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Idealism in Ancient Cultures of the World

Music, art, and literature often reflect a culture’s idea of what is ideal.  One might also include cuisine: the music, art, and literature of a particular culture are often as unique to that culture as the food which characterizes it.  Yet as diverse as the world is, cultures are often comprised of similar elements.  Every culture has a sense of the ideal and has created ‘standards of excellence,’ or rather, ‘models worthy of imitation’ in its music, art, and literature.  Each culture also has a similar belief that to reach this perfect, idealistic state provides a means by which to rise to a union with the divine.


Within world literature, the epic itself is ideal in form.  All epics share similar conventions.  Written in verse, the epic is rhythmic and repetitive, (a quality found also in music), both of which serve to enhance one’s memory, as epics were originally recited or sung or performed.  The epic embodies in the hero of the story the ideals of a culture and brings that culture to life through the lives of the characters therein.

Homer graces Greek literature with the epic The Odyssey, which features Odysseus as the protagonist.  Odysseus, though not without his flaws, embodies the admirable traits of cunning, intellect, and a capacity for storytelling as well as for courage, bravery, and loyalty.  The Greeks held this trait of arete – honor, glory, and excellence – found in Odysseus in high esteem.  Odysseus’ wife, Penelope, is appreciated for her faithfulness to her husband and also in part for her cleverness.  

On the other hand, Oedipus is the embodiment of the undesirable traits found in Greek society, and is found not in the epic, but within Greek tragedy.  Though Oedipus is the protagonist of Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex, the real subject of the play is the will of Apollo, who held domain over the purity of the home, and the terrible punishment dealt by his hand.  The tragedy of Oedipus is a means by which Apollo expresses disapproval with not only the incest and patricide of Oedipus, but his hubris, his arrogance and vanity as well, as is seen in the opening lines of the play with his acceptance of being “ranked with the gods” by the priest of Zeus.  Sophocles offers Oedipus as a man who is not ideal, not an expample to follow, which is as revealing of Greek ideology as that of a “good” example.  In ancient Greek society, keeping the gods happy was certainly ideal.

 “Know Thyself” was inscribed on the temple in Delphi as a governing principle for the Greeks, as how to live an ideal life, but there were two inscriptions on the Temple of the Oracle in Delphi.  The other less known is “Nothing Too Much.”  

This principle of moderation is also mentioned also in Pythagorus’ teachings. “In his teachings, [Pythagorus] emphasized the ideal life as one of balance, moderation and adherence to certain spiritual values” (Shotwell 475).  Known as the founder of (Western) music theory, Pythagorus believed that the perfect harmonious relationships between sounds could be explained mathematically, that reality, at its deepest level, is essentially mathematics in nature, and that these perfect relationships can be used to understand the harmonious balance of the universe and can bring the soul to rise to union with the divine.  Music was a tool by which to materialize and measure these relationships, and then to recreate these perfect relationships through sound.  As a result, music was organized into modes based on the mathematical elements of sound.  
Poetic texts dominate Greek music, as poetry and music were often inseparable, and were often used to praise the Gods.  Evidence of this can be seen and heard in the “Hymn to the Sun” and also in the “Hymn to Nemesis.”  The Greeks believed that music was sent by the gods and should be used as a guide as how to live one’s life.  (Apollo was also given domain over music and harmony).  Music was connected to the universe as well as to the emotional state of humans.  For this reason, music was central to Greek education and was also thought to have healing properties, with its assistance to the restoration of balance within the body.  
The Greek idealistic system of balance can be found in the Doctrine of Ethos.  Ethos is said to be ideal for both the citizen and the state.  Ethos is achieved through a balance of logos and pathos.  Logos involves the logical and reasonable.  Pathos refers to the passionate and the emotional.  This doctrine was used to develop balance in music and also other areas in life, as well as for self discovery (which, to know oneself is a truly Greek ideal).  In Greek music, the lyre is representative of the Apollonian concept of  logos, and the aulos is representative of Dionysian concept of pathos. 
Continuing this search for balance and harmony, the Greeks established what they considered to be perfect harmonious ratios.  The Greek architectural orders (the Doric, Ionian, and later, the Corinthian orders) were based on a strict set of proportions which were believed to be perfect, balanced and harmonious.  “No element of an order could be changed without producing a corresponding change in other elements” (Stockstad 164).  Built in the Doric style, the Parthenon achieves this perfect proportion of 4:9 in width to length.  

The Greeks, as well as the Romans (who loved everything Greek), used sculptures in architecture to create pictoral histories.  (Greek sculpture also maintained that the perfect proportion of the human figure was seven and a half heads high.)  In Book One of Vergil’s Aeneid, Aeneas “wondered at the city’s good fortune, the skillful work of its hands, he found on the frieze the events of the Trojan War set out all in order, its battles known over the world…”  Moved by the events depicted on the frieze, Aeneas wept and spoke “Life’s events bring tears, mortal fortunes trouble the heart.  Do not fear.  This fame will bring some salvation to you” (Lind 15).  This signature passage of The Aeneid gives some sense of the Roman ideal of the sacrifice of the individual for the greater good of Rome.  Everything was good that was for the glory of Rome.  Rome was thought to be synonymous with the ideal: that Rome was the pinnacle of human achievement.

  The Romans greatly admired Aeneas, for he embodied the spirit of the ideal Roman citizen.  “Virtus, pietas, humanitas are the three dominant features in [Aeneas’] personality, a blending of the old distinctly Roman moral qualities with a new element of culture ultimately Greek in origin” (Lind xi).  That is to say that the Romans valued the sense of duty and virtue, but also the submission of the individual for the greater good of the state.  Vergil’s Aeneid is a story about the exultation of Rome rather than Aeneas as an individual.  Countless Roman films and stories refer to the virtue of any Roman’s actions in reference to its contribution to the glory of Rome, his pietas.  

Rome was an amalgamation of cultures.  The Romans were conquerers, and they often integrated the customs and values of the cultures they conquered with their own.  Among them is music.  The Roman system of music was taken directly from the Greeks and modified to fit their needs.  Though very little Roman music exists today, music was central to daily life in Rome in its capacity for entertainment, for the communication of ideas, and for religious ceremonies.  Music was also used for communication on the battlefield to pull off complex militaristic endeavors.  Tubicines and cornicines, trumpet players and horn players respectively, were generally used.  There is also evidence of Roman music being performed in theatre, in celebrations and at the Coliseum, but was essentially used affect people’s thought and conduct, to maintain order.  “Order is said to be Rome’s gift to the world” (Pollard).


Hinduism was India’s gift to the world.  Found in the Indian epic, The Mahabharata, the Bhagavad Gita contains the essence of Hindu belief.  Arjuna is the central character, or protagonist, of the Gita.  In the Gita, Lord Krishna enstills in Arjuna the fundamental values of Hinduism.  The literal translation of the Bhagavad Gita is the “Song of the Lord.” This is appropriate as it is often sung or chanted, as are other Hindu texts.  The other sacred Hindu texts are the Vedas and the Upanishads.  Hinduism is a very complex religion which has many gods, but is ironically monotheistic in nature, due to the belief that all things are a manifestation of God. “The fundamental goal of all forms of Hinduism is the reintegration of the individual with the universal” (Shotwell 457).  This reintergration with the universal is the attainment of Brahman.  Brahman means ‘spirit,’ or the oneness in everything.  Moksha is the attainment of Brahman.  

Music is one means by which to reach moksha, to rise to that union with the divine, to be in tune with the resonant frequency of all things.  The Hindu concept of Nada Brahma asserts that Sound is God.  Not unlike the Pythagorean belief that the universe is founded by and governed by vibration, the Hindu belief is that all reality resides in sound vibrations, the root energy vibration being “Om.”  The drone in Indian music represents this original sound, and the repeating cyclical rhythm of the tala and the improvisations of the raga represent the human cycle of life and the cyclical process of reincarnation before the ultimate union with Brahman.  One such example is “Dadra” which features Ravi Shankar.

The rise to union with the divine is also thematic within the architecture of the Hindu temple.  The roof of the temple is stepped upwards (like a ladder) to mimick the progression of the soul towards the heavens.  The temple also features the theme of a cave, or inner sanctum, in the center of which is placed a linga, where the deity Shiva resides, as is seen in the Cave-Temple of Shiva at Elephanta.  This is a symbolic representation of the residence of the spirit of God within man.  In Hinduism, man’s relationship with God is a very personal one. Unlike a Jewish temple or a Christian church, a Hindu temple is a place for individual devotion, not congregational worship.

The important difference between Judeo-Christian ideology and that of other cultures is that elsewhere man seeks to attain an ideal life through the search for a unity with the divine, yet  within Judaism, God provides the Law, and within Christianity, God offers to man the salvation of Jesus Christ as a means of living a perfect, ideal life.  But this salvation was offered in the New Testament.  The Old Testament provides the laws by which the Jews lived long before Jesus Christ.

The Bible, essentially an epic, features a story about a man named Job.  Job was a man who kept God’s commandments, who lived within the law.  Yet, he was persecuted.  Job is portrayed as an ideal Jew- a servant of the Lord.  The message in Job is that one must maintain faith in God and keep his commandments, even in the face of the greatest adversity.

In the Old Testament Book of Exodus, God gives His Law to Moses.  In the third chapter of Exodus, Moses, to the burning bush, asks God what he should call Him.  God told Moses “I AM THAT I AM.”  This expresses Gods awesome power.  The Jewish ideal is to fear God and to live within the His Law.  As a result of God’s Law, the Jewish culture was largely aniconic.  The lack of Jewish art stems from the reluctance to create any likeness of God.  The Jews are commanded by God through the Ten Commandments not to make any images of Him.  “Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth” (Exodus 20:4)  Paul, in speaking to the Athenians, also comments in the New Testament to this effect: “…we ought not to think that the Godhead is like unto gold, or silver, or stone, graven by art and man’s device” (Acts 17:29).  The few images depicted throughout Jewish art were of objects, generally used in temple rituals, rather than of people or animals, although lions were used to represent the tribe of Judah, as seen in some painted glass pieces from the 4th century ce.  However, as the influence of the Roman Empire spread, frescoes began to appear as pictoral histories of Biblical events, as seen in a 3rd century Syrian synagogue.  Jewish music was purely spiritual and came primarily from The Bible in the form of cantillations, as in the “Cantillation from the Song of Songs.”
The Jews and the Christian are monotheistic and both worship the same omniscient, omnipotent God. The Jewish fundamental belief, however, is in God’s Law, and the Christians’ fundamental belief is in Grace, an undeserved blessing of God.  When Paul visited Greece, he was spreading the Word of God and the Message of Christ.  To spread the Word is central to the Christian ideology.  And there were none better at it than Paul.  He even converted a great many Greeks to Christianity.  The Apostle Paul went to Athens (in the first half of the 1st century ce), where he found an altar bearing the inscription “TO THE UNKNOWN GOD,” and he said “Whom therefore ye ignorantly worship, him declare I unto you” (Acts 17:23).  

The birth of Christianity has spawned thousands of songs of praise found in numerous hymnals in churches throughout the world.  Christian belief, as well, has been the subject of thousands of paintings, frescoes, and countless other forms of art throughout the ages including works by artists like Da Vinci and Michelangelo and continues today.  Mel Gibson’s film, The Passion of Christ, is the latest example.

The stories contained in the great epics of the past often give accurate histories of a given culture, yet also give us a sense of the lifestyles and experiences that culture holds in high regard, (sometimes so much so that they have become the basis for that culture’s religion).  Sculpture, historiated architecture, as well as paintings and frescoes, help to connect us to that past by creating for us visual reference points for the story of the past and also give us a place to focus the thoughts and feelings that come with the different events and personalities throughout history.  They also give us a sense of what that culture considered to be beautiful and perfect.  The same can be said of music.  Music found within a given culture transmits that culture’s emotions to the listener and helps to provide an ideal state of mind through which to understand that culture’s history and ideology.

All of these elements combined give us a more thorough understanding of where we come from as a species and create more of an awareness through which to better understand who we are (as a species) today.
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