   Essays on the Origins of Western Music

by

David Whitwell

Essay Nr. 158:  On the Influence of Turkish Music.
The repeated battles between the West and the Ottoman Empire from 1526 to 1699 made the Turkish nation for a time the primary fear of Western civilization.  This empire was a particular source of anxiety for the Viennese for their city lay on the border between East and West and more than once the Turkish armies were at the very gates of the city.  There followed, of course, a great curiosity about these “heathen” neighbors and consequently the museums in Vienna today are filled with objects collected from the fields outside the city walls after the Turkish troops had withdrawn.  Every visitor to Vienna today is told of the discovery, in this manner, of a bag of coffee beans which was the beginning of the craze for drinking coffee in Vienna.

This curiosity was shared by musicians and a rare account exists of a musical “duel” held during a lull in a battle fought in 1683 between the military musicians of East and West.  The Turkish musicians were heard playing “Cymbeln, Glocklein and Schalmeyen,” and the Viennese answered with trumpets and timpani.
  This musical fascination continued in the West, and in Vienna in particular, for a long time.  Mozart’s first real success in Vienna was, of course, his The Abduction from the Seraglio of the 1782 season.  Similar examples of music “alla Turca” followed in the works of Gluck, Haydn and the Ninth Symphony of Beethoven.

The Turkish influence on Western military music was much more fundamental, as it helped solve the basic problem of mass movement among the new standing armies.  This influence was so generally recognized throughout the Classic and Romantic Periods that Western military bands were often called simply, “Turkische musik.”  Ironically, the Sultan Mahmut II ended the indigenous Turkish military band tradition in 1826, when he decided to model his bands after the West and decided to hire the most famous composer known to him, Donizetti, to move to Istanbul to guide this reorganization.  On someone’s error he instead hired Donizetti’s brother, who in fact moved to Turkey to work for the Sultan.

The Turkish Mehter Band

The Turkish wind and percussion band tradition is very old.  Their early history is best known in the West today through the chronicles of the Crusades of the late Middle Ages, but the tradition is much  older.  A Chinese chronicle tells of a Chinese general who visited the Turkish city of Balasagun in the year 200 BC and was so impressed that he brought an entire band back with him to China.

The basic Turkish military band unit was a five-member ensemble called the Mehter band, which was doubled and redoubled according to the rank of the person by whom they were employed.  The Sultan’s band, called Mehterhane, was usually the largest and consisted of a nine-fold version of the same basic instruments.  For great battles even larger proportions were assembled.  The Sultan Selim, 1512 – 1520, took more than 200 players to the battle of Mercidabik, as did Suleiman the Great, 1520 – 1566, to Vienna.  Salim III, 1789 – 1807, also maintained a 200 piece band.

The instruments included a conical and wild-sounding medieval shawm.  Made of plum or apricot wood, it was decorated with precious stones and silver bracelets and called by the Turks, the zurna.  There was a primitive trumpet, which seems to have been used more as a rhythmic than a melodic instrument, called the boruzen.  The percussion instruments were the most influential in the West.  There were cymbals, Zil, the player being called Zilzen, very much like the modern ones.  There were proto-type small timpani, called Nekkare, with leather stretched over twin copper bowls, played in a sitting position on the ground.  The final member of the normal Mehter band was a large bass drum, played with a large stick in the right hand and a smaller one, sometimes a branch of a tree, with the left hand.
In larger bands the Cevgen was added, played by a musician who also sang.  In English we call this instrument the “Jingling Jonnie,” or “Turkish crescent,” and in German, Schellenbaum.  It was a high pole surmounted by one or more metal crescents (Mehter, itself, being derived from the Persian Mahi-ter, for “moon”), from which hung many small bells and on each end, horsehair plumes.  The contemporary Western bell-lyre is nothing but a surrogate for this instrument.

In one of the multiple Mehter bands there would be a leader for each instrument, called Aga, and the players of each instrument would be grouped together by the instrument.  The smaller groups would then be configured into a large half-circle (“moon” again),
 or in the case of the nine-fold band, a full circle.  The over-all conductor was called Mehterbasi Aga.

The royal Mehter band, a nine-fold band attached to the Topkapi Palace, was composed not of Turkish players, oddly enough, but rather of Armenians and Greeks who had been converted to Islam.  The viziers, or governors, and commanders of the army troops had seven-fold bands.  Civilian organizations, such as trade guilds, were allowed to form Mehter bands for special occasions, processions, etc., but were not allowed to maintain them independently.

The bands dressed in striking uniforms, typically gowns with wide sleeves, turbans wrapped with gauze, leggings, and short, slip-on boots.  The conductor, of course, was dressed in colors part from the musicians.

These bands played at regular times during the day, beginning early in the morning.  A Prussian soldier, sent to Istanbul early in the 18th century, recalled that the band which marched before his quarters every morning, “split the ears with its incredible charivari.”
  On fortresses, these bands also performed a watch duty.

It was in battle that the Mehter band was considered most valuable.  Their playing thrilled and excited the soldiers, lifting their morale and driving them into action.  Many accounts also remark on the effect of this thundering noise in diminishing the morale and dissipating the enemy.  One of the band leaders during the Kara Mustafa Pasha’s attack on Vienna, remembered,

Toward the middle of the afternoon the grand Viszier’s mehter band started to play first.  Then the bands of the governors of provinces and the bands on the right started to play all together.  Thus, after the evening prayer and at dawn, the sound of drums, oboes, kettle-drums, and cymbals joined from every corner the rumble of cannon and gunfire, and the whole countryside echoed with these sounds.

The sultan’s band performed concerts each afternoon in the palace during peace time as well as during coronations and other ceremonies.  During battle, concerts were performed in front of the royal tent.  One such concert performed before a guest, Osman Gazi, began a tradition somewhat similar to the curious tradition in the West of audiences standing during the famous chorus in the Messiah by Handel.  Gazi, out of respect for the Selijuk Sultan, stood during the concert by the Mehter band and for the following 200 years, until Mohammed II, 1451 – 1481, sultans stood when these bands performed concerts.

There are some interesting eye-witness accounts from the West dating from the 17th century, the period in which these Turkish bands began to influence Western military bands.  The percussion instruments, while not unknown in the West, caught the attention of Western ears for their use in large numbers combined with fewer melodic instruments.  For many this was a shock on first hearing, as in the case of one listener early in the 17th century.

In Turkey there are also many kinds of instruments which they usually play in a confused manner and without the use of consonances, unless these happen to arrive by accident; and the Turks only take satisfaction in hearing loud and confused noise.

Another early writer who gave special attention to the description of the percussion instruments, as heard later during the 17th century, was Count Luigi Ferdinando Marsigli.  Based on a journey to Istanbul, his account divides the instruments into those which produce shock (the various drums) and those which make musical sounds (shawms and perhaps trumpets).  The bass drum he describes as being played on one side with a large wooden mallet (Gross Baguette de buis) and on the other with a Petite Baguette.  This instrument was thus played on both sides alternatively, “with such artistry and solemnity, in a most agreeable manner.”  These bass drums, he adds, were played,

when the Army is approaching that of its enemies…and they are beaten around the soldiers guarding the Camp, in order to keep them awake.  Meanwhile the drummers cry out “Jegder-Alla,” that is to say, “the Lord is good!”

He heard this instrument as having the effect of somehow pulling together the sounds of all the other percussion instruments into a more homogeneous effect.

The different sounds of all these instruments would be harsh to the ear, if they were not corrected by that of the Grand Caisse; but when they are reunited the concert that they produce is agreeable enough.

The smaller timpani-type instruments he heard as being played in the Western tradition, with a pair of hard sticks.

They are reserved for the honor of the Family of the Bacha, and serve to signal the march; they enter the concert of Music extremely well, and they are called the Sadar Nagara.  The Bachas march in three lines and have two Timbalists, and the Timbales are at each side of the procession, and they are beaten in the same way we do in our own army.

Another 17th century observer, Evilya Efendi, in a manuscript account of travels throughout Turkey, says that the musicians of the Ottoman Empire were organized into more than 40 different guilds of builders, players and singers.
  The Mehter band he heard had 9 players, including the conductor who was the shawmist.  The large bass drum, he wrote, was “as big as the dome of a Turkish bath.  They are played day and night.  Their sound is like thunder.”

This same writer gives us an eye-witness account of the daily routine of the royal band.

The mehters’ lodging quarters is an old building at the Demirkapi site of the Palace gates.  It has a tall four cornered tower in the middle.  Every night after the evening prayer they play three tunes (Fasil) ending in a martial tune and pray for the Sultan.  At dawn three hours before morning, they play three very pleasant tunes to invite the members of the court to the assembly, and wake everybody for the morning prayer.  If a member of the palace was promoted, the Mehters used to go to his place in order to congratulate him and play for him three tunes.  If he were not at home, they played one tune to the people at home.  At the palace, the grand council of state which gathered in the council room used to begin their discussions after the mehter band performed.
This account hints at the variety of music, as well as the variety of functions, in the repertoire of these Turkish bands during the 17th century.  More valuable information regarding the nature of the music itself is given by the same eye-witness, contained in an interesting description of an argument between the conductor of the royal Mehter band and the chief architect of the palace.  They had come into conflict over the issue of who should take precedence in a procession during the reign of Murat IV and had taken the issue to the Sultan himself for resolution.  The architect spoke first,

Your Majesty, we are the dancers of Habib Neccar, the mehters are a crowd with no patron-saint, who seem to have embraced the Art of Jamshid.  We build palaces, mosques, and mausoleums for our Sultan.  We repair fortresses when they are captured, and we build bridges.  We are indispensable for the Islamic Army, and we serve it well.  There is no doubt that we should march in front of the mehters.

The conductor of the Mehter band answered,

Your Majesty, wherever you go, you should walk with the sound of drums and trumpet for the sake of your magnificence, grandeur, and fame toward friend and foe.  At the battlefields we are the ones who beat the gigantic drums in order to incite the soldiers to combat.  We are the ones who excite the soldiers to a fighting condition.  When our Sultan is upset about something, we entertain him by performing 12 kinds of mood [Makam], 24 kinds of fundamental cadence [Usul], and 48 kinds of music [Terkibi musiki].  Old wise men have said that music, poetry and song give joy to the hearts of men.  We are the tradespeople who feed the spirit.  The workers of the chief architect are Greeks, Armenians and gypsies.  They are cement workers, conduit repairers, plumbers and even latrine cleaners.  We will not allow these tradespeople to march in front of us.  Wherever the flag of the Prophet is seen the drums of the Ottoman Dynasty have to be present.

How could any sultan refuse an argument like that?

Another 17th century reference to the music performed by these bands mentions that out of a group of 24 tunes heard, 6 were of a melancholy nature, 6 were allegro and light-spirited, 6 furious and 6 mellifluous or even amorous.
  He too was impressed by the percussion, for he noted,

Now, to speak the truth, their universal and ordinary music feels the effect of tumult, since the Turkish Nation is fraught with war.

When one considers how different all this was from the music and practices of the Western military traditions, one can certainly appreciate the curiosity in the exotic and the sense of surprise found in almost all these early encounters.
The Influence of Turkish Music on the Western Armies

Because the repeated conflicts between the West and the Ottoman Empire offered numerous points of contact, it is impossible to pinpoint a precise date for the introduction of this “Turkische musik,” the percussion instruments in particular, in Western military bands.  Most sources give the approximate date as the end of the 17th century, but we suspect it may have been somewhat earlier.  Certainly, for example, it was the new Turkish percussion instruments which Samuel Pepys heard in London in 1661.
So to White Hall; where I staid to hear the trumpets and kettle-drums, and then the other drums, which are much cried up, though I think it dull, vulgar musique.

The adoption of these instruments became wide spread near the beginning of the 18th century, following a visit to the King of Prussia in Berlin by the Turkish Ambassador, Achmet Effendi.  Prussia had apparently been experimenting with these new instruments and in honor of the ambassador’s visit the king arranged a performance with them.  The ambassador reacted by exclaiming, “This isn’t Turkish at all!” meaning, we suspect, that even if the instruments were familiar, the nature of playing them was not.  His reaction seems to have embarrassed the king, who then arranged through the ambassador to import actual Turkish musicians to train his own.

The fact that the King of Prussia had actual Turkish musicians in residence seems to have made such players an instant “status symbol” among Europe’s leading aristocracy.  Almost immediately, Augustus II of Poland (d. 1735) acquired a complete Turkish band as a gift from the sultan, the emperor of Austria obtained one and Anne of Russia sent to Istanbul for a band that included not only the percussion instruments, but shawms in both treble and tenor sizes.

The vital contribution these new percussion instruments made to Western armies must be understood in context with a fundamental change in the nature of these armies during the 17th century.  It was at this time that the concept of a standing army began to be employed in Western Europe, whereas for centuries earlier when battles were necessary they were conducted by troops hired for that purpose, mercenaries.  With a standing army, which could practice marching, the generals could at last successfully introduce coordinated marching.  This was a concept which had long been appreciated in theory in the West, but was not practical with short-term mercenaries.  Neither the drums, which were still needed for signals, nor the ancient fifes, nor the new oboes and bassoons were sufficient to convey the beat necessary for successful coordinated marching by massed troops.  It was the addition of all the extra Turkish percussion which had the potential for making the beat audible to the common soldier.  Even then, the whole idea of coordinated marching to a beat seemed so new and tenuous that even a single beat’s rest represented a threat to the order of the feet.  The famous German critic, Schubart, wrote that it was here especially that a great clash of percussion helped prevent anyone from getting out of step.

This important association between the new musical instruments and the new concept of the standing army can also be seen in the fact that for a time these newly equipped bands were called Janissaries, after the Turkish, Yeni cherik, for “new troops.”
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