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   T h e  F i f t h  H a m m e r :  P y t h a g o r a s  a n d  t h e  D i s h a r m o n y  o f  t h e  W o r l d  
    
   

Date & Time:  Thursday, October 13 , 2011  –  7PM 
 
 

Miguel Abreu Gallery is pleased to announce a reading and presentation by Daniel Heller-Roazen of his just 
released book, The Fifth Hammer: Pythagoras and the Disharmony of the World. The event will take place at the gallery 
on Thursday, October 13th at 7PM in conjunction with our current video exhibition, The General Line by Oleg 
Tcherny. 
 

An ancient tradition holds that Pythagoras invented harmony. It is said that one day, he wandered by a forge and, 
hearing a wondrous sound come from within, ventured in to investigate. He found five men hammering with five 
hammers. To his astonishment, he discovered that four of the five hammers stood in a marvelous set of 
proportions, which, when combined, allowed him to reconstruct the laws of music. But there was also a fifth 
hammer. Pythagoras saw and heard it, but he could not measure it; nor could he reason its discordant sound. He 
therefore discarded it. 
 

What was this hammer, such that Pythagoras chose so decidedly to reject it? In his new book, Daniel Heller-
Roazen shows how that fabled gesture offers a key for understanding ideas of harmony in the broadest sense of 
the term. Since antiquity, “harmony” has been a name for more than a theory of musical sounds; it has 
constituted a paradigm for the scientific understanding of the sensible world. Nature, through harmony, has been 
transcribed in the ideal elements of mathematics. But, time and again, the transcription has run up against one 
fundamental limit: something in nature resists being written down in a set of ideal units. A fifth hammer, 
obstinately, continues to sound. 
 

In eight chapters, linked together like the tones of a single scale, The Fifth Hammer explores the sounds and echoes 
of that percussion, as they have made themselves felt on the most varied of attempts to understand the natural 
world. In vastly different and yet complementary ways, ancient thought and early modern science and 
philosophy, before and after Galileo, encountered a troubling dimension of nature, which they sought to interpret 
and resolve. Confronting disproportion, they revealed their fundamental aims and limits. From music to 
metaphysics, from aesthetics to astronomy, and from Plato and Boethius to Kepler, Leibniz and Kant, The Fifth 
Hammer explores the ways in which orderings of the sensible world have continued to suggest a reality that 
neither notes nor letters can fully transcribe. 
 

Daniel Heller-Roazen studied literature and philosophy in Toronto, Baltimore, Paris and Venice and now teaches in the 
Comparative Literature department and the Council of the Humanities at Princeton University. He is the author of The Enemy 
of All: Piracy and the Law of Nations (2009); The Inner Touch: Archaeology of a Sensation (2007); Echolalias: On 
the Forgetting of Language (2005); and Fortune's Faces: The Roman de la Rose and the Poetics of Contingency 
(2003). These books have been translated or are forthcoming in translation in Arabic, French, German, Japanese, Italian, Polish, 
Portuguese and Spanish. He has also edited the Norton Critical Edition of The Arabian Nights (2010) and has edited, 
translated and introduced Giorgio Agamben's Potentialities: Collected Essays in Philosophy (1999).  

For more information, please contact the gallery. 

Gallery hours:  Wednesday – Sunday, 11:00 AM to 6:30 PM  
Subway:  F to East Broadway; B, D to Grand Street;  J, M, Z to Delancey / Essex Street 


