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Harmonia	in	)me	
Pythagorean	 number,	 embodied	 rhythm	 and	 the	
aesthe)cs	of	classic	rock	

Abstract	
This	 ar(cle	 examines	 how	 Pythagorean	 principles	 of	 number,	 propor(on,	 and	
rhythm	 (rhythmos)	are	conceptually	 rear(culated	 in	 the	aesthe(c	experience	of	
classic	rock	music.	Moving	beyond	the	tradi(onal	intellectualist	interpreta(on	of	
harmonia	as	an	abstract	system,	it	emphasizes	rhythm,	repe((on,	and	bodily	en-
gagement	as	central	to	musical	percep(on.	Drawing	on	classical	sources	such	as	
Aristotle,	Plato,	and	Cicero,	alongside	contemporary	philosophy	of	music	(Gracyk,	
Cox,	Shusterman,	Giovannelli),	the	paper	argues	that	classic	rock	reac(vates	key	
ancient	 insights:	music	organizes	(me,	bodies,	and	affect,	 rendering	propor(on	
percep(ble	and	lived.	Through	an	analysis	of	groove,	repe((on,	and	collec(ve	lis-
tening	in	ar(sts	such	as	Led	Zeppelin,	The	Who,	Black	Sabbath	and	Iron	Maiden,	
the	ar(cle	shows	that	the	aesthe(c	power	of	rock	resides	in	its	capacity	to	struc-
ture	embodied	temporal	experience,	revealing	a	con(nuity	between	ancient	musi-
cal	thought	and	contemporary	prac(ce.	

Keywords		
Pythagorean	aesthe(cs,	Musical	experience,	Rock	music	

Received:	29/01/2026	

Approved:	5	April,	2026	

Edi)ng	by:	Danilo	Manca	

©	2026	The	Author.	Open	Access	published	under	the	terms	of	the	CC-BY-4.0.	

igaray@gmail.com	(Universidad	Austral,	sede	Pilar)	
	 	



Ignacio	Garay,	Harmonia	in	(me	

 96	

1.	Introduc(on:	why	Pythagoras	today?	

The	recovery	of	an)quity	in	contemporary	aesthe)cs	invites	us	to	recon-
sider	the	founda)onal	categories	of	musical	thought	and	their	relevance	
for	modern	ar)s)c	prac)ces.	Among	the	ancient	figures	oben	invoked	in	
such	discussions,	Pythagoras	occupies	a	singular	place.	Tradi)onally	asso-
ciated	with	the	discovery	of	numerical	ra)os	underlying	musical	conso-
nance,	he	is	frequently	portrayed	as	the	origin	of	a	ra)onalist	and	abstract	
approach	 to	music.	 Yet,	 this	 common	 image	obscures	a	more	nuanced	
understanding:	Pythagorean	thought	offers	a	complex	vision	of	music	as	
a	phenomenon	that	intertwines	number,	propor)on,	and	bodily	experi-
ence.	The	ques)on	guiding	this	ar)cle	is	therefore	both	historical	and	con-
ceptual:	 how	 can	 Pythagorean	 principles	 illuminate	 contemporary	 aes-
the)c	prac)ces,	par)cularly	those	involving	embodied	engagement	with	
sound?	

The	choice	to	focus	on	music	is	mo)vated	by	its	privileged	status	with-
in	both	ancient	and	modern	theories	of	aesthe)cs.	Music,	unlike	other	
arts,	manifests	propor)on	and	rhythm	directly	 in	)me	and	through	the	
body.	The	experience	of	sound,	tempo,	and	repe))on	engages	listeners	
not	only	intellectually	but	affec)vely	and	physically.	In	the	classical	world,	
this	insight	informed	discussions	of	ethical	forma)on,	social	harmony,	and	
cosmology.	Plato,	in	the	Republic	(402-403a),	emphasized	music’s	role	in	
shaping	 character	 through	 habitua)on,	 while	 Aristotle,	 in	 the	 Poli(cs	
(1340a-b),	highlighted	its	capacity	to	regulate	emo)on	and	provide	pleas-
ure	in	accordance	with	civic	norms.	Even	Cicero,	in	De	re	publica	(VI),	used	
the	metaphor	of	the	“music	of	the	spheres”	to	link	cosmic	order	to	human	
experience.	These	sources	collec)vely	demonstrate	that	ancient	concep-
)ons	of	musical	propor)on	were	inseparable	from	temporal,	bodily,	and	
social	 dimensions.	 Recognizing	 this	 allows	 for	 a	 conceptual	 bridge	 be-
tween	classical	thought	and	contemporary	musical	prac)ces.		

Classic	rock	provides	a	par)cularly	illumina)ng	case	of	study	for	this	
bridge.	 Unlike	 the	 polyphonic	 or	 highly	 formalized	 structures	 of	 other	
Western	art	music,	rock	frequently	organizes	musical	experience	through	
repe))on,	groove	and	rhythmic	pakerns,	oben	combining	bodily	engage-
ment	with	harmonic	 complexity.	Drum	pakerns,	basslines,	 and	electric	
guitar	riffs	produce	entrainment,	fostering	both	individual	and	collec)ve	
movement.	The	aesthe)c	value	of	these	temporal	structures,	as	recent	
scholarship	has	emphasized	(Gracyk	1996;	Cox	2011;	Shusterman	2008;	
Giovannelli	2025),	lies	in	their	capacity	to	orchestrate	embodied	and	af-
fec)ve	responses	rather	than	to	conform	to	abstract	theore)cal	ra)os.	In	
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this	sense,	the	dynamics	that	Plato,	Aristotle,	and	the	Pythagoreans	de-
scribed	in	ancient	contexts	–	where	rhythm	organizes	the	body	and	pro-
por)on	shapes	affect	–	remain	salient	for	contemporary	musical	analysis.	

Contemporary	aesthe)c	theory	provides	the	conceptual	vocabulary	to	
ar)culate	these	con)nui)es.	Theodore	Gracyk	has	shown	that	rock	music	
derives	part	of	its	aesthe)c	power	from	temporal	pakerning	and	the	cre-
a)on	of	communal	affec)ve	alignment,	a	modern	instan)a)on	of	ancient	
ideas	of	rhythm	and	propor)on	(Gracyk	1996:	45-50).	Christoph	Cox	em-
phasizes	 the	materiality	and	 temporal	unfolding	of	 sound,	arguing	 that	
percep)on	is	inherently	embodied	and	affec)vely	structured	(Cox	2011:	
102-7).	Richard	Shusterman,	through	somaesthe)cs,	foregrounds	the	role	
of	the	body	in	aesthe)c	experience,	highligh)ng	how	music	shapes	and	is	
shaped	by	corporeal	awareness	(Shusterman	2008:	1-15).	Together,	these	
approaches	allow	us	to	reinterpret	Pythagorean	and	post-Pythagorean	in-
sights	for	modern	contexts,	demonstrating	that	the	recovery	of	antiquity	
is	not	only	historically	informative	but	also	conceptually	generative.	

This	ar)cle	pursues	a	dual	aim.	First,	 it	 re-examines	ancient	musical	
thought,	highligh)ng	how	number,	rhythm,	and	propor)on	were	under-
stood	not	 as	 abstract	principles	divorced	 from	experience,	 but	 as	 rela-
)onal	structures	realized	in	)me	and	through	the	body.	Second,	it	shows	
how	 these	 ancient	 insights	 illuminate	 contemporary	musical	 prac)ces,	
par)cularly	in	classic	rock,	where	embodied	rhythm,	repe))on,	and	com-
munal	listening	enact	aesthe)c	principles	analogous	to	those	recognized	
by	the	Pythagoreans.	The	discussion	is	organized	into	six	sec)ons:	the	fol-
lowing	sec)on	(2)	analyzes	Pythagorean	number	beyond	abstrac)on,	em-
phasizing	 its	 experien)al	 and	 propor)onal	 aspects;	 sec)on	 3	 explores	
rhythm,	propor)on,	and	the	body	in	ancient	thought,	foregrounding	tem-
poral	and	affec)ve	dimensions;	sec)on	4	applies	these	insights	to	classic	
rock,	 illustra)ng	 the	ways	 in	which	 rock	music	 reac)vates	 ancient	 con-
cerns;	 sec)on	 5	 situates	 these	 observa)ons	within	 contemporary	 aes-
the)c	theory,	showing	how	Gracyk,	Cox,	and	Shusterman	provide	concep-
tual	tools	for	interpreta)on;	and	sec)on	6	concludes	by	synthesizing	the	
argument	and	reflec)ng	on	the	broader	implica)ons	of	recovering	an)q-
uity	for	aesthe)cs	today.	

In	pursuing	this	structure,	the	ar)cle	aims	to	demonstrate	that	ancient	
musical	theories	con)nue	to	offer	resources	for	contemporary	aesthe)cs.	
Recovery	 is	 understood	 not	 as	 simple	 historical	 reconstruc)on,	 but	 as	
conceptual	 engagement:	 rediscovering	 ideas,	 reinterpre)ng	 principles,	
and	assessing	their	relevance	for	present-day	prac)ces.	By	foregrounding	
the	temporal	and	embodied	dimensions	of	music,	we	can	move	beyond	
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purely	 formalist	 frameworks	and	recognize	the	enduring	significance	of	
propor)on	and	rhythm	in	shaping	aesthe)c	experience.	Classic	rock,	far	
from	being	an	anomaly,	exemplifies	how	these	ancient	insights	illuminate	
modern	ar)s)c	prac)ces,	bridging	millennia	of	reflec)on	on	the	rela)on	
between	number,	rhythm,	and	embodied	life.	

2.	Pythagorean	number	beyond	abstrac(on	

The	figure	of	Pythagoras	occupies	a	peculiar	posi)on	in	the	history	of	aes-
the)cs.	Frequently	invoked	as	the	emblem	of	a	ra)onalist	and	intellectu-
alist	concep)on	of	music	(Burkert	1972:	1-10;	Huffman	1993:	3-12;	Barker	
1984:	1-5),	Pythagorean	thought	is	oben	reduced	to	the	discovery	of	nu-
merical	ra)os	governing	consonance	and	harmony.	From	this	perspec)ve,	
number	appears	as	an	abstract	principle	imposed	upon	sound,	and	music	
itself	becomes	a	merely	intelligible	structure	detached	from	bodily	expe-
rience	and	affec)ve	response.	Such	a	reading,	however	widespread,	ob-
scures	important	aspects	of	the	Pythagorean	tradi)on	and	risks	projec)ng	
modern	opposi)ons	–	between	intellect	and	body,	form	and	sensa)on	–	
onto	ancient	theories	that	did	not	ar)culate	them	in	the	same	way.	

A	preliminary	difficulty	lies	in	the	absence	of	direct	writings	by	Pythag-
oras	himself.	What	is	commonly	referred	to	as	“Pythagorean	aesthetics”	is	
in	 fact	 a	 heterogeneous	 body	 of	 testimonies,	 reconstructions,	 and	 later	
philosophical	appropriations.	Aristotle’s	accounts	in	Metaphysics	(985b23-
986a2)	 and	De	 anima	 (412a15-20),	 Plato’s	 engagements	with	 harmony	
and	number	 in	the	Republic	 (402-403a),	and	subsequent	 interpretations	
by	authors	such	as	Cicero	 in	the	De	re	publica	 (VI)	form	the	core	of	this	
tradition.	As	Walter	Burkert	famously	emphasized,	Pythagoreanism	should	
be	understood	not	merely	 as	 a	 constella)on	of	prac)ces,	 cosmological	
views,	and	ethical	 commitments,	but	as	a	 framework	 in	which	number	
func)ons	as	a	principle	of	order	rather	than	as	a	purely	formal	abstrac)on	
(Burkert	1972:	20-30).	

In	Metaphysics	A	5,	Aristotle	akributes	to	the	Pythagoreans	the	claim	
that	things	themselves	are	numbers	or	are	cons)tuted	according	to	nu-
merical	principles	 (Aristotle,	Metaphysics	985b23-986a2).	This	 formula-
)on	has	oben	been	 read	as	 the	earliest	 ar)cula)on	of	a	mathema)cal	
ontology	an)cipa)ng	later	ra)onalist	concep)ons	of	nature.	Yet	Aristotle	
also	stresses	that	number,	for	the	Pythagoreans,	is	not	an	empty	formal	
structure	but	something	encountered	in	the	sensible	order	of	the	world,	
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par)cularly	 in	musical	phenomena.	The	discovery	that	consonant	 inter-
vals	correspond	to	simple	numerical	ra)os	 is	not	presented	as	a	purely	
theore)cal	insight	but	as	an	experien)al	revela)on	of	order	within	sound	
itself.	

This	experien)al	dimension	becomes	clearer	when	one	considers	the	
concrete	nature	of	these	ra)os.	The	octave	(2:1),	the	fibh	(3:2),	and	the	
fourth	(4:3)	are	not	merely	abstract	rela)ons	but	audible	differences	 in	
pitch	that	can	be	immediately	perceived	and	recognized.	As	later	recon-
struc)ons	 of	Greek	music	 emphasize,	 these	 propor)ons	were	 encoun-
tered	through	prac)ces	such	as	tuning	the	lyre	or	dividing	a	string,	where	
numerical	 rela)ons	 correspond	 directly	 to	 sensible	 transforma)ons	 of	
sound	(West	1992:	18-26;	Joost-Gaugier	2006:	23-35).	The	ear	does	not	
apprehend	number	as	such;	it	apprehends	pakerned	rela)ons	–	intervals,	
repe))ons,	returns	–	that	unfold	in	)me.	In	this	sense,	numerical	propor-
)on	is	already	temporalized	in	musical	experience:	it	becomes	something	
that	 can	be	an)cipated,	 repeated,	 and	embodied	 in	 listening.	Number,	
therefore,	is	not	opposed	to	experience	but	disclosed	through	it.	

Music	occupies	a	privileged	place	in	this	context	precisely	because	it	
manifests	 number	 as	 something	 heard,	 felt,	 and	 enacted.	 As	 Andrew	
Barker	has	shown,	harmonic	ra)os	were	never	conceived	independently	
from	performance	 and	 listening	prac)ces	 (Barker	 1984:	 10-8).	 The	nu-
merical	structure	of	music	was	inseparable	from	its	percep)ble	effects	on	
the	listener,	including	pleasure,	emo)onal	modula)on,	and	ethical	influ-
ence.	This	point	is	reinforced	by	tes)monies	concerning	musical	educa-
)on:	as	M.L.	West	notes,	even	philosophical	figures	such	as	Socrates	are	
associated	with	instrumental	prac)ce,	sugges)ng	that	musical	knowledge	
involved	embodied	familiarity	rather	than	purely	theore)cal	understand-
ing	(West	1992:	26).	Thus,	even	where	number	plays	a	founda)onal	role,	
it	does	so	within	a	framework	that	presupposes	bodily	engagement	with	
sound.	

This	point	becomes	clearer	when	one	considers	the	ethical	and	cos-
mological	dimensions	of	Pythagorean	harmony.	In	later	tes)monies,	har-
monia	is	described	not	merely	as	propor)onal	rela)on	but	as	a	principle	
of	akunement	that	unifies	the	soul,	the	body,	and	the	cosmos.	The	soul	
itself	is	some)mes	described	as	a	kind	of	harmony,	an	idea	Aristotle	ex-
plicitly	cri)cizes	in	De	anima	I	4,	while	nonetheless	acknowledging	its	sig-
nificance	 within	 earlier	 thought	 (Aristotle,	De	 anima	 407b27-408a18).	
What	makers	for	present	purposes	 is	not	the	metaphysical	accuracy	of	
this	claim,	but	its	implica)on:	harmony	names	a	dynamic	rela)on	that	is	
lived	and	enacted,	not	merely	contemplated.	
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Plato’s	engagement	with	Pythagorean	ideas	both	preserves	and	trans-
forms	this	concep)on.	In	the	Republic,	musical	harmony	is	explicitly	con-
nected	to	the	forma)on	of	character	and	the	regula)on	of	desire.	Musical	
modes	and	rhythms	are	said	to	shape	the	soul	through	habitua)on,	oper-
a)ng	 below	 the	 level	 of	 explicit	 cogni)on	 (Plato,	Republic	 401d-403c).	
While	Plato	famously	subordinates	sensory	pleasure	to	ra)onal	order,	he	
never	treats	music	as	a	purely	abstract	system.	On	the	contrary,	its	power	
lies	precisely	in	its	capacity	to	organize	bodily	affects	in	accordance	with	
intelligible	principles.	As	Ernest	McClain	has	argued,	Platonic	discussions	
of	music	oben	presuppose	a	deep	engagement	with	numerical	structures	
that	 are	 not	merely	 theore)cal	 but	 embedded	 in	 perceptual	 and	 per-
forma)ve	contexts	(McClain	1978:	15-25).	

The	Timaeus	radicalizes	this	connection	by	embedding	musical	propor-
tion	within	a	cosmological	 framework.	Here,	the	structure	of	the	world-
soul	is	described	in	terms	of	harmonic	ratios	analogous	to	those	governing	
musical	intervals	(Plato,	Timaeus	35b-36b).	Yet	the	dialogue	goes	further:	
in	its	account	of	the	mo)ons	of	the	heavens,	Plato	describes	the	planets	
as	tracing	complex	circular	paths	characterized	by	what	he	calls	the	“back-
circlings	and	advances	of	their	circular	courses	on	themselves”	(Timaeus	
40c).	This	formula)on	introduces	a	dynamic	concep)on	of	order	that	is	
not	sta)c	but	rhythmic	–	structured	by	repe))on,	varia)on,	and	return.	
Cosmic	order	thus	appears	not	only	as	propor)on	but	as	pakerned	move-
ment	in	)me.	In	this	sense,	the	cosmos	itself	can	be	understood	as	a	large-
scale	rhythmic	system	in	which	regularity	and	devia)on	coexist	within	an	
intelligible	pakern.	As	A.P.	David	(2006:	207)	has	argued,	ancient	concep-
)ons	of	rhythm	–	par)cularly	in	their	connec)on	with	dance	and	circular	
movement	–	ar)culate	a	con)nuity	between	human	mo)on	and	cosmic	
order,	such	that	rhythm	names	not	only	a	musical	structure	but	a	more	
fundamental	mode	of	organized	movement	linking	body	and	universe.	

Cicero’s	De	re	publica	offers	a	Roman	rear)cula)on	of	this	idea,	intro-
ducing	the	famous	image	of	the	“music	of	the	spheres.”	The	celes)al	har-
mony	described	there	is	inaudible	to	human	ears,	yet	Cicero	insists	that	it	
follows	the	same	propor)onal	principles	as	earthly	music.	This	harmony	
is	not	only	a	structure	but	a	process:	the	movements	of	the	celes)al	bod-
ies	generate	a	con)nuous,	ordered	pakern.	The	inaudibility	of	cosmic	mu-
sic	does	not	make	it	irrelevant	to	human	experience;	rather,	it	reinforces	
its	norma)ve	status.	Human	musical	prac)ces,	as	well	as	ethical	and	po-
li)cal	 forms	of	 life,	 are	 implicitly	measured	against	 this	 larger	 rhythmic	
order.	As	Daniel	Heller-Roazen	(2011:	45-52)	has	suggested	in	his	reading	
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of	Platonic	cosmology,	the	“song	itself”	points	toward	an	order	that	ex-
ceeds	immediate	percep)on	yet	grounds	it,	linking	audible	and	inaudible	
dimensions	of	harmony.	

What	emerges	from	these	sources	is	a	conception	of	number	and	har-
mony	that	cannot	be	adequately	captured	by	the	opposition	between	ab-
straction	and	embodiment.	Number,	in	the	Pythagorean	tradition,	is	not	an	
abstract	schema	 imposed	upon	sound,	but	a	principle	disclosed	through	
sonic	experience	and	enacted	through	musical	and	cosmic	pakerns.	Har-
mony,	in	turn,	names	a	mode	of	akunement	involving	the	body,	the	emo-
)ons,	and	the	social	order,	while	extending	to	the	structured	movements	
of	the	cosmos.	Modern	interpreta)ons	have	oben	flakened	this	complex-
ity	by	aligning	Pythagorean	aesthe)cs	with	a	narrowly	ra)onalist	view	of	
music;	yet,	as	Carl	Huffman	(1993:	60-8)	has	shown,	number	remains	in-
separable	from	physical	processes	and	percep)ble	effects.	To	treat	har-
mony	as	a	purely	intellectual	structure	is	therefore	to	overlook	the	expe-
rien)al	dimension	 that	made	musical	propor)on	philosophically	 signifi-
cant.	Reconsidered	 in	this	way,	Pythagorean	thought	opens	a	space	for	
dialogue	with	contemporary	aesthe)cs	as	an	early	akempt	to	think	the	
unity	of	order	and	experience	across	sonic,	bodily,	and	cosmic	levels.	The	
following	 sec)ons	will	 build	 on	 this	 reinterpreta)on	by	 examining	how	
rhythm	and	bodily	 experience	 func)on	within	 ancient	musical	 thought	
more	 broadly,	 before	 turning	 to	 classic	 rock	 as	 a	 contemporary	 site	 in	
which	these	tensions	reemerge	in	transformed	form.	

3.	Rhythm,	propor(on,	and	the	body	in	ancient	musical	thought	

While	number	and	harmony	provide	the	structural	framework	of	ancient	
musical	 thought,	 rhythm	 (rhythmos)	 introduces	 a	 decisive	 shib	 toward	
temporality	 and	bodily	experience.	Unlike	harmony,	which	 can	be	 con-
ceived	in	spa)al	and	propor)onal	terms,	rhythm	unfolds	in	)me	and	di-
rectly	 implicates	movement	and	corporeal	 responsiveness.	Ancient	dis-
cussions	of	music	recognize	this	dis)nc)on,	even	when	they	seek	to	sub-
ordinate	rhythm	to	ra)onal	order.	As	a	 result,	 rhythm	becomes	a	privi-
leged	site	 for	observing	the	tension	between	 intelligibility	and	embodi-
ment	within	classical	aesthe)cs.	

In	early	Greek	usage,	rhythmos	does	not	simply	denote	metrical	regu-
larity.	As	 Émile	Benveniste	noted,	 the	 term	originally	 refers	 to	 a	 form	 in	
movement,	a	temporary	configuration	rather	than	a	fixed	structure	(Benven-
iste	1969:	123).	Although	Benveniste’s	 linguistic	analysis	belongs	to	modern	
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scholarship,	it	captures	an	intuition	already	present	in	ancient	sources:	rhythm	
names	a	mode	of	organiza)on	inseparable	from	change	and	bodily	enact-
ment.	Music,	insofar	as	it	is	rhythmic,	is	never	merely	an	object	of	contem-
plation;	it	is	something	that	happens	to	and	through	bodies.	

Plato’s	treatment	of	rhythm	in	the	Republic	makes	this	point	explicit	
within	a	broader	 framework	of	educa)on	 (paideia)	and	poli)cal	 forma-
)on.	In	the	construc)on	of	the	polis,	the	development	of	the	polites	de-
pends	on	a	carefully	regulated	balance	between	mousikē	(musical	educa-
)on)	 and	 gymnas(kē	 (bodily	 training)	 (Plato,	 Republic	 401d-e;	 411c-
412a).	Rhythm	plays	a	central	role	in	this	process:	together	with	melody	
and	harmony,	 it	enters	 the	body	through	habitua)on,	shaping	affec)ve	
responses	prior	to	ra)onal	reflec)on	(Plato,	Republic	401d-402a).	Musical	
training	is	therefore	not	merely	aesthe)c	but	poli)cal,	insofar	as	it	forms	
disposi)ons	that	align	the	 individual	with	the	order	of	the	city.	Rhythm	
mediates	between	body	and	polis,	organizing	movement,	percep)on,	and	
ul)mately	character.	

This	ambivalence	toward	rhythm	persists	throughout	Plato’s	aesthe)c	
reflec)ons.	On	the	one	hand,	rhythm	must	be	regulated	to	ensure	moral	
and	poli)cal	order;	on	the	other	hand,	its	efficacy	depends	on	its	capacity	
to	move	and	affect	bodies	(Plato,	Republic	401d-403c).	Plato’s	concern	is	
not	that	rhythm	is	bodily,	but	that	bodily	influence	might	escape	ra)onal	
control.	Musical	education	thus	aims	not	at	eliminating	rhythmic	pleasure,	
but	at	aligning	it	with	an	intelligible	conception	of	order.	Rhythm,	in	this	
sense,	becomes	a	site	where	number,	habit,	and	corporeality	intersect.	

Of	par)cular	relevance	is	Aristotle’s	account	of	rhythmic	and	musical	
pleasure	as	something	experienced	bodily	yet	capable	of	contribu)ng	to	
intellectual	enjoyment	(Aristotle,	Poli(cs	VIII,	1340a-1342b).	The	pleasure	
derived	from	music	is	not	reducible	to	raw	sensa)on;	it	involves	recogni-
)on,	an)cipa)on,	and	pakerned	response	over	)me.	Rhythm	structures	
these	responses	by	organizing	temporal	experience,	allowing	listeners	to	
perceive	con)nuity,	varia)on,	and	return.	 In	 this	way,	 rhythm	mediates	
between	number	and	experience,	transla)ng	propor)onal	rela)ons	into	
lived	temporal	pakerns	that	can	be	both	felt	and	understood.	Music	thus	
engages	the	body	not	only	as	a	passive	receiver	of	s)muli,	but	as	an	ac)ve	
par)cipant	in	the	organiza)on	of	temporal	and	affec)ve	experience.	

This	 emphasis	 on	 temporality	 and	 pakerned	 movement	 also	 reso-
nates	with	the	broader	cosmological	framework	already	discussed	in	re-
la)on	to	the	“music	of	the	spheres”.	The	ordered	mo)ons	of	the	heavens	
–	 described	 in	 terms	 of	 circularity,	 varia)on,	 and	 recurrence,	 including	
what	can	be	understood	as	a	circle	with	retrogressions	(Plato,	Timaeus	40c)	
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–	suggest	that	rhythm	is	not	confined	to	musical	prac)ce	but	expresses	a	
more	general	principle	of	organiza)on	across	bodily,	civic,	and	cosmic	do-
mains.	 In	 this	 way,	 the	 same	 pakerns	 of	 repe))on	 and	 varia)on	 that	
structure	musical	 experience	 can	also	be	understood	as	opera)ng	at	 a	
cosmological	 level,	 reinforcing	 the	 idea	 that	 rhythm	mediates	between	
numerical	order	and	embodied	)me.	

Ancient	theories	of	musical	ethos	further	reinforce	the	connec)on	be-
tween	rhythm	and	the	body.	Musical	rhythms	were	believed	to	influence	
posture,	 movement,	 and	 emo)onal	 disposi)on,	 shaping	 the	 listener’s	
comportment	toward	the	world.	As	Barker	(1984:	25-30)	has	shown,	dis-
cussions	of	rhythm	in	Greek	musical	theory	are	closely	linked	to	dance	and	
coordinated	bodily	motion.	Music	was	thus	never	conceived	as	a	purely	
auditory	phenomenon,	but	as	an	integrated	field	in	which	sound,	move-
ment,	and	social	prac)ce	converge.	

Taken	 together,	 these	perspectives	 show	 that	 rhythm	 is	 the	point	at	
which	 numerical	 proportion	 becomes	 temporally	 and	 bodily	 realized.	 It	
structures	perception,	action,	and	social	coordination	by	organizing	expe-
rience	in	time.	For	this	reason,	ancient	attempts	to	regulate	rhythm	should	
be	understood	not	as	a	rejec)on	of	embodiment,	but	as	an	acknowledg-
ment	of	its	aesthe)c	and	poli)cal	force.	This	insight	will	prove	crucial	in	
the	following	sec)on,	where	the	temporal	and	embodied	dimensions	of	
classic	 rock	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 a	 contemporary	 reconfigura)on	 of	
these	concerns.	

4.	Classic	rock	and	the	aesthe(cs	of	embodied	rhythm	

The	 discussion	 of	 rhythm	 and	 bodily	 engagement	 in	 ancient	 musical	
thought	provides	a	conceptual	bridge	to	contemporary	musical	practices,	
particularly	in	classic	rock.	Rock	music	exemplifies	how	rhythm,	repetition,	
and	 synchronization	 structure	 aesthetic	 experience	 through	 time	 and	
movement.	Musical	 form	 in	this	 repertoire	emerges	not	only	 from	har-
monic	rela)ons,	but	from	pakerns	that	organize	sound	into	lived,	corpo-
real	configura)ons.	In	this	sense,	classic	rock	can	be	read	as	a	contempo-
rary	instan)a)on	of	Pythagorean	principles,	in	which	propor)on	is	real-
ized	as	a	temporal	and	embodied	ordering	of	sound.	
Rhythm	in	rock	func)ons	as	a	medium	of	shared	bodily	experience.	Re-
pe))ve	drum	pakerns,	basslines,	and	guitar	riffs	generate	entrainment,	
synchronizing	listeners	and	producing	forms	of	collec)ve	affec)ve	align-
ment	(Gracyk	1996:	45-8).	As	Christoph	Cox	(2011:	102-7)	argues,	musical	
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structures	unfold	as	temporal	processes	that	inseparably	involve	percep-
)on,	movement,	and	affect.	From	this	perspec)ve,	propor)on	is	not	ab-
stractly	conceived	but	enacted	through	pakerned	temporal	experience.	
This	becomes	par)cularly	evident	in	concrete	musical	structures	and	their	
technical	ar)cula)on.	

One	illustra)ve	example	is	Led	Zeppelin’s	Kashmir	(1975),	whose	driv-
ing,	repeated	riff	creates	an	immersive	temporal	environment.	The	piece’s	
apparent	simplicity	is	in	fact	supported	by	a	more	intricate	harmonic	de-
sign:	the	repe))on	is	structured	around	chroma)c,	ascending	chords	un-
folding	in	a	modal	sequence,	which	generate	a	sense	of	con)nuous	ten-
sion	and	expansion	within	a	highly	stable	rhythmic	framework.	This	inter-
play	between	harmonic	mo)on	and	rhythmic	stasis	reinforces	the	listen-
er’s	embodied	engagement,	as	the	ear	perceives	varia)on	while	the	body	
remains	anchored	to	a	persistent	temporal	pakern.	The	aesthe)c	force	of	
the	 composi)on	 thus	 arises	 not	 from	 harmonic	 complexity	 alone,	 but	
from	the	way	propor)onal	rela)ons	are	distributed	over	)me	and	appre-
hended	bodily.		

A	related	explora)on	of	propor)on	through	rhythm	can	be	observed	
in	the	use	of	irregular	)me	signatures	in	certain	forms	of	classic	rock.	For	
instance,	 the	Grateful	Dead’s	Playing	 in	 the	 band	 (1972)	 famously	 em-
ploys	a	10/4	meter,	disrup)ng	the	listener’s	expecta)on	of	symmetrical	
phrasing	 while	 s)ll	 maintaining	 a	 coherent	 groove.	 This	 asymmetrical	
temporal	structure	does	not	inhibit	bodily	entrainment;	rather,	it	recon-
figures	 it,	 requiring	 the	 listener	 to	 inhabit	 a	 more	 complex	 pakern	 of	
movement	and	an)cipa)on.	In	this	sense,	irregular	meter	func)ons	anal-
ogously	to	Pythagorean	no)ons	of	propor)on:	not	as	abstract	calcula)on,	
but	as	a	lived	organiza)on	of	temporal	experience.	

A	 comparable	 logic	 of	 embodied	 propor)on	 can	 be	 found	 in	 Baba	
O’Riley	by	The	Who	(1971),	a	track	whose	aesthe)c	force	rests	more	on	
the	persistence	of	 a	 rhythmic	 structure	 unfolding	 in	 )me	 than	on	har-
monic	development.	The	song	opens	with	a	repea)ng	synthesizer	pakern	
that	func)ons	as	an	os)nato,	establishing	a	temporal	grid	long	before	the	
entrance	of	drums,	bass	and	voice.	This	pakern	is	numerical	in	a	minimal	
sense:	it	is	defined	by	repe))on,	dura)on	and	intervallic	regularity	rather	
than	by	melodic	expressiveness.	What	is	crucial,	however,	is	the	way	this	
abstract	structure	becomes	bodily	apprehensible.	As	the	percussion	en-
ters,	the	listener’s	body	is	drawn	into	synchroniza)on	with	a	pakern	that	
was	already	opera)ve	at	the	level	of	temporal	organiza)on.	The	experi-
ence	of	rhythm	here	precedes	interpreta)on	or	emo)onal	iden)fica)on.	
It	is	felt	as	a	propor)onal	ordering	of	)me	that	the	body	learns	to	inhabit.	
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In	 this	 respect,	Baba	O’	Riley	exemplifies	a	contemporary	 realiza)on	of	
the	alignment	of	temporal	rela)ons	apprehended	through	embodied	lis-
tening.	

A	different	but	equally	instruc)ve	case	is	provided	by	Black	Sabbath’s	
Iron	man	(1970),	where	rhythmic	propor)on	is	realized	through	slowness,	
weight	and	regularity.	The	song’s	iconic	riff	is	built	on	a	deliberately	simple	
rhythmic	figure,	ar)culated	at	a	heavy	and	measured	tempo.	Rather	than	
invi)ng	light	or	spontaneous	movement,	this	rhythm	imposes	itself	on	the	
listener’s	body,	producing	a	 sense	of	gravita)onal	pull	 and	 inevitability.	
The	propor)onal	order	at	work	is	not	one	of	balance	or	symmetry,	but	of	
dura)on	and	resistance.	The	body	feels	the	insistence	of	repe))on	and	
the	physical	demand	of	following	the	riff’s	tempo.	This	mode	of	rhythmic	
embodiment	resonates	strongly	with	ancient	concep)ons	of	music	as	a	
force	capable	of	shaping	bodily	disposi)on	and	affec)ve	response.	Here,	
propor)on	is	not	grasped	intellectually	but	enacted	soma)cally,	reinforc-
ing	the	idea	that	musical	order	operates	through	the	lived	experience	of	
)me.		

A	further	example	can	be	found	in	Iron	Maiden’s	The	rime	of	the	an-
cient	mariner	 (1984),	whose	powerful	and	repe))ve	riff	of	harmonized	
guitars	unfolds	over	a	galloping	and	 immersive	 rhythmic	pakern.	Here,	
repe))on	operates	as	a	structuring	principle	that	sustains	both	tension	
and	con)nuity,	while	the	rhythmic	propulsion	produces	a	strong	sense	of	
forward	mo)on	that	is	immediately	grasped	at	the	level	of	the	body.	The	
layering	of	melodic	and	rhythmic	elements	generates	a	form	of	embodied	
harmonia,	in	which	propor)on	is	not	sta)cally	perceived	but	dynamically	
enacted	through	listening.	As	in	the	previous	cases,	the	aesthe)c	experi-
ence	emerges	 from	the	 interac)on	between	numerical	 regularity,	 tem-
poral	extension,	and	corporeal	response.	

The	embodied	nature	of	rock	rhythms	is	further	enhanced	by	perfor-
mance	contexts.	Live	concerts	amplify	the	physicality	of	sound,	allowing	
listeners	to	feel	vibra)ons	through	their	bodies	and	to	par)cipate	in	col-
lec)ve	entrainment.	Here,	the	social	dimension	of	rhythm	–	emphasized	
in	both	Plato	and	Aristotle	–	is	par)cularly	salient.	Music	becomes	a	prac-
)ce	not	only	of	listening	but	of	shared	bodily	experience,	shaping	emo-
)onal	states	and	communal	iden)ty.	

It	is	worth	no)ng	that	this	perspec)ve	challenges	certain	conven)onal	
hierarchies	in	aesthe)cs	that	privilege	harmony,	melody	or	composi)onal	
complexity	as	primary	markers	of	value	over	rhythm.	As	Gracyk	and	other	
scholars	of	popular	music	have	observed,	rock’s	appeal	derives	precisely	



Ignacio	Garay,	Harmonia	in	(me	

 106	

from	its	temporal	and	affec)ve	pakerns,	which	operate	through	repe)-
)on,	varia)on	and	embodied	engagement	(Gracyk	1996:	45-50);	Shuster-
man	 2008:	 20-30).	 From	 this	 standpoint,	 the	 aesthe)c	 significance	 of	
rhythm	–	long	recognized	in	ancient	thought	–	remains	central	to	contem-
porary	musical	experience,	albeit	in	a	transformed	register.	

Classic	rock	thus	exemplifies	a	con)nuity	with	ancient	ideas	of	musical	
propor)on	and	rhythm	while	simultaneously	expanding	their	scope.	The	
bodily	 and	 social	 dimensions	of	 rhythm,	 long	 acknowledged,	 but	oben	
minimized	 in	 intellectualist	 interpreta)ons	 of	 Pythagoreanism,	 find	 re-
newed	expression	in	amplified	sound,	extended	repe))on	and	communal	
listening.	In	other	words,	rock	music	reac)vates	the	ancient	interplay	be-
tween	number,	rhythm	and	corporeal	experience,	making	it	tangible	and	
immediate	for	modern	audiences.	

By	approaching	classic	rock	through	the	lens	of	Pythagorean	aesthetics,	
we	can	 reconsider	broader	questions	about	musical	experience.	Rhythm	
emerges	as	 the	site	where	order,	percep)on,	and	affect	converge.	This	
suggests	that	aesthe)c	evalua)on	must	akend	not	only	to	composi)onal	
structure,	but	also	to	how	music	is	experienced	in	)me	and	through	the	
body.	Ancient	theory	thus	remains	relevant,	not	as	a	historical	curiosity,	
but	as	a	framework	for	understanding	music	as	an	embodied	and	tempo-
rally	structured	prac)ce.	

5.	Contemporary	aesthe(cs	and	the	return	of	Pythagorean	themes	

The	preceding	sec)ons	have	highlighted	the	centrality	of	rhythm,	propor-
)on	and	embodied	experience	in	both	ancient	musical	thought	and	clas-
sic	 rock.	 Contemporary	 aesthe)c	 theory	 provides	 a	 conceptual	 frame-
work	for	understanding	how	these	ideas	remain	opera)ve	today.	Rather	
than	trea)ng	rock	as	a	devia)on	from	classical	aesthe)cs,	recent	scholar-
ship	allows	us	 to	 recognize	 it	 as	 a	 site	 in	which	Pythagorean	 themes	–	
number,	rhythm	and	embodied	order	–	reappear	in	transformed	form.	
Theodore	Gracyk’s	work	on	popular	music	is	crucial	in	this	regard	because	
it	shibs	the	focus	of	aesthe)c	evalua)on	away	from	purely	formal	com-
plexity	 toward	 temporality	 and	 collec)ve	 experience.	 In	 Rhythm	 and	
noise,	Gracyk	(1996:	45-50)	argues	that	rock	music	is	not	organized	pri-
marily	around	harmonic	development,	but	around	groove,	repe))on	and	
the	stabiliza)on	of	temporal	pakerns	that	listeners	learn	to	inhabit.	These	
patterns	generate	a	shared	field	of	embodied	coordination:	listeners	do	not	
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simply	hear	 structure;	 they	participate	 in	 it	 through	 synchronized	move-
ment	and	affec)ve	alignment.	In	this	sense,	Gracyk’s	account	can	be	read	
as	a	contemporary	reformula)on	of	the	Pythagorean	insight	that	propor-
)on	is	not	merely	an	abstract	rela)on,	but	something	disclosed	through	
perceptual	and	bodily	engagement	with	pakerned	sound.	

Christoph	Cox’s	philosophy	of	sound	deepens	this	perspec)ve	by	fore-
grounding	the	material	and	processual	nature	of	musical	experience.	In	
Sonic	flux	(2011)	and	Sonic	thought	(2018),	Cox	argues	that	sound	is	not	
best	understood	as	a	sta)c	object,	but	as	a	temporal	flow	that	unfolds	and	
transforms,	engaging	listeners	as	embodied	par)cipants	in	its	movement	
(Cox	2011:	102-7;	Cox	2018:	39-55).	Listening,	on	this	view,	is	not	a	de-
tached	cogni)ve	act	but	a	form	of	immersion	in	dynamic	processes	that	
involve	percep)on,	affect	and	bodily	response.	This	emphasis	resonates	
strongly	with	the	ancient	concep)on	of	rhythm	as	pakerned	movement	
in	)me:	just	as	in	Plato’s	Timaeus	(40c)	order	is	enacted	through	mo)on,	
here	musical	order	is	realized	as	flux,	con)nuity	and	varia)on.	Cox	thus	
provides	a	vocabulary	for	understanding	how	propor)on	becomes	expe-
rien)al	without	reducing	it	to	sta)c	numerical	form.	

Richard	Shusterman’s	somaesthe)cs	offers	a	complementary	frame-
work	by	placing	the	body	at	the	center	of	aesthe)c	experience.	For	Shus-
terman,	aesthe)c	percep)on	is	inseparable	from	bodily	awareness,	train-
ing	and	cul)va)on;	the	body	is	not	merely	the	receiver	of	sensa)ons	but	
an	ac)ve	medium	through	which	meaning	and	value	are	produced	(Shus-
terman	2008:	20-30).	Applied	to	music,	this	implies	that	rhythm	and	pro-
por)on	are	not	 simply	heard	but	enacted	 through	posture,	movement	
and	aken)on.	Somaesthe)cs	thus	makes	explicit	what	remains	only	par-
)ally	ar)culated	in	ancient	sources:	that	the	experience	of	order	is	insep-
arable	from	the	cul)va)on	of	embodied	responsiveness.	

Recent	work	by	Giovannelli	further	extends	this	line	of	thought	by	ar-
guing	that	the	aesthe)c	evalua)on	of	popular	music	cannot	be	separated	
from	the	ways	in	which	it	structures	experience	and	meaning	in	everyday	
life	(Giovannelli	2025:	10-25).	Rather	than	treating	songs	as	isolated	ob-
jects,	Giovannelli	emphasizes	their	role	in	shaping	attention,	affect	and	in-
terpretation	across	temporal	contexts.	This	approach	highlights	that	repe-
tition	and	rhythmic	organiza)on	are	not	merely	formal	devices,	but	mech-
anisms	through	which	listeners	inhabit	and	make	sense	of	musical	)me.	
In	this	respect,	Giovannelli’s	analysis	converges	with	both	somaesthe)cs	
and	Pythagorean	thought:	musical	order	is	not	simply	given,	but	realized	
through	pakerns	of	engagement	that	link	percep)on,	embodiment	and	
value.	
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Taken	together,	these	perspectives	allow	for	a	more	precise	articulation	
of	the	continuity	between	ancient	and	contemporary	aesthetics.	What	the	
Pythagorean	tradi)on	formulated	in	terms	of	number	and	harmony	can	
be	understood,	through	Gracyk,	Cox,	Shusterman	and	Giovannelli,	as	the	
organiza)on	of	temporal	and	bodily	experience.	Contemporary	aesthe)c	
theory	thus	does	not	merely	reinterpret	ancient	ideas,	but	clarifies	their	
ongoing	relevance.	The	Pythagorean	 insight	 that	order	must	be	experi-
enced	–	heard,	felt	and	enacted	–	finds	renewed	expression	in	modern	
musical	prac)ces	like	classic	rock,	where	rhythm	func)ons	as	the	primary	
medium	 through	which	number	becomes	)me	and	 structure	becomes	
experience.	

6.	Conclusion:	rethinking	harmonia	today	

This	ar)cle	has	traced	a	conceptual	trajectory	from	the	Pythagorean	un-
derstanding	of	number	and	harmony,	 through	Platonic	and	Aristotelian	
reflec)ons	on	rhythm	and	the	body,	to	the	embodied	experience	of	clas-
sic	rock	and	contemporary	aesthe)c	theory.	Ancient	musical	thought,	far	
from	being	an	abstract	intellectual	exercise,	provides	resources	for	under-
standing	music	 as	 a	 lived	 and	 temporal	 phenomenon.	 By	 emphasizing	
rhythm,	 propor)on	 and	 bodily	 engagement,	 the	 Pythagorean	 tradi)on	
an)cipates	concerns	that	remain	central	to	contemporary	aesthe)cs.	

Classic	rock	exemplifies	the	con)nued	relevance	of	these	insights.	Its	
emphasis	 on	 repe))on,	 groove	 and	 collec)ve	 entrainment	 shows	 that	
musical	value	emerges	not	only	from	formal	structure,	but	from	the	or-
ganiza)on	of	)me,	movement	and	affect.	In	this	sense,	contemporary	mu-
sic	can	be	understood	as	a	modern	realiza)on	of	principles	already	 im-
plicit	in	Pythagorean	thought.	

The	recovery	of	an)quity	proposed	here	 is	 therefore	conceptual	 ra-
ther	than	historical.	Ancient	frameworks	offer	tools	for	interpre)ng	con-
temporary	musical	practices	by	foregrounding	rhythm,	embodiment	and	
temporal	structure.	This	perspective	challenges	traditional	hierarchies	that	
privilege	harmonic	complexity,	highligh)ng	instead	the	role	of	lived	pat-
terns	and	shared	experience.	

The	interplay	between	number,	rhythm	and	embodiment	thus	reveals	
a	 continuity	 across	 historical	 contexts.	 By	 recovering	 these	 insights,	we	
gain	not	only	a	deeper	understanding	of	ancient	theory,	but	also	a	more	
precise	way	of	thinking	about	music	as	an	embodied	and	temporally	struc-
tured	art	form.	
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