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Essay Nr. 68:  On the Ancient Gods of Music
Whom God loves not, that man loves not music.
Henry Peacham, 1576 – 1643

The Complete Gentleman

For the ancient civilizations of Greece and Rome we are fortunate to have a considerable extant literature to help us judge what these ancient peoples themselves thought about music and music practice.  Even in the case of the ancient Hebrew peoples we have the Old Testament which, even though it has its limits as an historical document, provides clues to the use of a wide variety of music.

With respect to Egypt and the countries of the Eastern Mediterranean there is very little extant literature, save clay tablets.  Here we must call upon deduction based on iconography, but no matter how logical are conclusions seem, we must remember these icons represent thousands of years of experience which we really can never know.

A common characteristic of most of the oldest civilizations is that music was always associated with the gods.
   It is clear that the earliest peoples did not associate music with the other arts, such a painting and sculpture, as we do today.  Perhaps it was simply that music is the only art you can not see.  It is easy to understand how painting, for example, could be thought of as a craft, for in looking at a painting you can immediately see the craft.  But music is different.  While it can not be seen, it can be immediately understood on an experiential level even by people with no training in music.  No doubt it was this mysterious aspect, something which you could experience but not see, which they associated with the gods.

The area of the Near East which we call Mesopotamia consisted first of isolated city-states, among the oldest of which were Ur, Susa and Kish.  The area known as Babylonia consisted of Sumeria to the south and Akkad to the north.  During the third millennium B.C. these peoples were united by the Semitic king, Sargon I.

Based on the surviving evidence, Sumeria, c. 3,000 BC, is the oldest civilization we know which developed a sophisticated tradition of music.  Since they believed music was of divine origin, they created temples for a number of gods, all of whom they believed had to be entertained, to keep them in good spirits, by singing and playing of instruments.
  Among these gods was one called Enlil, the father of humanity, who governed with a musical instrument called al.

Soon after the beginning of the second millennium the Amorites invaded Sumeria, ending the Sumerian Empire.  From the Sumerian capital, Babylon, we take the name of the people of the next period.  The Babylonians (2,000 – 562 BC) were extraordinary people, excelling in mathematics, astronomy, geography and medicine.  They founded schools in which they taught cuneiform writing and they first introduced the 354 day calendar with 12 hour days.

With respect to culture, the Babylonians seemed to have little of their own and we can therefore understand that they absorbed completely that of the Sumerians, including their musical traditions.  We find a new god, however, Ea, who was god of the mysteries and arts, especially associated with the flutist-psalmist.

The Assyrians (750 – 606 BC), who took their name from the god Ashur, were a fierce and warlike collection of tribes who conquered Babylonia.  They built the great capital city of Nineveh and began to develop unusual skills in the art of sculpture.
   But, if it were not for the great stone-reliefs now in the British Museum this empire would probably never be mentioned today, for after their defeat in 612 B.C. they disappeared from history.

Aside from the stone-reliefs, we can see these feared warriors had also some appreciation for music in the fact that whenever they put a city to the sword, they spared the musicians who, with the rest of the valuable booty, were sent back to Nineveh.
 

In Egypt (2,686 – 52 BC), as in other ancient civilizations, the spiritual nature of music caused it to be linked in myth with the gods.  We find this especially interesting with respect to the limited hieroglyphic language of Egypt.  For example, the symbol which represents the god who created earth is also used to represent the god Hesu, who created music.
   Another dual god, Hathor, was both the goddess of love and the goddess of music.  An hymn to Hathor found in the temple of Dandera, seems to refer to the “music of the spheres,” a familiar notion among the ancient philosophers, most notably Pythagoras.

To thee, the heaven and its stars make music,

Sun and moon sing praises to thee,

The whole earth is making music for thee.
 

There is an extraordinary painting from the more recent Graeco-Roman temple at Medamund, north of Thebes, which includes a complete hymn to the god Hathor.  We see a group of female musicians, with harp, drum, and lute, beneath a hieroglyph description,

The members of the choir take up their instruments and play them.  The songstreses in full number adore the Golden Goddess and make music to the Golden Goddess: they never cease their chanting.

The text of the hymn is written behind the lutanist and a singer.  We take notice especially of the aim of this music, “nourishment for the heart.”
Come, O Golden Goddess, the singers chant

for it is nourishment for the heart to dance the iba, 

to shine over the feast at the hour of retiring 

and to enjoy dance at night.

Come! The procession takes place at the site of drunkenness,

this area where one wanders in the marshes.

Its routine is set, the rules firm:

nothing is left to be desired.

The royal children satisfy you with what you love

and the officials give offerings to you.

The lector priest exalts you singing a hymn,

and the wise men read the rituals.

The priest honors you with his basket,

and the drummers take their tambourines.

Ladies rejoice in your honor with garlands

and girls with wreaths.

Drunkards play tambourines for you in the cool night,

and those they wake up bless you.

The bedouin dance for you in their garments,

and Asiatics with their sticks.

The griffins wrap their wings around you,

the hares stand on their hind legs for you.

The hippopotami adore with wide open mouths,

and their legs salute your face.
 

In yet another painting celebrating Hathor, no less than 29 female musicians are pictured with percussion instruments.

Another goddess, Merit, was considered to be the personification of music.  And then there was the strange dwarf god Bes, usually associated with childbirth but who, nevertheless, is usually pictured playing a variety of musical instruments.  All in all, what we see in these myths is a special significance given to Music from the earliest of times.

In the oldest tomb paintings, of the Old Kingdom (2,686 – 2,181 BC), we can see musicians included in scenes associated with the worship of the gods.  In later periods we learn the names of such musicians who are also identified as having positions related to the worship of these gods.  One of these, Amenemhab, who appears several times in the 18th Dynasty is described in a stela as having “followed the king’s footsteps in foreign lands.”  He is identified as holding a very high office, “overseer of the singers of the North and South,” and he describes his role as a performer in the temple:

I purify my mouth.  I adore the gods.  I exalt Horus who is in the sky.  I adore him.  The Ennead listens, the inhabitants of the Underworld rejoice.  They appear at my voice.

In one tomb painting he is called, “chief of singers of Amun,” and appears singing to the sun god the following beautiful song.

Praise to you millions and millions of times!

I have come to you, adoring your beauty.

Your mother Nut [the sky] embraces you.

You are joyful as you traverse the sky and the earth.

May the gods of the Underworld [as the sun passes underneath the 


earth] worship you and sing your praise when you hear my 


words which worship you every day,

So that you endow me with a burial in peace after enduring old age 


and my ba being among my ancestors, following the king.
 

When female musicians appear in the New Kingdom Period (1,567 – 1,085 BC), some of them also have apparent positions in the temple, with titles such as “Chief of the Singers.”  The tomb paintings tell us of music in the temple by both solo and choral singers, dances accompanied by instruments, and processions around the altar.  The tendency toward string instruments in temple scenes leads Sendrey to speculate regarding the character of the temple music,

We must consider its character solemn and sedate; from this we may conclude that their sacred music must have been rigid and formal, similar to the ceremonies of their ritual.
 

The literature of the most recent period speaks of observances of religious-cult which were much less somber.  The early historian, Herodotus, for example, describes two such festivals.

When they travel to Bubastis, this is what they do.  They sail thither, men and women together, and a great number of each in each boat.  Some of the women have rattles and rattle them, others play the aulos through the entire trip, and the remainder of the women and men sing and clap their hands.  As they travel on toward Bubastis and come near some other city, they edge the boat near the bank, and some of the women do as I have described.  But others of them scream obscenities in derision of the women who live in that city, and others of them set to dancing, and others still, standing up, throw their clothes open to show their nakedness.  This they do at every city along the riverbank.  When they come to Bubastis, they celebrate the festival  with great sacrifices, and more wine is drunk at that single festival than in all the rest of the year besides.  There they throng together, man and woman (but no children), up to the number of seven hundred thousand, as the natives say.
 

….

On the eve of the festival of Dionysus, each one of them cuts the throat of his pig in front of the doorway and then gives it, to take away, to the swineherd who has sold it to him.  For the rest of the festival in honor of Dionysus, except for the dance choruses, the Egyptians celebrate it almost in everything like the Greeks.  But instead of phalluses they have another invention, which are eighteen-inch-high images, controlled by strings, which the women carry round the villages; these images have a penis that nods and in size is not much less than all the rest of the body.  Ahead there goes an aulos player, and the women follow, singing in honor of Dionysus.
   

Athenaeus,
 speaking of the period of Ptolemy (285 - 246 BC), quotes a reference to a “choral band of 600 men,” with 300 harp players participating in the music for such a festival.

A fragment by the Greek philosopher and poet, Xenophanes (570 – 480 BC) seems to criticize the epic poets, Homer and Hesiod, saying they have, “attributed to the gods all things which are disreputable and worthy of blame when done by men.”  
Among the Alexandrian poets, Bion says music is sweeter even than love!
   We especially like, among these love poems, one by Hermesianax about a teacher, Aristippus, who left his school and job to chase his love, Lais, “whose loveliness has never been described.”
To her he fled; and so he left behind

The lecture hall and audience as well;

Unto his love he clung with heart and mind.

We mention this poem also because it later reveals to us that the Greek god, Zeus, guards all who serve the Muse!

Plutarch (46 – 127 AD) wrote that “some have thought that God himself played upon the aulos.”
  He was probably referring to Apollo, into whose rites he had been initiated.
In the Old Testament we are told that the Hebrew god was also a musician.  Zechariah 9:14 tells us God was a trumpet player, although Psalm 105 describes him as a choral conductor.
   

Among the Roman poets of the early Christian era there were some who still gave credit for their inspiration to the gods, as we see in Ovid.

Now, since a god inspires my lips, I will dutifully follow the inspiring god; I’ll open Delphi and the heavens themselves and unlock the oracles of the sublime mind.  Great matters, never traced out by the minds of former men, things that have long been hidden, I will sing.
 

…..

Be kind, ye fair, to the poetic choir.

Whom Muses love and deities inspire.

God’s in us and with heaven we discourse,

In springs divine our instinct has its source.
 

A poem of Tibullus warns the ladies to have respect for the poets who are favored by the gods.

But you, my girl, watch out; the gods love poets;

I warn you, have respect for a sacred bard

singing of Messalinus, who drives before him

whole conquered cities -- the victor, battle-scarred

and crowned with bay, while round him his bay-wreathed soldiers

deafen the crown with their wild triumphal song.
 

The poet, Statius (45 – 96 AD) has a grim and pessimistic poem, Thebaid, in which evil gods arrange for the murder of sleeping Thebans, including a musician.

Alert Ialmenus, now never to see the dawn,

  had played his lyre to the last stars, singing the paean

  of Thebes.  The god pressed his weakened neck to the left,

  and his head lay heedlessly against the lyre.

Agylleus thrust a sword through his chest and impaled

  his right hand, ready-poised on the hollow lyre-shell,

  his fingers quivering on the strings.
 

In a similar dark mood, Ovid tells of one poet who was not protected by the gods, in fact he was murdered in the act of performance!

And poor Lampetides - he had been summoned

To no such revels, only to play the lute,

To grace the feast with song, and so he stood there

Holding the ivory quill, surely no fighter,

And Pettalus mocked him: “Sing that song in Hell,

The rest of it, at least!” and pierced his temple,

And as he fell, the dying fingers struggled,

To play once more, and made only a discord.
 

Perhaps this contributed to Ovid finally indicating he had lost faith in the gods.  He reveals this in an interesting passage, while nevertheless mentioning again that the poets are favored by the gods.

We bards are classed as holy, heaven’s care;

Divinity, they say, flows in our veins.

But every holy thing brash death profanes;

There’s nothing that his murky clutches spare.

Orpheus’ great parents - what did they avail?

Or song whose magic power the beasts subdued?

To sad reluctant lyre in the wild wood

“Ah, Linus, Linus” went his father’s wail.

And Homer too, whose founts of song inspire

The Muses’ streams on poets’ lips for ay,

Sank to Avernus’ depths on his last day:

Verse, verse alone escapes the insatiate pyre.

In poetry the toils of Troy live on,

And that slow web night’s cunning would unwind.

So Nemesis and Delia fame will find,

Who last and first their poet’s worship won.

What use is that Egyptian ritual,

Those timbrels, these long nights of chastity?

When evil fate dooms good men, may I be

forgiven if I’ve no faith in gods at all!
 

Although not one of the ancient gods or muses, one of the Christian saints, St. Cecilia, has become in the English-speaking world, in effect, a modern God of Music.  The oldest account of St. Cecilia is found in the “Martyrologium Hieronymianum” and her feast day has been celebrated since the 4th century.  By an early date this celebration fell on November 22, on which it is still commemorated today.
Since the 14th century she has been pictured with an organ as an attribute, or is represented as playing on the organ, evidently based on an incorrect translation of  organis, “instruments.”  In any case this began the association with music and this has resulted in many poems and compositions in her honor.
Among the English Restoration poems are several dedicated to the honor of St. Cecilia’s Day, which had become a traditional day to honor music.  Joseph Addison has written two such poems.
   In his “A Song for St. Cecilia’s Day,” he begins in praise of the patron saint.

Let all Cecilia’s praise proclaim,

Employ the echo in her name,

Hark how the flutes and trumpets raise,

At bright Cecilia’s name, their lays;

The organ labors in her praise.

Cecilia’s name does all our numbers grace,

From every voice the tuneful accents fly,

In soaring trebles now it rises high,

And now it sinks, and dwells upon the base.

Cecilia’s name through all the notes we sing,

The work of every skillful tongue,

The sound of every trembling string,

The sound and triumph of our song.

Now he turns to the purposes of music, including the emotions and character development,
For ever consecrate the day,

To music and Cecilia;

Music, the greatest good that mortals know,

And all of heaven we have below.

Music can noble hints impart,

Engender fury, kindle love;

With unsuspected eloquence can move,

And manage all the man with secret art....

He concludes with a poetic reference to the Day of Judgment.

When time itself shall be no more,

And all things in confusion hurled,

Music shall then exert its power,

And sound survive the ruins of the world....

The second poem on this subject by Addison is called “Ode for St. Cecilia’s Day,” written in 1699 and set to music by Daniel Purcell.  In this work he concentrates on aesthetic characterizations of the violin, flute, organ and trumpet and eventually mentions improvisation (“divisions”) in church music.

First let the sprightly violin

The joyful melody begin,

And none of all her strings be mute;

While the sharp sound and shriller lay

In sweet harmonious notes decay,

Softened and mellowed by the flute.

Next, let the solemn organ join

Religious airs, and strains divine,

Such as may lift us to the skies,

And set all Heaven before our eyes.

Let then the trumpet’s piercing sound

Our ravished ears with pleasure wound.

The soul overpowering with delight,

As, with a quick uncommon ray,

A streak of lightening clears the day,

And flashes on the sight.

Let Echo too perform her part,

Prolonging every note with art,

And in a low expiring strain

Play all the concert over again....

And now the choir complete rejoices,

With trembling strings and melting voices.

The tuneful ferment rises high,

And works with mingled melody.

Quick divisions run their rounds,

A thousand trills and quivering sounds

In airy circles over us fly,

Till, wafted by a gentle breeze,

They faint and languish by degrees,

And at a distance die.

As in the above case, most of these St. Cecilia Odes were set to music.  William Congreve wrote a poem, “A Hymn to Harmony,” in honor of St. Cecilia’s Day of 1701, which was set to music of “John Eccles, Master of Her Majesties Musick.”  John Oldham’s (1653 – 1683) “Ode for an Anniversary of Musick on St. Cecilia’s Day,” was set to music by “Dr. Blow.”
Begin the song, your instruments advance

Tune the voice, and tune the flute,

Touch the silent, sleeping lute,

And make the strings to their own measures dance….

After a nice phrase, this Ode summarizes the values of music,
How dull were life, how hardly worth our care,

But for the charms that musick lends!

…..

Musick’s the cordial of a troubled breast,

The softest remedy that grief can find;

The gentle spell, that charms our care to rest,

And calms the ruffled passions of the mind.

Musick does all our joys refine,

It gives the relish to our wine,

‘Tis that gives rapture to our love,

And wings devotion to a pitch divine;

‘Tis our chief bliss on earth, and half our heaven above....
 

Alexander Pope also contributed an “Ode to St. Cecilia’s Day,” one which begins with a call to the Muses,

Descend, ye Nine! descend and sing;

The breathing instruments inspire.
 

Next Pope offers a catalog of the purposes and virtues of music.

By Music, minds an equal temper know,

Nor swell too high, nor sink too low.

If in the breast tumultuous joys arise,

Music her soft, assuasive voice applies;

Or when the soul is pressed with cares,

Exalts her in enlivening airs.

Warriors she fires with animated sounds;

Pours balm into the bleeding lover’s wounds:

Melancholy lifts her head,

Morpheus rouses from his bed,

Sloth unfolds her arms and wakes,

Listening Envy drops her snakes;

Intestine war no more our Passions wage,

And giddy Factions hear away their rage.

.....

Music the fiercest grief can charm,

And fate’s severest rage disarm:

Music can soften pain to ease,

And make despair and madness please....

Jonathan Swift offers a strange addition to the repertoire of odes to St. Cecilia.

Grave Dean of St. Patrick’s, how comes it to pass,

That you, who know music no more than an ass,

That you who so lately were writing of drapiers,

Should lend your cathedral to players and scrapers [violinists]?

To act such an opera once in a year,

So offensive to every true Protestant ear,

With trumpets, and fiddles, and organs, and singing,

Will sure the Pretender and Popery bring in,

No Protestant Prelate, his lordship or grace,

Durst there show his right, or most reverend face:

How would it pollute their crosiers and rochets,

To listen to minims, and quavers, and crotchets!
 

The most important purpose of music is to express emotions and we have an extraordinary testimonial to this purpose in one of John Dryden’s (1631 – 1700) most famous odes, his “A Song for St. Cecilia’s Day, 1687,”
 a work which was set to music by Giovanni Draghi.  He begins by suggesting that the earth and man were created in harmony
 by God.

From Harmony, from heavenly Harmony

This universal frame began:

From Harmony to Harmony

Through all the compass of the notes it ran,

The Diapason closing full in Man.

But he quickly turns to the emotional essence of music, in a burst of enthusiasm, “What Passion cannot Musick raise and quell!”  Now he presents a remarkable survey of the emotional qualities which he associates with various musical instruments, expressed in his most vivid choice of words.

The TRUMPETS loud clangor

Excites us to arms

With shrill notes of anger....

.....

The double double double beat

Of the thundering DRUM....

.....

The soft complaining FLUTE

In dying Notes discovers

The woes of hopeless lovers,

Whose dirge is whispered by the warbling LUTE.

.....

Sharp VIOLINS proclaim

Their jealous pangs, and desperation,

Fury, frantick indignation,

Depth of pains, and height of passion....

.....

But oh! what Art can teach

What human voice can reach

The sacred ORGANS praise?

Notes inspiring holy love,

Notes that wing their heavenly ways

To mend the choirs above.

Dryden concludes with a reference to the music of the spheres and the trumpet of the Day of Judgment, whose “Musick shall untune the sky.”
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