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NEW MUSIC AND ITS MYTHS: ATHENAEUS’ READING OF THE
AULOS REVOLUTION (DEIPNOSOPHISTAE 14.616E−−617F)

PAULINE A. LEVEN
Yale University*

Abstract: Scholarship on the late fifth-century BC New Music Revolution has mostly relied on the evidence provided
by Athenaeus, the pseudo-Plutarch De musica and a few other late sources.  To this date, however, very little has been
done to understand Athenaeus’ own role in shaping our understanding of the musical culture of that period.  This article
argues that the historical context provided by Athenaeus in the section of the Deipnosophistae that cites passages of
Melanippides, Telestes and Pratinas on the mythology of the aulos (14.616e−617f) is not a credible reflection of the
contemporary aesthetics and strategies of the authors and their works.  Athenaeus is both following the structure of
Aristotle’s discussion of the topic of the aulos in Politics 8.1341a−1342b and accepting the élite ideological position
given there.  Athenaeus’ text thus does not provide evidence for the historical context in which late fifth-century
authors were composing, but rather constitutes an attempt to illustrate Aristotle’s argument with poetic examples from
late fifth-century poets.  
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Remaining errors and infelicities are entirely my own.

1 For a dossier of texts and testimonia, see
Campbell’s 1993 Loeb edition of the fifth and final
volume of Greek Lyric, devoted to the ‘New School of
Poetry’ (the text is, with very minor exceptions, that of
PMG, but includes testimonia, on the model of
Edmonds’ third volume of Lyra Graeca (1927)).  For a
complete dossier on the lyric of the late Classical
period, one should add the few lyric inscriptions of
Hansen’s second volume of CEG (1989) and the
epigraphic poems collected by Powell in his 1925

Collectanea Alexandrina (the texts are now also
available with commentary in the two-volume 2001
edition of Greek Hymns by Furley and Bremer).

2 On the ‘New Music Revolution’, the most recent
and stimulating overview is that of Csapo (2004).  For
commentary on the fragments, in the context of
arguments about the history of the attitude towards the
aulos, see Pickard-Cambridge (1962) 52−53;
McKinnon (1984) 208−09; Wilson (1999) 63−68;
Martin (2003) 160−61; Wallace (2003) 83−88; Csapo
(2004) 216−29; Battezzato (2005) 99−100.    

3 As far as the number of citations goes, 60% (or 30
passages) come from Athenaeus.  Very far behind in
terms of frequency comes Plutarch, who quotes about
eight passages (or 16%) amounting to ten lines (4% of the
total number of lines quoted; the pseudo-Plutarchian De
musica is excluded from this count), and Stobaeus, who
quotes three passages amounting to nine lines (3.5%). 

In the course of a discussion on music that covers most of Book 14 of the Deipnosophistae,
Athenaeus quotes three passages of late Classical melic poetry all related to aulos playing (616e−
617f), one by Melanippides (PMG 758) and two from Telestes (PMG 805a−c and PMG 806),
followed by a fragment attributed to a hyporchêma of Pratinas (PMG 708).  Both the passages of
Melanippides and Telestes and the historical introduction to these texts that Athenaeus offers
appear in the dossier of texts and testimonia compiled by modern authors about the lyric poetry
composed roughly between the last quarter of the fifth century and the last quarter of the fourth
century BC,1 and many scholars have commented on the contribution that the passages make to
our understanding of the so-called ‘New Music Revolution’.2

Yet, no study has focused on the overwhelming presence of Athenaeus in this dossier: of the
approximately 250 lines of late Classical melic poetry which have survived in about 50 citations,
around 70% come from the Deipnosophistae.3 Nor has anyone underlined the peculiarity of the
section in question in the Athenaean part of the dossier: it is the only section of the
Deipnosophistae that provides a historical context to situate and interpret the late Classical lyric
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passages quoted, all the other passages being cited without an introduction.  Starting from these
two observations, can we infer from Athenaeus’ apparent familiarity with the passages that he had
first-hand acquaintance with this lyric corpus and that we can trust his remarks on the historical
context of the fragments to explain them?  The goal of this paper is to suggest that we should not,
not so much because Athenaeus is only worth pillaging for his collection of quotations and should
systematically be discredited for anything that is not a cited text, but because, I argue, Athenaeus
in this passage is not using first-hand knowledge but creating a historical scenario following an
agenda of his own.  In order to define this agenda more specifically, we need to consider the
precise relationship between the three citations, the historical context that Athenaeus ascribes to
their composition and his overall discussion of music in Book 14. 

In paying close attention to Athenaeus’ general contribution to music history, I am indebted
to two previous studies, that of D. Restani in ‘Problemi Musicali nel XIV libro dei
Deipnosophistai di Ateneo’ (1988) and that of A. Barker in ‘Athenaeus on Music’ (2000).  Both
scholars have underlined the limitations of taking Athenaeus as a reliable source for music
history, an opinion best expressed in a sentence of A. Barker: ‘it seems that the available material
has been passed, whether deliberately or subconsciously, through a distinctly curious process of
filtration, which has systematically sieved out everything that had ever been of interest to genuine
students and connoisseurs of music’.4 I propose to use the passage in question (616e−617f) as a
case-study to qualify this ‘curious process of filtration’ and to analyse Athenaeus’ method in
introducing quotations, in order to understand the ideological filter(s) that might have been
imposed on our vision of this particular moment of musical history.5

Book 14 of the Deipnosophistae starts with a presentation of entertainment (ékroãmata) of
various sorts − buffoons, jesters, jugglers, jokers − followed by a few sections devoted to the
subject of auloi.  It is in this context that one guest starts by quoting the fragment of the fifth-
century lyric poet Melanippides supposed to illustrate the poet’s rejection of the aulos:6

è m¢n 'Ayãna
t rgan' ¶rric°n y' flerçw épÚ xeirÚw
e‰p° t': ¶rret' a‡sxea, s≈mati lÊma:
Îmme d' §g∆ kakÒtati d¤dvmi.
4 Wilamowitz: §m¢ d' §g∆; codd., §m¢ d' §g∆ <oÈ> ci. Maas

Athena cast the instruments away from her holy hand and said: ‘away with you, shameful things,
outrage to my body! I relegate you to the low!’7

36

4 Barker (2000) 437. 
5 Several studies of Athenaeus’ method in Braund

and Wilkins (2000) have introduced a welcome degree
of sophistication in our way of reading the
Deipnosophistae, especially the contributions that
underline Athenaeus’ use of the cultural memory of
Classical Athens.  McClure has also emphasized the
complexity of the treatment of Athenaeus’ citations, and
the following passage from her book is useful to keep in
mind when thinking about Athenaeus’ method and what
is at stake in selecting the passages he quotes, in the way
he does: ‘To grapple with Athenaeus is to confront
problems of quotation and collection, authenticity and
origin, cultural identity and dislocation. (…) Quotation
also very literally engages in the arena of social conflict
as speakers compete for discursive status; through this
process, they reconstruct classical Athens and its
literary tradition and yet simultaneously diminish the

totality of that imaginary in a continual process of
restoration and disillusionment’ (McClure (2003) 37−
38, my emphasis).   

6 On the date of Melanippides, and the possibility of
the existence of two poets of the same name, see Garrod
(1920) 132; Pickard-Cambridge (1962) 18−19;
especially West (1992) 357−58, for a summary of the
primary sources about the lyricist.

7 I provide Campbell’s text and apparatus criticus
from the Loeb edition.  All translations are mine.  The
text of this fragment is uncertain but I choose to print
Campbell’s rather than Maas’ (who follows the
manuscripts and has Athena dwell on her attitude to the
aulos: ‘I do not give myself to debasement’).
Campbell’s text makes Athena’s pronouncement a
performative statement: by stating that she throws away
the aulos, she consigns them to misery in the poetic
tradition too. 
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In a manner typical of the progression of the Deipnosophistae, a second guest counters by
saying that the dithyrambic poet Telestes, doubting this myth, ‘took up arms against
Melanippides’ (éntikorussÒmenow) and defended the art of aulos playing in his Argo:8

(a) †˘n†sofÚn sofån laboËsan oÈk §p°lpomai nÒvi
drumo›w Ùre¤oiw ˆrganon
d¤an 'Ayãnan dusÒfyalmon a‰sxow §kfobh-

ye›san aÔyiw xer«n §kbale›n
numfagene› xeiroktÊpvi fhr‹ MarsÊai kl°ow:

5 t¤ gãr nin eÈhrãtoio kãlleow ÙjÁw ¶rvw ¶teiren,
èÇi paryen¤an êgamon ka‹ êpaid' ép°neime Klvy≈;

…w oÈk aán eÈlabhye¤shw tØn afisxrÒthta toË e‡douw diå tØn paryen¤an, •j∞w t° fhsi:

(b) éllå mãtan éxÒreutow aÜde mataiolÒgvn
fãma pros°ptay' flEllãda mousopÒlvn
sofçw §p¤fyonon broto›w t°xnaw ˆneidow.

metå taËta d¢ §gkvmiãzvn tØn aÈlhtikØn l°gei:

(c) aàn suneriyotãtan Brom¤vi par°dvke semnçw
da¤monow éery¢n pneËm' afiolopt°rugon
sÁn églaçn »kÊtati xeir«n.

(a) 1 tån, mox sofån sofÚn (post Bergk transp. Wilamowitz) ci. Page   4 xoruktÊpvi ci.
Meineke, xoroitÊpvi anon. 
(b) 1 Grotefend: anaxoreutow codd. 
(c) 2 éerÒen ci. Bergk; Hartung: -pterÊgvn cod. 

(a) That the clever one took the clever instrument in the mountain thickets, I cannot fancy in my
mind − that divine Athena, fearing the shameful sight unpleasant to see, immediately threw it
away from her hands to be the kleos of the hand-clapping nymph-born beast Marsyas!9 No, why
would a keen love for lovely beauty distress her, to whom childless and husbandless virginity
was the lot decided by Clotho?

[So he says,] because she, being a virgin, does not care about the ugliness of her features, and he goes
on:

(b) But this is a tale unsuitable for the chorus that has idly flown to Greece, told by idle servants
of the Muses, an invidious insult to the clever art among mortals.  

Then he praises the art of aulos playing and says:

(c) The uplifted quick-fluttering breath of the august goddess gave it [the art of aulos playing]
to Bromios as a most helpful attendant, along with the swift moving of her splendid hands.

37

8 For philological remarks on the corrupt text of the
poem, see Livrea (1975); Comotti (1980).

9 Although I follow Page’s and Campbell’s text,
Meineke’s conjecture xoroktÊpvi (ground-beating) is

tempting: it underlines the opposition between the
loftiness of Athena (concerned with the upper limbs)
and the lowliness of Marsyas (concerned with the lower
limbs). 
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The general picture we thus get from Athenaeus’ account of the two quotations is that, at the
end of the fifth century BC, playing the aulos was a contested entertainment practice which
prompted contemporary poets to take sides on the topic, either condemning or defending it in
their poems.10 In this context, Melanippides and Telestes are featured as representatives of these
opposite positions, and their poetic treatment of the topic is praised for its literary quality,
Melanippides being qualified as speaking kal«w, Telestes (a few lines later) as speaking
komc«w. 

Athenaeus continues by quoting another passage of Telestes (PMG 806) presenting the art of
aulos playing in a favourable light (§dÆlvse tØn t«n aÈl«n xre¤an §n toÊtoiw, 617b), and
bringing out more clearly the Dionysiac nature of the aulos and its eastern (Phrygian and Lydian)
connections: 

μ FrÊga kallipnÒvn aÈl«n fler«n basil∞a,
LudÚn ˘w aÜrmose pr«tow
Dvr¤dow ént¤palon moÊsaw nÒmon afiolomÒrfoiw
pneÊmatow eÎpteron aÎran émfipl°kvn kalãmoiw.

3 Dobree (nÒmon), Wilamowitz (afiolomÒrfoiw): nomoa¤olon Ùrfnai cod.; afiÒlon Ùmfçi
Schweighäuser

Or the Phrygian king of the sacred beautiful-breathing auloi, who was the first one to fit together the
Lydian tune, rival of the Dorian muse, weaving together the well-winged wind of the breath to the reeds
of changing form. 

After this citation, he goes back to the idea that aulos playing was becoming a socially
contested practice at the end of the fifth century BC by quoting a fragment of Pratinas, in which
the ‘I’ of the passage (presumably the chorus) deplores a change in the hierarchy between aulos
music and song, song playing second fiddle to music, and calls for a return to the best harmonia,
the Dorian one.11 The fragment seems again to stage a debate over the place that the aulos should
occupy and is contextualized as a reaction to the growing importance of the aulos player in lyric
performance, epitomizing a general moral and cultural decline in society: 

Prat¤naw d¢ ı Fleiãsiow aÈlht«n ka‹ xoreut«n misyofÒrvn katexÒntvn tåw
ÙrxÆstraw éganaktÆsaw (Wilamowitz: éganakte›n tinaw cod. A) §p‹ t«i toÁw aÈlhtåw mØ
sunaule›n to›w xoro›w kayãper ∑n pãtrion éllå toÁw xoroÁw sunãidein to›w aÈlhta›w: ˘n
oÔn e‰xen katå t«n taËta poioÊntvn yumÚn ı Prat¤naw §mfan¤zei diå toËde toË
flUporxÆmatow (PMG 708).

Pratinas of Phlious, when hireling aulos players and choreutai were taking over the dancing-places, was
angry at the fact that the aulos players did not play an accompaniment to the choruses anymore, as was
the ancestral custom, but that the choruses sang an accompaniment to the aulos players.  The irritation
that he felt against those doing this is clearly shown in the following hyporcheme (PMG 708). 

38

10 This standard vision of a ‘divided’ musical culture
at the end of the fifth century, where some vehemently
opposed the playing of the aulos and others embraced it,
is embodied in the figure of Alcibiades, whom Plutarch
presents as rejecting the aulos in his youth, and inspiring
this trend in other Athenian youths (Alc. 2).  Also (ps.?)-
Plato (Alc. 1.106e) on Alcibiades not learning to play
the aulos. 

11 Pratinas’ fragment is quoted here from
Campbell’s 1991 edition.  For a discussion of
hyporchêma as a subgenre of choral lyric, see Di Marco
(1973−1974); Barker (1984) 39−40, n.4 (introduction
to the Homeric Hymn to Apollo), 214−15 (Pindar’s
writing of dithyrambs).  On discussion of hyporchêma
as ‘a vague catch-all not found before Plato’, see Ford
(2006) 282. 
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Both the date and the interpretation of this latter passage have been discussed abundantly, but
it is not the specific interpretation of the passage nor its contribution to the debate on genres or
the evolution of lyric poetry that interest me here.12 What I should like to focus on is Athenaeus’
fashioning of a ‘sociology of aulos playing’ in this part of his book.  To date, most critics still
take this passage in conjunction with a segment of pseudo-Plutarch’s De musica (1141c−d) to
show that, at the end of the fifth century, aulos playing was actually such a hotly debated topic
in society that poets took sides and either vehemently condemned or embraced it.  Yet there are
three objections to taking Athenaeus’ account of the social context of Melanippides, Telestes and
Pratinas as reflecting a historically true scenario. 

The first reason has to do with the framing of the poetic dialogue in Athenaeus’ text.  The kind
of mythological bout imagined happening between Melanippides and Telestes (in which the two
poets offer first-person statements, either directly or through the mouth of Athena herself)
strangely resembles in its form the conversation that Athenaeus’ sophists hold with one another.
In particular the verbs, diasÊrv and éntikorÊssomai, used to describe the dialogic relationship
between the two poets, are typically Athenaean; and in the eight other instances in which both
appear in the Deipnosophistae, they indicate a response that one guest addresses to another in a
battle of erudition.13 This pattern is itself familiar from the Deipnosophistae, on subjects ranging
from pastries to hetairae and beans to garlands.14 This is the first, lexical, sign that Athenaeus may
have projected onto the two late fifth-century poets − and the social reality to which they belonged
− a polemical dialogue of the same type as the one that his characters are conducting at Larensis’
party.  Additionally, by accepting Athenaeus’ view that there was a historical dialogue between the
two poets, we implicitly accept that Melanippides and Telestes are both presenting their personal
views on musical matters, and we ignore the narratological strategies of the poems and the rhetoric
of the fragments, including the fact that the supposed censure of aulos playing might be taking
place in a dithyramb called Marsyas presumably performed to aulos music.15

39

12 Athenaeus’ ‘historical contextualization’ of
Pratinas and presentation of the poet after the two New
Musicians have led some critics to make Pratinas a late
fifth-century poet, connected to the New Musical
Revolution.  Among the main representatives of the
debate, some offer an early date: Seaford (1977−1978);
D’Alessio (2007) 118, who evokes the possibility of ‘un
testo pseudo-epigrafo, se ne possono trarre argomenti
per una datazione più bassa del testo, ormai influenzato
dalla commedia della seconda metà del secolo’.  Others
prefer an early fifth-century date: Ieranò (1997) 219−26;
Napolitano (2000); Barker (2002) 56; Cipolla (2003).
For a late fifth-century date: Pickard-Cambridge (1962)
17−20; Zimmermann (1986); (1989); Hamilton (1990);
Csapo (2004) 243, who argues that the fragment is a
pastiche of conservative critics; Franklin (forthcoming).
I would defend an early fifth-century date, on the
grounds among other things that Pratinas’ use of
compound adjectives (as much, of course, as we can
infer from the 26 lines of his that have survived, PMG
708−13) is reminiscent more of Old Comedy than of the
use of compounds by the New Music poets.  Although
the composition of the adjectives is not significantly
different between Old Comedy and New Dithyramb,
their use by the New Music poets corresponds to what I
would call a ‘synaesthetic poetics’: the adjectives talk to
the imagination rather than to reason (for example,
afiolopt°rugon sÁn églaçn »kÊtati xeir«n in

PMG 805c, pneÊmatow eÎpteron aÎran in PMG
806), while the compounds used by Pratinas are
descriptive and capture realistic (albeit caricature-like:
polupãtaga, 2; yuramãxoiw te pugmax¤aisi
n°vn, 8) aspects of the object described, and the poet
accumulates them as terms of abuse
(Ùlesisialokãlamon / lalobarÊopa paramelo-
ruymobãtan, 11−12). 

13 The verb diasÊrv is used six other times in the
Deipnosophistae, to describe a literary polemic (real or
not), and twice in parallel with kvmvid«: 131a (of
Anaxandrides about the symposium of Iphicrates); 187c
(of Plato about Agathon, Alcibiades and many other
‘neoi’); and in quotations of comic authors.  A TLG
search for diasÊrv suggests that this verb is used in
contexts related to comedy or literary polemic.  The verb
éntikorÊssomai (which picks up on the éntil°gvn
used to describe the guest’s response to another) is used
three other times, always of the deipnosophists
responding to each other on matters of erudition, and in
only two other (later) poetic pieces. 

14 For Athenaeus’ characters’ quotation habits, and
the practices of quotations used in the Deipnosophistae,
see Jacob (2001) especially his sections 13 (pratiche di
letterati, LXXI−LXXXVII) and 15 (I deipnosofisti come
testo: generi, usi, XCIII−C).

15 Barker (1984) 93−94; Wilson (1999) 63−64;
Martin (2003) 160, n.36, underline the limitation.  
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The second point has to do with the nature of the poetic dialogue and the poets’ views on the
musical art.  Some verbal echoes between the fragments indeed prompt the reader to interpret the
passage of Telestes as a form of response to the older poet: 

Melanippides Telestes
Movement: ¶rricen épÚ xeirÚw (2) xer«n §kbale›n (a3)
Description of hands: flerçw xeirÚw (2) églaçn xeir«n (c3)
Reaction: a‡sxea (3) dusÒfyalmon a‰sxow (a3)
Moral judgment: s≈mati lÊma (3) §p¤fyonon ˆneidow (b3)

(and possibly kakÒtati d¤dvmi (4))

In each case, Telestes caps every singular noun used by Melanippides with either a plural
expression or an accompanying epithet − with the only exception of line 2, where Melanippides’
plural expression, t rgan<a> (line 2) is paralleled by a singular in Telestes’ text, ̂ rganon (line
2).  But the verbal echoes actually trump the logic: there is a slight disjunction in Telestes’ use of
the Melanippidean vocabulary that would make him a rather sloppy (or superbly sophistic) reader
of the older melic poet, if he were indeed responding directly and engaging in polemics.  For
example, whereas it is to the aulos that the outrage (lÊma) referred in Melanippides, ˆneidow
qualifies the tale about Athena in Telestes; while a‡sxea and kakÒtati in Melanippides has
both a moral and aesthetic meaning, it is more explicitly aesthetic in dusÒfyalmon a‰sxow;
finally, whereas the hands were said to be ‘sacred’ in contrast with the degrading aulos, they are
sacred in connection with the aulos in Telestes.  Although the same type of vocabulary is used in
reference to the same type of scenario, the disjunction in the use of the vocabulary hints that
Telestes’ response (if it is one) is not as straightforward a response as Athenaeus thinks: Telestes
objects and responds to Melanippides’ myth, but he also changes the grounds of the argument,
and part, if not most, of his response to Melanippides has to do with poetic competition and
mythical rewriting.  The version that Telestes offers is a humorous and sexualized revision of the
myth of Athena and the aulos, in a tradition of aetiologies of musical instruments. 

Finally, a third reason for doubting the historicity of a debate over the role of aulos playing in
society and the historical contextualization proposed by Athenaeus has to do with the overall
structure of his argument in this passage.  The hypothesis that I should like to explore in the rest
of this paper is that, in this section of the Deipnosophistae, Athenaeus is not − seemingly
randomly − collecting late Classical melic passages related to the topic of the aulos and providing
us with first-hand information about the historical context to which they belong:16 rather, I
suggest, Athenaeus draws directly on the structure of the section of Aristotle’s Politics Book 8
devoted to the use of the aulos in musical education, and illustrates it with passages from late
Classical poetry that he had access to.17

40

16 For such a view on Athenaeus’ contribution to the
debate, see McKinnon (1984) 209: ‘There are two
rambling passages in his lengthy work [the
Deipnosophistae] that cite the aulos on virtually every
page [4.174−85, 14.616−39].  It is fair to say that he
looks on music with consistent favour or at least with
benign curiosity. Moreover, the aulos figures as one of
the most prominent specific objects of his praise.
Nonetheless, there are a few references that might be
construed out of context as supporting the conventional
view.  For instance, he cites Athena’s discarding of the
aulos and in a nearby citation Pratinas’ injunction that it
not get out of hand in exercising its accompaniment
function.  One had best consider this an echo of Classical

Athens, keeping in mind Athenaeus’ tendency to quote
each and every reference he can muster.  Moreover, he
has Telestes immediately step into the breach with a
spirited defense of the aulos’.  The ‘rambling’ nature of
this ‘lengthy’ work and the ‘few references that might be
construed out of context’ have for the longest time been
the only aspects critics commented on, and there is still
work to do on understanding what Athenaeus’ purpose
and method was in writing this imposing work.  

17 Canfora (2001) points three times (3.1590, n.2,
1591, n.3, 1593, n.2) to a thematic parallel with
Aristotle’s Politics 8, but does not comment further on
the structure of the Athenaean passage nor on the impli-
cations of the Aristotelian parallel. 
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Three types of considerations lend their weight to this hypothesis, starting with the nature of
Athenaeus’ sources in this part of Book 14 of the Deipnosophistae.  These paragraphs are the only
ones in the section on paidia, opened at 616e by comments on the aulos and concluding at 623e,
in which Athenaeus relies on poetic sources.  Indeed, apart from fragments of comedy, all the
information about musical practice in this section comes, via quotations ranging from several lines
to several pages, from philosophers composing musical treatises, authors writing on musical
topics, grammarians, compilers, lexicographers, biographers, historians and anecdotists;18 no
poetic passage other than those under consideration is quoted without intermediary in this section.

Secondly, the sequence of quotations about the reaction to the aulos strongly suggests that the
passage is meant to be envisaged as an organic whole.  For a few paragraphs later (618c), a second,
and competing, story about the origins of the aulos is offered: Duris is quoted as having recorded
in the second book of his Agathocles and his Times that the aulos was called Libyan because the
art of aulos playing was invented by Seirites, a Libyan.  Given Athenaeus’ obsession over
taxonomy and pertinence,19 it is surprising that the Durian aetiology for aulêtikê is introduced in a
section about synaulia and terms related to the aulos rather than being presented as opposing that
of Athena.  In the same way, the ethnologic associations introduced in the second Telestian passage
with the adjectives FrÊga, LudÒn and Dvr¤dow find a thematic echo in Heraclides of Pontus’
presentation of the different modes in 625f; but again, the two passages are not linked.  Instead,
Athenaeus quotes the passage of Pratinas devoted to the aulos, after introducing it with a few lines
on social decline and estrangement from Archaic song culture.  This ‘cluster’-organizing principle
seems to oppose Athenaeus’ other taxonomic trend, illustrated just above, where contrasting
versions, etymologies or aetiologies on a topic are confronted with one another.

This brings me, finally, to the hypothesis suggested above, that the Athenean passage about
the aulos is not a collection of quotes but is following a specific pattern and agenda.  I shall now
argue that it is inspired, directly or indirectly, by Aristotle’s section of the Politics devoted to the
aulos.  An Aristotelian source is of course in itself not surprising, given the overall importance of
Plato and Aristotle for Athenaeus.20 But more specifically, the overall concerns of Athenaeus’
presentation of music attest to the underlying importance of Book 8 of the Politics for Athenaeus
since the latter combines reflections on instrumentation, sociology, psychology and ethics of
music (four of the main themes of this section of the Deipnosophistae). 

Indeed the thematic articulations of the deipnosophists’ conversation in Book 14 correspond
to the three dimensions of mousikê that Aristotle describes in this section of the Politics.  To the
question of where the power of mousikê resides, Aristotle offers three suggestions; in its being
something for the sake of amusement and relaxation, just as sleep and heavy drinking (paidiçw
ßneka ka‹ énapaÊsevw, kayãper Ïpnou ka‹ m°yhw, 1339a.16−17); in its movement tending
towards virtue (prÚw éretÆn ti te¤nein, 1339a.22) or in its contributing to our pastimes and to
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18 Apart from the six passages of comedy quoted, the
great majority of authors quoted belong to the Peripatetic
school (Aristotle himself, Heraclides of Pontus,
Aristoxenus, Chamaeleon, Clearchus, Dicaearchus,
Aristocles of Messene), with the quotes related to their
work on music, poetry, lyric poets, competitions, etc.
The other sources are anecdotists (Semus of Delos,
Hegesander of Delphi), grammarians (Tryphon of
Alexandria, Aristophanes of Byzantium, Lysanias of
Cyrene), a biographer (Hermippus of Smyrna) and histo-
rians (Carystius of Pergamum, Nymphis of Heraclea,
Jason of Cyrene, Sosibius of Sparta).

19 See Jacob (2001) LXXV−LXXVI, on táxis and
‘forma di indicizzazione mentale’, and XCIX−CIII, on the
‘principio di pertinenza’, on which Jacob writes (CII−

CIII): ‘Quest’ ultimo, è vero, è interpretato con
larghezza, e permetta una scelta aperta di strategie
associative: per analogia, per fonti bibliografice, per
temi o parole-chiave, per antitesi, per mutua rettifica,
per aggiunta successiva, di precisazioni, per ordine
alfabetico, e così via’.  Here, I propose another organ-
izing principle: Athenaeus is following the argument of
a ‘master text’ (Aristotle’s Politics 8) and illustrating it
by poetic examples.

20 See Trapp (2000) 357: ‘In terms of numbers of
named references (admittedly a crude measure),
Aristotle’s name comes up about 170 times, Plato’s about
140, Theophrastus’ about 110, Clearchus’ and Socrates’
around 80, Posidonius’ about 40, Epicurus’ about 35, and
Speusippus’ and Aristoxenus’ about 30 apiece’. 
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thoughts (prÚw diagvgÆn ti sumbãlletai ka‹ prÚw frÒnhsin, 1339a.25−26).  The first
dimension suggested by Aristotle, amusement, is the theme of Athenaeus’ first section (613a−
623e) that deals with buffoons, jokers, planoi, songs, auloi, rhapsodists, hilarodists and more
vulgar kinds of entertainment, such as iamboi and others.21 The second suggestion, mousikê as a
way to get closer to virtue, is the framework of discussion for the second section of Book 14
(623e−633e), focusing on ethical problems linked to music (music as training the mind, sharp-
ening character, inciting courage, softening the heart, etc).  As for the last section of Book 14
(633e−639b), it examines forms of entertainment and the educated reflections that they occasion
concerning instrumentation, musical history and lyric genre taxonomy.22 So although Aristotle is
not directly acknowledged as a source in this passage, the framework for thinking about musical
practice, from entertainment to philosophical contemplation and including gentlemanly conver-
sation, precisely reflects Aristotelian concerns.

Even more specifically, it is possible, I think, to see the succession of quotations in the section
cited (616e−617f) as a sort of collage that closely follows Aristotle’s argument in 1341a−1342b
and illustrates each main point made by the philosopher with a quotation from a poet.23 If this
hypothesis, which I have not seen examined anywhere else, is correct, it might provide us with a
new lens through which we might better be able to evaluate Athenaeus’ method, purpose and
engagement with the Classical tradition. 

After evoking the problem of whether mousikê should be included in education and whether
the young should be able to play musical instruments themselves, Aristotle goes over the possible
instruments used for that purpose.  After rejecting the aulos among other technical instruments
(êllo ti texnikÚn ˆrganon, 1341a.18−19) for their exciting influence and interference with
speech, the philosopher refers to old poets who have mythologized on the aulos (eÈlÒgvw d'
¶xei ka‹ tÚ per‹ t«n aÈl«n ÍpÚ t«n érxa¤vn memuyologhm°non 1341b.2−3): 

fas‹ går dØ tØn 'Ayhnçn eÍroËsan épobale›n toÁw aÈloÊw. oÈ kak«w m¢n oÔn ¶xei fãnai
ka‹ diå tØn ésxhmosÊnhn toË pros≈pou toËto poi∞sai dusxerãnasan tØn yeÒn: oÈ mØn
éllå mçllon efikÚw ˜ti prÚw tØn diãnoian oÈy°n §stin ≤ paide¤a t∞w aÈlÆsevw, t∞i d¢
'Ayhnçi tØn §pistÆmhn perit¤yemen ka‹ tØn t°xnhn.

The story is that Athena found the auloi and threw them away.  It is not bad to say that the goddess did that
out of disgust for the ugliness of her features; but it is more likely that it was because education in aulos
playing does not do anything for the intelligence, and we make knowledge and art the province of Athena. 

Although in concluding his considerations about the use of the aulos in education Aristotle
refers to the ancient poets’ story about Athena and the aulos (with an adjective, érxa¤vn, that
leaves the dating or precise reference, if any, uncertain), he does not connect them to a larger
synchronic controversy about the value of the aulos in society, in which two groups and their

42

21 Not insignificantly, the opening words of Book 14
are tÚn DiÒnuson, and the book starts with considera-
tions about drunkenness − the term of comparison used
by Aristotle to describe entertainment. 

22 For a presentation of the main themes, see Restani
(1988) 27, who describes ‘quattro filoni tematici: una
sorta di manualetto sull’aulós, il primo (616e−618c);
una ricerca ad interesse etnomusicologico e socio-
paideutico, il secondo (618d−620a; 623e−628c; 631f−
633e); un’esegesi organologica (633f−637f) il terzo, ed
infine, una sintetica rassegna di interpreti e perform-
ances (620d−623d; 637f−638d; 638d−640a)’.

23 This ‘collage’ technique is even underlined by

Athenaeus’ introduction (616e): 
poll«n oÔn pollãkiw ˆntvn t«n
ékroamãtvn ka‹ t«n aÈt«n oÈk afie¤, §peidØ
pollo‹ per‹ aÈt«n §g¤nonto lÒgoi, tå
ÙnÒmata t«n efipÒntvn paralip∆n t«n
pragmãtvn mnhsyÆsomai.
So we had often many entertainments, not always
the same, and since there was much talk about them,
I will leave out the name of the speakers and talk
only about what happened. 

I would suggest that this ellipsis of the name of the
speakers corresponds to the actual absence of different
interlocutors: everything is an Aristotelian monologue. 
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poetic representatives would oppose each other, but rather to a diachronic narrative of the aulos
craze.24 His main consideration is about the aulos falling in and out of fashion in education, and
the ancient story is only presented as an acceptable fiction (oÈ kak«w ¶xei fãnai), a spring-
board to a more likely interpretation of the myth (oÈ mØn éllå mçllon efikÚw), connected with
the philosopher’s concern in this part of the treatise − education.  Athenaeus follows the same
pattern, and even underlines, with expressions that are synonyms to the ones used by Aristotle
(kal«w and komc«w for eÈlÒgvw and oÈ kak«w), the literary quality of the authors’ poetry:
he first presents Melanippides’ quotation (a rejection of the aulos), then Telestes’ version, which
connects (as Aristotle does) Athena with the arts and technique, Telestes using sofÚn sofån
(PMG 805a.1) and Aristotle §pistÆmh and t°xnh (1341b.7−8).25

The Aristotelian passage (1341b.8−21) continues with two remarks, on the technical nature of
the education in aulos playing (t«n te Ùrgãnvn ka‹ t∞w §rgas¤aw épodokimãzomen tØn
texnikØn paide¤an) and on the social status of aulos playing, considered menial
(yhtikvt°ran) because the professional player does not strive for his own betterment (oÈ t∞w
aÍtoË metaxeir¤zetai xãrin éret∞w) but for the pleasure of his audience (t∞w t«n
ékouÒntvn ≤don∞w).  This audience-oriented vision of virtuoso aulos playing is precisely the
feature that the last part of the quotation from Telestes (PMG 805c) and the next (PMG 806, both
quoted in full above) seem to illustrate: in these passages, the virtuosity of aulêtikê is suggested
with the accumulation of images of winged, variegated and light things used for describing the
hands and breath (églaçn »kÊtati xeir«n, 805c; pneËm' afiolopt°rugon, 805c;
kallipnÒvn aÈl«n, afiolomÒrfoiw kalãmoiw and eÎpteron aÎran, 806) and with the
imitation of the difficulty of musical articulation, mimicked by the use of alliterations and alter-
nation between the sounds pt, pn and pl.

The last section of Aristotle’s Politics ends with some justification for the use of all the
harmoniae (not only the Dorian but also the Phrygian and the Lydian), a description of the use
of the one that belongs to the realm of the aulos (the Phrygian, 1342b.1) and a reference to the
late fifth- and early fourth-century lyric poet Philoxenus (1342b.9).  Similarly, the last two
passages quoted by Athenaeus (the second Telestian quotation and the Pratinas fragment) wrap
up all the themes examined by Aristotle in the last section of the Politics.  The fragment of
Telestes (PMG 806, quoted above) relies on the use of ethnic adjectives (the ‘Phrygian’ king, the
‘Lydian’ tune rival of the ‘Dorian’ Muse) which evoke the use of harmoniae − unless they
properly describe these modes in a self-referential way.  This interest in the topic of musical
harmoniae is also illustrated in the Pratinas fragment (where the last line is an invitation to listen
to the Dorian choral dance, êkoue tån §mån D≈rion xore¤an, 16), but more generally the
fragment condenses all the themes touched on by Aristotle: the connection with Dionysus (§mÚw
§mÚw ı BrÒmiow, 3); the sneers at the technical aspect of aulos playing (Ùlesisialokãlamon /
lalobarÊopa parameloruymobãtan, 11−12); and even the banausic status of its practi-
tioner, if we adopt Harnung’s ingenious reading y∞ta (adopted by Gülick) for the manuscripts’
corrupt yupa before trupãnvi d°maw peplasm°non (13).26
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24 According to Aristotle, ‘in earlier ages’ people had
rejected the use of the aulos by the young and the free
but later accepted it (1341a.25−32).  The turning-point in
Aristotle’s chronology is the period after the Persian
Wars, when the Greeks, having more leisure in times of
peace and very proud of their feat (skolastik≈teroi
går gignÒmenoi diå tåw eÈpor¤aw ka‹
megalocuxÒteroi prÚw tØn éretÆn 1341a.28−29)
engaged in all sorts of studies, including aulos playing.

25 There is a difference though between Aristotle’s

and Telestes’ interpretation of Athena’s connection with
sophia and techne: rejecting the aulos is interpreted by
Aristotle as proving Athena’s foreignness to mere
technical skill and her connection with intellectual
disciplines.  Telestes associates Athena with technical
skills: she would not reject the sofÚn ˆrganon
(805a.1−2) and her rejection of the aulos would be a
disgrace to this sofçw t°xnaw (805b.3).

26 Kaibel has y«pa, and Campbell follows Page,
printing Ípa‹.
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Athenaeus’ introduction to the fragment thus retrospectively summarizes, I propose, the
Aristotelian historical elements discussed above and illustrated by the text of Pratinas: the idea
that, at a certain point in time, aulos playing became the province not of the free but of the menial
(yhtikvt°ran, in Aristotle’s words, misyofÒrvn in Athenaeus’ text and possibly y∞ta in
Pratinas’ fragment PMG 708.13) and that some change was introduced in the good old choral
tradition.  Although it looks like Athenaeus introduces the last passage of the series of quotations
about aulos playing with a piece of musical historiography, the poetic text itself is actually taken
as the proof for the historical contextualization: what proves that there was a cultural change of
attitude towards the aulos at the time of Pratinas, and that such cultural change actually occurred,
is the text itself.  In other words, Athenaeus offers a historicizing reading of the poetry that he had
access to and presents the first-person statements laid out in texts as expressing historical reality.
There is just one step from concluding that Athenaeus constructs (in the same way in which he
had constructed a historical dialogue between Melanippides and Telestes) Pratinas’ text as a
reaction to changing times, whether this corresponds to an actual event or not. 

So what do these few sections of the Deipnosophistae tell us about Athenaeus’ method as an historian
of music?  In this case-study, I have argued that in his presentation of aulos playing Athenaeus does
not offer a trustworthy historical ‘contextualization’ of three New Music fragments and a passage of
Pratinas, but follows the structure of Aristotle’s discussion of aulos playing in Book 8 of the Politics
and illustrates the Aristotelian argument by poetic examples, which he reads in a historicist manner
(as authors expressing their own opinions in the first-person and taking positions on contemporary
issues).  The statement that, rather than analysing or interpreting fragments, Athenaeus strings them
together is not original of course; much more important, however, is the claim that there is an
argumentative structure, and an ideological bias, behind an apparently loose stringing-together of
quotations.  Taking Athenaeus as a source for ‘putting in context’ the fourth-century fragments makes
us victim of a methodological vicious circle, since the fragments are only illustrations and historicist
readings of the musical historical discourse that Athenaeus borrows from Aristotle. 

The second part of the answer to a ‘so what?’ question can only be adumbrated here: if we cannot
rely on one of our main literary sources to interpret the context of the fourth-century fragments, what
can we do with these fragments?  On the one hand, instead of reading the fragments as metapoetic
cues informing us about what music was ‘really’ like at the end of the fifth century, we can read the
fragments for what they tell us about how poets engaged with the poetic past.  Both Melanippides and
Telestes, for example, do engage in conversation with a myth that Pindar had presented, in another
version, in his Twelfth Pythian, which staged Athena’s invention of aulêtikê at the death of the
Gorgon, and they do so without necessarily having entered into an actual dialogue and without being
spokespersons of contemporary cultural polemics over instrumental practice.27 Telestes not only
playfully engages with the motif of the female voice explored in Pindar’s ode, but also uses the same
kind of rhetoric of recusatio employed by Pindar, when refusing to present an august virgin goddess
busy with petty cosmetic concerns.  Additionally, Telestes uses to describe aulêtikê an expression
(sofçw t°xnaw) used nowhere else in previous extant poetry except twice in the Homeric Hymn to
Hermes (482−84, 511−12) where it serves to describe the invention of the lyre, and thus mixes two
aetiological tales to legitimize and support his version of the invention of aulêtikê.  Taken together,
these three features of Telestes’ engagement with his poetic predecessors open avenues for thinking
about how much newness the ‘New Music Revolution’ actually introduced.28
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27 Wallace (2003) 79 argues that Pindar’s version was
itself not the mainstream version of the myth: ‘Although
the aulos had Boeotian associations and a common Greek
tradition attributed its invention to the Phrygian Hyagnis,
father of Marsyas, in 490 Pindar, a Theban, attributed its
invention to Athena (Pyth. 12). Although we cannot prove

that Pindar himself invented this tale, it is nonetheless a
rarity in the ancient sources. Pindar’s story hellenizes,
and possibly associates with Athens, an instrument which
the Greeks typically regarded as foreign’.

28 Recent scholarship had started re-evaluationg the
originality of New Music.  It is best illustrated by
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On the other hand, if my hypothesis is true, this case-study offers an insight into Athenaeus’
stance as an historian of music in the Deipnosophistae.  Rather than telling us anything about
Athenaeus’ actual knowledge of musical history, the use of the Aristotelian passage tells us
something about Athenaeus’ attitude towards the musical past and historians of music: when in
need of elements of discourse about music and musical practice, Athenaeus goes back to the most
classical source and embraces its ideological bias, the sense of élite reactionary attitude towards
democratization of musical culture.29 This is precisely illustrated in a passage of Aristoxenus
(632a−b), quoted by Masurius a few sections further down in Book 14, which describes an
oligarchic reaction to the democratization of music:30

˜moion, fhs¤, poioËmen Poseidvniãtaiw to›w §n t«i Turrhnik«i kÒlpvi katoikoËsin. oÂw
sun°bh tå m¢n §j érx∞w ÜEllhsin oÔsin §kbebarbar«syai Turrhno›w [há flRvma¤oiw]
gegonÒsi, ka‹ tÆn te fvnØn metabeblhk°nai tã te loipå t«n §pithdeumãtvn, êgein d¢
m¤an tinå aÈtoÁw t«n •ort«n t«n flEllhnik«n ¶ti ka‹ nËn, §n ∏i suniÒntew
énamimnÆskontai t«n érxa¤vn §ke¤nvn Ùnomãtvn te ka‹ nom¤mvn, ka‹ épolofurãmenoi
prÚw éllÆlouw ka‹ épodakrÊsantew ép°rxontai. oÏtv dØ oÔn, fhs¤, ka‹ ≤me›w, §peidØ ka‹
tå y°atra §kbebarbãrvtai ka‹ efiw megãlhn diafyorån proelÆluyen ≤ pãndhmow aÏth
mousikÆ, kay' aÍtoÁw genÒmenoi Ùl¤goi énamimnhskÒmeya o·a ∑n ≤ mousikÆ.

We likewise, says Aristoxenus, do as the denizens of Poseidonia, who live on the Tyrrhenian Gulf.
Although they were originally Greeks they happened to become completely barbarized and became
Tuscans or Romans, and changed their speech and the rest of their customs, but even nowadays they
keep one Greek festival, during which they gather together and reminisce about the ancient names and
custom, and after bewailing them and lamenting over them, they leave and go home.  In the same way,
[Aristoxenus says] now that the theatres have become completely barbarized, and since mousikê has
become vulgar and undergone great demise, we do the same, and a few of us gathered together are
reminiscing about what mousikê was like.

The position of the denizens of Poseidonia reminiscing on a very special occasion about their
old Greek names and customs is evocative not only of ‘the few’ of the élite of Aristoxenus’ days,
expressing their laments in a discourse about the prostitution of music (≤ pãndhmow aÏth
mousikÆ) and musical decline (efiw megãlhn diafyorån proelÆluyen), but also of the
characters of Athenaeus’ text themselves.  Just as both remembering tales of the heroic past and
sharing musical proficiency defined élite status in the Archaic and early Classical periods, in the
same way in the fourth century BC, a new élite defined itself by its sharing the memory of what
old mousikê was like and its mastery of musical discourse.  Several centuries later, the educated
man at Larensis’ dinner, in a manner reminiscent of the happy few of Aristoxenus, defines
himself by his mastery of Classical texts about musical practice and musical decline, and to start
with, Aristotle’s discourse in Politics 8.
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d’Angour’s suggestive title: ‘The “New Music”: so
what’s new?’ (d’Angour 2006).  See also Csapo and
Wilson (2009), on Timotheus as a ‘New’ Musician.

29 For a similar sort of conclusion about Athenaeus’
position vis-à-vis musical history in the case of the
Homeric singers, see Bartol (2007), especially 241−42.

30 Ath. 632b = 124 Wehrli.  On the fragment, see
Visconti (1999) 100−63, especially 144−63; Meriani
(2003) 15−48, especially 33−35, 42−43.  For the idea of
‘barbarization’ of music used by an Imperial author, see

Bowersock (1995) especially 5−6.  Bowersock’s article
sheds light on the culture in which Athenaeus was
writing, and on Athenaeus’ use of Aristoxenus’ discourse
on barbarization: ‘the report of Aristoxenus would
suggest that it consisted in the collective forgetfulness of
Greek language as well as ritual.  But manifestly not all
of it disappeared, and the Hellenism of the late Republic
received an infusion of new imperially fueled energy that
animated a kind of Italian Hellenism in a way that had
never been seen before’ ((1995) 13).
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