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PORPHYRY’S COMMENTARY ON

PTOLEMY’S H A R M O N I C S

Porphyry’s Commentary, the only surviving ancient commentary on
a technical text, is not merely a study of Ptolemy’s Harmonics. It
includes virtually free-standing philosophical essays on epistemology,
metaphysics, scientific methodology, aspects of the Aristotelian cat-
egories and the relations between Aristotle’s views and Plato’s, and
a host of briefer comments on other matters of wide philosophical
interest. For musicologists it is widely recognised as a treasury of quo-
tations from earlier treatises, many of them otherwise unknown; but
Porphyry’s own reflections on musical concepts (for instance notes,
intervals and their relation to ratios, quantitative and qualitative con-
ceptions of pitch, the continuous and discontinuous forms of vocal
movement, and so on) and his snapshots of contemporary music-
making have been undeservedly neglected. This volume presents the
first English translation and a revised Greek text of the Commentary,
with an Introduction and notes designed to assist readers in engaging
with this important and intricate work.

andrew barker is Emeritus Professor of Classics at the University
of Birmingham. He has been researching in the field of ancient Greek
music and musical theory since the s, and has published six books
(including The Science of Harmonics in Classical Greece, Cambridge
) and a great many articles on these topics. He is the Founding
President of the International Society for the Study of Greek and
Roman Music (Moisa), and Editor of the journal Greek and Roman
Musical Studies.
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from him in the process; he opened up some fascinating fresh perspectives
on Porphyry’s arguments, and alerted me to a number of textual and inter-
pretative difficulties I had missed. Stefan Hagel’s persistent questioning of
the ways in which I construed certain passages compelled me to rethink
and sharpen my interpretations, and he gave invaluable guidance about
the puzzles presented by one particularly problematic chapter. Others to
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heart-felt thanks to all these people, named and unnamed.
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shoots right through to the harvest. In particular, Michael Sharp not only
welcomed my original proposal and supported my subsequent efforts; he
is also the source of the idea that I should include a revised Greek text and
apparatus as well as the translation, and his gentle persuasion overcame my
initial reluctance. In view of the amount of additional work it involved,
I didn’t feel particularly grateful to him at the time, but I have revised
that churlish attitude; I now think it was worth the effort and I hope that
readers will agree. Many thanks, too, to Elizabeth Hanlon, who oversaw
the book’s progress through to production, to the expert who transformed
my crudely hand-drawn diagrams into accurate and elegant figures, and to
my admirable copy-editor, Linda Woodward, whose meticulous work has
done much to eliminate imperfections I had overlooked.
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