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Editors’ Introduction

Ken Parry and Dean Rickles


There is something suspicious about music, gentlemen. I insist that she is, by her nature, ambiguous. I shall not be going too far in saying at once that she is politically suspect.

Herr Settembrini, in The Magic Mountain, Thomas Mann1



The idea of the Harmony of the Spheres is an old and venerable one, finding isomorphism between the orderly nature of the cosmos and of music, with each reflecting the other. In the oldest recorded texts, the cosmos was said to have been brought into being with sound. However, as the chapters in this book reveal, how this basic correspondence is spelled out can vary greatly. The idea itself has mutated and evolved, changing its garments much over time and space and as it encounters new cultural influences. In the contemporary context, we find that it takes more of the flavour of a discordance in which the outer world reflects inner tensions, far from the lyre of Orpheus that represented the peace of Elysium. This persistence of theme through variations, however, only serves to underline the perennial nature of the concept of the Harmony of Spheres, and can even suggest routes down which we might ease such discord. This book intends to provide a timely review and reassessment of this concept that seems to hold within it some very deep truths about our world and our own place within it.

To modern ears, of course, the Harmony of Spheres can easily sound like an out-of-date, or even mythological concept. Yet to the ancients it was a core feature of reality, and still remains so to some indigenous peoples, and those more on what might be considered as the esoteric margins. It seems to reach back into our deep past to something primordial. The first book (16–1) of Diodorus of Sicily (written sometime between 60 and 30 BC) mentions that the Egyptians attributed something like the idea of Harmony of Spheres to Thoth – to whom are also attributed the gifts of writing, science, art and more – showing that the idea is very old indeed, preceding Pythagoras, to whom the concept is usually attributed.2 Hathor, together with The Seven Hathors,3 were closely associated with music (and its close companion, dance) highlighting its deep cosmic importance for the Egyptians. The Hymn of the Seven Hathors in the Temple of Dendera in fact contains the line ‘The sky and its stars make music to you’, with the seven Hathors, like the seven celestial objects then known, possibly corresponding to tones of the diatonic scale – Pythagoras’s own approach involved the interplanetary distances modelled as tones and half tones, resulting in the diapason (i.e. the octave), though the specific planetary correspondence might have been a later contribution.

Anna Corrias (Chapter 3) describes how Marsilio Ficino extended this ‘music ↔ heavens’ correspondence to a broader range of astrological notions (conjunctions, oppositions, etc.), showing how even this more complex structural harmony is still preserved above and below (in music). In this way, as Corrias shows, Ficino brings together the Pythagorean ideas with later Platonic and Neoplatonic ideas.

Ken Parry (Chapter 1) also describes the early development of Pythagoras’s ideas, drawing in a broad range of figures in his historical survey of the concept of Harmony of Spheres in the Eastern Roman Empire from late antiquity through the early Islamic period. He traces how Pythagoras’s ideas about cosmic harmony were reshaped during the first millennium CE in Christian, Jewish and Muslim contexts. Neoplatonists continued to develop their understanding of the theory in relation to cosmology and music, but only Pythagoras himself was said to hear celestial sounds. The Greek and Syriac patristic traditions were inclined to reject it as incompatible with biblical teaching, although the application of number symbolism continued. Church music and singing came to embody the idea of heavenly harmony. The theory was endorsed in the Jewish tradition by Philo of Alexandria but dismissed by later Jewish thinkers like Maimonides. However, it was embraced by the early Muslim scholar al-Kindī, who took over the Neoplatonic position and applied it to musical theory in the Islamic world. He links music with ethics much in the way Plato does. It was not until late in the Byzantine world that ancient theories of harmonics were once again discussed and investigated. Fascination with the Pythagorean theory of planetary harmony is clearly shown by its transmission across geographical, linguistic and religious boundaries.

Returning to the Egyptian system, we note that the idea of order and disorder (resulting in overall balance) is grounded in Ma’at (justice, goodness) and Isfet (chaos, evil) respectively, with the important concept of Kingship tantamount to a composer tasked with achieving harmony by the judicious balancing of the duality of the various opposing forces. Some interpreted the isomorphism in a far more literal sense, with Athanasius Kircher, in his Musurgia Universalis4 depicting the universe as a kind of organ played by God to generate the symphony of reality, with the laws of proportion flowing down from the divine into the earthly structures, including the proportions of the human body as a microcosm, and also in the running of human affairs.5

This link to moral order and virtue is never far from the surface in discussions of the Harmony of Spheres, with harmoniousness itself figuring high in the list of virtues. Consider this passage from Elizabeth Myers6 (discussing the Utopian, theosophist Katherine Tingley’s ‘Children’s Department’ at Point Loma):


They should be taught to think of themselves as notes in a great song composed of myriads of notes all blending together and making harmony, and that when each child is unselfish and cheerful, a perfect note is struck. But selfishness introduces disharmony and makes the music discordant.


Yet it is clear from Kircher’s perspective, that God does not shy away from the addition of discord. The tension in music gives it its emotional resonance. Harmony is not mere concord, and a world made in this way might well quickly stagnate, and a child moulded as described would simply not be a human child, with a mixture of both earthly and divine. Dean Rickles (Chapter 13) describes the curious balancing act that must be achieved by both music and the world, so that neither too much discord (disorder) nor too much concord (order) results, yet in which both are required (Harald Atmanspacher also touches on this issue in Chapter 12). This seems to be the challenge faced by a continuing reality, as the Egyptians well recognized, thus reaffirming the cosmic analogy between music and the world. Part of this balancing act is also to balance the eternal, atemporal aspects of music (which makes it indestructible and capable of being performed infinitely many times) with its temporal manifestation, which reveals another aspect of the Harmony of Spheres, and the correspondence between cosmic and earthly. Anna Corrias (Chapter 3) describes a similar vision in her discussion of Ficino, albeit in the context of providence (i.e. concerning the ‘divine plan’) and fate (i.e. concerning the unfolding of that plan on earth, in ‘temporal reality’). Here the Harmony of the Spheres is then understood to be an expression of providence’s design (in its enfolded state) with the Fates unfolding this atemporal order (divine harmony) into earthly events.

Malek Mohammadi Nejad Charghouyeh (Chapter 11) finds exactly such a role for music, as filling the gap between atemporal and temporal, divine and earthy, or, as he puts it: ‘being and becoming’. Music must be unfolded in time, yet there is a timeless seed that unfolds that itself stands outside of that unfolding. Focusing specifically on Persian music, he argues that music is an ‘idea sphere’ (alem’e mesal) based on lived cultural experience that is connected to a range of material fabrications (e.g. architectural geometry) which also attempt to embody what is divine by the embodiment of sacred geometrical principles. The long history of Persian music, with its roots in the Zoroastrian and Mithraic traditions, finds full expression in the mystical writings of Suhrawardi whose philosophy of illumination embodies the celestial origins of music. Music continues to play an essential role in the imaginal realm of Sufism.

Madeleine Easton (Chapter 8) finds a similar appearance of the Harmony of Spheres concept through Bach’s music, which also stands as an approximate reflection of principles of cosmic harmony and divine order. Bach himself consciously worked philosophical and theological ideas into his music, with the link between the earthly and divine realms very much in mind. The mathematical basis of Bach’s music, in which he utilizes symmetry principles (inversions, reflections and so on), as well as the Golden ratio and Fibonacci sequence, reveals how the spiritual aspects of life (encoded in the deeper mathematical principles) can be brought down into our experience (and the Book of Nature), so that we can come closer through music. Of course, the genius of Bach was to transcend any sort of mechanical incorporation of mathematics into music in order for us to come into the presence of the divine.

The notion of music as bridge between realms (higher and lower, above and below, heaven and earth), is part and parcel of the basic concept of Harmony of Spheres. The art–science collaboration of Kim Cunio, Nigel Meredith and Diana Scarborough (Chapter 9) was an attempt to create music from the natural ‘sounds of space’, by hybridizing these natural sounds into musical compositions, thus mixing heavenly and earthly in a concrete manner that results in a kind of narrowing of the two ends of the bridge. Scientific technology allows us to encounter the acoustics of the cosmos in ways that are new and exciting, and which in future may give us a better understanding of what ancient and indigenous cultures have long been telling us – that we are not just citizens of planet earth but participants of the universe.

Eva Anagnostou-Laoutides (Chapter 2) also draws on the notion of music as the bridge between the divine and terrestrial as providing a path of spiritual awakening. Both music and mathematics (describing the immortal forms) possess this ability to aid us in awakening and can be used to train us in methods to do so, also leading to ethical development as training for the soul. She traces this idea from the basic idea of Pythagoras, through to Plato and Neoplatonic thinkers, and then to St Augustine and other early Christian philosophers who worked the idea into their theological accounts, even treating Jesus’ incarnation in terms of musical harmony – in this case, the most perfect 2:1 ratio of the octave. Much as Plato described the perfect Republic in musical terms, so St Augustine describes the heavenly city as a perfect harmony between God and the souls.

Murray Lee (Chapter 4) focuses on the aforementioned, undeniable aspect of music, of discord and disharmony, connecting it to his work in criminology and socio-political order, coining a new term ‘musicriminology’, to describe music’s power as a socially disruptive force. As harmony is linked to social order, so disharmony is linked to dissent. Yet this need not be construed as a negative factor, as Plato might have, for example. Rather, it provides a backbone for social resistance and can be associated with the galvanization of entire social movements. It is sometimes necessary to disrupt an entrenched order. The dissonances expressed in certain forms of music can act as mirrors, reflecting particular forms of marginalization and can serve as social critique. Indeed, this can be so significant as to lead regimes to ban certain kinds of music as too disruptive (which is of course the intent). Eva Anagnostou-Laoutides (Chapter 2) describes the historical precedent of this in Plato’s Republic, in which the socio-political effects of music were well understood. For example, Plato favoured particular modes (Dorian and Phrygian) precisely because of their ethical qualities, while finding other modes (Ionian and Lydian) ‘effeminate’, having no place in the social order. Given its power, music was assigned a critical position in civic education, promoting (if used correctly) sōphrosynē (or moderation). Indeed, the Republic itself is represented much like a harmonious piece of music, with the acknowledgement that the ‘wrong’ music can lead to disharmony and dissent much as Murray Lee describes.

It seems that wherever there is discussion of order and number, connections to music are close at hand, as an example of a projection or constellation of these archetypes. And since the same archetype informs the cosmos, with its mathematical laws, we must expect an isomorphism. As the Pythagorean Philolaos of Croton put it:


Number, fitting all things into the soul through sense-perception, makes them recognizable and comparable with one another … You may see the nature of Number and its power at work not only in supernatural and divine existences but also in all human activities and words everywhere, both throughout all technical production and also in music.7


Music, like mathematics, stands at a level that is precognitive, preverbal. It is universal in this sense, despite some cultural differences in receptivity. This deeper level that music can access can link to the body, as a somatic phenomenon, without conceptual mediation. Pythagoras of course argued that music had direct effects on the body, and its health and well-being. Indeed, in esoteric thought there is also the idea that the lyre is representative of the perfected human. This makes sense, of course, if the task is to copy the spiritual in the earthly albeit imperfectly. The more perfect the mapping, the healthier the system, bodies included. Angé Weinrabe and Eran Asoulin (Chapter 6) adopt a concrete approach to this link, exploring how sound frequency can directly affect human consciousness, especially through its connection to emotional regulation. Some of the latest neurobiological research is presented on the therapeutic uses of music, tracing the new ideas through traditional practices that aimed to bypass our awareness to gain entry to deeper bodily processes that can be used for healing various maladies. By the same token, and referring back to Murray Lee’s chapter, such ‘frequency medicine’ can be used for good, but can also lead to negative outcomes which should be an object of further investigation.

Modern physics, while on the surface a long way from such ideas, tells a not dissimilar story. Here, according to quantum field theory, all things are in motion, ever oscillating, and since sound is a kind of vibration, we have the Harmony of Spheres built in from the ground up. There is a rhythm to the processes in nature, from the planetary orbits down to the periodicity of atoms. The periodicity is an invariance. This rhythm seems to push through into the social world too, manifesting as historical cycles. Our bodies likewise are in some sense built from cycles, themselves linked to the external cycles. Duane Hamacher, Gerhard Wiesenfeldt and Rachel Morgain (Chapter 10) consider the harmony that results from an entrainment with the natural cycles of time in the seasons and celestial bodies, and discuss how certain indigenous knowledge of the correspondence between the cosmic cycles and earthly events is encoded into their music and dance (somewhat akin to Sufi whirling, which Weinrabe and Asoulin also discuss, and also the notion that souls are like dancers who move to the cosmic music described by Corrias in Chapter 3). This correspondence can become quite specific, as in Venus’s synodic cycle, which is mirrored in the Banumbirr or Morning Star ceremony of the Yolngu people of Arnhem Land.

Goetz Richter (Chapter 5) argues for a view of music that goes far deeper than a historical, cultural product, and traces it to fundamental forms of consciousness. Any appearance within a historical, cultural context has its roots as a phenomenon of consciousness so that any value human beings and communities derive from it ultimately must go back there too. Hence, the call is to go back to the music itself, which is to go back to consciousness instead of agendas and ideologies. The question to be asked is, what sort of thing is ‘music’, or is it rather, a ‘no-thing’, meaning that it cannot be objectified and made into subject matter. Humans as homo musicus respond to the temporal form music takes, grasping hold of something that is abstract, transient and embodied at the same time. Its ambivalence may therefore veer to the demonic. The application of artificial intelligence (AI) to music is just that – artificial – without consciousness and all the elements of creativity that drive music makers to manifest music from the imaginative matrix of themselves.

The chapter by Harald Atmanspacher (Chapter 12) ultimately ends up in something not so far from Richter’s goal, though getting there through a consideration of alchemy and hermeticism (which are, of course, themselves attempts to understand the bridge between heaven and earth and the bringing down of the divine into matter). This is based around a seventeenth-century controversy between astronomer Johannes Kepler and Paracelsian physician and occultist Robert Fludd. He contrasts Kepler’s trinitarian scientific world-view with Fludd’s quaternarian hermetic perspective, as two organizing principles for understanding reality. This debate is then connected to the twentieth-century collaboration between physicist Wolfgang Pauli and psychologist Carl Jung, exploring how Pauli and Jung developed a ‘dual-aspect monism’ that adds a psychophysically neutral domain to mind and matter. This neutral domain is one of archetypal patterns, somewhat akin to the providence of Ficino, and unfolds into the dualistic tensions between masculine and feminine, good and evil, and mind and matter, which enable us to have presentations of the deeper, archetypal realm in concrete forms (tantamount to the unfolding of fate, for Ficino).

Georgia Pike-Rowney (Chapter 7) focuses on the discipline of music and musicianship in the context of music education. The historical trend has been to push music into a realm of experts with a focus on technical skill rather than deeper musical feeling (the ineffable component described by Weinrabe and Asoulin), which creates barriers to participation. This is very much in parallel with the more general world-view steeped in mechanistic materialism, which the present book seeks to chip away at, often looking back to pre-materialistic ideas to go forward. As Pike-Rowney argues, humans are innately linked to music (deeply so, given Richter’s account), and so they possess a natural music-making ability that is being blocked by the overly rigid disciplinary practices of our current era. By softening music education, and perhaps looking to alternative practices, musical engagement will increase. Children often manifest a natural capacity for music that can be stifled later by social and cultural expectations that inform educational norms.

***

Our current paradigm of scientific materialism appears to be reaching its end, and as it does so there is a seeking for what is next. This, as so often happens, is a question pointing to the past as much to the future, with ancient wisdom resurfacing looking for its latest expression. Let this book, then, help us re-evaluate the links between humans and the cosmos, because there is a tendency to dismiss anything going beyond the idea that humans are nothing more than an accident born from cosmic coincidences. This is perhaps nowhere better expressed than by physics Nobel laureate Steven Weinberg:


It is almost irresistible for humans to believe that we have some special relation to the universe, that human life is not just a more-or-less farcical outcome of a chain of accidents reaching back to the first three minutes, but that we were somehow built in from the beginning … It is hard to realize that this all [i.e., life on Earth] is just a tiny part of an overwhelmingly hostile universe. It is even harder to realize that this present universe has evolved from an unspeakably unfamiliar early condition, and faces a future extinction of endless cold or intolerable heat. The more the universe seems comprehensible, the more it also seems pointless.8


The result of this is an inevitable loss of connection to the cosmos, well described by Rémi Brague:


For us, there is no longer any connection between cosmology and ethics, no longer any relationship between what we know of the structure of the physical universe and the way man thinks about himself and feels what he is and what he ought to be. Such is the common opinion of the modern era, which institutes such an extreme separation between the two realms that the question of their relationship is no longer even raised. This fact has been formulated in various ways, for example by saying that man has ‘lost the world’, or that he is ‘alienated’ from it.9


This volume is an attempt to remember the thread that weaves the story of humans into that of the cosmos, with music standing as a shining example capable of restoring the breach between us.

K. Parry and D. P. Rickles, June 2025




1 Der Zauberberg (S. Fischer Verlag, Alfred A. Knopf, 1924). Editors’ translation.
2 Of course, Pythagoras is said, by Iamblichus, to have been taught by Egyptian priests – in addition to receiving other teachings from the Chaldeans, Orphics and the Eleusinian rites. See Vita Pythagorae (85, 14–18), as cited in D. O’Meara, Pythagoras Revived (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991, p. 94).
3 The Seven Hathor’s were a kind of soul group (connected to the Pleiades cluster) aligned with the cosmic mother goddess Hathor as archetypal projections of sorts. Their role was to dispense healing and joy in the afterlife.
4 Musurgia Universalis, sive Ars Magna Consoni et Dissoni (‘The Universal Musical Art, or the Great Art of Consonance and Dissonance’, Rome, Ludovico Grignani, 1650).
5 We find a similar statement in the Hexameron of St Basil the Great, speaking of God as ‘the supreme artisan taking possession of the substance of the universe, forming the different parts in one perfect accord, and making a harmonious symphony result from the whole’ (Basil the Great, Hexaemeron, from Homelies: I, II, V, VI, VIII, IX, Translated by Blomfield Jackson, From Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Second Series, Vol. 8. Edited by Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1895, p. 377).
6 Cited in Christopher M. Sheer, ‘Katherine Tingley in Lomaland’ (in M. Roth and L. George, eds., Explorations in Music and Esotericism, University of Rochester Press, 2023, p. 213).
7 In Ancilla to the Pre-Socratic Philosophers, by Kathleen Freeman (Harvard University Press, 1948, p. 76).
8 The First Three Minutes, Basic Books, 1993, p. 154.
9 The Wisdom of the World, University of Chicago Press, 2003, p. 216.
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1The Harmony of the Spheres in late antiquity and the early medieval period in the East

Ken Parry


Philosophy is the greatest kind of music.

Plato, Phaedo 61A




Introduction

With this quotation from Plato making speculative thought a kind of music-making, we 

begin our study of the Harmony of the Spheres, focusing on the eastern part of the Roman Empire in late antiquity through to the early Islamic period. The reception of the idea in the Latin West (Hicks 2014, 2022) has received more coverage than in the Greek East. The time frame under discussion is a good place to start, however, because it is during this period – roughly the first five hundred years of the Common Era – that we learn most about Pythagoras’s life and purported philosophy. This may seem surprising given that Pythagoras was a pre-Socratic philosopher who is thought to have lived in the sixth century BCE, but the emergence of what we call ‘Pythagoreanism’, or more strictly ‘Neopythagoreanism’, is better documented in the early centuries of the Common Era. Pythagoras was recast and promoted as the ideal philosopher as well as a teacher of the mysteries, this latter attribute being emphasized to bolster the status of pagan holy men, often as rivals to contemporary Christian saints (Baltussen 2020; Martínez 2022).

What was written about Pythagoras during late antiquity laid the foundations for the rediscovery of the Harmony of the Spheres in the Carolingian and Italian renaissances of the ninth and fifteenth centuries. The situation in Byzantium was somewhat different and still requires a detailed study (Kaimakis 2001; O’Meara 2007),1 and although it contributed in its own way to each of these European renaissances, the modern distinction between astrology and astronomy is not always detectable (Caudano 2020). In general, we can say that there was a continuing interest among Neoplatonic philosophers and followers of the Abrahamic faiths in the figure of Pythagoras and the various theories associated with his name.

For a general overview of the Rezeptionsgeschichte of the Harmony of the Spheres we are still reliant on Joscelyn Godwin’s book published in 1993, entitled The Harmony of the Spheres: A Sourcebook of the Pythagorean Tradition in Music. Godwin’s book focuses mainly on the Western tradition in the classical to renaissance periods, and the early modern period through to such figures as Kepler and Newton. Further studies of Western sources have been published since then (Kendall 2022), but I draw attention to Godwin’s subtitle because of the reference to the Pythagorean tradition. This is the usual attribution given to the idea of the Harmony of the Spheres, but it is far from clear that it was the invention of Pythagoras himself or that it was exclusively Pythagorean, however we might understand that term. Behind Godwin’s anthology lies the idea of the ‘perennial philosophy’, a form of comparative religion that universalizes texts from different traditions popularized in the late nineteenth century by the theosophists, and then by Aldous Huxley in his 1945 book with that title, who mistakenly thought the term was coined by Leibniz.

In fact, the term derives from the tenth-century Muslim historian and philosopher Miskawayh (Bosworth 2017), who refers to it in Persian as the ‘eternal philosophy’ (Jāvīdān khirad), the title of one of his books, which was translated into Arabic as Kitāb al-hikma al-khālida, and then into Latin as philosophia perennis. The Latin term comes from a volume published with that title in 1540 by the Italian humanist Agostino Steuco, which was part of a wider enterprise to promote the prisca theologica or venerable theology, supposedly underlying all religious traditions. The principle itself goes back to the Neoplatonists of late antiquity who attempted to bring Aristotle into harmony with Plato (Hadot 2015). For example, the Neoplatonist Olympiodorus in the sixth century exemplifies this principle in his commentary on Plato’s Gorgias:


Concerning Aristotle, we must point out that in the first place he in no way disagrees with Plato, except in appearance. In the second place, even if he does disagree, that is because he has benefited from Plato. (in Gorgiam 41, 9, Jackson et al., 267)


For the Neoplatonists any discrepancies between the two philosophers were only apparent and could be resolved in the interest of the Greek philosophical heritage, a process that began with Antiochus of Ascalon in the first century BCE (Karamanolis 2006: 44–84).

Pythagoras is a somewhat mythical figure in the history of Western philosophy who is said to have left nothing in writing and to have relied, like Socrates, on spoken communication for his ideas. Plato suggests that the so-called ‘Socratic method’ was dependent on the dialectics of the living voice, which may have contributed to Plato’s own fashioning of philosophy in dialogue form. Much is made in the Pythagorean tradition of expounding Pythagoras’s teaching by confining it to within the community, which was divided into the hearers (ἀκουσματικοί), those who were given the oral teaching, and the learners (μαθηματικοί), those who engaged in scientific study, with the latter holding property in common and being bound to silence for five years. It is not clear what the period of silence was meant to achieve, apart from avoiding loquaciousness and maintaining modesty in speech, but it might have involved training to listen to cosmic sound, perhaps through a meditational technique, not unlike the apophatic visionary exercise centred on a sphere mentioned by Plotinus (Enn. 5.8.9, Gerson, 619).

Looking at the history of Pythagoreanism, we encounter a startling array of ideas and theories. The problem for Pythagoras is that we are dependent upon apocryphal and hagiographical writings about his life and teachings. Over time he became all things to all people, being burdened with a range of roles and opinions that frankly belong more to the world of fantasy than to philosophy. He has even been credited with being the first to use the term ‘love of wisdom’ (φιλοσοφία) and is often referred to as the first philosopher. Traditionally he is honoured with authoring the Golden Verses (Aurea Carmina), a series of moral exhortations made popular by the Neoplatonist Hierocles of Alexandria in the fifth century (Commentary on the Golden Verses, Schibli, 165–325). He was known as ‘the long-haired one from Samos’ who became a legendary figure in the ancient world and has remained so ever since, evidently possessing many New Age credentials.

Pythagoras is said to have been the son of the god Hermes in a previous life, perhaps because Hermes was the messenger of the gods who crossed the boundary between the human and divine, although his name derives from Pythios, an epithet of Apollo. The name Hermes was given to a body of late antique literature known as the Corpus Hermeticum, an amalgam of Greek and Egyptian wisdom written at different times and attributed to different sages (Copenhaver 1991). The collection comprises works on philosophy and the occult sciences, and is attributed to Hermes Trismegistus, the Thrice-Great Hermes, who is made a contemporary of Moses, in which the figure of Pythagoras appears as a prophet and soothsayer. Pythagoras himself is said to have travelled to Egypt to learn the arcane wisdom of the Egyptians. The Hermetica is referred to by Christian, Jewish and Muslim authors, and circulated widely in different languages in the Roman, Byzantine (Magdalino and Mavroudi 2006) and Sassanian empires. The corpus received an early translation into Arabic in the eighth century (Bladel 2009).

We have mentioned that it became common to present Pythagoras in a largely unhistorical fashion as a semi-divine figure with a golden thigh, who was responsible for all that was noteworthy in Greek philosophy, including many of Plato’s and Aristotle’s ideas. When it comes to the Harmony of the Spheres it is not mentioned, as far as I am aware, in the fragments of Philolaos of Croton, a Pythagorean of the next generation and a contemporary of Socrates (Huffman 1993: 279–83). However, he does link mathematics with music and cosmology, and it is of interest that he removes the earth from the centre of the cosmos, replacing it with a central invisible fire around which the earth, sun and planets orbit (Fragment 11, Guthrie, 170).

The apocryphal story of Pythagoras hearing the blacksmiths hammering on their anvils in the foundry is first found in our period. Iamblichus in his On the Pythagorean Life details the experiments Pythagoras undertook to prove his musical theory based on the harmonious sounds he heard in the smithy (Life of Pythagoras 26, Clark, 50–4), but although the theory has been disproved on numerous occasions, it continues to intrigue experimenters through to the present. In addition, he tells us about the role of music in the Pythagorean community, for example, the use of the lyre and voice as appropriate instruments in music therapy. The Neoplatonic commentator Elias of Alexandria repeats the story in the sixth century and says that Pythagoras’s music is the most spiritual because it makes no use of instruments but contemplates the relationship between numbers (Proleg. 11. 18–31, Gertz, 51). Curiously the thirteenth-century Persian poet and Sufi, Rumi, is said to have been walking through the goldsmithing quarter of Konya in Turkey, when he heard hammering, and the rhythm of the hammering prompted him to start whirling in harmony with the sound. We might ask how Handel’s keyboard piece the Harmonious Blacksmith got its name, not apparently from the story of Pythagoras, but it must surely have been in someone’s mind.

One of the most important contributors to the field of harmonics was Nicomachus of Gerasa in the second century CE, who is said to have written a Life of Pythagoras, which was known to the Neoplatonists Porphyry and Iamblichus. However, he is better known for two other works, The Art of Arithmetic and The Manual of Harmonics, both of which continued to be consulted in the pagan and monotheistic traditions. In the Manual of Harmonics, he writes that the sounds emitted by the seven celestial bodies correspond to the seven notes of a heptachord, the highest note on the scale is emitted by the moon, being closest to the earth, and the lowest note is emitted by Saturn, being the furthest from the earth. On this geocentric model the earth is stationary and emits no sound (Manual of Harmonics, Levin, 45–60).

Porphyry wrote a Life of Pythagoras, which was part of a four-volume History of Philosophy, but only extracts remain. It was Porphyry who was responsible for seeing that the philosophy of Plotinus was written down because Plotinus like Pythagoras did not put stylus to papyrus. He also wrote the Life of Plotinus as well as a Commentary on Ptolemy’s Harmonics (Barker 2015), in which he discusses the mathematically harmonious relationship between the human soul and the heavenly bodies. He was followed by his pupil, Iamblichus, whose work On the Pythagorean Life formed the first part of a ten-volume On Pythagoreanism. Only the first four books are extant, along with excerpts from books 5 to 7, which survive in the writings of the eleventh-century Byzantine scholar Michael Psellos (O’Meara 1989: 53–84), as well as in some Arabic fragments.

There is, however, a Table of Contents (πίναξ) which lists the titles of the books of which the ninth volume was entitled On Pythagorean Music. We can only guess what this book might have contained. The tenth volume was most probably called On Pythagorean Astronomy. The volumes were planned as a curriculum arranged from the introductory to the more speculative, with music and astronomy left to the end for more advanced students. Elsewhere Iamblichus describes what he calls ‘acoustic recollection’, suggesting that before entering the body, the soul hears divine harmony, so that when it is embodied, it is capable of recognizing melodies that preserve traces of this harmony and strives to recapture it (On the Mysteries 3.9, Clarke et al., 141). There is a summary of an Anonymous Life of Pythagoras, preserved by Photios, patriarch of Constantinople in the ninth century, in which mention is made of the zodiac and the fixed planets but not the Harmony of the Spheres (Bibliotheca, cod. 249, Henry, vol. VII, 126–34).


The Platonist tradition

It is in the myth of Er at the end of Plato’s Republic that we find an account of the notion of ‘music of the spheres’, although it is not called that by Plato. In the story Socrates describes the experience of Er who comes back from the dead after a twelve-day journey in the afterlife. Among the things that he witnesses and hears, the most enchanting is the choir of the Sirens and the Fates. For Plato, the dangerous seducers of Homer’s Odyssey have become heavenly singers producing celestial music. The account combines cosmology with music, describing the concentric circles associated with the fixed planets, Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, Mercury, Venus, the sun and the moon. A divine celestial chorus is heard with the Fates singing over the top of this harmony to produce an octave (Pelosi 2017). Plato says of these:


And on top of each circle stands a siren, which is carried round with it and utters a note of constant pitch, and the eight notes together make up a single scale. And round about at equal distances is three figures, each one a throne, the three Fates … and they sing the sirens’ music. (Republic 10. 617)


In the Laws, Plato criticizes those who give a purely physical explanation of the cosmos:


They concluded from the evidence of their eyes that all the bodies that move across the heavens were mere collections of stone and earth and many other kinds of inanimate matter … But no mortal can ever attain a truly religious outlook … unless he grasps the doctrine that reason is the supreme power among the heavenly bodies. (Laws 967a)


For Plato heavenly harmony, musical theory, and mathematics were intertwined much in the way Pythagoras is said to have taught. In his General Science of Mathematics Iamblicus exalts the Pythagoreans for their promotion of mathematics as a philosophical science, because the construction of harmony through numbers is analogous to the orbiting of the stars. When this is properly understood then a single uniting bond linking the natures of all things is revealed (On Mathematics 6, Dillon and Urmson, 45). In fact, according to Photios, Pythagoras is credited with etymologizing the Greek word kosmos, meaning harmony and order, in relation to the universe (Bibliotheca, cod. 249, Henry, vol. VII, 130–1). For the Greeks movement or motion (κίνησις) was indicative of soul (ψυχή). The Greek concept of soul extended to all things living and moving, so viewing soul as the principle of motion in the heavens was a natural inference to make. Plato’s world-soul animating the cosmos would be the ultimate development in this way of thinking (Philebus 29a–30a).

In the Republic Plato attributes the study of astronomy and harmonics to the Pythagoreans. He suggests that there is another kind of motion other than the visible one. He has Glaucon say:


I think we may say that, just as our eyes are made for astronomy, so our ears are made for harmony, and that the two are, as the Pythagoreans say, and as we should agree, sister sciences. (Republic 7.530)


From this the sister sciences of astronomy and harmonics combine in the Platonic tradition to form the basis of the theory of the Harmony of the Spheres.

In his Metaphysics Aristotle refers to the Pythagorean interest in harmony and numbers:


Since they saw that the attributes and the ratios of the musical scales were expressible in numbers; since, then, all other things seemed in their whole nature to be modelled after numbers, and numbers seemed to be the first things in the whole of nature, they supposed the elements of numbers to be the elements of all things, and the whole heaven to be a musical scale and number. (Metaph. A 1.5, 985b–986a)


He goes on to discuss the tetractys (τετρακτύς), the number 10, that is 1+2+3+4, said to be the perfect number by the Pythagoreans, because it comprises the whole nature of numbers. It is diagrammatically laid out in the form of an equilateral triangle (Figure 1.1):

[image: A diagram shows ten black dots arranged in a large equilateral triangle. The top row has 1 dot, the second row has 2 dots, the third row has 3 dots, and the bottom row has 4 dots. Light blue lines connect the dots, forming a grid of smaller equilateral triangles.]Figure 1.1Number 10 represented by a Pythagorean equilateral triangle.

He further reports that they say that there are ten heavenly bodies although only nine are visible. This tenth Aristotle calls ‘the counter earth’ or Antichthon (Ἀντίχθων), the Antipodes, the central invisible fire devised by Philolaos to explain lunar eclipses. In another of his works, On the Heavens, he makes a reference to the Harmony of the Spheres, where he writes:


Some think [the Pythagoreans] it necessary that noise should arise when so great [heavenly] bodies are in motion, since sound does arise from bodies among us which are not so large and do not move so swiftly; and from the sun and moon and from the stars in so great number, and of so great size, moving so swiftly, there must necessarily arise a sound inconceivably great. Assuming these things and that the swiftness has the principle of harmony by reason of the intervals, they say that the sound of the stars moving on in a circle becomes musical. (De Caelo 11.9.290b)


However, for Aristotle this music is not only inaudible he does not think it exists, because the resonance of such weighty objects as the planets would result in catastrophe consequences for the sublunary sphere. Alexander of Aphrodisias, writing in the second century CE, in his commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, provides a description of celestial harmony as follows:


For the [heavenly] bodies moving around the centre have the intervals [separating them] in a [mathematical] proportion, and some of them move more rapidly, others more slowly, and in their motion they produce a sound – the slower bodies a deep note, the faster bodies a high note. Because these notes are in proportion to the intervals separating the bodies, they make the sound resulting from them harmonious. (in Metaph, 1.5, Dooley, 65–6)


He continues by restating the Stagirite’s objection to the theory that the movements of heavenly bodies produce audible music.

For Plotinus the harmony of the soul with the universe and the influence of the stars determines the course of our lives. He says:


We may know this by the concordance of the souls with the ordered scheme of the cosmos; they are not dependent, but, by their descent, they have put themselves in contact, and they stand henceforth in harmonious association with the cosmic circuit – to the extent that their fortunes, their life-experiences, their choosing and refusing, are announced by the patterns of the stars – and out of this concordance rises as it were one musical utterance: the music, the harmony, by which all is described, is the best witness to this truth. (Enn. 4.3.12, MacKenna, 266)


In this passage Plotinus combines astrology – when speaking of fortune, life experience, and decision-making being influenced by the pattern of the stars – with the harmonic theory of the soul.

Iamblichus in On the Pythagorean Life recounts the soothing and therapeutic effect of Pythagoras’s own music-making had on his followers. He then remarks:


He [himself] no longer used musical instruments or songs to create order in himself: through some unutterable, almost inconceivable likeness to the gods, his hearing and his mind were intent upon the celestial harmonies of the cosmos. It seemed as if he alone could hear and understand the universal harmony and music of the spheres. (On the Pythagorean Life 15 [65], Clark, 27)


For the Neoplatonists of late antiquity the attribution to Pythagoras of a special gift to hear cosmic music was part of their promotion of philosophy as a rival divinizing enterprise to that of Christianity. As part of this promotion stood The Harmonics of Nicomachus with its theory of divine numbers and extraterrestrial sounds. In fact, Proclus claims in his Commentary on Plato’s Republic to be a reincarnation of Nicomachus. In was in the Republic that Plato expounded his theory of the kind of music suitable for an ideal society, and in his commentary on it, Proclus distinguishes four types of music, two of which are like this:


[This kind] leads upwards from perceptible harmonies to the imperceptible beauty of the divine harmonies, for such a musician too is a lover of beauty just as the person who is erotic, even if the one is reminded of beauty through sight, while this musician is reminded of beauty through hearing. (Commentary, Essay 5, Baltzly, et al., 148)


He then mentions another kind of music:


[This kind of music] educates students’ moral character through both harmonies and rhythms that lead to virtue. It discovers which harmonies and rhythms are able to educate the passions of souls and to shape them with the best character traits in every action and situation. [It also discovers] those harmonies and rhythms that are opposite to these that produce discord in souls, tensioning or slackening them and leading into disharmony and absence of rhythm. (Commentary, Essay 5, Baltzly, et al., 149)


The Neoplatonist Simplicius in the sixth century writes of Pythagoras in his Commentary on Aristotle On the Heavens as follows:


Is it true to say that the resonance of the divine bodies is not audible to mortal ears? And if anyone had this mortal body attached to its luminous and heavenly vehicle [of the soul] and the senses in it purified – whether because of a good fate or a good life or, in addition to these, because of ritual perfection – he would see what is invisible to others and hear what is inaudible to others, just as is recounted of Pythagoras. (in de Cael. 469, 5–11, Mueller, 126)


The three conditions under which this harmony may be heard relate to ‘good fate’, ‘good life’ and ‘ritual perfection’ respectively. The first is the natural disposition resulting from a favourable fate or destiny, the second is the result of asceticism and self-discipline, and the third the result of practising theurgy or sacred rites. According to Simplicius only Pythagoras could hear the Harmony of the Spheres because he possessed all three of these. In addition, he suggests that Pythagoras had a special capacity, what we have seen Iamblichus call ‘likeness to the gods’, to comprehend the mathematical ratios that made the harmony audible (in Cael. 469, 18–20, Mueller, 126). This godlikeness was in fact one of the six definitions of philosophy found in the Neoplatonic prolegomena to philosophy of the Alexandrian school of Ammonius. It goes back to Plato’s ‘assimilation to the divine as far as is possible’ (Theaetetus 176b), which is attributed to Pythagoras in the anonymous Life of the philosopher summarized by Photios (Bibliotheca, cod. 249, Henry, vol. VII, 127).

In the sixth century there seems to have been some hesitation regarding books on musical theory being available in Alexandria, because David of Alexandria in his Introduction to Philosophy makes the following remark:


We should know that the philosopher Olympiodorus says that a trace of the other mathematical kinds remains down to the present day, i.e. of arithmetic, geometry, and astronomy. But he says about music: ‘we hear but a rumour but do not know anything’. This, he says, is because there is no trace of music preserved. But we should know that there are books on music even in the present day. (Proleg. 64, 30–65, 5, Gertz, 148)


This indicates that books on music and musical theory were still accessible at that time in Alexandria. We might note that the mathematical subjects listed by David include three from the standard curriculum, the missing fourth being music. The place of music within the quadrivium was originally the classical subject of harmonics, particularly the study of the proportions between the musical intervals created by the division of a monochord. The discovery of these proportions was attributed to Pythagoras. It is interesting to see Photios claiming to have rediscovered a work by Nicomachus he calls Arithmetical Theology or Theologoumena Arithmeticae, which he remarks some of his contemporaries were equal to bettering (Bibliotheca, cod. 187; Henry, vol. III, 40–8; Treadgold 1978), and which Dominic O’Meara has discussed (O’Meara 1989: 14–23).


The Greek Christian tradition

The early Christian response to the Harmony of the Spheres is to record it but not necessarily to endorse it. In the fourth century Basil of Caesarea in his Hexaemeron or Six Days of Creation writes:


Is the plurality of heaven stranger than the seven circles through which nearly all the philosophers agree that the seven planets pass – circles which they tell us are placed in relation to each other like casks fitting the one into the other? These circles, they say, carried away in a direction contrary to the world, and striking the ether, make sweet and harmonious sounds, unequalled by the sweetest melody. And if we ask them for the witness of the senses, what do they say? That we, accustomed to this noise from our birth, on account of hearing it always, have lost the sense of it; like foundry workers who have lost their hearing. (Hexaemeron, Homily 3, Jackson, 50–1)


Here Basil reports what the philosophers teach and follows what Porphyry says about our inability to hear the harmony (Life of Pythagoras, 30, Guthrie, 129), before going on to dismiss it. He then mentions the fifth element, aether, as contributing to the creation of the harmonious universe. It is not clear from a Christian perspective whether bodily resurrection implies that we will hear cosmic music in the afterlife. In Christian texts the idea of an angelic choir becomes more appealing than planetary music. We might note the accusation against Origen of Alexandria that the body will be spherical at the resurrection, a position that owed something to the notion of the astral vehicle (ὄχημα), as well as the sphere or circle as the perfect shape. Origen was officially condemned at the Fifth Ecumenical Council in Constantinople in 553 for suggesting that the resurrected body will be spherical and that the heavenly bodies are rational beings with soul (Acts of the Council of 553, Price, II, 270–86). The same council pronounced similar anathemas against the fourth-century monastic author Evagrius of Pontus as well (Pirtea 2021).

In his On the Value of Greek Literature Basil advises that one should close one’s ears to songs which corrupt the mind. He writes:


For passions which are the offspring of servility and baseness are produced by this kind of music. On the other hand, we must employ that class of music which is better in itself and which leads to better things, which David, the sacred psalmist, is said to have used to assuage the madness of the king [Saul]. Also, tradition has it that when Pythagoras happened upon some drunken revellers, he commanded the flute-player, who led the merry-making, to change the tune and to play a Doric air, and that the chant so sobered them that they threw down their wreaths, and shamefacedly returned home. (On the Value 9, Wilson, 139)


He goes on to say that differences in personality rely to some extent on whether one listens to healthy or noxious music. Clearly, he has taken on Plato’s remarks concerning different kinds of music and whether certain modes corrupt the souls of immature adolescents (Republic 3. 398-400). It has been said that Basil’s text was studied in Byzantine schools with the intention of learning stylistic grammar rather than for its philosophical content, although how one could avoid noticing it is questionable.

Pythagorean influence may be seen in the thought of Basil’s brother, Gregory of Nyssa, with his idea that in Christian cosmogony mathematics comes into existence because of creation. In separating day from night, the heavens from the earth, and so on, God introduces the notion of sequence and division, without which there is no creation. For Gregory the Genesis narrative gives a philosophical account of the theories of physical science with God’s craftmanship revealed in the harmonious revolutions of the heavens (Hexaemeron 9, 11, 24, Orton, 55, 57, 72–3). The heresiologist Epiphanius of Salamis in the fourth century includes Pythagoreanism among the heresies of Hellenism, but in his work entitled On the True Faith reports that Pythagoras banned the eating of meat and beans and commanded his disciples to remain silent for five years. Curiously he reports Pythagoras as maintaining that ‘everything from the moon down is passible but that everything above the moon is impassible’, meaning that what is above the moon is insensate (De Fide 9.12, Williams, 664). However, this does not square with the Pythagorean belief in the heavenly bodies as living beings endowed with soul (Wolfson 1962).

In his work On Human Nature (De natura hominis), Nemesis of Emesa in the early fifth century refers to the Pythagorean theory of divination in dreams. He writes that the Pythagoreans are said to follow the Hebrews, who apparently thought that dream divination was the only true method of divination (On Human Nature 12, Sharples and van der Eijk, 118).
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