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King James Translation [ca. 1611] 
17: For thy Almighty hand, that made the world 

of matter without form, wanted not means to 
send among them a multitude of bears or fierce 
lions,   
18: Or unknown wild beasts, full of rage, newly 

created, breathing out either a fiery vapour, or 
filthy scents of scattered smoke, or shooting 
horrible sparkles out of their eyes:   
19: Whereof not only the harm might dispatch 

them at once, but also the terrible sight utterly 
destroy them.   
20: Yea, and without these might they have 

fallen down with one blast, being persecuted of 
vengeance, and scattered abroad through the 
breath of thy power: but thou hast ordered all 
things in measure and number and weight.   
21: For thou canst shew thy great strength at all 

times when thou wilt; and who may withstand 
the power of thine arm?   
22: For the whole world before thee is as a little 

grain of the balance, yea, as a drop of the 
morning dew that falleth down upon the earth.  

Greek 
17.  οὐ γὰρ ἠπόρει ἡ παντοδύναµός σου χεὶρ 
καὶ κτίσασα τὸν κόσµον ἐξ ἀµόρφου ὕλης 
ἐπιπέµψαι αὐτοῖς πλῆθος ἄρκων ἢ θρασεῖς 
λέοντας 

18.  ἢ νεοκτίστους θυµοῦ πλήρεις θῆρας 
ἀγνώστους ἤτοι πυρπνόον φυσῶντας ἄσθµα ἢ 
βρόµον λικµωµένους καπνοῦ ἢ δεινοὺς ἀπ' 
ὀµµάτων σπινθῆρας ἀστράπτοντας 

19.  ὧν οὐ µόνον ἡ βλάβη ἠδύνατο 
συνεκτρῖψαι αὐτούς ἀλλὰ καὶ ἡ ὄψις 
ἐκφοβήσασα διολέσαι 

20.  καὶ χωρὶς δὲ τούτων ἑνὶ πνεύµατι πεσεῖν 
ἐδύναντο ὑπὸ τῆς δίκης διωχθέντες καὶ 
λικµηθέντες ὑπὸ πνεύµατος δυνάµεώς σου 
ἀλλὰ πάντα µέτρῳ καὶ ἀριθµῷ καὶ σταθµῷ 
διέταξας 

21.  τὸ γὰρ µεγάλως ἰσχύειν σοι πάρεστιν 
πάντοτε καὶ κράτει βραχίονός σου τίς 
ἀντιστήσεται 

22.  ὅτι ὡς ῥοπὴ ἐκ πλαστίγγων ὅλος ὁ 
κόσµος ἐναντίον σου καὶ ὡς ῥανὶς δρόσου 
ὀρθρινὴ κατελθοῦσα ἐπὶ γῆν 

 
 

Latin: Vulgata Clementina  [16th century] 
11:20 Sed et sine his uno spiritu poterant occidi, 

persecutionem passi ab ipsis factis suis, et dispersi 
per spiritum virtutis tuæ ; sed omnia in mensura, 
et numero et pondere disposuisti; 

 
English: Douay-Rheims  [ca. 1582] 
11:20 Yea and without these, they might have been 

slain with one blast, persecuted by their own deeds, 
and scattered by the breath of thy power: but thou 
hast ordered all things in measure, and number, 
and weight. 

 
English: New Revised Standart  [ca. 1989] 
11:20  ... But you have arranged all things by 

measure and number and weight.
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xvi 
We do not know how soon in his working life Iamblichus 

decided that Pythagoras was the ideal philosopher, nor to what 
extent he and his students followed the Pythagorean lifestyle he 
describes. It is unlikely that they observed a five-year silence for 
novices, or held their property in common: these features of 
Pythagorean communities are probably inspirational, just as the 
"primitive communism" of the earliest Christian church in 
Jerusalem was used to inspire charitable giving by property 
owners. Iamblichus himself, as described in late antique 
tradition has much in common with his own Pythagoras. He too 
was kno~n as "the divine"; he performed fewer miracles than 
Pythagoras, but his students were prepared to believe that when 
praying in solitude (but observed by slaves) he levitated and 
became golden in colour. He once, reluctantly, caused some 
spirits to appear, and he was aware of the recent presence of 
death. He also taught secret "truer doctrines", which his 
followers were reluctant to reveal to a Eunapius aged all of 
twenty. (Eunapius 458-9, 461.) But there were other late antique 
philosophers who were "holy men" in the same way, and 
Iamblichus is distinctively Pythagorean in his approach to 
mathematics rather than in his supernatural gifts. 9 

On the Pythagorean Life is chiefly concerned with lifestyle 
and human relationships, and Iamblichus's students could have 
practised most of what he preached. Here again, one did not 
have to be Pythagorean to approve of a disciplined and 
temperate way of life, mostly vegetarian and teetotal; avoidance 
of careless speech; training of memory; awareness of bonds with 
fellow-creatures and with gods, and willingness to accept the 
obligations these impose. Iamblichus's treatment of relationships 
between the sexes does deserve special notice. Most ancient 
philosophy deals with women's lives as an afterthought, briefly 

9 Christian "communism" compared with Pythagorean: Luke T.Johnson, 
Sharing Possessions (1986). For the philosopher as "holy man" see 
Fowden, esp.36, and Cox ch.2; for L's main concerns in Pythagoreanism, 
O'Meara 210-5. 
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noting that educated women can manifest virtue in their 
domestic setting, and registering disagreement with Plato's 
radical proposal (always known as "wives and children in 
common") for extracting the most able women from domestic life. 
This is, in part, because so few women were serious students of 
philosophy, and those mostly wives or daughters (or, in the school 
of Epicurus, mistresses) of male philosophers. Plotinus, Porphyry 
and Iamblichus all knew women of this kind, but it was very rare 
for a woman to make an acknowledged contribution to 
philosophy. 

Pythagoreanism not only remembered the names of more 
women than other schools did (though still only seventeen 
women as against two hundred and eighteen men, in the list 
with which Iamblichus ends): some of them were credited with 
philosophical treatises of which fragments survive. One, ascribed 
to Theano, deals with the metaphysical status of number, 
another, ascribed to Aesara, with the organisation of human 
nature. The others, ascribed to Theano, Periktione, Phintys and 
Myia, are concerned with domestic virtue. We need not dismiss 
these works as attempts, by men or collusive women, to keep 
women in their place. They set out to show that traditional 
female concern for a well-run household, healthy upbringing of 
children, tactful handling of husbands, personal modesty and 
frugality, are important manifestations of the harmony of the 
cosmos.10 

Pythagoras's speech to the women of Kroton, as Iamblichus 
presents it (VP 54-7), is unusually aware of what is morally 
significant in women's daily lives. Pythagoras thinks they will 
see the importance of making and taking offerings to the gods 
with one's own hands, and of refusing to be preoccupied with 
appearance and expensive clothes: he actually praises them for 
the natural justice displayed in their informal, unwitnessed 
loans of clothes and jewels, the only possessions indisputably 

10 Texts ascribed to Pythagorean women are translated and discussed in 
A History of Women Philosophers ed. Mary Ellen Waithe, vol.I (1987) 
chs.1-4. 
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theirs. Moreover, he emphasises - at the women's request - the 
obligation of husbands to be faithful to their wives (VP 132). It is not 
unusual for ancient philosophers to point out that men demand 
chastity of (some) women, but should - being male - be able to 
control sexual desire more easily than women can. It is unusual to 
present marriage as a religious commitment, the wife being like a 
suppliant at her husband's hearth, and to argue that the husband's 
neglect of his wife may drive her into adultery (VP 48) 

(iv) 
Students of women in antiquity would very much like to 

know when these speeches were composed, and how far back we 
can trace a set of attitudes which have been assigned on the one 
hand to the fourth century BC or earHer, and on the other to 
Christian influence in the second or third century AD. This is 
one instance of a general problem about Iamblichus and 
Pythagorean tradition. 

All information about philosophers before Plato depends on 
reports by later philosophers, who of course have their own 
concerns. For Pythagoras, the question is complicated precisely 
because there was a "Pythagorean Life", a lifestyle with major 
social and political implications, which was authorised by what 
"ipse dixit", "the Master said". What had the Master said? 

Most scholars in the ancient world agreed that Pythagoras 
had left no writings (see on VP 90), that his followers had 
maintained an esoteric oral tradition, and that the tradition had 
faded out in the fourth century BC when the Pythagoreans had 
left South Italy. But Iamblichus, like Porphyry a little before him 
and Diogenes Laertius earlier in the third century AD, could 
have drawn on a very wide range of texts and interpretations. 
The question is whether he did. 

A scatter of comment survives even from the fifth century 
BC but the main lines of debate were established in the fourth 
cen

1

tury BC. Plato's pupils (Aristotle, Speusippos, Xenokrates) 
discussed what exactly Pythagoras taught about the relationship 
of number to God and to the material world, and what, if 
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anything, Plato owed him. In the next generation (Aristoxenos, 
Dikaiarchos, Herakleides of Pontus) the debate was more 
political: was Pythagoras an activist or a contemplative, did he 
train oligarchs to despise the people, was he a fraud? Some saw 
him as an archaic religious genius to be followed in simple faith, 
others as a rigorous modern intellectual who insisted on the 
higher mathematics. Then there was the question of 
Pythagorean influence on the politics of South Italy, which 
interested the Sicilian historian Timaeus. 
. None of this fourth-century material survives intact, though 
it can sometimes be traced in later writing. The tradition was 
complicated, from the third to the first centuries BC, by 
"pseudepigrapha", works ascribed to Pythagoras himself or to 
famous followers, all presenting the Pythagoreanism their 
authors wanted to see. Then, in the first and second centuries 
AD, attempts were made to harmonise Pythagoras and Plato in 
what are now called Neopythagorean writings. Iamblichus cites 
two of these authors, both of the second century AD: the 
mathematician Nicomachos of Gerasa (Jerash), and the wonder
worker Apollonius of Tyana, who claimed to rival the powers of 
Pythagoras. It is a moot point whether he read anybody else, or 
whether he got most of his material (including learned references 
to earlier authors) from Porphyry. 11 

11 The ~adition about P. is extensively discussed by de Vogel, who thinks 
authentic early tradition survived; Philip, who is sceptical; and Burkert LS, 
who remarks (p.109) that every item of information about P. is contradicted 
somewhere in the tradition. The basic articles on sources are by E.Rohde, 
RhM ~6 (1871) 5?4-76 and 27 (1872) 23-61: he argues that I. derived his 
matenal from Nicomach?s and Apollonius. This is challenged by Philip in 
TAPA ~ (1959) 18.5-94, with bibliography of earlier discussion, on the grounds 
that Nicomachos 1s not known to have written a life of P., and that I.'s basic 
~tru.cture, content and purpose are very close to Porphyry's (the overall effect 
1s different because I. adds ch.26, on music, from Nicomachos and his own 
compilation of virtues 134-247). For Nicomachos see O'Me~ra 14-23 for 
Apollonius ~.Bowie in ANRW II.16.21652-99, esp.1671-2. Porphyry's Life of 
Pyt~oras is. ed. ~d tr. by E. des Places (see Bibliography), and there is an 
English version m G<><!-8 and Heroes: spiritual biographies in antiquity 
ed.M.Hadas and M.Srmth (1965). "Neopythagorean" writing is discussed 
by Dillon MP ch. 7. 
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3 Pythagoras' voyage to Phoenicia and studies there; his 
subsequent visit to Egypt. 

(13) Thales had helped him in many ways, especially in 
making good use of time. For this reason be had renounced wine, 
meat and (even earlier) large meals, and had adjusted to light 
and digestible food. So he needed little sleep, and achieved 
alertness, clarity of soul, and perfect and unshakable health of 
body. Then he sailed on to Sidon , aware that it was his 
birthplace, and correctly supposing that crossing to Egypt would 
be easier from there. (14) In Sidon he met the descendants of 
Mochas the natural philosopher and prophet, and the other 
Phoenician hierophants, and was initiated into all the rites 
peculiar to Byblos, Tyre and other districts of Syria. He did not, 
as one might unthinkingly suppose, undergo this experience 
from superstition, but far more from a passionate desire for 
knowledge, and as a precaution lest something worth learning 
should elude him by being kept secret in the mysteries or rituals 
of the gods. Besides, he had learnt that the Syrian rites were 
offshoots of those of Egypt, and hoped to share, in Egypt, in 
mysteries of a purer form, more beautiful and more divine. 
Awestruck, as his teacher Thales had promised, he crossed 
without delay to Egypt, conveyed by Egyptian seamen who had 
made a timely landing on the shore below Mount Carmel in 
Phoenicia, where Pythagoras had been spending most of his time 
alone in the sanctuary. They were glad to take him on board, 
hoping to exploit his youthful beauty and get a good price if they 
sold him. (15) But on the voyage he behaved with his habitual 
self-control and decorum, and they became better disposed to 

14 Syria: homeland of I., who was born at Chalcis and returned to teach 
probably at Apamea (see Introduction n_ote 2), and of Porp~yry 
(originally Malchus of Tyre). Mochos (according to Strabo ~6.757) lived 
before the Trojan war and originated the theory of atoms: Dillon MP 143 
thinks the name may be a version of Moses. It is odd that I. does not 
include Jewish wisdom (see A.Momigliano, Alien Wisdom (1975) ch.4), 
unless he saw it as Babylonian or Chaldaean: Porphyry (Life Of P.11) 
has P. learn Hebrew dream-interpretation. Other sources take P. to 
Arabia and India (Philip 189-91). 

7 

him . They saw something superhuman in the lad's self
discipline, and remembered how they had seen him, just as they 
landed, coming down from the summit of Mount Carmel (which 
they knew to be the most sacred of the mountains, and forbidden 
to ordinary people), descending at leisure, without turning back, 
un_impede~ by precipice or rock-face. He had stood by the boat, 
said only Are you bound for Egypt?" and when they agreed had 
come on board and sat down where he would be least in the way 
of nautical tasks. (16) Throughout the voyage - three days and 
two nights - he had remained in the same position. He had not 
eaten or drunk or slept, unless he had dozed briefly, unobserved, 
where he sat, secure and undisturbed. Moreover, to their 
surprise, the journey had been straight, continuous and direct, 
as though some god were present. So, putting all this together, 
they concluded that there really was a divine spirit travelling 
with them from Syria to Egypt, and they completed the voyage 
with extreme reverence. Their language and behaviour to each 
other and to him was more decorous than usual, until they 
beached the boat on the shore of Egypt - a landing blessed by 
fortune and wholly untroubled by waves . (1 7) There he 
~sembarked, and all of them respectfully lifted him out, passed 
him from one to another and seated him where the sand was 
entirely clean. They built an improvised altar before him on 
which they scattered such fruit as they had, as a kind of first
fruits of the cargo. Then they set sail for their destination. His 
body was out of condition from his long fast, so he did not oppose 
the landing or the sailors' lifting and handling him; and when 
they left he did not long hold back from the fruits which lay 
before him. He ate what he needed to restore his strength, and 
reached the neighbouring villages safely, maintaining 
throughout his accustomed serenity. 

16 "Divine spiri t": in Greek, daimon theios (cf.30). See Detienne 
Daimon, for e~lier Pythagorean usage; for later antiquity, Frederick 
E.Brenck S.J. m ANRW ll.16.3 pp.2094-8. I. ranks daimones below gods 
(and archangels and angels) but above heroes and humans (On The 
Mysteries 1.5.16-17): see further Finamore ch.2. 
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4 His studies in Egypt, subsequent visit to Babylon and 
meeting with the magi; his return to Samos. 
(18) From there he visited all the sanctuaries, making detailed 
investigations with the utmost zeal. The priests and prophets he 
met responded with admiration and affection, and he learned 
from them most diligently all that they had to teach. He 
neglected no doctrine valued in his time, no man renowned for 
understanding, no rite honoured in any region, no place where 
he expected to find some wonder. So he visited all the priests, 
profitjng from each one's particular wisdom. (19) He spent 
twenty-two years in the sacred places of Egypt, studying 
astronomy and geometry, and being initiated - but not just on 
impulse or as the occasion offered - into all the rites of the gods, 
until he was captured by the expedition of Kambyses and taken 
to Babylon. There he spent time with the Magi, to their mutual 
rejoicing, learning what was holy among them, acquiring 
perfected knowledge of the worship of the gods and reaching the 
heights of their mathematics and music and other disciplines. He 
spent twelve more years with them, and returned to Samos, aged 
by now about fifty-six. 

5 His studies in Samos on his return, and remarkable skill in 
educating one who shared his name; his visits to the Greeks and 
the discipline he practised on Samos. 

(20) Some of the elders recognised him, and admired him as 
much as ever: they thought him more beautiful, wiser, and more 
godlike. His country publicly requested him to benefit them all 
by sharing his ideas. He made no objection, and tried to set out 
his teaching in symbolic form, exactly in the way he had been 

18 "doctrine" translates akousma: see 82-6n. 
19 Kambyses's expedition was 525 BC. L's narrative brings P. into 
contact with many famous people (Thales, Epimenides, Polykrates, 
Empedokles amongst others) who cannot all fit into a possible lifetime. 
Babylonian astronomy and mathematics, including "Pythagoras' 
theorem", influenced Greek mathematics in the C5 BC - not necessarily 
via the Pythagoreans (Burkert LS IV.1, VI.1). 
20 "symbolic": see 82-6n. 

9 

trained in Egypt, even though the Samians did not much care for 
this method and did not give him the appropriate attention. (21) 
Nobody joined him or showed any serious desire for the 
teachings he was making every effort to establish among the 
Greeks. He felt no contempt or scorn for Samos, since it was his 
country, but he wanted his countrymen at least to taste the 
beauty of his doctrines, if not by their own choice then by a well
devised plan. So he kept his eye on a gifted and well-coordinated 
ball-player at the gymnasium, one of those who were athletic and 
muscular but lacked financial resources, reckoning that this man 
would be easy to persuade by the offer of a generous subsidy 
without trouble to himself. He called the young man over after 
his bath, and promised to keep him supplied with funds to 
maintain his athletic training, if he would learn - in 
instalments, painlessly, consistently, so as not to be 
overburdened - some teachings which he himself had learnt 
from foreigners in his youth, but which were already escaping 
him through the forgetfulness of old age. (22) The young man 
accepted, and persevered in the hope of maintenance, and 
Pythagoras set out to instil in him arithmetic and geometry. He 
demonstrated every point on a drawing-board, and paid the 
young man three obols per figure (geometrical figure, that is) in 
return for his trouble. He did this for some considerable time 
introducing him to study with great enthusiasm and excellent 
method, still paying three obols for each figure learnt. (23) But 
when the young man, led down the right path, had some grasp of 
excellence and of delight and progress in learning, and 
Pythagoras saw what was happening, that he would not of his 
own choice abandon his studies - indeed that nothing could 
keep him from them - he pretended that he was poor and could 
not afford the three obols. (24) The young man said "I can learn, 
and receive your teachings, without that", and Pythagoras 

21:5 The gymnasiurn,.hallmark of Hellenic culture, was an obvious place for 
philosophers to recrwt students from the governing elite (37, 245). P. the 
athlete (DL 8.12-13, 47) won an Olympic victory in boxing (in 588 BC 
another date which cannot fit) by using new techniques. ' 
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primary and intelligible. And what is primary is number a~d 
rational order permeating all there is: all thlngs are ranged m 
their proper and harmonious order in accordance with these. 
Wisdom is real knowledge, not requiring effort, concerned with 
those beautiful things which are primary, divine, pure , 
unchanging: other things may be called beautiful if they 
participate in these. Philosophy is zeal for such study. Concern 
for education is beautiful too, working with Pythagoras for the 
amendment of humanity. 

13 Several examples of Pythagoras' ability to give rational 
education to beasts and non-rational animals. 

(60) If we may believe the many ancient and valuable 
sources who report it, Pythagoras had a power of relaxing 
tension and giving instruction in what he said which reached 
even non-rational animals. He inferred that, as everything comes 
to rational creatures by teaching, it must be so also for wild 
creatures which are believed not to be rational. They say he laid 
hands on the Daunian she-bear, which had done most serious 
damage to the people there. He stroked her for a long time, 
feeding her bits of bread and fruit, administered an oath that she 
would no longer catch any living creature, and let her go. She 
made straight for the hills and the woods, and was never again 

moment, correct. Such objEt:ts of belief owe not only their qualities (e.g.beauty) but 
their very existence to transcendent unchanging "forms" (Plat.o's term) or 
universals, here called "primary and intelligible" because they are prier to other 
existents and they can be known. "Participation" (m.etousia, metechein) is the 
technical term for the relationship of particular things t.o transcendent reality. 
Aristotle discussed what Pythagoreans meant by number as primary, and how it 
related to Plat.o's "forms": see references at 31n. In the last sentence of 59, 
"together with P." seems the only possible sense for the Greek autd.. 
60 Noo-mtional animals Pre analogrus t.o the part of the human soul which, in 
Plat.o's threefold division (.Jlepuhlic 4), is not itself rational but can obey reasoo. 
Deubner thinks P.'s power is called analytikon in the medical sense, "relaxing", 
not in the philoeophical sense "analysing": he is prc_>bably right, since L ~oes not 
say that the non-rational animals followed a rational argument. I think the 
translation "he inferred. . .not t.o be rational" gives the only possible sense cf the 
Greek; but if the Greek is right, the argument is unconvincing. 
61 The first appearance of the most not.orious Pythagorean tenet: no 

25 
seen to attack even a non-rational animal. (61) At Taras he saw 
an ox, in a field of mixed fodder, munching on ripe beans as well. 
He went over to the oxherd and advised him to tell the ox to 
abstain from beans. The oxherd made fun of his suggestion. "I 
don'.t speak Ox," he said, "and if you do you're wasting your 
advice on me: you should warn the ox." So Pythagoras went up 
and spent a long time whispering in the bull's ear. The bull 
promptly stopped eating the bean-plant, of his own accord, and 
they say he never ate beans again. He lived to a very great age at 
Taras, growing old in the temple of Hera. Everyone called him 
"Pythagoras' holy bull" and he ate a human diet, offered him by 
people who met him. 

(62) He happened once to be talking to his students at the 
Olympic ga~es, abo~t omens and messages from the the gods 
brought by birds, saying that eagles too bring news to those the 
gods really love. An eagle flew overhead: he called it down 
stroked it, and let it go. It is clea r from these stories and other~ 
like them, that he had the command of Orpheu~ over wild 
creatures, charming them and holding them fast with the power 
of his voice. 

14 The starting-point of his system of education was recall of 
the lives which souls had lived before entering the bodies they 
now happen to inhabit. 

beans. Ancients and moderns have offered many explanations: beans (uicia {aha 
the broad bean) have special affinities with human flesh; their nodeless ste~ 
o~er human sruls a route t.o earth from the underworld; bean-induced flatulence 
disturb~ dr~ams. (106); beans mean votes (260). The preferred modern 
explanatio~ is faVlsm, an acute ~ergic .reacti~ t.o beans and especially their 
poll~ which results from a genetic deficiency widespread in southern Italy. See 
Detienne~ 49-51; M.Grmek, Diseases in. the Ancient World (ET 1989) ch.5. The 
"human diet" of the ax woold be grain-b:ised (like that of horses). 
63 The secood famous tenet: reincarnatim, which requires the immortality of 
th~ .scml (for pcs;ible versions of the argument, Barnes I.6; for the tradition, 
Philip ch~ 0). 'J'.he Homer passage is Iliad 1 7 .51-60: Iliad 16. 849-50 might allow 
the tden?fication of Euphorbos with Apollo (Burkert LS 140-1 with other 
expl~tio~). The "popular stories" are in DL 8.4-5 and US 10.6.2: P. re<Xlgnised 
a shield which proved t.o have "EuphoriJos's" written inside, in archaic letters. 
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also rejected anything which obstructs lucidity, making turbid 
the purity of the soul especially as regards images seen in sleep. 
These were his general rules on food, but privately, for those 
philosophers who had reached the most sublime heights of 
knowledge, he ruled out once for all those foods which are 
unnecessary and unjust, telling them never to eat any living 
creature, drink wine, sacrifice living things to the gods or hurt 
them in any way: they were to be treated with scrupulous justice. 
(108) That is how he lived himself, abstaining from animal food 
and worshipping at bloodless altars, and in his eagerness that 
others should not destroy the creatures which share our nature, 
taming fierce animals and educating them by words and actions, 
never punishing and hurting them. He also instructed the 
"legislators" among the civil servants to abstain from living 
creatures, because, if they wished to act with perfect justice, they 
must do no wrong to fellow-creatures. How could they persuade 
others to act justly if they themselves were caught in acts of 
greed? Animals are akin to us, sharing life and basic 
constituents and composition, linked in a kind of brotherhood. 
(109) Other students, whose life was not entirely pure and holy 
and philosophic, were allowed to eat some animal food, though 
even they had fixed periods of abstinence. He also forbade them 
to eat the heart or the brain, and told all Pythagoreans to 
abstain from these, for these are the governing organs and, as it 
were, the seats and abodes of thought and life: their nature is 
that of the divine reason and he declared them sacred. They were 
not allowed to eat mallow either, because it is the first sign of the 
sympathy between heavenly and earthly beings, or the blacktail 
fish, because it belongs to the gods of the underworld, or the 
erythrinos fish for other such reasons. "Abstain from beans" has 
many reasons, sacred, natural and concerned with the soul. He 
made other regulations similar to these, aiming to lead people on 
the path to virtue by starting with their diet. 

25 How he educated people through music and songs, at special 
times, and when they were troubled by passions; how he purified 
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them from diseases of body and soul by music, and how he 
performed the purifications. 

(110) He held that music too made a great contribution to 
health, if properly used: he took this form of purification very 
seriously, calling it "healing by music". In the spring he engaged 
in singing like this: a lyre-player was seated in the centre, and 
those who were good at singing sat round him in a circle and 
sang, to his accompaniment, paeans, which they thought raised 
their spirits and established inner harmony and rhythm. They 
also, at other times, used music as a kind of medicine. (111) 
There were songs designed for afflictions of the soul, to counter 
depression and anguish of mind (some of Pythagoras' most 
helpful inventions); others to deal with anger and bursts of 
indignation and every disturbance of that kind of soul; and yet 
another kind of music devised to counter desires. They also used 
dancing. As a musical instrument, they used the lyre, because 
Pythagoras thought the aulos had an assertive tone, suited to 
large gatherings but not to cultivated people . They also used 
selected passages of Homer and Hesiod to improve the soul. 

(112) It is told of Pythagoras that once, with a solemn tune 
played on an aulos, he calmed the frenzy of a lad from 
Tauromenion who was roaring drunk and had gone at night to 
serenade his girlfriend by his rival's door. He was about to set it 
on fire, for the Phrygian flute-music had lit the spark and fanned 
it, but Pythagoras soon put a stop to that. (He was out early, 
engaged in astronomy.) He told the flute-player to change to a 
solemn tune, which promptly calmed the young man down, and 
Pythagoras sent him peacefully home - though a little earlier 
he had not only rejected Pythagoras' advice but would not endure 
it, telling him furiously to go to hell just for being there. (113) 
Empedokles did something similar. A young man had already 

111-2 Phrygian flute-music: both the instrument (the aulos, 
conventionally called a double-flute but sounding more like an oboe) and 
the musical mode were associated with the ecstatic cults which altered 
mental states. I. discusses the effect in On The Mysteries 3.9; see further 
Sheppard p. 113-5. Use of Homer and Hesiod: cf.164, and 9n. 
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drawn his sword on Empedokles' host Anchitos, who had been a 
judge at the public trial of the young man's father and 
condemned him to death. The young man was in such a turmoil 
and indignation that he had rushed to stab the man who had 
condemned his father as if Anchitos had actually murdered him. 
Empedokles, as he sat, tuned his lyre, played a soothing, calming 
melody, and struck up Homer's famous "soother of grief and 
wrath, oblivion of all evils", and saved his host Anchitos from 
death, and the young man from committing murder. (114) This 
youth is reported to have become, after this, Empedokles' best 
pupil. 

The entire school of Pythagoras practised what was called 
"arrangement" or "composition" or "treatment", converting states 
of soul to their opposite by the beneficial use of appropriate 
songs. When they went to bed they used particular songs and 
special tunes to clear their minds of the day's troubles and 
preoccupations, and to make their sleep calm and visited by few 
dreams, and those pleasant ones. When they got up they used 
different songs to get rid of sloth and torpor; sometimes they 
used tunes without words. They also healed some afflictions and 
diseases by, quite literally, singing over them: that, in all 
probability, is how the word "incantation" came into general use. 

This, then, was Pythagoras' most beneficial method of 
correcting human character and lifestyle by music. (115) And 
since our exposition of his educational wisdom has reached this 
point, it will be advisable to deal next with a related subject: his 
invention of the science and principles of harmony. Let us go 
back a little. 

26 How Pythagoras discovered the principles of harmony, and 
handed that science on to his followers. 

He was once engaged in intense thought about whether he 
could find some precise scientific instrument to assist the sense 

113 Odyssey 4.221 , describing an Egyptian drug, a gift to Helen. 
115-21 An untypically detailed account of music theory, taken from 
Nicomachos, Encheiridion 6-7 (a translation will appear in Andrew 
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of hearing, as compass and ruler and the measurement of angles 
assist the sight and scales and weights and measures assist 
touch. Providentially, he walked passed a smithy, and heard the 
hammers beating out the iron on the anvil. They gave out a 
melody of sounds, harmonious except for one pair. He recognised 
in them the consonance of octave, fifth and fourth, and saw that 
what lay between the fourth and fifth was in itself discordant, 
but was essential to fill out the greater of the intervals.(116) 
Rejoicing in the thought that the gods were helping on his 
project, he ran into the smithy, and discovered by detailed 
experiments that the difference of sound was in relation to the 
weight of the hammers, not the force used by those hammering, 
the shape of the hammer heads, or any change in the iron as it 
was beaten out. So he carefully selected weights precisely 
equivalent to the weight of the hammers, and went home. From 
a single rod, fixed into the walls across a corner (in case rods 
with peculiar properties made, or were even thought to make, a 
difference), he suspended four strings, of the same material, 
length and thickness, evenly twisted. To the end of each string he 
attached one of the weights, ensuring that the length of the 
strings was exactly equal. (117) Then he struck the strings two 
at a time, and found that the different pairs gave exactly the 
concords already mentioned. The string stretched by the biggest 
weight, together with that stretched by the smallest, gave an 
octave: the biggest weight weighed twelve units and the smallest 
six. So the octave, as the weights showed, was a ratio of two to 
one. The biggest weight, together with the second smallest which 
weighed eight units, gave a fifth: thus he showed that the fifth is 

Barker, Greek Musical Writings II ch.10, forthcoming). Musicology was 
essential to the Pythagoreans because they argued (cf.82n) that the 
same fundamental ratios, discovered by P., governed music and the 
universe. It was also important as a route from the standard 
educational system to the Pythagorean understanding of truth. I's 
Pythagorean sequence included a volume on music (120; O'Meara 86-7). 
His exposition here is confusing, because it moves between the relative 
sizes of the weights and the number of units they weighed, and also 
because it has to use, for what we express as ratios, the Greek words for 
"twice as much" (two to one), "half as much again" (three to two) and 
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a ratio of three to two, like the weights. The biggest weight 
together with the second biggest, which was heavier than t~e 
remaining weights and weighed nine units, gave a fourth, its 
ratio also corresponding to that of the weights. So he realised at 
once that the fourth is a ratio of four to three, whereas the ratio 
of the second heaviest to the lightest was three to two (for that is 
the relationship of nine to six). (118) Similarly, the second 
smallest (weighing eight units) was in the ratio of four to three 
with that weighing six units, and in a ratio of two to three with 
that weighing twelve units. What lies between fifth and fourth 
(that is, the amount by which the fifth is greater than the fourth) 
was thus established as a ratio of nine to eight. It was also 
established that an octave can be made up in one of two ways: as 
a conjunction of fifth and fourth (since the ratio of two to one is a 
conjunction of three to two and four to three, as in 12 : 8 : 6) or 
the other way round, as a conjunction of fourth and fifth (since 
the ratio of two to one is a conjunction of four to three and three 
to two, as in 12 : 9 : 6). 

Having worn out hand and hearing by the use of the 
suspended weights, and established through them the ratio of 
the positions, he ingeniously replaced the point at which all the 
strings were attached - the rod across the corner - with the 
rod at the base of the instrument, which he named the"string
stretcher"; and he replaced the pull of the different weights with 
the corresponding tightening of the pegs at the top. (119) Taking 
this as a basis, as a standard which could not mislead, he 
extended his experiments to different kinds of instrument, 
testing bowls, reed pipes, pan-pipes, monochords, trigona and 

"one-third as much again" (four to three). The ratios are correct, 
although the experiment (as rival ru:ialy~ts knew in ~ntiquity~ doe~ not 
work. Pieces of metal do not vibrate m direct proportion to their weight, 
and difference of pitch is not in direct proportion to difference of tension. 
The ratios P. discovered are most easily seen in the length of a string, or 
of the column of air in a wind-instrument, in relation to the sound 
produced: for instance, a string stopped half-wa~ along its length 
produces a sound an octave higher than the same string unstopped. The 
Greek for "octave" is diapason, "through all the [strings]" of an eight-
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others. In all he found the understanding reached through 
number to be harmonious and unchanged. 
He named "furthest" the note which was associated with six 

"middle" that which was associated with eight (and in the rati~ 
of four to three with the first), "next to middle" that associated 
with nine, which was one tone higher than the "middle" and in 
the ratio of nine to eight with it, and "nearest" that associated 
with twelve. He filled up the gaps between, in the diatonic scale, 
with notes in the proper ratios. Thus he made the octachord or 

' eight-string sequence, subservient to concordant numbers: the 
ratios of two to one, three to two and four to three, and the 
difference between the last two, nine to eight. (120) And thus he 
discovered the sequence from lowest to highest note which 
proceeds by a kind of natural necessity in the diatonic scale. He 
also articulated the chromatic and enharmonic scales from the 
diatonic, as it will be possible to show when we come to discuss 
music . The diatonic scale has as its stages, in a natural 
progression, semitone, tone, tone, making up the interval of a 
fourth: a group of two tones and the so-called "half-tone". Then, 
with the addition of another tone, the "intercalated" tone the 
interval of a fifth is formed: a group of three tones and a half
tone. In succession to this comes a semitone and a tone and a 
tone, another interval of a fourth (that is, another ratio of four to 
three). In the older seven-note sequence (the h eptachord), all 

stringed instrument (octachord). Musical analysis usually began with 
the tetrachord, a group of four notes; different combinations of intervals 
n:akin~ up the tetrachord gave different scales, the most usual being the 
diatoruc, chromatic and enharmonic. Tunes, semitones and scales were 
not the same as the modern versions. A octachord could be analysed as a 
tetrachord and a pentachord in conjunction, either way round (Greek 
synaphe) or as two tetrachords with a tone between them (Greek 
diazeuxis ). I. argues that the Pythagorean ratios fit either analysis. They 
do not fit the enharmonic scales, and Archytas added more ratios to 
make the analysis possible. For further information on music theory and 
practice see Andrew Barker, Greek Musical Writings I (1984): I am much 
indebted to him. The trigonon (119) was a triangular-framed harp: its 
strings differed in length, not in thickness or tension (Barker o.c. 197 
n.47). 
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notes which were four apart, from the lowest up, made the 
interval of a fourth together, and the semitone moved from the 
first to the middle to the third place in the group of four notes 
(tetrachord) being played. (121) In the Pythagorean octachord, it 
makes no difference whether there is a conjunction of a 
tetrachord and a pentachord, or a disjunction of two tetrachords 
separated by a tone: the sequence, from the lowest note up, is 
such that all notes five apart make the interval of a fifth 
together, and the semjtone occupies four places in succession: 
first, second, third, fourth . 

This, then, is how he discovered the theory of music, 
systematised it and handed it on to his disciples for every good 
purpose. 

27 The civic and communal benefits he and his followers gave 
humanity, by word and deed, constitutions and legislation, and 
other admirable practices. 

(122) Many political activities of his associates have also 
won praise. They say the Krotoniates were once seized with a 
passion for expensive funeral processions and burials. One of the 
Pythagoreans told the people that he had heard Pythagoras 
speak about the gods, saying that the Olympians considered the 
disposition of the sacrificers, not the amount of the sacrifice, but 
the gods of the underworld were the reverse: having fewer 
possessions, they were pleased by dirges and laments, continual 
libations at the tomb, grave-offerings and expensive sacrifices. 
(123) Hades is called Pluto (the Rich One) because he likes 
acquiring things. Those who pay him simple honours he leaves in 

122-6 These stories leave unclear the exact status of Pythagoreans in 
the government of the South Italian cities (129). Many modern scholars 
envisage a hetaireia, a group of "companions" who are personal and 
political allies, and who are seen by outsiders as a faction within the 
governing class or a conspiracy against it (254, 259, 260): Minar ch.2; on 
hetaireia &.s a concept see Barry S.Strauss, Athens After The 
Peloponnesian War: Class, Faction And Policy (1986) ch.1. At the time 
of the revolt against the Pythagoreans (see on 248-64) the "friends ofKylon" 
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the upper world for a long time, but he is for ever dragging down 
one of those inclined to unrestrained mourning, so as to get the 
honours which are paid him at tombs. This advice caused his 
audience to think that they could ensure their own safety by 
moderation in misfortune, whereas lavish expenditure would 
make them all rue before their time. 

(124) Another Pythagorean was made arbitrator in a 
dispute where there were no witnesses. He took each of the 
litigants in tum for a walk along the road, stopped by a grave 
and remarked that the man lying there had been exceptionally 
moral. One of the litigants called down blessings on the dead 
man; the other said "Much good it did him." He thought poorly of 
this, and inclined to believe the one who praised virtue. 

Another, in a major arbitration, persuaded one of the parties 
to offer four talents, and the other to accept two. Then he decided 
for a payment of three talents, and each felt as if he had been 
given a talent. 

Two men, with malicious intent, had deposited a cloak with 
one of the market-women, and told her not to give it to either 
unless both were present. Then they cheated: one of them took 
the cloak, and claimed that the other, who was nearby, had 
agreed. Then the second man, who had not approached her, laid 
information and told the magistrates the original agreement. 
The Pythagorean who took the case said the woman would keep 
the agreement- if both men were present. 

(125) Two others appeared to be firm friends, but fell victim 
to unvoiced suspicion when a man seeking favour with one told 

form a typical hetairei.a, linked by kinship and (temporary) common purpose. 
The Pythagoreans, said to number over 300 (254) have a much stronger 
bond (230-9; 127-8 for international links): shared lifestyle, common cult of 
the Muses, commitment of property, tokens of recognition, possibility of 
expulsion. Many scholars are reminded of the Freemasons (though 
Pythagoreans, unlike Masons, must have been recognisable). I., like other 
philosophers of the later Roman empire, was interested in political 
philosophy only in terms of social harmony (cf.CH 213, 274): debates on 
forms of government had no immediate relevance, and the active life was 
inferior to that oftheoria (see 58-9n) and was undertaken only as a duty. 
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Newsome Note: 
These excerpts are just a taste of the larger body of 
work on Pythagoras and the Pythagoreans.  These 

extracts focus on beans.
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