
STUDIA UBB MUSICA, LVII, 2, 2012 (p. 207-222) 
(RECOMMENDED CITATION) 
 
 

ORPHIKON I  BY ATHANASIOS TRIKOUPIS –  
A “BRIDGE” BETWEEN ANCIENTAND CONTEMPORARY TIMES,  

A MEANS OF TEACHING MODERN MUSIC TO CHILDREN 
 
 

STELA GUŢANU1 

 
 

SUMMARY. One of the goals of music education is to infuse culture, to teach 
the ability to understand, listen to, appreciate, classify, analyse and perform 
music. The changes occurred in the contemporary music creation have 
contributed to the emergence of new complex genres that actually reach all 
the structural levels of compositional art, so far, as well as of arts, in general. 
Extremely complex in terms of form and structure, contemporary music 
requires a certain training and degree of knowledge in order to be adequately 
understood. This is why today’s music teacher is faced with a series of problems 
in finding various ways and methods to facilitate the children’s understanding 
and liking of contemporary music. The Greek composer and teacher Athanasios 
Trikoupis has managed to do just that, by composing Orphikon I, whose world 
premiere took place in Alexandroupoli, Greece, at the Scientific Session 
dedicated to Orpheus (1-2 October 2010). The work was performed by the 
Orchestra of the “Fhaëton” Conservatory in Alexandroupoli, comprised of 
teachers and students of that institution. By rendering modern musical garments 
to ancient Greek hymns, the composer has built a “bridge” between the ancient 
times and today. By knowing the traditions, history and culture of ancient 
Greece, the children found it much easier to understand the compositional 
concepts of modern music and they even liked it. This article presents a short 
analysis of this work, which highlights the approach and techniques used by 
the composer. 
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 Even during ancient times, music played an essential part in almost all 
the activities of the society. It was one those courses included in the education 
curriculum that were of great importance in the formation of the future citizen. 
In the ancient Greek society, music was a must in every show from the period 
of the great development of tragedy and comedy. Musical professionalism 
climaxed with the famous contests that were later established. The ancient 
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Greeks thought that music’s inner force had the power to influence and mould 
the human character (the theory of the ethos). They thought that music was an 
imitative art that could reproduce moral traits and transmit them to the 
audience. In Plato’s ideal state, music guided the young towards harmony and 
spiritual beauty. According to Aristotle, music could cure mental disorders, 
if only the ill person listened to some exalting melodies, able to create a state 
of ecstasy and to provoke a spiritual outburst that could reinstate the mental 
balance. The same Aristotle noticed the function of music as pure entertainment, 
as a means of relaxation after a hard day’s work.  
  Today, music education aims at cultivating the ability to appreciate the 
beauty in arts or our surrounding ambiance, in nature and social life. It also 
aims at creating beauty through age-specific forms of manifestation, which helps 
shape and perfect one’s personality. In this regard, some of the fundamental 
disciplines of music education are music history and music literature. The study 
of music history and literature, both universal and Romanian, is considered 
fundamental in the learning process and for the understanding of the main 
musical styles, as well as to the creation and enrichment of pupils’ artistic 
culture, both theoretical and practical. Alongside the other musical disciplines, 
the study of music history has an informative character (of acquiring knowledge), 
but, more importantly, a formative one. As regards the latter, knowing the 
époques, periods, stages and styles of universal music gives pupils the possibility 
to distinguish essential traits, values and non-values within the past and present 
musical phenomenon. The study of this discipline comprises theoretical lectures, 
musical auditions (with the aid of audio and video devices), the participation in 
concerts and the studying of a given bibliography. These fundamental disciplines 
contribute to the cultivation of culture, as well as to the capacity to understand 
music, to hear, appreciate, analyse and perform it.  
  The changes that have occurred in the contemporary music creation 
have led to the emergence of new complex genres, which basically reach all 
the structural levels of the compositional musical art, so far, and of art, in general. 
The art of the last decades is characterized by a distinctive artistic freedom 
that has led to excesses, which, in their turn, largely condition the interest 
for this kind of experimentation. In the creation of contemporary composers, 
these searches reach significant proportions, so that, there often appears a 
new genre, as an outcome of such an active artistic process. Sometimes, 
the composers intentionally refrain themselves from making any genre 
specification. Hence, in the 21st-century music, we can notice two trends. The 
first is characterized by the reconstruction of genres and the emergence of 
new ones (based on the old ones or on the basis of new elements and principles). 
The second trend is based on the conscious and declared delimitation from 
the rules of the genre, the detachment from any kind of limitations imposed 
by it. In this regard, the diversity of mixed genres represents an intermediary 
phase. More precisely, these genres clearly demonstrate the stylistic pluralism, 
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which, in fact, is one of the most important features of the époque. Extremely 
complex in terms of its form and structure, contemporary music requires some 
prior training or knowledge in order to be adequately understood. This is why, 
today’s music teacher is faced with a series of challenges in finding various 
means and procedures that would help pupils understand contemporary music 
and even get them to like it.  
  One of the contemporary musicians, namely Athanasios Trikoupis has 
managed to do just that by composing the work „ORPHIKON I”, whose world 
premiere took place in Alexandroupoli, Greece, at the Scientific Session 
dedicated to Orpheus (1-2 October 2010). The work was performed by the 
Orchestra of the “Faëthon” Conservatory in Alexandroupoli (comprised of 
teachers and students of that institution). The young Greek composer 
Athanasios Trikoupis, Doctor of Music and assistant with the University of 
Music in Thessaloniki, was born in the town of Alexandroupoli, in northern 
Greece. He graduated from the Music Conservatory in Athens, the European 
Conservatory of Music in Paris and from the Music University in Graz. In 2009, 
he earned the degree of Doctor of Music. In 1991, he performed as a pianist, 
winning the first prize in a national piano competition and had a series of 
concerts as a solo piano player, both nationally and abroad. His compositional 
talent could be appreciated by the public from Greece, England, Germany and 
Austria, where some of his compositions were performed.  
  His composition, Orphikon I, is based on two old hymns from the period 
of ancient Greece that refer to deities. In the 6th century B.C., a new spiritual 
movement took birth in ancient Greece and it was called “Orphism”. The 
purpose of this religion was to seek and discover one’s own personal self and 
reach salvation. It dealt with all the basic problems related to the mystery of 
human existence: life and death. Unfortunately, no documents were found that 
would be able to shed some light regarding the procession of those ceremonies. 
Only a few Orphic hymns have remained. The so-called “Orphic hymns” were 
being sung or recited by the Greeks during the religious ceremonies from the 
ancient times. The name of “Orphic hymns” came from the legendary Orpheus, 
son of Apollon and of the Muse Kalliope. According to the myths of ancient 
Greece, he was considered the perfect singer, who, through his voice and 
music, could put a spell not only on animals, but even trees. The 87 Orphic hymns 
are dedicated to the different deities. In some cases, the hymn was dedicated 
to only one god, but that deity was assigned different names. The hymns 
expressed the desires and requests addressed to the gods and priests who 
performed the religious ceremonies and prayed for health, wellbeing, for a good 
year, for travellers and, in general, for a better life.  
  By rendering modern musical garments to the ancient Greek hymns, 
the composer has built a “bridge” between the ancient times and today, between 
archaism and modernism. By knowing the traditions, history and culture of 
ancient Greece, the pupils found it much easier to understand the compositional 
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concepts of modern music and they even liked it. The short analysis of this 
work following below will highlight the approach and techniques used by the 
composer for an adequate understanding and learning of the modern 
compositional outlooks.  
  Orphikon I is written for orchestra, vocal group, children’s choir and 
soundtrack. The orchestra comprises the following instruments:  
 1. strings instruments: first and second violin (with divisions), viola and 
 cello;  
 2. wind instruments: flute, B-flat clarinet, alto saxophone, tenor 
 saxophone, B-flat trumpet;  
 3. percussion instruments: timpani, bass drum, conga, tom-tom drum 
 and tambour. 

Ex. 1 
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For the vocal group, the composer has chosen the timbral colours of the 
tenor and baritone voices, as well as the high female voices (four sopranos). 
  Faced with the two archaic hymns, the composer has conferred them 
the most splendid acoustic garment that reflected the Orphic archetype of the 
hero-singer and the magical properties of the music he was playing. The broad 
and diverse spectrum of the acoustic characteristics - offered by the variety of 
instruments used, by the vocal timbral diversity of the vocal group, by the 
various sounds emitted by the children’s choir (with their voices or with 
percussion instruments) and by the previously recorded soundtrack that 
acts as a musical background – is assigned distinct parts, throughout the 
development of the Orphic mystery. The polyrhythm, unison, modal harmony, 
strong dissonances, the rhythmic-melodic contrast, the modern techniques of 
execution that enrich the acoustic palette of traditional orchestral instruments, 
improvisation, the previously recorded soundtrack (played as a background, 
throughout the entire piece) - all these represent some of the compositional 
elements the composer used in order to acoustically render, in an adequate 
way, the religious ritual described by the two Orphic hymns. The symbolic 
musical aggressiveness of this work is determined by the multiple characters 
of the gods described in the archaic texts of Orpheus’s hymns (states of wrath, 
fury, anger, etc.). The physical and spiritual ecstasy, orgy and fear – all 
these are faced with each other throughout the successive parts of this piece, 
creating a strong contrast that constitutes its main element.  
 Orphikon I comprises an introduction and four parts. The introductive 
part (bars 1-132), based on polyrhythm and archaic melodic motifs, introduces 
us into the atmosphere and archaic character of the literary text which is about 
to be presented in the following parts. 

The subtle entry of the 2-a violins, based on a rhythmic ostinato of 
quintuplet in a 5/8 bar is taken over by the 2-b violins at bar no. 8, with a single 
change of accent on the last segment of the rhythmic structure. 

Ex. 2 
 

 
 
 It is here that the first contrast of accents appears. The first violins 
enter at bar no. 19 at a fifth interval, but maintaining the same rhythmic ostinato 
of the second violins.  
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Ex. 3 
 

\ 
 
 While the first and second violins (with their divisions) continue with the 
rhythmic ostinato in „pp”, the first solo violin enters at bar 23 in „mp”, with a 
new rhythmic pattern consisting of a game of triplets and quintuplets. 

 
Ex. 4 

 
  

 The second solo violin enters at bar 34 with the same rhythmic pattern, 
but in contrast with the first solo violin, maintaining the dynamic indication 
of „mp”. 

Ex. 5 
 

 
 

 The viola and cello start playing in unison at bar no. 43 with upbeat 
(anacrusis), with the same rhythmic ostinato, but asymmetrically (compared to 
the beat) and with the accent on the 2nd segment of the rhythmic structure.  

 
Ex. 6 

 

 Bar no. 36 marks an intense increase in dynamics, so that the entire 
orchestra reaches „f” (forte) at bar 46 (when the clarinet in B enters with the 
note F#).  
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Ex. 7 

 

 
 

 The timpani enter at bar 59 with an ostinato asymmetrical rhythm of 
triplets. At this point, the orchestra goes into „ff”.  

 
Ex. 8 
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 The bass drum enters at bar no. 61 and the tambour and trumpet (in 
G) – at bar 62; this is where the pentatonic cycle becomes evident. The last to 
enter are the flutes, with a high whistling in ostinato.  
 

Ex. 9 

 
 

 At bar 69, the polyrhythms stops, once all the instruments stop playing, 
except for the viola and cello, which sustain the note G in unison, over two 
bars. The beat also changes from 5/8 to 4/8.  
 After that sudden two-bar silence (except for the viola and cello), the 
entire orchestra enters in unison (bars 71-80) in „sff”, with an archaic melodic 
motif. After the playing of the archaic melodic theme, all the instruments stop 
again, leaving only a trio of percussion instruments (the timpani, tom-tom drum 
and conga), each with a contrasting rhythmic-melodic pattern.  
 

Ex. 10 

 
 

 Starting with bar no. 111, the other instruments start entering, one by 
one, in „ff”, with the initial rhythmic-melodic pattern. The strings part has a 
small change: the initial melody is played in fifths, which enriches the general 
sound of the orchestra.  

Ex. 11 
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 At bar 123, one can hear again the archaic melodic motif in the wind 
instruments (flute, clarinet, alto and tenor saxophones and trumpet), whereas 
the string instruments carry on with their rhythmic-melodic ostinato without 
changes.  

Ex. 12 

 
 

Next, the children’s choir enters at bar 125, crying out names of deities 
(Kuretes, Korybantes) and thus announcing the beginning of the religious 
ceremony and of the first part of the work. The instruments’ entering one by 
one, the gradual increase in the dynamic indications, the rhythmic-melodic 
contrast – all these procedures used by the composer illustrate the introductive 
image of the people gathering, one by one, for the religious ceremony, as 
well as the noise and polemics arising amongst them, as they wait for the 
doxology to start.  

Ex. 13 
 

 
 

 The first part of Orfikon I starts with bar no. 133, when the previously 
recorded soundtrack begins.  
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Ex. 14 

 

 This soundtrack represents the voice of the greatest of all gods and it 
accompanies the performance of the musical piece, up to its ending. This 
procedure the composer employs is very inspired. The audience hears a 
voice, without seeing the singer – which gives that voice an aura of mystery, 
since it is amplified and has a reverberation effect applied to it, thus creating 
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the mysterious figure of the god in the listener’s imagination. While the voice 
cries out the name of different deities, the string instruments, divided in pairs 
(violins 1a with violins 1b, violins 2a with violins 2b, and the viola with cello), 
play in a rhythmic contrast of minor seconds and major sevenths (as if trying to 
evoke a controversy). The dynamics of the interpretation span from “f-ff”. Here, 
the composer has given the musicians freedom in rendering the rhythmic 
pattern, in order to create the contrast. In all the four parts, the instruments’ 
role is to render whatever is being heard on the soundtrack. For example, at 
bar 135 of the first part, when the greatest of the gods shouts the words “aria 
tefki” (battle weapons), the percussion instruments enter with an exuberantly 
powerful and frantic rhythmic pattern.  

Ex. 15 

 
 At bar 137, when the word “zoigoni” is pronounced (meaning “life”), 
one can hear the minor seconds in rhythmic contrast with the major sevenths 
in the string instruments, which thus suggest turmoil and the beginning of life.  

Ex. 16 
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 Then, at bar 138, at the word “samothraki” (the designation of a Greek 
island), the melody becomes majestic, with an ample development.  

 
Ex. 17 

 
 

 This is where the vocal group appears (tenor, baritone and the four 
sopranos), representing the clergymen. One by one, they exclaim praises 
to the deities. With each exclamation, the children’s choir brings its own 
reply, by clapping their hands and feet or by hitting spoons and cymbals. At 
the end of the first part, when a soprano exclaims “orgiofanti!” (suggesting a 
state of enraptement), the musical piece reaches climax and the children’s 
choir gives all the replies that, so far, had been interpreted one by one – only, 
this time, simultaneously (the clapping of the hands and feet, the hitting of 
spoons and cymbals). The first part ends with the bass drum that interrupts 
the children’s replies.  
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The second part is totally different from the first one, as it is a 
prayer.  

Ex. 18 

 

 The text refers to a prayer to the sky. The violins suggest the soundless 
air by drawing the bow against the bridge. The vocal group interprets a peaceful, 
modal melody based on fifths and seconds.  

The second part ends at bar no. 186. 
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 The third part is based on the rhythmic and musical material of the 
first part and it is actually its development. The content of the literary text 
describes what the gods do when they are angry. Here, the string instruments 
execute the rhythmic-melodic ostinato of the first part, on a 5/8 beat, in forte, 
whereas the wind instruments perform the archaic motif of the first part. At bar 
216, the melodic motif is taken over by the string instruments and the wind and 
percussion instruments play a rhythmic-melodic ostinato. 

Ex. 19 

 

 Bars 224-230 represent the final part or its cadenza, which starts with a 
“subito p” dynamic indication and goes up to “fff” during its performance, as all 
the instruments enter, one by one. The point of “fff” begins when all the voices 
from the vocal group and the children’s choir exclaim the word “Kuretes”. 
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 The final part of this musical piece - the fourth – is the continuation 
of the second part. Here, all the instruments play in a “tonlos” manner that 
is “without sound”: the violins play with their bows on the bridge, suggesting 
the blowing of air, the trumpet suggests heavy air by playing a glissando 
and the flute player emits a vibrating blow of air, by moving the lips rapidly. 
The words uttered by the soloists characterize the air, the breath and the soul, 
which are also suggested by the orchestral score. Towards the ending, the 
solo violins imitate the sounds of seagulls through a glissando, which ends 
the entire musical piece. 

Ex. 20 
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 The merit of the composer lies in having succeeded to express such 
an ample and philosophic theme through simple means of interpretation, in 
accordance with the abilities of the pupils who performed Orphikon I. He did 
this with the express intention of raising the children’s interest in such an activity 
of music education, from both a theoretical and a practical standpoint. OrphikonI 
is a didactic musical piece that helps the pupils learn the style and techniques 
of contemporary music, through a practical activity.  
 

Translated by Raluca Stoica 
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