείαις τε πρεπούσας ᾠδὰς ἄρρεσί τε χωρίσαι που 

δέον ἂν εἴη τύπῳ τινὶ διορισάμενον, καὶ ἁρμονίαισιν δὴ καὶ ῥυθμοῖς 

προσαρμόττειν ἀναγκαῖον· δεινὸν γὰρ ὅλῃ γε ἁρμονίᾳ ἀπᾴδειν ἢ 

ῥυθμῷ ἀρρυθμεῖν, μηδὲν προσήκοντα τούτων ἑκάστοις ἀποδιδόντα 

τοῖς μέλεσιν. ἀναγκαῖον δὴ καὶ τούτων τὰ σχήματά γε νομοθετεῖν. 

ἔστιν δὲ ἀμφοτέροις μὲν ἀμφότερα ἀνάγκῃ κατεχόμενα ἀποδιδόναι, 

τὰ δὲ τῶν θηλειῶν αὐτῷ τῷ τῆς φύσεως ἑκατέρου διαφέροντι, τούτῳ 

δεῖ καὶ διασαφεῖν. τὸ δὴ μεγαλοπρεπὲς οὖν καὶ τὸ πρὸς τὴν ἀνδρείαν 

ῥέπον ἀρρενωπὸν φατέον εἶναι, τὸ δὲ πρὸς τὸ κόσμιον καὶ σῶφρον 

μᾶλλον ἀποκλῖνον θηλυγενέστερον ὡς ὂν παραδοτέον ἔν τε τῷ νόμῳ 

καὶ λόγῳ.  

(Leg. 7.802d8-e11) 

 

Still, it is necessary to distinguish how songs appropriate to 

females and males differ from each other, defining an outline of their 

differences, and they must necessarily be fit to modes and rhythms: for it 

would be terrible to be out of tune in the whole mode or out of beat in the 

rhythm, because none of the appropriate elements was associated to each 

of the songs. Therefore it is necessary to establish by law some models for 

these as well. For it is possible to associate to each type of song the 

rhythms and modes necessarily linked to them, but it is necessary to 

differentiate and clarify the aspects in which the feminine songs differ as 

far as both rhythms and modes are concerned. So what is glorious and 

tends toward courage has to be considered proper to the masculine type, 

while what is oriented towards inner order and temperance has to be 

rather associated with the female nature, as must be established both by 

law and in our discussion. 

 

                                                 
150 Cf. North 1966, 2: ‘Sophrosyne is not a “heroic” virtue […]. There is a tension 

between the “heroic” and the “moderate”, the “spirited” and the”'gentle”, the agathos and the 

sophron, which is one of the persistent themes of Greek literature’. Cf. also the interesting 

overview by Rademaker 2005, although in his conclusive remarks (352-353) he seems to 

forget that the Guardians of Kallipolis may be either male or female: ‘The uses of sophrosyne 

that Plato addresses are mostly those that in ordinary language apply to free adult male 

citizens, the ‘central’ members, so to speak, of society […]. In the hierarchical construct of the 

state in the Republic, sophrosyne incorporates some aspects of the submission demanded of 

subjects in relatively authoritarian traditional views of sophrosyne […]. Women and girls are 

ignored completely’. 
151 Other non-Platonic sources do not show this sort of associations; cf. Dover 1994, 

95-102, Campese 1997, Mastronarde 2010, 246-306. 
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This passage complements nicely the information we found in the 

Republic, looking at the same picture from different angles: in Republic 3 the 

actual names of the modes are specified and the gender issues are only 

obliquely indicated, while in the Laws the Athenian spells out explicitly the 

association of different modes with male and female characteristics but does 

not state openly what modes are actually involved. However, it is interesting 

to note that both texts associate ἁρμονίαι and rhythms with a form of ‘ethico-

aesthetical’ representations of courage and moderation. The fact that Plato 

might have read into the structures of the two ‘educational’ modes the main 

characteristics of male and female natures seems fairly plausible, given that in 

both texts Plato maintains that both men and women will be members of the 

higher classes and manage political power, provided that they show the right 

natural dispositions and receive the best education.152 

In conclusion, the ἁρμονίαι allowed to the children in the future 

constitution seem to reflect Plato’s most radical wishes in terms of 

psychological development. Whether men or women, the future Guardians 

will be trained since childhood153 to shape the inner ‘harmony’ of their souls 

on the models154 of courage (ἀνδρεία, Dorian) and moderation (σωφροσύνη, 

Phrygian), which ideally should be the only ones to determine their 

immediate, quasi-instinctive reactions. The complex of the Dorian and 

Phrygian represent in music and words the main features of the future (male 

and female) Guardians: the aggressive and courageous identity to be shown 

on the battlefield and the self-restrained, moderate attitude that will regulate 

daily activities within the city. 

 

5. LIFE, A TALE OF ἁρμονίαι AND RHYTHMS? 

 
The programme outlined by Socrates at the beginning of his analysis of 

the main elements that compose musical discourses has not been completed 

yet: after the examination of words (λόγοι) and modes (ἁρμονίαι), the field of 

                                                 
152 Cf. Leg. 7.804-806, Resp. 5.454c7-456a11. It may be also interesting to compare this 

question with Aristides Quintilianus’ classification of notes as ‘male’, ‘female’ and 

intermediate: see Arist. Quint. 77.17-ff. W.I.  
153 The expressions ἐκ παίδων and ἐκ νέων, sometimes with the adverb εὐθύς, are 

very frequent in Platonic passages treating the effects of good or bad educational models on 

children and youths respectively. For ἐκ παίδων, cf. Apol. 18b5, Prot. 325c5, Hipp. Maj. 296c5, 

Resp. 3.386a2, 3.395c4-5,  3.401c8, 3.413d1-2, 3.408d8, 3.413c7-8, 6.498a1-2, 7.514a5, 7.538c6 and 

Leg. 1.635c1, 1.643b5, 1.643e4, 6.751c7, 7.802c7, 8.840c1. With regard to ἐκ νέων, cf. Theaet. 
172c9, 173a4, 173c8, Gorg. 483e5 , Resp. 2.367a2, 3.395d1, 8.559b9, Tim. 87b3, Leg. 1.635c5, 

1.642b5, 7.791b6, 7.791b10. Cf. as well Leg. 10.887d2 ἐκ νέων παίδων and Resp. 3.409a2 ἐκ 

νέας (scil. ψυχῆς) . 
154 At Leg. 7.802d, the male and female musical models are interestingly indicated as 

τύποι, a term that plays a central role in the musical discourse of Republic 3: cf. Chapter 4, 

139ff. 
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rhythmics is still to be explored. The treatment of rhythms is intimately 

connected to that of modes, not only in terms of textual construction but also 

so far as the type of analysis undertaken is concerned, as the selection of the 

’appropriate’ rhythms follows the same criteria employed with regard to 

ἁρμονίαι.155 In what is openly represented as a process of ‘purification’,156 

Socrates describes as follows the characteristics that the selected rhythms 

should embody: 

 
Ἴθι δή, ἔφην, καὶ τὰ λοιπὰ καθαίρωμεν. ἑπόμενον γὰρ δὴ ταῖς 

ἁρμονίαις ἂν ἡμῖν εἴη τὸ περὶ ῥυθμούς, μὴ ποικίλους αὐτοὺς διώκειν 

μηδὲ παντοδαπὰς βάσεις, ἀλλὰ βίου ῥυθμοὺς ἰδεῖν κοσμίου τε καὶ 

ἀνδρείου τίνες εἰσίν· οὓς ἰδόντα τὸν πόδα τῷ τοῦ τοιούτου λόγῳ 

ἀναγκάζειν ἕπεσθαι καὶ τὸ μέλος, ἀλλὰ μὴ λόγον ποδί τε καὶ μέλει. 

οἵτινες δ᾽ ἂν εἶεν οὗτοι οἱ ῥυθμοί, σὸν ἔργον, ὥσπερ τὰς ἁρμονίας, 

φράσαι. 

      (Resp. 3.399e7-400a4) 

 

Then let’s go on, I said, and purify what is left, for the questions 

regarding rhythms must follow the analysis of modes. We should not 

pursue multicoloured and intricately varied157 rhythms or all sorts of 

steps, but only those which represent properly the life of someone who is 

well-ordered and brave. And after we have identified these metrical feet, 

we will make sure that they follow suitably the words of such a person, 

and not the opposite – the words following dance steps or songs. But 

which these rhythms are exactly is for you to say, as well as you did for 

the modes. 

 

Socrates’ speech does not introduce any new surprising elements: he 

states that there will be no need of excessively intricate rhythms (ποικίλοι 

ῥυθμοί) as the models that they emulate do not require a wide range of 

technical elements to be represented appropriately. It is worth noting, 

however, that Socrates does not link rhythms with representations of specific 

‘characters’ (ἤθη) but subtly introduces a conceptual shift in his definition: 

the objects to be represented in music are not just different types of ethical 

dispositions (ἤθη) but whole ‘lifestyles’ (βίοι) that reflect the models of 

                                                 
155  Between the analysis of harmoniai and rhythms Plato inserts some interesting 

comments regarding which instruments should be allowed in the city, on which see Chapter 

3, 105ff. 
156 On the role of the poet as pharmakos/katharmos, cf. Burkert 1985, 82-84 and Burkert 

1982, 59-77. 
157 Cf. Leg. 2.655a4-b1, with Chapter 2, 69ff., where the (apparently customary) use of 

colour-related metaphors to describe the quality of musical products is criticised as 

‘inappropriate’. On the term poikilia in musical contexts, see Chapter 3, §5 and Chapter 4, §§2-

4, esp. n.44. 
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courage and measure in action already associated with the Dorian and 

Phrygian mode.158 However, what does this shift entail? 

One possible way to interpret this puzzling passage would be to accept 

the suggestion that, while the modes convey the ‘ethical’ aspect of mimetic 

representations, rhythms instead provide a diachronic structure to organise 

the succession of different mimetic elements, resembling the sequence of 

activities and emotional states experienced in the course of life.159 In keeping 

with this perspective, expressing his preoccupation with regard to the 

potential contradiction between ‘form’ and ‘content’ of mimetic 

performances, Plato presents modes and rhythms as different components of 

a unitary performative category, which can generically be labelled as ‘music’, 

as opposed to the class of λόγοι (e.g. Resp. 3.397b7, 3.398d8, 3.399e9, 3.400d4, 

Leg. 2.669b-e).  

Plato provides us with additional interpretative elements with regard 

to this question in a famous passage of the Laws, where the Athenian stranger 

explicitly states that a specific combination of musico-poetic elements is able 

to generate a credible representation of a way of life: 
 

 Ὦ ἄριστοι, φάναι, τῶν ξένων, ἡμεῖς ἐσμὲν τραγῳδίας αὐτοὶ 

ποιηταὶ κατὰ δύναμιν ὅτι καλλίστης ἅμα καὶ ἀρίστης· πᾶσα οὖν ἡμῖν 

ἡ πολιτεία συνέστηκε μίμησις τοῦ καλλίστου καὶ ἀρίστου βίου, ὃ δή 

φαμεν ἡμεῖς γε ὄντως εἶναι τραγῳδίαν τὴν ἀληθεστάτην. 

(Leg. 7.817b1-5) 

 

O best of strangers, he said, we ourselves are poets and 

composers of a tragedy that is at once as beautiful and noble as possible: 

our whole constitution consists in a representation of the best and noblest 

type of life, which we believe to be the truest tragedy.  

 

Fictionally (and perhaps not only so) addressing the poets in a crucial 

passage of his last work, through the mask of the Athenian Plato tells them 

what his definition of theatrical dramatic performances entails: a true tragedy 

is a representation of a way of life (μίμησις τοῦ βίου). Once again, the form of 

the representation is determined by the characteristics of the object of 

μίμησις: for this reason, he chooses tragedy as the dramatic form suitable to 

represent actions proper of a lifestyle that is the most beautiful and the best 

                                                 
158 See Prot. 326b on the relationship between bios and rhythmos, as well as on the 

effect of music on the souls of children. Cf. Gorg. 493c-494a on the idea of  kosmios bios. 
159 For a similar image, cf. Plato Leg. 2.653e5 and especially Resp. 3.404e1-5: Ὅλην γὰρ 

οἶμαι τὴν τοιαύτην σίτησιν καὶ δίαιταν τῇ μελοποιίᾳ τε καὶ ᾠδῇ τῇ ἐν τῷ παναρμονίῳ καὶ 

ἐν πᾶσι ῥυθμοῖς πεποιημένῃ ἀπεικάζοντες ὀρθῶς ἂν ἀπεικάζοιμεν. Cf. as well Chapter 4, 

note 22, and Pelosi 2010, 48-49. 
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(κάλλιστος καὶ ἄριστος).160 In Plato’s interpretation, then, the perfect model 

of a tragedy is a representation of the political and social interactions that take 

place among the ideal citizens, guided by their tension toward virtue.161 

If, as it seems to me, the intention of this passage of the Laws is 

compatible with that of Republic 3, it is possible to interpret the connection 

announced there between rhythmos and bios on the basis of the notion of 

dramatic representations: a mimetic impersonation of a way of life (μίμησις 

τοῦ βίου) seems to be conceived as a ‘total’ form of art, which combines 

different musico-poetic elements in a unified representation of actions and 

highlights the main characteristics of specific lifestyles, showing as well their 

ethical implications. The plausibility of this interpretation seems to be 

confirmed by the fact that Socrates’ shift from single musical languages to the 

wider question of μίμησις τοῦ βίου is accepted by Glaucon without 

objections. As in the previous exchange regarding the modes, Socrates asks 

him to provide the technical ‘translation’ of his ethical definitions, but in this 

case Glaucon declares himself unable to provide an appropriate answer: 
 

Ἀλλὰ μὰ Δί᾽, ἔφη, οὐκ ἔχω λέγειν. ὅτι μὲν γὰρ τρί᾽ ἄττα ἐστὶν 

εἴδη ἐξ ὧν αἱ βάσεις πλέκονται, ὥσπερ ἐν τοῖς φθόγγοις τέτταρα, 

ὅθεν αἱ πᾶσαι ἁρμονίαι, τεθεαμένος ἂν εἴποιμι· ποῖα δὲ ὁποίου βίου 

μιμήματα, λέγειν οὐκ ἔχω.  

(Resp. 3.400a5-8) 

 

By Zeus, he replied, I am not able to tell you. I could say, 

nonetheless, that there are three forms from which the basic rhythmical 

units are composed, just like there are four for the sounds, from which 

derive all the modes. I could say this as I observed it myself, but I cannot 

tell which ones are appropriate representations of what sort of lifestyle. 

 

While Glaucon does not even try to formulate any kind of hypothesis 

regarding ‘rhythmical’ representation of lifestyles, he nonetheless shares with 

Socrates some simple notions he affirms to have acquired by direct empirical 

observation of musical performances: he states that there are three ‘forms’ 

(εἴδη) from which all the basic rhythmical structures derive their organisation, 

similarly to how there are four types of organisation with regard to notes. 

This observation, especially the second part relative to φθόγγοι, is not 

                                                 
160 Aristotle reports the same definition of tragedy in the Poetics, 1450a16: ἡ γὰρ 

τραγῳδία μίμησίς ἐστιν οὐκ ἀνθρώπων ἀλλὰ πράξεων καὶ βίου. Cf. as well Plato Phil. 
50b2. 

161 Significantly, however, these citizens are not expected to be entirely and perfectly 

virtuous: cf. Chapter 4, §§2-4 for the implication of this in terms of mimesis. Cf. Laks 2010, 

esp. 223 on the closeness of Aristotle and Plato with regard to bios, and Arist. Poet. 1449a32 

(Mimesis phauloteron). 
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entirely clear as it presumes a high degree of familiarity with the ‘normal’ 

conventions of ancient rhythmic and harmonics to be understood correctly. 

On the identification of the ‘rhythmical’ εἴδη that Glaucon refers to, 

there is a wide consensus among interpreters, 162  mostly based upon the 

testimony such as those of Aristoxenus 163  and Aristides Quintilianus. 164 

According to these authors, the three categories correspond to the basic ratios 

established between the morae contained in each metrical unit:  

 

1:1 ἴσον – dactylic genos 

2:1 διπλάσιον – iambic genos 

3:2 ἡμιόλιον – paeonic genos 

 

The only difficulty in accepting this interpretation could be 

represented by the fact that both Aristoxenus and Aristides do not actually 

employ the word εἴδη in the passages in question, as they talk about γένη 

ῥυθμικά. However this problem can be easily solved, as Aristoxenus does not 

use the word εἶδος at all with regard to rhythms, while Aristides in many 

passages about rhythm uses the terms genos and eidos interchangeably.165 

Much more obscure is the second reference made by Glaucon: what are 

the four ‘forms’ on the basis of which succession of notes are organised? This 

point proved to be fairly complex to understand for modern interpreters and 

there is not a definite scholarly agreement on any of the options that have 

been proposed. The hypothesis that seems the weakest is that originally 

proposed by Westphal,166 who interpreted the τέτταρα εἴδη as four ‘basic’ 

species of ἁρμονίαι, which he identifies as the Dorian, Phrygian, Lydian and 

Locrian; however, not only the Locrian mode is not mentioned at all in the 

Platonic corpus, but also this acceptation of the term (indicating a type of 

ἁρμονία) was outdated by Plato’s time.167 Another hypothesis, advanced by 

Jowett and Campbell, 168  proposed to interpret the εἴδη mentioned in this 

passage as the four notes of a tetrachord. A major problem, however, derives 

                                                 
162 Cf. Adam 1902 ad loc. 
163  Aristox. El. Rhythm. 24.14ff. Pearson: Τῶν δὲ ποδῶν <τῶν> καὶ συνεχῆ 

ῥυθμοποιίαν ἐπιδεχομένων τρία γένη ἐστί· τό τε δακτυλικὸν καὶ τὸ ἰαμβικὸν καὶ τὸ 

παιωνικόν. Δακτυλικὸν μὲν οὖν ἐστι τὸ ἐν τῷ ἴσῳ λόγῳ, ἰαμβικὸν δὲ τὸ ἐν τῷ διπλασίῳ, 

παιωνικὸν δὲ τὸ ἐν τῷ ἡμιολίῳ. 
164 Arist. Quint. 33.29-30 W.I. 
165 Cf. Arist. Quint. 33.29-34.18 W.I. In GMW1 438 both terms are translated as genera. 

Cf. as well Arist. Quint. 37.13 W.I., 37.24-38.14 W.I.; for their semantic equivalence in other 

authors, cf. Ps.-Plut. 1135c4-6 and Anon. Bellerm. 15.2-4. 
166 Westphal 1886, 234. 
167 However, as a term to identify a particular kind of an octave species, the term 

Locrian survived until late systematisations: cf. Hagel 2010, 430. 
168 Jowett and Campbell 1894, ad loc. 
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from this reading. Glaucon states that ‘all the ἁρμονίαι are composed from 

these four kinds’ and, as we have mentioned before, the standard model of 

ἁρμονία is composed at least by two tetrachords and often includes 

intermediate disjunctive intervals; therefore it would be a fairly illogical 

image, which would mix elements belonging to different categories of 

musical organisations. 

At least two other options have been proposed with regard to the 

interpretation of this passage and they both have different points of strength. 

The first builds, once again, upon the testimony of Aristides Quintilianus,169 

who reports that the ‘smallest elements’ of a ἁρμονία, the sounds, differ from 

each other as they have different ‘characters’: some are ‘hard and male’, 

others ‘soft and female’,170 and applies the same distinction to the different 

vowels employed in Greek solmisation (τα, τη, τω, τε).171 Aristides continues 

by saying that, ‘as the followers of Damon clearly demonstrated’, 172  the 

prevalence of one of the four kinds (entirely male, entirely female, more 

inclined to maleness or more to femaleness) in the group of movable notes 

determines the ethical effect of each ἁρμονία on the souls of the listeners as 

apparently, according to Aristides, appears as well in the ἁρμονίαι that 

Damon ‘handed down’.173 If we could be sure that Aristides’ account was 

applicable to the Platonic context, the result would be extremely fascinating: 

the representation of complex, dynamic exchanges between individuals of 

different genders would be reflected by the ἁρμονίαι in musical 

performances, with their crucial ethical meanings. Although extremely 

attractive, there is at least one significant difficulty with this reading: 

Aristides’ text is the only one that makes this kind of claim and it is entirely 

coherent within his own musico-therapeutic agenda, aspects which raise the 

suspicion that his use of Damon’s and Plato’s authorities might not be entirely 

selfless and unbiased. 

Finally, there is one last interesting interpretation of Glaucon’s cryptic 

reference: the four εἴδη could refer to the ratios associated with the basic 

notions of unison, octave, fifth and fourth (respectively 1:1, 2:1, 3:2, 4:3): in 

this case, Glaucon would be simply applying to the relationship between 

                                                 
169 Cf. GMW1 166-168 and Barker 2005, 156-160 on the relation between male/female 

sounds. 
170 Arist. Quint. 77.17-20 W.I.: Ἔστιν οὖν κἀπὶ τῶν φθόγγων αὕτη πρὸς ἀλλήλους ἡ 

διαφορὰ ἣν ἐν τοῖς κατ᾽ ἀρχὰς κατὰ τὸ ἦθος ὡριζόμεθα. οἱ μὲν γὰρ στερεοί τέ εἰσι καὶ 

ἄρρενες, οἱ δὲ ἀνειμένοι καὶ θηλύτεροι. 
171 Arist. Quint. 78-79 W.I. , where the addition of τ is explained as it allegedly was 

‘the most attractive of the consonants’ (79.3-14 W.I. ); cf. as well 121-123 W.I.  
172 Arist. Quint. 80.25-29 W.I.: ὅτι γὰρ δι᾽ ὁμοιότητος οἱ φθόγγοι καὶ συνεχοῦς 

μελῳδίας πλάττουσί τε οὐκ ὂν ἦθος ἔν τε παισὶ καὶ τοῖς ἤδη προβεβηκόσι καὶ ἐνδομυχοῦν 

ἐξάγουσιν, ἐδήλουν καὶ οἱ περὶ Δάμωνα. 
173 Cf. above, note 52. 
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sounds the same conceptual classification he used to categorise rhythms. The 

addition of a fourth ratio (4:3) can be, in my view, explained quite easily on 

the basis of what the character states in the passage of the Republic we are 

looking at: in order to contain the essential set of εἴδη necessary for the 

structure of all modes (αἱ πᾶσαι ἁρμονίαι), a complementary interval of a 

fourth is added to the fifth in order to complete the basic ἁρμονία (octave);174 

this combination implicitly outlines as well the interval of a tone (9:8), i.e. the 

difference between a fifth and a fourth.175 

 

6. SOCRATES’ SOLUTION: ‘LET’S CONSULT WITH DAMON’ 
 

In order to overcome Glaucon’s impasse, Socrates proposes a solution 

for their musical dilemma: they should consult with an external authority, 

who will provide the technical expertise necessary to translate in rhytmical 

terms the ethical requirements established in the dialogue. 
 

Ἀλλὰ ταῦτα μέν, ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, καὶ μετὰ Δάμωνος βουλευσόμεθα, 

τίνες τε ἀνελευθερίας καὶ ὕβρεως ἢ μανίας καὶ ἄλλης κακίας 

πρέπουσαι βάσεις, καὶ τίνας τοῖς ἐναντίοις λειπτέον ῥυθμούς· οἶμαι 

δέ με ἀκηκοέναι οὐ σαφῶς ἐνόπλιόν τέ τινα ὀνομάζοντος αὐτοῦ 

σύνθετον καὶ δάκτυλον, καὶ ἡρῷόν γε, οὐκ οἶδα ὅπως διακοσμοῦντος 

καὶ ἴσον ἄνω καὶ κάτω τιθέντος, εἰς βραχύ τε καὶ μακρὸν γιγνόμενον, 

καί, ὡς ἐγὼ οἶμαι, ἴαμβον καί τιν’ ἄλλον τροχαῖον ὠνόμαζε, μήκη δὲ 

καὶ βραχύτητας προσῆπτε. καὶ τούτων τισὶν οἶμαι τὰς ἀγωγὰς τοῦ 

ποδὸς αὐτὸν οὐχ ἧττον ψέγειν τε καὶ ἐπαινεῖν ἢ τοὺς ῥυθμοὺς αὐτούς· 

ἤτοι συναμφότερόν τι· οὐ γὰρ ἔχω λέγειν. ἀλλὰ ταῦτα μέν, ὥσπερ 

εἶπον, εἰς Δάμωνα ἀναβεβλήσθω· διελέσθαι γὰρ οὐ σμικροῦ λόγου. ἢ 

σὺ οἴει; 

(Resp. 3.400b1-c6) 

 

Then, I said, we will consult also with Damon on these questions, 

with regard to which rhythmical metres are appropriate to represent 

servility, violence, conceit or madness and other vices, and which 

rhythms should be kept since they are suitable for the opposite states. 

Also, I think that I heard him refer – somehow unclearly – to some 

rhythm ‘in armour’ that he called ‘composite’, to a ‘finger’ and even, yes, 

an ‘heroic’ one! He reorganised them, I don’t know how, by making up 

and down equal, which turned into short and long. Then I think he also 

mentioned an ‘iambus’ and another ‘trochaeus’, and attached longs and 

shorts to them. I think that he blamed and praised no less the tempo of 

                                                 
174 Cf. with Monro 1894, 106 with note 1, where the sequence is interpreted as 2:1, 3:2, 

4:3, 9:8. 
175 For example, this practice is attested in tuning lyres: cf. e.g. Hagel 2010, 143 for the 

practice of tuning ‘by consonance’. Cf. as well Theon, de Math. Plat. 48.6. 
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each metrical foot than the foot itself or the whole rhythm – or, even, 

some kind of compound of them both… I cannot tell precisely but, as I 

said, let’s refer these questions to Damon, for a long discussion would be 

necessary to clarify these points. Or do you think we should discuss this? 

 

Glaucon unconditionally accepts Socrates’ proposal. His reaction 

seems fairly understandable within the dramatic setting of the dialogue: after 

being addressed by Socrates as μουσικός, now Glaucon finds himself unable 

to explain the details of a musical question and, therefore, he is clearly more 

than happy to defer judgement to an external authority on this question. This 

move fits very well in the overall dramatic strategy of this passage: in order to 

avoid getting deeper into even more technically challenging aspects of the 

musical language – a process that here is elliptically referred to as οὐ σμικροῦ 

λόγου – Plato decides to appeal to an external, recognised authority and 

conclude this discourse to move on to the psychological effects obtained by 

means of the selected types of music.176 However, this leaves us wondering 

about what Damon stands for in this Platonic passage, as well as how that 

representation relates to his historical character: these interesting and 

complex questions, however, go beyond the scope of the present chapter. 

                                                 
176 Cf. Chapt. 4., esp. §§1-4. 
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CHAPTER 2  

 

BEAUTIFUL MUSIC AND THE EDUCATION OF EMOTIONS: 

THE LAWS  

 

 
While it is not necessary for a poet to know about the third 

point, that is whether a representation (μίμημα) is beautiful 

(καλόν) or not (μὴ καλόν), but he definitely needs to know about 

mode and rhythm, it is necessary instead for our men to know 

about all three points for the sake of selecting what is most beautiful 

and the second most beautiful: otherwise they would never be able 

to charm the youth towards virtue. 

(Leg. 2.670e4-8) 

 

The whole of choiristry, surely, for us was the same as the 

whole of education – and the part of choral performance that 

regards the voice consists of rhythms and harmoniai. 
(Leg. 2.672e5-6) 

 

 

As anticipated in Chapter 1, in looking at Plato’s Laws we will follow a 

very different approach from that applied in analysing the relevant passages 

of Republic 3. The need for a different methodological approach is mainly due 

to the strikingly different nature of the treatment of musical questions in the 

two texts. In fact, while in the Republic we were presented with a compact 

textual section devoted to musical elements, which could be examined in 

great detail, the case of the Laws is very different. Although significant 

sections of Books 2 and 7 focus on μουσική, Plato’s reflections in this work are 

distributed over the course of a much wider, less intensive treatment, which is 

consequently much more intimately intertwined with the dramatic and 

philosophical developments of the dialogue. Therefore, in order to 

understand the meaning of Plato’s remarks on music in the Laws, it is 

necessary to reflect first on the peculiar dramatic techniques used in this text 

and appreciate their role in shaping the way in which its contents, musical 

and otherwise, are presented. 

The interpretative perspective followed in this chapter will depend on 

a principle that is profoundly different from what seems to have been the 

prevalent scholarly attitude toward Plato’s final work: my interpretation rests 

on the principle that Plato deliberately chose to organise and fashion the text 

of the Laws in the particular form in which we have received it and, therefore, 

a close observation of its structure and development can provide us with 
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important interpretative insights.1 This approach, based on the elementary 

supposition that Plato was just as aware of what he was doing in writing the 

Laws as he was in the case of all the other dialogues, appears to be 

surprisingly ‘subversive’ within the scholarly debate on the Laws. 

Paradoxically, scholars have generally been much more inclined to 

hypothesise that what they define as the ‘strange chaos’ of this work was a 

product of Plato’s ‘senility’,2 rather than question the interpretative categories 

they employed in reading this text. 

Surely the writing style of the Laws, as well as its theoretical and 

rhetorical strategies, is very different in comparison to most of the other 

dialogues, especially those traditionally classified as belonging to the ‘middle’ 

period which are often regarded (consciously or not) by the scholarly 

community to be the best representation of the ‘true’ Plato.3 But, apart from 

the fact that numerous late Platonic works show stylistic similarities with the 

Laws,4 even if this was not the case why should our judgement on the Laws be 

formulated on the basis of a comparison with other works, rather than by a 

close examination of the text and its own characteristics, weaknesses and 

strengths? 

On the contrary, the majority of scholars have been inclined to look for 

interpretative criteria outside the dialogue itself and to approach the text of 

the Laws on the basis of the prejudicial principle that it is fundamentally less 

interesting and refined than other Platonic texts. 5  But, even more 

interestingly, also scholars who do not, at the level of principle, show any sort 

of hostility towards this work, or on the contrary positively try to 

                                                 
1 Cf. Thesleff 2009, 42: ‘The rise of Plato’s D (i.e. late style) must be explained from the 

development of Plato’s own stylistic practice and intentions’.  
2  Cf. Müller 1951, esp. 9-10 for Wilamowitz’s definition (‘Wunderliches chaos’); 

contrast with Görgemanns 1960, 2-6 and with the recent defence of the dialogue’s plan in 

Schofield 2010a.  
3 Cf. Guthrie 1987, 322, who quotes the following harsh judgment by Ast: ‘One who 

knows the true Plato needs only to read a single page of the Laws in order to convince himself 

that it is a fraudulent Plato that he has before him’. The same condescending attitude is 

reflected in Saunders’ ‘Penguinification’ of the Laws: cf. Saunders 1970 and Saunders 1975, 

with the apt criticism of Pangle 1980, x-xii. 
4 Cf. Thesleff 2009, 15 n.37, and 333ff., and the bibliography listed on p.20 n.68.  
5 Cf. Robert Bury’s introductory notes to his translation of the Laws (1926), who starts 

by outlining how the text lacks ‘the charm and vigour of the earlier dialogues, […] is marked 

by much uncouthness of style, and by a tendency to pedantry, tautology and discursive 

garrulity which seems to point to the failing powers of the author’, a perspective which leads 

him to conclude, somehow unsurprisingly, that the work is ‘a maze’, ‘framed, apparently, on 

no artistic plan’ (p.viii). This kind of approach was also at the basis of the now superseded 

scholarly inclination to attribute the ‘infelicities’ of the Laws to Philip of Opus: cf. Guthrie 

1987, 321-322 for a brief account of the question, as well as Morrow 1960, 515-518. 
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‘rehabilitate’ it in the academic debate, seem nonetheless to fall victims to the 

same kind of ‘comparative prejudice’ shown above.6  

Luckily in more recent times a less biased attitude has been developed 

towards the Laws, an attitude which encourages the reader to focus on the 

peculiarities of this text and aims at interpreting them within the dramatic and 

conceptual framework outlined in the dialogue itself.7 The most significant 

step in the development of a new methodological approach to the Laws has 

been undertaken recently by Andrea Nightingale8 and Christopher Bobonich.9 

Within different frameworks and with different aims, these scholars have 

independently argued for the need to re-evaluate the literary devices 

employed by Plato in his last work, in relation to the specific goals of the 

characters in the course of the dialogue.10 In particular, the stylistic innovation 

represented by the introduction of ‘preludes’ to the laws is correctly regarded 

by these scholars as a crucial aspect of the dialogue, which provides a 

privileged entrance into the literary-rhetorical strategies of the work. 11 

                                                 
6 For an example of this methodological flaw, cf. the first chapter in Stalley 1983, 

where the author starts by saying that this dialogue ‘is much less attractive than the Republic 

as a work of literature’ (1), and then continues by noting how ‘the style is characterised by 

long rambling sentences in which the author himself sometimes seems to lose track of the 

grammatical structure’ (3); interestingly, however, no examples are provided to back up this 

fairly radical statement. He also states that ‘the transitions are less clearly marked and less 

skilfully handled (scil. than in earlier dialogues)’, and concludes that ‘the characterisation is 

generally weak, at least when compared with dialogues of the early and middle periods’ (3). 

Nowhere is the possibility mentioned that both the dramatic and the argumentative strategies 

of this work might have been shaped by the author according to different criteria, while we 

are told sternly that ‘the Laws is the product of Plato’s old age’ (3). 
7 The contributions of Görgemanns 1960 and Pangle 1980 represented very important 

stimuli to start questioning biased perspectives à la Wilamowitz. For a defence of the dialogic 

character of the Laws, see Gill 2003; more generally, cf. Migliori 2003, Laks 2000. 
8 Cf. Nightingale 1993. 
9 See esp. Bobonich 1996, as well as Bobonich 2002 and 2010. 
10 Bobonich 1996, 254. As noted both in Bobonich 1996, 263-268, and in Nightingale 

1993, 285ff., different types of audience are addressed in this text, which sometimes overlap: 

the three main characters; the readers; some imaginary interlocutors of the Athenian’s 

dialogues-in-the-dialogue; the citizens of Magnesia. 
11  Cf. Nightingale 1993, 286-294; Bobonich 1996, 253-254, 262-273. Especially 

interesting is the examination of how preludes and imaginary dialogues, which consist in 

‘written representations of oral defences of a written text’ (Bobonich 1996, 271), aim at 

overcoming the problematic relationship between the ‘static’ form of written texts and the 

lively attitude associated by Plato with the production of true knowledge. See as well 

Gastaldi 1984a and 1984b. 
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1. THE DRAMATIC DEVELOPMENT OF THE LAWS: THE ‘SPIRAL’ OF THE 

DIALOGUE 

 

Before moving on to the musical questions, in this section I will focus 

on an additional element that, within the recent ‘literary-oriented’ 

interpretations of the Laws, has been overlooked with regard to the dramatic 

and rhetorical devices employed by Plato to signpost different stages in the 

development of the dialogue. Although this issue may not seem strictly 

relevant to the main subject of this study, it will prove to be significant for our 

interpretation of the dialogue, especially as regards the degree of 

sophistication of the literary form of this text. 

 Somehow ironically, this structural feature appears all the more salient 

exactly in those passages that have usually been produced as ‘evidence’ of 

Plato’s alleged stylistic carelessness. In fact, as we have seen, most of the 

criticisms made against the writing style of the Laws centre on the apparent 

lack of clarity in the direction of the discussion and, significantly, many of the 

metaphors used in the scholarly debate on this question often play on the idea 

of losing orientation: see, for example, Wilamowitz’s definition of the Laws as 

a ‘chaos’ and Bury’s ‘maze’. 12  This feeling of ‘disorientation’ seems to be 

especially associated with the occurrence of so-called ‘digressions’,13 textual 

sections traditionally considered as mere additions with no bearing on the 

main subject of the dialogue, expanding on details which are allegedly 

irrelevant to the dialogue’s ‘main’ themes. Once again, the interpretation of 

the role of digressions in Plato’s dialogues has been substantially transformed 

in recent scholarship, thanks to which the content of these apparently 

‘extraneous’ sections has been re-evaluated and taken seriously as a part of 

Plato’s conscious literary strategy.14 However, while this re-evaluation has 

                                                 
12 Cf. Müller 1951, 9-10, and Bury 1926, viii. 
13  As attested by the use of words such as ἐκτρέπω, ἐκτροπή, πάρεργον in 

conjunction with these additions, Plato played willingly with such literary devices, which are 

often highlighted as a prominent characteristic of Plato’s late dialogues, and was also aware 

of the risk of confusion which can derive from using them: cf. Pol. 283b3, 286e5, before and 

after a ‘digression’. 
14 See Blondell 2002, 273-279, 369-371; cf. Rutherford 1995, 208 on Resp. 2: ‘the idea of 

examining virtue “writ large” […] is introduced almost unexpectedly by Socrates (ii.368d) 

and launches the group on a new project which is formally a digression. It would of course be 

naïve to suppose that what is formally secondary cannot be integral, even central to the work; 

but the relationship between these two sides of the enquiry, and between the ‘digressive’ 

sections and the whole, seems to call for further examination’. Some glimpses of this 

approach are present also in some earlier discussions, e.g. Crombie 1962, 222 on the Meno: 
‘the digression (as so often is in Plato) is therefore not really a digression’. 



 55

addressed many of the ‘late’ texts such as the Theaetetus,15 the Sophist16 and 

even the contested Seventh letter,17 the Laws has been largely neglected in this 

respect. 18  In particular the first books of the Laws, in which there is a 

significant use of ‘digressions’, are generally presented as the clearest 

examples of the confusion that obscured Plato’s mind in his old age. 19 

On the contrary, I think that the apparently confusing structure of the 

dialogue in Books 1-4 is a deliberate stylistic choice that Plato made for a 

precise and meaningful reason: the dialogue, in its initial stages, keeps 

returning to the same questions from different angles because it is exactly this 

process that enables the characters to gradually expand and overcome the 

limits of their previous assessments, on the basis of the knowledge acquired 

in the meantime within the fictional domain of the dialogue. In order to 

imagine this process more easily, it may be helpful to conceive the 

development of the discourse as following a spiral path: the initial 

assessments of the questions under examination are discussed by the 

characters and, gradually, included in a wider theoretical framework – a 

process which increases the complexity of the interpretative categories used 

by the characters themselves. Their enhanced critical skills, together with the 

additional elements of knowledge acquired in the debate, allows them to 

return to the initial questions and look at them more accurately, hence 

achieving more significant results. 

In order to underline this structure, Plato signposts different stages of 

this ‘journey in discourse’20 by employing a recurrent textual clue: each time 

that an important improvement has been achieved in the course of the 

dialogical exchange, it is highlighted by a suggestion to go back and start the 

                                                 
15 See Fine 1979, 78: ‘The discussion of false belief is then an integral part of the 

consideration of Theaetetus' definition, not a mere digression’; cf. Sedley 2004, 63: ‘It would be 

hard to think of a passage that is at the same time as widely admired and as infrequently 

discussed as the self-declared Digression (172a1–177c4) that stands at the heart of the 

Theaetetus. […] no one has made much progress with integrating the Digression, taken as a 

whole, into the dialogue in which it is found. Most general discussions of the dialogue—

whether explicitly or implicitly—have taken its self-description as a ‘digression’ at face value 

and largely excluded it from consideration’. 
16 See Notomi 1999, 27-41. 
17 On the vast literature on the digression in the Seventh Letter, see Brumbaugh 1988. 
18 Of course with the notable exceptions of the aforementioned works by Bobonich 

and Nightingale. 
19  Stalley 1983, 3: ‘The work often appears rambling and ill-structured. This is 

particularly apparent in the first two books with their long digressions on the subject of 

drinking-parties’.  
20 The image of a journey in discourse is used at Laws 1.632d-e in connection with the 

idea of a spiral movement: during a physical journey, they represent by means of words their 

discourse as a second journey (a meta-journey?), which is associated with the creations of 

μῦθοι. Cf. above Chapt.1, on Resp. 2.376d9. 
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enquiry again, expressed with associations of terms such as πάλιν and ἐξ 

ἀρχῆς/κατ᾽ ἀρχάς.21  

Let us start from the first appearance of this textual clue at Laws 1.632e. 

The preceding discussion between the Athenian, Cleinias and Megillus has 

looked at the relationship between war and virtue (1.625-629) from a 

fundamentally Lacedaemonian point of view, making large use of ethical 

categories celebrated by poets such as Tyrtaeus and Theognis. In criticising 

this approach, the Athenian highlights how the lawgivers should not aim at 

developing only a ‘part’ of virtue (in this specific case, courage) but virtue as a 

whole (1.631c-632d) – an element that will play a crucial part in the ethico-

educational framework of new constitution. Cleinias then asks him to indicate 

how to proceed in the discussion and the Athenian answers with the 

following emphatic statement: 
 

Ἐξ ἀρχῆς πάλιν ἔμοιγε δοκεῖ χρῆναι διεξελθεῖν, καθάπερ 

ἠρξάμεθα, τὰ τῆς ἀνδρείας πρῶτον ἐπιτηδεύματα, ἔπειτα ἕτερον καὶ 

αὖθις ἕτερον εἶδος τῆς ἀρετῆς διέξιμεν, ἐὰν βούλησθε· ὅπως δ᾽ ἂν τὸ 

πρῶτον διεξέλθωμεν, πειρασώμεθα αὐτὸ παράδειγμα θέμενοι καὶ 

τἆλλ᾽ οὕτω διαμυθολογοῦντες παραμύθια ποιήσασθαι τῆς ὁδοῦ, 

ὕστερον δὲ ἀρετῆς πάσης ἅ γε νυνδὴ διήλθομεν ἐκεῖσε βλέποντα 

ἀποφανοῦμεν, ἂν θεὸς ἐθέλῃ.  

(Leg. 1.632d9-e7) 

 

It seems to me that it is necessary to start again and, as we did at 

the beginning, first look at the practices related to courage. Then, if you 

wish, we shall carefully examine another and yet another form of virtue – 

so once we have dealt with the first question, taking it as our model, we 

should try to discuss also the other ones in the same way and turn them 

into reliefs for our journey; after we have considered virtue as a whole, if 

god wishes, we will show that the questions we examined right now aim 

exactly at it. 

 

So, after the first round of unsatisfactory considerations about the 

fundamental ethical principles of whole project of the Laws, the Athenian 

stops the course of the discussion and proposes to start it all over again, as it 

were from the beginning. However, it is important to note that the discussion 

will not really return to the point they were at when they actually started it, as 

the results of the first part of the dialogue are not at all erased: instead they 

become useful elements to be included within the wider perspective 

                                                 
21 Of course, similar expressions appear in many other Platonic texts, esp. of the later 

phase: e.g. Phaed. 88d7, 105b5, Theaet. 151d3, 164c1, 187b1, 200d5, Pol. 264b6, 268d5, Parm. 
142b1, 163b7, 165e2, Charm. 163d7, 167b1, Euthyd. 291b8, 291d7, 295e3, Tim. 17b8, 23b1, 42e7, 

48b2, 48d5, 69a8. The two occurrences in the Republic also signal important turning points in 

the discourse: cf. Resp. 5.450a8 and 6.490c9. 
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elaborated in the course of the dialogical exchange. So, the movement of the 

discourse is not circular, as it does not propose the exactly the same answers 

over and over again; on the contrary, it gradually overcomes the limits of the 

previous perspectives and expands the theoretical horizons of the characters, 

a process that then leads them to re-examine the issues of interest in the light 

of their new acquisitions.22 The second occurrence of the spiralling movement, 

in Book 3, confirms this scenario: 
 

Ὅθεν δὴ κατ᾽ ἀρχὰς ἐξετραπόμεθα περὶ νόμων διαλεγόμενοι, 

περιπεσόντες μουσικῇ τε καὶ ταῖς μέθαις, νῦν ἐπὶ τὰ αὐτὰ πάλιν 

ἀφίγμεθα ὥσπερ κατὰ θεόν, καὶ ὁ λόγος ἡμῖν οἷον λαβὴν ἀποδίδωσιν· 

ἥκει γὰρ ἐπὶ τὴν εἰς Λακεδαίμονα κατοίκισιν αὐτήν, ἣν ὑμεῖς ὀρθῶς 

ἔφατε κατοικεῖσθαι καὶ Κρήτην ὡς ἀδελφοῖς νόμοις. νῦν οὖν δὴ 

τοσόνδε πλεονεκτοῦμεν τῇ πλάνῃ τοῦ λόγου, διὰ πολιτειῶν τινων καὶ 

κατοικισμῶν διεξελθόντες [...].  

ἐξ ὧν ἁπάντων εἴ τι συνεῖναι δυνάμεθα τί τε καλῶς ἢ μὴ 

κατῳκίσθη, καὶ ποῖοι νόμοι σῴζουσιν αὐτῶν τὰ σῳζόμενα καὶ ποῖοι 

φθείρουσι τὰ φθειρόμενα, καὶ ἀντὶ ποίων ποῖα μετατεθέντα 

εὐδαίμονα πόλιν ἀπεργάζοιτ’ ἄν, ὦ Μέγιλλέ τε καὶ Κλεινία, ταῦτα δὴ 

πάλιν οἷον ἐξ ἀρχῆς ἡμῖν λεκτέον, εἰ μή τι τοῖς εἰρημένοις 

ἐγκαλοῦμεν λόγοις.     

(Leg. 3.682e10-683b) 

 

Now, as if at a god’s wish, we have come back to the same place 

from where we turned aside, at the beginning of our discussion about 

laws,23 and stumbled into the discussion on music and drunken parties. 

And the discourse is giving us a good hold on it again, as it were:24 for it 

has returned to the very settlement of Lacedaemon, which you said was 

correctly established, and to Crete – as they have laws that are like 

brothers, so to speak. Now we achieved this result by means of the 

wandering of our discourse through the constitutions and settlements we 

examined […].  

If we are able to understand something from all of these cases about 

what has been well settled or not, and which laws preserve the systems 

that are still safe and which destroy those that perish, as well as what sort 

of changes would make a city flourish, then we must discuss these 

questions once again, Megillus and Kleinias, from the beginning as it 

were; unless we have anything to criticise in what has been said up to 

now. 

 

                                                 
22 Cf. Resp. 4.424a4-9. 
23 Cf. England 1921 ad loc. 
24 Cf. Resp. 8.544b5, as well as the scholium ad loc., for the metaphorical use of the 

term λαβή in relation to the development of discourse. 
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If, on the one hand, the Athenian characterises the whole discussion on 

μέθη and μουσική, which occupied the second half of Book 1 and the whole 

of Book 2, as a sort of ‘digression’, on the other he clarifies how this was far 

from a useless exercise: this journey is presented as a process of learning, 

which allowed the characters to acquire the type of knowledge they needed in 

order to continue fruitfully their examination. And this is precisely the reason 

why the Athenian proposes to resume the discussion as if it were starting 

again from the beginning: he acknowledges that the characters gained new, 

more complex perspectives from the journey of their discourse, and therefore 

are able to examine the ethical questions of interest with a more penetrating 

and competent gaze. 

But what is the ‘beginning’ mentioned by the Athenian in the texts we 

have looked at? While at first sight the common point between these two 

passages would seem the examination of Lacedaemonian laws and customs, 

in the light of the discussion undertaken in the intervening ‘digression’ it 

becomes apparent that the crucial issue shared by these two passages is 

another, much more substantial one: the need to develop an educational 

system that trains the citizens not only in enduring pains but also in dealing 

with pleasures, which was the object of the whole ‘digression’ developed 

between the two occurrences of the spiral movement. 

This passage, therefore, provides an explicit account of what is the 

purpose of the spiral movement itself: it aims at moving away from the 

limited analysis of specific issues or practices (e.g. pain endurance in 

Lacedaemonian education) to include them within a larger perspective (i.e. 

what elements of virtue are effectively developed in this way? is it the best 

possible solution?). This operation enables the interlocutors to see more 

clearly the intentions underlying specific practices and leads them to focus on 

these intentions, rather than on the narrowly-conceived practices in 

themselves. The Athenian confirms this movement from individual practices 

to broader questions of principle in a subsequent passage, which is again 

flagged as relevantly connected to the previous ones by the use of the spiral 

metaphor: 
Ναί, καὶ δὴ καὶ πολιτικόν γε ἄνδρα νομοθέτην ὡς ἀεὶ δεῖ πρὸς 

τοῦτο βλέποντα τιθέναι τὰς τάξεις τῶν νόμων, αὐτός τε ἐμνήσθην 

καὶ ὑμᾶς ἐπαναμιμνῄσκω, κατ᾽ ἀρχὰς εἰ μεμνήμεθα τὰ λεχθέντα, ὅτι 

τὸ μὲν σφῷν ἦν παρακέλευμα ὡς χρεὼν εἴη τὸν ἀγαθὸν νομοθέτην 

πάντα πολέμου χάριν τὰ νόμιμα τιθέναι, τὸ δὲ ἐμὸν ἔλεγον ὅτι τοῦτο 

μὲν πρὸς μίαν ἀρετὴν οὐσῶν τεττάρων κελεύοι τίθεσθαι τοὺς νόμους, 

δέοι δὲ δὴ πρὸς πᾶσαν μὲν βλέπειν, μάλιστα δὲ καὶ πρὸς πρώτην τὴν 

τῆς συμπάσης ἡγεμόνα ἀρετῆς, φρόνησις δ᾽ εἴη τοῦτο καὶ νοῦς καὶ 

δόξα μετ᾽ ἔρωτός τε καὶ ἐπιθυμίας τούτοις ἑπομένης. ἥκει δὴ πάλιν ὁ 

λόγος εἰς ταὐτόν, καὶ ὁ λέγων ἐγὼ νῦν λέγω πάλιν ἅπερ τότε [...].  

 

(Leg. 3.688a1-b5) 
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Yes and it is also necessary for the politician and lawgiver to 

establish the structure of the laws by looking to this [scil. acquiring 

intelligence]; I remember, and I would like to remind you two as well, 

that at the beginning, if you recall what was said, the precept of yours 

was that it would be indispensable for the good lawgiver to establish all 

the laws for the sake of war, while my idea was that this would compel 

us to set the laws to benefit only one virtue, while there are four of them. 

Instead it is crucial to aim at virtue as a whole and especially at the first 

and most prominent of the four: practical wisdom, intelligence and belief, 

together with the passion and desire that follow upon these. So the 

discourse returned once more to the same point, and I am saying again 

now whatever I said then […]. 

 

Here the Athenian does not limit himself to associating the structure of 

the laws to a mysterious and vague need to develop ‘virtue as a whole’, but 

begins to reveal the reason behind his insistence on this particular point, 

unveiling the connection that is really interesting in his perspective: human 

virtue does not entail exclusively intellectual capacities but has both 

intellectual and emotional expressions (φρόνησις, νοῦς and δόξα are 

accompanied by ἔρως and ἐπιθυμία).25 

Up to now, then, at least two crucial points have been established in 

the course of the dialogue: first of all, the development of virtue as a whole 

will have to be the major concern in determining the practices of the future 

constitution; secondly, human virtue is composed of at least two coexisting 

elements, ‘reason’ and ‘emotions’, specifically addressing both pains and 

pleasures in the course of educational practices, as shown in Book 2. 

Once more, though, we are left wondering why the Athenian is so keen 

on defending the importance of this last point in relation to the foundation of 

a new political constitution. But this seems to be exactly the effect that the 

author intended to elicit, as in the immediately following passage (3.688c) the 

Athenian focuses on the political relevance of taking care of virtue as a whole. 

He starts by observing how the ruin of many political systems was not caused 

by ‘cowardice or ignorance of warfare’ but by ‘ignorance about the most 

important of the human things’,26 which he defines as follows: 

 
Τὴν ὅταν τῴ τι δόξαν καλὸν ἢ ἀγαθὸν εἶναι μὴ φιλῇ τοῦτο 

ἀλλὰ μισῇ, τὸ δὲ πονηρὸν καὶ ἄδικον δοκοῦν εἶναι φιλῇ τε καὶ 

                                                 
25 Albeit using different terms, Aristotle outlines a similar interplay of intellect and 

emotions in relation to moral virtues: cf. e.g. Et. Nich. 6.1139a. 
26 Leg. 3.688c3-d1: τῆς τῶν βασιλέων τε φθορᾶς καὶ ὅλου τοῦ διανοήματος οὐ 

δειλίαν οὖσαν τὴν αἰτίαν, οὐδ' ὅτι τὰ περὶ τὸν πόλεμον οὐκ ἠπίσταντο ἄρχοντές τε καὶ 

οὓς προσῆκεν ἄρχεσθαι, τῇ λοιπῇ δὲ πάσῃ κακίᾳ διεφθαρμένα, καὶ μάλιστα τῇ περὶ τὰ 

μέγιστα τῶν ἀνθρωπίνων πραγμάτων ἀμαθίᾳ. 
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ἀσπάζηται. ταύτην τὴν διαφωνίαν λύπης τε καὶ ἡδονῆς πρὸς τὴν 

κατὰ λόγον δόξαν ἀμαθίαν φημὶ εἶναι τὴν ἐσχάτην, μεγίστην δέ, ὅτι 

τοῦ πλήθους ἐστὶ τῆς ψυχῆς· τὸ γὰρ λυπούμενον καὶ ἡδόμενον αὐτῆς 

ὅπερ δῆμός τε καὶ πλῆθος πόλεώς ἐστιν.     

(Leg. 3.689a5-b2) 

 

Whenever someone does not love that thing which he considers 

to be beautiful and good but instead hates it, while on the contrary he 

loves and welcomes what is thought to be base and unjust – I say that 

such a dissonance of pain and pleasure with reasonable opinions is the 

supreme kind of ignorance, and the biggest as well, which represents the 

mass, so to speak, of the soul: for the part of the soul which suffers pains 

and feels pleasures corresponds to the mass and the majority in the city. 

 

This passage provides an answer to our last question: it is necessary to 

address both pains and pleasures in the soul’s education in order to avoid the 

establishment of incorrect associations between the emotional responses of 

love or hatred and ethical evaluations of the objects of passion and desire. 

Disregarding this crucial element would be detrimental not only to the state 

of each individual soul but also to that of the constitutions, as the ‘majority’ 

has the strength to take over political power, however misguided it may be. 

Moreover, it is worth noting that Plato here characterises the highest form of 

ethical ignorance (μεγίστη ἀμαθία) as a dissonance (διαφωνία) – an 

interesting example of musico-aesthetical imagery employed to describe the 

ethical state of the soul.27 As we will see in detail in the last chapters, this is far 

from the only instance in which Plato chooses images of harmony to indicate 

the best organisation of political institutions and the ideal objective of musical 

education, versus the conflictual status of disharmonic settings both in the 

city and the soul.28 

One additional crucial element about the argumentative strategy of the 

Laws is unveiled in the last occurrence of the ‘spiral’ movement: the famous 

concluding section of Book 4, where the Athenian explains the need for 

‘preludes’ (προοίμια) to the future laws. 
 

Ἐξ αὐτῶν ὧν νυν διειλέγμεθα ἡμεῖς κατὰ θεόν τινα γεγονός. 

σχεδὸν γὰρ ἐξ ὅσου περὶ τῶν νόμων ἤργμεθα λέγειν, ἐξ ἑωθινοῦ 

μεσημβρία τε γέγονε καὶ ἐν ταύτῃ παγκάλῃ ἀναπαύλῃ τινὶ 

γεγόναμεν, οὐδὲν ἀλλ᾽ ἢ περὶ νόμων διαλεγόμενοι, νόμους δὲ ἄρτι 

                                                 
27 This description seems curiously reminiscent of a famous, if obscure, passage of the 

Phaedo, where Socrates defines philosophy as the highest form of music (μεγίστη μουσική, 

61a3). 
28 On the harmony of the just and well-educated soul, cf. Chapter 3, §2, and Chapter 

4, §§ 1-4. In the present study, I could not examine the dissonant characterisations of the 

variety of unjust cities and souls, but I hope to do so in due course. 
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μοι δοκοῦμεν λέγειν ἄρχεσθαι, τὰ δ᾽ ἔμπροσθεν ἦν πάντα ἡμῖν 

προοίμια νόμων. τί δὲ ταῦτ᾽ εἴρηκα; τόδε εἰπεῖν βουληθείς, ὅτι λόγων 

πάντων καὶ ὅσων φωνὴ κεκοινώνηκεν προοίμιά τέ ἐστιν καὶ σχεδὸν 

οἷόν τινες ἀνακινήσεις, ἔχουσαί τινα ἔντεχνον ἐπιχείρησιν χρήσιμον 

πρὸς τὸ μέλλον περαίνεσθαι. καὶ δή που κιθαρῳδικῆς ᾠδῆς 

λεγομένων νόμων καὶ πάσης μούσης προοίμια θαυμαστῶς 

ἐσπουδασμένα πρόκειται· τῶν δὲ ὄντως νόμων ὄντων, οὓς δὴ 

πολιτικοὺς εἶναί φαμεν, οὐδεὶς πώποτε οὔτ᾽ εἶπέ τι προοίμιον οὔτε 

συνθέτης γενόμενος ἐξήνεγκεν εἰς τὸ φῶς, ὡς οὐκ ὄντος φύσει.  

 

(Leg. 4.722c6-e4) 

 

Something emerged from the things we have discussed up to 

now, according to some god’s wish. Since we started talking about laws, 

dawn has turned to noon and we have come to such a beautiful resting 

place; for all this time we have been discussing about nothing but laws, 

and still it seems we have just started now to formulate specific laws, 

while our previous words were all ‘preludes’ to these laws. But why do I 

say these things? Because I want to make the following point: all 

discourses and in general all vocal expressions have ‘preludes’ and 

sections that resemble warm-up exercises, which contain some skilful 

drills that are useful to undertake the performance that is about to come 

at best. 

Before the citharodic odes that we call ‘nomes’ (νόμοι), and also 

before all other kinds of musical compositions, come preludes that are 

composed with astonishing care and seriousness; instead, in the case of 

the things that truly are ‘nomes’ (νόμοι),29 which we call political laws, 

nobody has ever uttered a prelude nor, being a composer, brought one to 

the light, as if they did not exist by nature. 

 

Before commenting on the Athenian’s statement, it is necessary to 

integrate it with Cleinias’ subsequent observation, which features the last 

appearance of the spiral movement: 
 

Ἀληθέστατα δοκεῖς μοι λέγειν. ἀλλὰ δὴ μηκέτ᾽, ὦ ξένε, 

διατριβὴν πλείω τῆς μελλήσεως ποιώμεθα, ἐπὶ δὲ τὸν λόγον 

ἐπανέλθωμεν καὶ ἀπ᾽ἐκείνων ἀρχώμεθα, εἴ σοι φίλον, ὧν οὐχ ὡς 

προοιμιαζόμενος εἶπες τότε. πάλιν οὖν, οἷόν φασιν οἱ παίζοντες, 

ἀμεινόνων ἐξ ἀρχῆς δευτέρων ἐπαναπολήσωμεν, ὡς προοίμιον ἀλλ᾽ 

                                                 
29 This passage puns on the double meaning of the term nomos, whose basic sense is 

‘law’ but was employed in musical contexts in order to denote a variety of solo musical 

pieces: on the question, cf. GMW1 249-257. For Plato’s use and exploitation of the ambiguity 

of this term, see Leg. 3.700b5-6, 5.734e3-6  (prooimia/nomoi relative to laws) and 7.799e10-800a7  

(kitharodic nomoi). Cf. as well Arist. Rhet. 1414b9ff., where rhetorical prooimia are likened to 

musical (auletic) ones. 
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οὐ τὸν τυχόντα λόγον περαίνοντες, καθάπερ ἄρτι· λάβωμεν δ᾽αὐτῶν 

ἀρχὴν ὁμολογοῦντες προοιμιάζεσθαι.  

   (Leg. 4.723d5-e4) 

 

It seems to me that you are saying very true things. But then, 

Stranger, let’s not postpone the following discussion any further; let’s go 

back over our discourse and, if you wish, begin with the things you 

stated before, when you were not uttering preludes. So let’s go through 

our discourse again from the beginning and, as the players say, have a 

better shot the second time, as now we are developing a prelude and not 

a casual discourse, as it was before. So let’s begin by agreeing that we are 

composing a prelude. 

 

These two passages bring together all the most relevant features of the 

spiral movement we have been following. First of all, the Athenian’s 

observation is not presented as an element that is alien to the nature of the 

discussion undertaken up to that moment but, on the contrary, is portrayed as 

a result that emerged from the previous dialogue. Interestingly this result is 

described as a consequence of a god’s wish (κατὰ θεόν): if often this 

expression may be little more than a façon de parler, the fact that this 

characterisation recurs in all the other passages that emphasise the good 

outcome of an allegedly fortuitous turn of the conversation suggests rather 

that Plato employed it deliberately in these passages to signpost a significant 

evolution in the dialogue.30 

Moreover, in this passage the Athenian goes further in explaining the 

underlying rhetorical strategy of the dialogue and for the first time he reveals 

that the whole preceding discussion must be interpreted as a ‘prelude to the 

laws’ (τὰ δ᾽ἔμπροσθεν ἦν πάντα ἡμῖν προοίμια νόμων). In order to explain 

the actual function of this ‘legal prelude’, the Athenian compares this case 

with the more familiar one of musico-poetic or rhetorical performances. So, 

on the one hand, he qualifies musical προοίμια as ‘skilful’ and ‘useful’ 

sections, composed with the utmost care because of their crucial role: they 

‘prepare’ the way by introducing the chief contents of the performance, at the 

same time giving the performer a chance to warm up his voice and get ready 

for the main piece. On the other, he denounces the absence of such useful and 

artistic devices in the ordinary approach to laws, and observes how this risk 

has been avoided in the new laws for Magnesia: the whole discourse set out 

in Books 1-4 represents an appropriate ‘preparation’ of the audience for the 

subsequent arguments. 

It is worth noting that this first προοίμιον is very different from the 

formal one contained in Book 5, both in terms of style and with regard to the 

                                                 
30 Cf. as well England 1921 ad Leg. 722c6. 
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very different ‘models’ of persuasion they seem to aim at; 31  while the 

προοίμιον presented in Book 5 sounds very much as a speech that aims at 

persuading the citizens by providing them good reasons to pursue or refrain 

from certain actions, the προοίμιον presented in Books 1-4 seems rather a 

representation of a process of persuasion ‘in action’, which entails a 

significant degree of personal involvement, on the part of the characters, 

within the shared research on the questions proposed. The whole course of 

the first προοίμιον seems to be a sort of ‘written representation of the oral 

defence of a written text’, to use Bobonich’s apt formulation32 – a device which 

makes it possible to overcome the structural limits of written communication 

by coming ‘to the aid of a written text by engaging in an elenchus to defend 

it’.33 

In other words, the underlying spiral movement we have followed in 

this first section reflects an important aspect of the dialectical method 

followed by the Athenian, which consists in bringing his dialogical partners 

to see how their own initial views on a specific question were inadequate, if 

not entirely wrong, leading them to acquire a more complex understanding of 

the questions of interest. In this perspective, the introduction of προοίμια to 

the Laws may be seen as a properly Platonic response to the problems 

associated with the Socratic ἔλεγχος;34 the entirely negative strategy pursued 

by Socrates 35  is replaced by a new technique which still encourages the 

participants to revise and improve their own positions but, at the same time, 

provides also some positive elements to be considered as possible alternative 

solutions.36 

                                                 
31 On the persuasive function of the preludes, cf. Leg. 4.720a-c and 4.722c-d, where the 

model of doctors, using paramuthia kai peithos to persuade their patients, is opposed to that of 

the lawgivers. 
32 Bobonich 1996, 271, commenting on the elenchus of the Atheist (Laws 10). 
33 Bobonich 1996, 271. The idea of ‘coming to the aid’ of a logos clearly evokes the 

treatment of these questions in the Phaedrus, esp. 276c9 (λόγων ἀδυνάτων μὲν αὑτοῖς λόγῳ 

βοηθεῖν) and 278c4-d6, where this activity is explicitly assimilated to that of the philosopher. 

On this question, cf. de Luise 1997, 53-55 and 225-228. There are also some significant 

analogies between the Laws and the Phaedrus in terms of literary strategy: both dialogues 

feature a discussion undertaken in the course of a long walk, and in both cases the idea of 

resting in a beautiful place and the arrival of noon are employed as literary signposts in 

crucial turns of the discourse: see de Luise 1997, 174-177 and Ferrari 1987. 
34 Cf. Bobonich 1996, 279: ‘the atheist of book 10 has entrenched true beliefs which 

generate a contradiction with his initial false beliefs and are retained while the false are 

rejected’; analogously, also Cleinias and Megillus overcome their initial views thanks to the 

points that emerged from their discussion with the Athenian. 
35 Cf. e.g. Vlastos 1987 and the recent discussion of his positions contained in Scott 

2002. 
36 The continuity between the Socratic elenchos and the Platonic corrective technique 

may be reflected also by the use of expressions related to the idea of starting over again the 
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Judging on the basis of Cleinias’ response, the educational and 

persuasive strategy employed by the Athenian seems to be effective: in fact, at 

the end of Book 4 the suggestion to follow the ‘spiral’ methodology comes 

from Cleinias, while formerly it was an exclusive prerogative of the Athenian. 

The previous educational journey, then, yielded some good results: Cleinias 

understood the need to re-examine previous results in the light of new ethical 

and theoretical acquisitions, such as for example the relevant innovation 

represented by the introduction of προοίμια, and is now capable of following 

this methodology autonomously. 

 However, the subtler level of the Athenian’s strategy seems to have 

escaped Cleinias’ notice: in urging the Athenian to give shape to a ‘proper’, 

formal προοίμιον to the Law code of Magnesia, he defines the previous 

discourse as ‘casual’ (τὸν τυχόντα λόγον), as opposed to the ‘new’ prooimial 

form. In doing so, he reveals his failure to understand that also the whole 

preceding discourse had a prooimial function, although on a much more 

subtle level. So, while Cleinias learned a part of the method, the ‘hidden’ 

rhetorical and educational strategy of the προοίμια in dialogue form is still 

too complex for him to grasp:37 he needs a much more clear cut division, 

which simplifies and formalises the nuanced approach of the Athenian. 

So in Book 5 we are presented with a formal προοίμιον to the law code 

(5.726-735), 38 which is followed by the actual νόμος. All the rest of the work 

will follow this basic structure39 and, significantly, after the end of Book 4 

there are no other occurrences of the spiral movement we have reconstructed 

up to now: the alternation of formalised προοίμια and νόμοι from now on 

effectively replaces the previous subtler strategy of the discourse. 

 

2. BOOK 2: EDUCATION IN SINGING AND DANCING καλῶς 

 

As shown in the preceding section, the degree of formal sophistication 

of this dialogue is high, although it involves structural criteria that are quite 

                                                                                                                                            
discussion: cf. Halliwell 1993 ad Resp. 5.450a8. However, while in the early Socratic dialogues 

starting over is associated with having confuted the adversary, hence leading to the 

elimination of a certain option, the Platonic Socrates of the middle and late dialogues, 

similarly to the Athenian of the Laws, is far more collaborative and contributes by presenting 

some positive concepts to examine in the further ‘rounds’ of the discussion. 
37 The paradigmatic value of the discourse developed in Book 1-4, openly regarded as 

such by the Athenian at Leg. 4.722c6-e4, seems to be confirmed at 7.811c-d: here the Athenian 

describes the discourse that has been developed ‘since dawn up to now, not without some 

divine inspiration’ as the best παράδειγμα to be followed in the education of the young 

citizens of Magnesia. 
38 On the role of the preludes, see Bobonich 1991, Nightingale 1993, Yunis 1990, Laks 

1990, 222ff. 
39 However, occasionally imaginary dialogues and elenchi are still contained in the 

preludes, e.g. at Leg. 10.888a-907b. 
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different from the ones familiar to the readers of Platonic works. This 

carefully devised structure obviously plays a relevant role also with regard to 

the interpretation of musical questions in the dialogue. Within this 

perspective, in the following sections of this chapter we will focus on the 

treatment of musical questions presented in Book 2 of the Laws, in order to 

examine its proposal to foster the achievement of ethical excellence by means 

of a correct use of music in the education of the citizens.40 

 The initial approach to the question of music seems fairly 

conventional, in keeping with the approach of Republic 3, as music is 

presented again as an obvious correlate of general education. Significantly, 

the examination of music starts with the Athenian recollecting his previous 

definition of education as the establishment of an inner consonance between 

emotions and the ethical qualities of the objects which arouse these feelings.41 

This definition is subsequently integrated by another musically-oriented 

characterisation: the criterion to evaluate if a man is well-educated or not 

consists in assessing whether he has been adequately trained in dancing and 

singing in a chorus.42 However before introducing this formal and seemingly 

sudden connection, the Athenian had already given some reasons to regard 

music as the natural first stage of education: 
 

ὁρᾶν ἃ χρὴ πότερον ἀληθὴς ἡμῖν κατὰ φύσιν ὁ λόγος ὑμνεῖται 

τὰ νῦν, ἢ πῶς. φησὶν δὲ τὸ νέον ἅπαν ὡς ἔπος εἰπεῖν τοῖς τε σώμασι 

καὶ ταῖς φωναῖς ἡσυχίαν ἄγειν οὐ δύνασθαι, κινεῖσθαι δὲ ἀεὶ ζητεῖν 

καὶ φθέγγεσθαι, τὰ μὲν ἁλλόμενα καὶ σκιρτῶντα, οἷον ὀρχούμενα 

μεθ᾽ ἡδονῆς καὶ προσπαίζοντα, τὰ δὲ φθεγγόμενα πάσας φωνάς. τὰ 

μὲν οὖν ἄλλα ζῷα οὐκ ἔχειν αἴσθησιν τῶν ἐν ταῖς κινήσεσιν τάξεων 

οὐδὲ ἀταξιῶν, οἷς δὴ ῥυθμὸς ὄνομα καὶ ἁρμονία· ἡμῖν δὲ οὓς εἴπομεν 

τοὺς θεοὺς συγχορευτὰς δεδόσθαι, τούτους εἶναι καὶ τοὺς δεδωκότας 

τὴν ἔνρυθμόν τε καὶ ἐναρμόνιον αἴσθησιν μεθ᾽ ἡδονῆς, ᾗ δὴ κινεῖν τε 

ἡμᾶς καὶ χορηγεῖν ἡμῶν τούτους, ᾠδαῖς τε καὶ ὀρχήσεσιν ἀλλήλοις 

συνείροντας, χορούς τε ὠνομακέναι παρὰ τὸ τῆς χαρᾶς ἔμφυτον 

ὄνομα.  

    (Leg. 2.653d5-654a5) 

 

It is necessary to look at this, whether the current discourse is 

chanted truthfully to us, that is according to nature, or what else. It says 

that all young things are – so to speak – unable to keep their bodies and 

voices quiet, while instead they always try to move around and chatter; 

                                                 
40 On these questions, cf. Peponi 2013. Unfortunately, the book appeared too late to be 

used fully in this study. 
41 Cf. 2.653a5-c4, where virtue is openly defined as a συμφονία of feelings and ethical 

evaluations. 
42 2.654a9-b7, where the combination of these two activities is associated with the 

Greek word χορεία. 



 66

so they leap and spring, as if they were dancing with pleasure and 

playing together, and produce all sorts of sounds. All other animals do 

not have any perception of order, or lack thereof, in these movements, 

order which is given respectively the name of rhythm and harmonia. 

Instead we were assigned those gods we mentioned before43 as fellow-

dancers and they have provided us with the gift of perception of well-

organised rhythms and harmoniai, a perception that is associated with 

pleasure. It is by means of this pleasure that they move us and lead our 

chorus, in which we are strung together with songs and dances: they 

chose the very term ‘choruses’ due to the joy (χαρά) that is inherent in 

the word. 

 

In this passage the Athenian identifies the fundamental features of 

rhythms and ἁρμονίαι with the orderly structures that they give to natural 

expressions of the body and of the soul, respectively movements and vocal 

sounds. The ‘divine’ gift of feeling pleasure as a natural response to the 

perception and active production of well-ordered movements of the body and 

the voice is the necessary requirement to develop the first form of education – 

a peculiarly human activity which consists in giving shape to innate and 

instinctive behaviours, associating pleasure with models that are regarded as 

‘positive’ in some respect, a question to which we will return in due course. 

After this first remark on the natural interrelation of χορεία and 

education, and the acknowledgement of the role of pleasure in this process, 

the Athenian introduces a highly ambiguous remark: 
 

Ὁ καλῶς ἄρα πεπαιδευμένος ᾄδειν τε καὶ ὀρχεῖσθαι δυνατὸς 

ἂν εἴη καλῶς. 

Ἔοικεν. 

Ἴδωμεν δὴ τί ποτ᾽ ἐστὶ τὸ νῦν αὖ λεγόμενον. 

Τὸ ποῖον δή; 

“Καλῶς ᾄδει,” φαμέν, “καὶ καλῶς ὀρχεῖται”· πότερον “εἰ καὶ 

καλὰ ᾄδει καὶ καλὰ ὀρχεῖται” προσθῶμεν ἢ μή; 

Προσθῶμεν.      

(Leg. 2.654b6-c1) 

 

So the well educated man would be able to dance and sing well, 

right? 

It seems likely. 

Let’s see, then, what it is that we have actually said now. 

What part of the statement? 

We say ‘sing well and dance well’; but should we add ‘if he sings 

beautiful songs and dances beautiful dances? 

Let’s add that. 

                                                 
43 I.e. the Muses, Apollo and Dionysus: cf. Leg. 2.653d3-4. 
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This passage unveils a very important aspect that was not openly 

mentioned in the previous equation of education and χορεία: how can the 

quality of being καλός be defined with regard to the objects of education, i.e. 

music and movements? 

This highly problematic question is one of the central issues of the 

whole discussion on μουσική undertaken in Laws 2, and we will analyse its 

textual development closely. So, first of all, it is important to look carefully at 

the actual formulation of this problem in the passage above, as the whole 

perspective in which the argument is set depends on interpretation of the 

noun καλά in the last statement of the Athenian. Perhaps, Plato has 

consciously crafted this statement in potentially ambiguous terms, so as to 

elicit the whole subsequent discussion, as well as a reaction in the readers of 

this work. 

Many authoritative interpreters44  translate the word καλά as ‘good 

things’, taking it as an instance in which the adjective καλός is used in its 

moral sense. But if this was the meaning of the Athenian’s remark, the 

following lengthy discussion on musical ‘correctness’ (μουσικῆς ὀρθότης)45 

would have very little sense: if καλά was to be understood here simply as 

‘morally edifying pieces’, a mere definition of what contents are to be 

intended as morally positive would have been more than sufficient to solve 

the question. 

Other scholars,46 instead, translate καλά as ‘fine songs and dances’, 

which seems more coherent with the immediate direction of the discussion, as 

well as with the overall argument. First the Athenian’s focused on 

determining the best educational practices, identified with achieving expertise 

in singing and dancing in a chorus (χορεία);47 then he moves on to examine 

the characteristics of the compositions that are appropriate to produce a well-

educated person. And this is exactly what is analysed in the subsequent 

discussion: what elements characterise correctly composed, or ‘fine’, music. 

Οὐκοῦν εἰ μὲν τὸ καλὸν ᾠδῆς τε καὶ ὀρχήσεως πέρι 

γιγνώσκομεν τρεῖς ὄντες, ἴσμεν καὶ τὸν πεπαιδευμένον τε καὶ 

ἀπαίδευτον ὀρθῶς· εἰ δὲ ἀγνοοῦμέν γε τοῦτο, οὐδ᾽ εἴ τις παιδείας 

ἐστὶν φυλακὴ καὶ ὅπου διαγιγνώσκειν ἄν ποτε δυναίμεθα. ἆρ᾽ οὐχ 

οὕτως; 

      (Leg. 2.654d5-e1) 

                                                 
44  E.g. Jowett 1901, England 1921, GMW1 142, Schöpsdau 1994-2011; see as well 

Janaway 1998, 177-178. Cf. Pelosi 2010, 51-52, who however simply summarises this passage 

without commenting on its problematic contents, and Schipper 1963, 201. 
45 Cf. Leg. 1.642a, 2.655d, 2.657a-b. 
46 E.g. Bury 1926, Taylor 1934, Des Places-Dies 1951-1956, Saunders 1970, Pangle 1980, 

Ferrari-Poli 2005. 
47 Cf. Leg. 2.654b3-4. 
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If, then, the three of us understand what constitutes fineness of 

dance and song, we also know who is and who is not rightly educated; 

but if we lack this knowledge, we shall never be able to discern whether 

any safeguard for education48 exists or where it is to be found. Isn’t that 

true? 

 

One last aspect regarding the strategy of the discourse must be 

commented upon before moving on to the subsequent analysis of fine 

μουσική. The conceptual movement of the discussion on music undertaken in 

Laws 2 seems to complement nicely the one of Republic 3: while in the Republic 

the characters first expanded on the technical features associated with the 

expression of different musical ethe and ‘culminated in eros of Beauty’,49 in the 

Laws, instead, the discussion starts from a detailed examination of the 

characteristics of musical Beauty (καλόν), leaving the ethical implications of 

this aesthetic model to a later examination.50 

 

3. WHAT IS MUSICAL καλόν: A MATTER OF CONTENTS? 

 

The Athenian introduces the new crucial question to be examined in 

the dialogue as follows: 
 

Ταῦτ᾽ ἄρα μετὰ τοῦθ᾽ ἡμῖν αὖ καθάπερ κυσὶν ἰχνευούσαις 

διερευνητέον, σχῆμά τε καλὸν καὶ μέλος κατ᾿51 ᾠδὴν καὶ ὄρχησιν· εἰ 

δὲ ταῦθ᾽ ἡμᾶς διαφυγόντα οἰχήσεται, μάταιος ὁ μετὰ ταῦθ᾽ ἡμῖν περὶ 

παιδείας ὀρθῆς εἴθ᾽ Ἑλληνικῆς εἴτε βαρβαρικῆς λόγος ἂν εἴη.  

(Leg. 2.654e3-7) 

 

What we have to track down next, like hounds following a track, 

are fine postures and fine tunes in relation to song and dance. If these 

questions elude us and escape our notice, our whole discourse about the 

correctness of education, whether that of the Greeks or of the barbarians, 

would be pointless. 

 

How is it possible to distinguish fine postures and tunes, in order to be 

able to use them and achieve the desired effects in educational terms? The 

Athenian indicates here that the objects to be assessed in terms of fineness are 

                                                 
48 On the crucial role of music for the safety of education in general, cf. Chapter 3, §4. 
49 Resp. 3.403c: δεῖ δέ που τελευτᾶν τὰ μουσικὰ εἰς τὰ τοῦ καλοῦ ἐρωτικά. 
50 Leg. 2.669b-673a. 
51 κατ᾿ Riæer: και MSS. 
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specifically the postures and tunes employed in dances and songs52 and, in 

keeping with this approach, after this passage the focus is entirely set on the 

characteristics of ‘postures’ (σχήματα) and ‘tunes’ (μέλη) and on the criteria 

for judging musical correctness. 53  The general terms ‘dances’ and ‘songs’ 

(ὀρχήσεις and ᾠδαί) are not mentioned again until Book 7, where they 

reappear in relation to ‘practical’ cases of musical performances. 

This clear-cut semantic distribution suggests that Plato identified the 

‘source’ of the beauty of each individual composition in the characteristics of 

their basic rhythmic and melodic structures: to put it simply, dances and 

songs derive their ‘fineness’54 from that of their σχήματα and μέλη. For this 

reason, in the following pages of Book 2 the Athenian examines precisely the 

characteristics of these ‘basic components’ of music: 
 

ἀλλ᾽ ἐν γὰρ μουσικῇ καὶ σχήματα μὲν καὶ μέλη ἔνεστιν, περὶ 

ῥυθμὸν καὶ ἁρμονίαν οὔσης τῆς μουσικῆς, ὥστε εὔρυθμον μὲν καὶ 

εὐάρμοστον, εὔχρων δὲ μέλος ἢ σχῆμα οὐκ ἔστιν ἀπεικάσαντα, 

ὥσπερ οἱ χοροδιδάσκαλοι ἀπεικάζουσιν, ὀρθῶς φθέγγεσθαι· τὸ δὲ τοῦ 

δειλοῦ τε καὶ ἀνδρείου σχῆμα ἢ μέλος ἔστιν τε, καὶ ὀρθῶς 

προσαγορεύειν ἔχει τὰ μὲν τῶν ἀνδρείων καλά, τὰ τῶν δειλῶν δὲ 

αἰσχρά. καὶ ἵνα δὴ μὴ μακρολογία πολλή τις γίγνηται περὶ ταῦθ᾽ ἡμῖν 

ἅπαντα, ἁπλῶς ἔστω τὰ μὲν ἀρετῆς ἐχόμενα ψυχῆς ἢ σώματος, εἴτε 

αὐτῆς εἴτε τινὸς εἰκόνος, σύμπαντα σχήματά τε καὶ μέλη καλά, τὰ δὲ 

κακίας αὖ, τοὐναντίον ἅπαν. 

 (Leg. 2.655a4-b6) 

 

However in music there are dance movements and tunes, as 

music deals with rhythm and harmonia, and therefore it can be said to be 

well-rhythmed and well-harmonised, while a tune or a movement cannot 

be correctly called ‘well-coloured’, as chorus trainers do; but there are 

such things as dance movements or tunes of cowardice and those of 

courage, and it would be right to say that those of courageous deeds are 

fine while those of coward ones are poor. So, in order to avoid getting 

into some sort of long discussion on all these points, let’s simply say that 

all the movements and tunes showing excellence of the soul or body, 

                                                 
52 This is also confirmed at 2.655a: Εἶεν· τί δὲ δὴ τὸ καλὸν χρὴ φάναι σχῆμα ἢ μέλος 

εἶναί ποτε; (‘Well, then: what must be said to be a fine posture or tune?’). Contrast, for 

instance, with Bury’s translation of καλόν with ‘goodness’, which casts this statement in a 

completely different perspective, with strong moralistic overtones. For all these reasons, 

Ritter’s emendation at 2.654e4 seems all the more plausible, as noted also by England 1921 ad 
loc. 

53 The only exception is at 2.670a1, but here the discourse momentarily refers to 

contemporary musical practices, not to the criteria to judge musical beauty. 
54 In this chapter, the terms beauty and fineness, as well as their cognates, are used 

interchangeably. 
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either in itself or some likeness of it, are fine, while those showing 

defectiveness are all the opposite. 

 

First of all, σχήματα and μέλη are presented as individual 

instantiations of the general concepts of harmonia and rhythm: in other words, 

dance movements and songs represent distinct expressions of the ordering 

principles (τάξεις) that they embody, as we have been told before.55 So, on the 

one hand dance movements and songs represent a sort of ‘intermediary’ 

between the conceptual unity of the ordering principles (harmonia and 

rhythm) and the performed compositions (ᾠδαί and ὀρχήσεις); on the other, 

however, σχήματα and μέλη are sufficiently characterised as sense units to 

enable the listeners to recognise distinct and specific meanings in association 

with their different variants. 

The same ordering principles of harmonia and rhythm determine also 

what can be correctly regarded as a properly musical element: so σχήματα 

and μέλη can be correctly defined as well organised with regard to rhythm or 

harmonia, but not as ‘well-coloured’.56 And it is exactly within this domain of 

correctness that it is possible to recognise specific musical structures as 

appropriate to represent ethical excellence while others as suitable to portray 

a lack of these qualities.  

Interestingly, the example employed in the Laws is exactly the same 

that appeared in the musical analysis of Republic 3: the paradigmatic case is 

that of dance movements and sounds which are appropriate to represent the 

action of manly souls when facing difficult situations, as opposed to those 

appropriate to a cowardly individual in the same situation.57 So it seems that, 

in Plato’s view, musical fineness is always associated with the correct 

representation of some kind of virtue in action58 by means of those specific 

media that can be properly defined as elements of a musical discourse, i.e. 

postures (σχήματα) and tunes (μέλη). 

While the passage we are analysing now has been often regarded as 

one of the most explicit declarations of Plato’s ‘puritanico-moralistic’ views 

on music,59 such an evaluation derives from an interpretative problem related 

                                                 
55 Leg. 2.653d5-654a5. The general definitions of rhythm and harmonia as types of 

taxeis is stated again also at 2.664e8-665a3. 
56 On the interpretation of this expression, cf. GMW1 143 n.61, Saunders 1972, 6-7, and 

England 1921 ad loc. 
57 The same opposition informs also the examination of different types of dancing at 

Leg. 7.814e-816e. 
58 2.655b: τὰ μὲν ἀρετῆς ἐχόμενα ψυχῆς [...] σχήματά τε καὶ μέλη. Cf. 2.655c7: τοῖς 

τῆς μοχθηρίας σχήμασιν. 
59 E.g. Frede 2010, 125: ‘Cultural pleasures are, therefore, not to be sought as ends in 

themselves. The choruses are not chanting “Freude, schöner Götterfunken” because it is an 
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to the concept ἀρετή and its implications. For, if the interpreter projects back 

onto the Platonic texts a Christianising conception of ‘virtue as goodness’,60 

the passage effectively acquires a puritanical tone, especially if associated 

with the interpretation of καλά as ‘good things’ that was discussed above 

with regard to 2.654d-e. However, if this approach were correct, Plato would 

be simply saying that representations of ‘goodness’ of the soul or body are 

‘good’ while that of ‘badness’ are ‘bad’61 – not a terribly original or interesting 

observation. 

However the Greek concept of ἀρετή, which appears in this passage as 

a specification of what fine musical postures and tunes represent, had very 

different connotations from those of the Christian idea of ‘virtue’, especially 

since a fundamental aspect of the Greek notion of ἀρετή is related to its 

performative nature,62 originally connected with the heroic dimension: a kind 

of excellence that is revealed by one’s ability to act in the best possible way, 

not in possessing a kind of moral superiority. For this reason, translating 

ἀρετή as ‘virtue’63 runs the risk of leaving space to more or less conscious 

influences of post-Christian ethical views, while the rendering of ἀρετή as 

excellence64 seems to me to neutralise such potential interferences, conveying 

as well the agonistic character of the Greek notion. 

But how does this conceptual difference affect the interpretation of the 

passage we are looking at? Very deeply in that, if this passage is interpreted 

in keeping with this second perspective, the discourse holds a claim that is 

very different from the moralistic one described above: it says that ‘fine’ 

musical compositions consist in correct musical representations of a person’s 

authentic achievement of excellence, while ‘poor’ ones depict the opposite 

condition and show a lack of these qualities. 

 

4. ANOTHER SOURCE OF CONFUSION: EMOTIONS AND MUSICAL καλόν 

 

We will return to these questions again in the course of this chapter, 

but now let us move on the next problematic issue highlighted by the 

Athenian. For, significantly, the criterion of ethical excellence regarding the 

                                                                                                                                            
enjoyable activity; their singing, rather, serves the purpose of correcting their moral 

standards’. For a different view, cf. Halliwell 2002, 69-71 and 72-97. 
60 On the difference between arete and virtus, see for instance the observations of 

Lloyd-Jones 1983, 136-137. 
61 Cf. e.g. Bury 1926 ad 2.655b. 
62  Cf. Sauvé Meyer 2008, 10ff., Wallach 2001, 129-131, as well as the traditional 

formulation of Adkins 1960. 
63 For translations of 2.655a-b using the word ‘virtue’, cf. Jowett 1892, England 1921, 

Taylor 1934, Pangle 1980; Ferrari-Poli 2005 (virtù), Schöpsdau 1994-2011 (Tugend), des Places-

Dies 1951-1956 and Chambry 1946 (vertu). 
64 E.g. Saunders 1970. 
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contents of musical representations is not considered by the characters of the 

dialogue to be sufficient, per se, to solve the problem of how musical 

compositions should be evaluated. Once again, if Plato’s point in this text was 

simply to restrict musical performances to ‘edifying’ themes, then a mere 

catalogue of what contents should be considered morally ‘good’ or not would 

have been sufficient to round off the discussion on music – but this is far from 

what happens in the subsequent pages of Laws 2. 

Instead of providing any definitive solution to this question, on the 

contrary the Athenian introduces an additional problematic point with regard 

to the ethical contents of musical compositions. The new problem stems from 

the conflicts that could potentially arise between a person’s emotional 

reactions to specific musical representations and the evaluation of their ethical 

status, both on the part of the individual himself and in relation to what is 

considered socially as an appropriate emotional response. 
 

Ἐπειδὴ μιμήματα τρόπων ἐστὶ τὰ περὶ τὰς χορείας, ἐν πράξεσί 

τε παντοδαπαῖς γιγνόμενα καὶ τύχαις, καὶ ἤθεσι καὶ μιμήσεσι 

διεξιόντων ἑκάστων, οἷς μὲν ἂν πρὸς τρόπου τὰ ῥηθέντα ἢ 

μελῳδηθέντα ἢ καὶ ὁπωσοῦν χορευθέντα, ἢ κατὰ φύσιν ἢ κατὰ ἔθος ἢ 

κατ᾽ ἀμφότερα, τούτους μὲν καὶ τούτοις χαίρειν τε καὶ ἐπαινεῖν αὐτὰ 

καὶ προσαγορεύειν καλὰ ἀναγκαῖον, οἷς δ᾽ ἂν παρὰ φύσιν ἢ τρόπον ἤ 

τινα συνήθειαν, οὔτε χαίρειν δυνατὸν οὔτε ἐπαινεῖν αἰσχρά τε 

προσαγορεύειν. οἷς δ᾽ ἂν τὰ μὲν τῆς φύσεως ὀρθὰ συμβαίνῃ, τὰ δὲ τῆς 

συνηθείας ἐναντία, ἢ τὰ μὲν τῆς συνηθείας ὀρθά, τὰ δὲ τῆς φύσεως 

ἐναντία, οὗτοι δὲ ταῖς ἡδοναῖς τοὺς ἐπαίνους ἐναντίους 

προσαγορεύουσιν· ἡδέα γὰρ τούτων ἕκαστα εἶναί φασι, πονηρὰ δέ, 

καὶ ἐναντίον ἄλλων οὓς οἴονται φρονεῖν αἰσχύνονται μὲν κινεῖσθαι 

τῷ σώματι τὰ τοιαῦτα, αἰσχύνονται δὲ ᾄδειν ὡς ἀποφαινόμενοι καλὰ 

μετὰ σπουδῆς, χαίρουσιν δὲ παρ᾽ αὑτοῖς.  

(Leg. 2.655d5-656a5) 

 

Since choral performances consist in representation of characters, 

in all sorts of actions and turns of luck, and each of them is described in 

detail both with regard to their ethical dispositions and by means of 

dramatic representations, when the spoken or sung words and other 

variously performed contents are in accordance with the disposition of 

some people, either by nature or by habituation or both, these people 

rejoice in such representations and necessarily praise them and call them 

‘fine’; on the other hand, those who find that the representations go 

against their nature, character or some custom, cannot possibly enjoy or 

praise them and will call them ‘ugly’. Those whose nature happens to be 

correct while their habits are the opposite, or on the contrary have correct 

habits but opposite natures, pronounce discourses of praise which are 

opposite to their feelings of pleasure: for they say that such 

representations are pleasant but wicked. And in the presence of others 
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whom they consider wise, not only are they ashamed of moving their 

bodies in such ways but also of singing, because in doing so they would 

reveal themselves to consider seriously these things to be fine. 

Nonetheless, they enjoy them in private. 

 

First of all, the Athenian defines choral performances as 

representations of characters ‘in all sorts of actions and turns of luck’ – a 

statement that by itself confirms the idea that a strict selection of ‘dos and 

don’ts’ is not regarded as a possible solution to the question of musical 

fineness. But, even more importantly, the reasoning presented in this passage 

does not involve any kind of moral implication between ‘fine’ or ‘poor’ 

contents and ‘correct’ or ‘wrong’ reactions. On the contrary, in a very amoral 

fashion, the Athenian highlights how each spectator rather tends to evaluate 

the contents of musical representations on the basis of his own inner 

disposition, which depends on factors such as natural temperament and 

acquired habits. So, very simply, each person would consider a specific 

representation to be ‘fine’ if it corresponded to his/her own disposition, and 

‘bad’ in the opposite case: therefore such emotional reactions do not 

constitute a stable criterion to evaluate the fineness of a musical composition. 

Furthermore, what happens if different factors that shape individual 

dispositions are in conflict with each other? As the Athenian shows, this is the 

case, for example, of people whose inner dispositions are well-educated but 

live in a ‘corrupt’ environment or, on the contrary, live in a ‘correct’ social 

setting but have ‘corrupt’ natures: how would their opinions on musical 

representations be structured? In this case, the Athenian explains, their inner 

conflict is reproduced as well in their judgments on the representations, 

giving rise to statements such as ‘it is pleasant but wicked’ and to the practice 

of dissimulation of one’s own real preferences, in order to avoid the feeling of 

shame which derives from this disagreement between ‘rational’ judgment and 

‘emotional’ response. 

The conclusion of this examination, then, is that emotional response 

‘per se’ is insufficient as a criterion by which to judge the actual quality of 

musico-poetic performances: depending on their inner dispositions, different 

subjects can reach opposite conclusions on the very same representation, and 

even a single individual can hold contradictory views in terms of judgement 

and emotions. 

 

5. SPIRAL TURNS: PLEASURE AND CORRECTNESS 

 

Until now, the musical examination of Book 2 has achieved only 

‘negative’ results, as it dismissed two possible and popular criteria for 

judging the quality of musical representations: neither ‘contents per se’ nor 

‘emotions per se’ can be considered as sufficient to establish whether a 
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musical representation is beautiful or not. However, there is still at least one 

other relevant item to be considered as a possible criterion to establish 

musical beauty: pleasure. Up to this point, pleasure has been mentioned only 

as a correlate of musical representations,65 but has never been examined in its 

own right: so, what about ‘pleasure per se’ as a criterion to judge music? 

The Athenian approaches this question by means of a provocative 

thought experiment. He proposes that Cleinias should think of a contest 

(ἀγών, 2.658a6) in which the participants are allowed to perform works of 

any genre they wish: the winner will be the performer who managed to 

produce the most pleasant show, independently of the means employed. The 

Athenian hypothesises that different contenders would choose different types 

of representations, such as rhapsodic and kitharodic performances, tragedies, 

comedies and even puppet-shows: which one will be regarded as the most 

pleasant performance? 

Since Cleinias maintains that it would be impossible to answer such a 

question without actually being part of the jury in a real contest of that sort, 

the Athenian is required to answer his own ‘unusual question’ (ἄτοπος ἤρου, 

2.658c4). In doing so he develops a sort of ‘sociology of taste’, as he argues 

that different social groups would select different genres as the winners of 

this hypothetical contest: so young children would regard puppet-shows as 

the most pleasant representation, older children would prefer comedy, while 

the majority of the population, comprising well-educated women and young 

men, would choose tragedy; finally, old men would consider rhapsodic 

performances as the most pleasant of all by far.66 

In organising his reply on the basis of different social groups, the 

Athenian cleverly provides a practical example of the possible outcomes of 

the relativistic approach theorised in the previous passage we examined, 

2.655d5-656a5: if different ethical dispositions would lead to identify different 

objects as ‘fine’, extending this approach to society as a whole would 

reasonably result in a development of taste trends associated with specific 

social groups. But then, if different groups would select different candidates, 

                                                 
65 Musical pleasure is mentioned at 2.653d-654a as a gift of divine origin which is 

used to lead the choruses by different divinities and reappears only at 2.655d-656a, in relation 

to the inner contrasts between words and feelings experienced by people with opposite 

natures and habits. 
66 Cf. Resp. 3.396e for the reasons why the mixed form of epic is the best to be employed 

actively by good men: it allows the performer to shift between diegetic and mimetic modes in 

keeping with the qualities and actions of the characters represented; it is also worth noting 

that in this passage of the Republic representing both ‘good’ and ‘bad’ characters is regarded 

as a viable option, albeit with certain reservations in terms of dramatic technique, because the 

actors should not liken themselves to people that are not on their ethical ‘level’. Cf. Chapter 4, 

§§ 2-4. 



 75

who could be legitimately and, more importantly, correctly67 appointed as the 

winner? The Athenian provides a surprisingly simplistic answer, especially in 

comparison with the complexity of his previous arguments: ‘It seems clear to 

me and the two of you’, he says, ‘that necessarily those who are chosen by old 

men like us would win correctly (ὀρθῶς ἂν νικᾶν)’.68 

Of course, the reason why this choice would be the most correct of all 

is not as self-evident as the Athenian seems to suggest. One of the 

assumptions underlying this statement might be derived from a reasoning 

analogous to that presented in Republic 9, where the philosopher is designated 

as the most reliable judge in the matter of pleasures: 69  similarly, the old 

characters of the Laws may be regarded as the only category among those 

outlined in the Athenian’s sociology of taste who have experienced all the 

other stages of life and, therefore, may claim to have a comparative 

knowledge of musical pleasure that is not available to the other social groups. 

However another element is more relevant in this context, as the 

Athenian explicitly indicates: although pleasure is a fundamental element of 

musical experiences, judging musical value is not only a matter of pleasure,70 

but also a matter of how to judge its nature correctly. Finally the criteria of 

correct judgement of strictly musical components of a dramatic 

representation71 are addressed openly: 
 

Δοκεῖ μοι τρίτον ἢ τέταρτον ὁ λόγος εἰς ταὐτὸν περιφερόμενος 

ἥκειν, ὡς ἄρα παιδεία μέν ἐσθ᾽ ἡ παίδων ὁλκή τε καὶ ἀγωγὴ πρὸς τὸν 

ὑπὸ τοῦ νόμου λόγον ὀρθὸν εἰρημένον, καὶ τοῖς ἐπιεικεστάτοις καὶ 

πρεσβυτάτοις δι᾽ ἐμπειρίαν συνδεδογμένον ὡς ὄντως ὀρθός ἐστιν· ἵν᾽ 

οὖν ἡ ψυχὴ τοῦ παιδὸς μὴ ἐναντία χαίρειν καὶ λυπεῖσθαι ἐθίζηται τῷ 

νόμῳ καὶ τοῖς ὑπὸ τοῦ νόμου πεπεισμένοις, ἀλλὰ συνέπηται 

χαίρουσά τε καὶ λυπουμένη τοῖς αὐτοῖς τούτοις οἷσπερ ὁ γέρων, 

τούτων ἕνεκα ἃς ᾠδὰς καλοῦμεν, ὄντως μὲν ἐπῳδαὶ ταῖς ψυχαῖς, 

αὗται νῦν γεγονέναι, πρὸς τὴν τοιαύτην ἣν λέγομεν συμφωνίαν 

                                                 
67 2.658d8-9: τίς οὖν ὀρθῶς ἂν νενικηκὼς εἴη; 
68 2.658e1-3. 
69  According to Resp. 9.581c-582b, philosophers are the only human types who 

experience directly all kinds of pleasures: physical ones, pleasures related to honour and 

social exchanges, as well as those associated with learning and doing research. Cf. de Luise 

2005. 
70  Cf. 7.802c6, where the Athenian states that all types of music are capable of 

arousing different types of pleasures. 
71  In other words, these criteria regard the assessment of schemata and mele, as 

clarified in the very last lines of this passage. With regard to choreia as a whole as well as 

imitative arts in general, the judges will have to follow the famous three criteria outlined at 

2.669a-b: knowledge of the nature of the original as well as knowledge of how correctly and 

how well the original is reproduced by other artistic media (tunes, words, rhythms, shapes, 

colours, etc.).  
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ἐσπουδασμέναι, διὰ δὲ τὸ σπουδὴν μὴ δύνασθαι φέρειν τὰς τῶν νέων 

ψυχάς, παιδιαί τε καὶ ᾠδαὶ καλεῖσθαι καὶ πράττεσθαι, καθάπερ τοῖς 

κάμνουσίν τε καὶ ἀσθενῶς ἴσχουσιν τὰ σώματα ἐν ἡδέσι τισὶν σιτίοις 

καὶ πώμασι τὴν χρηστὴν πειρῶνται τροφὴν προσφέρειν οἷς μέλει 

τούτων, τὴν δὲ τῶν πονηρῶν ἐν ἀηδέσιν, ἵνα τὴν μὲν ἀσπάζωνται, τὴν 

δὲ μισεῖν ὀρθῶς ἐθίζωνται. ταὐτὸν δὴ καὶ τὸν ποιητικὸν ὁ ὀρθὸς 

νομοθέτης ἐν τοῖς καλοῖς ῥήμασι καὶ ἐπαινετοῖς πείσει τε, καὶ 

ἀναγκάσει μὴ πείθων, τὰ τῶν σωφρόνων τε καὶ ἀνδρείων καὶ πάντως 

ἀγαθῶν ἀνδρῶν ἔν τε ῥυθμοῖς σχήματα καὶ ἐν ἁρμονίαισιν μέλη 

ποιοῦντα ὀρθῶς ποιεῖν.   

(Leg. 2.659c10-660a8) 

 

It seems to me that this discussion came back to the same point 

for the third or fourth time, which is this: education consists in attracting 

and leading children to the content which is said to be correct by the 

laws, and seems also correct, on the basis of experience, to the most 

upright and senior persons; therefore, in order to prevent the child’s soul 

from getting accustomed to enjoying and suffering for things opposed to 

the law and to those who are persuaded by the law, and instead 

encourage it to feel joy and pain for those same things as an old man, for 

these reasons the compositions that we call chants – but actually are 

enchantments for the souls – now have come into being: in order to 

pursue that serious aim that we call harmony (symphonian). But since the 

children’s souls are not able to bear serious things, these are called and 

practised as games and chants, similarly to the case of ill people and their 

weak bodies: those who attend to them try to serve useful nourishment 

together with some kind of sweet beverages and food, while offering 

them bad things mixed in unpleasant food, so that they would love the 

former and get used to hate correctly the latter. The correct legislator will 

persuade with fine words and praises, or compel if he is not able to 

persuade, the poet to do the same thing and represent the characteristics 

of wise, courageous and generally good men by composing correctly 

dance movements with rhythms and songs with modes. 

 

Before looking at the crucial musical evaluations introduced in this 

passage, let us focus for a moment on the linguistic strategy employed at this 

crucial juncture of the discourse. After having achieved several negative, 

though useful, results, finally in this passage the Athenian provides some 

positive elements for his interlocutors to consider and significantly this 

fundamental turning point is signalled by a refined version of the ‘spiral’ 

metaphor whose important role we have examined at the beginning of this 

this chapter. 

In terms of contents, the Athenian starts by recollecting points which, 

at this stage, are familiar to his interlocutors, i.e. the idea of education as a 

type of training which encourages the establishment of a correct 
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correspondence between emotional reactions and the value of their objects. 

So, children should be encouraged to interiorise the system of values that the 

community regards as positive by stimulating them to associate positive 

feelings with positive models and, on the contrary, unpleasant feelings with 

undesirable models. 72 

It is important to note that the Athenian does not suggest that a child 

or young person should feel joy or pain for exactly the same things as an old 

one – a condition which, apart from being difficult to achieve, would be quite 

undesirable and ultimately useless. Instead, he seems to suggest here that 

young souls should be trained to feel joy and pain in keeping with the same 

criterion followed by old men: it is not a matter of specific objects but, rather, 

one of method, according to which pleasures should be ‘correctly’ associated 

with representations of models of excellence. 

Plato characterises this system of correct correspondences by means of 

the musical concept of συμφωνία, which in itself is fundamentally based on 

the idea of a set of ordered correspondences between sounds. The appearance 

of this trope creates as well an interesting cross-reference with one of the 

passages we have analysed previously, 3.689a-b, where the Athenian 

characterised the absence of such ‘symphonic’ agreement of passions and 

evaluation of their objects as a form of διαφωνία: an inner dissonance 

experienced by individuals when feelings and beliefs clash with each other, 

which is characterised as the ‘greatest and most discordant’ form of 

ignorance.73 

However, the most relevant aspect of this passage consists in its last 

statement, where the Athenian states that Magnesian poets will be asked to 

act as good caregivers do: represent positive models ‘correctly’, i.e. by means 

of pleasant elements, therefore inducing children to associate the two and 

consider pleasure and ‘positive’ ethical characteristics (in this case, a model of 

ethical excellence) as mutually correspondent. This requirement, though, does 

not imply any kind of restrictions or censure in terms of contents to be 

represented or, on the contrary, avoided entirely. The only restriction that is 

explicitly established here regards the manner in which specific characters 

should be represented: that is, by employing musical elements that are 

‘correct’ for their specific character. In other words, the Athenian says that the 

poets will have to depict ethical excellence by employing only musical 

                                                 
72 Both in the Republic and in the Laws, we find passages reflecting on the importance 

of games in a child’s moral education, since games reflect the development of inner desires 

and ethical preferences: cf. Leg. 7.797a-798d with 7.803d and 8.829c (games in adult life are 

associated with musical activities), as well as Resp. 4.424e. 
73  3.689b7-c1: ταύτας πάσας ἀμαθίας τὰς πλημμελεστάτας ἔγωγ᾽ ἂν θείην 

πόλεώς τε καὶ ἑνὸς ἑκάστου τῶν πολιτῶν, with 2.689a1-2. All the other passages of the Laws 

in which the root διαφων- is attested regard similar cases of ethical dissonance: cf. 3.691a1-5  

(where we find again also the qualification ἀμαθία μεγίστη), 9.858e-859a and 9.860a1-6. 
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elements (σχήματα and μέλη) that are suitable to represent it; and, although 

this is not explicitly stated in this passage, it seems equally plausible that 

‘bad’ characters will be represented by means of different musical elements 

that are suitable to their ethical dispositions.74 

This perspective is confirmed by the Athenian at 2.668b, where he 

states that correctness in musical representations consists in the reproduction 

of the original in its own proportions and qualities; 75  in the light of the 

previous arguments, it seems plausible that the meaning is that σχήματα and 

μέλη related to a certain quality must be associated with characters that 

represent that specific quality, therefore achieving a correct result by 

reproducing the characteristics of the original – its ‘proportions’ and 

‘qualities’ – by means of musical mimesis.76  

Significantly he exemplifies this point by depicting many practices of 

contemporary poets as mistakes that the Muses (and ideally the perfect poets) 

would never make: 
 

οὐ γὰρ ἂν ἐκεῖναί γε ἐξαμάρτοιέν ποτε τοσοῦτον ὥστε ῥήματα 

ἀνδρῶν ποιήσασαι τὸ χρῶμα γυναικῶν καὶ μέλος ἀποδοῦναι, καὶ 

μέλος ἐλευθέρων αὖ καὶ σχήματα συνθεῖσαι ῥυθμοὺς δούλων καὶ 

ἀνελευθέρων προσαρμόττειν, οὐδ᾽ αὖ ῥυθμοὺς καὶ σχῆμα ἐλευθέριον 

ὑποθεῖσαι μέλος ἢ λόγον ἐναντίον ἀποδοῦναι τοῖς ῥυθμοῖς, ἔτι δὲ 

θηρίων φωνὰς καὶ ἀνθρώπων καὶ ὀργάνων καὶ πάντας ψόφους εἰς 

ταὐτὸν οὐκ ἄν ποτε συνθεῖεν, ὡς ἕν τι μιμούμεναι· ποιηταὶ δὲ 

ἀνθρώπινοι σφόδρα τὰ τοιαῦτα ἐμπλέκοντες καὶ συγκυκῶντες 

ἀλόγως, γέλωτ᾽ ἂν παρασκευάζοιεν τῶν ἀνθρώπων ὅσους φησὶν 

Ὀρφεὺς λαχεῖν ὥραν τῆς τέρψιος. ταῦτά γε γὰρ ὁρῶσι πάντα 

κυκώμενα, καὶ ἔτι διασπῶσιν οἱ ποιηταὶ ῥυθμὸν μὲν καὶ σχήματα 

μέλους χωρίς, λόγους ψιλοὺς εἰς μέτρα τιθέντες, μέλος δ᾽ αὖ καὶ 

ῥυθμὸν ἄνευ ῥημάτων, ψιλῇ κιθαρίσει τε καὶ αὐλήσει προσχρώμενοι, 

ἐν οἷς δὴ παγχάλεπον ἄνευ λόγου γιγνόμενον ῥυθμόν τε καὶ 

ἁρμονίαν γιγνώσκειν ὅτι τε βούλεται καὶ ὅτῳ ἔοικε τῶν ἀξιολόγων 

μιμημάτων· ἀλλὰ ὑπολαβεῖν ἀναγκαῖον ὅτι τὸ τοιοῦτόν γε πολλῆς 

ἀγροικίας μεστὸν πᾶν, ὁπόσον τάχους τε καὶ ἀπταισίας καὶ φωνῆς 

θηριώδους σφόδρα φίλον ὥστ᾽ αὐλήσει γε χρῆσθαι καὶ κιθαρίσει 

πλὴν ὅσον ὑπὸ ὄρχησίν τε καὶ ᾠδήν, ψιλῷ δ᾽ ἑκατέρῳ πᾶσά τις 

ἀμουσία καὶ θαυματουργία γίγνοιτ᾽ ἂν τῆς χρήσεως.   

(Leg. 2.669c3-670a3) 

                                                 
74 Cf. also 2.660e-664c, where it is said that the poets will have to represent good 

characters as happy and successful, but this would also leave space to represent ‘bad’ 

characters as unsuccessful. 
75 2.668b6-7: μιμήσεως γὰρ ἦν, ὥς φαμεν, ὀρθότης, εἰ τὸ μιμηθὲν ὅσον τε καὶ οἷον 

ἦν ἀποτελοῖτο. 
76 Cf. as well 2.669a-b: the best judge will have to know what the thing imitated is and 

how correctly and how well mimeseis in words, tunes and rhythms are composed. 
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For the Muses would not commit such a big mistake as to assign 

feminine colours77 and tunes to words they had composed for men, and 

to harmonise songs suitable for free men with dance movements 

composed with rhythms appropriate to slaves and men who are not free; 

nor, having composed rhythms and dance movements of freedom, 

would they assign to them tunes or words which are opposite to the 

rhythms. Also they would not mix together sounds of animals, voices of 

men, sounds of machines and all kinds of noises in the same 

compositions, as if these represented only one thing; on the contrary, the 

human poets intertwine excessively these very elements and mix them 

together in an unintelligible medley, which would provoke laughter to 

men whom Orpheus says have reached the age of delight. For they see 

that these are all random mixtures, and furthermore the poets on the one 

hand separate rhythm and dance movements from tunes, composing 

simple words in metre, on the other they also have tunes with rhythms 

but no words, which they exploit in solo pieces for the kithara as well as 

for the aulos. Also, as the rhythm and harmony develop without a text, it 

is extremely difficult to understand the meaning of these pieces and 

which of the worthwhile representations they resemble. Instead, it is 

necessary to consider this type of compositions as extremely and entirely 

vulgar, as it is excessively fond of gaining speed, of mere technique and 

even of animal cries, in order to use them in those solo pieces for aulos or 

kithara and for purposes other than accompanying dances and songs. 

From the use of either of these instruments by themselves would derive 

just an absolute musical illiteracy (amousia) and astounding 

showmanship (thaumatourgia). 

 

What is the nature of the ‘mistakes’ that the Muses would never dare 

make, while contemporary poets thrive on them? All the cases mentioned in 

the passage above consist in different examples of the same type of error: a 

mismatch between the content expressed by the words and that conveyed by 

means of music.  

The first example provided is the easiest case to imagine, both as it 

regards two categories that can easily be conceived as opposite (male vs. 

female) and because the contrast regards musical elements on the one hand 

(χρῶμα γυναικῶν καὶ μέλος) and words on the other (ῥήματα ἀνδρῶν). The 

second example of such a mismatch is slightly more complex; while the 

conceptual categories are once again easy to regard as opposed (free vs. 

slave), this time the aesthetic contrast is all internal to the musical sphere: 

                                                 
77  χρῶμα: according to GMW1 154 in this case the reference would be to the 

chromatic genus; England 1921 ad loc. instead proposes to adopt the Aldine correction σχῆμα, 

on the basis of the fact that in all the rest of this passage the focus in on the relationship 

between σχήματα and μέλη; England notes also that at 2.655a7 Plato had criticised the 

improper use of colour-related metaphors in talking about music. 
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tunes (μέλη) appropriate to one condition are associated with postures 

(σχήματα) that are suitable for the opposite condition. The last case also 

regards categories that are ordinarily conceived as separate and, under some 

respects, mutually opposed: human, animals, and inanimate objects. The 

different relationships between categories are interestingly reflected in the 

type of sounds associated with each of them: while men and animals both 

express themselves by means of ‘voices’ (φωναί), inanimate beings produce 

noises (ψόφοι), which lack an intelligible organisation. Therefore it is not 

possible to mix together all these types of acoustic examples in the 

representation of one, unitary object, as at least two of these elements would 

be in contrast with the nature of the object represented. 

This kind of careless combination, apparently very popular with 

contemporary musicians, 78  gives rise to unintelligible (ἀλόγως) musical 

pastiches (κυκώμενα), whose incomprehensible nature triggers various 

effects on people with different degrees of musical competence: while well-

trained individuals, akin to Orpheus’ associates, react to these random 

mixtures by laughing at their absurdity, less sophisticated individuals instead 

are led to believe that there is no such thing as musical meaning or content, 

therefore generating the worst imaginable sort of musical ignorance. 

The Athenian associates such incomprehensibility especially with solo 

pieces, an apparently odd choice that, however, is understandable in the light 

of our previous arguments: one musical medium by itself is not sufficient to 

indicate clearly the ethical content of the representation, while different 

media, if used ‘correctly’ – i.e. not employing contradictory elements –

collaborate in clarifying a composition’s ethical meaning.79 Moreover, in the 

case of ‘tasteless’ contemporary musicians, solo pieces were occasions to show 

off technical skills in virtuosic passages, an additional element that 

contributes to making the musical picture confused and difficult to interpret.80 

So, in conclusion, what ‘positive’ results have been achieved in this last 

‘spiral turn’ of the discussion on music? First of all, the role of musical 

pleasures has been examined in detail and, although it could not meet the 

requirements necessary for being an independent criterion of musical 

judgement, the Athenian’s thought experiment proved that different varieties 

                                                 
78 Here Plato is clearly attacking the so-called ‘New Music’, a question on which we 

will return in Chapter 3, §4-5, and Chapter 4, §3. In general on the question see GMW1 93-98, 

Csapo 2004, Hagel 2010, 444-449, D’Angour 2011, 202-206. 
79 The same idea is expressed at 7.802d-e and, interestingly, also in this passage the 

Muses are presented as a model for human poets to follow. 
80 The difficulties encountered by the audience to interpret the mimetic contents of 

solo music are indirectly reflected also in Xen. Symp. 9.2-6: here the wordless dances 

performed with the accompaniment of a solo aulos is introduced by a spoken explanation of 

its contents. This passage was examined by Andrew Barker in his unpublished lectures on 

prooimia and anabole (Cremona 2008). 
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of pleasures are equally valid, qua pleasures. Secondly, the Athenian 

explained the meaning of ‘musical correctness’: it is not a matter of selecting a 

set of elements/topics to be performed but, rather, one of establishing accurate 

correspondences between aesthetic media (rhythms in dance movements and 

harmoniai in songs) and the qualities of the objects represented. The only 

possible ‘mistake’, then, does not consist in choosing to portray a character 

that is regarded as ‘unworthy’ according to some unspecified criteria but, 

rather, in doing so by means of aesthetic elements that express opposite 

characteristics to those proper to the original model: a mismatch of form and 

content. 

 

6. HOW TO USE MUSIC CORRECTLY: CHANTING SONGS TO ENCHANT THE 

SOULS 

 

Once the question of musical ‘correctness’ and its relations to the 

concept of καλόν, as well as the issue of musical pleasures have been 

addressed, the discourse moves on to another important question: what kind 

of use should be made of music that responds to the criteria outlined up to 

now? After all, as the Athenian says in 2.670a-b, the original plan was to 

outline how people should use music, not to describe how they should not. 
In the first place we are told that, in order to be able to judge the 

quality of musical compositions appropriately, older citizens will need to 

have a superior degree of musical education than that acquired simply by 

performing in choral settings.81 Instead, they will need to be educated to such 

a point that they will recognise and perceive distinctly ‘the correctness of 

melodies, which one is suitable or not for the Dorian, and whether the poet 

set the rhythm correctly to the piece’ (2.670b4-6). In other words, they must be 

able to establish at once whether the songs (μέλη) and postures (σχήματα) 

chosen by the poets actually correspond to the contents portrayed in their 

compositions. But what training is required in order to become truly 

competent in musical matters? 
 

Τοῦτ᾽ οὖν, ὡς ἔοικεν, ἀνευρίσκομεν αὖ τὰ νῦν, ὅτι τοῖς ᾠδοῖς 

ἡμῖν, οὓς νῦν παρακαλοῦμεν καὶ ἑκόντας τινὰ τρόπον ἀναγκάζομεν 

ᾄδειν, μέχρι γε τοσούτου πεπαιδεῦσθαι σχεδὸν ἀναγκαῖον, μέχρι τοῦ 

δυνατὸν εἶναι συνακολουθεῖν ἕκαστον ταῖς τε βάσεσιν τῶν ῥυθμῶν 

καὶ ταῖς χορδαῖς ταῖς τῶν μελῶν, ἵνα καθορῶντες τάς τε ἁρμονίας καὶ 

τοὺς ῥυθμούς, ἐκλέγεσθαί τε τὰ προσήκοντα οἷοί τ᾽ ὦσιν ἃ τοῖς 

                                                 
81 In order to show how this kind of education is insufficient to appreciate the degree 

of ‘correctness’ in the selection of musical materials, at 2.670b8-c3 the Athenian refers to the 

attitude of ‘the majority’ of his contemporaries, who believe to have true knowledge of what 

is harmonious or not just because they have been taught to sing in choruses and follow dance 

steps. 
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τηλικούτοις τε καὶ τοιούτοις ᾄδειν πρέπον, καὶ οὕτως ᾄδωσιν, καὶ 

ᾄδοντες αὐτοί τε ἡδονὰς τὸ παραχρῆμα ἀσινεῖς ἥδωνται καὶ τοῖς 

νεωτέροις ἡγεμόνες ἠθῶν χρηστῶν ἀσπασμοῦ προσήκοντος 

γίγνωνται· μέχρι δὲ τοσούτου παιδευθέντες ἀκριβεστέραν ἂν 

παιδείαν τῆς ἐπὶ τὸ πλῆθος φερούσης εἶεν μετακεχειρισμένοι καὶ τῆς 

περὶ τοὺς ποιητὰς αὐτούς. τὸ γὰρ τρίτον οὐδεμία ἀνάγκη ποιητῇ 

γιγνώσκειν, εἴτε καλὸν εἴτε μὴ καλὸν τὸ μίμημα, τὸ δὲ ἁρμονίας καὶ 

ῥυθμοῦ σχεδὸν ἀνάγκη, τοῖς δὲ πάντα τὰ τρία τῆς ἐκλογῆς ἕνεκα τοῦ 

καλλίστου καὶ δευτέρου, ἢ μηδέποτε ἱκανὸν ἐπῳδὸν γίγνεσθαι νέοις 

πρὸς ἀρετήν. 

(Leg. 2.670c8-671a1) 

 

We are discovering again now, it seems, that these singers of ours, 

whom we exhorted and in a way ‘forced to sing willingly’, will 

necessarily need to be educated in such a way as to be able to follow both 

the feet of rhythms and the musical notes of the melodies so that, upon 

perceiving harmoniai and rhythms, they will be able to single out those 

which would be appropriate to people of a certain age and state, and 

would sing accordingly. And in singing they would both enjoy 

immediately wholesome pleasures and become leaders for the youth in 

expressing appropriate affection for worthy characters. When they have 

been trained in such a way, their education will be much more accurate 

and thorough than that of the majority and even than that of the poets 

themselves; for, while it is not necessary for a poet to know about the 

third point, that is whether a representation is beautiful or not, but he 

definitely needs to know about mode and rhythm, it is necessary instead 

for our men to know about all three points for the sake of selecting what 

is most beautiful and the second most beautiful: otherwise they would 

never be able to charm the youth towards virtue. 

 

We will return in Chapter 4 to the apparently contradictory idea of 

‘forcing’ the elders to sing ‘willingly’,82 but for now let us focus on the skills 

acquired by the elders in the course of their ‘higher’ musical education. First 

of all, they will have sufficient technical knowledge of musical elements to be 

able to match them correctly with different ethical messages, therefore 

establishing whether people acting ‘in all sorts of actions and turns of luck’ 

are represented appropriately.83 Moreover, by performing these beautiful and 

correctly composed representations, they will achieve two positive outcomes: 

on the one hand, they will personally feel pleasure in their performances and, 

on the other, will encourage younger members of the society to share their 

enjoyment of such representations. In other words, by sharing their emotions 

with the younger citizens, the elders move them to experience the same 

                                                 
82 Cf. §5, esp. 174ff. 
83 Cf. 2.655aff. above. 
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emotional responses, interiorising the criteria of ethical correctness affectively 

via the pleasant experience of music. 84 

The emphasis put on enjoying ‘wholesome pleasures’ derived from 

beautiful music represents, in a way, the positive development of an idea 

introduced in 2.669b-c, where the importance of following correct models in 

music was opposed to the undesirable effects of musical mistakes. Musical 

compositions that do not reflect correct relations between ethical objects and 

aesthetical representations were said to engender the biggest harm for the 

soul because they play with the emotions of the listeners, leading them to 

welcome with affection negative ethical dispositions in the soul: the feeling of 

pleasure associated with contents that are ethically wrong unconsciously 

prompts the listeners to regard also the contents as good. 

However, given that the poets are not required to have knowledge of 

what truly ‘fine’ representations consist in, they produce what they regard as 

‘harmless’ variations in pleasures, unaware of the lasting and deep effects that 

this sort of musical communication has on the ‘shape’ of the souls of their 

listeners. It is exactly in this respect that the older citizens differ from the 

poets: they will be aware of what the correct correspondences between ethical 

and aesthetical levels are and will make sure to promote the association 

between pleasure and excellent characters.85 

From all this, it becomes clear that Plato is far from demonising 

emotions or pleasures in general; on the contrary, as is specified by the 

Athenian in the last passage we have examined, the ultimate end for which 

music should be used is to create different types of pleasant experiences, so 

that both adults and young people can rejoice in them and, in doing so, will 

feel attracted to models of excellence: by associating ethically excellent models 

with the feeling of pleasure, they will ultimately consider them as two sides of 

the same coin.86 

In keeping with this principle, then, musico-poetic representations will 

have to represent, at least in their ultimate outcome,87 excellent characters 

                                                 
84 Cf. 2.656b4-7, where the Athenian states that people necessarily become similar to 

each other if they partake in the experience of pleasure: such an ‘inevitable assimilation’ is 

aptly defined here as either the greatest blessing or the worse curse. 
85 Cf. 2.663a9-c5: here the association of pleasant and just behaviours, especially in 

educational contexts, is explicitly recommended. 
86 This idea seems compatible with the association of good pleasures and genesis eis 

ousian in the Philebus: ‘The progress toward perfection is what the best kind of pleasure in 

human life represents’ (Frede 1992, 455). 
87 As we will see in detail in Chapter 4, the crucial matter in the ethical evaluation of a 

dramatic composition is the overall ethical message that it expresses, not the inclusion or 

exclusion of specific actions or human types. 
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living the most pleasant lives; 88  however, nothing seems to exclude the 

possibility of representing evil characters who, at least in the ultimate 

resolution of the representation, end up experiencing all sorts of troubles. 

The crucial and beneficial role played by pleasure in ethical education 

is also reflected by the inclusion of variety (ποικιλία) as a positive 

characteristic of correct musical compositions: 
 

Τὸ δεῖν πάντ᾽ ἄνδρα καὶ παῖδα, ἐλεύθερον καὶ δοῦλον, θῆλύν 

τε καὶ ἄρρενα, καὶ ὅλῃ τῇ πόλει ὅλην τὴν πόλιν αὐτὴν αὑτῇ 

ἐπᾴδουσαν μὴ παύεσθαί ποτε ταῦτα ἃ διεληλύθαμεν, ἁμῶς γέ πως 

ἀεὶ μεταβαλλόμενα καὶ πάντως παρεχόμενα ποικιλίαν, ὥστε 

ἀπληστίαν εἶναί τινα τῶν ὕμνων τοῖς ᾄδουσιν καὶ ἡδονήν.  

(Leg. 2.665c2-7)  

 

It is necessary that all men and children, free and enslaved, 

female as well as male, and indeed the whole city do not stop enchanting 

the whole city with the pieces we have analysed: these should always be 

altered and contain all sorts of variations, so that the singers will feel a 

kind of insatiate desire and pleasure for these compositions. 

 

This is the only positive occurrence of the concept of musical variety 

(ποικιλία) in the whole Platonic corpus, while a significant number of 

passages depict variations, musical or otherwise, as a typical by-product of 

disordered and corrupt societies and psychological states.89 But this case is 

very different: within the limits established by the criteria of ‘correctness’, 

musical variety is comprehensibly regarded as a positive element, in that it 

magnifies the power of fascination of these compositions, acting as an 

‘amplifier’ of their correct pleasures and therefore impressing their ethical 

messages even more deeply in the souls that experience them. By the same 

token, however, an indiscriminate use of musical variations results in a 

magnification of the harmful consequences of misleading representations: via 

the enhanced pleasures of these fascinating musical pieces, the souls welcome 

in themselves the ethically negative behaviours they portray as if they were 

‘good’.90 However, once more, the problem does not consist in the use of 

                                                 
88 Cf. 2.664b, where is provided only a kephalaion, not a comprehensive account of the 

contents that should be portrayed in musico-poetic compositions; see as well 2.661d-663b. 
89 For an examination of the corrupt ethical standards proper to composition that use 

musical poikilia indiscriminately and without any boundaries, cf. Chapter 3, §5 and Chapter 4, 

§§2-4. 
90  Cf. 7.797a-798d: a random use of poikilia leads to constant metabole, which is 

significantly defined as the ‘biggest evil’ (πάντων κακῶν πολὺ σφαλερώτατον, 7.797d10). 

On the correlation of musical poikilia and metabole, cf. Resp. 4.424b-e with Chapt. 3, §§3-4. 



 85

variety (ποικιλία) in itself but rather in the criteria according to which this 

technique is used.91 

In conclusion, Plato’s interest lies neither in defining in moralistic 

terms ‘good’ or ‘bad’ musical models, nor in condemning specific pleasures 

(musical or otherwise) as ‘good’ or ‘bad’: his focus is on how these intense 

emotional experiences, such as for instance the shared enjoyment of musical 

representations, may benefit or damage a person’s psychological growth. The 

language of the last Platonic passage we have analysed is strikingly 

passionate, somehow uncomfortably so if one starts – as a good proportion of 

interpreters do – from the presupposition that Plato condemns all sorts of 

emotional involvement and passional expressions. Instead, the conclusion 

described so passionately here is exactly what Plato aims to achieve with the 

musical training of emotions outlined in Laws 2: an ardent attachment and 

desire for excellence. 

 

                                                 
91 Cf. Chapter 4, §6 for a similar conclusion with regard to auletic music. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

THE HARMONY OF KALLIPOLIS 

 
Do you see, then – I said – that we prophesied properly 

before, by saying that moderation (σωφροσύνη) resembles some 

kind of harmonia (ἁρμονίᾳ τινὶ)?  

(Resp. 4.431e7-432b1) 

 

For, in truth, it seems that justice (δικαιοσύνη) really is 

something like this, though it does not involve doing one’s own 

things with regard to external activities; rather, it concerns the inner 

dimension, which truly is proper to the individual and belongs to 

him. So a just person would not allow any part in himself to 

perform some other part’s task, nor the elements in his soul to 

undertake many activities and interfere with each other. Instead, he 

organises correctly his inner parts and is in charge of himself, he 

gives order to his soul and becomes his own friend, and harmonises 

the three elements just like the three boundaries (ὅρους τρεῖς) of a 

harmonia – the lowest (νεάτης), the highest (ὑπάτης) and the one in 

the middle (μέσης) – and any other that may happen to be in 

between; having bound all of them together and having become 

entirely one instead of many, self-controlled (σώφρονα) and 

harmonic (ἡρμοσμένον), it is in this state that he acts [...].  

(Resp. 4.443c9-e2) 

 

The reader of the Republic is presented on many occasions with a 

thought-provoking characterisation of the most important virtues of kallipolis: 

moderation and justice, as well as the individuals who possess them are 

frequently depicted as being ‘harmonic’, resembling a symphonic agreement 

(συμφωνία) of sounds or even an actual ἁρμονία.1 

As happened at the beginning of the musical examination of Republic 3, 

in Book 4 Socrates introduces these curious characterisations in a very matter-

of-fact way, as if describing them in these terms were only natural. However, 

why should one think of virtues in musical terms at all? And how does this 

characterisation reflect the actual qualities attributed by Plato to these virtues? 

Providing an answer to these questions will be the aim of this chapter. In 

order to do so, we will start by looking at how musical terminology is 

employed in defining the characteristics of moderation (σωφροσύνη) and 

justice (δικαιοσύνη), as well as what sort of implications underlie Plato’s 

choice of specific musical concepts to describe these virtues. As we will see in 

                                                 
1 Cf. Resp. 4.430e1-2, 4.431e7-8, 4.432a8, 4.443d6-e3. However, all the cardinal virtues 

are in effect musically characterised: cf. Resp. 4.402b-c, where the true mousikos is defined as a 

person who is able to recognise all forms and configurations of virtue and their opposites, 

with Chapter 4. 
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the course of this chapter, Plato is far from using merely impressionistic 

images to fashion vague and appealing depictions of the peculiar qualities of 

moderation and justice. On the contrary, their musical characterisations reveal 

some crucial elements of Plato’s conception both of these specific virtues and 

of their functions within the two constitutions of the city and the soul.2  
In the second half of this chapter we will focus on Plato’s 

characterisation of music as a crucial element of the defence strategy that the 

Guardians will have to follow in order to protect the precious and fragile 

harmonic organisation of the perfect city – a defence that will consist 

primarily in maintaining unaltered the musical system of kallipolis, the most 

fundamental part of education. This crucial institution must be protected in 

particular from the dangers of indiscriminate musical innovations, as Socrates 

argues that any changes introduced in the core of education, music, end up in 

affecting the nature of the whole political system. But how does this happen 

and what is Plato so worried about? 

 

1. THE UNITY OF HARMONIA 1: SOPHROSYNE, A ‘SYMPHONY’ OF EMOTIONS 

AND BELIEFS  

 

While in Republic 2-3 the style of the discourse was deeply shaped by 

the creation of a new city, in Book 4 the perspective changes radically. 

Overcoming the limits imposed by the process of foundation of kallipolis, now 

the characters are able to observe the model provided by the newly founded 

city and examine the dynamics of the relations between the new citizens, 

clarifying the specific features and functions of each virtue in the ideal 

society. 

Since the very beginning of Book 4, the most important element that 

characterises the new horizon of discourse is repeatedly emphasised: the 

main aim will be to grant happiness to the ‘city as a whole’. For this reason 

the characters will focus on the virtuous dynamics of the whole system, not 

attributing a privileged status or a greater importance to any particular parts 

of the city.3 However, the kind of ‘whole’ that the city represents is very 

peculiar and complex to define.4 Far from a ‘Parmenidean’ conception of the 

‘whole’ of being as simple, compact, full and uniform,5 the model presented 

by Plato here seems much more similar to the perfect and complex unity 

represented by the combination of the pieces of a puzzle. In this sense, the 

solution of the puzzle of a good politeia will represent a unitary, stable and 

                                                 
2 On the relationship between these two ‘constitutions’, cf. Ferrari 2005. 
3 ὅλη ἡ πόλις: 4.420b7, 4.421b7; σύμπασα ἡ πόλις: 4.421c2, 4.423d5. 
4 On this complex issue, cf. Harte 2002, esp. 48-116 and Centrone 2004. 
5 E.g. Parm. B2, B6, and esp. B8 DK. 
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‘harmonic’6 organisation of multiple elements, be it in the polis or in each 

individual soul. 

Interestingly, in Plato’s view such a complex type of ‘whole’, both in 

the city and in the soul, does not derive its characteristics from an 

undifferentiated, simultaneous and homogeneous presence of all qualities 

and virtues in all of its parts. On the contrary, its overall quality derives from 

the presence of different traits in different components, provided that these 

are incorporated in a system that allows them to develop and become the best 

in their own specific area. If this condition is respected, the quality of a 

correctly organised ‘whole’ will be determined by the combination of 

different types of excellences; independently of the ‘relative size’ of each 

element as opposed to the whole, each component and its peculiar 

characteristics will contribute to and enrich the quality of the whole, 

ultimately making it ‘perfectly good’ (τελέως ἀγαθήν, 4.427e7).7 

This principle is exemplified in the analysis of the characteristics of 

‘wisdom’ (σοφία), the first virtue to be examined – or ‘found’8 to use Socrates’ 

expression – in Book 4: while this virtue is actually present only in the 

smallest part of the city,9 i.e. in the smallest number of citizens, the city as a 

whole becomes wise thanks to the contribution provided by that specific 

part.10 This same ‘transitive’ interpretation is followed also in the case of 

courage (ἀνδρεία),11 which is presented as the result of the excellence of one 

specific part of the city that ultimately makes the whole city courageous. 

However, the approach changes radically with the examination of 

moderation (σωφροσύνη). Significantly, this is also the first virtue to be 

characterised in musical terms: 

 
Σκεπτέον, εἶπον· καὶ ὥς γε ἐντεῦθεν ἰδεῖν, συμφωνίᾳ τινὶ καὶ 

ἁρμονίᾳ προσέοικεν μᾶλλον ἢ τὰ πρότερον. 

Πῶς; 

Κόσμος πού τις, ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, ἡ σωφροσύνη ἐστὶν καὶ ἡδονῶν 

τινων καὶ ἐπιθυμιῶν ἐγκράτεια, ὥς φασι, κ ρ ε ί τ τ ω  δὴ α ὑ τ ο ῦ  

                                                 
6  In this connection, cf. the etymology of the verb ἁρμόζω as ‘fitting together’, 

‘adapting’, properly used of a joiner or carpenter (e.g. see Hom. Od. 5.160-165 and 5.246-248). 

Cf. GEW s.v. and DELG s.v. ἅρμα/ἁρμονία, and Chapter 1, 14ff. 
7 This is such a crucial aspect of the interpretative logic developed in Book 4 that 

determines the identification of justice (dikaiosyne) with the principle of oikeiopragia: each 

citizen/class will have to take care of that specific activity that corresponds to his/her natural 

qualities. Cf. Resp. 4.433bff. 
8 Resp. 4.427e11-428a1. 
9 Resp. 4.428e7: τῷ σμικροτάτῳ ἄρα ἔθνει και μέρει ἑαυτῆς […] 
10 Resp. 4.428e8-9: ὅλη σοφή ἂν εἴη κατὰ φύσιν οἰκισθεῖσα πόλις. 
11 Cf. Resp. 4.429b8-d2. 
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λέγοντες οὐκ οἶδ᾽ὅντινα τρόπον, καὶ ἄλλα ἄττα τοιαῦτα ὥσπερ ἴχνη 

αὐτῆς λέγεται. ἦ γάρ; 

(Resp. 4.430e1-7) 

 

So, let’s examine this. – I said – Actually, seen from here, 

moderation seems to be more similar to a sort of concordance and 

harmonia than the previous virtues. 

How so? 

For moderation – I said – is a kind of order and self-control over 

certain pleasures and desires, as people mean when they say that 

someone is ‘stronger than himself’ in a manner of speaking I don’t quite 

understand. And there are other similar expressions, which are almost 

trails or clues to moderation, are there not? 

 

The analysis of moderation is approached in a slightly ‘oblique’ fashion 

by means of a musical illustration. Differently from the cases of the previous 

virtues, Socrates does not provide an actual definition: he simply says that 

moderation resembles ‘some sort of συμφωνία and ἁρμονία’. Prompted by 

his interlocutor, he specifies that this resemblance depends on the fact that 

moderation consists in creating an orderly structure in one’s own self, 

specifically with regard to two rather unusual elements to be ‘harmonised’: 

pleasures and desires,12 positive passional responses to enjoyable perceptions 

or to the expectation of future experiences of such type. 

Another important implication is introduced in the subsequent 

description of moderation as the capability of creating an inner order by 

means of self-control (ἐγκράτεια) over one’s own passions.13 In fact, the very 

notion of ἐγκράτεια implies the presence of a multiplicity of elements in each 

individual soul, elements that have different, potentially conflicting desires 

and needs. This conception expands the theoretical domain in which clashes 

between contradictory passions can potentially arise: from a social dimension 

of strife between different individuals, conflict now is also envisaged in the 

inner dimension of each individual soul. The souls, then, are not imagined 

anymore in keeping with a Socratic model of simplicity and uniformity14 but 

rather as a small society comprising multiple elements: 
 

Ἀλλ᾽, ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, φαίνεταί μοι βούλεσθαι λέγειν οὗτος ὁ λόγος 

ὥς τι ἐν αὐτῷ τῷ ἀνθρώπῳ περὶ τὴν ψυχὴν τὸ μὲν βέλτιον ἔνι, τὸ δὲ 

χεῖρον, καὶ ὅταν μὲν τὸ βέλτιον φύσει τοῦ χείρονος ἐγκρατὲς ᾖ, τοῦτο 

                                                 
12  The interrelation of the dimension of pleasure with music and with the 

achievement of excellence is at the core of the reflections developed in Laws 2: cf. Chapter 2, 

esp. §5. 
13 Cf. Dorion 2007. 
14 For examples of this Socratic model of unitary and undivided soul, opposed to the 

body, cf. e.g. Phaed. 80aff. 
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λέγειν τὸ κρείττω αὑτοῦ, ἐπαινεῖ γοῦν· ὅταν δὲ ὑπὸ τροφῆς κακῆς ἤ 

τινος ὁμιλίας κρατηθῇ ὑπὸ πλήθους τοῦ χείρονος σμικρότερον τὸ 

βέλτιον ὄν, τοῦτο δὲ ὡς ἐν ὀνείδει ψέγειν τε καὶ καλεῖν ἥ τ τ ω  

ἑ α υ τ ο ῦ ,  καὶ ἀκόλαστον τὸν οὕτω διακείμενον. 

(Resp. 4.431a3-b2) 

 

But, I said, it seems to me that this expression [scil. ‘being stronger 

than oneself’] means that, within the same man, there is one part of the 

soul that is better and one that is worse, and whenever the one that is 

naturally better is in charge over the worse, this is what is called being 

‘stronger than oneself’ and is actually praised. But whenever, due to bad 

upbringing or some kind of persuasion, the part that is the smaller and 

better is ruled by the great mass of the worse element, this is criticised as 

disgraceful and called being ‘weaker than oneself’, and the person 

disposed in this way is regarded as licentious. 

 

The presence of this inner tension between different elements in the 

soul opens up the theoretical space for σωφροσύνη to operate, which in this 

context can be regarded as a real form of ἁρμονία: it does not attempt to 

dissolve existing tensions but, on the contrary, works with them to establish 

an organised system and bring into being a new complex but also unitary 

structure. A more detailed explanation of the reason why moderation is 

conceived as a form of harmonia is provided in Socrates’ second, more 

elaborate definition of σωφροσύνη, which integrates the previous reflection 

on individual self-control within a larger social domain: 
 

Ὁρᾷς οὖν, ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, ὅτι ἐπιεικῶς ἐμαντευόμεθα ἄρτι ὡς 

ἁρμονίᾳ τινὶ ἡ σωφροσύνη ὡμοίωται; 

Τί δή; 

Ὅτι οὐχ, ὥσπερ ἡ ἀνδρεία καὶ ἡ σοφία ἐν μέρει τινὶ ἑκατέρα 

ἐνοῦσα ἡ μὲν σοφήν, ἡ δὲ ἀνδρείαν τὴν πόλιν παρείχετο, οὐχ οὕτω 

ποιεῖ αὕτη, ἀλλὰ δι᾽ ὅλης ἀτεχνῶς τέταται διὰ πασῶν παρεχομένη 

συνᾴδοντας τούς τε ἀσθενεστάτους ταὐτὸν καὶ τοὺς ἰσχυροτάτους 

καὶ τοὺς μέσους, εἰ μὲν βούλει, φρονήσει, εἰ δὲ βούλει, ἰσχύϊ, εἰ δέ, καὶ 

πλήθει ἢ χρήμασιν ἢ ἄλλῳ ὁτῳοῦν τῶν τοιούτων. ὥστε ὀρθότατ᾽ ἂν 

φαῖμεν ταύτην τὴν ὁμόνοιαν σωφροσύνην εἶναι, χείρονός τε καὶ 

ἀμείνονος κατὰ φύσιν συμφωνίαν ὁπότερον δεῖ ἄρχειν καὶ ἐν πόλει 

καὶ ἐν ἑνὶ ἑκάστῳ.  

(Resp. 4.431e7-432b1) 

 

Do you see, then – I said – that we prophesied aptly before, 

saying that moderation resembles some kind of harmonia? 

And why? 

For unlike courage and wisdom which, each of them being 

present in some specific part, respectively make the city wise and 

courageous, moderation does not make the city moderate in the same 
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way. Rather, it is stretched right through the whole city and makes the 

weakest, the strongest and those in the middle – with regard to 

intelligence, if you wish, or strength, number, money or any such similar 

thing – sing the same song together in octaves. Therefore, we would be 

very right in saying that moderation is this kind of agreement, a natural 

concordance of the better and the worse about which part should rule, 

both in the city and in each individual. 

 

After a clear reference to the previous musical characterisation of 

moderation, Socrates emphasises again the essential element of this virtue: 

moderation is necessarily inclusive, i.e. present in some degree in all the 

citizens of the polis and not an exclusive domain of a group of excellent 

citizens. This diffused virtue, spread throughout the whole city, acts as a 

unifying bond between all the citizens, creating an appropriate ‘political 

fabric’15 for a truly unified city (μία πόλις), a shared net of relations that 

enables the citizens to coexist and mutually exchange their services. 

The network created by a system of relations, recognition and 

exchanges represents in the Republic a necessary integration of the idea of 

‘virtue as excellence’ of individual parts of the city, which was proposed with 

regard to sophia and andreia. If the different parts are to coexist and 

collaborate, there must be a common framework in which each individual 

excellence can be inscribed, recognised and comprehended by the 

community, so that a mere assemblage of individuals can become a real unity 

of excellences. 

This peculiar inclusive organisation is appropriately depicted here 

through a famous musical image: the self-controlled, well-ordered city is 

presented as a choir in which all the citizens sing the same melody together. 

This image conveys effectively the idea of a relationship in which individual 

citizens coexist and are able to collaborate in order to achieve a joint target. 

Significantly, this metaphorical ‘social choir’ accepts (and even thrives on) the 

existence of natural differences between individual citizens – in terms of 

physical, mental or economical power for example – as they are balanced by a 

consensual and mutual recognition of the vital role played by different talents 

for the well-being of the whole. In keeping with this idea, the choir of the city 

is said to perform not a ὁμοφωνία (i.e. the same notes in unison) but, as Plato 

specifies, a συμφωνία that is further characterised as διὰ πασῶν. What does 

this mean?  

If the concept of συμφωνία by itself implies the presence of melodic 

lines on different pitches, the specification διὰ πασῶν indicates the kind of 

distance that Plato was thinking of, as this locution in a musical context 

                                                 
15 Cf. Plato Pol. 305e-311c; for a similar image, cf. Resp. 4.442c9-d2. 



 92

means ‘in octaves’. 16  In order to understand the implications of this 

expression, it may be useful to look at the way in which the interval διὰ 

πασῶν is presented in a musical text which is chronologically and culturally 

close to Plato’s environment, one of the Pseudo-Aristotelian Problemata: 
 

Διὰ τί ἡ διὰ πασῶν συμφωνία ᾄδεται μόνη; μαγαδίζουσι γὰρ 

ταύτην, ἄλλην δὲ οὐδεμίαν. ἢ ὅτι μόνη ἐξ ἀντιφώνων ἐστὶ χορδῶν, ἐν 

δὲ τοῖς ἀντιφώνοις καὶ τὴν ἑτέραν ἐὰν ᾄδῃ, τὸ αὐτὸ ποιεῖ; ἡ γὰρ μία 

τρόπον τινὰ τὰς ἀμφοτέρων ἔχει φωνάς, ὥστε καὶ μιᾶς ᾀδομένης ἐν 

ταύτῃ τῇ συμφωνίᾳ ᾄδεται ἡ σύμφωνος, καὶ ἀμφοῖν ᾀδομέναιν· ἢ τῆς 

μὲν ᾀδομένης τῆς δὲ αὐλουμένης ὥσπερ μίαν ἄμφω ᾄδουσιν. διὸ μόνη 

μελῳδεῖται, ὅτι μιᾶς ἔχει χορδῆς φωνὴν τὰ ἀντίφωνα. 

(Ps.-Arist. Probl. 19.18) 

 

Why do people sing only the octave among concords? For they 

magadize17 only at that interval, while not at any other concord. Or is it 

that the octave is the only interval produced by two ‘corresponding 

concordant’ notes (ἀντιφώνων) 18  and, in the case of ‘corresponding 

concordant’ notes, whenever one plays one of the two notes the result is 

the same? For, in some way, it is the only interval which contains the 

sounds of both, so that when one note of such a concord is sung, the 

[whole] conconcordant interval is produced and both notes resound; or 

when one note is sung while the other is played on the aulos, they both 

resound as one. Hence only this concord is turned into a melody, since 

concordant sounds at the octave have the voice of one note. 

 

This text provides a lot of valuable information that can help in 

understanding some concrete aspects of Plato’s musical depiction of 

sophrosyne. First of all, we are told that only the interval of an octave is 

employed in singing, while all other concordant intervals are not. This piece 

of information is clearly relevant for our purposes, and it becomes even more 

significant if we take into account that the pseudo-Aristotelian passage 

regards specifically choral performances.19 The same connection is confirmed 

in another passage of the Pseudo-Aristotelan Problems, 19.39: here we are told 

                                                 
16 E.g. Ps.-Arist. Probl. 19.32, with 19.25; Procl. In Plat. Remp. 1.212.24-1.213.1; Ps.-Plut. 

De musica, 1138e-1139c; Plut. Quaest. Conv. 657b; Plut. Plat. Quaest. 1008d; Plut. De an. procr. in 
Tim. 1018e-1021c , 1028e-1029b. 

17 Magadizein can roughly be translated as ‘singing in parallel octaves’; the term 

comes from magadis, an instrument similar to a harp with pairs of strings tuned an octave 

apart, on which it was possible and apparently customary to play melodies in octaves. Cf. 

Ath. 14.634c-637a, with GMW1 293-298, as well as Ps.-Arist. 19.39 and 19.14 . 
18 Corresponding concordant notes, i.e. octaves: cf. Plato Leg. 7.812d and GMW1 194-

195. 
19 Cf. GMW1 194 note 34. 
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not only that the practice of magadizein is related to singing in octaves but also 

that this interval arises from the distance that separates the pitch of children’s 

voices from those of adult males, which suggests that it is strictly related to 

choral settings. In addition, octaves are characterised as the most pleasant of 

concordances, even more than unisons (homophoniai), due to their simplicity. 

This evidence strengthens the hypothesis that Plato’s reference to 

choral singing in octaves simply reflects ordinary choral practices, and is not 

just his own figurative depiction of the virtue’s peculiar character. 

Furthermore, the element of pleasure highlighted by Pseudo-Aristotle is far 

from irrelevant with regard to the Republic, since the musico-educational 

training outlined in Book 3.400e-403c aims exactly at developing a correct 

emotional response to musical pleasures, as we will see in detail in Chapter 

4.20 

Other passages from the Pseudo-Aristotelian Problem 19.18 provide 

characterisations of the interval διὰ πασῶν that are relevant for our 

interpretation of Plato’s musical image, in particular with regard to the 

special relation of similarity – but not identity – between the two 

‘corresponding concordant’ notes. 21 In fact, not only are they said to perform 

the same function or, to use the text’s expression, have the same result, but 

their functional similarity is also associated with a ‘physical’ correspondence 

of these sounds: when one note is played, the other resonates in response 

(ἀντιφωνεῖν). Conversely, when they are played together, they sound as one 

note, a phenomenon that is explained in the text by saying that what we 

would call their frequencies of vibration22 stand in a ratio of 2:1. 

Thanks to this additional information, we can see how Plato’s musical 

depiction reflects the peculiar nature of sophrosyne even more precisely and 

meaningfully than we suspected earlier. Not only does Plato’s choir of 

moderate individuals stand as a metaphor for the kind of collaborative and 

peaceful relationship established among individuals with different natures; 

the specification about the members of the chorus singing in octaves (διὰ 

πασῶν), in addition to reflecting practical aspects of choral performances, 

reveals also some characteristics proper to the results achieved by this virtue 

in the city. In fact, while the notes forming an octave are different and each 

has its peculiar, distinctive traits, they still sound as one or, as the Pseudo-

Aristotelian passage says well, they ‘have the voice of one note’ (ὅτι μιᾶς ἔχει 

                                                 
20 Cf. also Chapt. 2, esp. §5, on pleasure and music in the Laws. 
21 On the peculiar status of notes in octaves, both different and analogous, cf. Ps.-

Arist. Probl. 19.14, 19.16, 19.17: ἐκείνη γὰρ ἐν τῷ βαρεῖ ἀνάλογον, ὡς ἡ ὀξεῖα ἐν τῷ ὀξεῖ. 

ὥσπερ οὖν ἡ αὐτή ἐστιν ἅμα καὶ ἄλλη. 
22 Ps.-Arist. Probl. 19.39. Cf. as well 19.35a: Διὰ τί ἡ διὰ πασῶν καλλίστη συμφωνία; 

ἢ ὅτι ἐν ὅλοις ὅροις οἱ ταύτης λόγοι εἰσίν, οἱ δὲ τῶν ἄλλων οὐκ ἐν ὅλοις; ἐπεὶ γὰρ 

διπλασία ἡ νήτη τῆς ὑπάτης, οἷα ἡ νήτη δύο, ἡ ὑπάτη ἕν, καὶ οἷα ἡ ὑπάτη δύο, ἡ νήτη 

τέσσαρα, καὶ ἀεὶ οὕτως. 
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χορδῆς φωνὴν τὰ ἀντίφωνα). This seems to be exactly the result ideally 

achieved by the choir of moderate citizens: singing the same melody, they 

will ‘sound as one’,23 but their individual peculiarities are far from being 

erased in order to achieve this goal.24 

The special kind of harmonious organisation produced by moderation 

enables each individual to exercise his own talents to the best in the manner 

that is most suitable to one’s natural characteristics. This κατὰ φύσιν 

συμφωνία (4.432a9) finds its most perfect expression in creating ὁμόνοια,25 a 

‘symphonic agreement’ in the social construction of kallipolis as well as in each 

individual soul. Without renouncing the peculiar differences proper to each 

person or part of the soul, and indeed emphasising the vital importance of 

these differences, a group of separate elements can become a truly unitary 

whole by means of agreement26 or, to use the figurative language of this 

passage, by ‘singing the same song together in octaves’. 

This conception of σωφροσύνη as a virtue that generates agreement 

and harmony does not appear exclusively in Republic 4. The very same 

constellation of ideas appears in the Symposium, in the course of Agathon’s 

famous encomium of Eros. In an articulate and highly refined fashion, the 

popular tragedian elaborates on commonplace characterisations of Eros, 

emphasising traits such as the god’s preference for young people, his desire to 

inhabit ‘tender’ souls and bodies in bloom and so on. Within this sequence of 

well-known characterisations, Agathon mentions also Love’s ability to create 

gracefulness (εὐσχημοσύνη) starting from elements that are in contrast to 

and different from each other27 and then he underlines how Eros does not act 

by means of brutal force: 

 
πᾶς γὰρ ἑκὼν Ἔρωτι πᾶν ὑπηρετεῖ, ἃ δ᾿ ἂν ἑκὼν ἑκόντι 

ὁμολογήσῃ, φασὶν “οἱ πόλεως βασιλῆς νόμοι” δίκαια εἶναι. πρὸς δὲ τῇ 

δικαιοσύνῃ σωφροσύνης πλείστης μετέχει. εἶναι γὰρ ὁμολογεῖται 

σωφροσύνη τὸ κρατεῖν ἡδονῶν καὶ ἐπιθυμιῶν, Ἔρωτος δὲ μηδεμίαν 

ἡδονὴν κρείττω εἶναι· εἰ δὲ ἥττους, κρατοῖντ᾿ ἂν ὑπὸ Ἔρωτος, ὁ δὲ 

                                                 
23 Contrast with Ps.-Arist. Probl. 19.39, where the aesthetic effect of singing in parallel 

concordant intervals other than octaves is likened to the disruptive outcome characteristic of 

choral performances uneven in terms of volume, significantly described as a dissolution 

(καταλύειν) of the existing order: οὖσαι δὲ ἄνισοι, διαφορὰ τῇ αἰσθήσει, καθάπερ ἐν τοῖς 

χοροῖς, ἐν τῷ καταλύειν μεῖζον ἄλλων φθεγγομένοις ἐστίν. 
24 Cf. Ps.-Arist. Probl. 19.39: the corresponding ratios of the sounds comprised in an 

octave, ending in the same point, make their action one and shared (τελευτώσαις δ᾽ εἰς 

ταὐτόν, οὐ ταὐτὸν ποιούσαις, ἓν καὶ κοινὸν τὸ ἔργον συμβαίνει γίνεσθαι). 
25 Resp. 4.432a6-b1. 
26 In particular on how political and social responsibilities should be distributed: 

4.431d9-e2. 
27 Symp. 196a5: διαφερόντως ἐκ πάντων ὁμολογουμένως Ἔρως ἔχει. 
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κρατοῖ, κρατῶν δὲ ἡδονῶν καὶ ἐπιθυμιῶν ὁ Ἔρως διαφερόντως ἂν 

σωφρονοῖ. 

(Symp. 196c1-8) 

Everyone consents willingly to all of Eros’ orders, and the 

‘Sovereign Laws of the City’ declare that what is freely agreed upon is 

just. In addition to justice, Eros partakes in the highest kind of 

moderation too. In fact, it is agreed upon that moderation consists in 

mastering [one’s] pleasures and desires, and no pleasure is stronger than 

Eros; if the others are weaker, then they would be overpowered by Eros 

and, ruling over pleasures and desires, Eros would be eminently self-

controlled. 

 

Similarly to Republic 4, here sophrosyne is associated with mastering 

one’s pleasures and desires on the one hand, with the creation of agreement 

on the other. The fact that these conceptual relations are presented in the 

Symposium within discourses that elaborate on traditional ideas is very 

important for us, as it shows that Plato inherited a cultural conception28 of this 

virtue and reinterpreted it in keeping with the specific aims he wanted to 

achieve in different contexts. 

In the Republic, Plato combines this traditional conception of sophrosyne 
as a force capable of creating inner and social agreement with another 

commonplace of the Athenian cultural discourse about moderation: the idea 

that sophrosyne (as well as dikaiosyne) could be promoted by means of listening 

and, even more importantly, playing correct lyre tunings, especially in early 

education.29 Not only this idea is crucial in the passages on musical education 

of Republic 3, but it is subtly hinted at also by the musical metaphor of the 

choir we examined above. In particular, at 4.432a3, Socrates uses the word 

τέταται 30  in order to describe the presence of moderation in kallipolis: 

                                                 
28 Cf. Cooksey 2010, 29 and 57: ‘The speeches of Phaedrus, Pausanias, Eryximachus, 

Aristophanes, and Agathon survey the best with regard to the conventional or traditional 

wisdom on the question of erōs’. This conceptual network that connects Love, concordance 

and music plays a very important role in the discourse on mousike in Republic 3: cf. Chapter 4, 

§4. In the Symposium, Eros is characterised as a true creator of mousike, as Agathon says a few 

lines below: περὶ μὲν οὖν δικαιοσύνης καὶ σωφροσύνης καὶ ἀνδρείας τοῦ θεοῦ εἴρηται, 

περὶ δὲ σοφίας λείπεται· […] ποιητὴς ὁ θεὸς σοφὸς οὕτως ὥστε καὶ ἄλλον ποιῆσαι· πᾶς 

γοῦν ποιητὴς γίγνεται, “κἂν ἄμουσος ᾖ τὸ πρίν,” οὗ ἂν Ἔρως ἅψηται. ᾧ δὴ πρέπει ἡμᾶς 

μαρτυρίῳ χρῆσθαι, ὅτι ποιητὴς ὁ Ἔρως ἀγαθὸς ἐν κεφαλαίῳ πᾶσαν ποίησιν τὴν κατὰ 

μουσικήν· ἃ γάρ τις ἢ μὴ ἔχει ἢ μὴ οἶδεν, οὔτ᾽ ἂν ἑτέρῳ δοίη οὔτ᾽ ἂν ἄλλον διδάξειεν 

(Symp. 196d-196e). On the role of auletic music in the symposium, cf. Chapter 4, §6. 
29 Cf. AGM 26-27. 
30 From verb τείνω, whose compounds forms ἐπιτείνω and ἐντείνω assumed specific 

technical meanings in musical contexts: originally indicating the process of tuning stringed 

instruments, subsequently they were also employed in reference to singing (e.g. Ps.-Aristot. 

Probl. 19.3). In general, on τείνω, ἐπιτείνω and their relevance in musical contexts, cf. Rocconi 

2003, 13-21. 
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moderation ‘is stretched’ throughout the city, an expression by means of 

which the musical imagery is expanded from the choir of the citizens to 

moderation itself, which is depicted as if it were a musical string tuned 

correctly. 

The same association between establishing a correct tuning by tending 

the strings of an instrument and the development of moderation is attested 

also in another famous text that comments on the characteristics of traditional 

Athenian education: the speech of the ‘Stronger’ or ‘Just’ Discourse in 

Aristophanes’ Clouds 961-968. Describing the esteemed ἀρχαία παιδεία, the 

Stronger discourse emphasises the crucial role of musical education and 

claims that sophrosyne and dikaiosyne are developed by sending children to the 

lyre-master, where they would learn traditional songs and perform them 

‘tuning their lyres on the harmonia their ancestors handed down 

(ἐντειναμένους τὴν ἁρμονίαν ἣν οἱ πατέρες παρέδωκαν, Nub. 968)’.  

This correlation appears again in Protagoras’ speech in the 

homonymous Platonic dialogue: at 325e-326b, the lyre-masters are said to 

‘take care of the children’s moderation (οἵ τ᾽ αὖ κιθαρισταί [...] σωφροσύνης 

τε ἐπιμελοῦνται)’ by teaching them ‘compositions of other good lyric poets, 

intoning them with the accompaniment of the lyres (εἰς τὰ κιθαρίσματα 

ἐντείνοντες), forcing the rhythms and harmoniai to inhabit the souls of the 

children’.31 

So, starting from a set of traditional and, if we are to believe Socrates’ 

words, vague notions of sophrosyne32 as control of one’s own passions, Plato 

emphasises especially this virtue’s ability to generate a ‘harmonious’ system 

of relations. Additionally, he combines these traditional characterisation of 

sophrosyne with another widespread cultural belief, as attested by 

Aristophanes and the character of Protagoras, namely the ability of music to 

instil moderation in souls by means of specific harmoniai – a point that proved 

to be crucial already in Book 3 and, as we will see in Chapter 4, leads Plato to 

envisage the different parts of the soul as strings that need to be harmonised 

to each other correctly. Finally, in Book 4 Plato synthesised all these points in 

his fascinating depiction of the harmonic choir of the moderate city, further 

enriching his characterisation of this virtue on the basis of numerous typical 

features of ordinary choral performances and ultimately creating a new, more 

stringent version of the traditional views in the context of his own 

philosophical project. 

 

2. THE UNITY OF HARMONIA 2: DIKAIOSYNE AND THE HARMONIC SOUL 

                                                 
31 Prot. 326b2-3: καὶ τοὺς ῥυθμούς τε καὶ τὰς ἁρμονίας ἀναγκάζουσιν οἰκειοῦσθαι 

ταῖς ψυχαῖς τῶν παίδων. 
32 On the history of the term in general, cf. the classic North 1966 and Rademaker 

2005. On sophrosyne in Resp. 4, cf. Gastaldi 1998a. 
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If the harmonic characterisation of moderation is strong and well 

defined, it becomes even more remarkable in the treatment of the other 

‘diffused’ virtue in Kallipolis: justice (δικαιοσύνη). Defined as ‘doing one’s 

own’ (τὰ αὑτοῦ πράττειν),33 justice is depicted as the most complex form of 

ἁρμονία,34 in which there is full correspondence of natural talents, inner order 

and social function,35 as well as complete integration of each citizen’s actions 

within the political framework, bringing the construction of ἁρμονία to its 

apex:  
 

Τὸ δέ γε ἀληθές, τοιοῦτον μέν τι ἦν, ὡς ἔοικεν, ἡ δικαιοσύνη, 

ἀλλ᾽ οὐ περὶ τὴν ἔξω πρᾶξιν τῶν αὑτοῦ, ἀλλὰ περὶ τὴν ἐντός, ὡς 

ἀληθῶς περὶ ἑαυτὸν καὶ τὰ ἑαυτοῦ, μὴ ἐάσαντα τἀλλότρια πράττειν 

ἕκαστον ἐν αὑτῷ μηδὲ πολυπραγμονεῖν πρὸς ἄλληλα τὰ ἐν τῇ ψυχῇ 

γένη, ἀλλὰ τῷ ὄντι τὰ οἰκεῖα εὖ θέμενον καὶ ἄρξαντα αὐτὸν αὑτοῦ 

καὶ κοσμήσαντα καὶ φίλον γενόμενον ἑαυτῷ καὶ συναρμόσαντα τρία 

ὄντα, ὥσπερ ὅρους τρεῖς ἁρμονίας ἀτεχνῶς, νεάτης τε καὶ ὑπάτης καὶ 

μέσης, καὶ εἰ ἄλλα ἄττα μεταξὺ τυγχάνει ὄντα, πάντα ταῦτα 

συνδήσαντα καὶ παντάπασιν ἕνα γενόμενον ἐκ πολλῶν, σώφρονα 

καὶ ἡρμοσμένον, οὕτω δὴ πράττειν ἤδη, ἐάν τι πράττῃ ἢ περὶ 

χρημάτων κτῆσιν ἢ περὶ σώματος θεραπείαν ἢ καὶ πολιτικόν τι ἢ περὶ 

τὰ ἴδια συμβόλαια, ἐν πᾶσι τούτοις ἡγούμενον καὶ ὀνομάζοντα 

δικαίαν μὲν καὶ καλὴν πρᾶξιν, ἣ ἂν ταύτην τὴν ἕξιν σῴζῃ τε καὶ 

συναπεργάζηται, σοφίαν δὲ τὴν ἐπιστατοῦσαν ταύτῃ τῇ πράξει 

ἐπιστήμην, ἄδικον δὲ πρᾶξιν, ἣ ἂν ἀεὶ ταύτην λύῃ, ἀμαθίαν δὲ τὴν 

ταύτῃ αὖ ἐπιστατοῦσαν δόξαν.  

(Resp. 4.443c9-444a2)  

 

For, in truth, it seems that justice really is something like this, 

though it does not involve doing one’s own things with regard to 

external activities; rather, it concerns the inner dimension, which truly is 

proper to the individual and belongs to him. So a just person would not 

allow any part in himself to perform some other part’s task, nor the 

elements in the soul to undertake many activities and interfere with each 

other. Instead, he organises correctly his inner parts and is in charge of 

himself, he gives order to his soul and becomes his own friend, and 

harmonises the three elements just like the three boundaries of a harmonia 
– the lowest, the highest and the one in the middle – and any other that 

may happen to be in between. After having bound all of them together 

and having become entirely one instead of many, self-controlled and 

                                                 
33 Resp. 4.433a8. 
34  Interestingly, the figure of a mousikos aner was already presented in Book 1, 

although only in passing, as a model for the behaviour proper to a dikaios and sophos aner: cf. 

Resp. 1.349d-350d, an argument that ends with a blushing Thrasymachus (1.350d3). 
35 Resp. 4.443c9-d3. 
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harmonic, it is in this state that he acts. Whether he deals with collecting 

money, taking care of the body, or even with some sort of political task, 

or arranging private contracts, in all these situations he regards and calls 

just as well as good an action which would preserve this attitude and 

helps in refining it, and wisdom the science that is in charge of that 

action; by contrast, he calls unjust the action which would always destroy 

such an attitude and ignorance the opinion that led to that practice. 

 

Differently from the harmony of moderation, which aimed at 

providing a social structure suitable to integrate different natures and 

abilities, the harmony of justice focuses on a similar, corresponding 

organisation that concerns single individuals. Complementarily to the social 

characterisation of the effects of σωφροσύνη, the depiction of the harmony of 

justice focuses on the psychological side of such a ἁρμονία: by structuring a 

correct hierarchy within the soul, each individual will take control of his 

actions, creating an inner order (κόσμος) and amiability (φιλία) between the 

parts of his soul – an harmonious state that will ultimately lead him to act 

appropriately in all kinds of contexts. 

While the musical imagery of this passage is very evocative in itself, it 

is far from being only an impressionistic depiction of the expected effects of 

justice on the organisation of individual souls. On the contrary, the harmonic-

related imagery is expressly employed by Plato to clarify some central aspects 

of the dynamic interaction of the three parts of the soul by means of an 

analogical comparison with characteristic features of the properly musical 

concept of ἁρμονία.36 In this section, I will attempt to clarify not only why this 

image is introduced here, and preferred to many others that could have 

conveyed equally well the idea of the collaboration of different parts within 

the framework of a hierarchical organisation, but also to explain some 

elements of this image that seem to be difficult to interpret: for example, if the 

three items νεάτη, ὑπάτη and μέση were to be intended only as figurative 

representations of the parts of the soul, how would it be possible to explain 

the additional remark about ‘any other ones that may happen to be in 

between (καὶ εἰ ἄλλα ἄττα μεταξὺ τυγχάνει ὄντα)’, given that extensive 

sections of Book 4 are devoted to establish and clarify precisely the nature of 

the tripartition of the soul? 

Let us start by examining more closely the musical elements present in 

this passage and the function they perform in characterising the harmony of 

justice, beginning with the curious image of the three ‘limiting notes’ of a 

harmonia. In musical contexts, the terms νεάτη/νήτη, ὑπάτη and μέση were 

                                                 
36 Cf. Chapter 1, §2. 
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typically employed to describe the most important subdivisions of modes,37 a 

convention that arose from instrumental practices involving lyres. In the case 

of these instruments, the triplet of notes νήτη-ὑπάτη-μέση constituted a 

stable framework of reference that comprised the external limits of the 

harmonic space and its central ‘boundary’, and on the basis of such a 

framework different ἁρμονίαι could be fitted to the relatively stable and 

limited sound compass of a lyre.38 The structural function of these notes as 

stable points of reference to map the organisation of sounds on a lyre is 

evidently reflected by their very names, which clearly derive from the relative 

position of the strings on the instrument.39 

So, a lyre harmonia encompassed an octave between νεάτη and ὑπάτη, 

which for the sake of simplicity can be imagined as corresponding to e – e’, 
divided into two subsections by μέση as in the following representation: 

e  a  e’ 
ὑπάτη  μέση  νήτη 

4th   5th  

Why should such a structure be appealing as a paradigmatic depiction 

of a perfectly just organisation of the three parts of the soul? One similarity 

between the structures of the soul and that of the ‘skeleton’ of a lyre harmonia 
is immediately evident: both encompass three elements that need to be 

organised in a unitary and harmonious system. However, at least one 

significant problem arises in trying to understand how the parallelism 

between musical and psychological organisations actually works in Plato’s 

passage. Plato states that the parts of a ‘just’ soul are ordered harmonically as 

the three notes or boundaries of a harmonia, but how are we to imagine these 

boundaries and their function in the harmonic system of the soul? For the 

existence of three boundaries would necessarily give origin to a division into 

two parts, not three, which seems slightly odd in a context that has 

emphasised so heavily the importance of psychic tripartition. A reasonable 

explanation of this apparent contradiction can be found if we think about the 

disposition of the three ὅροι on a lyre: in this case, each of them would 

correspond to a string, respectively the two outer and the middle one. 

e  a  e’ 
ὑπάτη  μέση  νήτη 

|  |  | 

                                                 
37 Cf. e.g. Plato Phil. 17d, Philol. fr. 6a, Ps.-Plut. 1139b-c, Plut. Plat. Quaest. 1008e, Plut. 

Quaest. Conv. 744c, Nic. Ench. 11.2.5. 
38 Among other reasons, the physical characteristics of the instrument allowed only a 

relatively limited range of notes to be produced without diminishing the quality of the sound 

or causing damages to the structure of the instrument itself: cf. Hagel 2010, 37 and 92-96. 
39 Cf. Chapter 1, 13. 
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S1  S2  S3 

4th  5th 

Now it is easier to see why this model could have been appealing for 

Plato’s purposes: it is simple, well-balanced and contains all the intervals 

considered as concords in Greek musical thought – the octave (ὑπάτη- νήτη, 
e-e’), the fifth (μέση-νήτη, a-e’) and the fourth (ὑπάτη-μέση, e-a). Moreover, if 

we identify each string with a ‘part’ of the soul, this explanation would be 

consistent with the characterisation of the effects of musical education as an 

‘adjustment of the tension’ of the different ‘strings’ of the soul, 

characterisation that is provided in the pages that precede immediately the 

musical depiction of dikaiosyne.40  

However, the division of the lyre harmonia presented above does not 

comprise all the sounds that characterised the basic structure underlying all 

lyre scales, based on a standard set of ‘fixed’ notes (φθόγγοι ἀκίνητοι or 

ἑστῶτες) that were characteristic of the compass of a lyre.41 As can be easily 

grasped from their very name, the ‘fixed’ notes could not be subject to 

alterations of their relative pitch relations and, at least from the 5th century 

on,42 they represented solid and immutable points of reference with regard 

both to the organisation of individual tetrachords, i.e the very basic building 

blocks of ancient Greek music, and to the combinations of multiple 

tetrachords in larger harmonic structures.43 

In order to obtain the complete set of the fixed notes of a lyre, then, it is 

necessary to integrate the division given above with an additional sound, 

paramese, as in the following diagram: 

e  a b  e’ 
ὑπάτη  μέση παραμέση νήτη 

4th  T  4th 

                                                 
40  Βy means of ‘a mixture of mousike and physical training’ (μουσικῆς καὶ 

γυμναστικῆς κρᾶσις, 4.441e7-442a2), the rational element will be ‘tightened’ and the spirited 

one ‘slackened’ (441e8-442a2), leading them to a harmonious balance. In this way, the stable 

alliance (συμμαχία) of logistikon and thymoeides, will protect the vulnerable condition of the 

soul, constantly in danger of developing conflicts and inner divisions – a condition that was 

strikingly assimilated to a civil war of the soul, 4.440e3-4: ἐν τῇ τῆς ψυχῆς στάσει; cf. 

4.440b2-4, 4.442d2. On the complex relationship between the characteristics of musical 

education and its psychological outcomes, cf. Chapter 4, esp. §§2-4. 
41 On the customary subdivision of the notes of a tetrachord in ‘fixed’ and ‘movable’, 

cf. e.g. Aristox. El. Harm. 28.10-12, 57.13-59.16 . 
42 Hagel 2010, 133. 
43 Cf. the interesting remarks in Theon, de Math. Plat. 49.6-20, who quotes Adrastus: 

tetrachords are presented as basic elements of music, whose function is similar to that letters 

in forming words. Cf. GMW2 213ff. 
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We are presented now with a slightly different picture, one that was 

very familiar to Greek musical theorists: an elegant tripartite structure, which 

results from the combination of two tetrachords separated by a tone.44 In 

addition to being theoretically well balanced and satisfactory, this 

organisation of sounds and intervals presents other advantages on a stringed 

instrument, both on a physical and an aesthetical level. In fact, the presence of 

such a high number of consonances not only reflects the eminent role played 

by these intervals in musical practices45 but also allows for an optimal degree 

of resonance between the strings of a lyre.46 

Therefore, in its standard 5th century formulation, the subdivision of a 

lyre harmonia comprises three ‘sections’, which could potentially be arranged 

in many different sequences within the same compass, though the best 

combination in terms of resonance, which was also the one employed in 

historical lyres,47 is exactly the one comprising two tetrachords separated by a 

tone: a well ordered, balanced and harmonious tripartite structure. 

The parallelism between the tripartite structure of the soul and the 

organisation of a harmonia on a lyre is comprehensible and meaningful, both if 

we consider the bare structure ὑπάτη/μέση/νήτη explicitly outlined by Plato 

in Republic 4 and if we regard the actual historical characteristics of the 

intervallic subdivision of a lyre octave. 48  Moreover these two levels, 

historically speaking, were far from separate and mutually exclusive, as is 

reflected by one particular practice that was among the first elements learned 

by lyre students: tuning the instrument, a procedure based exactly on the 

connections between these two ways of reading a lyre harmonia. 

The most common method for tuning lyres was similar to that 

described both in ‘Aristoxenian’ and ‘Pythagorean’ texts as tuning ‘by means 

of concordance’ (διὰ συμφωνίας)49 in the diatonic genos.50 In brief, it consisted 

                                                 
44 This separation was known as ‘disjunction’ (διάζευξις): cf. e.g. Aristox. El. Harm. 

73.7. 
45 Cf. Hagel 2010, 229-250 for a thorough examination of the distribution of intervals 

in the extant musical documents. 
46 Both fifths and fourths are present twice; fifths: ὑπάτη-παραμέση (e-b) and μέση-

νήτη (a-e’); fourths: ὑπάτη-μέση (e-a) and παραμέση-νήτη b-e’. Cf. Hagel 2010, 133ff. 
47 See e.g. Philolaus fr. 6 Huffman, with Chapter 1, 35ff. 
48 This identification of the three parts of the soul with two tetrachords separated by a 

tone (e-a-b-e’) is a development of the thesis presented in Barker 2005, 36-38; differently from 

Barker, I read the passage as outlining the existence of three parts, not two. The ‘smaller’ 

interval is probably to be recognised in logistikon (cf. Resp. 4.431a), so the educational alliance 

between the rational element and thymoeides would represent the wider, stronger force in the 

soul, on which cf. Chapter 4, esp. §4. 
49 Cf. e.g. Aristox. El. Harm. 31.1, 68.15-69.2, 69.9; Ptol. Harm. 1.14.2.5, 1.16.77, Ps.-Plut. 

1145b-c. See also Plut. Plat. Quaest. 1003a4-5, on the generation of the soul in the Timaeus: ἐπεὶ 

δ᾽ ἡ ψυχὴ νοῦ μετέλαβε καὶ ἁρμονίας καὶ γενομένη διὰ συμφωνίας ἔμφρων […]. Cf. 

GMW1 245 note 243, GMW2 168 note 111, Hagel 2010, 133-134, Franklin 2005. 
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in setting first the desired pitch of mese51 and then in tuning all the other notes 

by means of intervals of fifths and fourths; in addition, the two extremes nete 

and hypate form an interval of an octave. So from a hypothetical mese=a, the 

performer would move on to set hypate (e) and nete (e’), followed by paramese 
(b). Once this basic framework was established, the other intermediate notes 

would have been selected in accordance with the harmonia required for a 

specific composition. For example the most simple case, the Dorian, would 

have simply required continuing in steps of ascending fourths and 

descending fifths until the scale was entirely tuned.52 

This procedure is based on a conceptual and practical connection 

between the first way of dividing a harmonia we have considered after 

Republic 4, i.e. a system delimited by three horoi coinciding with the very first 

three strings to be tuned (mese, nete, hypate), and the second one, which is 

based on an intervallic structure comprising the four immovable notes 

available in the sound compass of a lyre octave. Once the first three horoi have 

been established, a ‘dialectical’ procedure must be followed to establish the 

pitch of the missing notes by structuring a system of rational and harmonic 

relations: in such a system, the position of the ‘additional‘ horos, paramese, 

would be as stable and immutable as that of the other three, at least in the 

case of a lyre harmonia that is structured correctly, in Platonic terms. 

In the light of these observations, we are in a much better position to 

understand why the model of a lyre harmonia could be appealing for Plato’s 

depiction of the organisation of the parts of a just soul: structured on the basis 

of refined and subtle relations that are simple, elegant and theoretically 

                                                                                                                                            
50 The use of quartertone intervals on lyres is unattested, while the introduction of the 

chromatic genos is represented as an extremely innovative development in the musical 

practices of 5th-4th century Athens. That the diatonic genos would be the most natural for lyre 

music is also indirectly testified by the fact that it did not have a distinct name until very late 

(probably attested for the first time in Hibeh Papyrus 13). Moreover while the denominaion 

enharmonikon is not strictly technical in origin and the term chromatikon is evidently borrowed 

from another aesthetic sphere and applied metaphorically to the musical structure it 

indicates, the denomination diatonon/diatonikon has been coined expressly in technical musical 

contexts (cf. Rocconi 2003, 24 note 105 and 69-70). As the latest research on the question 

convincingly showed, it is likely that the diatonic genos was the oldest, not the most recent (cf. 

Franklin 2002, Hagel 2010, 435-440), and was already attested in Babylonian music (cf. Kilmer 

2001, Hagel 2005). Cf. as well Theon, de Math. Plat. 53.17-54.15, esp. the last lines: καλεῖται δὲ 

τὸ τοιοῦτον γένος τῆς μελῳδίας διάτονον, ἤτοι ὅτι διὰ τῶν τόνων τὸ πλεῖστον διοδεύει ἢ 

ὅτι σεμνόν τι καὶ ἐρρωμένον καὶ εὔτονον ἦθος ἐπιφαίνει. Cf. also de Math. Plat. 56.3-5: τὸ 

δὲ διάτονον γένος ἁπλοῦν τι καὶ γενναῖον καὶ μᾶλλον κατὰ φύσιν· διὸ μᾶλλον τοῦτο 

παραλαμβάνει Πλάτων. 
51 The crucial role of the note mese is reflected in its technical characterisation as arche 

(Ps.-Arist. Probl. 19.44) and hegemon (Ps.-Arist. Probl. 19.33, 19.36, Aristox. ap. Ps.-Plut. 

1135a10, Dio Chrys. 68.7) 
52 For this reason, the Dorian was likely to be the basis for all other tunings: cf. 

Franklin 2005. 
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satisfactory, this harmonic organisation was also familiar to large numbers of 

citizens in Classical Athens, who would have learned how to play the lyre as 

part of their liberal education53 – an aspect that perhaps explains also why 

Plato preferred this particular image to other possible representations of unity 

and complexity. But does this harmonic interpretation help in interpreting the 

enigmatic reference made in Republic 4 to other possible elements of the soul 

that ‘may happen to be in between (καὶ εἰ ἄλλα ἄττα μεταξὺ τυγχάνει ὄντα) 

the three basic ὅροι of the soul?  

Within the harmonic system of a lyre harmonia, the additional elements 

‘in between’ (μεταξύ) the main boundaries of the fixed notes (hypate-mese-
paramese-nete) would consist in the group of so-called ‘movable’ notes which, 

as the name suggests, could be adapted to different pitches and complete the 

organisation of each tuning: 

e      ?        ?    a      b       ? ?           e’ 

ὑπάτη παρυπάτη λίχανος μέση παραμέση   τρίτη παρανήτη   νήτη 

Differently from fixed notes, the pitches of the movable ones depend 

on the harmonic setting of the piece to be performed, which means that one 

needs specific models to follow in establishing their tunings, i.e. different 

sequences of intervals proper to each harmonia. On the basis of the 

information provided in the musical section of Republic 3, we are in a 

relatively good position to reconstruct what types of harmoniai would be 

theoretically available for the lyres of kallipolis. However, it is necessary to 

modify slightly the musical structures we outlined in Chapter 1, 54  since 

Aristides transcribed ‘Plato’s harmoniai’ in the enharmonic genus,55 while the 

genus employed in lyre tunings would most likely be diatonic. In addition, all 

the harmoniai would need to be fitted within the compass of the same lyre 

octave, producing the following arrangements: 

 

e f g a b c d e’ 

Dorian  

 

e f# g a b c# d e’ 

Phrygian  

                                                 
53 Cf. e.g. Aristoph. Vesp. 959, where the expression ‘he doesn’t know how play the 

lyre’ (κιθαρίζειν γὰρ οὐκ ἐπίσταται) is used to denote a character’s lack of education; cf. as 

well Vesp. 989. It is possible that these passages allude to Themistocles’ alleged musical 

incompetence: cf. Halliwell 2012a, 34 with note 54, and Harmon 2003. 
54 Cf. Chapter 1, 22. 
55 As already observed in Chapter 1, this is not very surprising as the enharmonic was 

the genus which the pre-Aristoxenian harmonikoi were more interested in: cf. El. Harm. 6.6-9, 

with Barker 2007, 37-48. 
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e f g a b♭ e’ 

Mixolydian  

 

e f g a (b?) c 

Syntonolydian 

 

e f g a b c# 

Iastian/Ionian 

 

 

Again from Book 3, we know that only Dorian and Phrygian harmoniai 
would be allowed in the educational practices of the ideal city, while all the 

others should be discarded. Can this additional element guide us in our 

understanding of the differences between the harmoniai above? Is there any 

kind of connection between the musical selection undertaken in Book 3 and 

the ethical definitions of Book 4?  

If we look at the reconstruction of the harmonic systems of Book 4 

keeping in mind the distinction between ‘accepted’/’rejected’ harmoniai 
introduced in Book 3, a striking difference between the two groups of 

harmoniai appears immediately evident: all the ‘rejected’ harmoniai lack at least 

one of the four fixed notes (indicated in bold above), while the complete 

framework of ὅροι is maintained only in the case of Dorian and Phrygian. 

Consistently with the choices made in Book 3, therefore, the ideal ‘harmonic’ 

organisation of the just soul is compatible only with the specific harmoniai that 

were previously allowed in kallipolis. In addition, at least with regard to the 

‘archaic’ version we can reconstruct on the basis of Aristides, the Dorian and 

Phrygian harmoniai would also be the only ones that are suitable to be played 

on a lyre:56 in fact, the very structures of all the others would require different 

types of instruments and, in particular, would be very well-fitted to the 

aulos.57 

In the light of such a perspective, then, we may be able to find a 

satisfactory explanation for an apparently puzzling element introduced in the 

musical discussion of Book 3, notably the fact that Plato chose to keep the 

Phrygian harmonia in his ideal constitution but did not allow the aulos in his 

                                                 
56 Of course this inference is not applicable to the later systematised versions of the 

old harmoniai: on the difference between pre-systematic and systematised harmoniai, cf. Barker 

2007, 43-55, 83-84, 194-195 and 224. 
57 The resemblances between some of the rejected modes and the Spondeion have been 

highlighted already in Chapter 1, 27. On the Spondeion aulos, cf. Hagel 2010, 406-8 and 437-

440. 
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ideal city.58 Let us look at the passage of Book 3 devoted to the musical 

instruments allowed in kallipolis: 

 
Οὐκ ἄρα, ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, πολυχορδίας γε οὐδὲ παναρμονίου ἡμῖν 

δεήσει ἐν ταῖς ᾠδαῖς τε καὶ μέλεσιν. 

Οὔ μοι, ἔφη, φαίνεται. 

Τριγώνων ἄρα καὶ πηκτίδων καὶ πάντων ὀργάνων ὅσα 

πολύχορδα καὶ πολυαρμόνια δημιουργοὺς οὐ θρέψομεν. 

Οὐ φαινόμεθα. 

Τί δέ; αὐλοποιοὺς ἢ αὐλητὰς παραδέξῃ εἰς τὴν πόλιν; ἢ οὐ 

τοῦτο πολυχορδότατον, καὶ αὐτὰ τὰ παναρμόνια αὐλοῦ τυγχάνει 

ὄντα μίμημα; 

Δῆλα δή, ἦ δ᾽ ὅς. 

Λύρα δή σοι, ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, καὶ κιθάρα λείπεται καὶ κατὰ πόλιν 

χρήσιμα· καὶ αὖ κατ᾽ ἀγροὺς τοῖς νομεῦσι σύριγξ ἄν τις εἴη. 

Ὡς γοῦν, ἔφη, ὁ λόγος ἡμῖν σημαίνει. 

Οὐδέν γε, ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, καινὸν ποιοῦμεν, ὦ φίλε, κρίνοντες τὸν 

Ἀπόλλω καὶ τὰ τοῦ Ἀπόλλωνος ὄργανα πρὸ Μαρσύου τε καὶ τῶν 

ἐκείνου ὀργάνων. 

Μὰ Δία, ἦ δ᾽ ὅς, οὔ μοι φαινόμεθα. 

(Resp. 3.399c7-e3) 

 

Therefore, I said, we will need neither a multitude of strings nor 

all harmoniai in our songs and melodies. 

It seems not. 

Then we will not support craftsmen producing trigonoi, pektides 

and all those instruments that are multi-stringed (polychordoi) and 

‘panharmonic’. 

Apparently we won’t. 

Well then, will you admit in the city aulos-makers or auletes? Or 

isn’t it the most multi-stringed (polychordotaton) of all instruments, and 

don’t the ‘panharmonic’ instruments themselves turn out to be an 

‘imitation’ of the aulos? 

Clearly! 

So you are left with the lyre and the kithara, and these are useful 

to the city; in the fields there will also be some sort of syrinx for the 

herdsmen. 

This seems to be what the argument tells us. 

                                                 
58  This choice has been notoriously received with surprise even by Plato’s 

contemporaries, as attested by Aristotle, who expresses some perplexity towards these 

measures: cf. Pol. 8.1342a-b, with Chapter 1 §4.2 above. In addition to the observations of 

Chapter 1, Aristotle’s criticism stands on the idea that Phrygian mode and the aulos are not 

only customarily employed together but necessarily correlated, while in fact the Phrygian 

mode could be employed also in contexts that did not require the use of auloi: cf. West 1981, 

180-181 on Phrygian on the kithara, and Winnington-Ingram 1956, 172-3 and 181. 
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Then, I said, we are not really producing great innovations, my 

friend, by choosing Apollo and his instruments over Marsyas and his! 

By Zeus, he said, we really don’t seem to be! 

 

This passage begins by outlining some apparently obvious 

implications of Glaucon’s previous statement: as the only harmoniai left in the 

city were the Dorian and the Phrygian, due to their desirable ethical effects, 

then there will be no need in the city for a ‘multitude of strings’ (polychordia) 
and panharmonic instruments, such as the types of harps mentioned above, 

which comprise a wide variety of sounds that would allow many different 

harmoniai to be realised.59 This point is perfectly consistent with the harmonic 

models we have outlined above: on the lyre, the Dorian and the Phrygian 

mode differ only in two sounds and even in this case the difference is just a 

semitone (f/f#, c/c#). 

After this plain connection, though, Socrates introduces a much more 

thought-provoking consideration, pointedly expressed by means of a 

deliberately striking image: in adding the aulos to the list of the instruments to 

be eliminated, Socrates describes it as polychordotatos, literally the ‘most multi-

stringed’ instrument of all, which is an utterly paradoxical way to depict a 

wind instrument. The meaning of such characterisation is not difficult to 

understand, as it clearly refers to the wide range of sounds that could be 

obtained on the aulos by means of a variety of techniques available to the 

performers;60 however, it is interesting to think about the reason why Plato 

chose such a bizarre expression, which seems not to be attested in pre-

Platonic texts,61 when instead another very prominent literary characterisation 

of auloi would have been very familiar to Plato and perfect for this context: 

Pindar’s ‘all-toned’ (πάμφωνος) voice of the αὐλός.62 

Interestingly, in such a crucial but delicate passage of his musical 

discussion, Plato avoids using directly a well-established depiction of the 

aulos and instead plays with this traditional characterisation by pushing it to 

its extreme, paradoxical limit: Plato refers to the numerous notes of the all-

                                                 
59 For a detailed discussion of the characteristics of harps such as trigonoi and pektides, 

cf. AGM 71-77. 
60 The intonation of each note could be modified in many ways, both by half-stopping 

the holes and by acting on the reed itself: cf. AGM 95-97, Hagel 2010, 135-136. 
61 The only non-Platonic occurrence of the expression aulos polychordos is PMG Lyr. 

Adesp. fr.29b. In all the other cases, Plato is acknowledged as the creator of the expression: cf. 

Pollux, 4.67-68, Timaeus Gramm. Lexicon Platonicum Π 1000b31 and Procl. In Plat. Alc. Maj. 
197.13. 

62  Cf. Pind. Pyth. 12.18-23 with Scholia in Pythia P12.31, where the origin of the 

Polykephalos nomos is associated with mimetic representations of the hissing of the serpents 

growing on the head of the Gorgon Euryale (cf. GMW1 57-58 and AGM 214), as well as Pind. 

Ol. 7.12 with Scholia in Olympia O7.17-22 and Pind. Isth. 5.27. 
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sounding aulos as a multiplicity of χορδαί, a term that came to indicate 

musical notes in general but whose origin is clearly related to stringed 

instruments. The paradox is pushed even further by Socrates: his imaginary 

‘multi-stringed’ aulos is turned into the model followed and reproduced by all 

the other stringed panharmonic instruments, which actually had a great 

number of physical χορδαί.63 

The accumulation of comic elements in Socrates’ statements, which is 

well attested in other passages of the Republic itself, succeeds in drawing the 

reader’s attention to the ‘subversive’ move proposed in this passage:64 it will 

be necessary for readers to remember that, while both the Dorian and the 

Phrygian modes are selected as suitable for kallipolis, the aulos is not going to 

be a part of its musical world.65 

Some other subtle aspects of this passage emphasise the importance of 

appreciating and remembering the apparent contradiction, from the point of 

view of conventional cultural associations,66 between the selection of Dorian 

and Phrygian harmoniai on the one hand, and the fact that only relatively 

simple stringed instruments were to be allowed in the ideal city on the other. 

In particular, while the harmoniai had been strongly characterised as those 

that were ‘left’ in place after the discussion of their characteristics,67 Socrates 

qualifies also the instruments selected with the same kind of language: 

Glaucon is left ‘only with the lyre and kithara’ (λύρα δή σοι […] καὶ κιθάρα 

λείπεται). And, tellingly, his reply to Socrates encourages the reader to think 

again about the unusual implications of this very argument: ‘this seems to be 

what the argument tells us’ (Ὡς γοῦν [...] ὁ λόγος ἡμῖν σημαίνει). 

                                                 
63 On the connection between the ‘standard’ lyre harmoniai, ‘guarded’ by the intervals 

established by mese, nete, hypate, as opposed to the modifications introduced by polychord 

instruments, cf. Theon de Math Plat. 51.5-20: τὴν [συμφονίαν] διὰ πασῶν, οὕτω 

προσαγορευθεῖσαν ἐπειδὴ τὸ πρῶτον ἀπὸ τῆς ὀκταχόρδου λύρας ὁ πρῶτος καὶ 

βαρύτατος φθόγγος, καλούμενος ὑπάτη, τῷ τελευταίῳ καὶ ὀξυτάτῳ, τουτέστι τῇ νήτῃ, 

τὴν αὐτὴν εὑρέθη συνέχων συμφωνίαν κατ᾽ ἀντίφωνον. ἐπηυξημένης δὲ τῆς μουσικῆς 

καὶ πολυχόρδων καὶ πολυφθόγγων γεγονότων ὀργάνων τῷ προσληφθῆναι καὶ ἐπὶ τὸ 

βαρὺ καὶ ἐπὶ τὸ ὀξὺ τοῖς προυπάρχουσιν ὀκτὼ φθόγγοις ἄλλους πλείονας, ὅμως τῶν 

πρώτων συμφωνιῶν αἱ προσηγορίαι φυλάττονται, διὰ τεσσάρων, διὰ πέντε, διὰ πασῶν. 
64 For a parallel of such technique, cf. the three ‘waves of ridicule’ that Socrates fears 

in Republic 5, with regard to the basic ‘principles’ of kallipolis: equality of men and women of 

similar intellectual and ethical quality, communistic living arrangements and the government 

of philosophers. Cf. Halliwell 1993, 5-7 and 137-139. 
65 However, there is no reason to think that Dionysiac elements associated with the 

Phrygian mode should be eliminated together with the aulos from Plato’s ideal constitutions: 

cf. Chapter 4, §§5-6. 
66 E.g. the aforementioned necessary correlation of Phrygian and aulos attested at 

Arist. Pol. 8.1342a-b. 
67 Cf. the recurrent use of λείπω in Resp. 3.399a3-5, 3.399c1-5. 
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The last straw of Socrates’ comical crescendo is given in his final remark: 

‘we are not really producing great innovations by choosing Apollo and his 

instruments over Marsyas and his’. If the interpretation outlined up to now is 

correct, Socrates and Glaucon would be far from following traditional 

patterns in their musical selection: on the contrary, they would be introducing 

fairly substantial innovations, as Glaucon’s reply indeed seems to confirm. 

 

3. WORDS SET IN STONE: Μὴ νεωτερίζειν, MUSICAL STYLES AND POLITICAL 

SYSTEMS 

 

The extensive harmonic characterisation of moderation and justice is 

not the only way in which the deep resemblances and interdependence 

between the establishment of virtues and the principles of music is presented 

in the Republic. In particular, in Book 4 Plato shows this same correlation also 

from an entirely different point of view, i.e. by presenting the unavoidable 

consequences that derive from introducing innovations into the musical 

educational system outlined in Books 2 and 3. 

At the beginning of Book 4, however, this sudden obsession with 

musical innovation seems rather odd. Βeing unaware of the following 

theoretical project, which as we have seen structures the very definitions of 

the most important and widespread virtues of kallipolis on the basis of musical 

concepts, Socrates’ preoccupation here seems unrelated to the issues at stake 

and more like an echo of the preceding treatment of music and poetry rather 

than a substantial contribution to the current discussion. Of course, Socrates’ 

words are also meant to evoke the results achieved in the previous books, but 

they do not perform exclusively this function; rather, this strategic move aims 

at bringing the subject of music back to the centre of the stage. 

As usual, Plato’s strategy to rekindle the reader’s interest in this 

specific subject is very effective. First of all, he depicts the effects of good 

education by means of what has rightly become a famous representation of 

the ideal city: once it has been correctly founded, the city grows like a circle 

(ὥσπερ κύκλος) until it reaches its best possible shape, thanks to a correct 

education in music and gymnastics which will make the good natures of its 

citizens increasingly better in all respects.68 This beautiful and peaceful picture 

is followed by a very intense passage, full of incisive formulations, that is 

clearly meant to strike the reader’s imagination for its drastic opposition with 

the previous idyllic scenario: 
 

Ὡς τοίνυν διὰ βραχέων εἰπεῖν, τούτου ἀνθεκτέον τοῖς 

ἐπιμεληταῖς τῆς πόλεως, ὅπως ἂν αὐτοὺς μὴ λάθῃ διαφθαρὲν ἀλλὰ 

παρὰ πάντα αὐτὸ φυλάττωσι, τὸ μὴ νεωτερίζειν περὶ γυμναστικήν τε 

                                                 
68 Cf. Resp. 4.424a5-10, with Adam 1902 ad loc. 
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καὶ μουσικὴν παρὰ τὴν τάξιν, ἀλλ᾽ ὡς οἷόν τε μάλιστα φυλάττειν, 

φοβουμένους ὅταν τις λέγῃ ὡς τὴν 

 

ἀοιδὴν μᾶλλον ἐπιφρονέουσ᾽ ἄνθρωποι, 

ἥτις ἀειδόντεσσι νεωτάτη ἀμφιπέληται69  

 

μὴ πολλάκις τὸν ποιητήν τις οἴηται λέγειν οὐκ ᾄσματα νέα 

ἀλλὰ τρόπον ᾠδῆς νέον, καὶ τοῦτο ἐπαινῇ. δεῖ δ᾽ οὔτ᾽ ἐπαινεῖν τὸ 

τοιοῦτον οὔτε ὑπολαμβάνειν. εἶδος γὰρ καινὸν μουσικῆς μεταβάλλειν 

εὐλαβητέον ὡς ἐν ὅλῳ κινδυνεύοντα· οὐδαμοῦ γὰρ κινοῦνται 

μουσικῆς τρόποι ἄνευ πολιτικῶν νόμων τῶν μεγίστων, ὥς φησί τε 

Δάμων καὶ ἐγὼ πείθομαι. 

(Resp. 4.424b2-c6) 

 

Therefore, to put it briefly, the Guardians of the city will have to 

cling to this form of education, so that it will not be destroyed without 

their realising it but, rather, they will guard these measures against all 

possible dangers: no revolutions are to be introduced in gymnastics and 

music against the established arrangement. Ιnstead they need to be 

defended as much as possible. The Guardians should be afraid whenever 

someone talks like this: 

 

Men hold in higher esteem the song 
which is the newest to flow from lips of the singers. 

 

so as to avoid the risk that someone might easily think that the 

poet did not refer to new tunes but to a new style of song, and praised it. 

But this should neither be praised nor accepted. In fact, one must beware 

of changing to a new musical system, since this puts the whole 

constitution in danger: musical styles never change without modifying 

the most important political laws too, as Damon claims and I believe as 

well. 

 

First of all, the readers are told that the fundamental elements to be 

guarded in order to preserve the virtuous system of kallipolis are the laws 

about musical and physical education established in Book 3. Here, in order to 

convey beyond any doubt the fundamental importance of this point, Plato 

introduces the first iconic formulation of this passage: ‘no revolutions must be 

introduced’ (μὴ νεωτερίζειν) to the organisation of music and gymnastics. 

Then Plato continues by specifying that what must be especially feared 

are the cultural effects of ambiguously formulated aesthetic judgements, like 

the one provided in the ‘Homerizing’ verses at 4.424b, for they can lead to 

                                                 
69 Cf. Hom. Od. 1.351-352: τὴν γὰρ ἀοιδὴν μᾶλλον ἐπικλείουσ᾽ ἄνθρωποι / ἥ τις 

ἀκουόντεσσι νεωτάτη ἀμφιπέληται. On the differences from Plato’s version, cf. below. 
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fundamental and dangerous misunderstandings: in this particular case, 

associating higher aesthetic value with stylistic innovations rather than with 

the creation of new songs in keeping with a given set of stylistic conventions.70 

We will return shortly to the nature of such misunderstandings and 

their consequences, but first we should look more closely at the verses quoted 

by Plato and at their own original context, as they can provide useful 

information to clarify the wider network of implications of this passage of the 

Republic.71 These verses are a tweaked version of Odyssey 1.351-352, where 

Telemachus addresses his mother Penelope, who had just entered the hall to 

tell the bard Phemius to stop singing of the return voyages (νόστοι) of the 

Greek heroes, with the following words: 

 
μῆτερ ἐμή, τί τ᾽ ἄρα φθονέεις ἐρίηρον ἀοιδὸν 

τέρπειν ὅππῃ οἱ νόος ὄρνυται;  οὔ νύ τ᾽ ἀοιδοὶ 

αἴτιοι, ἀλλά ποθι Ζεὺς αἴτιος, ὅς τε δίδωσιν  

ἀνδράσιν ἀλφηστῇσιν ὅπως ἐθέλῃσιν ἑκάστῳ. 

τούτῳ δ᾽ οὐ νέμεσις Δαναῶν κακὸν οἶτον ἀείδειν· 

τὴν γὰρ ἀοιδὴν μᾶλλον ἐπικλείουσ᾽ ἄνθρωποι,  

ἥ τις ἀκουόντεσσι72 νεωτάτη ἀμφιπέληται. 

(Hom. Od. 1.346-352)  

 

Oh mother, why do you begrudge the loyal singer 

Who entertains us as his mind prompts him to? For singers aren’t 

Responsible, but rather Zeus is, since he is the one who imposes 

On toiling men what he holds right for each. 

This bard is not at fault for singing the terrible fate of the Greeks: 

For men praise especially that song 

Which is the newest to float into their listening ears. 

 

Telemachus’ words in this passage are very strong and confident, as is 

underlined in the poem especially in the characterisation of Penelope’s 

reaction: stunned (θαμβήσασα, Od. 1.360), she goes back to her room with 

‘her soul filled with the son’s wise words’. 73  However, the position so 

forcefully presented by Telemachus is diametrically opposite to the points 

defended in the discussion of poetry in the Republic. In particular, one passage 

of Book 2 contains such a precise inversion of Telemachus’ view as to seem 

almost an outright response to that sort of (widespread?) cultural tenet: 

                                                 
70 The emphasis put on the non-threatening role of new songs, as opposed to new 

musical styles, is compatible with the positive evaluation of musical poikilia of Laws 2: within 

the limits established by a carefully studied set of aesthetic and ethical criteria, variation is 

not only possible but a welcome addition. Cf. Chapter 2, 84ff. 
71 Cf. D’Angour 2011, 184-190. 
72 ἀϊόντεσσι von der Mühll. 
73 Od. 1.361: παιδὸς γὰρ μῦθον πεπνυμένον ἔνθετο θυμῷ. 



 111

 

Οὐδ᾽ ἄρα, ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, ὁ θεός, ἐπειδὴ ἀγαθός, πάντων ἂν εἴη 

αἴτιος, ὡς οἱ πολλοὶ λέγουσιν, ἀλλὰ ὀλίγων μὲν τοῖς ἀνθρώποις 

αἴτιος, πολλῶν δὲ ἀναίτιος· πολὺ γὰρ ἐλάττω τἀγαθὰ τῶν κακῶν 

ἡμῖν, καὶ τῶν μὲν ἀγαθῶν οὐδένα ἄλλον αἰτιατέον, τῶν δὲ κακῶν 

ἄλλ᾽ ἄττα δεῖ ζητεῖν τὰ αἴτια, ἀλλ᾽ οὐ τὸν θεόν. 

Ἀληθέστατα, ἔφη, δοκεῖς μοι λέγειν. 

Οὐκ ἄρα, ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, ἀποδεκτέον οὔτε Ὁμήρου οὔτ᾽ ἄλλου 

ποιητοῦ ταύτην τὴν ἁμαρτίαν περὶ τοὺς θεοὺς ἀνοήτως 

ἁμαρτάνοντος καὶ λέγοντος ὡς   δ ο ι ο ί  π ί θ ο ι   

κατακείαται ἐν Διὸς οὔδει  

κηρῶν ἔμπλειοι, ὁ μὲν ἐσθλῶν, αὐτὰρ ὃ δειλῶν·  

 

(Resp. 2.379c2-d4) 

 

So, I said, the god, being good, would not be responsible for all 

things, as many people say, but only for few things which happen to 

men, while he would not be responsible for many: good things are far 

fewer than bad things that happen to us, and it is not necessary to hold 

anybody else responsible for good events, whereas it is necessary to 

search some other causes for bad ones, but not the god. 

It seems to me, he said, that what you say is perfectly true.  

Then, this must not be accepted either from Homer or from any 

other poet who makes such a foolish mistake about the gods and says 

 

There are two jars at the threshold of Zeus, 
Full of destinies: the one holds good things, bad ones the other. 

 

After formulating very emphatically his position on the role of the god 

as cause only of good things for humans,74 Plato moves straight on to attack 

Homer’s views, exemplified through some lines from Book 24 of the Iliad,75 

and significantly labels such views with the charged expression ‘mistake 

about the gods’ (ἁμαρτία περὶ τοὺς θεούς). The semantic field of ἁμαρτία 

stretches from the idea of committing an error to that of doing wrong 

willingly 76  and this last association, in religious contexts, acquires an 

additional layer of significance: erring willingly is associated with sinning 

and guilt.77  

                                                 
74 Cf. as well Resp. 2.380b-c.  
75 Cf. Hom. Il. 24.527-528, esp. the different text of 528: δώρων οἷα δίδωσι κακῶν, 

ἕτερος δὲ ἑάων. 
76  This last acceptation emphasises the agent’s responsibility for the actions 

committed: see Arist. Eth. Nic. 5.1135b, but also Arist. Poet. 1453a7-30; cf. Plato Phaed. 113e. 
77 Cf. LSJ s.vv. ἁμαρτάνω and ἁμαρτία and DELG s.v. ἁμαρτάνω. 
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In Plato’s writings we are often presented with the association between 

disrespect for religious or social rules and for musical styles. 78  The most 

prominent example is represented by the strict interrelation of the ‘rules and 

guidelines about the gods (νόμοι καὶ τύποι περὶ θεολογίας)’ 79  and the 

discussion of the content of poetic compositions in Book 2 of the Republic, in 

which Homer is repeatedly attacked for his characterisation of the gods, as 

shown in the passage quoted above. This association is depicted very 

effectively also in a famous passage of the Phaedrus: also in this case the idea 

of committing ἁμαρτία concerns the production of false contents in poetry 

(περὶ μυθολογίαν) and, once again, Homer is identified as the culprit.80 

In Republic 10, Homer returns again to the centre of the stage as the 

‘leader’ of the tragedians in a passage that calls into question precisely the 

poets’ competence about divine as well as human matters;81 and at the end of 

same book, within the specimen of ‘new’ mythology represented by the myth 

of Er, Plato’s anti-Homeric perspective is expressed very effectively:  

 
Ἀνάγκης θυγατρὸς κόρης Λαχέσεως λόγος. Ψυχαὶ ἐφήμεροι, 

ἀρχὴ ἄλλης περιόδου θνητοῦ γένους θανατηφόρου. οὐχ ὑμᾶς δαίμων 

λήξεται, ἀλλ᾽ ὑμεῖς δαίμονα αἱρήσεσθε. πρῶτος δ᾽ ὁ λαχὼν πρῶτος 

αἱρείσθω βίον ᾧ συνέσται ἐξ ἀνάγκης. ἀρετὴ δὲ ἀδέσποτον, ἣν τιμῶν 

καὶ ἀτιμάζων πλέον καὶ ἔλαττον αὐτῆς ἕκαστος ἕξει. αἰτία ἑλομένου· 

θεὸς ἀναίτιος. 

(Resp. 10.617d6-e5) 

 

This is the message of Lachesis, the maiden daughter of 

Necessity: ‘Ephemeral souls, this is the beginning of another cycle of 

mortal generation that brings death. You are not to be assigned a daimon 

by lot, but instead you will choose the daimon. So the first person 

extracted by lot will be the first to choose the type of life to which he will 

be bound by necessity. Virtue has no masters; each one of you will have 

more or less virtue depending on whether he holds it in esteem or 

disdains it. The responsibility is on the person who chooses: the god is 

not responsible’. 

                                                 
78 Cf. Leg. 7.799e-800d, where the association between musical and social nomoi is 

explicitly attested, and an interesting case of apparently customary contemporary anti-social 

behaviour is depicted precisely by means of a musical performance: during public sacrifice, 

crowds of choirs stand close to the altars and disturb the ceremony by uttering blasphemies 

and singing in a mournful style. 
79 Cf. Resp. 2.380cff. 
80 Cf. Phaedr. 243a: ἐστὶ δὲ τοῖς ἁμαρτάνουσι περὶ μυθολογίαν καθαρμὸς ἀρχαῖος, 

ὃν Ὃμηρος μὲν οὐκ ᾔσθετο, Στησίχορος δέ· τῶν γὰρ ὀμμάτων στερητεὶς διὰ τὴν Ἑλενης 

κακεγορίαν, οὐκ ἠγνόησεν ὥσπερ Ὃμηρος, ἀλλ᾽ ἅτε μουσικὸς ὢν ἔγνω τὴν αἰτίαν καὶ 

ποιεῖ εὐθὺς· Οὐκ ἔστ᾽ ἔτυμος λόγος οὗτος· / οὐδ᾽ ἔβας ἐν νηυσὶν εὐσέλμοις / οὐδ᾽ ἳκεο 

πέργαμα Τροίας. 
81 Cf. Resp. 10.598d-e. 
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In this poetic passage, Plato demonstrates how the ‘new’ myth will not 

need to renounce its charm in order to convey ethically acceptable notions: 

the apparently artless, simple elegance of a phrase such as αἰτία ἑλομένου· 

θεὸς ἀναίτιος, with the simultaneous use of antithesis and chiasmus, is a full 

match for its Homeric counterpart (οὔ νύ τ᾽ ἀοιδοὶ / αἴτιοι, ἀλλά ποθι Ζεὺς 

αἴτιος, Od. 1.347-348). 

Returning to Republic 4.424b-c, what implications does the 

‘Homerizing’ quotation have for the way in which the whole discussion is to 

be understood? First of all, it shows that questions concerning 

theologia/mythologia and mousike were not, in Plato’s view, as unrelated as they 

may seem to us. Also, given that the source of Plato’s quasi-quotation is a 

very famous passage of the Odyssey, he surely expected his audience to 

recognise these lines, a famous literary precedent in which mousike and 

theologia were already associated. However, Plato’s discussion of this 

correlation reaches a completely different level of complexity in Books 2-4. 

Taking into account the significant literary background evoked by this quasi-

quotation reveals one additional aspect of the lapidary sentence ‘no 

innovations to mousike’: it is not a matter of not altering only musical forms 

but also their content, including fundamental ethical tenets such as the nature 

of the gods that constitute the basis of the new cultural system of kallipolis.  

However, Plato does not simply quote the Homeric lines in question 

but rather manipulates them in order to make them more suitable for his own 

programme, a technique that is far from infrequent in his writings. 82 

Specifically, in this case Plato substitutes two key words of the Homeric 

passage, turning ἐπικλείουσ’ to ἐπιφρονέουσ’ 83  and ἀκουόντεσσι to 

ἀειδόντεσσι, and both of these substitutions have substantial repercussions 

for the meaning of the passage, although on two very different levels. 

The first alteration modifies significantly the characterisation of the 

psychological reaction of the audience, and is perfectly consistent with Plato’s 

views on the way in which music deeply affects the mind-set of the listeners:84 

in Plato’s manipulated version of the Homeric verses, the public does not 

                                                 
82 Cf. Tarrant 1951, esp. 62. However, the explanation provided by Tarrant does not 

seem entirely satisfactory, as she does not pay enough attention to the possibility that Plato 

may be consciously tweaking the words of the Homeric passages in order to strengthen his 

point – an argument that is persuasively presented by Seth 1963: see especially the brief 

discussion of Resp. 4.424b on p.176. For a different interpretation of the mismatch, cf. S. West 

ad Od. 1.351-352 in Heubeck-West-Hainsworth 1990. On Plato’s Homeric quotations, cf. Lohse 

1964, 1965, 1967 and Yamagata 2012. More generally on Plato’s habit to tweak poetic 

passages, see Dodds 1959 ad Gorg. 484e3-7, which comments on Plato’s adaptation of 

Euripides. 
83 This form is attested once at Hom. Od. 19.385. 
84 Cf. Resp. 3.401d6-7, with Chapter 4, §4. 
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simply react by praising and applauding more loudly the newest song but 

actually has a higher opinion of that song. This specification leads the reader to 

see immediately that music, far from being just an external source of 

entertainment, implicates a deep involvement and, potentially, also a 

modification of one’s thoughts and psychological attitude. 

The second substitution introduces a different type of shift, which 

concerns the aesthetic evaluation provided in the Homeric passage: in Plato’s 

version, the novelty of the admired song is associated with the quality of the 

singer’s performance, without specifying whether it is his musical style that is 

innovative or rather he is producing a song about recent events but in a 

traditional style. 85  And this is exactly the central point of the potential 

misunderstanding envisaged by Socrates in this passage: the public should 

not be presented with aesthetic evaluations formulated in such a way as to 

leave room for potential misinterpretations, as otherwise they may be unable 

to distinguish positive artistic innovation, such as the type of variation 

praised in Laws 2, 86  from negative ones. However, Plato could use this 

Homeric passage in this way only by tweaking its wording, especially with 

regard to the second verse: otherwise, the source of the potential 

misunderstanding would have been much less evident and the overall 

argument less plausible, as what may sound new to the ears of the listeners 

may well be far from innovative in terms of musical style. 

Therefore, it is one specific type of misunderstanding that must be 

avoided: what is to be held in high esteem and praised by the public are new 

tunes (ᾄσματα νέα) composed and performed by musicians, not a new style 

of songs (τρόπον ᾠδῆς), that is to say a disruption of the rules established at 

Republic 3.398-400, which was openly characterised as a discussion περὶ ᾠδῆς 

τρόπου καὶ μελῶν (3.398c1-2). However this does not mean that musical 

innovations in general are to be banned from kallipolis: nothing is said here 

against the possibility of composing new songs in keeping with the basic 

musical rules provided in Book 3. And this is not necessarily a severe 

limitation: would anyone be prepared to argue, mutatis mutandis, that all 

Classical compositions for piano in C and D major are too similar to each 

other and boringly repetitive? 

The message of this passage of the Republic seems to be that what must 

not be altered are the rules that determine a specific musical ‘style’, not a 

series of individual compositions. And, to convey beyond doubt that 

innovations in terms of style are not to be considered as a viable option, Plato 

introduces here the second lapidary statement of this passage: innovation in 

musical styles ‘must neither be praised nor accepted (δεῖ δ᾽ οὔτ’ ἐπαινεῖν τὸ 

τοιοῦτον οὔτε ὑπολαμβάνειν)’. 

                                                 
85 On this passage, see as well D’Angour 2011, 187-190. 
86 Leg. 2.665 with Chapter 2, 84ff. 
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Finally, Socrates reveals the reason for his particular interest in musical 

innovation: modifications to musical forms, he says, put the whole 

constitution at risk. While in its own context, at the beginning of Book 4, this 

statement seems quite cryptic and not entirely consequent from or 

understandable on the basis of the previous arguments, in the light of the 

subsequent use of musical concepts in the definitions of sophrosyne and 
dikaiosyne, the connection established here between musical and constitutional 

forms appears far less eccentric and inconsequential. If the configurations of 

the virtues that permit the creation of a unitary socio-political community87 

resemble those of musical elements, then indiscriminate modifications 

introduced in musical styles, independently of the potential repercussions of 

these novelties, can legitimately be seen as a menace to the fundamental 

ethico-political structures of the constitution. 

However, while the full extent of this interrelation can be appreciated 

only at the end of Book 4, in this specific passage Socrates needs to find a 

different way to justify this seemingly bizarre connection without the support 

of such a strong theoretical background. For this reason, he resorts to evoking 

another authority as the original advocate of this theoretical connection, 

Damon, who is presented as the source of the third and last lapidary sentence 

of this passage: ‘musical styles never change without modifying the most 

important political laws too’ (οὐδαμοῦ γὰρ κινοῦνται μουσικῆς τρόποι ἄνευ 

πολιτικῶν νόμων τῶν μεγίστων). 

As we have seen in Chapter 1, Damon was mentioned previously in 

Book 3 of the Republic,88 and also on that occasion he was given a very eminent 

role: he was presented as the ‘expert’ who would provide the characters of the 

dialogue with advanced and apparently reliable technical information on the 

ethical qualities of rhythms, in order to fill the gaps in Glaucon’s good but 

amateurish musical knowledge.89  

Plato’s use of Damon in both passages as an authoritative source 

represents a good reason to consider these passages as related, together with 

the fact that Damon’s statement is centred on μουσικῆς τρόποι, which is the 

very expression used to describe the objects of the discussion on music in 

                                                 
87 The unity of the politeia is referred to as a holon (ἐν ὅλῳ κινδυνεύοντα), which 

seems to evoke the strong characterisation of the arguments of Book 4 as a reflection on the 

city as a whole (holon). Cf. above, 87ff. 
88 Cf. Resp. 3.400c, with Chapter 1, §§5-6. 
89 In all the Platonic passages that mention him, the figure of Damon is represented as 

a gifted sophistes who produced significant intellectual analyses about social and 

psychological aspects of music; however, due to the ‘scientific’ approach of his inquiries, 

which were not concerned with establishing a hierarchy of moral value between different 

musical elements (modes, rhythms, etc.), Plato’s appreciation of his intellectual approach 

could only be limited to granting him some true technical expertise, but no intrinsically 

philosophical value. On this question, cf. Lynch (forth.). 
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Book 3. In addition, Damon’s connection of musical styles with the μέγιστοι 

νόμοι of the constitution is presented so emphatically by Socrates in order to 

suggest, however obliquely, that the discussion of musical education of Book 

3 and the theoretical approach to the musical nature of the virtues of Book 4 

are ultimately only two different ways to look at the same objects: musical 

tropoi are at the basis both of the educational processes that will give the soul 

a ‘correct’ shape and of the structure of the virtues which characterise the 

wider dimension of the city. 

In conclusion, the figure of Damon seems to be employed by Plato to 

create a symbolic bridge between the musical sections of Republic 3 and 4, 

showing that reflections on the ethical aspects of musical education are 

essentially connected with reflections on the ethical dynamics of political 

systems. 

 

4. ‘ESTABLISHING A GARRISON IN MUSIC’  

 

After the severe, albeit vague warning against musical innovation 

given at 4.424b2-c6, Socrates continues by expanding on the ethical and 

educational effects that would derive from hypothetical modifications to 

musical nomoi. This thread of thought had already been elaborated earlier in 

Book 3 and for this reason is more immediately understandable to the 

characters of the dialogue, while the examination of the wider consequences 

of these modifications for the structure of the virtues is postponed. 

Socrates synthesises the crucial role played by musical education in 

preserving the ethico-political organisation of the city by representing music 

as a particularly strategic place that must be defended and inhabited by the 

Guardians: 

 
Τὸ δὴ φυλακτήριον, ἦν δ᾿ ἐγώ, ὡς ἔοικεν, ἐνταῦθά που 

οἰκοδομητέον τοῖς φύλαξιν, ἐν μουσικῇ. 
Ἡ γοῦν παρανομία, ἔφη, ῥᾳδίως αὕτη λανθάνει παραδυομένη. 

Ναί, ἔφην, ὡς ἐν παιδιᾶς γε μέρει καὶ ὡς κακὸν οὐδὲν 

ἐργαζομένη. 
Οὐδὲ γὰρ ἐργάζεται, ἔφη, ἄλλο γε ἢ κατὰ σμικρὸν 

εἰσοικισαμένη ἠρέμα ὑπορρεῖ πρὸς τὰ ἤθη τε καὶ τὰ ἐπιτηδεύματα· ἐκ 

δὲ τούτων εἰς τὰ πρὸς ἀλλήλους συμβόλαια μείζων ἐκβαίνει, ἐκ δὲ δὴ 

τῶν συμβολαίων ἔρχεται ἐπὶ τοὺς νόμους καὶ πολιτείας σὺν πολλῇ, ὦ 

Σώκρατες, ἀσελγείᾳ, ἕως ἂν τελευτῶσα πάντα ἰδίᾳ καὶ δημοσίᾳ 

ἀνατρέψῃ. 
Εἶεν, ἦν δ᾿ ἐγώ· οὕτω τοῦτ᾿ ἔχει; 
Δοκεῖ μοι, ἔφη. 
Οὐκοῦν, ὃ ἐξ ἀρχῆς ἐλέγομεν, τοῖς ἡμετέροις παισὶν 

ἐννομωτέρου εὐθὺς παιδιᾶς μεθεκτέον, ὡς παρανόμου γιγνομένης 
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αὐτῆς καὶ παίδων τοιούτων ἐννόμους τε καὶ σπουδαίους ἐξ αὐτῶν 

ἄνδρας αὐξάνεσθαι ἀδύνατον ὄν; 
Πῶς δ᾿ οὐχί; ἔφη. 
Ὅταν δὴ ἄρα καλῶς ἀρξάμενοι παῖδες παίζειν εὐνομίαν διὰ 

τῆς μουσικῆς εἰσδέξωνται, πάλιν τοὐναντίον ἢ ᾽κείνοις εἰς πάντα 

συνέπεταί τε καὶ αὔξει, ἐπανορθοῦσα εἴ τι καὶ πρότερον τῆς πόλεως 

ἔκειτο. 
(Resp. 4.424c8-425a6) 

 

So it seems – I said – that the Guardians must establish their fort 

around here, in music. 

Actually – he said – lawlessness easily creeps in there without 

being noticed. 

Yes – said I – as if it were just a matter of a pastime and did 

nothing bad. 

Well, it does no harm – he said – other than this: once it has 

established itself comfortably in there, it flows gently, little by little into 

characters and ways of life. And from there, having become more 

powerful, it moves on to contracts between people, and then from 

contracts it attacks the laws and the constitutions with great insolence, 

Socrates, until it ends up overturning everything, both in private and in 

public. 

Well, then, – said I – Is this the way it happens? 

I think so – he said. 

Therefore, as we stated from the beginning, our children should 

not neglect more law-abiding pastimes from early on; after all, if the 

pastimes and those children as well turn against the law, isn’t it 

completely impossible for them to grow up and, from that, become 

respectful and virtuous men? 

How could it not be so? 

So, once children make a good start and, while playing, welcome 

good order into them through music, in a complete reversal of our 

previous scenario it follows them in all their endeavours and supports 

their growth by correcting anything that may have been previously 

neglected by the city. 

 

Here Socrates argues that the most important task for future 

Guardians90 consists in establishing their garrison in music (ἐν μουσικῇ)91 

because this crucial subject for the correct development of the ethical attitude 

of children is, at the same time, the most vulnerable to the attack of 

lawlessness (παρανομία). In fact, differently from the case of political or 

social reforms, innovations introduced into music and education are regarded 

as particularly dangerous for the whole politeia as their impact on the most 

                                                 
90 Resp. 4.423e2: τὸ λεγόμενον ἓν μέγα φυλάττωσι. 
91 Cf. Schofield 2010b. 
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important structures of the city is not immediately perceived by the citizens. 

On the contrary, musical innovations are erroneously interpreted just as 

innocent ‘games’, disguised under the mask of innocuous variations. In this 

way, bypassing the control of rationality, through μουσική lawlessness finds 

a way of creeping into the perfect system of kallipolis and, having penetrated 

into the innermost recesses of souls, it undermines the basic ethical beliefs of 

each individual. From there, it gradually infiltrates increasingly large areas 

growing like a wave, which at first ‘flows little by little into characters and 

ways of life (ὑπορρεῖ πρὸς τὰ ἤθη)’ and ultimately, greately increased, ends 

up making ‘its insolent way into the laws and the government (ἐπὶ τοὺς 

νόμους καὶ πολιτείας)’, overthrowing all public and private institutions. 

The direction followed by the flow of παρανομία resembles closely the 

one previously outlined with regard to justice: the substantial changes 

brought about by the two forces of justice and lawlessness begin by changing 

the forms of education, then move on to characters and ultimately affect the 

whole organisation of social life. However, at least in one respect the 

destructive wave of lawlessness is crucially different from the virtuous circle 

of good education: while the latter is characterised by a constant and 

persistent action which, ideally, leads to the creation of a ‘perfectly just’ city, 

on the contrary the flow of paranomia, which began gently in the realm of 

education, engenders a giant wave that becomes increasingly stronger and 

more dangerous, and quickly destroys the most fundamental structures of the 

city. 

In order to nip this process in the bud, Socrates states that the future 

children of kallipolis will have to spend time playing and training in activities 

that comply with the criteria outlined in Book 3 so that, by means of mousike, 
they will absorb and welcome in themselves the fundamental principles of a 

truly good order (eunomia).92 The effects described at the end of this passage 

are analogous to those previously attributed to the virtuous cycle of the well-

founded polis (4.424a5-10): having received positive stimuli since the very 

beginning, the children of kallipolis will constantly renew and reinforce their 

own ethical attitude by partaking in well-structured games and enjoying 

musical performances, a process that will progressively improve their nature 

and lead them closer to being ‘perfectly’ just.93 

                                                 
92 For a closer analysis of this ‘subconscious’ process, cf. Chapter 4, §§2-4. 
93 Cf. Resp. 4.425a3-4 and 4.425b10-c2, where the verb ὁρμήσῃ, used for the city at 

4.424a5, is applied to educational processes. Cf. Glaucon’s ironic expression at 3.403e7 – 

thanks to musical education, the Guardians have interiorized the correct ethical typoi and will 

not need a φύλακος φύλαξ to look after them. For the same connections, cf. Leg. 7.797b-c and 

7.799aff., with Chapter 2. 
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These repeated musical stimuli ‘write’ the correct ethical principles 

into the Guardian’s soul94 with an extraordinarily powerful ink which, as 

Socrates observes,95 is capable of resisting the most powerful menace: the force 

of ‘illegal’ pleasures (ἡδοναὶ παράνομοι). 96  The severe consequences of 

succumbing to these psychological forces will be masterfully portrayed in 

Books 8 and 9, where Plato will show how, once the realm of harmonic unity 

is compromised by accepting the rule of unmediated neoterismos, the 

dissolution of the well-formed unity explodes into a variety of inner and 

social conflicts.97 

Leaving these fascinating issues aside, let us stay focused on the 

questions raised in Book 4 and try to understand more accurately the 

motivations behind Plato’s preoccupation with musical innovations. Up to 

now we have examined the reasons why musical innovations are attributed 

such a prominent role within the philosophical construction of the dialogue, 

but what about Plato’s historical experience? Were there any historical artistic 

phenomena that made the potential menace of musical παρανομία appear so 

dreadful to Plato, apart from and in addition to its theoretico-political 

implications? 

In order to answer this question, it is necessary to turn once more to 

Republic 3, which also in this case provides significant information to 

illuminate the musical reflections of Book 4. The relevant passage of Book 3 

continues the line of enquiry developed in the previous section, which 

discussed what contents should be allowed in the new mythology of kallipolis, 
but focuses on a different element of poetic compositions: λέξις. While this 

term covers a wide range of stylistic aspects, 98  at the beginning of the 

examination the Platonic Socrates narrows down the scope of the enquiry to 

the ways in which events can be recounted, distinguishing three types of 

narrative modes: ‘simple’ narration (haple diegesis), mimetic narration and 

                                                 
94 For this trope, cf. Phaedr. 277a-278d with de Luise 1997 ad loc., and Phil. 38e-39e. 
95 Cf. Resp. 3.413b-e: the young citizens will have to be tested (basanizein) by means of 

pleasures and pains, so as to establish whether they will be able to maintain their 

fundamental beliefs unaltered or not. 
96 Cf. Resp. 9.571b5. 
97 Books 8-9 are scattered with musical expressions denoting the opposite condition to 

the unitary and harmonious kallipolis. While in this study I could not examine the dissonant 

characterisations of the variety of unjust cities and souls, I hope to do so in due course. 
98 In Resp. 3, the term does not indicate only strictly linguistical aspects, such as the 

choice and use of words and phrases in speech or writing, but also more global stylistic 

aspects related to the musical aspects of performances: cf. Resp. 3.397b1-c8, where the 

discussion of the types of ‘diction’ (εἴδη τῆς λέξεως) focuses mostly on the use of ἁρμονία 

and ῥυθμός. Cf. Chapter 4, §2. 
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‘mixed’ narration, which employs both the first and the second types.99 After 

an extended discussion of this classification, Socrates moves on to the most 

important question for him: should the Guardians be allowed to participate in 

mimetic representations and, if they are, what kinds of characters are they 

supposed to impersonate? 

We will examine this question in detail in Chapter 4. However, for our 

present purposes, the most interesting aspect of Socrates’ speech does not 

concern what virtuous citizens will be allowed to represent mimetically, but 

the extensive and surprisingly detailed account of the characters or situations 

that will be excluded from this sort of performance: 

 
οὐ δὴ ἐπιτρέψομεν, ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, ὧν φαμεν κήδεσθαι καὶ δεῖν 

αὐτοὺς ἄνδρας ἀγαθοὺς γενέσθαι, γυναῖκα μιμεῖσθαι ἄνδρας ὄντας, 

ἢ νέαν ἢ πρεσβυτέραν, ἢ ἀνδρὶ λοιδορουμένην ἢ πρὸς θεοὺς 

ἐρίζουσάν τε καὶ μεγαλαυχουμένην, οἰομένην εὐδαίμονα εἶναι, ἢ ἐν 

συμφοραῖς τε καὶ πένθεσιν καὶ θρήνοις ἐχομένην· κάμνουσαν δὲ ἢ 

ἐρῶσαν ἢ ὠδίνουσαν, πολλοῦ καὶ δεήσομεν. 

παντάπασι μὲν οὖν, ἦ δ᾽ ὅς. 

οὐδέ γε δούλας τε καὶ δούλους πράττοντας ὅσα δούλων. 

οὐδὲ τοῦτο. 

οὐδέ γε ἄνδρας κακούς, ὡς ἔοικεν, δειλούς τε καὶ τὰ ἐναντία 

πράττοντας ὧν νυνδὴ εἴπομεν, κακηγοροῦντάς τε καὶ κωμῳδοῦντας 

ἀλλήλους καὶ αἰσχρολογοῦντας, μεθύοντας ἢ καὶ νήφοντας, ἢ καὶ 

ἄλλα ὅσα οἱ τοιοῦτοι καὶ ἐν λόγοις καὶ ἐν ἔργοις ἁμαρτάνουσιν εἰς 

αὑτούς τε καὶ εἰς ἄλλους, οἶμαι δὲ οὐδὲ μαινομένοις ἐθιστέον 

ἀφομοιοῦν αὑτοὺς ἐν λόγοις οὐδὲ ἐν ἔργοις· γνωστέον μὲν γὰρ καὶ 

μαινομένους καὶ πονηροὺς ἄνδρας τε καὶ γυναῖκας, ποιητέον δὲ 

οὐδὲν τούτων οὐδὲ μιμητέον. 

ἀληθέστατα, ἔφη. 

τί δέ; ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ· χαλκεύοντας ἤ τι ἄλλο δημιουργοῦντας, ἢ 

ἐλαύνοντας τριήρεις ἢ κελεύοντας τούτοις, ἤ τι ἄλλο τῶν περὶ ταῦτα 

μιμητέον; 

καὶ πῶς; ἔφη, οἷς γε οὐδὲ προσέχειν τὸν νοῦν τούτων οὐδενὶ 

ἐξέσται; 

τί δέ; ἵππους χρεμετίζοντας καὶ ταύρους μυκωμένους καὶ 

ποταμοὺς ψοφοῦντας καὶ θάλατταν κτυποῦσαν καὶ βροντὰς καὶ 

πάντα αὖ τὰ τοιαῦτα ἦ μιμήσονται; 

ἀλλ᾽ ἀπείρηται αὐτοῖς, ἔφη, μήτε μαίνεσθαι μήτε μαινομένοις 

ἀφομοιοῦσθαι. 

(Resp. 3.395d5-396b8) 

 

                                                 
99 For a detailed examination of these distinctions and their implications, cf. Halliwell 

2009 and Halliwell 2012b, and Chapter 4, §2. 
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Therefore we will not let those we say we care for and who must 

become virtuous impersonate, as men, a woman either young or old, 

whether abusing a man or contending with the gods and boasting in the 

belief that she is happy; nor a woman in trouble, grieving and lamenting, 

let alone one who is ill, in love or in labour. 

Definitely so. 

Nor will they impersonate male or female slaves who act 

slavishly. 

No, not that. 

Nor evil men, it seems, men who are cowards and do all the 

opposite of what we have been saying up to now: slandering and 

ridiculing one another and using foul language, either drunk or sober, or 

other ways in which such men behave unjustly toward themselves and 

others, be it in word or deed. For I think that they mustn’t acquire the 

habit of making themselves seem mad, whether in words or actions: for it 

is necessary to have knowledge of mad and evil men and women, but 

none of these things should be actively practised or represented 

mimetically. 

That’s definitely true. 

So what? Should bronze-workers be impersonated, or other 

craftsmen, ship rowers or those who set their rhythm,100 or something 

else involved in these activities? 

And how, since it is necessary for them to concentrate their minds 

on none of these actions? 

And what about neighing horses, bellowing bulls, noisy rivers, a 

stormy sea and thunders, and other similar things? 

But it is forbidden for them to act madly or to assimilate 

themselves to mad people! 

  

A wide range of activities are mentioned here and, despite the 

apparent lack of connections between them, they can be all understood on the 

basis of the same principle that previously determined what actions and 

characters could be mimetically represented by the Guardians: they should 

impersonate only characters who are consistent with and appropriate to their 

own ethical disposition and they should avoid all the others. In keeping with 

this rule, men will not impersonate women independently of their age and, 

since the Guardians are by definition virtuous, they will avoid impersonating 

women who behave less-than-ideally, such as having harsh exchanges with 

men and gods. Furthermore, the Guardians will not mimetically represent 

laments and people wallowing in grief or love. This particular point is even 

more compelling in the case in which the characters are of the opposite sex of 

the performers, since representing them would imply a double infraction of 

the rule of ‘appropriateness’: of course, then, the acme of ‘inappropriateness’ 

                                                 
100 Cf. Aristoph. Ran. 209-267 with Rocconi 2007 and 2010. 
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or, rather, ‘unsuitability’ would be for a man to impersonate a woman in 

labour. 

The same explanation goes for the other cases mentioned here: since 

the Guardians will be creators of public freedom (δημιουργοὶ ἐλευθερίας, 

3.395c1), they will not impersonate slaves, craftsmen, evil or insane 

individuals, nor will they represent actions proper to these people. Finally 

they will avoid assimilating their nature to that of objects or animals. On the 

contrary, we are told a few pages later (3.397a1-b2), the meaner the people 

(φαυλότεροι), the less will they consider anything too base for them to 

represent in earnest: thunders and the noise of winds, hailstones, axles and 

pulleys, but also trumpets, auloi, panflutes and the sounds of all other 

instruments as well as dog barks, sheep bleats and bird songs. 

If the theoretical context of this passage helps us in understanding the 

basic reason for mentioning activities that are not compatible with the 

demeanour proper to the future Guardians, still the reason why Plato chose 

precisely these examples is not clear: after all, a very wide range of actions 

could be regarded as unsuitable for the Guardians to impersonate in keeping 

with the rules outlined above, so why should Plato mention specifically these 

ones? In order to answer this question, it is necessary to look once more at the 

contemporary cultural context, in particular with regard to musical practices. 

 

5. MUSICAL παρανομία AND THE ‘NEW MUSIC’ 

 

During the second half of the 5th century, one of the most discussed 

developments of Greek μουσική blossomed in Athens: the so-called ‘New 

Music’.101 Although an exhaustive reconstruction of the finer details of what 

this ‘New’ Music entailed is difficult to achieve due to the scantiness of the 

extant evidence, we know enough to grasp the nature of these musical 

innovations not only thanks to fragments of and testimonies about the works 

of the ‘new’ dithyrambists and composers of kitharodic nomoi but also 

through the examination of contemporary dramatic texts, which reacted 

strongly to such innovations in several very different ways.102 

For this reason, it is perhaps not too surprising to discover that one of 

the most vivid representations of how the new musicians’ innovations could 

                                                 
101 Cf. Chapter 1, note 136 and Chapter 2, note 78, in particular Csapo 2004. 
102  As usual, Aristophanes is a very acute observer of contemporary cultural 

developments and also in this case provides us with invaluable information. Among the most 

famous examples, cf. the portrayal of Agathon and Euripides at Thesm. 95-265, with GMW1 
108-111 and Austin-Olson 2004 ad loc.; Ran. 1298-1364 on Euripides, with Dover 1993 ad loc. 
and GMW1 115-116; Av. 1372-1409 on Cinesias, with GMW1 107-108 and Barker 2004; on 

Cinesias, cf. as well Plato Gorg. 501e-502b with Dodds 1959 ad loc. On a complementary note, 

Euripides’ appreciation for and employment of contemporary musical innovations was well 

known: cf. the brilliant example of the Phrygian’s slave monody at Or. 1369-1502. 
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be interpreted is contained in a comic fragment, a famous passage of 

Pherecrates’ Cheiron. Of course, the tone of this comic passage is hyperbolic 

but, if this piece was to be effective in its satire, it was bound to attack some 

easily recognisable features of this new artistic wave. 

It is also relevant for our present purposes that this fragment is 

reported in the pseudo-Plutarchean De Musica, a work that is based on a 

fundamentally Platonic assumption: studying the characteristics of ‘ancient’ 

music is useful in order to contrast the negative moral effects of the new 

‘degenerate’ one. And how could this point be demonstrated more effectively 

than by putting Music in person on stage, directly recounting all the attacks 

and tortures she suffered on the part of the new, degenerate musicians?  
 

(Μουσ.) λέξω μὲν οὐκ ἄκουσα· σοί τε γὰρ κλυεῖν 

ἐμοί τε λέξαι θυμὸς ἡδονὴν ἔχει. 

ἐμοὶ γὰρ ἦρξε τῶν κακῶν Μελανιππίδης, 

ἐν τοῖσι πρῶτος ὃς λαβὼν ἀνῆκέ με 

χαλαρωτέραν τ᾿ ἐποίησε χορδαῖς δώδεκα. 

ἀλλ᾿ οὖν ὅμως οὗτος μὲν ἦν ἀποχρῶν ἀνὴρ 

ἔμοιγε – ⏒ – ⏒ πρὸς τὰ νῦν κακά. 

Κινησίας δέ <μ᾽> ὁ κατάρατος Ἀττικός, 

ἐξαρμονίους καμπὰς ποιῶν ἐν ταῖς στροφαῖς,  
ἀπολώλεχ᾽ οὕτως, ὥστε τῆς ποιήσεως 

τῶν διθυράμβων, καθάπερ ἐν ταῖς ἀσπίσιν, 

ἀριστέρ᾽ αὐτοῦ φαίνεται τὰ δεξιά. 

ἀλλ᾽ οὖν ἀνεκτὸς οὗτος ἦν ὅμως ἐμοί. 

Φρῦνις δ᾽ ἴδιον στρόβιλον ἐμβαλών τινα, 

κάμπτων με καὶ στρέφων ὅλην διέφθορεν, 

ἐν103 πέντε χορδαῖς δώδεχ᾽ ἁρμονίας ἔχων. 

ἀλλ᾽ οὖν ἔμοιγε χοὖτος ἦν ἀποχρῶν ἀνήρ· 

εἰ γάρ τι κἀξήμαρτεν, αὖθις ἀνέλαβεν. 

ὁ δὲ Τιμόθεός μ᾽, ὦ φιλτάτη, κατορώρυχε 

καὶ διακέκναικ᾽ αἴσχιστα. (Δικ.) ποῖος οὑτοσὶ  

<ὁ> Τιμόθεος; (Μουσ.) Μιλήσιός τις πυρρίας. 

κακά μοι παρέσχεν οὗτος, ἅπαντας οὓς λέγω 

παρελήλυθεν, ἄγων ἐκτραπέλους μυρμηκιάς. 

κἂν ἐντύχῃ πού μοι βαδιζούσῃ μόνῃ, 

ἀπέδυσε κἀνέλυσε χορδαῖς δώδεκα 

 

ἐξαρμονίους ὑπερβολαίους τ᾽ ἀνοσίους 

καὶ νιγλάρους, ὥσπερ τε τὰς ῥαφάνους ὅλην 

καμπῶν με κατεμέστωσε. 

(Pherecr. PCG 155) 

 

                                                 
103 εἰς West, on which see Pöhlmann 2011. 
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Music: I will not speak unwillingly: for speaking will be 

pleasant to me and listening to you. 

Melanippides is the one who started my trouble; 

he was the first of them who, once he took me, loosened me 

and made me more languid with his twelve strings. 

Still, that man was not too bad 

in comparison to my current problems. 

For Cinesias instead, that disgusting Attic, 

with the exharmonic twists he makes in the strophes, 

messed me up so badly that in the composition  

of [his] dithyrambs, just as with shields, 

what’s on the right looks as if it is on its left! 

But, for all that, he was still bearable to me. 

Phrynis, though, shoved in some ‘spinning shaft’ of his own 

and, bending and twisting, destroyed me completely, 

as he had twelve tunings in five strings. 

But even this one I could stand: 

if he made a mistake, he also made up for it. 

Instead Timotheus, my dearest, ruined me utterly 

And tore me to pieces most shamefully. 

Justice:  And who is this Timotheus? 

Music: A Milesian redhead. 

This man really caused me big troubles, surpassed all 

the outrages I mentioned, leading [me through his] perverted ant-

hills. 

Whenever he, by chance, met me walking around alone 

he undressed me and undid me with his twelve strings. 

 

 [with] exharmonic, high-pitched and immoral trills,  

he made me full of wriggling caterpillars, like a cabbage. 

 

In this outstanding passage, 104 Music uses repeatedly specialist terms 

that refer to technical features typical of the new style and puns on them, 

introducing sexual double-entendres and innuendos in her speech. So, for 

instance, musical notes/strings (χορδαί) turn into instruments of torture used 

by these felon musicians to capture and torment Music but, subsequently, she 

complains about how these musicians ‘loosened’ (ἀνῆκε) and ‘undid’ 

(ἀνέλυσε) her, hinting at the slackening of her own ‘strings’ that is involved 

in establishing ‘more relaxed’ tunings (χαλαρωτέραι ἁρμονίαι). 105  But 

                                                 
104 For a detailed commentary on this text see GMW1 236-238. See as well Olson 2007, 

D14 182ff. and 439, and Storey 2011, ad Pher. 155. 
105 Cf. Suda T 620 Τιμόθεος, where he is said to have driven the archaia mousike 

towards becoming ‘softer’ (ἐπὶ τὸ μαλακώτερον μετήγαγεν). See as well Ath. 14.636e, where 

Timotheus is said to have used a ‘more polychord system (πολυχορδοτέρῳ συστήματι 
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Pherecrates’ comic verve does not attack only theoretical innovations, such as 

new types of tunings: a significant part of Music’s accusation focuses on the 

development of new and more complex ‘instruments’ of torture, linking 

organological advances to the progressive worsening of these musicians’ 

attacks.106 

In keeping with this comic strategy, the word that is most played upon 

in this passage is καμπή/κάμπτω, since the basic meaning ‘bend’/’bending’ 

lends itself to being employed very aptly in describing the sexual attacks 

experienced by Music and, at the same time, this term denoted one of the 

most characteristic innovations of the ‘new’ musical trend: the use of 

‘exharmonic twists’, 107  modulations that moved, within the same piece, 

between many different harmoniai.108 The comic effect of the jokes on καμπαί 

reaches an apex at the end of the passage, where Pherecrates puns on the 

word καμπῶν, the genitive plural form both of καμπή (modulation, twist) 

and κάμπη (caterpillar) creating a tragicomic image: by means of intricate 

lines and extreme ‘exharmonic’ modulations, Timotheus destroyed Music so 

utterly that he left her empty and damaged in her core, like a cabbage full of 

parasites. 

But why was Timotheus considered as such an ‘outrageous’ innovator, 

to the point that his compositions were destined to become almost proverbial 

examples of the excesses of the ‘new’ musicians? 109 Luckily, we can try to 

understand better the nature of Timotheus’ musical ‘deviance’ by looking 

directly at one of his kitharodic nomes, Persae, since a rather substantial 

textual section of this composition (ca. 240 verses)110 has survived. 

The extant text presents a series of episodes each comprising a 

narrative introduction followed by a mimetic speech, a two-fold structure that 

allowed Timotheus to showcase his musical abilities in very different ways. 

                                                                                                                                            
χρήσασθαι)’, destroying the cherished archaia mousike. On the role of ‘soft’ tunings in Plato, 

cf. Resp. 3.398e-399a with Chapter 1, §§3-4 and Chapter 4, §4. 
106 See the recurrent references to polychordia, as well as Phrynis’ strobilus, which was 

probably a technical device to retune the kithara (on which cf. Pöhlmann 2011) and not a 

complex type of musico-poetic composition – a hypothesis mainly based on a fragment by 

Plato Comicus that consists only of this word. Cf. as well Aristoph. Pax 864: τῶν Καρκίνου 

στροβίλων. 
107 Cf. Arist. Pol. 8.1342b7-12 and Dion. Hal. Comp. 19.34-42 Usener. 
108 It seems that they also combined different genera, either in the same piece or by 

using them in genres they did not originally belong to: cf. Plut. Quaest. Conv. 645d-e on 

Agathon. 
109 Philoxenus would also be a good candidate for this title, however at Pherecrates’ 

time he was probably too young and not yet very famous. For Timotheus’ outstanding role, 

cf. e.g. Arist. Met. 1.993b15-16: εἰ μὲν γὰρ Τιμόθεος μὴ ἐγένετο, πολλὴν ἂν μελοποιίαν οὐκ 

εἴχομεν. For a complete and detailed examination of testimonia and fragments about 

Timotheus, cf. Hordern 2002. 
110 Cf. Hordern 2002, 121-248 for a thorough commentary on the extant portion. 
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On the one hand, in describing vividly different episodes of the battle 

between Greeks and Persians he could explore imaginative aspects of poetic 

composition as well as exploit the new technical devices of contemporary 

musical instruments, especially with regard to the peculiar ‘soundscape’ of 

the conflict.111 On the other, in the mimetic sections he could make use of his 

new technical means to maximise the emotional impact of his 

impersonations, 112  bringing the audience to identify emotionally with the 

various, and at times contrasting, perspectives of different characters.  

A significant example of the results achieved by means of this kind of 

poetic technique is represented by the third episode (vv. 139-161), a sort of 

comic intermezzo that separates the ‘choral’ lamentation of the Persians from 

the ‘tragic’ representation of the King’s lament. Here we can see Timotheus’ 

ingeniousness at work: starting from the common literary topos of 

supplication scenes,113 Timotheus composed the appeal of the captured soldier 

by ‘interweaving Greek and Asian speech’ (Ἑλλάδ᾽ ἐμπλέκων Ἀσιάδι φωνᾷ, 

146-147), producing a puzzling mixture of Ionian and Attic forms which 

represent effectively in a mimetic form the broken Greek of Asian soldiers. 

This expedient leads to an extremely humorous diction, which at the same 

time overturns the natural expectations of the audience by representing a 

traditionally ‘tragic’ scene in an ironic light.114 

The mock-supplication of the cowardly soldier is followed by a 

striking episode that features a vivid description of the Persians’ fleet: after a 

swift retreat, they throw away their weapons and burst into a full-fledged 

lamentation, scratching their faces, tearing apart their robes and wailing. This 

desolate scene, which recalls and completes the collective lamentation 

portrayed at 98-138, sets the mood for the King’s solo lament, which 

represents the climax of the whole composition. In contrast with the comic 

effect of the previous scene, the hyperbolic tone of the King’s lament parodies 

tragic conventions in a different way, by exploiting and exaggerating tragic 

                                                 
111 This soundscape allowed him to experiment with many ‘special effects’: e.g. cf. the 

battle-scene described at Pers. 7-26 and 40-86 , a detailed portrayal of a drowning man. 
112 All these innovations naturally involved also the metrical structures of the new 

music: cf. e.g. Heph. Ench. 64.24-65.2 Consbruch. This goes well with Timotheus’ frequent use 

and creation of complex compound words (cf. Hordern 2002, 39-41) as well as with the 

abandonment of a strict correspondence between the number of syllables and notes, opening 

the way to the use of melismas: see Aristoph. Ran. 1314, with AGM 201-204 and 320-323. 
113 E.g. Hom. Il. 20.436-472 and Il. 21.74-96; on supplication scenes, see Crotty 1994 

and Naiden 2006. As noted by Hordern 2002, 198, this passage emphasises especially the 

soldier’s cowardice, his importunate pleading and lack of resistance. 
114 Cf. also Hordern 2002, 205 on the traditional lampooning of non-Attic dialects and 

non-Greek gibberish in Old comedy. 
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commonplaces 115  and by accumulating numerous tragic expressions and 

quotations in a few lines.116 

One can easily see why this kind of material would suit Timotheus’ 

aims perfectly: both the turbulent description of the collective flight and the 

mimetic impersonation of the King are excellent occasions to explore different 

musical registers and show off advanced technical skills in order to excite and 

impress the audience. One detail of this hyper-tragic scene is particularly 

revealing for our analysis, namely the way in which Timotheus characterises 

musically the Persians’ lament: ‘a high-pitched Asiatic lament is intoned with 

loud groans’ (σύντονος δ᾽ ἁρμόζετ᾽ Ἀσιὰς / οἰμωγὰ πολυστόνῳ γόῳ).117  

These verses present an association between lamentations and the use 

of high-pitched sounds that we have already encountered in Chapter 1 in 

relation to Plato’s characterisation of ‘mournful tunings’ (θρηνώδεις 

ἁρμονίαι). 118  Strikingly, these verses from Timotheus’ Persae and Plato’s 

Republic 3.398e are the only two Classical Greek passages in which the terms 

σύντον- and ἁρμοζω are related to each other,119 and in both cases referring to 

lamentations and oriental customs.120 

If this textual parallel in itself may be dismissed as a coincidence, even 

though a rather surprising one, it seems more difficult to regard it only as an 

accidental correspondence if we look again at the content of the catalogue of 

‘musical horrors’ of Republic 3, in the light of the radical transformations of 

the new school. Was Plato thinking of compositions such as Timotheus’ Persae 
in writing his criticisms of musical innovations? 

This seems to be exactly the case: here Plato attacks precisely the 

excesses of this new aesthetic wave, in both its dithyrambic and its tragic 

form. Moreover, despite the fact that the new school is often presented as a 

complete revolution of the Athenian musical language, we should remember 

that it was far from an isolated phenomenon and many aspects of late tragic 

                                                 
115 E.g. the king is said to ‘toss in his misfortunes’ (κυμαίνων τύχαισιν, Pers. 177), 

clearly an exaggeration of the expressions of desperation encountered in analogous tragic 

passages. 
116 Most of these these tragic echoes come from Aeschylus’ Persae: cf. Hordern 2002, 

214-224. 
117  Pers. 169-170, Hutchinson’s text: cf. Hordern 2002, 219. Cf. the mimetic 

representation of the lament of the Persians at Pers. 98-103, esp. γοηταὶ θρηνώδει κατείχοντ᾽ 

ὀδυρμῷ. Cf. Arist. Poet. 1454a28 and Poet. 1461b30. On the dithyramb and its history in 

general, cf. Ieranò 1997. 
118 Cf. Chapter 1, §3.1. 
119 With the exception of Aristox. El. Harm. 61.8, but here the context is entirely 

technical. 
120 Cf. also Pratinas 5a PMG 712: μήτε σύντονον δίωκε / μήτε τὰν ἀνειμέναν [Ἰαστί] 

/ μοῦσαν, ἀλλὰ τὰν μέσαν / νεῶν ἄρουραν αἰόλιζε τῷ μέλει. At Plato Leg. 7.800d, the 

attribute syntonos is transferred from music to the state of the souls who listen to it: ῥήμασί τε 

καὶ ῥυθμοῖς καὶ γοωδεστάταις ἁρμονίαις συντείνοντες τὰς τῶν ἀκροωμένων ψυχάς […].  
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compositions present very similar characteristics. So, by means of the 

catalogue of Republic 3.395d5-e2, Plato could identify and attack at once both 

his favourite target among tragedians, Euripides, 121  and the most extreme 

contemporary exponent of the new music, Timotheus. These two poets are 

repeatedly related to one another also by other sources and, independently of 

the questionable historical reliability of such anecdotes, it is interesting that 

Euripides is potrayed in our sources as the only Greek of his time who 

recognised early on and praised Timotheus’ musical καινοτομία and 

παρανομεῖν: 122  in other words, precisely the innovations that Plato is so 

worried about. 

With regard to the Platonic prohibition for men to imitate feminine 

emotional excesses, as for instance attacking men and Gods or expressing 

grief or passion, it is easy to identify many Euripidean passages in which 

female characters, which as we know were interpreted by male actors, behave 

in similar ways. Again in Socrates’ references to men acting in a cowardly or 

unjust way, in word or deed, one can easily detect allusions to Euripidean 

passages, and the same goes for imitating craftsmen, slaves, or other low-class 

characters.123 However, if we think only of tragedy, it is rather difficult to 

identify the referent of other Socratic principles, as for instance the 

prohibition to impersonate women in labour, sounds of animals, ‘noisy rivers, 

a stormy sea and thunders, and other similar things’. 

Taking for example the case of women in labour, the extant Euripidean 

texts do not seem to involve any mimetic representation of this kind,124 but if 

we turn to Timotheus’ compositions some possible solutions present 

themselves. In fact, we know that Timotheus represented on stage not just an 

ordinary woman in labour but no less than Semele – the daughter of Harmonia 

– giving birth to a divinity well-known in connection with extreme and 

                                                 
121 Euripides is directly mentioned 14 times in the Platonic corpus, while Sophocles 

only 4 and Aeschylus 9. A separate case is that of Agathon, but he is never openly quoted by 

Plato. 
122 For kainotomia cf. Aristox. fr. 76 Wehrli and Satyrus Vit. Eur. fr. 39, 22.5 Arrighetti; 

for both kainotomia and paranomein, cf. Plut. An seni resp. gerenda sit 795c-d: οὕτω δὲ καὶ 

Τιμόθεον Εὐριπίδης συριττόμενον ἐπὶ τῇ καινοτομίᾳ καὶ παρανομεῖν εἰς τὴν μουσικὴν 

δοκοῦντα θαρρεῖν ἐκέλευσεν, ὡς ὀλίγου χρόνου τῶν θεάτρων ὑπ᾽ αὐτῷ γενησομένων. 

Both sources single out Euripides as the person who was able to recognise Timotheus’ value 

well in advance of their contemporaries. The sources mention also collaborations between 

them: Satyrus Vit. Eur. fr. 39 22.25-30  (on Euripides composing the proomioin of the Persians) 

and FGE 307ff. (on the composition of Euripides’ epitaph, perhaps by Timotheus). 
123 Cf. e.g. Aristoph. Ran. 1301-1308. 
124 Among the numerous passages that would be suitable to exemplify this point (e.g. 

Eur. Auge, test. iii = Tzetzes on Arist. Frogs 1080; Eur. Teleph. fr.696; Eur. Iph. Aul. 1234ff., etc.), 

Eur. Hipp. 164ff. is worth quoting in the context of a study on Greek music: φιλεῖ δὲ τᾷ 

δυστρόπῷ γυναικῶν / ἁρμονίᾷ κακὰ / δύστανος ἀμηχανία συνοικεῖν / ὠδίνων τε καὶ 

ἀφροσύνα. 
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unconventional behaviours, Dionysus. Also in the case of imitating ‘a stormy 

sea and thunders’, Timotheus’ works provide us with a possible 

interpretative clue, in that we know that he represented mimetically a storm 

in his Nauplius,125 a character whose evil conduct was mentioned on several 

occasions also by Euripides.126 

In the Laws, Plato is even more explicit in associating the new 

musicians’ disregard of the rules of music with the progressive degeneration 

of the moral ethos of the city. Here he gathers in one compact textual section 

all the characteristics that we found scattered through the complex treatment 

of the parallel decline of musical and ethical forms presented in Republic 3-4: 

Ἔσται ταῦτα. οὐκ ἦν, ὦ φίλοι, ἡμῖν ἐπὶ τῶν παλαιῶν νόμων ὁ 

δῆμός τινων κύριος, ἀλλὰ τρόπον τινὰ ἑκὼν ἐδούλευε τοῖς νόμοις. 

Ποίοις δὴ λέγεις; 

Τοῖς περὶ τὴν μουσικὴν πρῶτον τὴν τότε, ἵνα ἐξ ἀρχῆς 

διέλθωμεν τὴν τοῦ ἐλευθέρου λίαν ἐπίδοσιν βίου. διῃρημένη γὰρ δὴ 

τότε ἦν ἡμῖν ἡ μουσικὴ κατὰ εἴδη τε ἑαυτῆς ἄττα καὶ σχήματα, καί τι 

ἦν εἶδος ᾠδῆς εὐχαὶ πρὸς θεούς, ὄνομα δὲ ὕμνοι ἐπεκαλοῦντο· καὶ 

τούτῳ δὴ τὸ ἐναντίον ἦν ᾠδῆς ἕτερον εἶδος – θρήνους δέ τις ἂν αὐτοὺς 

μάλιστα ἐκάλεσεν – καὶ παίωνες ἕτερον, καὶ ἄλλο, Διονύσου γένεσις 

οἶμαι, διθύραμβος λεγόμενος. νόμους τε αὐτὸ τοῦτο τοὔνομα 

ἐκάλουν, ᾠδὴν ὥς τινα ἑτέραν· ἐπέλεγον δὲ κιθαρῳδικούς. τούτων δὴ 

διατεταγμένων καὶ ἄλλων τινῶν, οὐκ ἐξῆν ἄλλο εἰς ἄλλο 

καταχρῆσθαι μέλους εἶδος· τὸ δὲ κῦρος τούτων γνῶναί τε καὶ ἅμα 

γνόντα δικάσαι, ζημιοῦν τε αὖ τὸν μὴ πειθόμενον, οὐ σύριγξ ἦν οὐδέ 

τινες ἄμουσοι βοαὶ πλήθους, καθάπερ τὰ νῦν, οὐδ᾽ αὖ κρότοι 

ἐπαίνους ἀποδιδόντες, ἀλλὰ τοῖς μὲν γεγονόσι περὶ παίδευσιν 

δεδογμένον ἀκούειν ἦν αὐτοῖς μετὰ σιγῆς διὰ τέλους, παισὶ δὲ καὶ 

παιδαγωγοῖς καὶ τῷ πλείστῳ ὄχλῳ ῥάβδου κοσμούσης ἡ νουθέτησις 

ἐγίγνετο. ταῦτ᾽ οὖν οὕτω τεταγμένως ἤθελεν ἄρχεσθαι τῶν πολιτῶν 

τὸ πλῆθος, καὶ μὴ τολμᾶν κρίνειν διὰ θορύβου· μετὰ δὲ ταῦτα, 

προϊόντος τοῦ χρόνου, ἄρχοντες μὲν τῆς ἀμούσου παρανομίας 

ποιηταὶ ἐγίγνοντο φύσει μὲν ποιητικοί, ἀγνώμονες δὲ περὶ τὸ δίκαιον 

τῆς Μούσης καὶ τὸ νόμιμον, βακχεύοντες καὶ μᾶλλον τοῦ δέοντος 

κατεχόμενοι ὑφ᾽ ἡδονῆς, κεραννύντες δὲ θρήνους τε ὕμνοις καὶ 

παίωνας διθυράμβοις, καὶ αὐλῳδίας δὴ ταῖς κιθαρῳδίαις μιμούμενοι, 

καὶ πάντα εἰς πάντα συνάγοντες, μουσικῆς ἄκοντες ὑπ᾽ ἀνοίας 

καταψευδόμενοι ὡς ὀρθότητα μὲν οὐκ ἔχοι οὐδ᾽ ἡντινοῦν μουσική, 

ἡδονῇ δὲ τῇ τοῦ χαίροντος, εἴτε βελτίων εἴτε χείρων ἂν εἴη τις, 

κρίνοιτο ὀρθότατα. τοιαῦτα δὴ ποιοῦντες ποιήματα, λόγους τε 

ἐπιλέγοντες τοιούτους, τοῖς πολλοῖς ἐνέθεσαν παρανομίαν εἰς τὴν 

μουσικὴν καὶ τόλμαν ὡς ἱκανοῖς οὖσιν κρίνειν· ὅθεν δὴ τὰ θέατρα ἐξ 

                                                 
125 Cf. Ath. 8.388a who quotes Hegesander’s commentary, and Suda T 620. 
126 Eur. Hel. 767, 1126ff.; see as well the fragmentary remains of Euripides’ Palamedes, 

with Plato Resp. 7.522d and Isocr. Busir. 24-30. 
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ἀφώνων φωνήεντ᾽ ἐγένοντο, ὡς ἐπαΐοντα ἐν μούσαις τό τε καλὸν καὶ 

μή, καὶ ἀντὶ ἀριστοκρατίας ἐν αὐτῇ θεατροκρατία τις πονηρὰ 

γέγονεν. εἰ γὰρ δὴ καὶ δημοκρατία ἐν αὐτῇ τις μόνον ἐγένετο 

ἐλευθέρων ἀνδρῶν, οὐδὲν ἂν πάνυ γε δεινὸν ἦν τὸ γεγονός· νῦν δὲ 

ἦρξε μὲν ἡμῖν ἐκ μουσικῆς ἡ πάντων εἰς πάντα σοφίας δόξα καὶ 

παρανομία, συνεφέσπετο δὲ ἐλευθερία. ἄφοβοι γὰρ ἐγίγνοντο ὡς 

εἰδότες, ἡ δὲ ἄδεια ἀναισχυντίαν ἐνέτεκεν· τὸ γὰρ τὴν τοῦ βελτίονος 

δόξαν μὴ φοβεῖσθαι διὰ θράσος, τοῦτ᾽ αὐτό ἐστιν σχεδὸν ἡ πονηρὰ 

ἀναισχυντία, διὰ δή τινος ἐλευθερίας λίαν ἀποτετολμημένης. 

(Leg. 3.700a3-701b3) 

All right, then. According to our ancient laws the people were not 

in control of anything, but somehow they were voluntarily slaves of the 

laws. 

Which laws are you talking about? 

First of all the laws about the music of that time, so that we can 

examine from the beginning the development of an excessively free 

lifestyle. Back then we used to divide music into a number of different 

forms (eide) and postures (schemata). So one type of song was used for 

prayers toward the gods, and these were called by the name of ‘hymns’, 

and there was another type, opposite to this, which one might best call 

laments (threnous). Another type was that of the paeans, and still another 

one, which I think was created by Dionysus, was called dithyramb. The 

very name of ‘nomes’ (nomous) was used for a different type of song, 

which they further described as kitharodic. Having distinguished all 

these and some other forms, it was not permitted to use one type of tune 

for the purposes of another: for the authority to acknowledge these 

divisions and, having recognised them, to judge them, or even punish 

anyone who did not obey them, was not recognised to a whistle or to the 

unmusical and uneducated shouts of the mass, as happens nowadays, 

nor were the clappings to give praise. Instead it was established that 

those who had the appropriate education would listen in silence to a 

performance until the end, while children, child-minders and the 

majority of the people were reproached by the rod of discipline. 

When things were like this, the majority of the people was willing 

to be ruled and did not dare judging by means of clamour; later on, as 

time went on, some poets whose natures were gifted but did not know 

what is just and rightful in music became the leaders of unmusical 

lawlessness: revelling in frenzy and being possessed by pleasure more 

than is appropriate, they mixed laments (threnous) with hymns and 

paeans with dithyrambs, imitating pieces played on the aulos in their 

kitharodic performances. And blending together all sorts of music with 

every other, because of their ignorance they told lies against music 

without even realising it, saying that music does not have any kind of 

correctness whatsoever, and instead its correctness may be judged by the 

pleasure of the person who enjoys it, be he a good or a bad man. As they 

composed these sorts of musical pieces and complemented them with 
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similar words, the masses got accustomed to the presence of lawlessness 

in music to the effrontery to pass judgment on it, as if they were 

competent to do so: for this reason, the audiences in the theatres that 

used to be silent became noisy, as if they knew what is beautiful or not in 

music, and so, in place of an aristocracy in music, a sort of cheap 

theatrocracy was born.  

And if some sort of democracy of free men came into being only 

with regard to music, nothing terrible would have happened: but from 

music arose also a superficial appearance of knowledge about everything 

in any respect, as well as lawlessness, which was soon followed by 

‘freedom’. As the spectators became fearless, this confidence generated 

shamelessness: in fact, being fearless of the opinion of better people, due 

to one’s impudence, is exactly what base shamelessness is, which is 

created by excessively audacious ‘freedom’. 

Here Plato outlines very clearly the genealogic relation that connects 

ethico-political paranomia and the musical neoterismos of the ‘new’ musicians, 

which overthrew all the orderly conventions according to which different 

styles were typified and categorised. Strikingly, in his characterisation of the 

new ‘leaders of unmusical lawlessness’ (ἄρχοντες τῆς ἀμούσου 

παρανομίας), Plato is far from denying and dismissing entirely their ability 

as composers; on the contrary, he emphasises that they are ‘by nature 

ποιητικοί’ and exactly for this reason they are able to make such a forceful 

impression on the spectators. 

The problem, then, does not regard the aesthetic qualities of their 

poetic compositions but, rather, consists in the fact that they were not 

properly educated with regard to what is ‘just’ and ‘correct’ in musical 

compositions. In other words, the problem does not regard strictly technical 

or aesthetic matters and Plato is not interested in producing a catalogue of 

musical techniques that are ‘good’ or ‘bad’ in themselves, as he explicitly 

states at the end of this passage: if it were simply a question that concerned 

music as an innocent divertissement, a ‘democratic’ approach would not be a 

problem at all. 

In order to win the public’s favour, new musicians consciously 

abandoned the traditional characteristics of musical laws (νόμοι)127 and aimed 

at surprising their audience with unexpected ‘innovations’ and intense 

emotional contrasts, realised by means of unprecedented combinations of 

styles and by pushing mimetic techniques to extremes. However, in Plato’s 

view, they did not realise that in doing so they were overthrowing much 

more than the aesthetic conventions of their musical tradition: in fact, they 

were wreaking havoc in each individual’s relationship with his/her own 

                                                 
127 Cf. Timotheus apud Ath. 3.122c-d, where the poet explicitly states his intent to 

abandon the ‘old Muse’ in favour his own new style. For a similar trope, cf. Timotheus Pers. 
202-220. Cf. as well Ps.-Plut. 1132e, 1135d and 1142c. 
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emotions and thoughts, achieving a sort of freedom that consists only in being 

deprived of categories with which to interpret the world. 128 

 

6. CONCLUSIONS 

 

The ‘harmonic’ analysis developed in the first half of this chapter 

allowed us to reach numerous results. First of all, we can understand better 

why Plato chose to define virtues by means of musical concepts. As we have 

seen, in Plato’s view both the virtues that create a unitary ethico-political 

space in the community, dikaiosyne and sophrosyne, are intimately connected 

with the very forms of actual musical structures, representing models of unity 

that do not suppress or try to eliminate the peculiar characteristics of their 

single components. On the contrary, the specific traits proper to each 

individual are emphasised and developed at their best within a socio-political 

system of mutual exchanges and recognition that regards them as a positive 

and crucial element for the well-being of the system, both in the individual 

and in the city. Therefore the complex and dynamic organisation that consists 

in establishing a well-structured ἁρμονία and in singing the same song in 

octaves represents an appropriate model for Plato to conceive different kinds 

of social, psychological, or even physical 129  unity (ὅλον) that can 

accommodate the needs of individuals who are different as far as their nature 

is concerned.  

Most importantly, such a model was far from being the product of 

mere theoretical speculation or of Plato’s imagination. Instead, as we have 

seen in detail, his musical depictions of temperance and virtue are based on 

aspects of musical practices that were very well known to average educated 

citizens of Plato’s time. In reading Plato’s characterisations, then, his 

contemporaries would have imagined the virtuous city as a complex system 

of citizens who are at the same time individually well-harmonised in their 

souls, like the harmoniai of a lyre, and willing to collaborate and sing together, 

though choosing the octave that would suit best their own natural ‘register’. 

In relation to this, it is also worth noting that the possibility of realising two 

different ‘modes’, Dorian and Phrygian, in the harmonia of the soul accounts 

as well for the two-fold nature that will be required to the Guardians,130 as 

well as for that of the city as a whole: aggressive and courageous in war, 

serene and temperant in peace. 

This peculiar model of unity is capable of acting and reacting 

appropriately to different situations, reshaping within definite limits its own 

internal structure to perform in the most efficient way in accordance with 

                                                 
128 Cf. Chapter 2, esp. §§5-6. 
129 Cf. Resp. 6.531b4-c4, Tim. 34b10-36b6. 
130 Cf. Resp. 3.416a-b. 
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different contexts. While the fundamental organisation of the soul will always 

reflect the same equilibrated structure (in musical terms, two disjoint 

‘tetrachords’), by working on ‘fine tuning’, i.e. the pitch of movable notes, it 

will be possible to match the inner structure of the soul with the specific 

contexts of the ‘piece’ to be performed, becoming ‘Dorian’ when an 

aggressive and courageous identity is needed, or ‘Phrygian’ in the opposite 

case. 131  Interestingly, according to the models of tunings that we have 

reconstructed above, in order to undertake this change only a very subtle 

change of intonation would be required, which can be established without 

overhauling the organisation of the soul completely: as can be seen on page 

103, only two sounds differentiate the Dorian and the Phrygian tunings (f->f# 

and c-> c#), a relatively small modification which, instead, involves a dramatic 

change in terms of ethos. 

Finally, I have shown that the theoretical perspective developed in the 

musical discourse of Book 4 is not only perfectly coherent with that of Book 3, 

but also helps us in understanding the reasons underlying the ‘revolutionary’ 

choices made in that context: keeping both Dorian and Phrygian modes while 

not accepting the aulos as a part of the musical panorama of the new polis, a 

point that goes well with the role played historically by this instrument in the 

innovative developments of the ‘New music’.  

We have also noted how Plato inserted clear clues to signal the need to 

integrate the discourses on music presented in Books 3-4. On the one hand, he 

created a sort of ‘symbolic bridge’ between these section by carefully 

handling the appearances of the figure of Damon, on the other he plays 

skilfully with the cultural hallmarks of contemporary musical innovation, 
providing in Book 3 some examples of the most extreme results of these 

innovative techniques and subsequently outlining in Book 4 the risks 

associated with embracing these aesthetic changes without being aware of 

their psychological and ethical implications. As we will see in detail in the 

next chapter, Plato develops his observations about the interrelations of music 

and psychology not only in dealing with the harmonic organisation of the 

city, but also with regard to the parallel structure of a well-balanced soul, 

which is required to face one of the most demanding tasks: creating an inner 

harmonic order of its own passional responses. 

                                                 
131 Cf. Lach. 188d-e, where the general describes his fondness for the Dorian harmonia 

and describes it as the only ‘properly Greek’ one (ἥπερ μόνη Ἑλληνική ἐστιν ἁρμονία), 

especially if embodied in a person’s actions and words. In the light of the theoretical 

approach reconstructed in this chapter, Laches’ declaration seems incomplete but, at the same 

time, very appropriate to a general: in his view only the ‘courageous and warlike’ harmonia is 

properly Hellenic, while he seems not to be aware of the need for different ‘modes’ of life and 

action appropriate to peaceful times. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

MUSICAL EDUCATION AND THE HARMONY OF THE SOUL: FROM MIMESIS TO 

THE TRUE MOUSIKOS 
 

 

And so, said I, Glaucon, isn’t this why music is the most 

important type of education (κυριωτάτη ἐν μουσικῇ τροφή)? 

Because rhythm and harmonia penetrate most deeply into the inner 

part of the soul, and with the greatest strength they affect it, 

bringing grace, and make the soul graceful too if someone is 

educated correctly, while if not they have the opposite outcome. 

(Resp. 3.401d4-e1) 

 

While the first chapter of this study analysed from a technical point of 

view the modes and rhythms selected by Plato in Republic 3, in keeping with 

the ethical aims outlined in Books 2-3 of the dialogue, in this chapter we will 

move on to a different but related question: why do music and poetry play 

such a crucial role in educational projects developed in the Republic and in the 

Laws? In order to answer this complex question, it is necessary to examine the 

larger picture of the educational projects in which the musical elements we 

have examined are contained, paying attention especially to the multifaceted 

psychological effects that Plato attributes to different musical practices. For 

this reason, while in Chapter 1 our analysis dealt only with ‘music’ 

understood in the narrow sense of the word, we will now look at the wider 

category of ‘music and poetry’, i.e. μουσική in the broader sense of the word, 

which includes instrumental and vocal compositions in which the technical 

elements we analysed in Chapter 1 were actually put into practice. 

 

1. THE BEGINNING OF EDUCATION: SHAPING THE SOUL BY MEANS OF 

MYTHS 

 

In the Republic, the question of musical education is introduced by the 

Platonic Socrates immediately after having described the variegated and, 

from a certain point of view, almost contradictory set of psychological traits 

that will be needed in the future Guardians of the city: they must be 

‘philosophical, spirited, quick and strong’ (2.376c4-6), but also gentle towards 

their own fellow citizens (2.375c1-2). So what kind of education can foster 

such an astounding set of qualities, vital for the role that the Guardians will 

play in the perfect constitution? 

As in many other Platonic passages, the discussion starts by referring 

to and apparently accepting a traditional recipe: ‘gymnastics for bodies, music 

and poetry for the soul’ (2.376e2-3). However, musical education assumes 

immediately a predominant role, both since it is presented as the very first 
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type of education received by children and for the profound, long-lasting 

effects attributed to it. The mythical component of mousike is particularly 

emphasised at this initial stage, starting from the ‘minor’ myths recounted to 

children up to the ‘major’ myths contained in works of literature destined for 

children and adults alike. As we have briefly noted in Chapter 1, the 

prominent role of mythology in the educational practices of the new polis was 

already signalled strongly by the wording employed to introduce the 

question. The very act of creating the educational system of kallipolis is 

fashioned as the composition of a myth, a work of art in itself:1 ‘as if we were 

telling a story in the form of a myth (ὥσπερ ἐν μύθῳ μυθολογοῦντες) […], 

let’s educate our men in our discussion’.2 

However, instead of concentrating immediately on the ‘major’ myths 

and on their place in the educational curriculum of kallipolis, Socrates initially 

focuses instead on a rather unusual type of poetic composition: children’s 

tales, which are described as the very first type of musical education given to 

young children. But why is this topic so important as to deserve the 

prominent position it is given in the dialogue? Let us read a few, concise but 

very important lines, where the Platonic Socrates unveils the decisive role 

these stories play in the psychological development of the future Guardians: 
 

Οὐκοῦν οἶσθ᾽ ὅτι ἀρχὴ παντὸς ἔργου μέγιστον, ἄλλως τε δὴ 

καὶ νέῳ καὶ ἁπαλῷ ὁτῳοῦν; μάλιστα γὰρ δὴ τότε πλάττεται, καὶ 

ἐνδύεται τύπος ὃν ἄν τις βούληται ἐνσημήνασθαι ἑκάστῳ. 

 Κομιδῇ μὲν οὖν. 

 Ἆρ᾽ οὖν ῥᾳδίως οὕτω παρήσομεν τοὺς ἐπιτυχόντας ὑπὸ τῶν 

ἐπιτυχόντων μύθους πλασθέντας ἀκούειν τοὺς παῖδας καὶ λαμβάνειν 

ἐν ταῖς ψυχαῖς ὡς ἐπὶ τὸ πολὺ ἐναντίας δόξας ἐκείναις ἅς, ἐπειδὰν 

τελεωθῶσιν, ἔχειν οἰησόμεθα δεῖν αὐτούς;  

 Οὐδ᾽ ὁπωστιοῦν παρήσομεν. 

 Πρῶτον δὴ ἡμῖν, ὡς ἔοικεν, ἐπιστατητέον τοῖς μυθοποιοῖς, καὶ 

ὃν μὲν ἂν καλὸν ποιήσωσιν, ἐγκριτέον, ὃν δ᾽ ἂν μή, ἀποκριτέον. τοὺς 

δ᾽ ἐγκριθέντας πείσομεν τὰς τροφούς τε καὶ μητέρας λέγειν τοῖς 

παισίν, καὶ πλάττειν τὰς ψυχὰς αὐτῶν τοῖς μύθοις πολὺ μᾶλλον ἢ τὰ 

σώματα ταῖς χερσίν· ὧν δὲ νῦν λέγουσι τοὺς πολλοὺς ἐκβλητέον. 

(Resp. 2.377a11-c6) 

 

Surely you know that the beginning of all processes is the most 

important part, especially for anything that is young and tender? For at 

this stage it can be best moulded and any pattern that one wants to 

impress on it sinks in. 

                                                 
1 A very similar idea is expressed at Leg. 7.811c-e, where the Lawgiver says that the 

very dialogue developed by the three characters could be employed as a paradeigma for 

teaching children how to read. Cf. Chapter 2, note 37. 
2 Resp. 2.376d9-10, with Chapter 1, §1. 
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Exactly. 

So shall we accept so lightly that our children listen to all kinds of 

random stories, fashioned by random people, and in this way accept into 

their soul opinions that are for the most part opposite to those which, 

once they are grown up, we think they should hold? 

We definitely won’t allow anything of this kind. 

Therefore, it seems that we will have to oversee the authors of 

myths, and accept any story they compose well, while the other ones 

should be discarded. Then we will persuade mothers and nannies to 

recount to their children the ones we have selected, and thus give shape 

to their souls by means of myths much more than they give shape to the 

bodies with their hands. But the majority of the stories that are currently 

told should be rejected. 

 

This passage presents a condensed manifesto of the psychological 

mechanism on which musical education is based, and for this reason it is 

worth examining closely. First of all, young souls are characterised as 

malleable and flexible entities, which are particularly sensitive to the stimuli 

they receive during childhood. Secondly, Socrates clarifies how the contents 

of the tales recounted to children act on the soul and ‘shape’ (πλάττειν) it.3 

The powerful effect that musico-poetic composition exert on young 

souls is aptly signalled by a compound form of the verb δύω (ἐνδύεται): these 

stories plunge, as it were, into the young minds and alter radically their shape 

by impressing new ‘patterns’ (τύποι)4 on them, as if by means of hearing it 

were possible to access the soul directly. This modification is far from 

superficial or temporary: the opinions acquired in this way are bound to take 

hold of (λαμβάνειν) the souls, as if they were engraved on them, especially if 

these messages are repeatedly offered to young children. In this connection, it 

is not incidental that Socrates stresses how especially mothers and nurses 

should be persuaded of the need to recount ‘ethically good’ stories: these 

female figures would take care of babies and young children on a daily basis 

and therefore could determine more directly and continuously the types of 

stimuli that would mould their souls – an action that is again expressed by the 

verb πλάττειν. 

The crucial role of mothers and nurses in the early ‘shaping’ of the 

children’s soul is emphasised also in a famous passage of Laws 7, which 

focuses on the effect of strictly musical practices: 
 

                                                 
3 A similar preoccupation is expressed at Leg. 2.656c, where the focus though is not on 

the content of the composition but rather on its style: talented poets should not be allowed to 

teach ‘every type of rhythm, song or wording they like best’ to children and young men in 

the choirs. On the craft-related vocabulary employed here, cf. Gastaldi 2013, esp. 29-30. 
4 Cf. Leg. 7.803d-e, where the word appears again in reference to the forms of songs 

and dances. 
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ἡνίκα γὰρ ἄν που βουληθῶσιν κατακοιμίζειν τὰ δυσυπνοῦντα 

τῶν παιδίων αἱ μητέρες, οὐχ ἡσυχίαν αὐτοῖς προσφέρουσιν ἀλλὰ 

τοὐναντίον κίνησιν, ἐν ταῖς ἀγκάλαις ἀεὶ σείουσαι, καὶ οὐ σιγὴν ἀλλά 

τινα μελῳδίαν, καὶ ἀτεχνῶς οἷον καταυλοῦσι τῶν παιδίων, καθάπερ ἡ 

τῶν ἐκφρόνων βακχειῶν ἰάσεις, ταύτῃ τῇ τῆς κινήσεως ἅμα χορείᾳ 

καὶ μούσῃ χρώμεναι. 

      (Leg. 7.790d5-e4) 

 

Whenever mothers want to calm down some children who cannot 

sleep well, they do not give them stillness but, on the contrary, 

movement, rocking them in their arms, and they do not give them silence 

but some kind of melody, casting a sort of auletic spell on the little 

children, just like the cure for frenzied Bacchants, by employing at the 

same time the movement of dance and song. 

 

The idea of fostering correct ethical attitudes by means of musical 

charms, which we have already encountered in Chapter 2, is applied here also 

to the early experiences of infants: the powerful quasi-auletic spell5 cast by the 

mothers’ lullabies helps them ‘develop one part of the excellence of their 

soul’,6 avoiding that they become cowardly due to a prolonged acquaintance 

with fright 7  during ‘the most important time’ 8  for their psychological 

development. Interestingly, the positive outcomes of these musical practices 

are associated with the intense effects of auletic music, aptly exemplified by 

means of the musical ‘cures’ of the Bacchants. We will return in the last 

sections of this chapter to this question and, as we will see, there is such a 

thing in Plato’s view as a positive use of the fascination of emotionally intense 

music. 

2. MIMESIS AND THE FORMATION OF THE SOUL: THE IMPORTANCE OF GOOD 

MODELS 

The basic psychological model presented at Republic 3.376d-377c 

underlies many other Platonic texts that focus on the action of music on the 

soul; however, the picture is destined to become much more sophisticated 

and complex. As is well-known, the discussion of Republic 3 continues by 

analysing numerous poetic passages, mostly taken from Homer, which shows 

how unsuitable the ethical teachings they contain are for the citizen of 

                                                 
5 On the verb καταυλέω, cf. below 161ff. 
6 Leg. 7.791c4: εἰς ψυχῆς μόριον ἀρετῆς. More generally on Leg. 7.790c-e, cf. Pelosi 

2010, 15-19. 
7 The same preoccupation is expressed at Resp. 2.381e in relation to the effects of 

frightening tales on the mind of young children, which would make them ‘more cowardly’ 

(δειλοτέρους). 
8 Leg. 7.792e1-2: κυριώτατον γὰρ οὖν ἐμφύεται πᾶσι τότε τὸ πᾶν ἦθος διὰ ἔθος. 
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kallipolis:9 as Socrates notes, for instance, how could young children really 

believe that they should honour their parents if they listen to Hesiod´s 

account of the story of Uranus, Cronus and Zeus? And, in a similar vein, how 

are they to become courageous if they hear that even Achilles, in Hades, 

would rather live as a slave instead of being ‘a king over all the dead’? 10 

Once the question of contents is dealt with, Socrates introduces a new 

question, which seems quite puzzling to his interlocutor: how to examine the 

‘style’ of the narration. Given Adeimantus’ perplexity, the problem is first 

approached as a rather technical matter, as Socrates develops a lengthy 

examination of the differences between ‘simple narration’ (ἁπλῆ διήγησις) 

and mimetic representation (μίμησις),11 but a few lines later the reason why 

this question deserved such a detailed examination is revealed: 

ἢ οὐκ ᾔσθησαι ὅτι αἱ μιμήσεις, ἐὰν ἐκ νέων πόρρω 

διατελέσωσιν, εἰς ἔθη τε καὶ φύσιν καθίστανται καὶ κατὰ σῶμα καὶ 

φωνὰς καὶ κατὰ τὴν διάνοιαν; 

      (Resp. 3.395c8-d3). 

Or did you not realise that mimetic representations, if performed 

from childhood onwards, settle themselves in the habits and nature of a 

person, both in the body, in the voice and in his mind? 

Here Socrates reproposes some of the elements that were first 

introduced in the discussion about children’s tales: again, a type of musico-

poetic composition is characterised as having a profound impact on the 

personality of the performers, as well as on that of the spectators, though to a 

different extent. This passage alone should be enough to demonstrate, against 

what is often claimed, that Plato and the Platonic Socrates are far from 

disdainful towards artistic languages.12 On the contrary, the Platonic character 

seems to be deeply aware of the profound influences exerted by poetic 

representations: 13 as Socrates’ words express very powerfully, the effects of 

repeated mimetic representations are not transitory or superficial, but affect 

both a person’s external demeanour (σῶμα), his or her vocal expressions 

(φωνή) and inner psychological and intellectual processes (διάνοια). 

If the types of characters represented mimetically exert such a 

profound influence on the soul, then these representations must obviously be 

                                                 
9 In general on this question, cf. Gastaldi 2013, esp. 30-37 and 48-58, Murray 1996, 19-

24; for more detailed examinations, cf. Halliwell 2000 and the essays collected in Destrée-

Herrmann 2011. 
10 Hom. Od. 11.489-491, Resp. 3.386c. 
11 Resp. 3.392d-394d9, with Halliwell 2009 and 2012b. 
12 In addition to the well-known formulation by Nietzsche, who described Plato as 

‘the greatest enemy of art Europe has yet produced’ (Nietzsche 2006, 114), see for instance 

Gould 1964, Danto 1986 and Jones 1980, 52: ‘Plato despised art for its intellectual poverty’. 
13 Cf. Halliwell 2002, esp. 75ff. 
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handled with extreme care. But what is the mechanism that allows mimesis to 

affect the soul in such a powerful way? In order to understand this, let us look 

at an earlier passage of Republic 3 where Socrates defined what mimetic 

representations actually entail: 

Ἀλλ᾽ ὅταν γέ τινα λέγῃ ῥῆσιν ὥς τις ἄλλος ὤν, ἆρ᾽ οὐ τότε 

ὁμοιοῦν αὐτὸν φήσομεν ὅτι μάλιστα τὴν αὑτοῦ λέξιν ἑκάστῳ ὃν ἂν 

προείπῃ ὡς ἐροῦντα; 

Φήσομεν· τί γάρ; 

Οὐκοῦν τό γε ὁμοιοῦν ἑαυτὸν ἄλλῳ ἢ κατὰ φωνὴν ἢ κατὰ 

σχῆμα μιμεῖσθαί ἐστιν ἐκεῖνον ᾧ ἄν τις ὁμοιοῖ; 

Τί μήν; 

      (Resp. 3.393b9-c6) 

But whenever someone utters a speech as if he were someone 

else, won’t we say that at that moment he likens his own speech as much 

as possible to that of the indicated speaker? 

Surely we will.  

And to make oneself like someone else, whether in voice or 

appearance, is to imitate the person that one likens oneself to? 

What else? 

This passage clarifies how performing mimetic representations affects 

the very nature of a person. The act of impersonating – especially if the 

performer is good – entails a profound alteration of the basic characteristics of 

a person who, even though momentarily, turns into someone else: both the 

physical demeanour and the voice of the impersonator are radically 

transformed, losing the traits that made them specifically characteristic of the 

performer and replacing them with different ‘patterns’ (τύποι), proper to the 

character that is impersonated. If such a profound transformation of one’s 

identity is practiced regularly from childhood,14 i.e. from the most ‘malleable’ 

period of life, the personality traits of the character(s) represented will 

gradually turn into the impersonator’s second nature: he will interiorise this 

model by representing it and experiencing it on a regular basis.15 

At this point, it would be easy for the Platonic Socrates to prescribe 

simply that the future Guardians should abstain entirely from imitating or 

should imitate only virtuous men, as he seems to say in 3.395b9-c8. However, 

concluding that Socrates here is suggesting that only edifying representations 

of virtuous men should be accepted would be too hasty. In fact, at 3.392a12-b5 

he specifies that the only stories that will be rejected from the musico-poetic 

representations of kallipolis will be those that reflect the message that ‘many 

unjust people are happy, while many just people are wretched, and that 

                                                 
14 On the recurrent expressions ἐκ παίδων/ ἐκ νεῶν in these contexts, cf. Chapter 1, 

note 153. 
15 Cf. Resp. 2.376c and above, §1. 



 140

acting unjustly is profitable if done in secret, while justice is another’s good, 

but one’s own loss’. But this does not entail that the only viable alternative is 

to represent ‘perfectly’ virtuous people that act always in keeping with these 

superhuman ethical standards. And, a couple of pages later, Socrates’ 

concluding remarks on the question seem to confirm that this is not how he 

envisaged the mimetic representations of the future city: 

Ὁ μέν μοι δοκεῖ, ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, μέτριος ἀνήρ, ἐπειδὰν ἀφίκηται ἐν 

τῇ διηγήσει ἐπὶ λέξιν τινὰ ἢ πρᾶξιν ἀνδρὸς ἀγαθοῦ, ἐθελήσειν ὡς 

αὐτὸς ὢν ἐκεῖνος ἀπαγγέλλειν καὶ οὐκ αἰσχυνεῖσθαι ἐπὶ τῇ τοιαύτῃ 

μιμήσει, μάλιστα μὲν μιμούμενος τὸν ἀγαθὸν ἀσφαλῶς τε καὶ 

ἐμφρόνως πράττοντα, ἐλάττω δὲ καὶ ἧττον ἢ ὑπὸ νόσων ἢ ὑπὸ 

ἐρώτων ἐσφαλμένον ἢ καὶ ὑπὸ μέθης ἤ τινος ἄλλης συμφορᾶς· ὅταν 

δὲ γίγνηται κατά τινα ἑαυτοῦ ἀνάξιον, οὐκ ἐθελήσειν σπουδῇ 

ἀπεικάζειν ἑαυτὸν τῷ χείρονι, εἰ μὴ ἄρα κατὰ βραχύ, ὅταν τι χρηστὸν 

ποιῇ, ἀλλ᾽ αἰσχυνεῖσθαι, ἅμα μὲν ἀγύμναστος ὢν τοῦ μιμεῖσθαι τοὺς 

τοιούτους, ἅμα δὲ καὶ δυσχεραίνων αὑτὸν ἐκμάττειν τε καὶ ἐνιστάναι 

εἰς τοὺς τῶν κακιόνων τύπους, ἀτιμάζων τῇ διανοίᾳ, ὅτι μὴ παιδιᾶς 

χάριν.  

(Resp. 3.396c6-e1) 

So I said: It seems to me that, whenever a moderate man 

encounters in the narration some kind of speech or action of a good man, 

he will be willing to express it as if he were that man and will not be 

ashamed of this sort of impersonation – especially in representing a good 

man who acts in a faultless and sensible way, less so and more 

reluctantly if this man is overwhelmed by disease or sexual desires, 

drunkenness or some other disgrace. But whenever he comes across a 

character that is unworthy of himself, he will not be willing to make 

himself resemble a worse individual in earnest, unless perhaps for a short 

time whenever that person does something useful; instead, he will be 

ashamed, both because he is not trained in impersonating such people 

and because he loathes the idea of moulding and shaping himself 

according to worse models. He despises this in his mind, unless it is done 

just for the sake of play. 

This passage presents us with a conception that is much more nuanced 

and complex than the simplistic ‘ban’ on mimetic representations that is often 

attributed to Plato.16 First of all, it is clear that the types of characters that the 

                                                 
16 Cf. e.g. Murdoch 1977, Ferrari 1989, Gastaldi 2013, 39-40, Annas 1981, 95: ‘imitation 

is dangerous and bad’. These positions are reflected in a wide-spread consensus that Plato 

would have eliminated poetry entirely from his constitutions: for examples from the field of 

Classics, cf. e.g. Havelock 1963 esp. 3-15, Warry 1962, 55ff., Stanford 1980, Gould 1992, Robb 

1994, 220-228, Nehamas 1999, 251ff., Nagy 2009, 36; in other literary disciplines this concept is 

virtually taken as granted: cf. e.g. Culler 2010, 40 (‘Plato banned poets from his ideal republic 

because they could only do harm’), Lynn 2010, 6, Bernstein 2003, 107. Against this 
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Platonic Socrates envisages on the stages of theatres in kallipolis are not at all 

(or at least not only) ‘purely virtuous’ ones. 17 Not only does he take into 

account that both ‘virtuous’ and ‘wicked’ characters may be included in these 

plays, but he also specifies how even ‘virtuous’ ones are not supposed to be 

entirely and constantly virtuous: on the contrary, sometimes they act in less-

than-ideal ways, for instance under the effect of different passional stimuli. 

Even in such a case, given that these characters are fundamentally ‘good’, the 

future Guardians will still be inclined to impersonate them, although with 

caution, and experience these emotional states directly, as if they were one of 

them – or perhaps precisely because they are individuals of this kind? 

On the other hand, even ‘wicked’ characters are not presented as 

constantly and entirely ‘bad’. On some occasions, they are envisaged as being 

able to make some positive contributions to the story that is represented, and 

in these cases the Guardians will be prepared to impersonate them. By 

contrast, they will refuse to represent mimetically a character that is 

fundamentally evil and acts in keeping with this disposition.  

The explanation provided by Socrates to clarify why the Guardians 

will refuse to do so is revealing: they will feel ashamed, in that they are not 

willing to alter radically their inner disposition and assimilate it to the 

psychological typoi of a less-virtuous person in earnest.18 This activity would 

ultimately correspond to truly transforming the nature of the impersonator, 

making it resemble the mindset of an evil man. However, they may be 

inclined to impersonate even these kinds of characters in jest: in this case, the 

playful attitude of the performer would protect him from any serious 

psychological damage. Here is introduced another element in the picture of 

the psychological system that is affected by musical experiences: the role of 

emotions as signals of the ethical quality of an action. Even though they are 

not aware of the reason why they experience specific emotional responses, the 

future Guardians will know ‘instinctively’, by feeling ashamed, that this type 

of impersonation would harm their inner equilibrium.19 

                                                                                                                                            
‘orthodoxy’, cf. the forceful critique by Halliwell 2011. For further bibliography, cf. Giuliano 

2005. 
17  Cf. Halliwell 2009, 33: this passage ‘clearly blocks the inference that the only 

appropriate models of mimesis are ethically perfect characters and it seems to leave room for 

at least some kinds of tragic and comic scenarios’. See as well ibidem n.34 for a discussion of 

secondary literature on this point. 
18 Both the use of the verb ‘moulding’ (ἐκμάττειν) and the idea of acquiring the 

τύποι, or psychological disposition, of the imitated character shows how this passage 

elaborates on the preoccupations expressed at 2.377b-c. As noted by Halliwell 2009, 32 n.33, 

also Gorgias uses similar expressions denoting psychological ‘moulding’ in his Helen: cf. B11 

DK 13, 15. 
19 This characterisation seems to be perfectly consistent with what is regarded as the 

main aim of musical education at Resp. 3.401d-402a: the Guardians should be ‘trained’ 
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We will return to the role of emotions in signalling the ethical quality 

of actions and objects, but it is important for now to underline that the 

indications provided in this passage about the nature of the characters to be 

imitated by the Guardians are perfectly compatible with the principles 

outlined at 3.392a12-b5, i.e. at the beginning of the whole analysis of mimetic 

representations. Plato is not insisting that the only characters to be 

represented mimetically are ‘entirely good’ and constantly happy, while bad 

ones may only be introduced by means of ἁπλῆ διήγησις and will necessarily 

be unhappy and unsuccessful. Not only would this be a perfect recipe for 

very bad literature, which would go against Plato’s open appreciation and use 

of the power of beautiful μουσική,20 but also it would not correspond to the 

educational aims that Plato is proposing for his ideal city: the citizens will 

have to learn about all the nuances and complex situations that may arise in 

terms of ethics, but they will need to do so without endangering their own 

well-balanced psychological state.21 

So the important point is not exactly what the characters will do and 

what details the stories will entail: after all, Socrates states clearly at 2.378e-

379a that the point of the discussion is not specifying the details of the future 

plots, taking the place of poets, but rather delineating some guidelines 

according to which poets will have to create their compositions. The only 

‘restriction’ is that the final message of the story will have to be correct, i.e. 

respect the ‘rules’ outlined at 3.392a12-b5: no matter how complex the 

psychological journey represented, the story will ultimately show that justice 

is beneficial for the person who possesses it. Significantly, these ‘guidelines’ 

are described here as τύποι, the very same word previously used to 

characterise the pattern given to the soul by means of mousike – a clear 

indication of how, in Plato’s view, musical and psychological forms are 

directly correlated. 

This complex and nuanced approach to mimetic representations is 

confirmed also in the Laws, a text that not only seems to be perfectly in line 

with the picture we are presented with in the Republic but makes more explicit 

some of the implications that, for the sake of concision as well as for the 

stylistic reasons we have already mentioned in the introduction, had to be left 

out of the earlier dialogue. 

                                                                                                                                            
subconsciously to recognise emotionally what is kalos before they can do so rationally. Cf. 

below, §4. 
20 Cf. e.g. Resp. 10.605c-d, 10.607c-608b, 10.614c-621b, with Halliwell 2002, 55 and 

passim, and Halliwell 2007. Cf. as well the respectful way in which the poets are addressed at 

Resp. 3.398a and Leg. 7.817d, where the Athenian acknowledges explicitly the possibility that 

the songs of foreigner tragedians may be even better than those of the nomothetai. 
21 Cf. Resp. 3.396a4-6: γνωστέον μὲν γὰρ καὶ μαινομένους καὶ πονηροὺς ἄνδρας τε 

καὶ γυναῖκας, ποιητέον δὲ οὐδὲν τούτων οὐδὲ μιμητέον. 
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While the passages of Laws 2 which address the question of musical 

kalon and musical ‘correctness’ were at the centre of our attention in Chapter 

2, we will focus here on some pages of Book 7 that continue the same 

discussion, starting from the shared assumption that the very essence of 

musical compositions consists in representing mimetically different types of 

human characters. 22  

Book 7 of the Laws offers us some interesting elements to complete the 

theoretical picture outlined in Republic 3 with regard to the way in which 

mimetic representations should be experienced and, in particular, we find 

here a confirmation of the interpretation we outlined above, according to 

which also ‘morally negative’ characters will be included in the poetic 

compositions of the new political systems. In fact, when the Athenian brings 

the discussion to the question of mimetic representations of ‘ugly bodies and 

thoughts […], both in discourse and songs and dances […] and in all those 

comic representations’ (7.816d), he does not propose to ban them entirely 

from the city: on the contrary, he emphasises that they are crucial elements of 

a proper education, since ‘it is impossible to learn serious things without 

comic ones too […] if one is to become a wise man’. And, commenting 

precisely on the characteristics of comedy, he adds the following remarks: 

ποιεῖν δὲ οὐκ αὖ δυνατὸν ἀμφότερα, εἴ τις αὖ μέλλει καὶ 

σμικρὸν ἀρετῆς μεθέξειν, ἀλλὰ αὐτῶν ἕνεκα τούτων καὶ μανθάνειν 

αὐτὰ δεῖ, τοῦ μή ποτε δι᾽ ἄγνοιαν δρᾶν ἢ λέγειν ὅσα γελοῖα, μηδὲν 

δέον, δούλοις δὲ τὰ τοιαῦτα καὶ ξένοις ἐμμίσθοις προστάττειν 

μιμεῖσθαι, σπουδὴν δὲ περὶ αὐτὰ εἶναι μηδέποτε μηδ᾽ ἡντινοῦν, μηδέ 

τινα μανθάνοντα αὐτὰ γίγνεσθαι φανερὸν τῶν ἐλευθέρων, μήτε 

γυναῖκα μήτε ἄνδρα, καινὸν δὲ ἀεί τι περὶ αὐτὰ φαίνεσθαι τῶν 

μιμημάτων. 

      (Leg. 7.816e2-10) 

But it is not possible to do both, at least if someone is to 

participate in virtue even in a small measure; instead it is precisely for 

these reasons that it is necessary to learn such things, so as not to do or 

say something ridiculous at any time out of ignorance, when one should 

not. Therefore slaves and remunerated foreigners will be ordered to 

impersonate these characters and nobody will ever be serious about these 

things nor will any of the free people engage in learning them openly, 

                                                 
22 Cf. Leg. 7.798e, where Leg. 2.655e-656a is openly referred to: Τί οὖν; τοῖς ἔμπροσθεν 

λόγοις πιστεύομεν, οἷς ἐλέγομεν ὡς τὰ περὶ τοὺς ῥυθμοὺς καὶ πᾶσαν μουσικήν ἐστιν 

τρόπων μιμήματα βελτιόνων καὶ χειρόνων ἀνθρώπων; Once more rhythm is singled out as 

the musical element that is especially relevant for representations of different lifestyles, as 

was the case at Republic 3.399e: cf. Chapter 1, §5. The same idea seems to be expressed also at 

Resp. 3.411d-e, where a person who does not partake in any kind of musical activity and 

devotes himself only to gymnastics is said to become μισόλογος and ἄμουσος and lives μετὰ 

ἀρρυθμίας. 
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neither a woman nor a man, but some new element should always 

appear in these representations.23 

Now the picture seems a bit clearer: free people who should become 

wise and virtuous need to have some experience about ‘wrong’ models, 

however they will have to do so without endangering the positive 

organisation of the inner constitution of their own souls. Therefore, the types 

of people who will engage in these kinds of mimetic representations will be 

either external to the political system of Magnesia or individuals who are not 

recognised as being fully rational, as is the case with slaves. At any rate, in 

this passage Plato seems to regard mimetic impersonations as the most 

effective type of narration, at least so far as the emotional involvement is 

concerned, and for this reason he does not want to ban entirely this kind of 

representations from the city.  

Still, precisely because of its capacity to trigger such a deep emotional 

involvement, it is necessary to establish some restrictions. In particular, the 

emphasis put on the need to avoid impersonating ‘negative’ types of 

characters seriously seems to be determined by this strategy, as was the case 

also at Republic 3.396c5-e1. If done in jest, on the other hand, representing 

mimetically even morally dangerous characters would not entail any 

substantial harm: the type of light-hearted detachment introduced by the act 

of looking at a character in order to make fun of it nullifies the potential risk 

of self-moulding, which requires prior identification with the character.24 

However, this passage leads us to consider also a different aspect of 

the question: if the potential harm to the soul of the performers is avoided by 

hiring non-citizens and displacing onto them the self-moulding caused by 

                                                 
23 On the interpretation of this last clause, cf. England 1921 ad 7.816e9. While my 

translation would probably correspond to the first possible interpretation he outlines, his 

rendition of καινόν as ‘unfamiliar and strange’ seems strained, probably determined by the 

author’s preference for the second interpretative option that he describes as follows: ‘such 

unedifying representations should be constantly changed, for fear that familiarity might give 

them too strong a hold on the public mind’. Although this point is not vital for the present 

argument, this reading seems far less convincing than the former, especially given the praise 

of correct musico-poetic poikilia at Leg. 2.665c2-7. In the context, seems more likely that the 

insistence on the presence of novel elements is related to the need to learn about a variety of 

aspects of ‘morally negative’ conducts, which will be represented mimetically by non-

citizens. Finally, as noted by Halliwell 2002, 82, here ‘the audience is invited to laugh against 
them, with clear recognition of their faults, and not in any sense with them’, which rules out 

the possibility of having any positive ‘moulding’ influence on the spectator’s soul. 
24 This kind of detachment, however, is not ‘satirical’ (Ferrari 1989, 119) but rather 

playful and amusing: cf. Resp. 3.396e2, where the potential menace of self-moulding to wrong 

models is undone by impersonating them ‘for the sake of play’ (παιδιᾶς χάριν). On the 

interpretation of παιδιά, cf. Leg. 2.667e5-8, where it is defined as a ‘harmless’ kind of pleasure, 

whose beneficial or detrimental effects are not worth of serious examination (μήτε τι βλάπτῃ 

μήτε ὠφελῇ σπουδῆς ἢ λόγου ἄξιον). 
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mimetic impersonations, what is the effect of mimetic representations on the 

audiences? To answer this question, we need to go back to the Republic, but 

this time we will focus on the examination of mimetic poetry outlined in Book 

10.603b-606d, where the argument does not analyse anymore the 

transformation of the identity of the performer but, instead, is interested in 

the psychological mechanisms that operate in the audiences.25 

The core of this passage regards a fundamental contradiction that Plato 

sees in the attitude of his contemporaries toward poetry: they praise and 

enjoy poetic – and especially mimetic – representations of behaviours that 

they would condemn in real life. This double-standard is based on an 

assumption that, in this passage as in many others, Plato wants to prove 

wrong, namely that experiencing emotional involvement with artistic 

representations is a neutral, superficial and harmless experience in that it does 

not involve directly one’s own life but portrays ‘somebody else’s emotions 

(ἀλλότρια πάθη, 10.606b1)’. 

This basic dissociation, though, loses sight of one element that connects 

the events represented on stage and the spectator’s psyche: feeling sympathy 
(sympaschein, 10.605d) for the emotions experienced by the characters on 

stage.26  While sympathising with the characters on stage does not equate 

directly with the self-assimilation experienced by the actor, this experience 

still has an effect on the spectator’s psychological balance and, therefore, on 

his conduct: by ‘surrendering’ to the emotions represented on stage, the 

spectator accepts and, to some extent, approves of these behaviours, without 

realising that in doing so he is strengthening a part of his own soul that 

would take over if a similar situation happened in real life. In other words, by 

sympathising with the excessive emotional reactions represented on stage, the 

spectator gets so used to the idea that these reactions are acceptable that he 

will ultimately end up repeating them, in spite of his own ethical convictions 

(10.606a-b). 

Still this negative outcome does not derive from the psychological 

mechanism of identification/self-transformation that is outlined in this 

passage, but instead is determined by the types of models presented on stage. 

If these models portrayed beneficial behaviours, then the psychological 

mechanism itself would lead to extremely positive results – namely 

interiorising and reproducing these positive patterns. Instead the problematic 

outcomes are determined by the fact that, as Socrates clarifies at 10.604e-605a, 

mimetic poets choose to depict characters that behave differently from what is 

commonly regarded as positive and beneficial: 

                                                 
25 Cf. Halliwell 2002, 77-83, and Halliwell 1988 ad loc. 
26 On the opposition between identification and sympathy in the interpretation of this 

Platonic passage, cf. Halliwell 2002, 78-79 with n.17. 
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Οὐκοῦν τὸ μὲν πολλὴν μίμησιν καὶ ποικίλην ἔχει, τὸ 

ἀγανακτητικόν, τὸ δὲ φρόνιμόν τε καὶ ἡσύχιον ἦθος, παραπλήσιον ὂν 

ἀεὶ αὐτὸ αὑτῷ, οὔτε ῥᾴδιον μιμήσασθαι οὔτε μιμουμένου εὐπετὲς 

καταμαθεῖν, ἄλλως τε καὶ πανηγύρει καὶ παντοδαποῖς ἀνθρώποις εἰς 

θέατρα συλλεγομένοις· ἀλλοτρίου γάρ που πάθους ἡ μίμησις αὐτοῖς 

γίγνεται. 

Παντάπασι μὲν οὖν. 

 Ὁ δὴ μιμητικὸς ποιητὴς δῆλον ὅτι οὐ πρὸς τὸ τοιοῦτον τῆς 

ψυχῆς πέφυκέ τε καὶ ἡ σοφία αὐτοῦ τούτῳ ἀρέσκειν πέπηγεν, εἰ 

μέλλει εὐδοκιμήσειν ἐν τοῖς πολλοῖς, ἀλλὰ πρὸς τὸ ἀγανακτητικόν τε 

καὶ ποικίλον ἦθος διὰ τὸ εὐμίμητον εἶναι. 

     (Resp. 10.604e5-605a5) 

So a distressed character can be imitated in many fancy ways, 

while a wise and quiet one, which tends to be always similar to itself, is 

neither easy to impersonate nor, if it actually is represented mimetically, 

can be easily understood, let alone by the crowds made of all kinds of 

people who assemble together at a theatre festival: the representation 

portrays an experience that is alien to them. 

Certainly. 

It is clear, then, that the imitative poet is not naturally equipped to 

handle such a disposition of the soul and his talent is not interested in 

pleasing it, if he wants to have a good reputation with the majority of 

people. Instead he will represent the irascible and volatile character, in 

that it is easy to imitate. 

In order to win the favour of the spectators, the poets indulge in 

following the public’s taste and, to use an effective formulation of the Laws, 

they turn into ‘pupils’ of their audiences, while they should be their teachers 

instead.27 And certainly it is easy to see why impersonating a character that 

has very extreme and sudden changes of mood can lead to powerful and 

varied mimetic representations. But still Plato’s problem does not regard 

simply the intensity of the emotional involvement of the audience but the 

psychological outcome of ‘surrendering’ completely to these emotions, if the 

ultimate ethical effect of the composition has not been carefully pondered. 

Where the latter condition is satisfied, however, the pleasure of emotional 

involvement in the events represented on stage is not regarded as a menace; 

on the contrary, it leads precisely to the outcome that was envisaged at 

Republic 3.396a4-6, as well as Laws 7, as the most desirable one: acquiring 

ethical knowledge by means of emotional experience.28 

                                                 
27 Leg. 2.659b-c. Cf. Aristoph. Ran. 1054-1055, where Aeschylus states that ‘Children 

have a teacher who instructs them, adults have the poets’ (Τοῖς μὲν γὰρ παιδαρίοισιν / ἐστὶ 

διδάσκαλος ὅστις φράζει, τοῖσιν δ᾽ ἡβῶσι ποηταί). 
28 This conception is not very distant from Aristotle’s (Poet. 1448b5-9), not only as 

regards the connection between mimesis and the acquisition of knowledge but also for the 

characterisation of the ability to perceive and enjoy mimetic representations as specifically 



 147

The problem, then, can be solved by staging plots that do not 

contravene the fundamental idea that justice is beneficial, as openly stated at 

Republic 3.392a12-b5: if this condition is observed, then the pleasure of 

mimetic impersonation can be enjoyed without fears.29 

However a passage near the end of Republic 10’s analysis of mimetic 

poetry may seem, at first sight, to undermine entirely the considerations 

developed in the previous pages, as in a rather trenchant sentence Socrates 

states that ‘hymns to the gods and eulogies to good people are the only types 

of poetry that will be admitted into the city’ (10.607a). However, this is far 

from being Plato’s last word on the question, even in this work itself. In fact, 

this blunt statement is followed by a very famous, if mysterious, passage: 

προσείπωμεν δὲ αὐτῇ, μὴ καί τινα σκληρότητα ἡμῶν καὶ 

ἀγροικίαν καταγνῷ, ὅτι παλαιὰ μέν τις διαφορὰ φιλοσοφίᾳ τε καὶ 

ποιητικῇ· […]. ὅμως δὲ εἰρήσθω ὅτι ἡμεῖς γε, εἴ τινα ἔχοι λόγον εἰπεῖν 

ἡ πρὸς ἡδονὴν ποιητικὴ καὶ ἡ μίμησις, ὡς χρὴ αὐτὴν εἶναι ἐν πόλει 

εὐνομουμένῃ, ἅσμενοι ἂν καταδεχοίμεθα, ὡς σύνισμέν γε ἡμῖν 

αὐτοῖς κηλουμένοις ὑπ᾽ αὐτῆς [...] Οὐκοῦν δικαία ἐστὶν οὕτω κατιέναι, 

ἀπολογησαμένη ἐν μέλει ἤ τινι ἄλλῳ μέτρῳ; 

 Πάνυ μὲν οὖν. 

Δοῖμεν δέ γέ που ἂν καὶ τοῖς προστάταις αὐτῆς, ὅσοι μὴ 

ποιητικοί, φιλοποιηταὶ δέ, ἄνευ μέτρου λόγον ὑπὲρ αὐτῆς εἰπεῖν, ὡς 

οὐ μόνον ἡδεῖα ἀλλὰ καὶ ὠφελίμη πρὸς τὰς πολιτείας καὶ τὸν βίον 

τὸν ἀνθρώπινόν ἐστιν· καὶ εὐμενῶς ἀκουσόμεθα. κερδανοῦμεν γάρ 

που ἐὰν μὴ μόνον ἡδεῖα φανῇ ἀλλὰ καὶ ὠφελίμη. 

      (Resp. 10.607b5-607e2) 

Let’s also tell poetry, so as to avoid her accusing us of being 

somehow harsh and uncultivated, that there is an ancient quarrel 

between philosophy and poetry […]. Nevertheless it must be said that, if 

the type of poetry that aims at stirring pleasure and is mimetic has some 

kind of argument that shows how it is necessary to have her in a well-

ordered city, then we will gladly accept her back, since we know very 

                                                                                                                                            
human and for the emphasis put on the natural inclination of children to engage in mimetic 

impersonations. Cf. Leg. 2.653d5-654a5 with Chapter 2, §2. 
29 In relation to this point, there is at least one major difference between the approach 

outlined in the Republic and in the Laws: in the former no serious mimetic impersonations of 

‘wrong’ ethical models is allowed, since there is no mention of strangers or slaves who may 

take up these roles. So we have to imagine that these characters will have to be represented 

by means of haple diegesis, unless in jest – an aspect that by itself introduces a detachment 

between the identity of the performer and that of the character. In the Laws, instead, the 

picture is rather different: since foreigners are allowed to partake in the activities of 

Magnesia, then the citizens may also have the additional experience of seeing mimetic 

representations of ‘evil’ characters, provided that the final message of the composition 

complies with the ethical guidelines of the city. Cf. Halliwell 2002, 85ff. 
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well how we ourselves are charmed by her30 […]. Therefore, isn’t poetry 

entitled to return in this way, once she has defended herself in lyrics or in 

some other kind of metre? 

Certainly. 

So we will let her defenders, who are not poets but lovers of 

poetry, speak in prose on her behalf and show how she is not only 

pleasant but also useful for constitutions and for human life. And we will 

be well-disposed to listen, for we will definitely profit if poetry is shown 

to be not only pleasant but also useful. 

The first implication we must face in reading this passage is that it 

contains a substantial limitation and redefinition of the severe restriction 

concerning the types of poetry allowed into the city expressed in the previous 

section of the text.31 If Plato really meant to exclude entirely all other types of 

poetic compositions apart from encomia and hymns, why would he have 

added such a prominent, though intricate afterthought? But, on the other 

hand, why did he give Socrates the remark about hymns and eulogies at all? 

It seems to me as if Plato himself was aware that an excessively rigid 

interpretation of the indications provided in Books 3 and 10 with regard to 

mimetic poetry would have led his readers to the radical conclusion 

expressed by Socrates at 10.607a and, therefore, wanted to signal that such a 

rigid and simplistic solution, which ignores all the nuances that we have 

examined up to now, is only a partial truth, in need of further examination 

and refinement. The tone of this passage seems perfectly compatible with this 

hypothesis, as the future readmission of poetry is not presented just as a mere 

possibility, but sounds rather like a prediction. 

Looking more closely at exactly what types of poetry are mentioned in 

this passage can help us to unravel this mystery. The hendiadys ἡ πρὸς 

ἡδονὴν ποιητικὴ καὶ ἡ μίμησις certainly seems to bring together the 

imitative and hedonistic characteristics as if they were to be naturally 

conceived as parts of one and the same type of poetry; however, by putting 

these two characteristics side by side, it also highlights how, in principle, 

these two aspects are not necessarily related to each other and therefore may 

be regarded as independent, opening the possibility of readmitting the one 

without the other. 

Keeping this in mind, let us look at the second part of this passage. The 

Platonic Socrates stresses that, in order to readmit other types of musico-

poetic compositions into the city, it will be necessary for the ‘lovers of poetry’ 

(φιλοποιηταί) to show that it is not only ‘pleasant’ (ἡδεῖα) but also ‘useful’ 

(ὠφελίμη) – two terms that appeared together already at Republic 3.398b, 

                                                 
30 On the personification of poetry in this passage, cf. Halliwell 1988 ad loc. 
31 Cf. Halliwell 2011, 242-243, with the secondary literature quoted in note 3, and 

Halliwell 2012c, 155-207. 
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when the ‘sweet (ἡδύς) poet who imitates everything’ was first sent away 

from kallipolis, in favour of a ‘more sober’ type of poetry that was nonetheless 

preferable for its usefulness (ὠφελίας ἕνεκα). 

The same two terms characterise also another decisive passage that 

examines the characteristics of mousike and the criteria on the basis of which it 

should be assessed: Laws 2.667b-668b. Here three elements are taken into 

consideration as potentially the most important aspects of musico-poetic 

performances: charm (χάρις), which is associated with pleasure (ἡδονή), 

correctness (ὀρθότης) and usefulness (ὠφέλεια). I will not dwell again on the 

role of all these elements in evaluating musical compositions, since it was 

already examined in Chapter 2. What is important, instead, for the current 

argument is the outcome of the analysis of the Laws: in this dialogue, where 

the whole set of musico-poetic practices included in the term mousike is 

repeatedly defined as ‘representative and imitative’, 32  musico-poetic 

compositions that are recognised as ‘aiming only at pleasure’ are strongly 

rejected in favour of compositions that combine both pleasure and correctness. 

It is clear, then, that none of the three elements (charm, correctness and 

usefulness) is regarded as problematic in itself: problems rather arise if one of 

them is isolated from the others and is employed as the only criterion to 

evaluate musical compositions. In relation to this last point, Plato talks 

explicitly only about judging music on the basis of ‘pleasure alone’, probably 

because his ethical anxieties were triggered by this kind of historical 

phenomenon and by the potential ethical and psychological effects of such 

practice.33 However, on the basis of the psychological model that Plato himself 

developed, a ‘purely useful’ but not pleasant type of music would also not be 

effective as an educational tool, since it would not be capable of stirring the 

psychological energy that is required to ‘give shape’ to the soul. And, 

actually, in the Laws useful-and-pleasant musical compositions, which are by 

definition mimetic, are not only accepted in the new political system but are 

given an extraordinary importance: they are defined as the most fundamental 

educational tool, because they are capable of instilling correct ethical 

associations in the souls of children by means of pleasures and emotions. 

                                                 
32 Cf. Leg. 2.668a, 2.668b2-8. See as well Leg. 2.655d, 2.669e, 2.670e, 7.798d. 
33 Cf. Leg. 2.667d9-e8, where the Athenian argues that only an object that ‘produces 

neither utility, nor truth nor likeness (i.e. self-moulding), and not even harm (ὃ μήτε τινὰ 

ὠφελίαν μήτε ἀλήθειαν μήτε ὁμοιότητα ἀπεργαζόμενον παρέχεται, μηδ᾽ αὖ γε βλάβην)’ 

may be judged on the basis of pleasure alone. This kind of pleasure is significantly 

characterised as ‘harmless’ and as a type of ‘play’ (παιδιά), whose beneficial or detrimental 

effects on the soul are ‘not worthy of serious examination’ (μήτε τι βλάπτῃ μήτε ὠφελῇ 

σπουδῆς ἢ λόγου ἄξιον). Contrast with the ‘greatest charge’ against (mimetic) poetry at Resp. 
10.605c7, with 10.595b5: it is capable of ‘harming even upright people, except for very few of 

them – a truly diabolical ability’ (καὶ τοὺς ἐπιεικεῖς ἱκανὴν εἶναι λωβᾶσθαι, ἐκτὸς πάνυ 

τινῶν ὀλίγων, πάνδεινόν που). 
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In conclusion, it seems that the numerous hints we have followed in 

the Republic in relation to the possibility of including, under specific 

conditions, mimetic poetry in an ideal political system received a more 

definite formulation in Plato’s later thought. Being a true ‘lover of poetry’, he 

took up the challenge he had posed himself in the Republic and demonstrated 

even to his more rigid interpreters how positive a contribution mimetic 

compositions can make to the constitution of both the city and the soul: they 

help individuals to acquire ethical knowledge and sculpt it in their souls. 

 

3. MIMESIS AND MUSIC: THE DANGERS AND IMPORTANCE OF VARIATIONS 

 

So at this point we have constructed a fairly detailed picture of what 

kind of models should be represented in poetic compositions. At the same 

time, given the analysis presented in Chapters 1 and 3, we know what types 

of harmoniai should be employed in order to portray them, together with the 

appropriate rhythms (whose characteristics are sadly not examined by Plato), 

and what types of musical instruments should be used in these performances. 

However, another stylistic aspect of musical compositions is examined very 

carefully by Plato: the role of variations and modulations (μεταβολαί).34 

The classic text to start from is, once more, Republic 3 and, in particular, 

the section that follows immediately the discussion of mimetic 

representations. Socrates has just completed his argument by saying that, 

differently from a ‘base’ man who would be willing to impersonate all kinds 

of models, the well-balanced citizens of kallipolis will employ a style that 

features ‘both impersonation and the other kind of narrative’ (3.396e4-6), 

when he adds the following observations: 

Οὐκοῦν αὐτοῖν τὸ μὲν σμικρὰς τὰς μεταβολὰς ἔχει, καὶ ἐάν τις 

ἀποδιδῷ πρέπουσαν ἁρμονίαν καὶ ῥυθμὸν τῇ λέξει, ὀλίγου πρὸς τὴν 

αὐτὴν γίγνεται λέγειν τῷ ὀρθῶς λέγοντι καὶ ἐν μιᾷ ἁρμονίᾳ, σμικραὶ 

γὰρ αἱ μεταβολαί, καὶ δὴ καὶ ἐν ῥυθμῷ ὡσαύτως παραπλησίῳ τινί; 

 Κομιδῇ μὲν οὖν, ἔφη, οὕτως ἔχει. 

 Τί δὲ τὸ τοῦ ἑτέρου εἶδος; οὐ τῶν ἐναντίων δεῖται, πασῶν μὲν 

ἁρμονιῶν, πάντων δὲ ῥυθμῶν, εἰ μέλλει αὖ οἰκείως λέγεσθαι, διὰ τὸ 

παντοδαπὰς μορφὰς τῶν μεταβολῶν ἔχειν; 

Καὶ σφόδρα γε οὕτως ἔχει. 

 Ἆρ᾽ οὖν πάντες οἱ ποιηταὶ καὶ οἵ τι λέγοντες ἢ τῷ ἑτέρῳ 

τούτων ἐπιτυγχάνουσιν τύπῳ τῆς λέξεως ἢ τῷ ἑτέρῳ ἢ ἐξ ἀμφοτέρων 

τινὶ συγκεραννύντες; 

                                                 
34 In musical contexts, the term μεταβολή seems to correspond to the term καμπή, as 

signalled in AGM 356. Given the political connotation of the term μεταβολή, it is easy to 

understand why Plato would prefer it, especially in the light of the mutual correlation of 

musical and political organisations outlined at Resp. 4.424c. On καμπαί in the New Music, cf. 

Chapter 3, §5. 
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 Ἀνάγκη, ἔφη. 

 Τί οὖν ποιήσομεν; ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ· πότερον εἰς τὴν πόλιν πάντας 

τούτους παραδεξόμεθα ἢ τῶν ἀκράτων τὸν ἕτερον ἢ τὸν κεκραμένον; 

 Ἐὰν ἡ ἐμή, ἔφη, νικᾷ, τὸν τοῦ ἐπιεικοῦς μιμητὴν ἄκρατον. 

 Ἀλλὰ μήν, ὦ Ἀδείμαντε, ἡδύς γε καὶ ὁ κεκραμένος, πολὺ δὲ 

ἥδιστος παισί τε καὶ παιδαγωγοῖς ὁ ἐναντίος οὗ σὺ αἱρῇ καὶ τῷ 

πλείστῳ ὄχλῳ. 

     (Resp. 3.397b6-d4) 

So doesn’t one of these two styles entail small modulations and, 

whenever someone employs the mode and rhythm that is appropriate for 

a mode of expression,35 the person who expresses himself correctly will 

continue almost in the same way36 both employing one mode – for the 

modulations are small – and a rhythm that remains quite stable? 

Certainly it is like this. 

And what about the other form? Doesn’t it need precisely the 

opposite things – all kinds of modes and rhythms – if it is to perform 

appropriately, because it contains all sorts and shapes of modulations? 

That’s exactly the case. 

And don’t all poets, as well as all speakers, happen to use either 

one of these modes of expression, or the other, or some kind of mixture of 

both? 

Necessarily. 

So what shall we do? Shall we admit into our city all these, or one 

of the unmixed types, or the mixed one? 

If my opinion was to win, we will accept the imitator of a valiant 

man that uses an unmixed style. 

But still, Adeimantus, the mixed style, which is the opposite of 

what you chose, is pleasant, by far the most pleasant to children and their 

tutors as well as for the majority of people in general.37 

                                                 
35 In this context, λέξις does not mean ‘diction’ intended strictly as including only 

word choice in speech or writing, but rather means more generally ‘mode of expression’, 

covering also stylistic aspects related to the musical side of performances: this is shown by 

the fact that the discussion of the types of ‘diction’ (εἴδη τῆς λέξεως) above focuses mostly on 

the use of the correct ἁρμονία and ῥυθμός. Contextually, also the verb λέγειν is used loosely 

as ‘expressing oneself’, rather than as literally ‘speaking’. 
36 The interpretation of the antecedent of πρὸς τὴν αὐτήν is discussed: Murray 1996, 

181, follows Adam 1902 ad loc. in supplying ἀρμονίαν. However, in order to do so, the 

meaning of this term must taken to be more general than the technical ‘mode’ – an option that 

would seem at least odd given that all the occurrences of ἀρμονία in Resp. 2-4 are compatible 

with the latter. Otherwise, the continuation of the sentence would be redundant, repeating 

the same concept: ‘both employing almost the same harmonia and in one harmonia’. Supplying 

λέξιν, with Stallbaum 1828 ad loc. and Hartmann 1896, instead, solves the problem. Cf. also 

GMW1 129. 
37 The wording of this passage is problematic. While I take ὁ ἐναντίος οὗ σὺ αἱρῇ as 

an explicatory apposition of ὁ κεκραμένος, it is possible to regard them as separate 

sentences, claiming on the one hand that the mixed style is pleasant and, on the other, that 
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The rather complex use of the concept of ‘mixture’ in this passage may 

cause some interpretative problems, especially if one approaches this passage 

having in mind Plato’s supposed ‘banishment’ of mimetic poetry.38 However 

the text does not seem to support any kind of rejection of mimesis as a whole. 

On the one hand, there is the type of musical style that would be 

employed by a well-balanced individual, the μέτριος ἀνήρ mentioned a few 

lines before, who would impersonate only characters that are similar to 

himself (i.e. composed and moderate, but also courageous and valiant), while 

would leave other human types to haple diegesis; in keeping with this 

approach, if he is to perform ‘correctly’, he would employ the musical mode 

and rhythm that is appropriate for a specific style of expression. At least with 

regard to the modes, we know from the following section of Republic 3 that he 

is to choose between Dorian and Phrygian and, as we have seen in Chapter 1 

and 3, in structural terms these two modes differed only in a couple of sounds 

at most. For this reason, it does not seem very surprising that in this passage 

Socrates talks of small modulations: indeed, modulating between the two 

scalar systems we have associated with the Dorian and Phrygian modes 

would entail very minor modifications. However, while the style employed 

by a metrios aner can be correctly regarded as ‘unmixed’ in terms of modes 

and rhythms, it still belongs to the category of ‘mixed’ representations with 

regard to the narrative form, in that it presents both mimesis and haple diegesis.  

The opposite type of musical and narrative style, instead, would be 

that proper to a ‘base’ person who engages in serious imitations of all kinds of 

objects, an endeavour that would necessarily entail all types of harmoniai and 

rhythms. It is hardly necessary to stress again that these characteristics, both 

in terms of subject matters and of technical devices, were exactly the defining 

traits of that ‘New Music’ which, as we have seen in Chapter 3,39 plays a 

crucial role in many Platonic reflections on music. This type of musical style 

can be defined as ‘mixed’ not only with regard to its combined use of 

different narrative styles but also due to the combination of different musical 
devices. 

                                                                                                                                            
the style that is opposite to the one chosen by Adeimantus is preferred by children etc. 

Following this reading, some scholars interpreted the last clause as referring to ‘unmixed 

mimesis of bad characters’: cf. e.g. Janaway 1998, 100 n.56. If this were the case, though, the 

already complicated conceptual structure of the passage would become unnecessarily more 

garbled: Socrates’ following comment on how this pleasant style cannot be accepted in the 

city because it does not ‘harmonise’ with it is perfectly compatible with the possibility that 

the ‘mixed’ style is intended as ‘opposite’ to the one selected by Adeimantus. 
38 E.g. see the severe judgement of Annas 1981, 99, with her previous comment on 

mimetic poetry on p. 95. For different views, cf. Halliwell 2009, esp. 34-35, Giuliano 2005, 44-

52, Blondell 2002, 236, Naddaff 2002, 151 n.78, Janaway 1998, 99-100, Ferrari 1989, 118. 
39 Chapter 3, §5. 
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Therefore, when Adeimantus chooses the ‘unmixed’ type, he does not 

mean that only haple diegesis will be allowed in the future city: on the contrary, 

he explicitly calls the performer a mimetes. Instead, his characterisation of the 

style as ‘unmixed’ focuses mostly on the musical aspects of the performance, 

which are included in the wider notion of λέξις employed in this passage and 

will be based on a limited number of harmoniai and rhythms.  

At this stage, one could legitimately wonder how such an apparently 

limited array of technical devices could allow one to create effective mimetic 

representations. Plato himself provides a veiled answer to this potential 

objection at 3.396e, when he states that the metrios aner would employ a style 

that is similar to that of the Homeric poems – an observation that seems 

rather exceptional in a text that contains so many criticisms of Homer. On the 

basis of what we can reconstruct,40 musical performances of the Homeric texts 

employed a very limited compass of notes (probably only four) and were 

entirely based on one type of rhythmical structure.41 Yet, we do not know of 

any ancient author who criticises these compositions as being unappealing, 

repetitive or uninteresting because of the limited array of musical elements 

they employ; besides, the range of technical elements allowed by Plato is 

much wider, comprising at least two complete modes and presumably more 

than one type of rhythm. 

At any rate, even if Adeimantus selects a style that allows for mimetic 

impersonations as well as simple narrative sections, Socrates does not simply 

accept his choice as the best possible one but somehow feels the need to 

remind him of one peculiar advantage of the ‘mixed’ style: the majority of 

people would regard it as the most pleasant of all (ἥδιστος). We should read 

                                                 
40 Cf. the fundamental examination of West 1981, with the revision of the compass of 

the phormix presented in AGM 328, and Danek-Hagel 1995. 
41  The exact nature of the Homeric performances of rhapsodes is debated. It is 

generally maintained that both sung and recited performances were practiced, especially in 

the Classical age: cf. e.g. Murray 1996, 96-99, GMW1 18-19. However, cf. West 1981, 113-115, 

according to whom the use or absence of a musical instrument ‘did not determine the nature 

of the vocal performance. This is in line with what we find in several other oral epic 

traditions. The Serbian bard normally played the gusle, but occasionally did without it, 

holding a staff or a tobacco-pipe instead and singing in the usual manner. In central and 

western Yugoslav Macedonia and in northern Russia, epics are sung without 

accompaniment, and there is evidence that in former times an instrument was used: its 

disappearance has not put an end to singing’. It must be stressed that the type of singing 

associated with traditional performances of the Rigveda, analogous in West’s view to the 

Homeric ones, ‘was based on definite notes and intervals, but it was at the same time a 

stylized form of speech, the rise and fall of the voice being governed by the melodic accent of 

the words’ (West 1981, 115). This evolution of Homeric performance may explain why Plato 

(Ion 533b-c) and Heraclides Ponticus (fr. 157 Wehrli, apud Ps.-Plut. 1132b) regard Homer’s 

Phemios respectively as a rhapsode, despite his use of a lyre, and a citharode. However, an 

alternative and purely musical type of performance of hexameter poetry is attested since the 

seventh century: cf. West 1986 and West 1971. 
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this passage in the light of the remarks on the musical taste of contemporary 

audiences presented at Republic 10.604e-605a, where we were told that the 

‘crowds that assemble in the theatre’ like best dramatic compositions that 

portray characters suitable to be imitated ‘in numerous and fancy ways (τὸ 

μὲν πολλὴν μίμησιν καὶ ποικίλην ἔχει)’.42 

This sentence introduces a term that characterises many aspects of 

Plato’s criticisms of musical innovations: ποικιλία, a term that is generally 

translated as ‘variety’ or ‘intricacy’. While the reader of Plato’s dialogues is 

used to reading this term in a negative and critical light, it is important to 

remember that on the contrary, in the Greek culture in general, being 

ποικίλος was regarded as a very positive and sought after characteristic of 

poetic compositions: above all, Pindar made of this word almost his 

manifesto, both in poetic and in strictly musical terms, but he was far from 

alone.43 At the opposite end, we know that the aesthetic category of poikilia 
acquired an absolutely negative connotation of ‘excessive variety’ in the 4th 

century, with the conservative criticisms formulated against the ‘New Music’. 

However, what does poikilia mean exactly in musical terms? 

While we have several comic passages that may give us an idea of the 

characteristics of this new musical style, as well as some later and more 

technical observations,44 it may be more useful now to look at a section of 

Laws 7. Here, in order to outline what skills should be acquired by a lyre 

student, Plato ends up giving us a fairly detailed account of the overall effect 

of the new ‘contemporary’ and poikilos musical style:  

Τούτων τοίνυν δεῖ χάριν τοῖς φθόγγοις τῆς λύρας 

προσχρῆσθαι, σαφηνείας ἕνεκα τῶν χορδῶν, τόν τε κιθαριστὴν καὶ 

τὸν παιδευόμενον, ἀποδιδόντας πρόσχορδα τὰ φθέγματα τοῖς 

φθέγμασι· τὴν δ᾽ ἑτεροφωνίαν καὶ ποικιλίαν τῆς λύρας, ἄλλα μὲν 

                                                 
42 While the immediate reference of this passage may not seem to regard music but 

more generally dramatic representations, it is worth noting that the kind of theatrical mimesis 

that may be most likely referred to as πολλὴν καὶ ποικίλην was contained in lyric sections, 

which were sung to a musical accompaniment. Therefore, this passage is immediately 

relevant also for an examination of musical taste. 
43 Cf. e.g. Pind. Ol. 4.2, 3.8,  6.87,  Nem. 4.14.  On Pindar’s poikilia, see Steiner 1986 and, 

more generally, see Detienne-Vernant 1974, 27-28, Heath 1987, 105-107, and Le Ven 2013. 
44 Cf. Pherecr. PCG 155, Aristoph. Ran. 1309-1361, Thesm. 50-69, with Barker 2004. 

Aristox. fr.76 Wehrli describes the new style as a type of music that is σκηνικὴ τε καὶ 

ποικίλη. See as well Dion. Hal. Comp. 19.28-42 Usener, where the author traces a brief 

‘history’ of the development of musical poikilia: the ‘ancient style’ of Alceaus and Sappho is 

qualified as simple and containing little variations since their stanzas were small, while 

Stesichorus and Pindar are said to have composed large stanzas that could contain many 

rhythmical units ‘for no other reason than their love of modulations (οὐκ ἄλλου τινὸς ἢ τῆς 

μεταβολῆς ἔρωτι)’ and, finally, the new dithyrambists are said to mix ‘Doric, Phrygian and 

Lydian phrases in the same song, composing now in enharmonic, then in chromatic and next 

in diatonic scales’, showing as well ‘great freedom in dealing with rhythms’. 
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μέλη τῶν χορδῶν ἱεισῶν, ἄλλα δὲ τοῦ τὴν μελῳδίαν συνθέντος 

ποιητοῦ, καὶ δὴ καὶ πυκνότητα μανότητι καὶ τάχος βραδυτῆτι καὶ 

ὀξύτητα βαρύτητι σύμφωνον καὶ ἀντίφωνον παρεχομένους, καὶ τῶν 

ῥυθμῶν ὡσαύτως παντοδαπὰ ποικίλματα προσαρμόττοντας τοῖσι 

φθόγγοις τῆς λύρας, πάντα οὖν τὰ τοιαῦτα μὴ προσφέρειν τοῖς 

μέλλουσιν ἐν τρισὶν ἔτεσιν τὸ τῆς μουσικῆς χρήσιμον ἐκλήψεσθαι διὰ 

τάχους. 

(Leg. 7.812d1-e5) 

For these reasons the lyre-teacher and the pupil should employ 

the sounds of the lyre, for the sake of clarity in the notes, in such a way as 

to select sounds that are in unison with those of the song. Instead, the use 

of different notes and of an elaborate style on the lyre, in which the 

strings emit one melody and the composer who has put together the 

vocal melody another one, combining close movements with wide 

intervals, quick and slow tempo, high and low pitch, both at the same 

time and in alternate sections, and similarly fit all kinds of rhythmical 

intricacies to the sounds of the lyre – all these things must not be offered 

to someone who, in just three years, is to assimilate quickly what is 

useful in music. 

 

First of all, the text associates poikilia with heterophonia, that is to say 

with an instrumental accompaniment that does not include only the notes of 

the melody but embroiders it, so to speak, with additional sounds. 45 The 

nature of this embellishment is described in some detail: wide intervals in the 

melody are ‘filled in’ with many additional notes,46 which of course had to be 

much quicker, creating an instrumental line that is to some extent 

independent from that of the voice. At the same time, we know that intricate 

melodic lines were employed in the fancy musical style of the New 

Musicians,47 so we should not exclude entirely the possibility that the text may 

be referring also to the opposite combination: intricate melodic lines 

accompanied by relatively simple instrumental music. 

The characterisation of the use of different registers and the harmonic 

relations between the melody and the accompaniment is more difficult to 

interpret. The first opposition of high-pitched and low-pitched sounds seems 

to indicate that the vocal line employed a register that was different from (and 

perhaps lower than) 48  that of the instrumental accompaniment. The 

                                                 
45 On the interpretation of heterophonia in this passage, cf. Barker 1995 and GMW1 162-

163. See as well England 1921 ad loc. 
46 Cf. Aristoph. Thesm. 100, where Agathon’s melodic lines are likened to ‘ant tracks 

(μύρμηκος ἀτραπούς)’; cf. Pherecr. PCG 155.23: ἐκτραπέλους μυρμηκιάς, with Chapter 3, 

§5. 
47 Cf. e.g. Aristoph. Ran. 1314 and 1349. 
48 Cf. Ps.-Arist. Probl. 19.12 and 19.49, with Hagel 2010, 93; but see also Barker 1995, 

56, who argues that this assumption is ‘almost certainly false’. 
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interpretation of the following opposition σύμφωνον καὶ ἀντίφωνον is more 

problematic: if the first term is translated as ‘concordant’ then its opposite 

should be ‘discordant’ and this would make sense in the context of this 

description, leading us to think that the previous characteristics were 

employed both in the case of concordant and in discordant sounds. However, 

even though in principle the term ἀντίφωνος may be used in this way, the 

concept of discord is normally indicated with the term διάφωνος. So Andrew 

Barker has suggested interpreting the term ἀντίφωνος as referring to the 

practice of singing ‘antiphonally’, i.e. alternating melodic phrases that 

‘respond’ to each other.49 

This idea is fascinating but somehow seems to be difficult to reconcile 

with the general line of thought of the passage, which focuses on the 

contemporaneous movements of two musical lines. However, this problem 

may be overcome if we interpret the sequence of oppositions in a slightly 

different perspective – that is, not taking them to refer rigidly to the 

characteristics of the melody on the one hand, of the accompaniment on the 

other. Instead, we may regard the passage as underlining how the new 

musical style not only employed the musical techiques mentioned previously 

all together in different melodic lines (σύμφωνον) but also employed them in 

sections that contrasted with each other (ἀντίφωνον), in order to enhance the 

emotional effect of each part. We know from the extant fragments of the ‘new’ 

music that the poets relied heavily on this type of technical expedient with 

regard to the subject matter,50 so it is not entirely unlikely that the same 

principle of ‘variation and contrast’ was applied also to the strictly musical 

parts of their compositions. 

Finally, Plato states that these elaborate melodic lines are combined 

with ‘all kinds of rhythmical intricacies (ῥυθμῶν ὡσαύτως παντοδαπὰ 

ποικίλματα)’, a phrase which not only highlights again the essential role of 

variety (poikilia) but associates it with another adjective that plays a very 

important role in Plato’s criticism of the ‘new’ musical style: παντοδαπός, ‘of 

all sorts, manifold’, a word which emphasises the randomness that 

characterises the variations introduced by the new musicians, or in other 

words the lack of a criterion for selecting which variations should be 

introduced in a musical composition. 

Interestingly, these words form a conceptual and lexical network that 

connects many of the textual excerpts analysed in this study. For instance, in 

the passage of Republic 3 examined at the beginning of this section, Socrates 

states that the ‘mixed’ musical style employs ‘all modes and all rhythms’ 

(πασῶν μὲν ἁρμονιῶν, πάντων δὲ ῥυθμῶν) because it contains ‘all sorts and 

shapes of modulations’ (διὰ τὸ παντοδαπὰς μορφὰς τῶν μεταβολῶν ἔχειν, 

                                                 
49 Barker 1995, 44 note 2. 
50 Cf. Chapter 3, §5. Cf. as well Heath 1987, 105 with note 26. 
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3.397c). And again, in the discussion of rhythms developed a few pages later51 

Socrates states that, similarly to how the modes associated with ethically 

negative behaviours were eliminated, also ‘fancy and intricate (ποικίλους) 

rhythms or manifold and variegated dance steps (παντοδαπὰς βάσεις, 

3.399e)’ should not be accepted.52  

An additional interpretative layer is added to this picture at Laws 
2.669c-670a,53 where the wild combinations of musical elements employed in 

these new compositions are described in great detail and are ultimately 

condemned because they consist in ‘random mixtures’ (πάντα κυκώμενα), 

‘jumbled together as an unintelligible medley’ (συγκυκῶντες ἀλόγως). It is 

worth noting in passing that Plato applies the same interpretative scheme also 

to the psychological organisation of the people who listen to and, more 

importantly, enjoy this type of musical composition: so, for instance, at 

Republic 10.604e the audiences who appreciate ‘numerous and fancy mimetic 

representations’ (πολλὴν μίμησιν καὶ ποικίλην) are described as consisting 

of ‘all sorts of people (παντοδαποῖς ἀνθρώποις)’, and at Republic 8.561e the 

psychological attitude proper to a truly ‘democratic’ man, who spends his 

time following his ever-changing whims, is qualified as ‘manifold 

(παντοδαπόν) and full of all sorts of characters, beautiful and varied 

(ποικίλον)’. 

On the basis of these passages, it seems that there is no space for 

variations in Plato’s musical world. However, if this were Plato’s overall 

solution to the question, how could one account for the positive evaluation 

and the actual prescription to include ‘always some new element’54 in mimetic 

representations which we have encountered above, as well as his overt 

appreciation of musical poikilia in correct settings? 

The decisive factor in determining this dramatic shift in Plato’s 

evaluation of musical innovations seems to be the presence or lack of 

awareness of the effects that introducing specific variations has on the 

psychological balance of the listeners. In keeping with this, all the passages in 

which Plato criticises musical poikilia (as well as any other kind of poikilia) 

regard situations in which such changes and innovations are introduced 

randomly, not for any particular reason but simply following an unspecified 

and generic desire for ‘novelty’.55 

                                                 
51 Cf. Chapter 1, §§5-6. 
52 The recurrent association of poikilia and rhythm in Plato’s texts seems to confirm 

the position defended in Barker 1995, esp. 55, who argues that the main effect of heterophonic 

accompaniments was to alter the hearers’ perception of rhythm. 
53 Cf. Chapter 2, 78ff. 
54 Leg. 7.816e, with 143ff. Cf. Chapter 2, 84ff. 
55 On this question in general, cf. D’Angour 2011, esp. 190ff. 
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By contrast, if variations are introduced in musical compositions by 

someone who is aware of their psychological repercussions, they are not only 

accepted by Plato but openly recommended. As we have seen in Chapter 2, 

once the general guidelines concerning ‘musical correctness’ are observed, 

musical compositions should ‘always change and contain all kinds of 

variations (ἁμῶς γέ πως ἀεὶ μεταβαλλόμενα καὶ πάντως παρεχόμενα 

ποικιλίαν, Leg. 2.665c5)’ – that is to say, precisely the two aspects of musical 

‘change’ (μεταβάλλειν) and ‘variation’ (ποικιλία) that were at the centre of 

Plato’s most vehement attacks against what we can now redefine as ‘the risks 

involved by a careless use of musical innovations’. 

In addition, the psychological results that Plato aims at by means of the 

kind of beneficial musical poikilia he envisages for the new constitution may 

seem surprising to many traditional interpreters: these musical means should 

generate ‘in the singers an insatiable desire and pleasure for the songs’ 

(ἀπληστίαν εἶναί τινα τῶν ὕμνων τοῖς ᾄδουσιν καὶ ἡδονήν, 2.665c), leading 

the citizens to continue ‘enchanting’ their own souls with these compositions 

and feed their passion for excellence.56 

 

4. THE AIMS OF MUSICAL EDUCATION: THE HARMONY OF THE SOUL AND 

THE TRUE MOUSIKOS 

 

In the previous sections we have analysed in detail what type of 

musical practices should be employed in the ideal constitutions in order to 

provide the citizens with the correct type of education. However, apart from 

the ethical implications of the contents we have already examined, 57 what are 

exactly the psychological effects achieved by means of ‘correct’ musical 

practices? 

This question is examined in the last sections of Republic 3. The 

discussion starts by reassessing the initial assumptions regarding the 

educational roles of music and gymnastics, which were uncritically taken – in 

keeping with the traditional approach – as respectively taking care of the soul 

and the body. Instead, at 3.410b-c, Socrates calls Glaucon’s attention to the 

effects of practicing excessively either of these two disciplines, unveiling how 

they both affect primarily the soul’s disposition.  

Socrates presents his interlocutor with two hypothetical human 

groups: one made of people who devote all their energies exclusively to 

gymnastics, the other of people entirely dedicated to music. The members of 

the first group will become ‘more aggressive than they should (ἀγριώτεροι 

τοῦ δέοντος)’, the others ‘softer (μαλακώτεροι) than would be good for 

                                                 
56 Cf. Chapter 2, §§5-6 and §5 below. 
57 Together with the previous sections, cf. e.g. Leg. 7.812c and 2.673a, where music is 

openly characterised as a means to achieve ethical excellence. 



 159

them’ (3.410d). Then Socrates associates these two aspects of one’s character 

with the parts of the soul that are responsible for their presence: 

Καὶ μήν, ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, τό γε ἄγριον τὸ θυμοειδὲς ἂν τῆς φύσεως 

παρέχοιτο, καὶ ὀρθῶς μὲν τραφὲν ἀνδρεῖον ἂν εἴη, μᾶλλον δ᾽ 

ἐπιταθὲν τοῦ δέοντος σκληρόν τε καὶ χαλεπὸν γίγνοιτ᾽ ἄν, ὡς τὸ 

εἰκός. 

Δοκεῖ μοι, ἔφη. 

Τί δέ; τὸ ἥμερον οὐχ ἡ φιλόσοφος ἂν ἔχοι φύσις, καὶ μᾶλλον 

μὲν ἀνεθέντος αὐτοῦ μαλακώτερον εἴη τοῦ δέοντος, καλῶς δὲ 

τραφέντος ἥμερόν τε καὶ κόσμιον;  

(Resp. 3.410d6-e3) 

And actually, I said, the spirited part of our nature provides the 

soul with aggressiveness and if it is trained correctly it becomes 

courageous; however, if it is overstrained, it would likely become hard 

and harsh. 

So it seems to me, yes. 

And, on the other hand, doesn’t the philosophical nature give the 

soul its gentleness and, when it is overly relaxed, becomes softer than it 

should,58 while if it is raised correctly it is gentle and orderly? 

Associating the different psychological outcomes obtained by 

practising only one of the two ‘pure’ disciplines with the different 

components of the soul that ‘produce’, so to speak, that specific psychological 

trait, Socrates describes the behaviour of these parts as degrees of tension and 

relaxation. If this usage were isolated, we could ignore it and attribute it to 

some kind of figurative locution – after all, similar expressions are employed 

also in modern languages to refer to emotional states (being tense, relaxed, 

etc.). However, Socrates’ subsequent interventions not only confirm but 

elaborates on the musical implications of this image, as he speaks of the two 

psychological traits mentioned before as elements that need to be 

‘harmonised’ to each other (ἡρμόσθαι δεῖ αὐτὰς πρὸς ἀλλήλας, 3.410e8), 

creating a soul that is moderate and courageous, which is appropriate for a 

‘harmonic’ individual (ἡρμοσμένου, 3.411a1). By contrast, the soul of a 

‘disharmonic’ person (ἀναρμόστου, 3.411a3) would be cowardly and harsh.  

While the details of the kind of ‘harmony’ that characterises a truly and 

fully virtuous disposition are examined in detail in Book 4,59 for the moment 

the discussion remains focused on the strictly psychological dimension and 

                                                 
58 Adam 1902 ad loc. finds this passage grammatically imprecise. But Smyth 1956, 

§2073 examines some exceptional cases in which the subject of the genitive absolute is the 

same as that of the main clause, with the result of emphasising the idea contained in the main 

clause: cf. Thuc. 3.13.7.1, 5.56.5.2. Smyth observes also that in these cases the genitive absolute 

precedes the main verb, as happens in this Platonic passage. Goodwin 1930, §1568 quotes also 

Xen. Anab. 5.4.16.3: οἱ δὲ πολέμιοι, προσιόντων, τέως μὲν ἡσύχαζον. 
59 Cf. Chapter 3, §§1-2. 
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on how music affects it. In order to show this, Socrates outlines another 

hypothetical scene, which depicts effectively the psychological 

transformations that follow an excessive use of the ‘wrong’ types of music: 

Οὐκοῦν ὅταν μέν τις μουσικῇ παρέχῃ καταυλεῖν καὶ καταχεῖν 

τῆς ψυχῆς διὰ τῶν ὤτων ὥσπερ διὰ χώνης ἃς νυνδὴ ἡμεῖς ἐλέγομεν 

τὰς γλυκείας τε καὶ μαλακὰς καὶ θρηνώδεις ἁρμονίας, καὶ μινυρίζων 

τε καὶ γεγανωμένος ὑπὸ τῆς ᾠδῆς διατελῇ τὸν βίον ὅλον, οὗτος τὸ μὲν 

πρῶτον, εἴ τι θυμοειδὲς εἶχεν, ὥσπερ σίδηρον ἐμάλαξεν καὶ χρήσιμον 

ἐξ ἀχρήστου καὶ σκληροῦ ἐποίησεν; ὅταν δ᾽ ἐπέχων60 μὴ ἀνιῇ ἀλλὰ 

κηλῇ, τὸ δὴ μετὰ τοῦτο ἤδη τήκει καὶ λείβει, ἕως ἂν ἐκτήξῃ τὸν θυμὸν 

καὶ ἐκτέμῃ ὥσπερ νεῦρα ἐκ τῆς ψυχῆς καὶ ποιήσῃ μ α λ θ α κ ὸ ν  

α ἰ χ μ η τ ή ν . 

(Resp. 3.411a5-b4) 

Therefore whenever someone gives music a chance to charm his 

soul with its piping and pour down his ears, as if they were a funnel, 

those modes that we just now called sweet and soft and mournful, and 

spends his whole life humming them and under the spell of this song, 

then at first doesn’t this person, if he had some spirited element in 

himself, soften it as if it were iron, making it useful from useless and 

hard? But whenever, once in this situation, he does not stop acting in this 

way and instead is beguiled by the music, then it starts melting and 

liquefying his spirited element until it is dissolved, and cuts so to speak 

the ‘strings’61 out of his soul, producing a ‘feeble warrior’62. 

This striking passage is based on the use of several metaphors 

signalled by three close occurrences of the preposition ὥσπερ, which denote 

the different levels depicted in this text: first the focus is on the way in which 

music gets access to the soul, then it shifts to the psychological transformation 

caused by this experience and finally the ethical outcome of this process is 

revealed. 

The initial characterisation of the action of music evokes a concept that 

we have already encountered in the Laws: music ‘charms’ the soul and puts it 

under some sort of quasi-magical spell. The use of the verb kataulein is 

particularly remarkable in this context: it immediately prompts us to imagine 

this musical experience as being akin to the intense musical fascination 

experienced in a sympotic setting, where the aulos had a crucial role.63 This 

association is confirmed by the other two occurrences of this verb in the 

Platonic corpus. The first appears at Republic 8.561c, the aforementioned 

passage which describes the conduct of a ‘truly’ democratic man who, 

                                                 
60 ἐπιχέων Morgenstern et Slings. 
61 This interpretation of νεῦρα is discussed below. 
62 Cf. Hom. Il. 17.588. 
63 Cf. below §6. 
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considering all his desires equal, indulges in all of them in equal measure. 

Among the activities mentioned here, Plato includes being ‘drunk and 

charmed by the spell of the aulos’ (μεθύων καὶ καταυλούμενος), an 

expression that certainly evokes a sympotic atmosphere. The second 

appearance of this term supports further this correlation: in Book 7 of the 

Laws, the verb katauleo not only refers to the ‘spell’ cast by music on the soul 

but associates it directly with the musical treatments used to soothe frenzied 

Bacchants.64 

 We will return in later sections of this chapter to the special power of 

auletic music, but for the moment let us focus on the characterisation of the 

verb katauleo at Republic 3.411a-b, where the ‘charm’ exerted by this seductive 

kind of music is associated with the idea of pouring it into the soul. This 

remarkable image is very effective in rendering how deeply and, at the same 

time, directly the soul is affected by music: through the ears, music is capable 

of accessing the soul without any filters or mediations, and in this way it can 

modify its shape directly. This capability of music was highlighted already at 

the very beginning of the examination of musical education, when Socrates 

warned his interlocutors of the crucial role played by myths: they are able to 

mould the soul (πλάττειν) and their patterns sink into it (ἐνδύεται, 2.377b).65 

That this power of transformation is one of the most significant and defining 

traits of musical education is emphasised also at the end of the musical 

section of Book 3, when Socrates declares that ‘music is the most important 

type of education’ (κυριωτάτη ἐν μουσικῇ τροφή), because ‘rhythm and 

harmonies penetrate most deeply into the inner part of the soul (μάλιστα 

καταδύεται εἰς τὸ ἐντὸς τῆς ψυχῆς), and they affect it with the greatest 

strength (ἐρρωμενέστατα ἅπτεται αὐτῆς, 3.401d)’. 

However, Plato’s choice of the image of ‘pouring sounds down the 

ears’ may not be exclusively related to his theory about the effects of music on 

the soul, as may be suggested by his metaphorical likening of the ears to a 

funnel (ὥσπερ διὰ χώνης). In fact, a very similar concept underlies a passage 

of Archytas’ fragment 1, where the harmonic theorist mentions a few reasons 

why sounds that are too feeble or too strong cannot be perceived by human 

hearing, justifying the second claim as follows: 

 

                                                 
64 Cf. Leg. 7.790c-e, with §6 below. Cf. Eur. Her. Fur. 871: τάχα σ᾽ ἐγὼ μᾶλλον 

χορεύσω καὶ καταυλήσω φόβῳ. 
65 Cf. Leg. 1.642b-c, where Megillus testifies in person to the powerful effect of words 

and stories heard as children: having heard that his family acted as proxenos for the Athenians 

in Sparta, a sort of friendly disposition towards Athens sank into each of the children of the 

household (ταύτῃ τις εὔνοια ἐκ νέων εὐθὺς ἐνδύεται ἕκαστον ἡμῶν). 
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οὐ γὰρ παραδύεσθαι ἐς τὰν ἀκοὰν ἁμῖν τὼς μεγάλως τῶν 

ψόφων, ὥσπερ οὐδ᾽ ἐς τὰ σύστομα τῶν τευχέων, ὅκκα πολύ τις ἐκχέῃ, 

οὐδὲν ἐγχεῖται. 

(Arch. fr. 1.16-18 Huffman) 

For large sounds do not penetrate into our ear, just as happens 

with the narrow mouths of some vessels: whenever someone pours a 

large quantity of liquid over them, none flows in. 

While of course this does not prove that Plato was following Archytas’ 

model in Republic 3,66 still the resemblance between these passages seems to 

point to something more than a casual coincidence, especially in the light of 

the attested exchanges between Plato and Archytas67 and given that the same 

fragment 1 is alluded to at Republic 7.530d, where astronomy and harmonics 

are defined as ‘sister sciences (ἀδελφαί τινες αἱ ἐπιστῆμαι)’.68 

Socrates continues by specifying the nature of the music that is poured 

down the ears: it employs ‘sweet, soft and mournful’ modes, precisely the 

ones that were excluded from the soundscape of kallipolis a few pages before. 

This remark clarifies how the following observations about the psychological 

effects of music are applicable only to these specific types of music and do not 

reflect traits proper to music in general, unlike the previous description of its 

power to enter deeply into the soul. The introduction of the second metaphor 

signals the transition to a different section of this passage, which focuses on 

the effects of the ‘forbidden’ modes on the soul. Now Plato invites us to think 

of the spirited part of the soul as if it were made of iron (ὥσπερ σίδηρον) and 

characterises the effect of the powerful emotions triggered by the ‘sweet, soft 

and mournful’ modes as ‘softening’. The outcome of this process, however, is 

not so straightforward to assess: while it initially has a useful effect, making 

the thymoeides more malleable and gentler, as opposed to its natural 

inclination to be easily excitable and irascible, a prolonged exposure to these 

excessively emotional types of music pushes the softening effect too far, 

ultimately damaging the spirited part of the soul. 

This is not the first time that the connection between excessively 

emotional musico-poetic practices and their softening effect on the soul is 

underlined in the Republic but, differently from this passage, in all previous 

                                                 
66  The characterisation of ears as funnels is attested also at Aristoph. Thesm. 18 

(Euripides is speaking): ἀκοῆς δὲ χοάνην ὦτα διετετρήνατο (Austin-Olson). Cf. Austin-

Olson 2004, 58. Hiller 1874 claims that both Plato and Aristophanes must have had an earlier 

common source, however does not give any suggestions to identify it. Cf. Soph. OT 1386-1387 

for the idea of listening as a stream that flows into the ears: τῆς ἀκουούσης ἔτ᾽ ἦν / πηγῆς δι᾽ 

ὤτων […]. Cf. as well Plato Phaedr. 235c-d, where poetic words are characterised as an ‘alien 

stream’ (ἐξ ἀλλοτρίων ποθὲν ναμάτων, 235c8-d1) that, by means of listening, is capable of 

‘filling the heart’ (πλῆρές […] τὸ στῆθος, 235c5). 
67 Cf. Huffman 2005, esp. 32ff. 
68 Cf. Arch. fr. 1.6-7 Huffman: ταῦτα γὰρ τὰ μαθήματα δοκοῦντι εἶμεν ἀδελφεά. 
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instances it was presented as a sort of obvious correlate of other observations. 

For instance, at 3.387c, Socrates comments on how the terrible names given to 

different parts of Hades make the listeners shudder and shiver, a dangerous 

process that could make the Guardians ‘warmer (θερμότεροι) and softer than 

they should be (μαλακώτεροι τοῦ δέοντος)’, aspects that are associated with 

being more cowardly, as is clarified at 3.411a-b and 2.381e. Moreover, the 

correlation of ethical and musical ‘softness’ was one of the basic criteria 

underlying the selection of musical modes: indulging in ‘drunkenness (μέθη), 

softness (μαλακία) and idleness (ἀργία)’ was openly associated with ‘soft 

and sympotic (μαλακαί τε καὶ συμποτικαί) modes’ (3.398e6-9).69 

A similar, though more complex, network of concepts is developed in 

Book 2 of the Laws. In numerous passages devoted to the crucial and 

potentially positive educational role of symposia, to which we will return in 

the later sections of this chapter, the psychological effects of music are 

naturally examined in conjunction with those of wine and, strikingly, the 

same metaphors we have encountered at Republic 3.411a-b appear in a very 

prominent position. In order to make sure that all the citizens are ‘passionate 

(προθύμους) about singing’, the Athenian lists a series of criteria about how 

wine should be used by people of different ages: while children and teenagers 

should abstain entirely from it, since ‘it is not necessary to pour more fire on 

fire, whether in the body or in the soul’,70 people over forty years of age 

should be sumptuously entertained in the common banquets and use the 

remedy provided by Dionysus in order to grow young again. In this way, 

their soul ‘turns softer (μαλακώτερον) and loses its hardness (ἐκ 

σκληροτέρου), as iron becomes softer and more malleable when plunged into 

fire’.71 As if this characterisation were not strong enough, after a few pages 

Plato presents again the same concept in a more concise fashion: 

Οὐκοῦν ἔφαμεν, ὅταν γίγνηται ταῦτα, καθάπερ τινὰ σίδηρον 

τὰς ψυχὰς τῶν πινόντων διαπύρους γιγνομένας μαλθακωτέρας 

γίγνεσθαι καὶ νεωτέρας, ὥστε εὐαγώγους συμβαίνειν τῷ δυναμένῳ 

τε καὶ ἐπισταμένῳ παιδεύειν τε καὶ πλάττειν, καθάπερ ὅτ᾽ ἦσαν νέαι; 

(Leg. 2.671b8-c2) 

Did we not say that, whenever these things happen, the souls of 

the drinkers become ardent and, as if they were some kind of iron, they 

become softer and younger, and therefore more malleable to someone 

who is capable and knowledgeable in training and moulding them, just 

as they were when young? 

 

                                                 
69 Cf. Chapter 1, §3.2. 
70 Leg. 2.666a5-6:οὐ χρὴ πῦρ ἐπὶ πῦρ ὀχετεύειν εἴς τε τὸ σῶμα καὶ τὴν ψυχήν. 
71  Leg. 2.666c1-2: καθάπερ εἰς πῦρ σίδηρον ἐντεθέντα γιγνόμενον, καὶ οὕτως 

εὐπλαστότερον εἶναι. 
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From all these passages we can see how the imagery of iron forging 

plays a central role not only in Plato’s musical reflections but also, more 

importantly, in his psychological ones: as is evident in the passage of the Laws 

quoted above, the softness achieved by mature souls by means of a correct 

use of wine and music leads them to grow young again, recovering the 

‘malleability’ that, since the very beginning of our analysis, was presented as 

a natural characteristic of young souls, a characteristic which makes them 

particularly sensitive to all types of education.72  

The prominent role of the fire/iron imagery at Laws 2.666a-c, together 

with a quasi-literal quotation from Republic 4.411a, 73  suggests a sort of 

‘internal dialogue’ between these texts. This hypothesis seems slightly odd 

given that the tone of these passages seems very different: on the one hand we 

have a radical denunciation of the destructive effects of ‘excessively sweet’ 

music on the soul, on the other the celebration of the excellent results 

obtained by very similar means. Of course, it is true that this clash is 

attenuated by the fact that also in the Republic the iron imagery is used to 

describe the useful, if momentary, effect of this type of music. However, the 

biggest and most telling difference between these texts consists in the types of 

individuals that are subject to musical treatments in the two dialogues: while 

the passage from the Republic is included in a wider examination of what type 

of musical education is suitable for the young Guardians, the section of the 

Laws focuses on how to rekindle passion in the older citizens of Magnesia. So 

was the Plato of the Republic trying to hint at the possibility that, in a different 

context, the types of ‘sweet’ music that he was rejecting from the education of 

the Guardians might actually be useful? Or, instead, did the Plato of the Laws 
want to clarify some aspects that were interpreted too radically in his 

previous work? 
Of course, these questions are bound to remain unanswered. However, 

some linguistic aspects of the texts that focus on the problem of the soul’s 

‘softness’ can help us in understanding more clearly Plato’s approach. First of 

all, the adjective μαλακός tends to be used in a comparative form in all the 

relevant passages, an element which signals that the problem does not regard 

opposite and absolute states (hard/soft, good/bad) but is a question of degree 

and nuances. Within the uses of comparative forms of μαλακός, a further 

differentiation is introduced by means of the addition τοῦ δέοντος, which 

specifies how – differently from the other cases74 – the development described 

in some of these passages is undesirable and negative. 

                                                 
72 Cf. Resp. 2.377a-c, with §§1-2 above. 
73 Leg. 2.666b7-c1: μαλακώτερον ἐκ σκληροτέρου. Resp. 3.411a10-b1: ἐμάλαξεν [...] 

ἐξ ἀχρήστου καὶ σκληροῦ ἐποίησεν. 
74 Cf. Leg. 2.666b-c, where the ‘softening’ of the older souls is regarded as a positive 

effect of music. Cf. §5 below. 
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This second category is especially prominent in Republic 3: as we have 

already noted, at 3.387c Socrates observes how fright makes the Guardians 

‘softer than they should be (μαλακώτεροι τοῦ δέοντος)’, but also at 3.410d he 

underlines how people educated exclusively in gymnastics become ‘harsher 

than they should be (ἀγριώτεροι τοῦ δέοντος)’ while people trained 

exclusively in music become ‘softer than is ideal for them (μαλακώτεροι […] 

ὡς κάλλιον αὐτοῖς)’. Finally at 3.410e he states that a person who ‘relaxes 

excessively (μᾶλλον μὲν ἀνεθέντος)’ his philosophical part becomes ‘softer 

than it should (μαλακώτερον εἴη τοῦ δέοντος)’.75 

And it is exactly the psychological outcome of this ‘excessive’ use of 

music that is at the centre of Socrates’ attention in the subsequent passage, 
3.411a-b: if the process of softening is continued for a long time, it ends up 

destroying the soul by dissolving its matter. This transition to the final section 

of the argument is signalled by the introduction of the last and, perhaps, the 

most arresting of the metaphorical images of this text: this type of music 

ultimately ‘dissolves the spirited element (ἐκτήξῃ τὸν θυμόν)’ and ‘cuts so to 

speak the “strings” (ἐκτέμῃ ὥσπερ νεῦρα) out of his soul’. 

This puzzling image plays on several semantic levels. The most direct 

interpretation of the expression τὰ νεῦρα τέμνειν/ἐκτέμνειν would be a 

physical one (‘cutting the sinews’), 76  a locution that was also employed 

metaphorically in order to indicate a loss of energy.77 However, Plato here 

seems to play a more complex game, which aims at mixing and merging with 

each other the different physical, psychological and musical dimensions 

evoked in this passage. In fact if, on the one hand, he presents the reader with 

a rather natural association between courage and nerves,78 on the other he 

puns upon the similarity of the terms νεῦρα (sinews) and νευρά (string of a 

musical instrument), 79  as seems to do also the character Euripides in 

                                                 
75 On the grammatical interpretation of this passage, see note 58 above. Cf. Resp. 

3.410d, where an excessive use of pure gymnastics is said to make the spirited part of the soul 

‘more tense than it should (μᾶλλον δ᾽ ἐπιταθὲν τοῦ δέοντος)’, becoming ‘hard and harsh 

(σκληρόν τε καὶ χαλεπόν)’. Cf. also the ‘counterexample‘ given at Resp. 8.546d5-7: the 

beginning of the destruction of the perfect city is determined by ‘holding first musical matters 

and then gymnastics in lower esteem than they should, so that the younger people will 

become increasingly unmusical (ἔλαττον τοῦ δέοντος ἡγησάμενοι τὰ μουσικῆς, δεύτερον 

δὲ τὰ γυμναστικῆς, ὅθεν ἀμουσότεροι γενήσονται ὑμῖν οἱ νέοι)’. 
76 E.g. Galen De anat. admin. 2.435.12, 2.459.5, 2.492.1; Galen De Placit. 2.6.5.2, etc. On 

the use of the medical term νεῦρα in the context of ancient psychology, cf. Vegetti 1993. 
77  E.g. Plut. Quaest. Conv. 692c, Philod. περὶ ὀργῆς fr.17.31.28-31 Indelli 1988: 

ἐκτέμνειν τὰ νεῦρα τῆς ψυχῆς φασι τοὺς τὴν ὀργὴν καὶ τὸν θυμὸν αὐτῆς ἐξαιροῦντας. 
78 Cf. e.g. Suda μ380: νεῦρα γὰρ λέγεται πολέμου εἶναι, ὥς φησι Πίνδαρος. 
79 On the metaphorical use of the term νεῦρον, cf. DELG s.v., who among other 

meanings lists also ‘corde […] d’une lyre’. The term τὰ νεῦρα was also employed in open 

reference to stringed musical instruments: cf. Schol. vet. in Remp. 421a2 Greene (νευροράφους 

εἶπε Λυκοῦργος τοὺς τὰ νεῦρα ῥάπτοντας ταῖς λύραις), Lucian Dial. Mar. 1.4.5-6 (κέρατα 
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Aristophanes’ Frogs: in order to win the contest against Aeschylus, he is ready 

to defend his ‘words and songs, which are the νεῦρα of tragedy’ (Ran. 862).80 

This physical and musical wordplay gives the readers an effective 

synthesis of the metaphorical conception that underlay the previous passages: 

on the one hand, the two parts of the soul are depicted as being ‘stretched’ or 

‘relaxed’ by music and gymnastics as if they were strings, on the other the 

effects of such practices regard the ability of a subject to perform at best both 

in war and in peaceful times. The musical aspects of this imagery are 

emphasised further in the concluding remarks at 3.411e-412a: the internal 

balance between the spirited part of the soul and the philosophical one is 

described as a mutual harmonisation (ἀλλήλοιν συναρμοσθῆτον), obtained 

by stretching and relaxing them to the appropriate degree (ἐπιτεινομένω καὶ 

ἀνιεμένω, 3.412a1). 81  This musical interpretation is further confirmed at 

4.441e9, when Socrates refers to the results achieved earlier by saying that ‘a 

combination of music and gymnastics makes the soul harmonious 

(σύμφωνα), as one part is ‘stretched (ἐπιτείνουσα) and nourished by means 

of beautiful discourses and theories, while the other is relaxed (ἀνιεῖσα) and 

soothed by means of words and stories, pacified with harmony and rhythm 

(ἡμεροῦσα ἁρμονίᾳ τε καὶ ῥυθμῷ)’. 

In keeping with this approach, the solemn concluding remarks on the 

best possible condition achieved by the soul thanks to a correct education are 

entirely shaped in musical terms: 

Τὸν κάλλιστ᾽ ἄρα μουσικῇ γυμναστικὴν κεραννύντα καὶ 

μετριώτατα τῇ ψυχῇ προσφέροντα, τοῦτον ὀρθότατ᾽ ἂν φαῖμεν εἶναι 

τελέως μουσικώτατον καὶ εὐαρμοστότατον, πολὺ μᾶλλον ἢ τὸν τὰς 

χορδὰς ἀλλήλαις συνιστάντα. 

(Resp. 3.412a4-7) 

                                                                                                                                            
πήχεις ὥσπερ ἦσαν, ζυγώσας δὲ αὐτὰ καὶ / ἐνάψας τὰ νεῦρα, οὐδὲ κολλάβοις 

περιστρέψας). Interestingly at Resp. 3.411b Plato omits the article, which would have 

hindered an analogical association – contrast with Philostr. VA 5.10, where the common 

phrase τὰ νεῦρα ἐκτέμνειν is modified by changing the ordinary νεῦρα into νευρά, so that 

the new expression ἐκτεμεῖν τὰς νευράς could be used as the basis for a subsequent joke on 

Nero’s musical ineptness. Instead, at Leg. 1.645a, different parts of the soul are characterised 

as (non-musical) strings: the different elements that constitute the soul are described as νεῦρα 

that move in different directions the puppets/human beings created by the god. Interestingly, 

these νεῦρα are made of different metals: the ‘rational’ one is golden and flexible (μαλακήν), 

while the other ‘cords’, made of iron, are rigid (σκληραί). Again, in this passage being 

μαλακός is regarded as a positive characteristic and, as expected, the adjective occurs in its 

positive form, not in the comparative. 
80 For a different interpretation of this Aristophanic passage, cf. Dover 1993 ad loc. 
81 Here the two parts of the soul are openly considered as two musical strings: 

together with ἁρμόζω, the two verbs ἐπιτείνω and ἀνίημι point unequivocally to this 

characterisation. Cf. Rocconi 2002, 13-21 for a detailed examination of the different musical 

uses of these verbs. 
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The person who achieves the finest blend of music and 

gymnastics and applies it in the most balanced way to the soul, this one 

we would rightfully call the most perfectly musical and most well-

harmonised of people, much more than a someone who integrates the 

pitches of musical strings with one another. 

However having a harmonic soul is not enough in order to be regarded 

as a true mousikos. In order to aspire to this status, it is necessary also to be 

‘acquainted with all the different forms (εἴδη) of moderation, and of courage, 

liberality and high-mindedness, as well as all the other virtues that are akin to 

these ones, and their opposites’.82 The type of ethical knowledge required of a 

true mousikos may seem to be far too demanding if, as seems to be the case in 

the Republic, all the citizens of the two upper classes need to acquire it; after 

all, the formulation seems to be similar to the definition of a true τεχνικός 

outlined in the Phaedrus (277b-c). However there are some vital differences 

that make the two degrees of knowledge very different: while a true τεχνικός 

is required to know the truth (τό τε ἀληθὲς [...] εἰδῇ) about all the elements 

he examines and must have scientific knowledge (ἐπιστηθῇ) about how to 

divide them by classes, the true mousikos of the Republic must simply ‘be 

acquainted’ (γνωρίζειν, 3.402c) with all the different varieties of virtues, 

which means that he must be able to recognise them correctly in any of their 

possible combinations, shapes and patterns. 

This kind of familiarity with all manifestations of virtues or vices, 

together with a truly harmonic organisation of the two ‘upper’ parts of the 

soul, constitutes the ultimate and most relevant result of a correct musical 

education: developing what is defined as εὐήθεια, i.e. a truly good and fair 

disposition of the character and of the mind that is naturally akin to well-

balanced, eurhythmic and harmonious works of art.83 In order to create these 

types of compositions, the new city will need to find poets and, more 

generally, artists and craftsmen who are ‘most talented and capable of 

following the traces of the nature of what is beautiful and graceful’ (3.401c), 

so that a prolonged and continuous exposition to works of art that represent 

correctly the characteristics of virtuous people may encourage the young 

Guardians to interiorise in a pre-rational way the traits that are proper to 

them, ‘unobtrusively leading them from childhood on to resemblance, 

friendship and harmony with beautiful reason’ (3.401d).84 

                                                 
82 Resp. 3.402c. Cf. as well Leg. 3.689d: ‘How, my friends, could even the smallest form 

of wisdom come into being without symphonic agreement? Or isn’t it the case that the 

greatest wisdom could be rightly called the most beautiful and greatest of symphonies?’. 
83 Cf. Resp. 3.400d-e and 3.401a. 
84 The pre-rational nature of the ethical excellence fostered through music in Republic 

3 is explicitly commented upon by Glaucon at Resp. 7.522a: here he says that music and 

poetry educated the Guardians ‘by means of habits (ἔθεσι), giving them some kind of 
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Again, this passage seems to present a radical conception of what types 

of representations will be allowed in the new city, mentioning only works 

that represent virtuous characters. However, after a few lines, Socrates 

describes the emotional reactions of the future Guardians when presented 

with compositions that portray good and shameful actions (3.402a), therefore 

implying that both will be available in the city. However, in this respect 

Socrates treats the poets and all other types of artists and craftsmen very 

differently: he literally says that the poets should be required to create images 

of ‘good’ characters but he does not limit them to representing only good 

characters, while he explicitly establishes this kind of restriction for the other 

arts and crafts.85 This double-standard can be explained on the basis of the fact 

that musico-poetic compositions are ‘dynamic’ representations, in which the 

interpretation of a character’s nature is not fixed and immutable; on the 

contrary, the final outcome of the story represented can alter or even change 

entirely the ethical standing of the characters and, as we have repeatedly seen 

in this chapter, the only explicit limitation on poetry formulated by Socrates 

regards precisely the final message of the composition. By contrast, other 

types of demiourgia – and especially those mentioned in this passage, painting 

and architecture – create objects that give a static image (and therefore 

evaluation) of the character: for this reason, they will not be allowed at all to 

represent ‘negative’ images, because there would be no way of inserting them 

into a more elaborate narrative context in which they could help the 

Guardians to acquire additional knowledge about correct behaviours. 

Interestingly, Plato devotes some important and effective lines to 

describing the emotional and almost instinctual nature of the Guardians’ 

reaction towards works of art which are realised in a technically competent 

manner or not: on the one hand they will perceive in the most acute way any 

defects and ‘be rightly annoyed’ by them (ὀρθῶς δὴ δυσχεραίνων, 3.401e4), 

on the other they will praise and enjoy what is well-done and beautiful. This 

happens even when they are still young, before they are ‘able to grasp reason 

(πρὶν λόγον δυνατὸς εἶναι λαβεῖν, 3.402a2)’: the typoi of well-organised and 

harmonious works of art have been so deeply absorbed by these young souls 

that they turned into a sort of second nature for them, i.e. exactly the result 

described by Socrates in the very first passage examined in this chapter, 

Republic 2.377a-c. 

However, there is another vital step that reveals how deeply music 

affects the soul: when the Guardians are presented with a reason for their 

almost instinctual reactions, they welcome it affectionately because they are 

                                                                                                                                            
harmoniousness through harmony, but not scientific knowledge, and providing them with 

rhythmical order by means of rhythm, and showing in its discourses other customs and 

habits akin to these ones’. 
85 Cf. Resp. 3.401b. 
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capable of recognising it (γνωρίζειν, 3.402a3) as a familiar presence, and it is 

not accidental that the very same verb appears also at 3.402c5 to denote the 

ability of a true mousikos to recognise all possible types of virtues. These 

reactions are not purely intellectual, but involve the emotional sphere as well 

as the rational one: in other words, the two ‘strings’ of the soul have been 

correctly tuned to each other and are capable of resounding together 

harmoniously. 

This is why music may be regarded correctly as the most important 

part of education:86 if employed correctly, its rhythms and modes are capable 

of entering into the deepest recesses of the soul and make both emotions and 

reason work together in harmony. 

 

5. A ‘DIONYSIAN’ EDUCATION OF THE SOUL: BETWEEN THE LAWS AND THE 

SYMPOSIUM  

 

The prominent role and vivid portrayal of the negative effects of 

‘excessive’ passional reactions to musico-poetic performances in Plato’s 

writings has led many interpreters to argue that Plato’s interest in musical 

education regarded mostly or exclusively these questions. However, while 

this element is definitely present in Plato’s texts, it is certainly not the only 

way in which music’s action on the soul is presented in the dialogues. 

Although many aspects of the musical imagery and concepts employed in the 

Republic to depict the psychological effects of music already showed that the 

ultimate aim of the musical education of the soul is reaching an harmonic 

balance between different instances rather than repressing some of them, the 

clearest statements regarding how music should not only be used to ‘restrain’ 

one’s own passions but to ‘enhance’ them in a positive way are presented in 

the Laws and, more subtly, in the Symposium. 

The positive psychological value ascribed in these dialogues to intense 

passional responses to music does not derive from a completely different way 

of regarding its role and effects. On the contrary, the passages in question 

complement the picture considered so far, integrating the self-controlling 

effect of musical education, or in other words its ability to ‘relax’ excessive 

emotional energies, with its capacity to generate and enhance these very 

energies, which play a crucial role in creating the type of psychological 

harmony that Plato strives for. 

This very point is hinted at both in the Republic and in the Symposium. 
In Republic 3, the long and complex examination of musical education closes 

with a sudden and brief statement that underlines how the examination of 

music ‘ended precisely where it was supposed to: for musical matters should 

ultimately culminate in the love of what is beautiful (τὰ τοῦ καλοῦ ἐρωτικά, 

                                                 
86 Cf. Resp. 3.401d4-5: κυριωτάτη ἐν μουσικῇ τροφή. 
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3.403c6)’. A very similar view is presented in Eryximachus’s speech in the 

Symposium: 
καὶ ἔστιν αὖ μουσικὴ περὶ ἁρμονίαν καὶ ῥυθμὸν ἐρωτικῶν 

ἐπιστήμη. καὶ ἐν μέν γε αὐτῇ τῇ συστάσει ἁρμονίας τε καὶ ῥυθμοῦ 

οὐδὲν χαλεπὸν τὰ ἐρωτικὰ διαγιγνώσκειν, οὐδὲ ὁ διπλοῦς ἔρως 

ἐνταῦθά πω ἔστιν· ἀλλ᾽ ἐπειδὰν δέῃ πρὸς τοὺς ἀνθρώπους 

καταχρῆσθαι ῥυθμῷ τε καὶ ἁρμονίᾳ ἢ ποιοῦντα, ὃ δὴ μελοποιίαν 

καλοῦσιν, ἢ χρώμενον ὀρθῶς τοῖς πεποιημένοις μέλεσί τε καὶ μέτροις, 

ὃ δὴ παιδεία ἐκλήθη, ἐνταῦθα δὴ καὶ χαλεπὸν καὶ ἀγαθοῦ 

δημιουργοῦ δεῖ. πάλιν γὰρ ἥκει ὁ αὐτὸς λόγος, ὅτι τοῖς μὲν κοσμίοις 

τῶν ἀνθρώπων, καὶ ὡς ἂν κοσμιώτεροι γίγνοιντο οἱ μήπω ὄντες, δεῖ 

χαρίζεσθαι καὶ φυλάττειν τὸν τούτων ἔρωτα, καὶ οὗτός ἐστιν ὁ καλός, 

ὁ οὐράνιος, ὁ τῆς Οὐρανίας μούσης Ἔρως· ὁ δὲ Πολυμνίας ὁ 

πάνδημος, ὃν δεῖ εὐλαβούμενον προσφέρειν οἷς ἂν προσφέρῃ, ὅπως 

ἂν τὴν μὲν ἡδονὴν αὐτοῦ καρπώσηται, ἀκολασίαν δὲ μηδεμίαν 

ἐμποιήσῃ.  

(Symp. 187c4-e3) 

And, in turn, music is the science of the forms of love with regard 

to harmony and rhythm. And it is not difficult to recognise these forms of 

love in the very structure of harmony and rhythm, although there is not 

yet any double Eros in them. But whenever it is necessary to use rhythm 

and harmony in order to have an effect on people, either by producing 

music (which is called composing) or by using correctly songs and verses 

that are already composed (which is called education), then it becomes a 

difficult task and a good practitioner is necessary. Now the same 

argument as before returns again: it is necessary to gratify the love of 

well-ordered people, so that also those who are not orderly yet may 

become more so, and to preserve the this type of love, the good and 

heavenly one, the Eros of the muse Ourania. Instead the Eros of the Muse 

Polymnia, the common one, must be applied with caution to those to 

which it is administered, so that a person may enjoy the pleasure it gives 

without engendering any kind of intemperance. 

After presenting music as a discipline that regards forms of love 

(erotika), Eryximachus comments on the complexities proper to these forms of 

love: they do not regard the structural features of music (i.e. what rhythmical 

or melodic movements ‘work’ well with each other), but rather concern how 

these musical products should be ‘used correctly’ in order to have specific 

effects on people, a question that we have dealt with extensively in this study. 

In the light of our previous reflections, the two ‘uses’ of music indicated by 

Eryximachus are illuminating, as they indicate precisely the two fundamental 

questions that we have encountered in other Platonic passages on music. 

The first issue is how musical elements should be employed in correct 

compositions – a question that does not regard, following Eryximachus’ own 

admission, how to arrange specific sequences of notes (i.e. harmonic theory 
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strictly speaking), but instead concerns the way in which these musical means 

should be used in order to elicit specific responses in the listeners, that is to 

say what ethical and emotional states should be represented by means of 

what technical devices: as we have seen in Chapter 2 and in the first sections 

of this chapter, this is the fundamental problem of the whole examination of 

musical mimesis in the Republic and the Laws. Secondly, Erixymachus notes 

how a ‘correct use’ of music consists in establishing how pieces that have 

been already composed should be employed – a question that Eryximachus 

synthetically indicates as ‘education’ (παιδεία), which is in again line both 

with the Republic and the Laws. 

Finally, the distinction made by Eryximachus between how the two 

different types of Eros should be treated and put to use matches perfectly 

Plato’s multifaceted and flexible approach. First of all we are told that the 

‘heavenly’ type of Eros, i.e. the one proper to the most balanced individuals, 

should be accepted and enjoyed without restrictions. But the ‘common’ kind 

of Eros is not entirely rejected either: the speaker underlines how it may also 

be experienced, though with caution, so as to enjoy its specific pleasure 

without endangering the soul. But how should this type of intense emotion be 

used, to what ends and by whom? 

Some answers to these questions are provided in Book 2 of the Laws, 
where the Athenian explains how this type of intense passional stimulation is 

not only acceptable but also very profitable for the oldest members of the city, 

who belong to the ‘Choir of Dionysus’. 87 The innovation introduced here, 

which significantly diverges from the ‘Spartan’ model,88 does not escape the 

notice of the Athenian’s interlocutors, who force him to clarify the nature of 

this unusual association between Dionysus and the third chorus: ‘The 

expression “the chorus of the eldest in honour of Dionysus” sounds extremely 

                                                 
87 Cf. Leg. 2.664c-d. The citizens of Magnesia will partake in collective and public 

choral performances, divided into three groups by age. The first chorus comprises children, 

under the patronage of the Muses: they will have to sing very seriously, addressing the whole 

city. The second group includes people up to thirty years of age and is to be symbolically led 

by Apollo, who will testify to the truth of the contents represented in their pieces and will 

help them in making their pieces persuasive and appealing to the younger citizens. Finally, 

the third chorus includes citizens between thirty and sixty years of age; while no definite 

association with a god is expressly stated in this passage – far from accidentally, as we will 

see in a moment – at the beginning of Book 2 (653c-d) the Athenian identified the gods 

responsible for leading mortal choruses with the Muses, Apollo and Dionysus: it is clear, 

therefore, that the third chorus will benefit from Dionysus’ protection. In addition to the three 

choruses, the Athenian mentions also another group made of people older than sixty: 

allegedly ‘not able anymore to cope with singing’, they are asked to recount tales following 

the same criteria of correctness outlined for musical representations. 
88  The Athenian’s description of the three choruses has been regarded by some 

interpreters as a simple re-elaboration of Spartan traditions: cf. e.g. Morrow 1960, 317, with 

Plut. Lyc. 21.2. 
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strange (μάλα γὰρ ἄτοπος) at first hearing’ (2.665b3), says Cleinias, and the 

subsequent considerations proposed by the Athenian on this theme will not 

be any less shocking for the two philo-Lacedaemonian characters. 

First of all, he focuses on the psychological disposition of older people 

towards singing in public. The older one gets, he argues, the less one is 

inclined to sing in public; if forced to sing, especially in front of large crowds 

in a theatre, such people would perform ‘entirely without pleasure’ 

(παντάπασιν ἀηδῶς), ‘being ashamed’ (αἰσχυντηλῶς) and ‘with no 

passionate transport’ (ἀπροθύμως).89 Given the crucial importance attached 

to experiencing pleasure and positive emotional involvement in musical 

performances in the previous pages of Laws 2,90 this natural disposition clearly 

appears to be very undesirable. In order to counteract this psychologically 

unfavourable condition, the Athenian introduces an innovative proposal: 

τετταράκοντα δὲ ἐπιβαίνοντα ἐτῶν, ἐν τοῖς συσσιτίοις 

εὐωχηθέντα, καλεῖν τούς τε ἄλλους θεοὺς καὶ δὴ καὶ Διόνυσον 

παρακαλεῖν εἰς τὴν τῶν πρεσβυτέρων τελετὴν ἅμα καὶ παιδιάν, ἣν91 

τοῖς ἀνθρώποις ἐπίκουρον τῆς τοῦ γήρως αὐστηρότητος ἐδωρήσατο 

τὸν οἶνον φάρμακον, ὥστε ἀνηβᾶν ἡμᾶς, καὶ δυσθυμίας λήθῃ 

γίγνεσθαι μαλακώτερον ἐκ σκληροτέρου τὸ τῆς ψυχῆς ἦθος, καθάπερ 

εἰς πῦρ σίδηρον ἐντεθέντα γιγνόμενον, καὶ οὕτως εὐπλαστότερον 

εἶναι; πρῶτον μὲν δὴ διατεθεὶς οὕτως ἕκαστος ἆρ᾽ οὐκ ἂν ἐθέλοι 

προθυμότερόν γε, ἧττον αἰσχυνόμενος, οὐκ ἐν πολλοῖς ἀλλὰ ἐν 

μετρίοις, καὶ οὐκ ἐν ἀλλοτρίοις ἀλλ᾽ ἐν οἰκείοις, ᾄδειν τε καὶ ὃ 

πολλάκις εἰρήκαμεν ἐπᾴδειν; 

   (Leg. 2.666b2-c6) 

When a person has passed the age of forty he must be 

sumptuously entertained in the common banquets, and should call on 

other gods, but especially on Dionysus, to join in the mystic rites and 

playful entertainment of the old men, for which he gave to mankind the 

remedy of wine as a help for the austerity of old age, to make us grow 

young again. In this way the disposition of the soul, having forgotten 

desperation, turns softer and loses its hardness, as iron becomes softer 

and more malleable when plunged into fire. First, then, once each person 

is disposed in this way, wouldn’t he desire to be more passionate and 

less ashamed to chant and, as we have called it, enchant? But not in the 

presence of many people: rather in the company of a fair number of 

others, and not with strangers but with one’s intimate friends. 

 

                                                 
89 Leg. 2.665e. 
90 Cf. Chapter 2, esp. §§5-6. 
91 I read this as an accusative of respect; cf. e.g. GMW1 150. Alternatively England 

1921 ad loc. reads τὸν οἶνον as a gloss to φάρμακον. 
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In a fairly disconcerting way for the other characters, Dionysiac rites 

are presented here as institutions that can potentially bear very positive 

effects: these practices boost the confidence and spirits of old people, making 

them ‘grow young again’, a poetic image to represent the flow of enthusiastic 

energy which Dionysus’ gifts bring back to their souls.  

Of course, in general terms, this is far from a new theme in Plato’s 

writings: some of the most celebrated passages of the Symposium and Phaedrus 

praise exactly this generative and regenerative capacity related to the effects 

of love and other emotions on the soul.92 However, the specific twist given to 

the theme in these pages of the Laws is particularly important for the purposes 

of this study. First of all, the text here praises explicitly the positive effects of 

experiencing the kind of musical pleasure that was characterised as a source 

of significant danger for the soul in Republic 3. However, as we have seen 

above, there is a crucial difference in the contexts of these two passages: while 

the Republic focused on the educational needs, musical and otherwise, of the 

youngest members of the future society, this passage of the Laws is interested 

in the psychological condition of the oldest citizens of Magnesia. So, the same 

pharmakon that was harmful for young children may instead prove to be 

beneficial to older people and this holds true for both of Dionysus’ gifts: wine 

and ‘sweet’ songs. 

But there is another reason why this passage is relevant for us. At the 

very beginning of his discussion about the chorus of Dionysus, the Athenian 

reminded his readers of how precisely the dynamic stimuli of youth had been 

recognised previously as the original source of music:93 

Εἴπομεν, εἰ μεμνήμεθα, κατ᾽ ἀρχὰς τῶν λόγων, ὡς ἡ φύσις 

ἁπάντων τῶν νέων διάπυρος οὖσα ἡσυχίαν οὐχ οἵα τε ἄγειν οὔτε 

κατὰ τὸ σῶμα οὔτε κατὰ τὴν φωνὴν εἴη, φθέγγοιτο δ᾽ ἀεὶ ἀτάκτως καὶ 

πηδῷ, τάξεως δ᾽ αἴσθησιν τούτων ἀμφοτέρων, τῶν ἄλλων μὲν ζῴων 

οὐδὲν ἐφάπτοιτο, ἡ δὲ ἀνθρώπου φύσις ἔχοι μόνη τοῦτο· τῇ δὴ τῆς 

κινήσεως τάξει ῥυθμὸς ὄνομα εἴη, τῇ δὲ αὖ τῆς φωνῆς, τοῦ τε ὀξέος 

ἅμα καὶ βαρέος συγκεραννυμένων, ἁρμονία ὄνομα προσαγορεύοιτο, 

χορεία δὲ τὸ συναμφότερον κληθείη. θεοὺς δὲ ἔφαμεν ἐλεοῦντας 

ἡμᾶς συγχορευτάς τε καὶ χορηγοὺς ἡμῖν δεδωκέναι τόν τε Ἀπόλλωνα 

καὶ Μούσας, καὶ δὴ καὶ τρίτον ἔφαμεν, εἰ μεμνήμεθα, Διόνυσον. 

(Leg. 2.664e4-665a6) 

At the beginning of our discussion we said, if we remember, that 

the nature of all young beings, being fiery, is unable to keep still either 

with regard to the body or the voice, but is always making sounds and 

leaping without any order. While none of the other living creatures 

attains it, human nature alone is able to perceive the order of these two 

                                                 
92 Cf. e.g. Phaedr. 265b with Linforth 1946b. 
93 Cf. Leg. 2.653d-654a, with Chapter 2, §2. 
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things: the order of the movements is named rhythm, while that of the 

voice, blending high and low sounds with each other, is called harmony, 

and the combination of them is known as choral performance. We also 

said that the gods, taking pity on us, gave us Apollo and the Muses as 

fellow-choristers and leaders, and we mentioned Dionysus as well, as a 

third deity, if we remember. 

The youth that the members of the third chorus regain by means of 

Dionysus’ gifts leads them to desire again to create music; like ‘a medicine 

bringing the opposite of shame in the soul and strength in the body’,94 they 

revive in the oldest citizens the natural conditions of young children, whose 

lively and instinctive self-expressions represent the sources of the human 

perception of rhythms and harmony. 

In the light of those last observations on the role of wine in relation to 

musical performances, it is now possible to explain the apparently 

contradictory statement of the Athenian at 2.670c, 95  on the possibility of 

‘forcing’ (ἀναγκάζειν) older citizens ‘to sing willingly’ (ἑκόντας ᾄδειν): by 

means of a correct use of wine, in this context referred to as a ‘certain 

expedient’ (τινὰ τρόπον), it is possible to loosen the excessive self-control of 

older people and bring it back to a level which does not prevent them from 

performing and enjoying the beauty of music.96 

The focus of this passage on the importance of developing the correct 

balance in dealing with musical activities and their related psychological 

phenomena highlights a crucial, though generally overlooked, aspect of 

Plato’s musical psychology: in establishing what emotional effects should be 

achieved by means of musical performances, a very relevant role is played by 

the different psychological and emotional needs of distinct groups of 

listeners. As a combined examination of the Republic and the Laws shows, 

Plato was perfectly aware that individuals have different psychological needs 

at various stages of their lives and that each of them (or groups of them) will 

require different strategies in order to bring their souls to the desired state: 

one in which it is possible to enjoy fully the pleasures of a beautiful artistic 

composition, musical or otherwise, and experience an harmonic and well-

balanced psychological state, energetic but not destructive, neither too ‘soft’ 

nor too ‘harsh’.97 

                                                 
94 Leg. 2.672d7-9. 
95 Cf. above Chapter 2, 81ff. 
96 Cf. Leg. 2.665e. 
97 On the correct attitude towards pleasures and their positive effects on the state of 

the soul, cf. the explicit statements at Leg. 7.792d-e: the truly ‘divine’ approach consists in 

‘neither chasing pleasure nor escaping completely from pains, but embracing the 

intermediate condition’. 
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This is why, in Plato’s view, music can be used to achieve apparently 

opposite effects: on the one hand, it can be employed as a tool to soothe the 

exuberant energies of children by providing them with order and harmony, 

giving ‘shape’ to their natural energies; on the other, it can be used to enhance 

these same energies in older souls, if supported by the inebriating effects of 

the φάρμακον of wine, so that the emotionally undesirable consequences 

deriving from excessive self-restraint98 can be led back to the optimal level by 

enhancing the effects of passions. So it is not a matter of repressing or 

refusing emotions and passional urges, but rather of using them correctly on 

the basis of each person’s specific condition: children have a natural inner 

‘fire’ (2.666a) which needs to be controlled so as not to have a 

counterproductive effect, while older citizens, by contrast, need to be helped 

to counteract the excessive strength of self-controlling forces, which are not 

stabilised anymore by the natural presence of strong passional movements, as 

in the ideal condition of maturity. 

This approach is very far from what is generally regarded as Plato’s 

ideal model, which allegedly entails a complete absence of emotional stimuli 

and a complete control of one’s passions: however, if this was truly the case, 

the psychological condition of the oldest citizens would have been preserved 

as it is and would have been celebrated as the best possible one to achieve. On 

the contrary, it is exactly because passions play such an important role in 

Plato’s conception of a happy and desirable type of life that it is vital for him 

to ensure that their powerful nature is given the correct direction and 

preserved in the best possible condition. This perspective is very effectively 

summarised in the concluding sentence of the examination of music in Laws 2: 
 

Τὰ μὲν τοίνυν τῆς φωνῆς μέχρι τῆς ψυχῆς πρὸς ἀρετὴν 

παιδείας οὐκ οἶδ᾽ ὅντινα τρόπον ὠνομάσαμεν μουσικήν.  

(Leg. 2.673a3-5) 

Somehow we ended up calling ‘music’ those vocal movements 

that reach into the soul and train it in excellence. 

 

Plato’s perspective regarding the use of music as an educational tool is 

very far from a ‘one solution fits all’ approach. On the contrary, the Muses, 

Apollo and Dionysus are all needed as ‘fathers’ and ‘choir-leaders’, as they 

employ music’s potential to work on emotions in different ways and with 

different aims. Moreover, the enchantments of music are not meant 

exclusively for children: they aim at helping all the members of the 

community to develop an inner harmony of passions. 

 

                                                 
98 Cf. 2.665d9-e3. 
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6. THE SEDUCTIVE VOICE OF THE AULOS IN ΤHE SYMPOSIUM: FROM THE 

EXPULSION OF THE αὐλητρίς TO SOCRATES-αὐλητής  

 

After all the positive remarks about the power of sympotic music 

presented in the Laws, we cannot avoid being surprised by the fact that the 

most characteristic instrument of sympotic entertainments in Classical 

Athens, the aulos,99 is expelled at the very beginning of Plato’s Symposium. 
Acoustically denoting the entrance to a cultural space devoted to sharing the 

enjoyment of pleasure,100 the seductive notes of this instrument, together with 

the inebriating effect of wine and perfumes, encouraged the establishment of 

a state of intimacy between the guests, both on an emotional and physical 

level, leading to the formation (or reinforcement) of affective bonds as well as 

to a stronger collective identity of the group.101 

This ‘ideal’ vision of a symposium, however, must not be mistaken for 

a complete and historically accurate description of this institution: it rather 

seems more like ‘a dream, even hallucination of perfection’.102 As, for instance, 

Theognis’ penetrating observations103 reveal, such an atmosphere of sympotic 

intimacy had also much more disquieting and conflictual aspects as it could 

turn into an occasion for silently uncovering the other symposiasts’ natures 

by observing their behaviour in an apparently open and relaxed context. This 

trait of the psychology of sympotic gatherings is emphasised by Plato himself, 

at the end of Book 1 of the Laws: here the apparently playful ‘test of wine (τῆς 

ἐν οἴνῳ βασάνου, 1.649e)’ is presented as a very useful tool to ‘observe the 

disposition of the soul (ἦθος ψυχῆς θεάσασθαι, 1.650a)’ of other people 

without incurring great dangers.104 

The combination of these sharply different points of view, then, 

presents us with a complex image of the symposium as a space of conflict 

between different psychological needs: on the one hand, the determination to 

perform well in the light-hearted (but nonetheless partly serious) contests 

held between the fellow drinkers, on the other the desire to indulge in the 

                                                 
99 Cf. Wilson 1999, Bowie 1986, esp. 27-35, Pellizer 1990. More generally on symposia, 

see Hobden 2013, Topper 2012. 
100 Cf. e.g. Theogn. 531-534, and 791, IEG Adesp. E 27, Xenoph. IEG 1.19-20: ‘praising 

the man who presents noble ideas while drinking, so that there may be recollection and 

striving after excellence’. Cf. Halliwell 2008, 109ff. 
101 Sheffield 2006. 
102 Halliwell 2008, 117. 
103 Theogn. 309-312, where the poet exhorts his young friend not to show his real 

thoughts but to take part in the symposium and observe the nature of his companions, in 

order to use this knowledge once back to ordinary contexts. 
104 The idea of needing a ‘test’ to prove the real nature of people recurs in many other 

Platonic passages: cf. e.g. Resp. 3.413b-e. 
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pleasure of music, wine and love. 105  Plato’s sophisticated literary 

representation of a symposion incorporates many traits inherited from this 

multifaceted, long-standing tradition and reinterprets them within the 

framework of his own agenda for the dialogue: celebrating the fundamental, 

though not unambiguous role of Eros in human life. 

So, what part does the αὐλός play in this complex programme? Not a 

very important one, it would seem at least at first sight, given that the aulos-

girl is sent away at the very beginning of the party. This action is particularly 

relevant given that not only the aulos itself but also this particular category of 

performers had a prominent role in sympotic contexts: as Rocconi points out 

in her recent contribution on the theme, ‘from the mid 6th century BC 

onwards iconographical evidence shows that an important part of the 

entertainments was the musical exhibition of auletrides, psaltriai and 

orchestrides, women of low social position hired for their artistic performances 

as well as (it seems) for erotic entertainment’. 106  The importance of these 

musicians is widely confirmed by textual evidence, which presents them as 

such a significant component of symposia that they could become a (potential 

or actual) cause of litigation and rivalry. Aristophanes, for example, touches 

on this problem in a vivid dialogue of his Wasps,107 where Bdelucleon rightly 

accuses his father Philocleon of having stolen an αὐλητρίς from the 

symposium they had just attended together, in order to keep her sexual 

favours only for himself. 

While the sexual kind of entertainment provided by these performers 

was a natural target for humorous remarks,108 the question of their social role 

and remuneration was no laughing matter. This can be seen, for example, in 

Isocrates’ multiple denunciations of the corrupt habits of the young men of 

his age, who enjoyed drinking large quantities of wine, gambling and 

spending time in the company of αὐλητρίδες, in their ‘training school’;109 also 

Aristotle, in a passage of his Constitution of the Athenians (50.2), reports how 

the Athenians appointed specific guardians (ἀστυνόμοι) to check that the 

aulos-girls, as well as other types of female sympotic musicians (psaltriai and 

kitharistriai), were not paid more than the maximum legal fee of two 

drachmas, solving any competition by casting lots.110 
                                                 
105 Cf. the poetically intense representation of this tension potrayed in IEG Adesp. 

E27. Cf. Halliwell 2008, 100-154 for the role of laughter in sympotic contexts, between 

entertainment and release from the cares of human life. 
106 Rocconi 2006, 336. 
107 Aristoph. Vesp. 1364-1386. 
108 Aristophanes insists that αὐλητρίδες can commonly be found ‘smiling on street 

corners, picking up men’. Cf. Ach. 551. 
109 Isocr. Areopag. 48.5, Antid. 287.3. Cf. Davidson 1997, 82ff. 
110 The existence of this kind of problem is confirmed also by a passage of Plato’s 

Protagoras, 347c-348a, which will be examined in this section. 
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So let us see how Eryximachus proposes the unusual idea to expel the 

aulos-girl to the other guests of Agathon’s party: 

Ἐπειδὴ τοίνυν, φάναι τὸν Ἐρυξίμαχον, τοῦτο μὲν δέδοκται, 

πίνειν ὅσον ἂν ἕκαστος βούληται, ἐπάναγκες δὲ μηδὲν εἶναι, τὸ μετὰ 

τοῦτο εἰσηγοῦμαι τὴν μὲν ἄρτι εἰσελθοῦσαν αὐλητρίδα χαίρειν ἐᾶν, 

αὐλοῦσαν ἑαυτῇ ἢ ἂν βούληται ταῖς γυναιξὶ ταῖς ἔνδον, ἡμᾶς δὲ διὰ 

λόγων ἀλλήλοις συνεῖναι τὸ τήμερον. 

(Symp. 176e4-9) 

Since now, said Eryximachus, it has been established that each 

person can drink as much as he wants, while nobody will be forced to, 

next I propose this idea: the aulos-girl who has just come in should be 

dismissed and either go out and play to herself or, if she wants, to the 

other women inside the house, while today we should entertain each 

other only with words and discourses. 

This act is presented as an explicitly symbolic gesture, a cultural 

rejection that is all the stronger in comparison with the cultural background 

evoked at the beginning of this section. After Phaedrus’ already uncommon 

request, 111  Eryximachus’ proposal to send the αὐλητρίς away suggests a 

consistent strategy: he aims at ‘purifying’ this gathering from external, 

mundane influences as much as possible, leaving them to lesser subjects such 

as slaves and women, in order to establish a higher intellectual level in the 

conversations between the guests. 

This ‘dream’ of self-sufficiency, a quality that should supposedly 

characterise respectable symposiasts who do not need the aulos’s voice to fill a 

vacuum of thoughts, is not attested exclusively in this text. On the contrary 

the simple, though unconventional indications given by Phaedrus and 

Eryximachus at the beginning of the Symposium seem to provide a kind of 

‘practical’ instantiation of the model of a good drinking-party that Socrates 

depicts in the Protagoras: 

ὅπου δὲ καλοὶ κἀγαθοὶ συμπόται καὶ πεπαιδευμένοι εἰσίν, οὐκ 

ἂν ἴδοις οὔτ᾽ αὐλητρίδας οὔτε ὀρχηστρίδας οὔτε ψαλτρίας, ἀλλὰ 

αὐτοὺς αὑτοῖς ἱκανοὺς ὄντας συνεῖναι ἄνευ τῶν λήρων τε καὶ παιδιῶν 

τούτων διὰ τῆς αὑτῶν φωνῆς, λέγοντάς τε καὶ ἀκούοντας ἐν μέρει 

ἑαυτῶν κοσμίως, κἂν πάνυ πολὺν οἶνον πίωσιν. οὕτω δὲ καὶ αἱ τοιαίδε 

συνουσίαι, ἐὰν μὲν λάβωνται ἀνδρῶν οἷοίπερ ἡμῶν οἱ πολλοί φασιν 

εἶναι, οὐδὲν δέονται ἀλλοτρίας φωνῆς οὐδὲ ποιητῶν, οὓς οὔτε 

ἀνερέσθαι οἷόν τ᾽ ἐστὶν περὶ ὧν λέγουσιν [...]. 

(Prot. 347d3-e4) 

But whenever the fellow-drinkers are refined and well-educated, 

you would not see any aulos-girls, dancers or harpers, but they would be 

properly prepared to entertain each other without silly or childish means, 

                                                 
111 Symp. 176e1-3. 
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just with their own voices by talking and listening in turn and in orderly 

fashion, even though they may drink quite some wine. Therefore these 

kinds of gatherings, which bring together people such as most of us claim 

to be, do not need any alien voice, not even those of the poets, who can’t 

be questioned about what they meant to say. 

This ‘ideal’ depiction of a symposium matches perfectly the setting of 

Plato’s own literary representation of such parties: Agathon’s sophisticated 

guests decide to get rid of the aulos-girl in order to entertain each other (in 

both texts indicated with the same verb, συνεῖναι) by taking turns in 

delivering and listening to speeches. In the passage from the Protagoras 

quoted above, Socrates counterposes this option to the possibility of 

introducing into this selected symposium, ideally separate from the human 

world and its cares, the ‘alien voices’ (ἀλλοτρίαι φωναί) of the poets and of 

the musicians. This seemingly odd characterisation is also central to Socrates’ 

depiction of the ‘degenerate’ practices proper to common symposia whose 

members, being ‘base and vulgar’,112 are not able to ‘spend time together 

drinking and entertaining each other (συνεῖναι) with their own voices and 

discourses (διὰ τῆς ἑαυτῶν φωνῆς καὶ τῶν λόγων)’. Because of this 

fundamental lack of education, these people spend significant amounts of 

money in order to ‘hire the alien voice of the auloi (ἀλλοτρίαν φωνὴν τὴν 

τῶν αὐλῶν)’, specifically played by aulos-girls, who become the prototype of 

the invasive external voice that substitutes the inadequate logoi of uneducated 

symposiasts. 

The stark opposition between the need for alien voices in 

unsophisticated symposia and the self-sufficiency of respectable symposiasts 

gives us an interesting fulfilment of the austere guidelines provided at the 

beginning of the Symposium and, as we will see, these texts converge also on 

another crucial question: exchanging words is considered a way to ‘test’ each 

other in order to discover the ‘truth’ about the nature of the guests.113 But 

there is another, more explicit reason to regard these two texts as related to 

each other: in the Protagoras, Socrates explicitly exhorts his fellows to 

‘emulate’ (μιμεῖσθαι) the good model of symposium that he described – a 

programme that is clearly fulfilled in the Symposium. Interestingly, among the 

distinguished addressees of this exhortation, including Protagoras himself, 

Prodicus and Hippias, there is also a character that gives a completely 

                                                 
112 Cf. Prot. 347c4-5. Cf. Pappas 2012, 95, where the author examines a red figure kylix 

decorated by the Brygos painter (British museum E71). This wine-drinking cup features 

sympotic scenes that include an aulos-girl, whose head is surrounded by nonsensical 

inscriptions, opposed to an inscription reading kalos, at the edge of the scene. 
113 Cf. Prot. 348a1-2: αὐτοὶ δ' ἑαυτοῖς σύνεισιν δι᾽ ἑαυτῶν, ἐν τοῖς ἑαυτῶν λόγοις 

πεῖραν ἀλλήλων λαμβάνοντες καὶ διδόντες. Cf. e.g. Symp. 214e6-215a, where Alcibiades 

repeated claims to reveal ‘the truth’ about Socrates, especially by means of his musical eikon, 

and above Leg. 1.649e-650a. 
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different significance to Socrates’ words: Alcibiades, the tragicomic figure 

who dominates the concluding section of the Symposium, to which we will 

now turn.114 

From the very moment of his appearance on scene, Alcibiades is 

presented as an outsider to the measured environment of the party. His 

arrival is explicitly signalled as an abrupt and unexpected ‘invasion’ of reality 

into the intellectual world created in Agathon’s house:115 Socrates has just 

finished his complex and fascinating discourse on Eros, possibly the highest 

intellectual moment of the party, when all of a sudden (ἐξαίφνης, 212c6),116 

the guests hear a group of komastic revellers approaching, announced by 

door-banging and by the sound of ‘the voice of an aulos-girl (αὐλητρίδος 

φωνὴν ἀκούειν, 212c8)’. 

The very alien voice of the aulos-girl and her instrument, 117 against 

which Socrates argued so strongly in the Protagoras, appears here as the 

symbol of the most extreme aspects of contemporary symposia and as a 

prelude to the arrival on scene of Alcibiades, which is significantly indicated 

with the very same expression employed five lines before for the αὐλητρίς: 

the guests hear first of all his voice (Ἀλκιβιάδου τὴν φωνὴν ἀκούειν), as he 

starts shouting from the forecourt of the house, completely drunk. This 

oblique connection is immediately confirmed, as a drunken Alcibiades enters 

the banquet-hall supported by the aulos-girl in person (212d6). 

Up to now Plato’s use of aulos-based symbolism seems pretty clear: he 

consistently employs the image of the αὐλητρίς, a conventional cultural icon 

of sympotic excesses, in association with komastic elements and with the 

character of Alcibiades, Plato’s supreme example of intemperance. 118  His 

                                                 
114 Cf. Symp. 172a7-b1, where the theme of the dialogue is described for the first time 

as ‘the party of Agathon, Socrates and Alcibiades (τὴν Ἀγάθωνος συνουσίαν καὶ 

Σωκράτους καὶ Ἀλκιβιάδου)’. 
115 Cf. Theaet. 173d5, where the extraneity of the philosopher to the normal activities 

of the city is depicted, among other things, by saying that he would never partake in komoi 
with aulos-girls (σὺν αὐλητρίσι κῶμοι). 

116 This adverb appears again at Symp. 223b2, when the second group of revellers take 

over the party; it used also to mark the sudden appearance of the nature of beauty (Symp. 
210e4) as well as Socrates’ unexpected appearance in front of Alcibiades (Symp. 213c1). 

117  The term φωνή indicated both human voices and the ‘voices’ of musical 

instruments: cf. Eur. Tr. 127, Αrist. De anima 420b7, Ps.-Arist. De Audib. 802a, Mnesim. Com. 

PCG 4.56; see as well Plato Resp. 3.397a: σαλπίγγων καὶ αὐλῶν καὶ συρίγγων καὶ πάντων 

ὀργάνων φωναί. 
118 The character of Alcibiades notoriously represents the Platonic archetype of the 

spectacularly negative results that can be achieved by an exceptionally gifted soul (intelligent, 

fascinating, ambitious, etc.) if inadequately educated, especially with regard to ethics; 

without this guidance, Plato seems to imply, even the most clever and successful person, as 

Alcibiades might have appeared in 416 BC (the dramatic date of the dialogue), can turn into a 
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psychological imbalance is forcefully and extensively represented in these last 

pages of the Platonic Symposium. For instance, already drunk and therefore 

more inclined to reveal the dominant traits of his nature, as he admits during 

his speech, 119  Alcibiades hubristically proclaims himself as the new 

symposiarch, a gesture whose symbolic value hardly needs flagging: 

moreover, instead choosing the usual term συμποσίαρχος, he calls himself 

the ‘ruler of the drinking’ (ἄρχων τῆς πόσεως), an expression that seems to 

betray his desire to become instead the ‘ruler of the city’ (ἄρχων τῆς 

πόλεως).120 

 But it is in another, apparently minor, detail that Plato seems to me to 

express all the force of his cultural condemnation of Alcibiades’ psychological 

attitude: he orders the slave to pass him the ψυκτήρ, which he uses as his 

personal cup. While this last gesture could be simply interpreted as a sign of 

Alcibiades’ intemperance, as he asks for a large container and empties it in 

one shot, the request for that specific container (a hapax in the Platonic corpus) 

subtly adds a supplementary charge, as the ψυκτήρ was used to store pure 

wine.121 What gesture could be more symbolic of a disharmonic nature in a 

Greek symposium than disobeying the very basic νόμος of mixing wine and 

water? And here it is the actual, self-proclaimed symposiarch who 

overthrows it, the person who normally would have reinforced this rule.122 

Alcibiades, then, appears here as the very paradigm of that lawlessness 

(παρανομία) caused by his wrong inner ‘emotional hierarchy’, which is 

exposed in the well-ordered symposium organised in Agathon’s house – a 

result that, in passing, is precisely the outcome of well-conducted symposia 

depicted in Laws 1.. Being the symbol of the corrupt contemporary use of wine 

and pleasures, Alcibiades is consistently associated with its musical 

counterpart, the aulos-girl.  

So far, then, Plato’s attitude towards this instrument and its 

psychological effects seems to be unequivocally negative, but the following 

pages of the dialogue are destined to challenge the network of symbols we 

have traced up to now. In fact, repeatedly claiming to speak the truth about 

                                                                                                                                            
criminal mastermind and a slave of his own passions. Cf. Gribble 1999, Wohl 1999, Bloedow 

1992. 
119 Cf. Symp. 217e3: εἰ μὴ πρῶτον μέν, τὸ λεγόμενον, οἶνος ἄνευ τε παίδων καὶ 

μετὰ παίδων ἦν ἀληθής. 
120 Cf. Symp. 213e9: ἄρχοντα οὖν αἱροῦμαι τῆς πόσεως, ἕως ἂν ὑμεῖς ἱκανῶς πίητε, 

ἐμαυτόν, with Schein 1974. 
121 Forbes 1966, 116-117, Davidson 1997, 158-9. See as well the parody of sympotic 

customs at Aristoph. Eq. 85-108, which also features the use of pure wine and of a large jug 

(chous) as symbols of intemperance. Cf. Pappas 2012, 93-94. 
122 In the Laws, the role of the symposiarch is regarded as the crucial element that 

distinguishes well-ordered symposia from common ones: cf. Leg. 1.639-640 and following. 
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him,123 Alcibiades centres his discourse of praise124 on describing Socrates as 

the most excellent and wonderful αὐλητής (215b). So, how should we 

interpret this apparently contradictory choice? If Plato simply regarded the 

αὐλός and its players as a symbol of the negative consequences of an 

excessively indulgent attitude, why would he make one of his most forceful 

characters use this kind of imagery to describe nothing less than ‘the truth’ 

about Socrates? 

In order to answer this question, let us have a closer look at how these 

musical images are employed in Alcibiades’ characterisation of Socrates as a 

satyr-αὐλητής and how they enrich the meaning of the most relevant 

similarity between these two figures: their ability to trigger a profound 

emotional reaction in their listeners. After explicitly calling him an αὐλητής,125 

Alcibiades compares Socrates to the mythical archetype of all aulos players, 

Marsyas, 126  whose ‘divine’ tunes can bewitch (κηλεῖν) 127  the listeners and 

bring them to an entranced state (κατέχεσθαι), revealing which souls are 

troubled and need to partake in mystic initiation rites (τελεταί). 128  This 

extraordinary result, often associated with the aulos-music of Corybantic 

rites,129 is so intimately related to the nature of these compositions that it can 

                                                 
123 Symp. 214e3, 215a2-3, 215a6. 
124 While Alcibiades’ speech does not follow the programme set by the previous 

symposiarch, as his discourse of praise focuses on Socrates and not on Eros, the content of his 

encomium shows that the effect of Socrates’ presence and discourses is under many respects 

similar to Eros’ mania: cf. Belfiore 2012, 110-196 (esp. 161ff.). In relation to the similarity 

between Socrates and Eros, cf. Symp. 196c1-8, where Eros is characterised as ‘eminently self-

controlled’, a trait that recurs often also in Plato’s and Xenophon’s characterisation of 

Socrates. 
125 Symp. 215b8: ἀλλ᾽ οὐκ αὐλητής; 
126 Cf. esp. Ps.-Plut. De mus. 1132f, 1333d, 1333e  (τὸν δὲ Μαρσύαν […] εἶναι δ' αὐτὸν 

Ὑάγνιδος υἱόν, τοῦ πρώτου εὑρόντος τὴν αὐλητικὴν τέχνην). As noted in GMW1 210-212, 

the author stresses the correlation between Marsyas and Phrygia, generally regarded as the 

place of origin of the instrument and the Phrygian scale. For a rather ‘technical’ 

characterisation Marsyas as a skilled aulete, cf. e.g. Plut. De ira cohib. 456b, Quaest. Conv. 713d. 

On Marsyas and Olympus’ paradigmatic role in Plato, cf. Leg. 3.677d, Resp. 3.399e and Ps.-

Plato Min. 318b-c, where Marsyas and Olympus’ αὐλήματα are presented in very similar 

terms to those used in the Symposium: given that they are divine, they are capable of revealing 

who is ‘in need of the gods’. 
127 This verb seems to be related in particular to the specific power of fascination 

exerted by music, both in Plato and in other classical writers. For the Platonic usage, cf. e.g. 

Resp. 3.411b, Leg. 8.840c, Lys. 206b, Prot. 315b (and perhaps also metaphorically 328d). 
128 Cf. Linforth 1946b. 
129 Cf. Linforth 1946a, Dodds 1951, 77-80, Ustinova 1992-1998. These rites are also 

associated with the pyrrhic dances in armour of the Corybantes and Curetes (cf. Strabo 10.3.7-

18), characterised by short notes and very fast and passionate movements: cf. Arist. Quint. 

82.10-22 W.I., Dion. Hal. Comp. 17.15-18. At Leg. 7.816a-b Plato mentions pyrrhiche as one of 

the ‘beautiful dances’ that is proper to war; cf. Ceccarelli 2002. In addition, as Morrow 1960, 
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be achieved independently from the ability of the performers, significantly 

exemplified by a poor female performer as opposed to a skilled male one. 130  

So what kind of auletic music is Alcibiades referring to here? 

Specifying that these tunes could be still heard at his own time, he brings the 

figure of Olympus into the picture, characterising him as Marsyas’ pupil, and 

while Marsyas and his music belong entirely to the mythical realm, the 

connection established with Olympus instead gives us some useful elements 

to consider. Differently from technical texts that mention Olympus in relation 

to the solemn spondaic mode,131 used in libations such as those which marked 

the transition from the end of the dinner to the beginning of a proper 

symposion, all our Classical sources – including Aristophanes, Aristotle and 

Euripides132 – focus instead on Olympus’ Phrygian compositions such as the 

Metroia. 133  Performed in honour of the Mother Goddess in the context of 

ecstatic rites, these perfomances involved intense dancing accompanied by 

the sharp sound of the auloi and by strong rhythmical beating, which lead the 

initiates to experience enthousiasmos, as Aristotle tells us explicitly in the 

Politics.134 

Keeping in mind that this is the type of musical composition Socrates’ 

words are likened to, let us examine the rest of Alcibiades discourse, where he 

completes his eikon by explaining how Socrates’ words resemble the Phrygian 

Satyr’s music. Alcibiades describes in great detail the nature of the emotional 

reactions triggered by the wonderful auletes Socrates: similarly to the auletic 

                                                                                                                                            
362-365, rightly observes, at Leg. 7.815c-d the Athenian does not condemn all kinds of Bacchic 

dances: these dances are simply characterised as ‘not political’, which means that they do not 

belong to the discourse in question (which focused exclusively on peaceful and warlike 

dances) but need to be examined in a different context. 
130 As we have seen above, aulos-girls did not enjoy a very high social standing, as 

opposed to their male counterparts, on which cf. AGM 35 and 366; see as well the interesting 

interpretative perspective proposed by Barker 2011, 56, who associates the Platonic idea of a 

phaule auletris in the context of ecstatic ceremonies with the female-only initiation rites 

organised at the Thesmophoria. 
131 Cf. Ps.-Plut. 1134e-1135f and 1137a-e. 
132 Cf. Aristoph. Cav. 9, Eur. Iph. Aul. 576ff., Arist. Pol. 8.1339b-1140a and Telestes 

PMG 806, as well as the aforementioned Platonic passages. For a detailed discussion of the 

various types of music associated with Olympus, cf. Barker 2011. 
133 Ps.-Plut. 1141b. A very significant exemplification of the strict correlation between 

Olympus, the Phrygian cults of the Great Mother and the Corybantes is symbolically 

expressed in Diod. Sic. 5.49.3, where Olympus is presented as Cybele’s lover and Cybele’s son 

Corybas, fathered by Iasion, is regarded as the founder of the rites of the Corybantes. 
134  Arist. Pol. 8.1340a8-11: ἀλλὰ μὴν ὅτι γιγνόμεθα ποιοί τινες, φανερὸν διὰ 

πολλῶν μὲν καὶ ἑτέρων, οὐχ ἥκιστα δὲ καὶ διὰ τῶν Ὀλύμπου μελῶν· ταῦτα γὰρ 

ὁμολογουμένως ποιεῖ τὰς ψυχὰς ἐνθουσιαστικάς. Cf. as well Dion. Hal. De Demosth. 22.1-

18, where the author mentions two types of music associated with Olympus in order to 

exemplify the two most different types of music: on the one hand, there are the serious 

spondaic tunes, on the other the ecstatic music of the Metroia and the Corybantes. 
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music of Dionysiac rites, he is able to generate passionate feelings and desires 

in his audience,135 be it men, women or young people, and casts a sort of spell 

on them, which brings them to an entranced state (ἐκπεπληγμένοι ἐσμὲν καὶ 

κατεχόμεθα, 215d). Narrowing momentarily the focus on his own personal 

response, Alcibiades depicts his own physical and emotional reactions to the 

discourses of this ‘philosophical Marsyas’: 

ὅταν γὰρ ἀκούω, πολύ μοι μᾶλλον ἢ τῶν κορυβαντιώντων ἥ τε 

καρδία πηδᾷ καὶ δάκρυα ἐκχεῖται ὑπὸ τῶν λόγων τῶν τούτου, ὁρῶ δὲ 

καὶ ἄλλους παμπόλλους τὰ αὐτὰ πάσχοντας· Περικλέους δὲ ἀκούων 

καὶ ἄλλων ἀγαθῶν ῥητόρων εὖ μὲν ἡγούμην λέγειν, τοιοῦτον δ᾽ 

οὐδὲν ἔπασχον, οὐδ᾽ ἐτεθορύβητό μου ἡ ψυχὴ οὐδ᾽ ἠγανάκτει ὡς 

ἀνδραποδωδῶς διακειμένου, ἀλλ᾽ ὑπὸ τουτουῒ τοῦ Μαρσύου 

πολλάκις δὴ οὕτω διετέθην ὥστε μοι δόξαι μὴ βιωτὸν εἶναι ἔχοντι ὡς 

ἔχω. καὶ ταῦτα, ὦ Σώκρατες, οὐκ ἐρεῖς ὡς οὐκ ἀληθῆ. 

(Symp. 215e1-216a2) 

Whenever I listen to him, my heart races much more than that of 

the Corybantes and his discourses make tears flow down my cheeks, and 

I see that also many other people feel the same. By contrast, when 

listening to Pericles or any other good orator, I used to think that they 

spoke well but didn’t experience anything like this: my soul was not 

thrown into turmoil nor was it irritated because of my servile attitude. 

But often this Marsyas here has made me feel in this way, until I thought 

that my life is not worth living in my present condition. And you can’t 

say that this is not true, Socrates. 

Alcibiades’ behaviour resembles and even exceeds those of people who 

partake in mystic rites: both his body and his soul are completely 

overwhelmed by the experience of listening to Socrates’ enchanting voice. 

Moreover, both Marsyas’ and Socrates’ aulemata elicit this sort of reactions 

specifically in people who need their help. However, while Marsyas’ tunes 

reveal who needs to participate in the ecstatic mania of mystic rites in order to 

overcome the inner turmoil of their psyche by means of the stronger external 

influence of music and dances,136 Socrates’ tunes unveil a different kind of 

psychological unbalance. The ‘philosophical mania’ 137  caused by Socrates’ 

aulemata brings his Corybants to feel dissatisfied with their own ethical 

attitude and actions, creating a conflict in the evaluations of their own choices 

and urging them to change. And, precisely as the Dionysiac Corybantes 

                                                 
135  Incidentally, this seems to be the same kind of reaction that was praised as 

beneficial to the members of the Choir of Dionysus in Laws 2. Cf. above, §5. 
136 Cf. e.g. Leg. 7.790d and Leg. 7.791a7: ὀρχουμένους τε καὶ αὐλουμένους μετὰ 

θεῶν. 
137  Symp. 218b3-4: πάντες γὰρ κεκοινωνήκατε τῆς φιλοσόφου μανίας τε καὶ 

βακχείας. 
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respond to one specific type of music, 138  this powerful reaction can be 

triggered exclusively by Socrates’ words, not by any random, if skilled, 

rhetorician: as Alcibiades confesses, Socrates is the only person who is able to 

force him to admit that his ethical conduct is neither correct nor serves his real 

psychological needs, making him momentarily realise the pointlessness of his 

ambitions and feel ashamed of himself.139  

In this sense Alcibiades, by portraying Socrates as a wonderful aulete, 

actually tells the truth about him: Socrates’ aulemata are as divine as Marsyas’, 

because they are able to reveal the unhealthy and troubled state of other 

people’s souls as well as provide a cure for them. However, there is one 

reason why Socrates is an even more wonderful aulos-player than Marsyas: he 

is able to achieve these far-reaching effects even without the aid of an 

instrument, just with his bare words.140 

So how are we to interpret Plato’s apparently contradictory attitude 

towards the aulos? Similarly to how intense emotions caused by all the other 

musical activities we have examined are presented in a different light 

depending on the ethical approach that informs them, so also the evaluation 

of the effects of the aulos is not fixed and immutable because it is neither the 

musical nature of the αὐλός per se that triggers Plato’s worries, nor its ability 

to provoke powerful emotions: in fact, these elements are presented in a 

positive light in connection with the figure of Socrates αὐλητής. 

The reason why the aulos-girl, the symbolical representative of ‘bad’ 

eroticism, was sent away at the beginning of the ‘good’ symposium hosted at 

Agathon’s house is that she is not aware (or interested in taking care) of the 

intense psychological effects of the powerful forces she triggers and how 

deeply they modify the soul of her listeners. Therefore, being used without a 

proper plan, these forces often end up having a negative outcome on the souls 

of her hearers, making their psyche more conflictual, as testified by Alcibiades 

himself. But the very same psychological experiences have a completely 

different meaning in the case of the ‘bacchic’ frenzy caused by Socrates’ 

                                                 
138 Cf. Plato Ion 536c: ὥσπερ οἱ κορυβαντιῶντες ἐκείνου μόνου αἰσθάνονται τοῦ 

μέλους ὀξέως ὃ ἂν ᾖ τοῦ θεοῦ ἐξ ὅτου ἂν κατέχωνται, καὶ εἰς ἐκεῖνο τὸ μέλος καὶ 

σχημάτων καὶ ῥημάτων εὐποροῦσι […]. The image of the Corybantes, present in both these 

passages, is very relevant also in other Platonic passages: cf. Crito 54d (effect of the Laws on 

Socrates), Ion 534a, as well as the aforementioned passages of the Laws, with Linforth 1946a 

and Weiss 1998. 
139 Symp. 216a4-5: ἀναγκάζει γάρ με ὁμολογεῖν ὅτι πολλοῦ ἐνδεὴς ὢν αὐτὸς ἔτι 

ἐμαυτοῦ μὲν ἀμελῶ, τὰ δ᾽ Ἀθηναίων πράττω. Contrast this confession with the centrality of 

the concept of ἐπιμέλεια σαυτοῦ in Alc. 1, e.g. 120d-124c. On the uniqueness of Socrates’ 

achievement in relation to Alcibiades, cf. Symp. 216b1-2: πέπονθα δὲ πρὸς τοῦτον μόνον 

ἀνθρώπων, ὃ οὐκ ἄν τις οἴοιτο ἐν ἐμοὶ ἐνεῖναι, τὸ αἰσχύνεσθαι ὁντινοῦν· ἐγὼ δὲ τοῦτον 

μόνον αἰσχύνομαι. 
140  Symp. 215c6-8: σὺ δ᾽ ἐκείνου τοσοῦτον μόνον διαφέρεις, ὅτι ἄνευ ὀργάνων 

ψιλοῖς λόγοις ταὐτὸν τοῦτο ποιεῖς. 
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aulemata: his music gives a precise direction to the emotional energy it 

liberates, making it the central tool to give the ‘right shape’ to disharmonic 

souls. 

Significantly, this outcome is exactly the one that is envisaged in Laws 1 

for correctly organised symposia, metaphorical gyms in which the 

participants engage in training their the souls by means of intense emotions 

and pleasures, in order to learn how their psychological reactions work and 

how to use them at best – an exercise (προσγυμνάζειν, 1.647c8) against 

shamelessness which leads them to a real mastery of pleasures: in other 

words, enjoying them without being enslaved by them.141 

Ultimately, this seems to be the real and substantial difference in all the 

Platonic evaluations of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ use of emotions, whether triggered 

by music, love, wine or other pleasures: given the deep effects that these 

forces have on the soul, it is crucial for them to have a constructive direction 

that improves the human nature of each individual, instead of damaging it. If 

oriented towards the wrong objects, the emotions elicited by these powerful 

forces, while originally generating an ‘ecstatic’ effect similar to well-oriented 

practices, can actually achieve opposite results: the inner structure of the soul 

can be destroyed by the conflictual antagonism of different elements, a 

psychological outcome which does not involve just the individual, as Plato is 

well aware, but conduces as well, inevitably, to political strife (στάσις).  

These potentially opposite outcomes are well symbolised by the 

conflictual feelings of the character of Alcibiades. His gifted nature allows 

him to understand (intellectually) and feel (emotionally) ‘the truth’ of 

Socrates’ μουσική but, not having educated his soul towards the correct 

objects of desire, as soon as the good music of Socrates is over, to use his own 

words, he falls again ‘a victim to the honour of the crowds’ (216b6-7). 

                                                 
141  Cf. Leg. 1.647d-1.649d. The same idea is expressed at Leg. 2.673e-674c, where 

correctly established symposia are characterised as ‘institutions’ that teach the citizens how to 

use emotions correctly: cf. spoudes, 2.673e. 



 187

EPILOGUE 

 

 

After this long journey through many Platonic texts on music, it is time 

to conclude by giving an outline of the most significant points we have 

encountered. First of all, it has become clear that Plato was extremely 

interested in musical phenomena and examined them from a wide variety of 

perspectives: his acute and perceptive observations of contemporary trends, 

together with his acquaintance with some technical aspects of mousike, make 

Plato’s texts a privileged viewpoint from which to observe the lively debate 

that surrounded musical questions in Classical Athens. The numerous ironic 

remarks we have examined on the contemporary innovations of professional 

musicians, for instance, give us a vivid picture of the liveliness of the 

Athenian musical scene, although of course the significance of Plato’s words 

as a musical testimony must be assessed in keeping with the intentions of his 

texts and their often caricatural tones. However, if considered in conjunction 

with the testimonies of other contemporary witnesses, Plato’s dialogues 

remain a crucial source of information and, so far as we can tell, also the work 

of a very sensitive and competent observer of musical practices. 

Moreover, his texts illuminate how aspects that we tend to regard as 

belonging to separate spheres, such as the ‘literary’ and even strictly 

performative sides of musical representations on the one hand, and their 

political and educational roles on the other, were instead conceived as part of 

the same problematic domain. For this reason, only an integrated examination 

of these questions, one which avoids introducing into the texts distinctions 

that historically belong to us but not to the Greeks, can reveal many 

correlations that would otherwise remain hidden. 

  Plato’s extensive familiarity with the realm of music and its 

complexities led him to play with musical concepts and languages in many 

different ways, using and often adapting them to suit the aims of his own 

philosophical projects. So for instance, as our analysis of the musical sections 

of Republic 3 has shown, in order to understand the role and meaning of the 

Platonic selection of musical modes it is crucial to keep in mind the cultural 

implications of each of them, especially in ethical terms; equally, an 

examination of their strictly technical features may also help in understanding 

some aspects of the Platonic theories themselves.  

In this sense musical theory and practice, in addition to being a 

fundamental part of the wider cultural context in which Plato’s reflections 

must be read, became also a repertoire of concepts that inform his own 

philosophical theories. This is the case, for example, with the extensive use of 

the concept of ἁρμονία in Republic 4, which as we have seen is far from being 

an ‘ornamental’ image. Here the metaphor is the meaning: it enhances and 
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enriches our understanding of the virtues it depicts via the characteristics that 

belong to the technical notion in the musical field. 

Finally, we have seen how deeply Plato appreciated the psychological 

power of music, particularly in relation to its crucial role in establishing or 

destroying the inner harmony of the soul: the experience of correctly oriented 

emotions, especially in the powerful form of mimetic representations, is a 

vital part of the Platonic project of a musical education of the soul. Although a 

significant amount of attention is devoted to the soothing effect that music 

can have especially on the exuberant energies of young children, this is by no 

means the only psychological outcome that Plato aimed to achieve by means 

of music. Far from being a purely repressive instrument of self-control, a 

correct use of music aims at creating a true harmony of emotions and 

passions in the soul, which puts each individual in the best possible condition 

to live and enjoy life fully. In relation to this question, but not this question 

alone, it proved crucial to examine the testimonies of the Republic and the 

Laws in a unified manner: the much more explicit comments on the positive 

role of music as an enhancer of passions contained in the Laws helped in 

raising our awareness of the far-reaching implications of observations on 

music included the Republic, as well as the Symposium and other texts, that 

might otherwise have been difficult to unravel. 

This is the case, for instance, of the supposedly severe limitations on 

the use of musical and dramatic mimetic representations in the ideal 

constitutions. As a close reading of the relevant sections of the Republic and 

the Laws shows, Plato’s attitude is much more nuanced than is generally 

believed and the experience of pleasure in attending and performing in 

musical and dramatic representations plays a crucial role in the kind of 

musical education he envisaged. As argued explicitly in the Laws, correct and 

pleasant musical compositions, by definition mimetic, are the most 

fundamental educational tool precisely because of – and not in spite of – their 

ability to instill correct ethical associations in the soul by means of pleasures 

and emotions. 

In conclusion, Plato’s preoccupation with the potentially negative 

outcomes of an indiscriminate indulgence in emotions does not lead him to 

propose the complete elimination of these experiences from a good life. On 

the contrary, the question is how these powerful experiences may be used 

correctly to help each individual to achieve the best shape he or she can 

possibly have – in other words, how to use music to ‘train the soul in 

excellence’ (Leg. 2.673a). 
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