
THE ANCIENT GREEK KITHARA OF CLASSICAL ANTIQUITY 

 

 

 

The kithara was the highly advanced, large wooden lyre favoured by only the true professional 

musicians of ancient Greece, which reached its pinnacle of perfection during the άDƻƭŘŜƴ !ƎŜέ ƻŦ 

Classical Antiquity, circa 5th century BCE. My album "The Ancient Greek Kithara of Classical Antiquity" 

features the wonderfully recreated Kithara of the Golden Age of Classical Greece - hand-made in 

modern Greece by Luthieros: 

http://en.luthieros.com/ 

Since late 2014, I have been collaborating with Luthieros in their inspirational "Lyre 2.0 Project" - 

dedicated to reintroducing the wonderful lyres of antiquity back into the modern world, to make 

these beautiful instruments accessible to each and every modern musician. 

This new series of recordings hopefully demonstrate why the kithara was so venerated in antiquity, 

as the instrument of the professional musician - perfect for both accompanying the human voice and 

for as an incredibly versatile solo instrument. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cithara
http://regentsprep.org/regents/global/themes/goldenages/hellen.cfm
http://regentsprep.org/regents/global/themes/goldenages/hellen.cfm
http://en.luthieros.com/
http://etc.ancient.eu/2016/01/11/


In particular, I attempt to demonstrate the wonderfully reconstructed 2500 year old vibrato 

mechanism, for which there is an almost overwhelming body of visual evidence to support this 

theory.  

 

 

THE OVERWHELMING BODY OF VISUAL EVIDENCE FOR THE 

VIBRATO MECHANISM 

 

All original illustrations of the ancient Greek kithara clearly show what appear to be 2 tiers of 

ƛƴǾŜǊǘŜŘ Ψ¦Ω ǎƘŀǇŜŘ curved springs beneath the yoke to which the strings are attached, with the top 

of the arms carved almost wafer thin, (often with projections which could certainly be interpreted as 

actual articulated hinges), which almost certainly was to allow for lateral movement of the yoke and 

the attached strings, complete with 2 vertical levers either side of the yoke, which if light lateral 

pressure was applied, would certainly have an eerie vocal vibrato effect. The mechanism could also 

be operated by pushing in either of the discs protruding either side of the yoke. 

 

In the image below, both the curved structures, the hinge-like structure and the 2 vertical levers can 

be seen: 

 

 
 

 

The image below also shows the same structures, again with the vertical levers, springs and hinge-

like structures: 

 



 

 

 

Although there is no explicit reference to the vibrato mechanism seen in virtually all illustrations of 

the ancient Greek kithara, there are indeed subtle hints to its existence in some surviving examples 

of descriptive ancient Greek texts. . IndeedΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ˁʰ˃ˉʺΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ΨōŜƴŘϥΣ ōǳǘ ƛǎ 

used of regarding modulating. The term is used by Aristophanes for instance of boys who in their 

lessons were introducing bends in the style of Phrynis, a famous concert kitharode in the 440's BCE. 

The boys of course must be using tortoise shell lyres; but it would make sense if they were trying to 

ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ άǊƻŎƪ ǎǘŀǊǎέ ŘƻƛƴƎΣ ŀnd it is of course physically possible to bend the 

frame (arms, yoke) of the amateur lyre in a rough imitation of the vibrato mechanism of the kithara 

of the professional musician of ancient Greece system. 

Other academic articles which describe the feasibility of interpreting the complex structures seen on 

all illustrations of the ancient Greek kithara include a paper by Pavel Kurfurst, ά¢ƘŜ !ƴŎƛŜƴǘ DǊŜŜƪ 

YƛǘƘŀǊŀέ(1992) : 

 

https://web.archive.org/web/20151211214505/http:/digilib.phil.muni.cz/bitstream/handle/11222.d

igilib/112395/H_Musicologica_25-1990-1_2.pdf 

 

ά¢ƘŜ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ DǊŜŜƪ ƪƛǘƘŀǊŀ ƳŀƪŜǊǎ ŘŜǾƛǎŜŘ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŦƻǊ ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƻǎǎōŀǊ ŀƴŘ 

weights to move in relation to the arms of the instrument. Judging from the dating of the iconograms 

in which type of kithara is shown, all of these systems seem to have been in use at the same time. But 

first let us turn to a description of how the instrument and its individual parts functioned. The 

crossbar and the weights, attached at the joints to the ends of the kithara arms, were able to rock 

out in both directions from the vertical axis of the instrument. Whenever this happened, the crossbar, 

which passed through the weights in such a way that it could move, shifted a few millimetres 

towards the body of the instrument. This resulted in a temporary shortening of the strings (or rather 

a decrease in their tension), and had the effect of lowering their pitch. Depending on how far the 

weights were rocked out, the pitch of the strings could be lowered smoothly by almost three tones, 

which meant that the player could employ endless number of tones ranging from the highest to the 

lowest pitched strings. The stability of the basic tuning of the kithara strings, i.e. when the weights 

were more or less perpendicular to the crossbar, was ensured by the continuous pull of the strings in 

the direction of the longer axis of the instrument as well as by the operation of the symmetrical 

https://web.archive.org/web/20151211214505/http:/digilib.phil.muni.cz/bitstream/handle/11222.digilib/112395/H_Musicologica_25-1990-1_2.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20151211214505/http:/digilib.phil.muni.cz/bitstream/handle/11222.digilib/112395/H_Musicologica_25-1990-1_2.pdf


spring mechanism linking the individual weights with their arms. The main function of the spring 

mechanism was to maintain this stability and to speed up the return of the weights to their original 

Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǊƻŎƪŜŘ ƻǳǘέ 

 

This is how Kurfurst theorized how the vibrato mechanism could be set in motion: 

ά.ŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǘǿƻ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴg this, each qualitatively different. In the first τ the 

commoner, to judge by the iconograms τ the player used his chin, nose or cheekbone to push 

against the disc fixed to the end of the crossbar, in this way moving it and the weights away from 

himself. At the same time, he kept the instrument in the same position relative to his body. At first 

the kinetic inertia of the relatively heavy weights would be too great for the force being exerted by 

the player, but once this had been overcome it would itself contribute to the smooth and relatively 

slow movement of the crossbar. When playing the instrument in this way, the kitharistes hat two 

possibilities. He could either shift the crossbar to certain points, thus producing precise tones (within 

the compass of the THE ANCIENT GREEK KITHARA), or achieve a glissando effect by continuing to 

move the crossbar smoothly. At the same time, the spring mechanism and the continuous pull of the 

strings would act to return the crossbar to its position of rest. With the second method of playing the 

kithara, a tremolo could be created, with either very slight variations in pitch or larger vibrations 

covering a range up to approximately three tones. The speed of vibration of the tremolo would have 

been proportional to the range it covered: the less the variation of pitch, the more rapid the tremolo 

and vice versa. When using this method, the kitharistes would set the weights oscillating by moving 

the whole instrument at right angles to his body, in this way making use of the inertia of the weights, 

which would have a tendency to remain in their initial position. After they had been set in motion, the 

weights and crossbar would be kept moving by impulses from the impact of the spring mechanism, 

as well as by occasional movements of the body of the kithara by the player. Of course it would also 

have been possible to play the instrument without making use of the movable mechanism; in this 

case, it would have been played like the lyre, barbiton or phorminx (which, in terms of its 

construction, was the kithara's closeǎǘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜύΦέ 

 

In this section of his paper, Kurfurst theorised that the vibrato mechanism could be operated by the 

momentum of the player maybe throwing the kithara forward. I would tend to disagree, due to my 

own practical experience of actually playing one ς due to the strong downward pull of the combined 

tension of the strings (even with low tension gut, this would still be well over 100 Lbs), in order to let 

inertia displace the yoke and set into operation the spring vibrato mechanism, the discs either side 

of the yoke would have to be very heavy and made of metal: speaking as a practical musician rather 

than a musicologist, this would render the beautiful light and resonant construction of the kithara so 

top-heavy that the instrument would be virtually unplayable! 

 

Also, if metal discs were used, then these would have survived the ravages of time and many such 

discs would have been found in ancient Greek grave goods, where it is likely that revered musical 

instruments such as the kithara may well have been placed (surviving examples of the fragments of 

ancient Greek tortoise shell lyres have been found as grave goods, for example the remains of the 

Elgin lyre preserved in the British Museum) ς no such curious metallic discs have ever been found in 

any grave goods, in any ancient Greek tomb so far excavated. 

 

Regarding any original visual artifacts which could possibly be interpreted as visual evidence for the 

vibrato mechanism of the ancient Greek kithara actually being used, here is a fascinating illustration 

of an actual ancient Greek kithara player, who actually appears to be displacing the crossbar of the 

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=463837&partId=1&people=97339&peoA=97339-3-17&page=1
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=463837&partId=1&people=97339&peoA=97339-3-17&page=1


lyre to either achieve this vibrato or pitch shifting effect - the crossbar has clearly been displaced by 

the player, so that it is lower in the left than it is on the right: 

 

 
 

 

 

 

EVIDENCE OF COMPLEX ARTICULATED PROTO-KITHARAS 

 

I. THE ANCIENT GREEK PHORMINX 

 

Popular during the time of Homer (circa 8th - 6th centuries BCE), the phorminx was an earlier form of 

kithara, illustrations of which clearly with striking visual evidence of articulated arms, which looked 

like they moved on hinges: 



 
 

Also, many examples of the ancient Greek phorminx are shown with eyes painted around the sound-

holes ς maybe to give the impression that the instrument was almost human in the way it could 

create its haunting vocal vibrato effect? 

 

 



 

 

 

 

2. THE ANCIENT MINOAN LYRES 

 

Going even further back in time, to the ancient Minoan civilization, circa 1500 BCE, there are 

illustrations of lyres with curious circular structures at the bottom of each arm, which certainly could 

be interpreted as flexible, articulated joints. As the specialist ancient musical instrument luthier 

Peter Pringle (http://www.peterpringle.com) pointed out: 

 

άBelow is a picture of a seven stringed lyre painted onto the famous limestone sarcophagus known as 

the "Hagia Triada", now in the Heraklion Archaeological Museum in Crete. This instrument is Minoan, 

and is 1000 years older than the Golden Age kithara we are familiar with. 

Notice the unusual construction of the two pillars of this instrument with their large ring-shaped, 

curiously jointed, configurations. Remind you of anything? To my eyes, this instrument is obviously 

articulated, just like the kithara of 500 B.C. 

 

I have looked over the writings of archaeologists and musicologists who have examined this 

marvellous ŀǊǘƛŦŀŎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ Ƙŀǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨhΩ ǊƛƴƎǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ 

http://www.peterpringle.com/


whatsoever beyond simple decoration. 

 

!ǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎƛǎǘ /Φ wΦ [ƻƴƎΣ ǿƘƻ ǿǊƻǘŜ ŀƴ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǘǊŜŀǘƛǎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀǊŎƻǇƘŀƎǳǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфтлΩǎΣ ǎŀȅǎ ƛƴ 

regard to this lyre, 'Size is a matter of space available rather than proportion in Minoan/Mycenean 

art. We cannot tell Ƙƻǿ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǘƘŜ aƛƴƻŀƴ ƭȅǊŜ ǿŀǎΧΦΦ¢ƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ƘƻƭŘǎ ƛǘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƭŜŦǘ ŀǊƳΣ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ 

sling around his wrist and around the outer arms of the instrument so that his left hand fingers are 

free to pluck or damp' 

 

 
 

 

EVALUATING THE EVIDENCE FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF ARTICULATED ANCIENT GREEK LYRES? 

 

The circumstantial body of evidence for articulated ancient Greek lyres is so extensive and whose 

prototypes dates back so far into the ancient Greek archaeological record, that to me, applying the 

philosophical method of Occam's Razor here, given the available overwhelming circumstantial 

archaeological evidence we have in the form of countless, detailed ancient illustrations, the simplest 

explanation for these complex structures seen on these ancient Greek lyres, is that the ancient 

Greeks had developed an intricate vibrato mechanism based upon the idea of articulating the arms 

of their lyres, refined over a period of at least a thousand years, before reaching its most advanced 

form, in the glorious kithara of the Golden Age of Classical Greece.  

 

To say that these structures seen on all of these images of ancient Greek kitharas and proto-kitharas 

are 'purely decorative' is like imagining an archaeologist of the distant future, in a world where the 

common wheel had been replaced by an instant transport system of teleportation, arguing that the 

'curious circular structures' seen in a pictures of late 19th century bicycles were for decoration... 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Occam%27s_razor


 
 

From the point of view of epistemology (the philosophical theories on how we are able to gain 

knowledge), in order to gain knowledge about any facts, we must already have a certain amount of 

experience of similar facts in order to interpret the new facts - with no experience of hearing or 

seeing an ancient Greek or Roman kithara performed for over 2000 years, we are in a very similar 

position to our 'future archaeologist scenario' in his inability to interpret the fact that the 'curious 

circular structures' seen on late 19th century bicycles were, in fact, the things we currently call 

'wheels'!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE LUTHERIOS RECONSTRUCTION OF THE ANCIENT GREEK KITHARA 

 

To my knowledge, besides the Luthieros replica άYƛǘƘŀǊŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DƻƭŘŜƴ !ƎŜέ there is only one other 

replica of a fully articulated ancient Greek kithara, which I have seen in a video presentation by 

Michalis P. Georgiou: 

 

https://vimeo.com/69801992 

The Luthieros kithara is also beautifully hand-made, by their master Luthier, Anastasios Koumartzis. 

The real beauty of the Luthieros replica kithara, is affordability ς thanks to the dedication of the 

http://www.emaproject.eu/emap/contributors/213-michalis-p-georgiou.html
https://vimeo.com/69801992
http://en.luthieros.com/become-a-luthier


Luthieros team in their mission to enable any modern musician to learn to play the beautiful lyres of 

antiquity, it is now possible for any curious musician in the modern world, to own a hand-made, 

working replica of the kithara of the Golden Age of Classical Greece, for about the same price as a 

regular Fender electric guitar! Below is the wonderfully reconstructed working replica of the ancient 

Greek kithara, hand-made in modern Greece by Luthieros, complete with its fully operational vibrato 

mechanism: 

 

 

 

 

The vibrato mechanism can be operated either by light lateral movement of either of the vertical 

wooden levers at each end of the yoke, or a more subtle vibrato can be achieved by pushing the 

discs either side of the yoke. The adjustable metallic structures beneath the 2 vertical levers, (the 

ΨǿŜƛƎƘǘǎΩ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛƴ Kurfurst Ψǎ ǇŀǇŜǊύ resting directly above each of the springs balances and 

supports the full tension of the downward pull of the strings to equally match the upward force of 

the springs. Rather than relying on adjustable weights, (the system theorised in the paper by 

Kurfurst), the balancing mechanism on the Luthieros kithara can be adjusted with a simple screw 

thread. When the system is perfectly balanced, it only takes light finger pressure on either of the 

vertical levers to create a haunting vocal vibrato effect!  

Below are some closer up photographs providing more details of the recreated vibrato mechanisms: 

 

http://etc.ancient.eu/2016/01/11/luthieros-lyre-2-0-project/
http://etc.ancient.eu/2016/01/11/luthieros-lyre-2-0-project/


 

 

 

Here is a photogrqaph of me playing the wonderfully reconstructed Luthieros Kithara, on location, in 

an ancient Greek burial site in the mountains of Europos and in Thessaloniki during Ocotober 2015, 

when I had the pleasure of meeting the talented and dedicated Luthieros team: 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

VISUAL EVIDENCE OF THE STATUS OF A PROFESSIONAL MUSICIAN 

IN ANCIENT GREECE? 

Another incidental observation, regarding the 'rock star' status of the kithara player in ancient 

Greece, is a possible explanation to account for the curious vertical sash seen in almost all 



illustrations of ancient Greek kithara players, which hangs below the player's left hand and is often 

quite ornate in decoration. Below is an illustration of a kithara contest, with the judges either side of 

the kithara player, whose vertical sash I clearly evident, hanging behind the kithara 

 

 

 

 

A similar vertical sash can be seen in the illustration below, again, hanging behind the instrument: 

 



 

 

I have my own theory regarding the vertical sash. As mentioned by Franklin, the ancient Greek 

kithara player was exalted just the way rock guitarists are in our own times, so much so, that actual 

kithara contests were common, in which the virtuosity of the kithara player was judged, as can be 

seen in this actual illustration of a kithara contest on an ancient Greek vase, clearly showing the two 

judges sitting either side of the performer:  

The same vertical sash is also clearly present in the image above. I think that instead of playing any 

practical role, (unlike the cord known as the 'telamon' which was used as a hand-strap to hold the 

instrument), the fact that the sash was often also quite ornate, may imply that it actually was an 

indication of the kithara player's status as a professional musician. in much the same way that a Judo 

belt indicates the proficiency of a Judo athlete? 

 

If there are any Classics scholars out there who could verify my theory regarding the sash, from any 

snippet of ancient literature which mentions it, do please let me know! 

For full details on all my research into the kithara of ancient Greece and Rome, please also see my 

blog: 

http://www. ancientlyre.com/the_kithara_of_ancient_greece__rome/ 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.etsy.com/uk/listing/224560299/hand-strap-telamon-authentically
http://www.ancientlyre.com/the_kithara_of_ancient_greece__rome/


THE TRACKS ON THIS ALBUM 

 

The main musical concept of the album is to imagine the sort of melodies which once may have 

accompanied recitations of some of the classic legends and epic poems of ancient Greece, which 

would have almost certainly have been accompanied by the kithara; the lyre of the true professional 

musicians of Classical antiquity. Indeed, almost all the great works of literature from ancient times 

were originally meant to be sang; the music giving weight and emotional emphasis to the text and in 

doing so, helping to convey its true meaning... 

All the tracks in this album are original compositions, in a selection of some of the original ancient 

Greek musical modes, in the wonderfully pure just intonation of antiquity. Also, to subtly add to the 

exotic timbre of the replica Luthieros kithara, I have tuned the kithara with A at the slightly lower 

reference pitch of 432 Hertz ς ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŀŘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ΨbŜǿ !ƎŜΩ ƴƻƴǎŜƴǎŜ 

currently clogging the Internet about this particular reference pitch, the subtly lower pitch certainly 

does enhance the richness of the lower register of this wonderful instrument, with its authentic gut 

strings. For more details on my philosophical investigation into the multiple claims made about 432 

Hertz, please see my blog: 

 

http://ancientlyre.com/blogs/is_432_hz_new_age_schmertz/ 

 

¢ƘŜ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ DǊŜŜƪ ƪƛǘƘŀǊŀ ǿŀǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ΨƎǳƛǘŀǊΩ ƻŦ /ƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴǘƛǉǳƛǘȅ ς indeed, it is actually 

ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άƪƛǘƘŀǊŀέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ŘŜǊƛǾŜ ƻǳǊ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǿƻǊŘ ΨƎǳƛǘŀǊΩΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜΣ ŦƻǊ 

the first time, I decided to include some simple vocal lines, as just like the modern guitar, the kithara 

almost begs to accompany the human voice. However, as I am certainly no professional singer, my 

intention to include these basic vocal lines was to accompany the sound of the kithara, rather than 

vice versa. 

 

 

 

1.  Odysseus and the Sirens 

 

wŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ hŘȅǎǎŜǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ƛǊŜƴǎ ƛƴ IƻƳŜǊΩǎ άhŘȅǎǎŜȅέ, quoting from Wikipedia: 

 

άLƴ DǊŜŜƪ ƳȅǘƘƻƭƻƎȅΣ ǘƘŜ {ƛǊŜƴǎ όDǊŜŜƪ ǎƛƴƎǳƭŀǊΥ ʅʶʽˊʺ˄ {ŜƛǊŢƴΤDǊŜŜƪ ǇƭǳǊŀƭΥ ʅʶʽˊ˄ʶˌ {ŜƛǊŢƴŜǎύ ǿŜǊŜ 

dangerous yet beautiful creatures, who lured nearby sailors with their enchanting music and voices 

to shipwreck on the rocky coast of their islanŘΧOdysseus was curious as to what the Sirens sang to 

him, and so, on the advice of Circe, he had all of his sailors plug their ears with beeswax and tie him 

to the mast. He ordered his men to leave him tied tightly to the mast, no matter how much he would 

beg. When he heard their beautiful song, he ordered the sailors to untie him but they bound him 

tighter. When they had passed out of earshot, Odysseus demonstrated with his frowns to be 

releasedέ 

 

This piece is an evocation of the sort of melody which may once have accompanied a recitation of 

this tale. I use the distinctively poignant and luring ancient Greek Phrygian mode (misnamed the 

Ψ5ƻǊƛŀƴΩ ƳƻŘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aƛŘŘƭŜ !ƎŜǎύΣ ŦŜŀǘǳǊƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀǘƳƻǎǇƘŜǊƛŎ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ƻŎŜŀƴ ǎƻǳƴŘǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

sound of the kithara enhanced by a subtle reverb, sampled from Belgian monasteriesΧ 

http://ancientlyre.com/blogs/is_432_hz_new_age_schmertz/


 

2. Hymn to Ares 

 

My evocation of the type of melody which may once have accompanied a recitation of the Homeric 

Hymn 8 to Ares, the ancient Greek god of war (Greek epic,7th to 4th centuries BCE): 

 

ά!ǊŜǎΣ ŜȄŎŜŜŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘΣ ŎƘŀǊƛƻǘ-rider, golden-helmed, doughty in heart, shield-bearer, Saviour of 

cities, harnessed in bronze, strong of arm, unwearying, mighty with the spear, O defence of Olympus, 

father of warlike Victory, ally of Themis, stern governor of the rebellious, leader of righteous men, 

sceptred King of manliness, who whirl your fiery sphere among the planets in their sevenfold courses 

through the aether wherein your blazing steeds ever bear you above the third firmament of heaven; 

hear me, helper of men, giver of dauntless youth! Shed down a kindly ray from above upon my life, 

and strength of war, that I may be able to drive away bitter cowardice from my head and crush down 

the deceitful impulses of my soul. Restrain also the keen fury of my heart which provokes me to tread 

the ways of blood-curdling strife. Rather, O blessed one, give you me boldness to abide within the 

harmless laws of peace, avoiding strife and hatreŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ ŦƛŜƴŘǎ ƻŦ ŘŜŀǘƘέ 

 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǘǊŀŎƪ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŜƪ 5ƻǊƛŀƴ ƳƻŘŜ όƳƛǎƴŀƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨtƘǊȅƎƛŀƴΩ ƳƻŘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aƛŘŘƭŜ !ƎŜǎύΣ which 

according to Plato in the Republic was the most masculine and war-like of the musical modes. The 

piece features rapid finger style passages, to evoke the feeling of movement in battle. 

 

3. Hymn to the Stars ς my evocation of the type of melody which may have once accompanied a 

recitation of the 6th hǊǇƘƛŎ IȅƳƴΣ ά¢ƻ ¢ƘŜ {ǘŀǊǎ ό!ǎǘǊƻƴύέΥ 

 

άWith holy voice I call the stars [Astron] on high, pure sacred lights and genii of the sky. 

Celestial stars, the progeny of Night [Nyx], in whirling circles beaming far your light, 

Refulgent rays around the heav'ns ye throw, eternal fires, the source of all below. 

With flames significant of Fate ye shine, and aptly rule for men a path divine. 

In seven bright zones ye run with wand'ring flames, and heaven and earth compose your lucid 

frames:  

With course unwearied, pure and fiery bright forever shining thro' the veil of Night. 

Hail twinkling, joyful, ever wakeful fires! Propitious shine on all my just desires; 

¢ƘŜǎŜ ǎŀŎǊŜŘ ǊƛǘŜǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ǊŀȅǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŘ ƻǳǊ ǿƻǊƪǎ ŘŜǾƻǘŜŘ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ǇǊŀƛǎŜΦέ 

This piece is in the distinctively poignant ancient Greek Phrygian mode, which also can invoke a 

unique sense of timelessness and mystery, perfect for a song if praise to the immortal stars of the 

ŎŜƭŜǎǘƛŀƭ ǎƘŜǊŜǎΧ 

 

 

4. Hymn To Heracles the Lion-Hearted ς my evocation of the style of melody which may once have 

accompanied a recitation of this Homeric Hymn to Heracles: 

 

άL ǿƛƭƭ ǎƛƴƎ ƻŦ IŜǊacles, the son of Zeus and much the mightiest of men on earth. Alcmena bare him in 

Thebes, the city of lovely dances, when the dark-clouded Son of Cronos had lain with her. Once he 

used to wander over unmeasured tracts of land and sea at the bidding of King Eurystheus, and 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ares#Hymns_to_Ares
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ares#Hymns_to_Ares
http://www.theoi.com/Text/OrphicHymns1.html
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0138%3Ahymn%3D15


himself did many deeds of violence and endured many; but now he lives happily in the glorious home 

of snowy Olympus, and has neat-ankled Hebe for his wife. 

IŀƛƭΣ ƭƻǊŘΣ ǎƻƴ ƻŦ ½Ŝǳǎϥ DƛǾŜ ƳŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅΦέ 

This piece is in the ancient Greek Dorian mode ς which as mentioned earlier, was the favoured 

musical mode of Plato, ǿƘƻ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ƛƴ ά¢ƘŜ wŜǇǳōƭƛŎέ, that this to be the most manly of the modes, 

capable of inspiring bravery in battle. 

 

5. The Death of Agamemnon ς This piece, in the intensely sorrowful ancient Greek Hypodorian 

mode, attempts to evoke the tragic scene and circumstances of the death of Agamemnon as 

described in ancient Greek literature. As explained in Wikipedia: 

 άLƴ DǊŜŜƪ ƳȅǘƘƻƭƻƎȅΣ !ƎŀƳŜƳƴƻƴΧwas the son of King Atreus and Queen Aerope of Mycenae, the 

brother of Menelaus, the husband of Clytemnestra and the father of Iphigenia, Electra or Laodike 

όɽʰˇʵʾˁʹύΣ hǊŜǎǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ /ƘǊȅǎƻǘƘŜƳƛǎΦ Mythical legends make him the king of Mycenae or Argos, 

thought to be different names for the same area. When Helen, the wife of Menelaus, ran off with 

Paris of Troy, Agamemnon commanded the united Greek armed forces in the ensuing Trojan War. 

Upon Agamemnon's return from Troy, he was murdered (according to the oldest surviving account, 

Odyssey 11.409ς11) by Aegisthus, the lover of his wife, Clytemnestra. In old versions of the story, the 

scene of the murder, when it is specified, is usually the house of Aegisthus, who has not taken up 

residence in Agamemnon's palace, and it involves an ambush and the deaths of Agamemnon's 

followers as well.έ 

 

This piece is therefore in the intensely sorrowfuƭ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ DǊŜŜƪ IȅǇƻŘƻǊƛŀƴ ƳƻŘŜΤ ǘƘŜ ΨƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ƳƛƴƻǊΩ 

ƳƻŘŜ όƳƛǎƴŀƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ψ!ŜƻƭƛŀƴΩ ƳƻŘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aƛŘŘƭŜ !ƎŜǎύΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŀƭǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ all of our 

modern minor scales are ultimately derived. 

 

6. Hymn to Artemis ς in ancient Greek literature, there is a surviving άIƻƳŜǊƛŎ IȅƳƴ ǘƻ !ǊǘŜƳƛǎέ ; 

the beautiful and chaste ancient Greek goddess of the hunt who was also the sister of Apollo, the 

ancient Greek god of music: 

 

άO pale, cool goddess, proud and free  

Roaming through woods and skies 

I call upon you to bless me 

With your great gift of freedom 

I wish no heat of human passion 

Envy, lust, or desperation 

Nor the crowded streets and archways 

Full of sweat and stinking masses 

What I wish is virgin silence 

Quiet glades and rushing water 

To hunt and fish with none to follow 

To breathe the cool of evening air 

https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=aPwPjVIxbGQC&pg=PA89&lpg=PA89&dq=plato+dorian+mode+manly&source=bl&ots=U2hlI20q4h&sig=QHFoLWLJ006dijTpGWfqmpJL5Io&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj12ZDNr-DKAhXFChoKHdYcCRUQ6AEILDAF#v=onepage&q=plato%20dorian%20mode%20manly&f=false
http://www.crystalrivers.com/prayers/artemis.html


You have untied the knots 

Which bind the stale hordes of men together 

You have escaped the net 

Of clubs, arenas, and crowded tables 

Hear me and breathe fresh air to me 

New springtime, and cool, clear winds 

Heal my tired lust and send 

New and chaste strength into me 

Give me courage and independence 

That I may break free of all my bonds 

That I may follow in temple or hunt 

The path you have blessed 

May all my needs and desires be drowned 

In your cool and running streams 

I offer to you this bowl of water 

Shining with the moon's reflection 

I offer you incense and night-blooming flowers 

White ones, delicate yet strong 

Growing where no other was able 

Independent, proud and free 

Like you, o goddess 

Heal and help me!έ 

 

This piece is an evocation of how a suitable melody may once have been used during a recitation of 

the poemΦ L ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ DǊŜŜƪ IȅǇƻƭȅŘƛŀƴ ƳƻŘŜ όƳƛǎƴŀƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ψ[ȅŘƛŀƴΩ ƳƻŘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aƛŘŘƭŜ 

Ages) as this mode is distinctively soft and feminine in nature, sensual and dreamy; qualities which 

best reflect the nature of this distinctively beautiful female goddess. I include a rapid finger-style 

passage towards the middle of the piece in an attempt to evoke the feeling of the movement of the 

ƘǳƴǘΧ 

 

 

7. Contemplations of Classical Antiquity 

This album closes with a piece which uses once more, the poignant ancient Greek Phrygian mode, to 

evoke the feeling of sadness and yearning for the lost beauty of Classical antiquity, of which we now 

only have ghostly ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ ǊǳƛƴǎΧ 

 



 

 

 

 


