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THE PLEIADS, OR THE FIRST COSMIC LYRE’

Some ancient Greek sources dealing with the doctrine of cosmic harmony
establish correspondences between heavenly bodies and the strings of the
ancient Greek lyre. The heavenly bodies linked with cosmic music were,
depending on the authors, the Earth, the Sun, the Moon, the five planets known
in Antiquity, and the sphere of the fixed stars.! But, prior to these, it is highly
probable that the first heavenly body to be linked with music by the
Pythagoreans of the Classical period was the Pleiads, a group of seven stars
mentioned in the Homeric poems and belonging to the constellation of Taurus.?

* In this paper we offer a part of the results of a research developed at Indiana
University (Bloomington, Indiana, USA) during the years 2003-2005, funded by
the Spanish Ministry of Education, Culture, and Sports (ref.: 1D-2002-0002).
Thanks to Prof. Dr. Thomas J. Mathiesen, from Indiana University, Bloomington,
USA, and to Prof. Dr. Frangoise Bader, from the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes,
Paris, France, for their support and helpful suggestions and remarks.

I The most detailed accounts of the link between planetary spheres and the
strings of the lyre are given by Alexander of Ephesus (fr. 21 SupplHell, quoted by
Heraclit. 4/l. 12, and by Theo Sm. p. 138 ff. Hiller) and by Nicomachus of Gerasa
(Harm. 3, pp. 241-242 Jan). Concerning the first one, Theo of Smyrna says
«Alexander the Aetolian”, whereas Heraclitus says “Alexander of Ephesus”. It
seems that Heraclitus was right, and Theo of Smyrna was wrong, so we might be
dealing with Alexander of Ephesus; f. K. von Jan, “Die Harmonie der Spharen”,
Philologus 52 (1894) 23 n. 43, with further references. There are other less explicit
allusions to a connection between those heavenly bodies and the strings of an
heptachord lyre: Varro of Atax, fr. 14 Morel (= 12 Traglia = 11 Biichner, quoted by
Marius Victorinus, in Grammatici Latini, 6, 60 Keil = Orph. fragm. 419 Bernabé);
Philo of Alexandria, De opificio mundi, 126; Nicom. Theol. Arith., p. 71, 14-18
De Falco; Ps. Luc. 4str. 10 (Orph. fragm. 418 Bernabé); Serv. den. 6, 645; Serv.
Buc. 8, 75; Macr. Sat. 1, 19, 15, and scholion to Verg. Aen. 6, 119 in the Codex
Parisinus Latinus 7930 (Orph. fragm. 417 Bernabé).

2 Cf. . 18, 486 (IIAni&dog ' ‘Yadag 1€ 16 18 GBEVOg ‘Qpiwvog), and Od.
5, 272 (IAMiadag T EcopdVIL xoi Oyt dvovio Bodtny). The first author
saying that they are seven is Euripides (Phaethon v. 171 Diggle, quoted by
Ps.-Longin. De sublimitate 15, 4: g1 & &g émtd TAEL&dOV EXOV dpopov).
For their myth, cf. Arat. 254-267; Ps. Eratosth. Cat. 1, 23; sch. in 11. 18, 486;
D.S. 3, 60, 4-5 (= Dionys. Scyt. FGrH 32 F 7 = fr. 7 Rusten, esp. 1L 18-36);
D. H. Antiquitates romanae 1, 61, 1, 11. 5-9; Germ. Arat. 255-269; sch. in Germ.
Arat. v. 254; Hyg. Fab. 192; Hyg. Astr. 2, 21, 2-4; Hesych. s. v. (% 2550), and
EMp. 675, 11. 35-54.
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This connection of the Pleiads with music was attributed to the Py-
thagoreans by Porphyrius, who cited Aristotle as his source (and who
was probably telling the truth at that point). And it continued to be
mentioned, although with no further explicit mention of its Pythagorean
origin, until the end of the literary history of Antiquity.

We shall begin with a passage of Porphyrius’s Life of Pythagoras,
where, citing Aristotle as his source, he wrote that the Pleiads were said
by Pythagoras to be the lyre of the Muses. It seems that the planets had
not yet been related to music in those early days: in the very same breath,
Porphyrius also says that the planets were called “the dogs of Perse-
phone” by Pythagoras:

Eleye 8¢ Tvo kKol PHUOTIK® TPOT® GUPBoAkdg, & 87 éni mALov
"ApLoTOTéANG GvEypayev. olov &t T BaAattay pev Exdider Kpovov
déaxpuoov, 1o 8¢ dpxtovg Péag xelpog, TV 8¢ mAedda Movomv
Abpav, tobg 8¢ TAGvntag kOvag g [epoepévng.’

He (sc. Pythagoras) said certain things as in the mysteries, in a figurative
way. Aristotle, in fact, recorded most of them, as when he called the
sea ‘a tear of Kronos’; the Bears ‘the hands of Rhea’; the Pleiads ‘the
lyre of the Muses’, and the planets ‘the dogs of Persephone’.

This could actually be an ancient tradition, because, according to
the cosmology attributed to the Pythagoreans by Aristotle, there were
ten heavenly bodies;* later, Aetius ascribed such a system to Philolaos
and Hicetas.® Therefore, the common association of the seven-stringed

3 Cf. Porph. VP 41 (= Arist. fr. 196 Rose = 159 Gigon = Pythagoristae 58 C 2
DK).

4 Namely: Sun, Moon, Earth, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, the
fixed stars, and the so called Counter-Earth, an invention to make the number of
heavenly bodies equal to ten, the most perfect number for the Pythagoreans: cf.
Arist. Cael. 293 a 20-27 (= Pythagoristae 58 B 37 DK: évavtiog ol mepi v
Ttaliav, xahoOpevol 8¢ TMuBaydpetol Aéyovoiv: Emi pev yop 100 pécov mdp
eivai gaot, v 8¢ yfv, &v 10V &otpov odoav, kOkAe @epopévny mepl 0
péoov vokta Te kol Mpuépav moielv. €11 & évoviiav GAANV TadTn KoTo-
oxevalovot yAv, {v &viixBova Svopa xadodoLv, 0D TPOG TG PALVOREVO TOVG
Adyoug xai Tog aiticg {nTtodvieg, GAAL mpdg TLvag AdYoVG Kai d6Eag adT@V
TO POLVOPEVE TPOCEAKOVIEG KOL TELPMOUEVOL CVYKOOUELY); Arist. Metaph. 986 a
8-12 (= Pythagoristae 58 B 4 DK: Aéyo & olov, éneidn téAelov 1) dexag elvar
Sokel xai mAoav mEPLlElAN@Eval TV TOV APLOUAOV QOOLV, Kol T& QEPOpEVL
KOt 1OV 00pavdv déxa pév elvol gooiy, dviov 3¢ Evvéa povov 1AV aVEPAV
i ToDTo dexdtny TV dvriyxBova moloVoLY).

5 Cf. Aetius Placit. 2, 7, 7, pp. 336-337 Diels (ap. Stob. 1, 22, 1 d = Philol. 44
A 16 DK = A 16 b Huffman: ®1AéAaog ndp év pécw mepi 10 kévipov, Omep
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lyre with the Sun, Moon, and the five planets observed in Antiquity was
not possible among the earlier Pythagoreans.

On the other side, in a passage of his Metaphysics, Aristotle criti-
cizes the Pythagorean notion that number reflects the essence of things.
In this discussion, he lists groups of seven elements, and asks whether
those things come into being because they are seven. Among the heptads
he mentions we find the seven strings of a &ppovia, the vowels of ancient
Greek language, and the Pleiads (instead of the Sun, the Moon, and the
other five planets).6 Since the same Aristotle, as we said above, de-
scribed a Pythagorean cosmic system of ten heavenly bodies, it is likely
that the Stagirite drew those examples from the Pythagoreans whose
doctrines he was discussing. And, even if he did not explicitly attribute
to the Pythagoreans any association among those groups of seven, his
mention of the seven strings and the seven Pleiads may hint at the
Pythagorean symbolon “The Pleiads are the lyre of the Muses”, quoted
by Porphyrius, who in this case is reliable: when he mentioned
Aristotle as his source, he was not simply trying to make respectable a
late speculation. Given that Aristotle was not a sympathizer with
Pythagoreanism, Porphyrius (who was such a sympathizer) would not
cite him as a source if he were only trying to discredit the Pythagoreans

gotioy 100 TavTog Kohel kal Aldg oikov kol pntépa fedv, Popov e Kol
cuvoxlv kKol pétpov @doems. kol méiv mop E1epov AVOTAT® TO TEPLEXOV.
np@dTov & elvan @boer 10 pécov, mepi de 10010 déka chpota Bela KopedELY,
ovpavov T te mhavhtag, ped’ odg fitiov, b’ & oerfvny, @’ fi TV Tiiv, Ve’ 7
v &vtixBova, ped’ & odpmovia 0 Tdp E0Ting nepl 1o kEvipo ThELy Eméxov),
and Aetius Placit. 3, 11, 3, p. 377 Diels, ap. Ps.-Gal. Phil. Hist. 83, Eus. PE 15,57, 14
(= Philol. 44 A 17 DK = A 17 Huffman: Ao o O MTuBaydpetog O pev nop
péoov (todto yap elvar t0d mavtog gotiay), devtépay 8¢ v avtixbova,
Tpitny 8¢ TV oikovpévny YAy €€ EvovTiag KEWEVTV TE KOl TEPLPEPOREVTY T
&vtixBovt; cf. Ps.-Plut. Plac. Phil. 895 ¢ 4-7, with no difference but tpitnv & fiv
oixodpev yfv, instead of Tpitnv 3¢ v oikovpévny YAv); Aetius Placit. p. 376
Diels (= Hicetas, fifth cent. BC, 50 A 2 DK: ©aAfig kol ol & adTod piav elvai Ty
YA, ‘Txétng 6 MvBayoperog 8bo, tabTnv kal v &vtix8ove, and cf. Ps.-Plut.
Plac. Phil. 895 ¢ 8: ‘Ixétng 6 MvBaydpelog 800, TadTNY Kol v avtixBova).
The incompatibility of this cosmology with any planetary scale has been pointed
out by W. Burkert, Lore and Science in Ancient Pythagoreanism (Cambridge, Mass.
1972) 351-352. It is rather curious that no source is known linking the alleged ten
heavenly bodies with the ten elements of the tetraktys.

6 Vid. Arist. Metaph. 1093 a 13—14 (= Pythagoristae 58 B 27 DK): éntd pév
povhevia, Ente 8¢ yopdal N Gppovia, gntd 8¢ ai mAelddeg, &v EmTR OE
686vtog Barrer (Evia e, Evia ' ob), Eémta 3¢ ol émi OnBag. &p’ odv éTL
10100681 O &p1BpoOg méPUKEY, Sl T0DT0 fi ExeTvol gyévovto Emtd fi M| mAELGG
EnTO dotépV EOTLY;
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in this case by mentioning random examples. From all this, we can con-
clude that Porphyrius was actually transmitting an ancient tradition, and
that the aphorism “The Pleiads are the lyre of the Muses” could actually
go back to the time of the author of the Metaphysics.”

Additional sources establish a link between the Pleiads and the
seven-stringed lyre,? representing a continuation of the old Pythagorean
tradition by the Alexandrine scholars and Latin poets (who do not men-
tion the Pythagorean character of the association). These include an
anonymous commentator on Aratus, who wrote: “It (i. e. the lyre) was
first made by Hermes from the tortoise-shell, and it had seven strings
because of the Atlantids”.? These Atlantids are the same as the Pleiads,

7 On the antiquity of the Pythagorean aphorisms, C. Holk, De acusmatis
sive symbolis Pythagoricis (Kiel 1894) 31-33, whose strongest argument is
the parallel between the commandment transmitted, alongside with other Pytha-
gorean adxovopota, by lambl. VP 18, 84 (yovaika ov 3T didkelv THv avToD,
LKETIG Yap 10 kol &g’ Eotiag ayoueda, xai N Afjyig dia de€1ig), and Arist.
Oeconomica 1344 a 8-13 (TIpdtov pEv odv [vopor mpog yovaikal [kai] T0 un
adikelv: 0VTwg Yap &v 008 aTOg ddikotto. TodO Denyeitar 8¢ [0] kol O
KOLVOG vOpog kaBanep ol IMvbBaydpeiot Aéyovoiv, GOTEp 1KETIV KOl QP
gotiog MypEvny ag fikiota delv [dokelv] &dikelv: &dikia 8¢ &vdpog ai
80pale cvvovoiotl yiyvopevan). Cf. also A. Delatte, Etudes sur la littérature
pythagoricienne (Paris 1915) 259, 307, and 308 (arguing from the dialogic form,
typical of early wisdom literature; cf. Burkert (n. 5) 188, and Chr. Riedweg,
Pythagoras (Miinchen 2002) 103, who recall the case of the Seven Sages (cf. Plut.
Sept. Sap. Conv. 153 ¢); Burkert (n. 5) 166-192: for instance, Anaximander of
Miletus the Younger, to judge from Xen. Symp. 3, 6, worked about allegories and
the Suda, s. v. (= a, 1987 = FGrH 9 T 1 = 58 C 6 DK), attributes him an
interpretation of the Pythagorean symbols, so they may go back to pre-classical
or archaic times); M. L. West, “Alcman and Pythagoras”, CQ 17 (1967) 11-14,
esp. 12; M. L. West, Ancient Greek Music (Oxford 1992) 224, and Riedweg
(supra in this same note) 61, 91, and 94.

# On the following see F. Molina Moreno, Orfeo y la mitologia de la musica
(Madrid 2003) 431 ff. o

9 Scholia in Aratum v. 269 (sch. MDAKVUAS: aitn 8¢ xa1e0kevdo0n pev
V9’ ‘Eppod npdtov €x Tfig xeAdvng £ntdyopdog, ano 100 &plOLOD TAOV
"AtAavtidmv); cf. Ps.-Eratosth. Car. 24 (Tlept tfig AVpag. AVTn évatn kelton
KOl £6TL MOVO® V' K TeGKELAOON € TO pEV TPp@TOV LTO ‘Eppod x Tfig xeAdvng
xai 1@V "ATOAA®VOG Bodv, Eoye 8¢ yopdag ENTA 1 &no TdV ' mAavntdv fi ano
1®V 'Athavtidwv); Hyg. Astr. 2, 7, 2: Alii autem dicunt Mercurium, cum primum
lyram fecisset in Cyllene monte Arcadiae, septem chordas instituisse ex Atlantidum
numero, quod Maia una ex illarum numero esset, quae Mercurii est mater. It is
interesting that the seven planets are alluded to by Ps.-Eratosthenes, according to
an analogy far more common among the ancient writers than the one with the
Pleiads (cf. the sources quoted in n. 1); but the mention of the planets may be an
interpolation (cf. W. Hiibner, “Die Lyra cosmica des Eratosthenes: das neunte
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who were called “offspring of Atlas” by Hesiod and many others.!? This
link between the Pleiads and the strings of the lyre survives in Ovid’s
Fasti (“you are thought to have given seven strings, the Pleiads’ num-
ber, to the lyre”!!), and in the Aratea by the fourth century C. E. Latin
poet Avienus:

When the beautiful Apollo filled it in his turn with celestial harmony,
he taught Orpheus to handle it inside the Pangaean grotto. This one
played wise tunes on nine strings according to the number of the Muses,
being himself the son of a Muse; he who discovered it brought forth
his songs from the number of the Pleiads.!2

That is, the Pleiads would have provided the heavenly pattern for
human lyres. In the context of Avienus’ passage, the discoverer of the
lyre was Hermes, as in the charming Homeric Hymn to Hermes, and the
reference to the Pleiads reminds us that Hermes was the son of Maia,
one of the Pleiads.!* So, in fashioning the lyre, Hermes decided on
seven strings as a reflection of the Pleiads, just as Orpheus would do
when he increased the number of strings to reflect the Muses. Thus, it

seems as if both Muses and Pleiads provided a divine model for the lyre,

Sternbild der Musen mit neun Sternen und neun Saiten”, Mus. Helv. 55 [1998]: 2,
106 n. 113).

10 Hes. Op. 383 (ITAmé&dwv "Athoyevéy ¢mreldopevamv), and Hes. fr. 169
Merkelbach, quoted in a scholion to Pind. N.1I, 17 ¢ (Tndyétn ¥ gpdecoa kol
"HAéx TP KVOVATLG / *ALk0OVT TE KO TAcTEpOTT Bin 1€ Kelowve / Moid 1e
xoi Meponn, 10g Yelvato paiduylog “ATrag); cf., by the way, the Ps.-Eratosth.
Cat. 23 (tpeig pév odv pryfivan AW, ‘HAéxktpav €& fig AGpdavog, Matov £€ fig
‘Eppig...)-

Il Fasti 5, 105-106: septena putaris, / Pleiadum numerum, fila dedisse
Iyrae. The subject of this sentence is Hermes. This idea survived among Renaissance
music theorists: for example, the Ovidian verses are quoted by Johannes Tinctoris,
De inventione et usu musicae, p. 41 Weinmann (http'.//www.music.indiana.
edu/tml/15th/TININY_TEXT.html, consulted on July 6, 2004).

12 Avienus, Aratea, 621 ff.: hanc ubi rursum | concentus superi complevit
pulcher Apollo | Orphea Pangaeo docuit gestare sub antro. / hic iam fila novem
docta in modulamina movit | Musarum ad speciem Musa satus, ille repertor |
carmina Pleiadum numero deduxerat.

13 Cf. Hes. fr. 169 Merkelbach, quoted above, n. 10; Hellanicus, FGrH 4
F 19 a, ap. sch. in Hom. 1. 18, 486 (pnoi 8¢ kai ‘EAAGVIKOG &V 10 TPOTO TOV
TATAQVILK®V Tég pEV ¢ 8eolg cuveELBelv: Tavyétny A, @v yevécbat
Aaxedoipova Maiav A, 4o’ ®v ‘Epufig...); Arat. 261-263; Ps.-Eratosth. Cat.
23; Call. fr. 693 Pfeiffer, ap. sch. in Ther., 13, 25; D.S. 3,60, 4 (= Dionys. Scyt.
FGrH 32 F 7 = fr. 7 Rusten, L. 18-21); Germ. Arat. 262-263; Hyg. Fab. 192; sch.
vet. in Hes. Th. 383 (= sch. Procli in Hes. Th. 381).
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but, as we have seen, it is likely that the Pleiads made the first model
according to the Pythagoreans. Among the beings related to the lyre,
only the Pleiads belonged primarily to the heavenly world, whereas the
Muses originally had no astral connections, nor did represent a set of
seven elements.

Beyond their relationship to the lyre, the Pleiads were also occa-
sionally related to music throughout antiquity. Sometimes the interpre-
tation might be open, for example, when some authors view the Pleiads
as forming a choir.'® The first source mentioning the Pleiads as a choir
might be Euripides’ Phaethon, if we accept Diggle’s proposal for filling
a lacuna on the papyrus where the corresponding fragment has been
preserved.!> With Diggle’s supplement, Euripides’ lines read: “Above
my head the choir of the Pleiads has fleed”. It is not impossible that
Euripides actually wrote that line, since the image of a choir of stars
was already known in Greek poetry, and the same Euripides could have
it in mind in another passage where he mentions the Pleiads and
Hyads.!® If so, Euripides would be the first author linking the Pleiads

14 Philo of Alexandria, De opificio mundi 115 (6 t@v mAel&dwv xopdc); Hyg.
Fab. 192 (Pleiades ... ex quibus Electren negant apparere propter Dardanum
amissum Troiamque sibi ereptam; alii existimant Merope<n> conspicere erubes-
cere quia mortalem virum acceperit, cum ceterae deos haberent; ob eamque rem
de choro sororum expulsa maerens crinem solutum gerit, quae cometes appel-
latur); Hor. C. 4, 14, 21 (exercet Auster Pleiadum choro); Prop. 3, 5, 36 (Pleiadum
spisso cur coit igne chorus); Q.S. 13, 551-554 (fig eivexd goaot kol adtny /
"HAéxtpny Pabdmeniov £0v dépag appikardyol / &A1 xoi vepéeooly &vn-
vapévny xopov &Aimv / MAniddov al 31 ol &delperal YEYAAOLY).

15 That is, the papyrus where the main extant parts of Euripides’s Phaethon
have been preserved (Pap. Berol. 9771), cf. J. Diggle (ed.), Euripides. Phaethon
(Cambridge, 1970) 33-34, and F. Jouan and H. Van Looy, Euripide. Tragédies.
VIIL, 3. Fragments. Sthénébée — Chrysippos (Paris 2002) 244. Only the initial
letters of the first word of v. 66 (mAglc) can be read on that papyrus. One of the
editors of Euripides’s Phaethon, James Diggle, has proposed to fill the lacuna in
this way: TIAel&[dov népevye xopogl. Cf. Diggle (supra on this same note) 99,
who provides many parallel passages for supporting his supplement: the passages
where the image of a choir of stars appears are quoted in our n. 16; for passages
where the verb pedyo is referred to the Pleiads or to other stars, cf. Hes. Op. 619~
620; Eur. Jon 84; Ovid. Met. 2, 114; 10, 448-9; Am. 1, 13, 28, etc.

16 Cf.S. Ant. 11467 (i mdp mveoviav / yophy &otpwv); Critias, fr. B 19
DK (= fr. 4 Snell-Kannicht, ap. Clem. Al Strom. V, 14, 114, 2, who attributes the
fragment to Euripides; cf. the notes of B. Snell and R. Kannicht, Tragicorum
Graecorum Fragmenta [Géttingen 1986] 170-173): ot 1OV ahTo@Vfj, TOV &V
aifepio / poppe maviov edov EumALEQVE’, / Ov mépL pEV @G, mépL &
opevaio / vOE aiodoypag &kpLtog T GOTPOV / 8yhog Evderex DG Ly opedEL);
Eur. Jon 1078-80 (81 ki ALdG AOTEPOTOG / GLVEXOPEVOEV aibnp, / yopevet d¢
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with a musical reality, perhaps even before the Pythagorean association with
the seven-stringed lyre. One may, however, argue that the musical
connotations of the word yopog were not at work in the texts mentioning the
choir of the Pleiads. Euripides’ lines in Phaethon, mentioned above, contain
no further reference to a musical activity of those stars, and the same thing
can be told about the other passages: for example, Philo says “the choir of
the Pleiads is made up of a hebdomad, and their risings and settings
become causes of great goods for all”,!” in a passage where he is not
dealing with music, but mentioning other groups of seven, like the Little
Bear, which consists also of seven stars.!® When Hyginus tells the myth
of the Pleiads, he says that one of them was ashamed to have a mortal
husband, whereas her sisters married gods, and because of this she was
evicted from the “choir of her sisters”, where chorus stays metaphorically
for “group”.'? In those passages, xopdg can mean simply “troop” or
“ordered group”, a signification it shows when referred to things like
fishes, specifically told to be “voiceless” by Sophocles in a fragment
where he says: “the choir of voiceless fishes shouted in answer”.2’
Nevertheless, the reference to a musical activity is clearer when
Hyginus said that the Pleiads lead the dance (chorea) of the stars.?! This
may well be coherent with the regulating role of the Pleiads: as we have
already mentioned, their rising and setting indicated the proper time for

cehdva), and Eur. EI 467-8 (&otpov T aibéprot xopot, / [TAe14dec Yadeg). Cf.
Philol. A 16 b Huffman (above n. 5); Mesom. Sol. 17 (oot pev x0pog eVd10¢
aotépav / kat “OAVpTOV Gvakto XOpeveL); Varro, fr. 269 Buecheler, ap.
Nonnius, 451 M. (repénte noctis circiter meridie, | cum pictus aer fervidis late
ignibus | caeli chorean astricen ostenderet); Tibul. 2, 1, 88 (matris lascivo sidera
fulva choro); Manil. 2, 118 (signorumque choros ac mundi flammea tecta); Statius
Achilleis 2, 643—4 (vidit chorus omnis ab alto | astrorum_..), etc. However, “choir”
is not the only word for alluding to a group of stars: Seneca Med. 96, says
Pleiadum greges, “the herds of the Pleiads”.

17 Cf. Philo of Alexandria, De opificio mundi, 115: 6 1@v mAel&d@v X0pOg
&otépav EBdopddt cupnenAfpotal, GV ai Emtodal Kol &rokpOyelg peyaiwy
&yaBav aition yivoviol TootL.

18 Cf. Philo of Alexandria, De opificio mundi, 114.

19 Cf. Hyg. Fab. 192, quoted above (n. 14).

20 S Fr. 762 Radt, quoted by Athenaeus (second-third centuries C. E.), 7, 5 (fish:
xopoc & avaddov ixfdwv émeppdBer); Ael. NA 5, 13 (bees: mepi 10V 1OV
peATtdv yopod); Eur. HF 925 (children: xopog 8¢ koAAipopeog eioTAKEL
tékvov); Xen. Oec. 8,20 (“row of dishes:” xopog yap okev®V); Coluthus (an epic
poet of the fifth-sixth centuries C. E.), v. 125, uses that word for the row of reeds forming
a syrinx (ki XopOv eOKELAS®V JovakwV ETL enyov épeioag). In Ar. Ra. 548, it
means “row of teeth” (1od xopod to¥g mpocbiovg); cf. Gal. De usu partium 3,
871 K. (086vtmv Xopdv oVt koAdg diekdouncev i O01G).

2 Hyg. Astr. 2,21, 3 (Pliades existimentur choream ducere stellis).



The Pleiads, or the First Cosmic Lyre 35

important human activities,?? and the ancients were prone to express that
notion of order in terms of musical harmony and rhythm. In any case, these
characteristics (forming a choir or leading the dance of the stars) are very
seldom applied to other constellations: only two stars of the Little Bear are
called choreutae (“members of a choir”) by Hyginus, and only Aries is said to
lead the zodiac’s dance in a poem attributed to Empedocles.?® The Pleiads
could be more often and consistently connected with the idea of choral dance
because of their other associations with music.

Other sources are more explicit about the musical connections of the
Pleiads. In the twilight of Antiquity, Nonnus of Panopolis explicitly
attributes to the Pleiads sound phenomena in two passages where the
Pythagorean passion for numerical coincidences can also be detected:
“And the pole crashed, and, responding by itself to the seven-zoned
heaven, the seven-mouthed echo of the Pleiads’ shout cried from their
throats, whose number matches that of the heavens”.?* The second
passage reads: “The winding seven-star echo of the band of the Pleiads
made the seven-zoned heaven roar with recurrent voice, and the stars,
running contrariwise and quivering their sound from their throats, whose

number matches that of the heavens, wandered like Bacchants”.?>

22 On the relationship between the Pleiads, the calendar, and the seasons, cf.
R. Boker, “Die Kalendarik der Pleiaden-Phasen”, RE 42 (1952) 2502-2505, and
“Pleiaden im Kalender”, ibid., 2505-2514. Among many other sources, vid. Arat.
264-267; scholion to Arat. (MDAVUA) 259; Georgios Choeroboscos (a grammarian
of the sixth century C. E.), De orthographia (epitome), p. 252, 11. 18-20 Cramer; Saint
Isidorus of Sevilla, Etym. 3, 71, 13. —The relevance of the Pleiads for regulating
human activities is attested by Hesiod, who says that the rising of the Pleiads indicates
the time for harvest; their setting, the time for ploughing (Hes. Op. 383-384). On the
other side, the setting of the Pleiads indicates the time in which navigation should be
avoided, according to Hes. Op. 618—623; cf. Aratus 264-267.

23 Other constellations related to choral activities: (a) Two stars of the Little Bear
are called “choreutae”, according to Hyg. Astr. 3, 1, 2 (reliqui autem duo Choreutae
dicuntur, quod circum polum versantur); of. Ioannes Camaterus, Introductio in
astronomiam, lines 617 ff. (W & “Apxtog N pikpodtlikog GoTéPAG gxelL todode: /
Emtd 1oV apopov eio, Tpelg Emt 00 TAvBlov / 6 Tpd mMod@V adTdg AoThp,
xoheitan 8¢ xoi TToAog, / ot & dAdot dbo Xopevtai); (b) Great and Little Bears, in
Nonn. D. 38, 407 (GAANA@V ExOpevOV ET iE01 kUKAADES " ApKTOL); (€) Aries, ap. Ps.
Emp. Sphaer. 1, v. 83 (Ilp@10¢ yopeiag Kprog fiyettat KOKAOD).

24 Nonn. D. 1, 240-242 (xoi mOMog ECHOPAYNCEV: apetBopévn 88 kol adTh /
obpavdy Entélwvoy IoMpiBpoV &md Aop@v / TIhmédov ararobe Bofig ENTAOTONOG
). Cf. also Nonn. D. 13,412-414 (‘HAéxkTpTG &vETEARE BU aifépog EBdopog oTp/
deEL0V Dopivng SMMOV, Gl 3¢ vikn/ IAmédov KeAGdNCE Bofig &vTiBpoog MY D).

25 vid. Nonn. D. 38, 380-383 (IIAmédog 3¢ @aAayyos EME ENTAOTEPOS
Ay / odpavov Entdlwvov EnEPpepe KUKAGSL gV / kol kTOTOV aiBdocovieg
ionpibpov &nd Aoudv / d0TEPEG AVTIBEOVTES ¢BokyedOnoav difiton).
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We may observe that the words employed by Nonnus for the sounds of the
Pleiads coincide with those designating the sounds of the heavenly bodies
(presumably referring to the Sun, Moon, and the five planets) in some
passages dealing with the music of the spheres.?¢ It is also noteworthy that
the Pleiads were the only heavenly body in the sphere of the fixed stars to
which sound phenomena are specifically attributed.

Another source, a Proclean scholion to Hesiod (probably not earlier
than Nonnus) substitutes the individual Pleiads for the heavenly Muses
in association with the planetary spheres:

Tobtov 8¢ moidag tog MAelddag EpvBordynoay entd obooag, TNV
Kelovd, v Z1epdémnyv, tnv Mepdnnv, v HAéxtpav, v
ALKVOVYY, THY Maiav, thy Tovyéty. [acag tadtag duvapelg
apYOYYEAIKAG T@V ENTO CEUPAV TOTG apXaYYEAOLG EpecTOOAC
v pév Kehouvd 1iig Kpoviag ogaipag, Ty 8¢ Ztepdnrnv tig 0D
Atdg, TV 8¢ Meponny tiig "Apeog, Ty 8¢ "HAéxtpay Thg ‘HAwaxfg,
v 88 AAKVOVIY THG “A@poditng, thv 8¢ Malav tig Eppod, v
8¢ Tavyétny tig ZeAnvng. Koi dfikon todtov ol aitial. Miav 8¢
Gpo T@Y ENTd cOVTOELY £V 1) GmAavel TeTayBat xoBhmep GyoApa
gvoupaviov, d 31 MAeldda TPOCSHYOPEDOVOLY, AOTPOV EUGOVES KOl
101¢ 1810T0NG, £V 1® Tabpw KotesTNPLYpRévoy, Taig dvatodaig Kol
1aig $00ect TOPTOAANY 10D &éPog TPOTNY EpYalOMEVOV.

His (i. e. Atlas’s) daughters are said in the myths to be the Pleiads, who are seven
(Kelaino, Sterope, Merope, Electra, Alcyone, Maia, Taygete), and that these all
are archangelic powers presiding over the archangels of the seven spheres;

26 Cf. fix®, in Nonn. D. 1, 242; 13, 414 (quoted in n. 24), and 38, 380 (quoted
in n. 24), with Theo Sm., p. 147 Hiller (Eviot 8¢ Zeipfivag ob 100G doTépag AéyeoBal
paoty, GAAd katd 10 IvBayopikov todg Hnd Tfig To0TOV GOPEG YLVOREVOLG
#xovc), and Simpl. In Cael. p. 468, 11. 21-2 Heiberg (oi 8¢ [TvBorydpeLor Evappoviov
Axov &md Tiig 1@V odpavimv cwpdtev Kiviceng EAeyov dnotelelobat). — Cf. owVvN,
in Nonnus, 38, 381 (quoted in n. 25), with Philo of Alexandria, De vita Mosis, 2, 239
(ol yop Gotépeg £1g yevopevol xopdg goovtad Tt pérog EnaElov; 6 8 obpovog BAog
gic VIV &vaAvBelg Suvioetal TL TV 6@V GpeTdV dinyfcacBon pépog;), and
Simpl. In Cael. p. 464, 11. 14-19 Heiberg (¢v 8¢ 0&0tnot xai Bapdrnoiv eiciv ol
1@V Evappovioy Adyot, eikétrg 100T0Vg &V Talg AmocTacESLY eVPNKOTEG KOl SLo
10 AMOOTAOELG £V T0ig HeYEBELY dvddoyov EXOVoL Talg &mocTdoeot Kol Sio T
peyédn év tolg taxdInol kal Ppaddtnot tfig adtig avedoyiog QUAATTOPE VNG
gvappoviov YiveoBoi ¢act THV @@viy HTOL TOV WYOPOV QEPOUEVOV KOKA® TBV
&otépov). @ovA is also used by Plato for his heavenly Sirens in the myth of Er, the first
Greek account for the notion of cosmic music (Pl. Rep. 617 b: éni 8¢ 1@v xbxAwv
ad100 &vedev 2¢  ExboTov BePnxévar Zelpfivar CUUTEPIGEPOUEVTV, puVIY piay
ieloav, Evo TOvov: £k TaoAV 8E OKT® 0VOAV Hioy GPLOVICY CUUPMVELY).
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Kelaino of the sphere of Saturn; Sterope of that of Jupiter; Merope of that of
Mars; Electra of that of the Sun; Alcyone of that of Venus; Maia of that of
Mercury, and Taygete of that of the Moon. And the reasons for that are clear:
there is one group of seven, settled in the sphere of the fixed stars as an image of
what there is in heaven. This group is called Pleiads, and this is a heavenly body
placed in the constellation of Taurus, which even the profane may watch, and
which with its risings and settings causes a very important change of the air?’

As in Nonnus, we may observe here the numerical correspondence
between the Pleiads and the heavenly spheres. Apart from the strange
association of the Pleiads with archangels, this text provides us a possible
clue for answering the question: why were the Pleiads chosen as the first
heavenly model of the seven-stringed lyre? The scholiast tells that the seven
Pleiads were a model of another heptad, the one constituted by the Sun, the
Moon, Venus, Mercury, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn. This endows the Pleiads
with a function similar to that of the Ideas from which the Platonic Demiurge
creates the sensible things.28 Obviously, this association probably does not
stem from the earliest Pythagorean doctrines, in which ten celestial regions
were the norm. Furthermore, the concept of a Demiurge is Platonic rather
than Pythagorean. It seems that the scholiast produced a conflation of
Pythagorean and Platonic conceptions: the importance of the Pleiads and
their correspondence with the planetary spheres rests on the Pythagorean
interest in numerical coincidences; the Pleiads as a model for a celestial
system seems to draw on the Platonic Ideas, now expressed in the language
of myth.

Such is the evidence for musical connections with the Pleiads. To
judge from what Porphyrius said in his Life of Pythagoras, it seems that
they were the first heavenly body to be linked with music by the
Pythagoreans. Porphyrius quotes Aristotle as his source, and it is very
likely that he was telling the truth, because the early Pythagoreans could
not link the standard Greek seven-stringed lyre with the ten cosmic regions
of their cosmological system. The Pleiads were later superseded by another
heptad (formed by the Sun, the Moon, and the five planets of Antiquity?)

27 Scholion to Hes. Op. 383 (= scholion Procli ad Hes. Op. v. 381).

28 Cf, Pl. Rep. 596 b (0vxodV xoi eld@BapEV Aéyely 611 O dnpuiovpyog
gxatépov 10D okebovg Tpog TV 1dEay BAénawv oVtw moiel); PL. Tim. 28 a (6tov
pEv oy &v 6 Snpiovpydg TP TO Kot TadTO EXOV BAETOV &el, TOL0DTEO TV
TPOGYPOUEVOS TOPASEIYHOTL, THY 8oy xal dOvapy adtod amepydlntot,
KooV £E avéykng obtwg amotedeichol nav).

29 About the constitution of a group from the Sun, the Moon, and the five
planets, cf. D. Panchenko, “Solar Light and the Symbolism of the Number Seven”,
Hyperboreus 12 (2006): 1, 21-36.



38 Francisco Molina Moreno

found in association with the strings of the lyre; but this could only have
happened when the earlier Pythagorean cosmology was replaced by the
geocentric model in which neither the central fire nor the counter-earth
were accepted, and in which the Earth was motionless at the center of the
cosmos. Further, since the fixed stars were obviously something other than
a planet, the number of “planets,” plus the Sun and the Moon, was seven.
The astrological relevance of the Sun, Moon, and the five planets enhanced
the importance of their heptad, and diminished the significance of the
Pleiads for being associated with the heptachord lyre. The attention paid to
these stars by the Pythagoreans might have been due not only to the
numerical coincidence with the number of the strings on the standard lyre
but also to the relevance of the Pleiads for determining the time in which
important human activities should (or should not) be undertaken, as well as
the beginning and end of the year and its seasons.°

But, after being replaced by the Sun, the Moon, and the five planets, the
Pleiads kept their role as models of the human lyres, and were mentioned as
such by some Alexandrine scholars and Latin poets, who made no mention of
what seems the early Pythagorean origin of that idea. Besides, there are some
scarce allusions to their connection to music (for example, when they are
considered a choir, an image that is not referred to any other group of stars).
Last, they reappeared in the cosmic “auditorium” at the twilight of Antiquity,
as we have seen in Nonnus and in the scholion to Hesiod, where they were
substituted for the Muses and linked to the archangels of each cosmic sphere.
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B npou3sBeaeHHsX HEKOTOPHIX FPEYECKHX aBTOPOB B PAMKAaX YY€HHA O KOCMH-
YEeCKOW rapMOHHMH YCTaHAaBJIUBAETCS COOTBETCTBHE MEXAY HEOECHBIMHU TEJIaMH
U CTpyHaMH JIUpsl. B KauecTBe CBA3aHHbBIX C KOCMHUECKOH MY3bIKO# HebeCHBIX
TeJ Y pa3sHbIX aBTOPOB BBICTYINAaJH 3€MJIf, COJHLE, JTyHa, NATh H3BECTHHIX B
aHTHYHOCTH IJIaHeT U cdepa HenmoABHKHAIX 3B€31. ONHAKO BEChMa BEPOSATHO,
YTO NMEPBLIM KOCMHUYECKHM TEJIOM, CBA3aHHBIM C NHPOH, 6pitn Ilnesnsl, rpynna
U3 CEMH 3Be€3[, H3BeCTHas yxe [oMepy ¥ Bxoasmas B co3Be3ane Tenblia, H 4TO
cBa3b [Inean ¢ mupoii ycTaHOBHIHM MUdaropeiiibl M0 KpaHHEH Mepe KO BPEMEHH
Apucrotens. BnocnenctBuu Ilnesasl 6bUIH BHITECHEHBl CONHLEM, JIYHOH H
naTeI0 muaHeTaMu. TeM He MeHee o cBsa3u [lnesn ¢ My3bIkoi He 3a0bIBaiH Ha
HpPOTAXKEHHH BCErO CyLIeCTBOBAHHS aHTHYHOMH JIUTEPATYPHI.

30 Cf. above n. 22.





