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How can the meaning of a word change so drastically? What is the effect of separating a
word from its origin? How did the Lydian mode go from being a style of music associated with
the ancient kingdom of Lydia to a scale with no relation to its original definition? In Western
music theory, the modal system is considered one of the earliest systems of organizing music
into ordered collections of pitches (also known as modes). The modal theory of the middle ages
and the Renaissance serves as a starting point for discussing modern musical systems. Though
the modal system had been intuitively used long before the middle ages, the tenth-century
treatise Alia musica is considered to be one of “the first known attempts to define the modal
system,” and it is from there most scholarly conversations of modal theory begin.1 Yet Alia
musica a nd the medieval modal system were themselves based on interpretations of the modal
system of Ancient Greece, which used modes to categorize certain regions of voice and their
associated emotional characteristics. The Ancient Greek modal system is a niche topic in music
theory, as the general scholarly conversation only briefly acknowledges it as the origin for the
names of the medieval modes. What discussion there is about the Ancient Greek modal system is
nebulous and inconclusive, drawing from fragmentary theses and contradictory definitions. The
medieval modes (and the Ancient Greek modes they derive from) are named after regions of
Ancient Greece and its neighbors, such as Ionia, Phrygia, and Lydia, yet very rarely do scholarly
discussions (even those focusing on Ancient Greek modes) go into detail about this point of
origin - perhaps because of the disassociation between the names’ origin and their meanings.
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The lydion was a style of vase that originated in the Anatolian kingdom of Lydia and
later was adopted in Ancient Greece.2 Its name derives directly from its place of origin. Unlike
the lydion, the modern Lydian mode, as well as the Mixolydian and Hypolydian modes, share no
such connection. In music theory, the term ‘Lydian’ is completely arbitrary, removed from the
context it may have once had by centuries of reinterpretation and reanalysis. Though these
modes are ‘Lydian’ by name, they are not ‘from Lydia’. Taken from their original meaning,
which Plato’s The Republic briefly described, they are stripped of their emotional and ethnic
associations by the categorization of Aristoxenus and Ptolemy. From there, any remaining
connections the modes may have had are lost with the fundamental alteration of their content in
Alia musica. By the time the Renaissance reapplies Plato’s definitions to the Lydian modes,
those modes have been fully separated from their original meaning, rendering such
reapplications moot. It is in these changes that one can understand how meaning is altered and
lost through revolutions in notational systems.
The earliest recorded instance of the Lydian modes comes from a conversation in Plato’s
The Republic between Plato and the musician Glaucon. Their discussion on mode is brief, barely
lasting a page, but it is one of the few remaining examples that can be used to understand what
the original modes were. Through reinterpretations of music theory, the definition of ‘mode’ will
vary and at times be nebulous, but in The Republic the original definition of mode is clear. Mode
referred to the harmoniai, an Ancient Greek term which most scholars interpret as being both the
emotional characteristics of a style of music (its mode) and the pattern of intervals between “the
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stops on the fingerboard of a stringed instrument, or the lateral holes in a pipe” (its scale).3 In this
initial explanation, Lydian mode can be taken to mean ‘style of music from Lydia and Lydian
culture.’ Also clear from the conversation is Plato’s opinions on the Lydian modes: he asserts
that “modes like the mixed and sharp Lydian” are unsuitable for decent men and women and
other “loose” Lydian modes have the effects of “drunkenness, idleness, softness...unsuited to
guardians.”4 The connection between the Lydian modes Plato speaks of and the ancient kingdom
of Lydia is direct. Even in Ancient Greece, “the term ‘Lydian’ was used as a label, normally with
the association of luxury or sumptuous living.”5 Lydia is credited as the place of origin of coins
as currency, and Ancient Greek historians took special interest of Lydia’s great wealth. These
accounts of Lydia portray its culture as lavish and materialistic to the point of debauchery. It is
little wonder, then, that as Plato was searching for a style of music for soldiers, he would shun
the modes associated with Lydia.6 Yet while the relation between Plato’s Lydian modes and
Lydia deserve merit, in scholarly conversion the Platonic definition is only mentioned as the
origin of the Lydian mode. The real focus in the conversation on the Lydian mode is as it relates
to the formal modal systems of Ancient Greece.
In the scholarly discussion of Ancient Greek musical theory, the main systems which
tend to come up are the modal system of Aristoxenus and the Greater Perfect System of Ptolemy.
These sought to condense the harmoniai into a single organized system, and in them the term
‘mode’ transitioned from a description of a musical piece’s emotional associations to a term
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categorizing the nature of inner relationships in octave species.7 These octave species took on the
ethnic names of the ‘musical style’ modes, including the Lydian modes: Lydian, Mixolydian, and
Hypolydian all appear as categories in both the thirteen tonoi o f Aristoxenus and the Greater
Perfect System.8 However, while we do know the original modes had “considerable diversity,
and it may not have been easy to combine them in a logical scale-system, or possible without
sacrifice of their individualities,” exactly how much of the Lydian modes’ characteristics were
lost as they were organized into these systems is difficult to say.9
In attempting to examine the actual content of Ancient Greek music prior to Aristoxenus’
system, the scholarly conversation tends to hit a wall, as few examples of actual specimens of
Ancient Greek music still exist.10 Scholars attempting to link the original Lydian modes to the
Lydian octave species must draw their conclusions with only fragmentary evidence of the
original modes and the incomplete explanation of Aristoxenus’ musical system. Some scholars
assert that there is “no need to twist our theory of the old Greek modes into line with the
statements of Aristoxenus, since the two clearly belong to different stages of development.”11 As
there is no conclusive evidence of the old modes complying to Aristoxenus’ system, and as
“Aristoxenus lived in an age of pure keys, when the word harmonia was an archaic term
requiring explanation,” the connection between the original modes and the modes of Aristoxenus
and Ptolemy is one of name alone.12 Other scholars agree that while the content of Aristoxenus’
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modes certainly differed from the original modes, with at least “the rich emotional associations
of a less sophisticated music [having] been lost,” they claim what evidence there is of early
scales, in addition to the octave species’ retainment of their ethnic names, proves “they were to
some degree the heirs of the harmoniai. ”13 However, the scholarly conversion is consistent in
concluding that, without further evidence of the old modes, determining how much of the
original Lydian modes were lost by Aristoxenus’ categorization is inconclusive. Was the
‘Lydian’ in the Lydian modes already arbitrary by the time of Aristoxenus and Ptolemy?
Regardless of what conclusions any further evidence would bring up, any “unbroken tradition
between the harmoniai and Ptolemy’s tonoi” was certainly lost as the modal system continued to
be analyzed and reinterpreted.14
The introductory level of discussion of modal theory begins with the treatise Alia musica,
and scholarly discussion about the medieval and modern Lydian modes base themselves on Alia
musica’ s modal system. However, not only are the Lydian modes of Alia musica r emoved from
their ethnic context by categorization into a single organized system, but their content is entirely
different from the Lydian modes of Aristoxenus and Ptolemy. The reason for this dramatic
contrast is attributed to “the reception, interpretation, and misinterpretation of the Greek system”
by early medieval scholars.15
The alterations begin with Boethius’ De institutione musica, a part of his works “treating
arithmetic, music, geometry, and astronomy as disciplines that lead the soul to its first encounter
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with incorporeal knowledge.”16 Its modal system was derived from Ptolemy’s Greater Perfect
System, and its seven octave species share names and content with the Greater Perfect System’s
seven tonoi. The Lydian modes of Boethius were identical to the ones of Ptolemy, with one
notable discrepancy: their ordering. De institutione musica had reversed the order of the octave
species: “in Mixolydian, Ptolemy’s species number 1 becomes Boethius’ number 7; in Lydian,
Ptolemy’s number 2 becomes Boethius’ number 6.”17 In addition, Boethius added an eighth
mode, the Hypomixolydian mode, as the plagal form of the Mixolydian mode.18 However, this
new mode was identical in content to the Dorian mode, and could not share the emotional
characteristics of Plato’s Lydian modes.
The Hypomixolydian mode may be the first definite example of the adjective ‘Lydian’ as
an arbitrary term unrelated to Lydia, but Boethius’ alterations to the modal system would affect
the octave species in ways far beyond just their ordering. When the treatise Alia musica
illustrated its modal system, it began its ordering of the octave species with “the a-a’ octave as
the first species,” just as Boethius did.19 At the same time, “following the earlier Greek tradition,
[Alia musica] presumes the first species to be the lowest, and proceeds to derive the others in an
ascending manner.”20 Because of this alteration, the content of the Lydian modes noticeably
changed. In the Greater Perfect System the Lydian mode was the name of the c-c’ octave species,
but in Alia musica and beyond it is the name of the f-f’ octave species. The Mixolydian mode is
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now the name of the g-g’ octave species, which before had been known as the Hypophrygian
mode. Most scholarly conversation about this drastic transformation attributes it to simple
misinterpretation of either the Greater Perfect System or Boethius. Some scholars have pointed
out that the old content of the ethnic names is linked to the new content by whether the folding
pattern of the octave species is forward or backward, though this link is noted in the discussion to
be “clearly ahistorical...but reaffirms the historical logic traced by [other scholars].”21 Whatever
the reason, the end result remains the same: through all the changes applied by Aristoxenus,
Ptolemy, Boethius, and Alia musica, the Lydian modes have been reinterpreted to the point
where they are now completely disconnected from Plato’s description of the Lydian modes and
the kingdom of Lydia. Yet while the modes in Alia musica are purely a technical organization,
the association between modes and emotional characteristics remains a topic of scholarly
discussion.
Despite the modes’ alterations into octave species which do not resemble the original
modes of Plato, Platonic bigotry against the Lydian mode remained influential throughout the
Renaissance.22 As such, the term ‘Lydian’ took on meaning beyond its technical description of an
octave species, being seen as “the standard reproach for everything thought to be vicious in
music.”23 Because of Plato’s warnings against the soft and convivial Lydian mode, Lydian music
in the Renaissance meant music that was sensual or passionate. Of particular note to scholars of
this subject is John Milton’s L’Allegro, in which the poet stated that he wished to be lapped “in
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soft Lydian airs.” Most scholars agree that the soft Lydian airs Milton writes about is a reference
to the soft, convivial Lydian modes mentioned in the The Republic. Others point out that it is
only in the final movement of L’Allegro “ that our experience in the poem is called Lydian and
thus given the rather uncomfortable clarity of a modal category,” and was not directly
referencing the Platonic Lydian modes but their effects.24 Regardless of Milton’s intent, his
reference to the Lydian mode demonstrates that the emotional associations between Lydian
modes and the luxury of Lydia were brought back in the Renaissance.
Except, considering the dramatic changes in the modal systems between then and now,
can it be said that the ‘Lydian’ music of the Renaissance was truly Lydian? The Lydian modes
had been altered at a structural level, and it would be impossible for them to retain the exact
emotional character as that of Lydia’s music. Alternatively, it might be that the Lydian airs
referred to in the Renaissance were not a matter of music in the Lydian mode of Alia musica, and
instead a separate term regarding sensual music; the scholarly conversion on the Lydian airs does
not examine the technical side of the references. If this is the case, then term ‘Lydian’ existed in
the Renaissance as two distinct expressions: one which encapsulates the spirit of Lydia’s music
(or at least Plato’s definition of it) without considering its content, and one which may have once
been related to the content of Lydia’s music, but certainly lost its emotional context. Either way,
it cannot be said that the Lydian mode of the Renaissance and beyond is ‘from Lydia.’
One other subject to consider is a recent study examining the emotional connotations of
modal music. Among the study’s findings was the discovery that music of the Lydian and
Mixolydian modes were “judged as happier” than most other modes tested, including the Dorian
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and Phrygian modes.25 While this study’s primary focus is on modern modes, it still
demonstrates that the emotional connotations of Lydian modes today are entirely separate from
those of the Ancient Greek Lydian modes. After all, the mixed and sharp Lydian modes Plato
described were modes for “dirges and laments,” which certainly would not be judged as happy.26
The original content of the Lydian modes are, of course, not the only example of a
medium’s original content being lost due to revolution within its systems. For example, much of
the rhymes in the verses of Shakespeare and other Elizabethan poets have been lost by changes
in the pronunciation, surviving only through some notes and scholarly intuition of how they may
have rhymed in the past. Even “the words which rime now were quite possibly pronounced
otherwise than as we pronounce them,” and as such modern readings lose some of the original
wordplay that may have lain within the rhymes.27 Is it really the case that such loss is inevitable
as systems of notation change over time? One could assert that if a system was organized in an
objective method, such as geometry, math, or computation, then it would remain consistent
through the ages. Yet as the scholarly analysis has shown, it was Aristoxenus and Boethius’
attempts at categorizing the Lydian modes in the arguably objective system of pitch that caused
them to lose their emotional connection to the original music of Lydia. In addition, there is the
question of if it would even be worth preservation though objective systems if those systems
would be overly complex and limiting to expression. And even if such a perfect objective system
was established, how could one ensure the system was not lost as early scales and works of the
original Lydian modes were? Ultimately, although the Lydian modes of today may not be
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‘Lydian’, change in a system’s terms is inevitable between time and the revolution of the system
itself, and so it is that the new music bases itself on the new non-Lydian Lydian modes. 28
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